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Аннотация
A contemporary Air-Sea heavyweight fight… the like we haven't seen since The Pacific War.

A routine U.S. Navy Freedom-of-Navigation patrol in the South China sea turns deadly when it encounters a covert — and unauthorized — Chinese plot to lay claim to waters of the South China Sea. Misunderstanding, miscalculation, and fear lead to both sides mobilizing, with the United States moving west across the Pacific to meet and engage the People's Liberation Army (Navy) who waits with modern weaponry and determined purpose.
Through detailed research and his insight of modern naval and aerial warfare gained through personal experience, Kevin Miller takes the reader aboard a nuclear powered aircraft carrier heading across the Pacific for the South China Sea — and combat. Today, the South China Sea is one of the most important — and dangerous — bodies of water in the world, with seven countries laying claim to portions of it, and in one case, all of it. Loaded with action, from heavy seas to inbound missiles, Fight Fight explores a scenario that could lead to an unwanted and unplanned — and with today's headlines perhaps inevitable — war between an established and a rising superpower.
Known for his character development, Miller brings Flip, Weed, and Olive along on another sea adventure. Along the way they will encounter a leadership challenge as old as the sea, and the motivations of several Chinese antagonists, from 4-star leadership to front line fighter pilots, are explored.
Today's cutting-edge precision weapons — some real and some imagined — are employed to devastating effect. Could the Chinese — though relentless action or divine luck — do the unthinkable?
Fight Fight is modern techno-thriller on the order of Clancy's Red Storm Rising, a human story of geopolitics and personal failing, involving the perils and uncertainty of modern naval combat and one particular deadly sin that humans fighting such battles must deal with. And fear, of failure first, then, after witnessing it on a scale no one had imagined, of death.
If war does come, who will fight it?


Kevin Miller
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“You’ve given yourself a knotty problem.”
So said my understated friend and former squadronmate Admiral Pat Walsh, a former Pacific Fleet Commander, who went on to impart his pol-mil insight and regional history into the fascinating and dangerous part of the world known as the South China Sea.
Researching Fight Fight was indeed fascinating and a knotty challenge, to say the least. Like my other novels, it is at its core a human story, one involving miscalculation and uncertainty amid events moving much faster than 20th century air/sea battles progressed. Today’s warriors — on both sides — depend on communications, sensors, and precise navigation assets that they will lose quite fast once the shooting starts. Now what? and the side that can adapt fastest has the best chance of victory, as warfare through the millennia has proved.
How high-level geopolitics affects those at the tip of the spear — on both sides — interests me, and helping me again with insight and advice was former shipmate Admiral Tim Keating, the former Commander of Pacific Command. He and his executive assistant at the time, my squadronmate Rear Admiral Greg Nosal, were invaluable in helping me visualize how news of a serious incident half-a-world away would enter and be absorbed by the command structure.
I’ve not been to the Western Pacific, in or out of uniform, but my squadronmate Captain Rich Brophy was generous with his time and helpful framing today’s situation gleaned from his recent deployment there. Former carrier CO’s Vice Admiral Ted Branch and Rear Admiral Greg Fenton answered my questions regarding carriers that I forgot or never learned, and retired E-2/C-2 pilot Captain Chris Plummer made me smarter about those two vital carrier-based aircraft. I am also in debt to trusted shipmate Captain Rick Hoffman and to Lieutenant Commander Linda McCauley for their superb and helpful explanations of guided-missile cruiser engineering spaces and their operations.
My former flight lead, Captain J.R. Stevenson, is as encouraging to me in my writing as he was when he taught me the ropes of carrier aviation years ago, and his suggestions and in some cases gifts of source material was instrumental in my understanding of the People’s Liberation Army order-of-battle. Another invaluable shipmate — in the truest sense of the word — is my friend Captain Will Dossel who directed me to open-source reference material focused on today’s air/sea hardware and doctrine. Longtime friend and squadronmate Captain K.C. Albright once again offered knowledgeable suggestions to tighten up the rough manuscript.
Learning about China, an interesting — and dangerous — society and civilization, its history and its people, was a fascinating journey. Helping me was another superb officer with whom I served, Commander Leda Chong, who emigrated from China with her parents to the United States when she was a little girl. Her views of the Chinese people and culture helped me make my Chinese characters more human and authentic. My friend Lieutenant Chris Reilly answered my questions about the P-8 Poseidon cockpit, and once again Shag and Kwiff were resources when I had questions about modern terms and cockpit tasks I used to be able to accomplish blindfolded. Thanks shipmates.
Linda Wasserman of Pelican Press Pensacola re-upped to go on another deployment with me and did a superb job editing this novel. Her sharp eye and gentle suggestions, coupled with her patience with me, is a winning combination. There is no other editor I’d rather serve alongside as we bring authentic techno-thriller fiction to readers, and Linda’s ability to make the words stronger and clearer is a true force-multiplier. Well Done, Linda!
Publisher Jeff Edwards of Braveship Books remains a source of counsel and insight into the ever-changing world of publishing. The authors at Braveship, led by Jeff himself, write smart books for smart readers.
Throughout, my loving wife Terry has given support and encouragement. She believed in my writing before I did, and cheerfully helps me refine and polish my manuscripts. Love you, Terry!
As of this writing, the situation in the South China Sea is tense, and the tension is building among the seven nations that border it. With over $5 trillion of seaborne trade flowing through it annually and blessed with rich (and overfished) fisheries that feed millions, it is arguably the most important body of water in the world today, certainly the most contested. What would happen to the world economy if conflict erupted there? Is an air/sea battle to control it inevitable?
If war does come, who will fight it?
Captain Kevin Miller USN (Ret.)
Summer 2018

Glossary of Jargon and Acronyms

1MC — ship’s public address system
5MC — flight deck loudspeaker system
20mm — Twenty millimeter cannon round, the size of an FA-18 and CIWS bullet; also known as “twenty mike-mike”
AAA — Anti-Aircraft-Artillery; pronounced “Triple-A”
AARGM — Advanced Anti-Radiation Guided Missile (AGM-88E) used to home in on radar energy
Afterburner — FA-18 engine setting that provides extra power by igniting raw fuel creating a controlled overpressure. Also known as “burner,” “blower,” “max,” or “light the cans.”
AI — Artificial Intelligence
Air Boss — Officer in Primary Flight Control (ship’s control tower) responsible for aircraft operations on deck out to five miles from ship
AMRAAM — Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Missile (AIM-120)
Angels — altitude in thousands of feet; “Angels six” = 6,000 feet
AWACS — Airborne Warning and Control System; aka E-3 Sentry aircraft
Bandit — confirmed enemy airborne contact; also known as “hostile”
Bingo — emergency fuel state divert from ship to shore base
Bogey unknown airborne contact
Bolter — aircraft tailhook flies past or skips over arresting wires, requiring a go-around for another attempt
CAG — Carrier Air Wing Commander; formerly Commander, Air Group
CAP — Combat Air Patrol
Cat — catapult
CG — Guided Missile Cruiser
CIC — Combat Information Center
CIWS — Close-in Weapon System; surface ship 20mm gun to engage terminal airborne threats
CO — Commanding Officer; in aviation squadrons known as “Skipper;” on ships, “Captain”
COD — Carrier On-Board Delivery; C-2 Greyhound logistics aircraft known as “the COD”
CVIC — Aircraft Carrier Intelligence Center
CVW — Carrier Air Wing
DCAG — Deputy Carrier Air Wing Commander
DDG — Guided Missile Destroyer
DF-21/26 — Chinese Dong Feng anti-ship ballistic missile
ELINT — Electronic Intelligence
EMCON — Emissions Control
ESM — Electronic Support Measures
Fire Scout — popular name of MQ-8C unmanned helicopter
Flanker — NATO code name for Su-27 series aircraft, to include the Su-30
FLIR — Forward Looking Infra-Red pod that detects heat contrasts
Fox — radio call associated with firing of air-to-air missile with type; “Fox-2” = Sidewinder
Fragged — as planned or previously assigned; “Proceed as fragged”
g — the force of gravity; “4 g’s” is four times the force of gravity
GCI — Ground Controlled Intercept
GPS — Global Positioning System
Greyhound — popular name for C-2 Carrier On-board Delivery aircraft, also known as the “COD”
Growler — popular name of EA-18G Airborne Electronic Attack aircraft, a Super Hornet variant
Gunner — squadron ordnance officer; typically a Chief Warrant Officer specially trained in weapons handling and loading
Hawkeye — popular name for E-2C Airborne Early Warning aircraft, also known as the Hummer
Hellfire — popular name for AGM-114 air-to-surface missile
Helo — helicopter
Hornet — popular name for FA-18C Strike Fighter.
HSC — Helicopter Combat Support Squadron flying MH-60S
HSM — Helicopter Maritime-Strike Squadron flying MH-60R
HUD — Head-Up Display; glass display in front of FA-18 pilot that depicts aircraft and weapons delivery information
ICS — Inter Cockpit Communication System
INDOPACOM U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, Camp Smith, HI
IR — Infra-Red
ISR — Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
JASSM-ER — Joint Air-To-Surface Standoff Missile — Extended Range
J-10 — Indigenous Chinese-built fighter; aka Vigorous Dragon
J-11 — Chinese-built variant of Russian Su-27 Flanker
JO — Junior Officer — lieutenant (O-3) and below
JSF — Joint Strike Fighter; F-35 Lightning II
Knot — nautical mile per hour; one nautical mile is 2,000 yards or 6,000 feet
LCS — Littoral Combat Ship
LEX — Leading Edge Extension; narrow part of FA-18 wing leading to the nose of the aircraft
LSO — Landing Signal Officer, also known as “Paddles”
LRASM — Long Range Anti-Ship Missile
MALD — Miniature Air-Launched Decoy
MANPAD — Man Portable Air Defense System. (“Hand-held” SAM)
Nugget — first cruise pilot
NVGs — Night Vision Goggles
PIM — Position of Intended Movement
PLA — People’s Liberation Army; (N)-Navy, (AF)-Air Force
PLAT — Pilot Landing Aid Television; closed circuit video picture of flight deck operations
Plug — take fuel from airborne tanker
Poseidon — popular name for P-8 Maritime Patrol Aircraft
PRC — People’s Republic of China
Rhino — slang name for FA-18E/F Super Hornet
ROE — Rules of Engagement
Romeo — slang name for MH-60R Seahawk
RTB — Return to Base
SAM — Surface-to-air missile
SAR — Search and Rescue (CSAR is Combat Search and Rescue)
SATCOM — Satellite Communications
SCS — South China Sea
Seahawk — popular name for MH-60 series multi-mission helicopter
Seventh Fleet — U.S. Navy numbered fleet responsible for Western Pacific
Sidewinder — popular name for AIM-9 infrared heat seeking air-to-air missile
Sierra — slang name for MH-60S Seahawk
SLAM-ER — Standoff Land Attack Missile — Expanded Response
Super Hornet — popular name for upgraded FA-18E/F single seat or two-place Strike Fighter with increased range and payload; also known as “Rhino”
Tomahawk — Surface and subsurface-launched land-attack cruise missile, aka TLAM
Trap — arrested landing
Triton — Popular name for MQ-4 unmanned surveillance aircraft
UAV — Unmanned Aerial Vehicle
UCAV — Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle
VAQ — Fixed Wing Electronic Attack squadron
VAW — Fixed Wing Early Warning squadron
VFA — Fixed Wing Fighter Attack squadron
VID — visual identification
VLS — Vertical Launch System; missile launchers found on cruisers and destroyers
VMFA — Marine Corps Fixed Wing Fighter Attack Squadron
Winchester — out of ordnance
WESTPAC — Western Pacific
WSO — Weapons Systems Officer
XO — Executive Officer

CVW-15 “Wolfpack” call letters NL “November Lima”

VFA-152 Gun Fighters (100) “Sniper” FA-18E RR 7
VFA-26 Mustangs (200) “Bronco” FA-18F RR 5
VMFA-335 Panthers (300) “Panther” FA-18C RR 8
VFA-156 Sharks (400) “Shark” FA-18E RR 6
VAQ-143 War Horses (500) “Montana” EA-18G RR 1
VAW-118 Sentinels (600) “Lookout” E-2D RR 2
HSC-19 Vindicators (610) “Powerhouse” MH-60S RR 4
HSM-76 Pouncers (700) “Magic” MH-60R RR 3
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Part I

Ta ta, tan tan; tan tan, ta ta.
(Fight fight, talk talk; talk talk, fight fight)
— Mao Zedong


CHAPTER 1

Waters west of Scarborough Shoal, South China Sea, November, 2018
Liao Chang stepped to the starboard side of the pilothouse and peered through the binoculars. There they are, he thought. A smile formed on his lips, and his body shivered from excitement.
Today was the day.
Finally, exactly 1,400 years since the time of Tang Dynasty, and after more than 100 years of foreign humiliation, China — under the Red Banner of the People’s Republic — was going to once again exert control over what belonged to it. Beginning today, and in these waters, the Han people, weak no longer, would unify all under heaven and return order to her ancient seas. Liao smiled again when he thought of the military history books that would have his name written alongside the names of Sun Tzu, Admiral Zheng He, and Chairman Mao himself.
The 34-year-old Liao, a peasant fisherman from Hainan, had spent his life on the waters of the South China Sea, on trawlers like the one he now captained. At twenty meters long, She Kou was a seine trawler with a blue hull and the characteristic high spoon prow of Asian vessels. The boat was modest compared to the hundreds of thousands of ocean-going trawlers the PRC sent worldwide in search of protein for its 1.3 billion people. Most mariners would call it a rust bucket, but She Kou, at this moment, was the most powerful warship in the South China Sea.
A woman. Liao’s eyes were drawn to his sister on the bow. Li Ming was two years younger, but her weathered face and her hands, calloused from a lifetime on the boats, made her look two decades older than she was. Li’s sad eyes were focused on the task before her, one she could do in her sleep. The years ahead would be filled with more drudgery and grime, and the smells of diesel, rotting fish, and salt. She ignored the spray that lashed her, as it had thousands and thousands of times in her lifespan, and continued to work the block and tackle of the nets. Now considered a dried-up old maid, she had no way to rise above her deckhand status. Liao watched her from the bridge, and, as the wind blew her long frizzled hair about her head, he noticed the streaks of gray.
Liao would be rewarded by the Party with a woman, and not a hag from the Hainan docks like Li Ming. His woman would be a young beauty from Hong Kong or Shanghai, like the girls who read the news on television with their smooth skin and shiny hair. And silk dresses that hugged their curves, adorning a strong body that could bear him a son. For the service he was about to render to the People’s Republic, he would ask for two sons, and he would get them. Liao Chang would ensure they were educated and ready to attain their leadership positions in the Party. His reward would be great for his actions this day.
Liao lifted his binoculars again to study the wooden banca boats one mile off the starboard bow, six of them in open water northwest of Huangyan Island. They were within hailing distance of each other as they moved northeast dragging lines for tuna. Or grouper. These big fish could feed dozens and dozens of hungry mouths on the mainland, and the mouths were insatiable. The mongrel Filipinos were stealing them from Liao and the People’s Republic right before their eyes — in Chinese waters! A frown formed on Liao’s face when he read the message painted in poorly formed characters on the colorful banners flying above the decrepit and dirty bancas: The Western Philippine Sea is Ours!
We’ll see about that, Liao thought as he turned the wheel left to open the distance a bit. He grunted at the mere thought of the body of water they called the Western Philippine Sea. Even the Western barbarians called this the South China Sea. And the islands were the Zhongsha Islands, not the Filipino name Kulumpol ng Panatag and certainly not the western Scarborough Shoal — whatever a “Scarborough” was. The sea and the territory was Chinese, and the Chinese people, through the ancient construct of yi integrity, named things that belonged to them under heaven.
A stiff breeze from the north formed whitecaps on the one-meter seas, and visibility had fallen to under two miles in gray mist. Perfect, Liao thought, and he nudged the throttle ahead a hair to ensure this opportunity would not pass if the unpredictable bancas were to turn away. Pinned as they were against the shallow bank of Huangyan a few miles to their right, he knew he had them trapped.
From his position at the helm, Liao twisted his head right and peered through an aft-facing window. He saw the technician Xia who stood beside the generator in full foul-weather gear and unusual facemask. When their eyes met, Liao showed two fingers, his estimate of when She Kou would be in perfect position. The plan was to engage the generator when they were one mile upwind; at the moment, the winds were out of the north-northeast, holding steady at 15 knots with an occasional gust to 20. A big deck hand they called “Fatso” worked on a fouled net and hovered nearby. He was not briefed, nor was Li Ming. Both were wise enough not to ask about their landlubber passenger as they went about their tasks. Liao hoped they were up forward when the time came — in two minutes.
The wooden bancas bobbed in the sea, their half-naked deck hands oblivious to the raw conditions as they heaved in lines across gunwales of peeling paint. He saw one of the filthy boats pull in a large fish, and through the binoculars, he could see the Filipinos looking at him from across the water. One sent a gesture of contempt his way before returning to haul in another big fish, one that Liao surmised to be a tuna. Filipinos in their flimsy boats caught the large fish on lines — the barbarians cared about such things! Powerful Chinese boats like She Kou could drag nets and catch fish in the bulk needed to feed the vast multitudes on the mainland that did the People’s work, Western sensitivities be damned.
With gentle pressure on the wheel, Liao turned into them 10 degrees and steadied on a heading of northeast. The pathetic little flotilla was falling off down his starboard rail, and he craned his neck right to keep them in sight. Spray flew over the port side when the protection of the boats’ high prow was lost. Li Ming now worked in even greater misery on the rolling deck under the bridge.
Liao whipped his head left and scanned the horizon. The lead seiner Le Peng 4220 was in position two miles off his port quarter, a gray silhouette in the mist, a single light showing from the mast. Good. The militia vessel provided Liao mutual support and would serve as witness to the service She Kou would render to the People’s Republic on this momentous day.
Liao again checked the winds and with his seaman’s eye assessed the Filipino position as they fell further aft.
Now.
With exaggerated movements of his head, Liao pointed at the clueless bancas and signaled to Xia who nodded in return. Xia threw a switch on the generator, and it cranked to life. Fatso was too close and oblivious to the danger. He watched the machine sputter as Xia moved away from it.
Get back to work, Fatso! Liao thought. Curiosity killed the cat!
Beyond the generator’s single exhaust tube, Liao saw something cause the sea in the background to appear out of focus. He knew the substance was clear and odorless and was surprised he could detect it. Xia motioned for Fatso to get away, but the big deck hand ignored him.
Liao grabbed the deck loudspeaker microphone, “Do as he says!” he bellowed.
Fatso suddenly fell to his knees. Then, on all fours, he gasped for breath. Fatso looked up at the pilothouse in agony, uncomprehending. Why can’t I breathe?
With a cry, Li Ming appeared from the port side. Liao warned her, “Stay away!”
It was too late. As soon as Li put her hand on Fatso’s shoulder, she, too, dropped to her knees in agonizing convulsions. With Fatso motionless on deck, Li gasped for air before she then collapsed next to her already dead crewmate.
The machine sounded like a gasoline-powered grass mower and continued to run as Liao shook his head in regret and double-checked the winds. After several minutes, the machine sputtered and stopped. Taking great care to ensure he was upwind, Xia stepped to it from his position under the pilothouse by stepping over the dead. Xia crouched and grasped the wooden stocks it rested on, and using the strength of his legs and hands, pushed up and out. The machine tumbled over the side and into the South China Sea.
Xia then looked up at Liao, who nodded to give permission for what must be done. Xia grabbed Fatso’s ankles, and, with all his strength, dragged him to the deck edge. He then pushed him under the rail with his foot. The splash was visible to Liao from the pilothouse as Xia turned to Li Ming’s lifeless body and grabbed her wrists. After he dragged her to the rail, he rolled her thin frame underneath and pushed her over the side without ceremony. Liao shook his head in contempt. She should have listened to me! Xia found a hose and washed off the deck, gunwales, and railings of She Kou before they turned to Hainan and home. As the vessel chugged ahead through the waves, Liao saw Li Ming’s body floating in their wake. Dammit, he thought. Xia should have weighted the body first.
Keeping his eyes on the banca boats, Liao pulled the throttles back to slow the trawler… He wanted to see this firsthand.
He saw a crewman move aft on the easternmost boat but did not detect further motion. The boats in the lee appeared normal, and then began to turn in different directions. One collided with another, but Liao saw no signs of fishermen hauling in lines or otherwise trying to avoid further damage. Another boat turned away to the west, and Liao studied it for signs of movement. Seeing none, he scanned the other bancas. The only sign of life he saw was on one of the two boats that hit each other: a man waving a single arm while on his knees. Liao scanned again, dwelling several seconds on each boat, but could not discern any further movement.
Mission accomplished! They had done it!
The intruding thieves had been executed for trespassing on the Zhongsha Islands, and Liao had captained the vessel that ensured the rights of the People’s Republic were upheld — even here at this faraway outpost on the very edge of heaven. There would be more crimes to avenge in these waters, and Liao was honored to lead the effort. In payment, he would acquire power and wealth and would rise in the Party hierarchy. And he would soon choose, as a bride, a beauty not unlike the women he saw on television. Any girl he wanted would be his.
Beyond the drifting bancas, now under no one’s command, he grew concerned when a shadow came into view on the gloomy horizon. He studied it, and saw it was a ship of an unusual shape and standing into potential danger. His first impression was that it was an oilfield servicing vessel, and he hoped it would navigate clear of the invisible cloud that the winds were carrying toward it.
Get out of there! he thought. Then his eyes widened in alarm, and his heart rate increased.
It was a warship.
* * *
At her watch station between the two main engine rooms of the guided-missile cruiser, USS Cape Esperance, Ensign Isabel Manning was bored out of her mind.
After two hours of working on her quals as Engineering Officer of the Watch under instruction in the cruiser’s Central Control Station, Isabel had checked and rechecked all the gauges and readings of the LM 2500 marine gas turbine, monitored the log entries, conducted a walk-around inspection with the chief, and even helped Fireman Apprentice Williams with his personal qualifications standards. She could trace the gas turbine “steam cycle” in her sleep; air was drawn from the downtakes, compressed, fuel and spark combusted to drive the turbine and auxiliaries and draw in more air for compression.
It was a never-ending cycle. Suck, squeeze, bang, boom, the snipes called it. And exhaust through the uptakes. Hell, it was a jet engine, an actual airliner engine adapted for a ship! Aboard this cruiser no one could escape the constant background whine of the rotating turbine blades. But here, she was mere feet from it, and all of the watch team wore foam earplugs to protect their hearing from the relentless din.
However, it wasn’t the noise that drove Isabel up the bulkhead. No, it was the soul-crushing monotony of pipes and pumps and dials and trunks and lagging and fire mains and circuitry that made up the engineering spaces of this, and any, ship. No windows, everything painted white, and only the gentle rolling of the deck to indicate they were on a ship underway. She was the only woman on this watch, and around her the male sailors seemed fascinated as they tended the machinery, took readings, and inspected fittings. Ensign Manning, on the other hand, was dying of boredom, and if she had to spend her whole career down here as Chief Tobin had, she would slit her wrists.
What was worse, she was missing it, missing the close-aboard passing of Scarborough Shoal on this freedom-of-navigation operation up the South China Sea. She hovered in the background during the navigation brief and saw they were going to transit inside five miles of the shoal. This would be a target-rich environment of surface traffic and probable Chinese Coast Guard, or intelligence collectors, with plenty of fishermen and merchants to add to the problem. Above her, in the ship’s Combat Information Center, analyzing threat emitters and playing electronic warfare cat-and-mouse as the two navies collected intel off one another was another challenge.
For junior officers like her, opportunities to handle Cape Esperance in the SCS surrounded by surface contacts and under the captain’s watchful eye, to learn and make good decisions under pressure, were rare. And once past the shoal, the plan was to transit around Luzon into the Phil Sea and open water — fewer challenges, more boredom. Right now, the action for an aspiring Surface Warfare Officer was topside on the bridge, and in CIC… anyplace but here in Central Control, her ear-splitting personal hell. She lamented that she wasn’t scheduled on the bridge watch team. Damn XO!
Four bells sounded on the 1MC: 1400. Two hours of the afternoon watch complete with two more to go. Ugh.
Returning to CCS, Ensign Manning made a log entry: “Answering all-ahead one-third bell for 7 knots; steaming as before.” Sigh.
* * *
Eight decks above on the busy bridge, Captain Ron Thompson studied the boats he saw off the starboard bow as they emerged from the mist. Bancas by the look of them, he thought. He focused his eyes. What are they doing?
He grabbed the binoculars by his bridge chair and found the boats. If they weren’t just wallowing in the swell, they were maneuvering in an unusual manner. He then saw two of the bancas collide. Who the hell are these guys? The Keystone Cops?
Thompson turned to his Officer of the Deck, Lieutenant Hal Wagner, a mustang with lots of shiphandling experience. “Hal, look at these knuckleheads… I don’t know what they’re doing.” Thompson picked up the phone and dialed his XO in the Combat Information Center below.
“XO, sir.”
“Mike, do you have the contacts zero-four-five at about 4,000 yards?”
Lieutenant Commander Mike Eddins answered him. “Yes, sir, looks like a nest of fishing boats about 2,000 yards off the bank. North of them are a few bigger boats that we think are Chinese. Trying to get a positive ID on all.”
“These banca boats off our bow are all over the place, and I just saw one run into another. No real factor but we’re gonna come left a few and give them a wider berth. Yeah, I see the boat to the north, a trawler. Have you got emissions on him?”
“Yes, sir, and another is north of that contact.”
“Roger, can’t see him yet with this mist. We’re gonna come left now, but please recommend a heading to stay 3,000 yards from the larger boats, especially if Chinese.”
“Aye, aye, sir, I’ll send it to the OOD.”
“Very well,” Thompson said as he cradled the receiver and called to his OOD. “Mister Wagner, let’s come left ten degrees, please.”
“Aye, aye, sir, coming left ten degrees,” Wagner replied, and then repeated the orders to the Conning Officer who then repeated them to the helm in a familiar and ancient seafaring ritual of verbal command, verbatim acknowledgment, and physical action.
“What’re they doing?” a young Quartermaster standing near Thompson asked himself. Thompson saw where he was looking and followed his eyes. Forward of the forecastle, both sailors standing force protection watch on the .50 cal mount were down, one rolling on the deck and the other kneeling next to a bollard. Both appeared to be in great pain.
“What the fuck?” Thompson muttered, and he turned toward Wagner to find out.
Just then, an alarm squealed and the stunned bridge team looked at each other in confusion. The Chem/Bio alarm? Is this some kind of drill?
Thompson looked back at the sailors on the bow, one of whom was no longer moving.
“Sound general quarters! Activate the emergency countermeasure water washdown system!”
As soon as the words left Thompson’s mouth, he felt headache pain worse than any migraine he had ever experienced. And he couldn’t catch his breath. Others on the bridge were convulsing and struggling, falling to their knees and gasping for air, their eyes showing confusion — and fear. Thompson grabbed the sound-powered phone to Combat in an effort to have them conn the ship out of this unseen danger. He could only croak out the words “left full…” before he was overcome with excruciating pain. He thrashed about on the deck under the Captain’s Chair in agony, exerting great effort to take just one breath, thinking about nothing else.
Below the bridge in Combat, the watch team members who huddled over their scopes in the darkened and cool space seemed to seize up in unison as the ventilators delivered the deadly vapor into the ship. At least the washdown system was activated. Inside the ship, hundreds of sailors going about their normal duties were gripped by a sudden sensation of pain and drowning. They noticed one another as they fell but were unable to help each other or even blurt out a warning as their survival instincts drove them to somehow take one more breath.
Chief Tobin, who had come up as a Gas Turbine Technician, was speechless when the garbled order to activate the emergency water washdown system was received from the bridge. Conditioned by his training, he activated it at once. His bored and preoccupied ensign was now focused.
“Ma’am, emergency countermeasure washdown system activated on orders from the bridge. I don’t know why — unless it’s the real thing.”
Isabel put down her smart phone as Chief Tobin monitored the gauges. With the chief expecting an answer, she picked up the sound-powered phone to the bridge. She heard no answer. She tried to call them on the bitch-box. Nothing.
She then tried Combat where her roommate Abby was on watch, having all the fun. She waited longer than usual for an answer. Hearing no response, she turned to Tobin in concern.
“No answer from the bridge or Combat,” she whispered, careful not to alarm the others.
Cape Esperance drove ahead at 7 knots on her assigned track, a gentle spray now covering the ship as the washdown system bathed it in seawater to remove whatever agent she had encountered. However, no humans on the bridge or in Combat controlled it, and over eighty percent of her crew was dead or dying. There were pockets of safety deep inside the ship, and one of them was Central Control where Ensign Manning was the senior member of the watch team.
“Ma’am, something’s not right up there,” Tobin said in an effort to prod his ensign into action. With a realization born of fear and concern, Isabel gave her first order. “Secure ventilation. Secure ventilation!”
“Secure ventilation, aye — ventilation to Engine Rooms One and Two secured. Securing habitability zones forward, midships, and aft.”
“Nobody leaves this space. Check this space for MOPP gear or masks. How many watchstanders do we have here?”
“About six, ma’am, including us, and ten each in the main engine rooms, including the rovers.”
“Call and check on them, and check if anyone answers in aft steering.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.” The chief turned to his leading petty officer as Isabel checked the engine indications and rudder position. Still set for 7 knots and both rudders were left 5-degrees after a small course correction a few minutes earlier. On the Voyage Management System she noted Cape Esperance passing through 350. Checking the time, she knew they were in the vicinity of the shoal, and it dawned on her that the ship may not be under command.
Minutes passed and there were no 1MC announcements, no new orders to the helm, and no answer. Isabel’s thoughts were of Abby. Is she okay? Did we really get slimed? With what? Do we have enough antidotes aboard? Who? Why?
Chief Tobin returned with his report.
“Ma’am, we have CBR suits for everyone, some SCBAs and plenty of EEBDs. We can outfit a runner to check topside, but recommend we maneuver clear of any contamination before we breach the space. And Petty Officer Brister is on station as helmsman in aft steering, just him. The others are down.”
Tobin stepped closer to Isabel and spoke in a low tone. “Ma’am, you are the only officer in engineering and maybe the only one aboard that’s alive… standing by for your orders to the helm.”
Isabel blinked at him as it sank in. Cape Esperance was steaming into the unknown at 7 knots and not under command, but she and the snipes in engineering could control her from CCS as long as required, and Brister in aft steering could turn the rudders. She knew the ship was heading north. To her east — right — was shoal water… But who knew what was around them? She formed a plan.
“Okay, Chief, we’re gonna get out of here. Get me comms with Petty Officer Brister.”
Chief Tobin grabbed a sound-powered phone set and handed it to Isabel, who spoke into the transmitter. “Aft steering, Central Control.”
“Aft steering, aye,” Brister answered at once.
Isabel took a breath. “Petty Officer Brister, this is Ensign Manning — and I have the conn. On my mark I want you to take steering control.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am,” Brister answered. Isabel sensed he was unsure.
She looked at the bulkhead clock and saw the sweep second hand approach 12 and again depressed the switch. “Three, two, one, mark! Rudders Amidships!”
“Rudders amidships, aye,” Brister answered, and after he manipulated the rudder controls, he called. “Ma’am, my rudders are amidships.”
“Very well,” Isabel answered.
“What’s your plan, ma’am?” Tobin asked.
“We’re gonna pivot west, then sprint for five minutes. Get ready.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.”
On her computer screen Isabel pulled up the VMS and, after a quick review of the track, saw only minor course changes since before the afternoon watch.
With the sailors in CCS waiting, she took a breath. “All back full!”
At that, Chief Tobin and the others swung into action.
“All back full, aye! Engines making turns for back full!”
Isabel and the other braced themselves as the deck pitched forward from the sudden decrease in momentum. She watched the VMS speed readout count down, and at one knot gave her next order.
“Right engine — ahead full!”
With one shaft backing and the other pushing, the cruiser pivoted in the sea like a teen maneuvering a skateboard. The gyro repeater arced to the right, and Isabel assessed the rate of change. Now.
“All ahead flank!” she boomed, and the ship shuddered as both screws bit into the sea and propelled it forward. The compass settled on 265, and Isabel ordered Brister to maintain 280. She hit her wristwatch stop feature, and realized she hadn’t been logging her own orders to the helm. The turbine engine whine permeated the compartment.
Are we heading into passing traffic? Is there a bank or shoal to the west we could run aground on? Isabel did not know and could not know as Chief Tobin tried in vain to get anyone topside to answer on any circuit. She had to get the ship clear, and her best guess was all Cape Esperance had at the moment by way of navigation.
Cape Esperance was now on an even keel and accelerating blind to the west at over 30 knots inside a South China Sea that was always choked with surface traffic. The deck below their feet steadied out to a gentle pitch as the ship bounded through the waves.
Isabel sensed on her the uneasy eyes of the young snipes, no older than she was, as they waited. Theirs was a desperate run to what they hoped was clear air, and they still didn’t know the situation of the crew — their friends — on the decks above them. And she, Isabel Manning, was in charge, less than a year from her commissioning.
She watched the VMS, as they all did, in their high-pitched metallic cocoon, for the moment safe from whatever evil was on the other side of the bulkheads. She knew what she had to do, and turning to Chief Tobin, she lowered her voice.
“Chief, after we finish this run, I’m going topside, and I want one man with me. We’ll go dead in the water and put on the two chem/bio suits. Want a guy, a big guy.”
“I’ll go with you, ma’am.”
“No, Chief, want you here and in charge. We’ll have everyone don a gas mask before we go through the hatch, and you can dog it down after we leave. We’ll either call you when all clear or come back.”
“Won’t you be contaminated?”
Isabel considered his words. He was right. It would be a one-way mission.
“Yeah, well, we’ll go to the bridge and assess, and get a radio call off to…. I don’t know. Who should we call?”
Tobin gave her a hard look. “Ma’am, that topside stuff is all yours, I just keep the engines running.”
Isabel nodded as she realized the truth in his words. While she knew enough to be dangerous, none of the snipes around her had ever spoken on a radio frequency. She had wanted to be back in navigation and operations, and she had gotten her wish. Both were now her show.
“Okay, I’ll figure it out. Williams… he’s a big guy, and I may need some muscle power. I want to take him.”
“You gonna ask him, ma’am?”
“No, you are going to order him,” Isabel answered, her eyes locked on her chief, both knowing what she was asking.
Tobin nodded, turned to the group, and bellowed, “Williams! Break out a chem/bio suit and get in it. You’re going topside with the ensign. Salazar and Bennett, help him.”
As the sailors set about their tasks, with a wary Seaman Williams not sure why he was chosen for this, Isabel noted the time. One minute to go.
They had been steady on their present course and speed for the past two minutes — the equivalent of a mile — and the initial acceleration and deceleration after she had given the order would account for another mile. Close enough, and once on the bridge, she could at least steer Cape Esperance clear of additional dangers. She gave the order.
“All stop.”
Chief Tobin manipulated the throttles a second time. “All stop, aye… Ma’am the engines are at idle, prop pitch neutral.”
“Very well,” Isabel replied as the turbines’ rotation slowed and the cruiser coasted to a stop. She fought to remain calm as she donned the chem/bio suit, wondering what she and Williams would find topside.

CHAPTER 2

Something was out of the ordinary aboard USS Cape Esperance. The Global Command and Control System displays in Yokosuka, Pearl Harbor, and San Diego showed it.
Known to operators as “geeks,” the GCCS display of the satellite tracking information on every ship in the Pacific Fleet showed the cruiser off her scheduled freedom-of-navigation transit track. Watch Officers, in particular those aboard the 7th Fleet flagship Blue Ridge, grew concerned at the abrupt changes in course and speed, and initiated contact with the wayward surface combatant. After repeated unsuccessful attempts to contact the cruiser, a report was made to the Fleet Commander. Once briefed that Cape Esperance was off course and not answering, the commander directed a FLASH OVERRIDE message be sent to Hawaii.
Duty Watch Officers assigned to the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command at Camp Smith and U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, working in command post operations centers separated by only a short distance, were prompted by the message and heads up phone calls from Japan that something unusual was happening to Cape Esperance. Their admirals needed to know.
At the Hale Koa Hotel terrace overlooking Waikiki Beach, with iconic Diamond Head silhouetted by a gibbous moon climbing the eastern sky, their admirals were making small talk with dozens of island officials at an evening Veterans Day reception. Gentle trade winds buffeted the torch flames and palm fronds as the group of middle-aged guests enjoyed the beautiful evening on the poolside lanai under starry skies. With the men dressed in “Crisp Hawaiian” attire consisting of aloha shirts and slacks and the ladies in colorful cocktail dresses, the two Navy four-stars chatted with the Governor and his wife, the mayor, retired admirals and generals from the local area and various government bureaucrats. Around them were the four-star military component commanders of the other branches of service as they all hobnobbed with one another in familiar fashion. The reception showed signs of winding down, and aides took furtive glances at their watches so they could get their principals — and themselves — home for a short time before their day began anew in nine hours with the first morning calls from Washington.
The simultaneous ringing of Executive Assistant classified cell phones was not unusual, and the Navy captains answered them away from the crowd to take the reports, all the while watching their principals smile and chat with all they met.
Oh-oh, Captain Rich “Richie” Casher thought as he listened to the INDOPACOM Duty Officer. A cruiser off course in the SCS and not answering the SATCOM lines? The Chinese are going to go ape-shit.
Casher’s eyes met those of his PAC FLEET counterpart, Captain Paul Jerome, who was also a career aviator. As Casher walked over to where he listened on his phone, a frown crossed over Jerome’s face.
“Cape Esperance?”
“Yep, did you get a report?” Jerome asked him.
“Yeah, off course, not talking… What the fuck?”
“Don’t know, but I’m going to tell my boss now.”
“Me, too, and please include that I’m informing mine.”
“Rog-o. And to think I was planning to get a few hours sleep tonight. What was I thinking?”
Casher smiled and shrugged in mock apology. “Yeah, ship guys… what are you going to do? Hey, I hope the CO of Cape Esperance has a good story. He’ll need it.”
Each walked toward his respective admiral. When Casher stepped up his boss, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command Commander Admiral Howard “Cactus” Clark, a career fighter pilot, he and Louise Clark were in conversation with the First Lady of Hawaii. She was talking about her recent “harrowing” flight to Maui when, after takeoff, her plane experienced a minor malfunction and had to return to Honolulu. Clark, gracious and patient with the chatterbox, smiled as she held forth while Louise gushed with her about the bravery she had exhibited when facing such “danger.”
Casher whispered in Clark’s ear. “Sir.”
Clark excused himself and stepped away with his EA. “Thanks for rescuing me, Richie!”
“Admiral, Cape Esperance is transiting in the SCS and is off course. Seventh Fleet has called them, but the ship doesn’t answer.”
Clark furrowed his brow. “When?”
“About thirty minutes ago, around 1430 local time. Paul and I just got word; he’s over there informing Admiral Maitland.” Clark glanced over to see for himself.
“Where?”
“They were passing Scarborough Shoal when they took a sudden turn to the west and sped up, then went all-stop. They won’t answer, and PRC aircraft are in the vicinity.”
Just then Casher’s phone rang, and he looked at the screen. “This is Japan, sir.” Clark nodded as his EA answered.
“Captain Casher.”
“Ritchie, Mike Capstaff aboard Blue Ridge.”
“Hey, Mike, what’s up out there?”
“We’ve got trouble. Looks like Cape Esperance was slimed by the Chinese close aboard Scarborough. Probable nerve agent. An ensign is the senior surviving officer, and we’re talking to her now. The ship is dead in the water.”
“Senior surviving officer?” an incredulous Casher asked.
“Yeah, it’s bad… She reports most of the crew are dead, including the CO.”
Casher looked up at the intense face of his admiral, who was trying to discern what was going on. He said goodbye to Capstaff and gave his report.
“Holy shit,” Clark muttered as he turned to the happy gathering. Cocktails in hand, they were enjoying each other’s company. Knowing this could be the last fun evening for everyone for a while, he took charge.
“Okay, let’s get Maitland and the component commanders out of here and up to Camp Smith. But first, call Washington: Pentagon, then State.”
Casher said, “Yes, sir,” and punched in the numbers, while Clark found his flag aide across the crowd and gave him the two-finger “run-up” signal. The aide then turned to summon their black Suburban to the driveway. Clark returned to the ladies and said his goodbyes for the evening. He gave Louise a peck on her lips as he departed, holding her gaze for a moment before he turned. After thirty years of marriage to a naval officer, she knew something bad had just happened somewhere.
Clark’s subordinate four-stars also excused themselves with polite smiles and entered their staff vehicles. Inside, aides connected them with their staffs as the drivers set out on the 20-minute drive to Camp Smith. Cape Esperance had been attacked by the Chinese with a biological nerve agent. The ship was under the control of an ensign with what amounted to a skeleton crew — about 30 survivors accounted for, a mere 10 percent of the crew — and some of them were near death.
“My God,” Clark murmured as he learned the news, his face a mixture of sorrow and horror at what this meant for the families — and for the United States.
The nearest combatant was the guided-missile destroyer USS Koelsch off the northern tip of Luzon, over 400 miles away, which meant over 12 hours away. Seventh Fleet had already ordered it to rush to the aid of stricken Cape Esperance at best speed; an all-night transit for an early morning rendezvous. But what were they steaming toward?
Aircraft could get there faster, of course, and P-8’s scrambled from Kadena and Guam to at least shadow the wounded cruiser and report Chinese movements. However, the largest and most powerful warship the Seventh Fleet possessed was the aircraft carrier John Adams, with Carrier Air Wing Ten aboard, at the moment riding at anchor in Hong Kong. Clark could imagine the Joint Staff having a collective aneurism when they were reminded of that. It was 0130 on the east coast. He needed to give orders and contact Washington.
“Get me SECDEF, now. And get John Adams underway, now,” Clark said to his staff. Deep in thought as he considered possible options, Clark saw nothing of the cityscape of Honolulu as the SUV passed through the streets. Depending on how this started, full-scale war with China was one of the options. The driver, sensing trouble, stepped on the gas.
* * *
At People’s Liberation Army Headquarters, the report from the south was troubling.
A Y-8Q patrol aircraft of the People’s Liberation Army (Navy) was tracking an American Ticonderoga class cruiser as it steamed past Scarborough Shoal on an approved south-north transit. Their job was to report to the Southern Theater Command headquarters if the American warship deviated from course and speed. Radar and EW sensor operators in the propeller-driven aircraft noted with alarm the sharp turn and increased speed of the “enemy” vessel — now heading for the mainland — and reported it at once to the regional PLA(N) headquarters at Zhanjiang. Within minutes, this news was forwarded up the chain to the PLA command center in Beijing. Watch Officers in both the PLA and the U.S. Navy were unsure about what they were witnessing, and, depending on where they sat, interpreted the reports with dismay or alarm.
The midafternoon smog cast a gray pallor over Beijing to match the mood of the city. The tremors from the world financial earthquake of the previous decade were still felt in China, which was struggling to revive the export-based economy which had fueled breathtaking economic growth for the previous two decades. It was grinding to a halt and Party leaders could see it coming, hoping more than planning for a turnaround with tectonic scale global economic forces they could barely influence despite their top-down commands to huge state-run enterprises. It was due to the freedom of the free enterprise system Chairman Deng cited in his “one country, two systems” construct that he initiated in the 1980s, that began in Hong Kong, that survived Tiananmen, and that delivered astonishing growth in the 1990s and 2000s that no one could have imagined. In and around the cities, a burgeoning middle class was born, a class of hundreds of millions that consumed goods and purchased homes and cars. Gainful employment was required of all, and with the export economy slowing, jobs were becoming harder for the state to deliver. What with lower wages for existing jobs, coupled with tighter credit and decades of population control measures that were not delivering the results officials expected, domestic pressures were rising. On the international front, China’s military expansion and its dismissal of many international sea and air protocols alarmed not only its neighbors but other world powers, led by the United States.
Watch Officers took the report from the south. An American cruiser transiting the Chinese territorial waters of the South China Sea, with no warning, veered hard left and accelerated toward the mainland only 400 miles away. This unprovoked deviation caused apprehension at each level of the chain, and excited Duty Officers forwarded this news in a frantic rush. Along the way amplifying mis-information was added: the Americans had trained their fire control radars on unsuspecting Chinese vessels, and their combat helicopters were operating in violation of the rules of innocent passage. When it reached Beijing, shocked staff officers sent the report of the hostile American action to the office of PLA Vice Chairman Marshal Dong Li.
As Dong received the report, Political Officers in subordinate commands learned of the American provocation and informed Party officials of this reckless act of war. An Aegis cruiser operating in Chinese waters was a serious threat, especially because Tomahawk cruise-missiles could be launched in minutes, well within range of sensitive military targets on the mainland. Through lightning-fast unauthorized channels, Politburo officials learned of this aggressive and uncalled-for American action even before Dong was informed.
Dong Li had begun as an army infantryman. He had seen action in Vietnam forty years earlier as a young officer, and commanded combat units engaged in border skirmishes in the western provinces. His expertise was the frontier steppes on the “roof of the world” in Tibet and Central Asia, far from the multitudes of the coast and along the Yangtze Valley. Dong was no seafarer, but he knew enough about the Americans to know they were unpredictable as they stumbled through the world spreading instability and aggression in their thirst for empire. While their vaunted navy was to be respected, they were far from invincible, and had even acquiesced to Chinese demands to report their illegal movements in Chinese waters.
He placed a call to Admiral Qin Chung, Commander of the People’s Liberation Army (Navy). When Admiral Qin was on the line, Dong’s adjutant handed him the phone.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, I hope you are well. What do you know of the American action in our near seas?”
“Marshal Dong, please accept my warm regards. We are monitoring American movements with patrol aircraft and soon a submarine operating off Luzon. Their Aegis guided-missile ship was on a scheduled transit of the Southern Sea near the Zhongsha Islands when it turned hard and accelerated toward the mainland. After a period of minutes it stopped, and we do not know their intentions. Intercepted American communications and human sources indicate increased American command activity. Comrade Marshal, there is another twist — an American aircraft carrier is inside our territorial waters.”
“What? Where?” Dong said, his tone revealing his surprise.
“Hong Kong, on a scheduled visit, accompanied by an escort ship. However, with this unexpected development I am concerned the carrier could be a Trojan Horse. In effect, they have an aircraft carrier inside the fence.”
Dong was uncomfortable with Qin’s tone. The commander of the PLA(N) was not one to express anxiety, but the sea was Qin’s world, not his, and Dong detected concern. Could this be an American ruse? Tipper information of an imminent surprise attack? Miscalculation? A mistake?
“Admiral, their carrier is in port? Surely the American crew is on land drinking alcohol and buying trinkets. Arrest them; without a crew the ship is as useless as a battle tank with no driver.”
Just then the red phone rang. It was the Party Chairman. Without a goodbye, Dong hung up on Qin and picked up the receiver.
“Comrade Chairman, Marshal Dong at your service.”
“Comrade Dong, what are the Americans doing in our waters?”
“We know of three vessels, Comrade Chairman. One is a cruise-missile-equipped warship behaving erratically off our frontier island group claimed by the Philippines. Another is an aircraft carrier — in Hong Kong harbor with an escort ship. We do not yet know of their intentions, but the warship deviation from its approved track is troubling, and we detect increased American command activity.”
“I see. What are your intentions?”
“Comrade Chairman, we are going to intercept and shadow the American in the Southern Sea to prevent further aggression, and I have orders to PLA(N) commander Admiral Qin to arrest the American crew and block the carrier so it cannot escape.”
“Marshal, our trade agreement with the United States is in a difficult phase, but why would they take aggressive military action? To send a signal? We will not be bullied.”
“Comrade Chairman, we serve the People’s Republic to think through the worst options and prepare to meet them head on. We are dealing with aggressive action by a dangerous threat warship with an aircraft carrier inside our national boundaries that could strike us without warning. Their missile submarines could be anywhere, and the Japanese and Australians are close American allies who could be colluding with them to shut down trade in our southern waters. My inclination is to act while we can — as time is not on our side.”
“Act? What do you propose?”
“Stop their ships in our waters, beginning with the Aegis ship that veered off course, a violation of our approved permissions. Detaining their aircraft carrier crewmen, an easy task which is occurring as we speak, will prevent their ship from escaping port, and placing our defenses on alert will shield us from inbound missiles. We have numerous shadowing vessels in our southern waters that can relay the slightest hostile intention by the Americans and provide targeting information to our surface-to-surface missiles that will neutralize any attack before it can commence.”
“The People’s Republic has spent vast resources on your Army, Comrade Marshal. We do not seek war with the United States. We must deter them from further action, to make them see this is a war they will lose.”
Dong listened to the Chairman, and fought the urge to respond. He and his senior generals in PLA Headquarters knew that as capable as the PLA had become in the past two decades, the United States was still superior in weapons and training. However, they were not invulnerable, and their two Achilles heels were the distances they had to travel to bring arms to bear and their dependence on technology that could be taken from them. China had some surprises if the Americans pushed too far, and in the short term he could take swift actions to discourage Washington from a disastrous overreach.
“We will take actions to deter, Comrade Chairman. I am confident in our forces.”
“As am I, Marshal Dong, as am I.”

CHAPTER 3

Fleet Landing, Hong Kong
“Holy fuckin’ shit!”
Commander Joe Littleton, Command Duty Officer aboard USS John Adams, tried to control his emotions as the frantic words of the carrier’s captain churned in his brain. Get underway? Now! With almost 2,000 sailors ashore? From his position on the carrier’s fantail he looked at the lights of Hong Kong two miles across the water and blinked disbelief. The man who delivered those orders, John Adams’ Commanding Officer, Captain Jay Paganelli, was standing someplace on that shore.
“Joe, do you understand?” Paganelli continued. “Right fucking now! Raise steam, get Number 2 on line, weigh anchor, and go! We gotta sortie out of here now with Marvin Shields. Get the helo alert crew to launch everything they have and come to fleet landing to transfer critical personnel. I want the RHIB with two armed SEALS to pick me up at Fleet Landing ASAP.”
“Aye, aye, sir!” Littleton stammered, looking at the guided-missile destroyer Marvin Shields 4,000 yards to starboard.
“If I cannot get aboard, keep going through the channel to open water, at a flank bell. General Quarters, Joe. This is no drill.”
Littleton couldn’t believe his ears. He had been watching the last of the sailors load onto the hired 300-passenger ferry to take them ashore. He had to stop them.
“Yes, sir, let me stop this boat!”
“Do it!” Paganelli said as he hung up.
Littleton grabbed the young Duty Officer by the accom ladder. “Liberty secured by order of the Captain.” Turning to the Chief standing nearby, Littleton repeated the order, “Chief, liberty secured. Get these guys back aboard. Chop! Chop!” Incredulous, they watched Commander Littleton in stunned silence as if he had lost his mind, until he stepped up to the lieutenant and snarled nose-to-nose, “Now, dammit!”
Littleton’s violent outburst got their attention as if a shot had been fired. The lieutenant and his chiefs turned to the sailors wearing civilian clothes, who stood in a long line that stretched into Hangar Bay Three.
“Liberty secured by order of the CDO! Go below, get your uniforms back on, and report to your shops!”
The sailors groaned while the chiefs herded them forward. Littleton stepped to the Boating Officer on the rail who was watching the deckhands lift mooring lines off the cleats. No time to lose.
“Stop that boat, lieutenant! And get everyone back aboard, now!”
Littleton then saw an officer from the Engineering Department.
“Rich, we’re getting underway. Raise steam, set the special sea and anchor detail, pass the word. Make it happen!” Littleton then went to the accommodation ladder and bounded down. None of the crew had ever seen Commander Littleton act this way, but they knew he meant it. What the hell is going on?
Using the handrails, Littleton dropped more than trundled down two ladders and stepped out on the camel. “Tie it off!” he barked at the deckhands while puzzled sailors at the ferry’s windows and rails watched him. Littleton stepped aboard and felt hundreds of eyes on him. He set his game face. They weren’t going to like this message, but he had information they did not.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m going to say this once,” Littleton growled with a sharp edge, pausing for effect. He had their attention.
“Liberty is secured, and you are going to board the ship and report to your duty stations on the double, and you are going to do it right… fucking… now.” Littleton turned to a nearby chief and conferred authority. “Chief, get them back aboard. You have five minutes. Go!”
Stunned by the public profanity from a senior officer, the disappointed sailors held their tongues. Whatever is going on, they thought, it must be serious.
As Littleton turned to board the carrier, he heard the chief behind him shout, “You heard the commander!” One of the ferry crewman started shouting in Chinese, but the sailors ignored him as they disembarked.
Holy fuckin’ shit! he thought again.
At fleet landing, hundreds of American sailors dressed in jeans and golf shirts stood with bags of souvenirs as they waited for a boat to take them back to the ship. An observant lot, they watched their agitated captain off to the side with a phone in his ear, pacing as he spoke and looking at their ship across the water. Sensing that something was happening, Chinese police in green uniforms were also watching.
Paganelli was ashore with his XO Dave Galloway when he got the word from 7th fleet: Cape Esperance had been slimed by the Chinese! Get out of Hong Kong now! It would be a delicate operation to get himself and the hundreds of sailors around him back aboard without raising the suspicion of the Chinese. He expected Joe Littleton to get his ship underway without him; based on the admiral’s orders, the ship should not wait, even for a captain. Unable to do anything else, he paced along the dock to work off his nervous energy and sent furtive glances toward his ship and his watch.
Paganelli saw activity on a 45-foot motor yacht on a nearby slip. From the fantail it flew an Australian flag. Such a modest vessel was a long way from home, but maybe the two men and two women aboard were game for an adventure. They looked to be getting the boat underway. Muttering to Galloway, he said, “Let’s make some new friends.”
Walking down the slip, the American officers looked like boat enthusiasts admiring the sleek lines of the yacht. The Aussies watched them approach with friendly smiles.
“What part of Australia?” Paganelli asked them from the dock.
“Fremantle. Heading over to Macao for the night. Want to come?”
Paganelli smiled at his good fortune. Friendly Australians with a ready boat. Deliverance.
“Well, my name is Jay Paganelli, and I’m the captain of that aircraft carrier at anchor out there. There’s a glitch with our liberty boats, and I really need to get aboard my ship. Could you please drop me off?”
The surprised Australians looked at each other in amusement as they considered this unusual request. “Sure mate, I mean Captain. Come aboard! Does your friend want to come, too?”
Paganelli’s natural inclination was to bring his right-hand man with him, but both knew one of them needed to tend to the sailors ashore while the other got the ship underway. And both knew who would take each role.
“Dave, need you to stay here and in charge,” Paganelli said as a grim Galloway nodded his assent. Paganelli then surveyed the crowd and added, “I see the Air Boss, a Catapult Officer, and two of the air wing pilots standing over there. Have them come over here. Thanks, Dave, see you back aboard.”
“Aye, aye sir,” Galloway answered and walked toward the officers. They stood in a small group at the fringe of the throng of impatient sailors. “You four, come with me,” he told them.
Paganelli asked the amenable Australians if four of his officers could join him, and they said, “Sure, climb aboard.” Standing in the boat’s cockpit he met his host couples, Jack and Joanna and Alan and Gayle. All the while, he took glances at his sailors and at the Chinese police, one of whom was observing him on the yacht.
“Here, boys, care for a Fosters?” offered Jack, the tall, tanned Aussie. Paganelli saw a police car drive up with lights flashing. He turned to Jack, and whispered, “Please, we need to get going. Right now.”
The engines roared to life, and the women cast off the lines as Jack backed out of the slip with five Americans aboard. Paganelli watched Dave Galloway approach the Chinese with a wall of sailors behind him. The animated Chinese began to gesticulate and point toward the carrier. Oh, oh.
Amid shouts the police raised their billy clubs and swung, whistles blew, and more flashing lights appeared on the pier. Paganelli watched the scuffle, hoping Galloway and his crew would be okay. Jack eased the bow of the yacht to the breakwater opening and added a bit of power. “Jack, can we please go faster?” Paganelli asked him.
“Captain, we’re in a no-wake zone here…” Jack protested, now uneasy about his American guests.
“Sir, it is of grave importance to the United States that we get aboard that carrier. You have my word that you will be rewarded for this service. If we must raise a wake, we must. Look behind us.”
Jack saw the meaning in Paganelli’s eyes, and saw the commotion on the landing behind them. “Harbor police will be on us soon,” Jack said. With foreboding, he thought. What have I done?
“We’ll take you aboard and buy you a newer, bigger yacht,” Paganelli told him, not sure if he could commit the U.S. government to the promises he was making. He just knew he had to try something.
Jack bumped the throttles, and bumped them again as the breakwater approached. Passing it, he turned to put his bow on John Adams and ran the throttles all the way up. The yacht got up on a plane over the black velvet water and left a ghostly white wake behind them that pointed to flashing lights ashore.
Aboard John Adams, Joe Littleton was on the bridge with one Quartermaster and one helmsman. Hundreds of sailors were usually involved in a sea-and-anchor detail to get a carrier underway and out of a port, but he had to do it with a skeleton crew. First, he needed propulsion. Raising the anchor was next. He grabbed the 1MC ship’s loudspeaker microphone and held the transmit button down for the first time in his career.
“On John Adams, this is the Command Duty Officer. Now set the special sea-and-anchor detail. John Adams is getting underway in five minutes. Set modified material condition Zebra throughout the ship.” He turned to the helmsman.
“Are you a qualified sea-and-anchor detail helmsman?”
“No, sir!” the young sailor answered.
“You are now. Connect to aft steering and engineering. You are going to work the lee helm, too, until we get some help up here.”
The stunned and scared sailor whispered, “Yes, sir!” and looked at the lee helm console, not sure where to start. Littleton contacted engineering control.
“Are you ready to get underway?”
“Yes, sir, we’ll need another ten minutes…”
“You’ve got five,” Littleton barked and hung up, calling the anchor windlass room next. It had sufficient personnel to get the anchor up off the bottom, but no chief was yet there to supervise. Littleton ordered them to begin kedging the chain, which would serve to position John Adams’ bow toward the channel and open water. When the anchor was aweigh, then sighted and clear, he was betting the engineers had enough steam to at least put some turns on the screws. It would be close. Littleton dialed the Officer of the Deck.
“Fantail, CDO, is everyone off the ferry?”
“The last of them are coming aboard now, sir.”
“Very well, cast off the ferry and then cast off the camel, we’re gettin’ underway.”
“Sir, I see a small yacht coming toward us from fleet landing, about a mile off…”
“Cast off, Mister Sheehan!” Littleton shot back, knowing he had no time to lose. He had needs in the Operations Department, Air Department, Weapons Department as well as Engineering and Deck to get John Adams underway and out of Chinese waters. He had to get the crew’s attention and convey a sense of urgency.
“And Mister Sheehan, sound General Quarters. This is no drill!”
In seconds, the 1MC sounded: “General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations, up and forward on the starboard side, down and aft on the port side!”
As the GQ gong intoned on the loudspeaker above him, Littleton saw sailors, still in their liberty “uniforms,” rush across the flight deck to their stations. Some moved up forward to haul down the dress-ship lighting, and others started tractors to move airplanes. Outside, he heard the bark of the flight deck 5MC loudspeaker. “Flight quarters, flight quarters, all hands man your flight quarters stations!”
In minutes, USS John Adams was awakened from a sound slumber by a partial crew who expected her to begin a full-out dash in only minutes more.
On the yacht, Captain Paganelli detected movement. The ferry — and then the camel— floated clear of his ship.
“Mate, where do I dock this thing?” Jack asked him.
With the camel gone, Paganelli didn’t have a ready answer. He called Littleton.
“Joe, this is the captain. We’re about a mile aft of you. I’m on a private yacht with the Air Boss and some JOs.”
“Aye, aye sir, but we are weighing anchor and will be underway in minutes.”
“Good, keep going. We’ll be there in a few; I can jump if I need to.”
Paganelli directed Jack to the starboard side of the carrier. “Come up under the island, the superstructure.”
A confused Jack didn’t understand. “The whole thing is a superstructure, mate.”
“The tower! They are going to lower a ladder you can tie off on.”
“Is that thing moving?!”
“If it isn’t, it will be in minutes. We’ll jump from your port rail. Get as close as you can.” Paganelli took out a business card, wrote on the back, and handed it to a nervous Jack who pointed at the twinkling lights of a harbor police boat far to starboard but heading toward them.
“What is this bloke doing?” Jack asked to no one in particular as he watched the boat to his right.
“We’ll take care of you, and you call me first,” Paganelli told him.
Jack studied the American — whom he had just met — and took his measure. The hulk of the carrier grew bigger as the police boat drew closer. Both men were men of the sea and assisted mariners in distress. Joanna stepped into the cockpit and stood close to Jack, now concerned that this small favor had serious strings attached.
“All of you,” Paganelli said, nodding that he meant it.
Jack gave him a look of tight-lipped skepticism, and glanced back to the carrier. “You ship seems to be leaving without you,” he said.
John Adams was moving, first by the kedging of the anchor and then at a slow pace. Once the anchor chain was up-and-down, Littleton had enough steam for John Adams to answer a slow bell. With the anchor off the bottom, the ship moved ahead slowly, all the power Littleton had at the moment until the reactors could heat more steam to drive the turbines. A small wake began to form behind the carrier as the screws turned in the harbor waters, and before the anchor was sighted and clear, the chain links formed their own wake as 100,000 tons of ship headed out to sea.
Jack had to dodge the floating camel barge which had a bewildered Chinese man on it, and came up the great carrier’s starboard quarter. As Jack brought the yacht close aboard, they could see the extended starboard accom ladder and what appeared to be sailors in the darkness.
I can’t believe we are doing this, Paganelli thought.
Jack had had it. “What’s going on mate, really?” He was in no mood for bullshit.
“The Chinese slimed one of our cruisers in the SCS… nerve agent. Hundreds reported dead. Seventh Fleet has ordered me out of here now.” To their right, the Chinese police boat, lights still flashing, drew closer in constant bearing, decreasing range. Soon, a siren became audible. Joanna watched the scene play out in front of her with fearful eyes. Jack?
“And you want me to come alongside your boarding ladder while the ship is moving?”
“Yes, please. You have my card, and we’ll cover damages.”
“Those guys are going to arrest us as soon as they get here!” Jack said, pointing to the police boat.
“We’ll give you asylum,” Paganelli said. “It is vital to the United States that we get aboard and get the ship into international waters. We offer asylum, and we offer reward and repayment.” He tried to sound as convincing as possible, still not sure he could deliver on anything but asylum.
“And the sheilas?”
“Yes, all of you,” Paganelli answered. The dark hulk of John Adams loomed above, as sailors on the weather deck sponsons watched them in the dim light.
Dammit! Jack thought as he looked at his wife. “Go below and get your essentials into a fanny pack and put on a life jacket.”
“Jack, you can not be serious!” Joanna protested.
“I’m serious! Tell Gayle. Alan! Rig the fenders, we’re comin’ alongside. And get your wallet and camera.”
“What the fuck, Jack! Why did you help these guys?” Alan shot back from the fantail, pushing through the Americans as he moved forward and up to the cockpit.
“We go aboard this beast with them or spend the night in a Chinese jail with them,” Jack answered him, pointing at the patrol craft now inside 500 yards. You’ve got a minute to gather what you can in a backpack. Now go! Or stay if you want.”
“Dammit!” Alan cursed, unhappy that his China holiday plans had taken a drastic turn.
“You had better be right!” Jack muttered to Paganelli.
“The book and movie rights alone will get you a yacht twice this big,” Paganelli answered. Jack just groaned.
The yacht slowed and drew up close to the accom ladder as the ship moved ahead. Not only was a moving wall of steel next to them, but above them was a “ceiling” of hull plates that supported the flight deck that extended far away from the carrier’s side. As wake waves bounced the yacht, Jack had difficulty controlling it.
Sailors in float-coats were at the bottom of the ladder, only three feet above the water’s undulating surface, as Jack maneuvered the yacht with white-knuckle inputs to the wheel and throttles. A line was thrown over and the two pilots on the bow took it and secured it to a deck cleat under the rail. The Chinese police boat now slowed and turned to match the relative motion of the carrier and yacht. They shouted commands in Chinese that the Americans and Aussies did not understand… but understood.
The carrier was making five knots, and Jack held position on the accom ladder platform, taking care not to hit it as he tried to hold the yacht steady. It was now time to jump for it. Naval tradition held that the senior officer disembarked first. Paganelli took measure of the platform next to the bobbing boat and the churned up shadowy froth of the dark water below it. He was now unsure if he should leave Jack.
“Go mate, we’ll be behind you. And when we are finished with this, I want a 28-meter Ferrenti—with twin V-12 diesels — that sleeps 10!” Jack said as he struggled to hold steady.
“You got it!” Paganelli said as he slapped Jack on his back and turned to slide down the ladder rails to the yacht’s stern deck. Once there, he assessed the relative motion and thought, I’m too old for this shit. Sensing a moment of stability, the fifty-year-old captain bounded up on the gunwale and, in one motion, leapt across the three-foot distance to the accom ladder platform where his sailors caught him. Climbing the ladder, he looked back to see another of his officers make the jump just as the yacht’s mast was pushed up by a swell into the carrier’s steel sponson above them. The force of the collision cracked the fiberglass above Jack, and Paganelli heard him curse as the yacht moved away from the carrier’s hull.
Paganelli had no time to waste as he raced up the steps to the quarterdeck where a flabbergasted young officer greeted him with a salute. “Four officers and four civilians are following me up. Render assistance!” Paganelli shouted as he turned inboard and then forward to another ladder, the first of nine he had to ascend to the bridge. Aboard! he thought, relieved for a moment, but only for a moment as he considered what he had to do with only half a crew.
The Chinese boat was now ten meters off the yacht. The angry crew shouted at Jack in Chinese and trained their automatic weapons on him as they, too, held position at five knots. The terrified women shrieked in fear and cowered along the port rail as the Air Boss timed the roll and clambered up the ladder, with another officer close behind him.
Jack had a difficult time holding the yacht in place as the carrier’s wake grew in strength. Above him was a steel ceiling that his mangled mast cracked into with each swell, and next to him a patrol craft of angry Chinese with automatic weapons. He looked to the accom ladder for deliverance and saw none, just the Yankees scurrying up like scared bunnies. Then, behind him, he saw a rigid-hull inflatable boat bounding up between him and the patrol craft, with two armed men training their automatic weapons on the Chinese. Both sides of the RHIB were dangerously close to each vessel as the crews shouted at one another and pointed their weapons. Jack did some shouting of his own at Joanna and Gayle.
“Girls, jump on the ladder! Alan, go first and help them!”
Alan and one of the pilots leapt from the yacht to the accom landing, and held an arm out for the women. Gayle, terrified, held on to the yacht’s rail in frozen fear. The men called for her to jump but she could not.
Next to them a burst of automatic fire from one of the SEALs on the RHIB shocked everyone, and Gayle shrieked as she jumped over two feet of churning water into Alan’s arms. The warning shot caused the Chinese to fall off, and a SEAL jumped aboard the yacht to help Joanna over. She timed her jump well and was caught by both men and followed Gayle up the ladder into more unknown.
Amid heated shouts from the patrol craft and the RHIB, the SEAL petty officer came up to the cockpit. “I’ve got it, sir. You can come with us.” Jack didn’t argue as the 200-pound operator took the helm and pulled away from John Adams as sailors on the RHIB lashed the two boats together. “Come with me, sir,” the SEAL said, commanding more than asking, and a dazed Jack complied, jumping into the RHIB where he was directed to take a place aft. They cast off the yacht as it bobbed in the carrier’s wake, and with deft movements the coxswain maneuvered them under the carrier’s starboard aft sponson. Davit lines were already trailing just above the waves as other SEALs took them and attached them to fittings on the RHIB. In the darkness Jack saw the lines’ tension, then soon felt his body — indeed the whole boat — being lifted out of the water as the coxswain secured the motors. The massive hull plates of the great ship passed along their left as they were hoisted up by the davit crane, then brought onto a weather deck with the bright lights of Macau twinkling miles to starboard. Jack was stunned by it all.
“What’s your name, sir?” a SEAL asked him.
Shocked by the question, that all of this wasn’t a dream, a dumbfounded Jack answered. “Jack Coppinger…”
“Mister Coppinger, welcome aboard USS John Adams.”
Jack was silent as he watched his yacht fall behind while the angry Chinese patrol craft approached it for boarding.

CHAPTER 4

Lemoore, California
Captain Jim Wilson bolted upright in bed at the sound of the phone and looked at the clock: 0510. It was still dark in Lemoore, California.
Who could be calling at this hour? he thought as he reached for the handset. The fact it was the house phone filled him with dread. Prepared for bad news about his ailing uncle, he checked the phone’s window: CORONADO, CA. Uh, oh, he thought. Is this Naval Air Pacific? He cleared his throat.
“Hello?”
“Stand by for Admiral Van Wert,” a male voice said, followed by silence. Wilson cleared his throat again.
Holy shit! And on a Saturday morning!
Mary, also awakened from a sound sleep, stirred beside him. “Who is it?” she asked, concerned by the surprise call.
“Admiral Van Wert!” Wilson whispered as he covered the phone’s mouthpiece. Because it skipped at least one link in the chain of command, a call from Commander Naval Air Forces, the “Air Boss” himself, was unprecedented, and the early morning hour made it even more baffling.
“What’s going on?” Mary said as she turned on her nightstand lamp and drew the covers up to her neck.
“Don’t know,” Wilson whispered before he heard the phone line rattle.
“Flip, Beetle Van Wert.”
“Good morning, Admiral,” Wilson answered.
“Flip, I understand it’s oh-dark-thirty on a Saturday, but we have a national emergency. Are you aware of it?”
“No, sir.”
“Seven hours ago the Chinese slimed a cruiser in the South China Sea. About 300—ninety percent of the crew — are reported dead. Turn on the TV.” Wilson pointed at the TV with a vigorous motion. Mary nodded her understanding and grabbed the remote.
“Holy shit,” Wilson blurted, forgetting for a moment he was talking with the senior aviator in the Pacific Fleet.
“That’s what I said. USS Cape Esperance… know anyone aboard her?”
“Yes, sir, her CO, Ron Thompson. We went to command school together.” Van Wert didn’t answer for a long moment.
“Flip, I’m sorry, but it doesn’t appear that he survived.”
Wilson let it sink in. An Aegis cruiser attacked by the Chinese with a chemical agent in international waters with major loss of life. A brazen, mind-boggling act of war, up there with Pearl Harbor and 9-11. A friend and acquaintance — dead. Wilson knew, as the Commander of Carrier Air Wing Fifteen, the CAG, what Van Wert was going to tell him next.
“Flip, we are spinning up. I’m going to send you and your air wing to sea in three days aboard Hancock. She just arrived in San Diego last week after her homeport change from Norfolk. Since you returned from cruise three months ago, you are the ready air wing, but because your carrier is in the yards, we need to put you on Hanna.”
The television beamed images from a cable news station into the Wilson’s bedroom as Wilson listened to the admiral. Pictures of Cape Esperance and a map of the South China Sea were interspersed between shots of network talking heads. He read the crawl near the bottom of the screen: “U.S. NAVY WARSHIP ATTACKED OFF PHILIPPINES.”
Wilson processed the news and tasking. From a standing start his air wing of 1,900 sailors and his new carrier, the nuclear-powered Hancock, were going on what could become a combat cruise… against the Chinese!
“Flip, I’m calling you direct because Admiral Johnson is in Florida at his mother’s funeral, and he asked me to call you as a courtesy. Hanna goes to sea Tuesday with the tide, and he’ll be aboard as your Strike Group Commander. You’ll have two cruisers, four DDGs, a fast-attack sub and an auxiliary oiler. Another sub from Pearl will join en route.”
With Mary listening next to him and who-knew-who possibly monitoring the line, Wilson was conscious of the classified vector the call had taken. He became more and more astounded and incredulous as he watched the televised images.
“CAG, you’ve got about 72 hours to get your air wing ready, loaded aboard, and underway for WESTPAC. Tomorrow afternoon I want a video teleconference on your progress. Expect Admiral Johnson and the cruiser/destroyer COs to be on it. My staff will be in touch. Unless you have questions, I’m out here.”
“Yes, sir, Admiral, see you tomorrow.” Wilson heard the line go dead and turned to Mary. Her wide eyes conveyed a question she was afraid to ask.
“The Chinese attacked one of our cruisers in the South China Sea with a chemical weapon. Hundreds reported dead.”
“Oh, my gosh!” Mary gasped as her hand covered her lips, eyes darting between her husband and the television screen.
“We’re deploying Tuesday,” Wilson continued, still trying to wake up and grasp what had happened and what he must do to get his air wing ready. Where do I start?
“Derrick’s game Friday,” Mary said out loud, reminding both that once again Wilson was going to miss an important event in his son’s life. The Lemoore High Tigers football team was playing the Redwood High Rangers in Visalia on Friday for the District Championship. Derrick, a junior, was the starting free safety.
Wilson exhaled through his nostrils and grabbed his cell phone to call his Deputy CAG and squadron COs. Mary flipped through channels to check other cable news programs. Well-coiffed anchors on each program discussed the meaning of the incident around convivial tables or couches in their plush studios while speaking to military experts via telephone.
As Mary got up to make coffee, Wilson “passed the word” to his Carrier Air Wing Fifteen squadron Commanding Officers in time-honored military tradition. Although it was now only 5:30 am, they could not spare a minute of preparation, and bad news did not get better with age.
He punched in the cell number of his Deputy Wing Commander, Captain Mike “Weed” Hopper. Wilson was not surprised when he answered after one ring.
“Kemosabe.”
“Weed, you know why I’m calling?”
“Yep, just turned on the TV a few minutes ago. Wasn’t expecting to see this.”
“The Air Boss just called me. We get underway on Hanna in 72 hours. I’m calling the COs, so please call the staff. Leave canceled, need bounce periods on the pilots today and tomorrow. Call the base COs, too. We need parts and supplies big time. I’ll circle back with you in an hour.”
“Rog-o, Flip, we’ve got it.”
The task before them was monumental. Inform hundreds of sailors with thousands of plans for the weekend that their plans were canceled, leave is canceled, and they must come in to their squadron hangars right now to prep jets and stage supplies, pack files and folders from maintenance logbooks to admin personnel records to training jackets into cruise boxes, then load tool boxes, test gear, spare parts, charts, classified publications, extra flight suits, float-coats and cranials, jacks, oil and hydraulic pumps, bomb hoist units, hernia bars, canopy and intake covers….
The list was staggering for one squadron, and CVW-15 had nine from Super Hornets to Growlers to E-2D Hawkeyes to MH-60 Romeos and Sierras assigned to five different air stations from San Diego at the southwest corner of the United States to Whidbey Island, Washington at the northwest corner, a distance of over 1,000 miles.
This effort didn’t even count the need to qualify the pilots in field carrier landing practice day and night to get them ready for the real thing Tuesday and Wednesday, depending on when the ship got underway which no one knew for sure. And before the ship got underway, all the squadron gear to be loaded into cruise boxes and placed in semi-trailers had to make the 5-hour, 7-hour, or — in the case of Whidbey—20-hour drive to place the 18-wheelers pier-side to be unloaded and cargo then loaded into Hancock moored to the quay wall at North Island. And before that, the hundreds of squadron personnel from the three air stations outside San Diego had to be flown to North Island and embarked aboard. The complexity of this evolution boggled the mind, and it all had to result in a combat-capable team heading to war in three days.
Heading to war, Wilson thought between each terse three-minute call he made to his COs. With China, who had just demonstrated a willingness to use chemical and biological weapons in a surprise attack on a U.S. Navy cruiser, one of the most feared warships afloat. As the eastern horizon over the Sierra Nevada Mountains began to lighten on what would be a long Saturday morning in Lemoore, Wilson contemplated what was ahead.
When Mary handed Wilson his first cup of coffee, she let him know the kids were still asleep and would be for hours. Wilson took the cup with an appreciative smile and called one of his Rhino squadron skippers, Commander Kristin “Olive” Teel of Strike Fighter Squadron One-Five-Two, to deliver the historic and life-changing news.
The Gun Fighters of VFA-152 flew the single-seat FA-18E Super Hornet, the Rhino, and Olive had been in command for one month. Married with a pre-school daughter, Olive was a no-nonsense leader with a solid reputation and plenty of combat experience in Southwest Asia. All of Wilson’s squadron COs, with one notable exception, had combat experience over Iraq, Syria or Afghanistan as the United States entered its third straight decade of combat in the Middle East.
“Commander Teel, sir,” Olive answered as she struggled to wake up.
“Olive, CAG. We’ve got tasking from Pac Fleet. Do you know what happened in the SCS?”
“No, sir,” she replied, fearful of Wilson’s ominous tone.
“The Chinese attacked USS Cape Esperance last night with chem/bio weapons. Hundreds dead. It’s all over TV. We are spooling up and getting underway aboard Hanna on Tuesday.” Wilson paused to allow Olive to absorb the incredible news.
“Pass the word to your people and get a day/night bounce period on your pilots. Expect to load your trucks tomorrow, and put your people on airlifts Monday afternoon. How many jets do you have?”
“Eight, sir,” Olive answered, controlling her emotions, a mixture of excitement and dread at leaving her small child and husband. The thousands of military personnel who would get this news in the coming hours would experience similar feelings upon learning of this no-notice deployment.
“We’re gonna try to get you four more… we deploy for WESTPAC in three days. We don’t know for how long, and we don’t know what to expect when we get there. Call me anytime, and I’ll check back with you later today.”
“Yes, sir,” Olive answered, still reeling, but with a job to do, one of tens of thousands in the Pacific Fleet who had to put their weekend plans — and perhaps their plans for the next year — on hold.
* * *
As Admiral Clark and the rest of Indo-Pacific Command — plus the Pentagon, plus the Defense Ministries of China, Japan, South Korea, North Korea, Vietnam, The Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Australia, Great Britain, Russia, New Zealand and even India — struggled to get their arms around this grave military development in the South China Sea, the news media were a power they each had to control to shape the message to their ends. Some would even use it as a weapon as tensions skyrocketed.
As they proved so often, the media were a slippery force, which moved at lightning speed in unpredictable directions.
The Pentagon reported last night that the crew of an American battleship in Chinese-claimed waters was stricken with an unknown illness that caused it to maneuver in a way that has elevated tensions in a troubled region of the world.
USS Cape Esperance, a ship carrying deadly Aegis long-range guided-missiles, was transiting through disputed Chinese waters when it suddenly veered off course. A Pentagon spokesman claims the crew was exposed to a biologic phenomenon of unknown origin, and sources claim the ship was near the Philippine Islands when the incident occurred. While the Pentagon claims the danger to the crew is serious, there is no word yet on the number of affected sailors.

As word on expected loss of life trickled in, the British tabloid press led with this headline:
Philippines to Uncle Sam: We Told You to Stay Away!

Headlines in most Asian media outlets were similar:
American Death Ship — Toll High on Dangerous Sea

At 9 am in Washington, fewer than nine hours after the incident occurred, the Secretary of Defense met with reporters in the jammed Pentagon briefing room. By then, millions of Americans knew a serious incident involving an American warship had occurred in the South China Sea. Most were glued to their TV screens to hear SECDEF’s report. Tens of millions of Americans did not yet know, and tens of millions more knew, but did not care.
The Secretary stepped to the podium, adjusted his reading glasses, and read a prepared statement:
“Ladies and gentlemen, last night at around midnight here and mid-afternoon in the South China Sea, the Aegis guided-missile cruiser USS Cape Esperance experienced a chemical event of unknown origin while transiting north through the international waters in the South China Sea, approximately 240 miles west of Manila, Philippines. The ship was on an approved freedom-of-navigation transit of the South China Sea and acting in accordance with maritime law. We have received word of heavy loss of life. Cape Esperance is under her own power and moving out of the South China Sea toward friendly forces who will render assistance. Cape Esperance is a Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruiser built in Pascagoula, Mississippi, commissioned in 1996, and home-ported in San Diego, California. It features the Aegis radar fire control system and is capable of dealing with air, surface, and sub-surface threats.
“We are still receiving and evaluating reports from Admiral Howard Clark, Commander of US Indo-Pacific Command, and today at noon I will receive a video teleconference briefing from him with the Joint Chiefs of Staff in attendance. The President and I have conferred twice in the past eight hours and we have both been in touch with the Secretary of State, and I have spoken with Admiral Clark. At the present time we are still evaluating what happened and why, but, first and foremost, we are in the process of identifying those lost or injured, and notifying their families, which all of you know takes time. I will now take questions.”
The room exploded in a flurry of shouts and raised hands, and the Secretary recognized a familiar and friendly Pentagon correspondent.
“Mister Secretary, what was our ship doing at the time it was hit?”
“It was on an approved freedom-of-navigation transit of the South China Sea to maintain international maritime rules and norms, it…”
“Sir, approved? By whom?”
“Well, when we transit the South China Sea in this manner, we coordinate with the State Department and, in this case, China, which lays claim, as does the Philippines, to the waters Cape Esperance was in at the time of the incident. This transit is more difficult because the economic and national boundaries of the South China Sea are disputed by six countries, plus Taiwan.” Another reporter jumped in.
“Mister Secretary, how close did our ship get to Chinese territory?” SECDEF peered over his glasses at the young man.
“It was not ‘close’ to any land, and over 500 miles from the Chinese mainland. It was in the vicinity of Scarborough Shoal, which is claimed by China, but it is a shoal, underwater; there is nothing there on which to base a claim and, even if there were, waters beyond the established international norm of 12 miles are recognized as international waters.” Another hand shot up.
“Mister Secretary, given the tensions in the South China Sea, is it the right thing for American warships to be there? Does that not provoke conflict?” SECDEF couldn’t wait to answer.
“It is absolutely the right thing to be there — or anywhere we want outside 12 miles of the shore of any sovereign nation — at any time. Next question.”
A woman in front raised her hand. “Mister Secretary, how many of the crew are women, and are there reports of female deaths?”
After glancing at a Navy three-star admiral standing off to the side, the Secretary answered. “Approximately 15 percent of the crew is female. Next.”
“Sir, on the ship’s website it lists the Captain as Captain Ronald Thompson. Is Captain Thompson one of the survivors and still in command?”
Uncomfortable with the question, the SECDEF pursed his lips, wishing that it had not been asked.
“We are… gathering this information, and informing families as soon as we get it.”
“A follow-up: Is it safe to say, then, that the Cape Esperance is under the command of the Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Michael Eddins?”
“It is not safe to say that, and, frankly, I wish you wouldn’t say any more until we process all the information and inform the families.”
And so it went, the media asking and shouting questions the Department of Defense did not yet have answers to and, in some cases, would not want to share if they did. When the networks cut to the studios, the hosts and pundits kibitzed and speculated on the why and how. There were examples of sober assessment by military experts on some networks:
Think of the South China Sea as equivalent to the United States land mass east of the Mississippi River. Each year over seventy-thousand containerships, each one carrying thousands of containers move through it, representing over five trillion dollars worth of annual trade. It is in the interest of the United States and the international community to keep this trade flowing and ensure that no one country can control access through this vital sea bordered by six nations.

On another network, this:
So here’s the United States once again, sticking our nose where it doesn’t belong, in the South — China! — Sea, for crying out loud, already a powder keg and now we have who knows how many dead sailors from working-class families who were just trying to get money for college because we still don’t have free college here like every other developed nation. How would we like it if the Chinese sent their gunships into the Gulf of Mexico and established bases in Mexico and Cuba? We’d cry foul, and I don’t see the difference here!

And another, this:
We must finally realize that it is no longer 1945, or even 1991, and that as America’s power wanes, it cannot be everywhere, and Washington must pick and choose carefully where to engage. The South China Sea is a core interest of China, and we see their island reclamation project as a manifestation of their influence and more importantly a bulwark against those who would control the Sea. Most of the trade that flows through the sea is Chinese, and keeping it open is an economic imperative for them. It is only natural for China to take measures to strengthen their military posture in the area and ensure, for itself, that trade is not inhibited by an outside power. We behave in this rational manner, and the world economy depends on a smooth flow of trade. It is in China’s interest that it flows, and while freedom-of-navigation is a good rule, today’s South China Sea may be an exception to the rule.

Between the blame-America hysteria of the left and the saber-rattling neo-conservative pundits on the right, Americans, many of whom did not have a grasp of the significance of 1945 or 1991 and the seismic changes those years brought to the international landscape, formed their opinions almost as fast as the media brought them the incomplete and often flawed information, and usually less than 24 hours after any incident. Into this inviting battle space, world capitals not friendly to the United States, led by Beijing, fired their salvos to shape world opinion:
America must realize it does not have a requirement to enforce freedom of the seas everywhere on the planet, that there are other world powers that have an interest in unencumbered free trade and are capable of ensuring the flow of trade — in their own home waters! We propose the United States defend the eastern half of the Pacific Ocean, and the Atlantic Ocean, and that China — an Asian nation — take responsibility for maintaining free trade on the sea lanes adjacent to China and which terminate in Chinese ports, an economic fact which is of interest to all in the global commons.
If America cannot rid itself of its addiction to controlling the high seas — which are not its own — and if it pushes the rightful owners too far, it will unleash forces in response which will not only disrupt world trade but break American bones in another foreign conflict it cannot win. Make no mistake; the military calculus in East Asia has changed, and no talk of “pivots” can prevent forces already in place to act if threatened.

American politicians sympathetic to this message were in front of Capitol Hill cameras to shape their message first.
For the life of me, I do not know why the Pentagon sends battleships into the home waters of a country of well over a billion people; a country whose economy has eclipsed ours, whose military can defeat ours, and who holds trillions of our debt. It is the Pentagon that ends up endangering and, it would appear, killing American kids in a misguided effort at something called freedom of the seas.

As more information on the scope of the incident and the scale of lives lost on the American cruiser was presented, politicians on the other side weighed in:
The decks of our ships are sovereign US territory and they have a right to sail in international waters anytime. China cannot draw an arbitrary “dashed line” and claim an entire body of water as “theirs” any more than India can claim entire the Indian Ocean as theirs. The United States has an interest in free trade, freedom-of-navigation, maintaining established maritime norms and supporting friends in this and other regional hot spots as a balance against countries that would restrict access and bully smaller countries. And when we find out how our ship was attacked, and by whom, we are free to respond in a time and place of our choosing.

Later that afternoon as sabers rattled and talk heated up on both sides of the Pacific, reporters and their cameras informed their viewers of increased activity on the waterfront of North Island across from the gleaming skyscrapers of San Diego, and from outside a dusty outpost set in the middle of the San Joaquin Valley farmland almost none of them had ever heard of… Naval Air Station Lemoore, California.

CHAPTER 5

USS Cape Esperance, off Luzon
Isabel Manning knew her life would never be the same.
During the twelve hours since she and Seaman Williams had ventured out of Central Control, Isabel had encountered death in every passageway, room, ladder well, and head she had examined for signs of life. Here and there, in poorly ventilated spaces or in deep shelter, they had found some survivors, most of them unaffected because of their physical locations. An amazed Williams found two Quartermasters alive who had been topside on the signal bridge the whole time. A Yeoman taking a smoke break on the fantail also survived, somehow shielded from the deadly agent.
Most of the dead, however, were found inside the ship, and all on the bridge and in Combat had succumbed to the mysterious agent. They were curled up on the deck or slumped over consoles, fluid draining from their mouths and nostrils. Many in berthing died in their racks; several had Emergency Escape Breathing Devices in their hands, the orange containers evidence of dying sailors who had tried to claw them open in a frantic rush to take one last breath. Some sailors hung onto life, wheezing and retching, while other survivors administered to them the best they could. All the medical personnel were dead.
Isabel and the others had taken no food or water since the attack for fear of contamination. As the senior survivor, she took station on the bridge behind the helm as she singlehandedly steered Cape Esperance north at 15 knots on a dark sea. Hours ago a vessel had joined on their port side, maintaining about 2,000 yards as it escorted them north, shining lights on them and not helping. Isabel did not know what the vessel was but suspected Chinese.
She didn’t care. She was running north in low visibility conditions, maneuvering to avoid surface traffic she encountered, a one-woman bridge watch. Chief Tobin kept the engines running, and on the GCCS display, she saw they would encounter the guided-missile destroyer USS Koelsch sometime after dawn.
Death surrounded her. Williams and the Quartermasters had moved the dead bodies — including the body of Captain Thompson — onto the bridge wings. It was all they could do at the moment. Word came up from below: Isabel’s roommate and fellow ensign, Abby, was dead with the others in Combat. To her right, she noticed a faint horizon had begun to form. At the same moment, she heard footsteps on the ladder behind her.
“Ma’am,” Seaman Williams said as he entered the bridge. “Here’s a can of Coke for you. I washed it in hot water from the galley. Chief Tobin and the guys in engineering drank one — they’re okay.”
Isabel whispered thanks and took the can. Yesterday morning she would have refused anything not labeled diet, but now it didn’t seem to matter — and she was starving. She popped open and guzzled half of it, feeling a rivulet of cold fluid run down her neck.
The bridge GCCS display showed Koelsch some 50 miles north of them and on a rendezvous course. She hoped it had medical personnel aboard. On the horizon she saw a cluster of lights — a merchant ship — and determined the ship’s aspect by the two masthead lights and one green running light. Her baseline nautical knowledge, learned from midshipman days, told her it would be a right-to-right passing, and she turned five degrees left to increase the lateral separation. The strange and annoying ship next to them would have to adjust. As the eastern sky turned gray, she could now see the ship was military and painted white. Soon she could make out COAST GUARD with what looked like Chinese symbols on the hull. She had been correct; the vessel was Chinese.
As the merchant passed down her starboard side, she saw twinkling aircraft lights ahead, low on the horizon and growing larger. More Chinese? Alone again on the bridge, she had no one to ask, no one, as Conrad had said, to turn to in an hour of danger. At the age of 23, Ensign Isabel Manning was the de facto Commanding Officer of USS Cape Esperance.
The helicopter continued toward her and passed down the cruiser’s starboard side. Isabel recognized the familiar shape of a U.S. Navy MH-60 Romeo as the aircraft slowed and turned toward Cape Esperance as if it were going to land. A spotlight from the Chinese ship next to them shone on the helicopter as it approached, an action Isabel determined to be hostile as it likely distracted the pilots as they attempted a twilight landing on the cruiser’s swaying deck. She watched the Romeo from the starboard bridge wing, standing next to two dead seamen laid out on the deck. She yelled up to one of the sailors on the signal bridge.
“Petty Officer Sitts, shine a spotlight on the bridge of that Chinese ship next to us. Hold it on their bridge until I tell you to stop.” Frickin’ bastards, she thought to herself.
The Quartermaster acknowledged the order, and within seconds a beam of white light blazed into the bridge of the Chinese cutter, a signal for all that Cape Esperance still had fight in her.
The helicopter approached and landed on the cruiser’s tiny deck. Minutes later, she heard more footsteps coming up the ladder into the bridge. Two figures clad in chem/bio gear emerged, and in the low light she saw lieutenant bars on the USS Koelsch ball cap of one of the men. “Captain Thompson?” he called out.
“He’s dead sir,” Isabel answered. “I’m Ensign Manning, and I have the conn.”
The lieutenant walked over. “I’m Lieutenant Wilkes, Chief Engineer aboard USS Koelsch. You doing okay?”
Isabel trembled as the words formed in her mouth. “Yes, sir. Do you have a doctor with you?”
“We have our Corpsman, two Gas Turbine techs, and an Operations Specialist. We’re going to help you… I’ll take the conn, if that’s okay with you, Captain. I relieve you, ma’am.”
Isabel’s lip quivered as hours of pent-up emotions and stress cascaded out of her. “I stand relieved,” she croaked as she raised her hand to salute and stepped toward the aft bulkhead. Dazed after her long ordeal, she needed to decompress and needed not to be in charge. She needed sleep. Her eyes stared ahead through the bridge windows toward the bow, to a point 1,000 yards ahead of the ship, to nothing.
Lieutenant Wilkes observed Isabel as she stood motionless on the bridge and stepped toward her. “Why don’t you go below?” he suggested in a quiet murmur. Isabel shook her head and whispered, “No, thank you, sir. I’m good. Just need to relax.” Isabel had no desire to go below, not now, and maybe not ever.
Ensign Isabel Manning stood against the bulkhead behind Captain Thompson’s empty bridge chair and, without making a sound, cried warm tears. During the next thirty minutes, as the eastern sky illuminated more of the pilothouse, the sun burned through the overcast and brought an end to the longest night of her life.
* * *
With the increased visibility of daylight and the added help from his shipmates, Daniels was able to accelerate Cape Esperance ahead. After an hour of steaming, he saw his ship Koelsch coming down from the north. Next to him, the Chinese cutter “escorted” the Americans the whole way. Wilkes held a steady course as Koelsch made a skillful rendezvous turn to match course and speed on the cruiser’s starboard side as her QMs hailed the Chinese ship with flashing light. Channel 16 crackled as Koelsch called the cutter on ship-to-ship… with no response. Container ship traffic ahead of them called for a small turn to the left, but the Chinese had moved in closer to crowd the Americans and prevent the maneuver.
Wilkes watched Koelsch train its forward five-inch gun mount left and at zero elevation — almost right at him! “Is he going to do what I think he’s going to do?” he said out loud, more to himself than to the others on the bridge. Without warning, the gun fired and a sharp crack rocked the bridge as a single round blurred past them and toward the cutter. It was so close Wilkes saw it in flight as it crossed from right-to-left below bridge level. Two seconds later a splash erupted 500 yards off the Chinese ship’s port bow — a warning to back off. In less than a minute, the cutter slowed and changed course away, a clear acknowledgment of the American signal and resolve.
On the cutter, the captain radioed his headquarters that the Americans had opened fire on them and they had to withdraw. Headquarters then reported to Beijing that the two hostile American warships had fired on the People’s cutter, an act of war.
* * *
Meanwhile, USS John Adams, with only half her crew and “buttoned-up” to defend from a chemical attack, continued to speed east and away from Hong Kong and the Chinese mainland. She managed to outrun any pursuing vessels but was overflown by helicopters and Y-8 patrol aircraft throughout the night. The carrier also passed numerous fishing boats and merchant ships, all of which had radios to report her movements. Jay Paganelli hadn’t slept, but he welcomed the dawn as he sat in his bridge chair that overlooked the flight deck. He still had eight hours to go to get past the first island chain south of Taiwan and into what he considered safer waters. From there, it was still two days steaming to Yokosuka, or three to Guam, if that’s where Seventh Fleet wanted him.
Paganelli assessed his combat readiness. Except for the Duty Officer, the entire E-2 Hawkeye ready room was still ashore. From among the staff and crew aboard who had any experience in the aircraft, John Adams could muster one five-man crew, and he would have to grant the out-of-qual pilots a waiver to operate from his flight deck. In effect, he had no indigenous airborne early warning.
Between the fighter and helicopter squadrons, he could cobble together enough pilots to stand 30-minute alerts, and through the night, squadron maintenance crews — all exhausted and some still hung over — prepped and loaded aircraft for a defensive posture while wearing protective clothing which hindered their movements. Air-to-air missiles and full gun drums were loaded on the fighters, with Hellfire missiles, rockets, and mini-guns on the helos. At the moment, John Adams’ best “weapon” was to run at 30 knots, escorted by the “shotgun” guided-missile destroyer Marvin Shields off the starboard quarter.
Paganelli’s strike group admiral had been left ashore, “trapped” along with hundreds of other sailors detained by the Chinese. They slime our ship and detain the liberty party — if we aren’t at war, we will be by nightfall, Paganelli thought. He watched a fishing boat wallow in the sea miles to starboard and wondered what they were thinking — and what they had that could do him harm.
On the GCCS display he could see Cape Esperance and Koelsch had joined some 250 miles to the south and were heading north on a rendezvous course. All four of the American ships could be joined up by lunchtime if Fleet Ops allowed it. Right now, they just wanted to get everyone into the Philippine Sea, which for John Adams and Marvin Shields was still a hard day’s steaming ahead and with no guarantee of “safety” once they passed the first island chain.
A call came over the secure net that Koelsch had fired on a Chinese Coast Guard cutter that was showing too much aggression. Un-freakin’-believable, Paganelli thought. He called the Tactical Action Officer to get two fighters airborne and soon heard the alert called away on the 1MC.
Joe Littleton stepped up from behind. “Good morning, Captain.”
“Hello, Joe,” Paganelli said over his shoulder. “Get any sleep?”
“Not much. How about you, sir?”
“No, I tried and failed to get in a combat nap. Hey, we’re running at near flank, about to launch the alert, have half our crew ashore and the guys we have aboard are exhausted. But we’re going to be under the Chinese aviation umbrella for at least the next 24 hours and subs can be anywhere. We’ll need to work our guys four-hours-on and four-off, port-and-starboard watches. Need you and your team to help manage this risk.”
“Yes, sir, we’re making the rounds, trying to see if we can avoid the unnecessary stuff — but, right now, everything is necessary. Personnel manning is lowest in the reactor spaces, followed by the galley.”
“Break out the PB&J and cereal. If the galley and wardroom can give us one good hot meal for dinner, that will work. Frankly, Joe, with the XO ashore I’d like you to step up as acting. Looking out for the crew is job one. We have to operate with what we have to the limit — maybe a step over it — and try not to get anyone killed. I’ll inform the other department heads.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Littleton nodded.
A thunderous roar and pressure change shook the bridge, and all looked outside to see a single fighter belching dark smoke recede ahead of both American ships before it turned hard to the north. “Dammit!” Paganelli said as he picked up the phone.
“Did you see what kind of fighter that was?” he asked Littleton as he waited for his Tactical Action Officer to answer.
“No, sir, not much on fighter recce…”
“I think it was a J-10… Combat! We just got boomed by a J-10! Is that my warning of an inbound contact?”
Littleton tried to listen to the conversation and watched Paganelli’s perturbed glare as his eyes followed the fighter, now a speck against the gray overcast.
“Did Marvin Shields know? Are you guys in close contact because it appears war is imminent, and that guy just committed an act that can lead to one. Are you tracking him now…? Good. If he gets within ten miles of me again, let me know. Get some lookouts on the signal bridge. I don’t care if they’re not qualled, get some people up there, and sound general quarters. We may have to stay in GQ the rest of the day. And I want weapons trained on that guy. Don’t break lock. Out here.”
Paganelli turned to Littleton. “Here comes GQ. After you muster, get your people out roving, and watch the crew. Watch for signs of breakdown or anything you see as a serious risk.”
At that moment, the 1MC sounded General Quarters, and the crew scurried to prepare themselves for potential battle. Paganelli looked over at the 20-year-old helmsman, a girl showing nervous fear as she strapped her gas-mask to her hip while maintaining course. Wonder if her recruiter told her there would be days like this? Paganelli asked himself.
Launching the alert aircraft took on an even greater urgency, and John Adams sent a FLASH message to Seventh Fleet headquarters about the aggressive Chinese flyover. The message was forwarded up the chain. Marvin Shields was tracking the bogey, too, and Paganelli conferred with the destroyer’s CO on bridge-to-bridge as they exchanged the information they had. They needed to figure out what was going on in the middle of the South China Sea.

CHAPTER 6

Staff officers at Southern Theater Command in Nanjing and Eastern Theater Command in Guangzhou were arguing.
The American carrier and escort ship had bolted out of Hong Kong like scalded dogs, in the dangerous night. Without permission, or so much as a thank you, they had disrupted shipping and scared innocent junks and fishing boats in the lanes entering the crowded harbor. Unknown to the military commands until much later, civil authorities had received word from Beijing to detain the American sailors ashore. Waiting on tasking from Beijing, the theater commanders’ options were limited at night, and each commander thought he was the one responsible to track the carrier.
Eastern Theater Air Force sortied a KJ-500 Airborne Early Warning aircraft from Shanghai while the Navy Air Force launched one from Hainan. These propeller driven “cargo” aircraft, equipped with large radar disks rotating over their fuselages, were able to detect the Americans fifty miles off the coast of Hong Kong after midnight. Each aircraft reported the position to its own theater’s HQ. Before dawn, Southern Theater launched two Air Force J-10s from Huiyang. One returned with engine trouble, but the other J-10, flown by an overzealous and inexperienced pilot, spotted the American carrier and reported its position, course, and speed — getting all three parameters wrong. What he did not report was that he overflew the ship at only 30 meters and at a supersonic airspeed, fearing the murderous Americans would shoot him down if given the chance. He further reported that American fire control radars had “lit him up,” an aggressive act.
Headquarters staff then reported the American actions up to Beijing, which had to sort through two versions of the truth, both of which were false. PLA headquarters went with the worst-case scenario: the Americans were forming a task force northwest of Luzon and launching planes to attack. Southern, Eastern, and Northern Theaters placed their forces on high alert.
Admiral Qin Chung had been awake in this Beijing command center most of the night monitoring the situation. His PLA(N) combatants were hours away from both groups of Americans. The American surface group off the Philippines had fired on a Chinese cutter, and the carrier group was tracking his aircraft with fire control radars and flying their airplanes without permission. He had to be careful; the unpredictable American cowboys could pick off individual ships and shoot down individual airplanes with relative ease. If Qin massed his forces, it would not only take time to accomplish but could also be viewed as a threat by the Yankees who could turn and strike his vessels from hundreds of miles away. He had to track American movements from afar while maneuvering his forces to attack if Marshal Dong commanded it. He was aided by natural island chain chokepoints that would funnel the Americans into areas workable for search and ambush.
He did have one asset in position. A Shang attack submarine, nuclear-powered, was patrolling in deep water east of Taiwan. Without generating too much noise, it could move southwest and be in position to intercept and track the carrier if the Americans blasted through the 60-mile opening between Little Lanyu Island and Mavudis Island. The intercept would occur at nightfall. Qin gave the order: Intercept and track USS John Adams.
The American cruiser and the destroyer, despite their demonstrated willingness to fire on Chinese vessels, would have to be given a wider berth. Militia fishing vessels scattered on the seas almost everywhere would fish in a normal manner and report American movements to his PLA(N) operations cell.
The western media was feeding their citizens wild stories of a brazen Chinese attack using illegal chemical weapons. Preposterous! Qin knew the PRC would never be so foolish as to attack an American ship in such a clumsy manner, even if that ship were passing through waters belonging to China. Little generated world condemnation faster than first-use of chemical and biological weapons. While in the South China Sea, foreign warships, even American—even the hated Japanese! — were afforded visitor status, and the Americans had complied with PRC diplomatic clearance requirements. Same with their carrier in Hong Kong. Now, the Americans were acting aggressively “inside the wire” of the PRC.
As Qin read the operations report, his aide knocked on the open door.
“Comrade Admiral, Comrade Marshal Dong is calling you, secure.”
Qin picked up the phone and was put through.
“Admiral Qin… I have some troubling news,” Dong began.
“Yes, Comrade Marshal.”
“Yesterday a secret operation was carried out by the People’s Fishing Militia in Chinese waters near the Philippines. An agent was delivered upwind of Filipino fisherman poaching People’s Republic fish near the Zhongsha Islands.”
“An agent, Comrade Marshal?”
“A nerve agent; it causes the lungs to fill, and the victim dies… in minutes. Seconds. I’ve seen the demonstration on live prisoners awaiting execution.” Qin listened as Dong continued.
“The agent worked as planned, and the poachers were killed. It would have been a perfect operation, but the visibility was poor, and they did not see the American ship.”
“Is the ship the cruiser that turned off course?” Qin asked.
“I’m afraid, yes.”
Qin was incredulous. We did this! he thought. And why didn’t the militia warn the PLA(N)? The Foreign Ministry? Did the Coast Guard know? Do the Americans know the truth? Qin shuddered when he thought of how he would react if he were in Washington.
“We must keep this knowledge to ourselves, Comrade Admiral. I have taken steps to arrest the boat crew and the militia officials who authorized this attack. We will deal with the world media. Your job is to track the American ships and planes in the near seas. We will disavow knowledge, and it is actually true the PLA had no knowledge or approval of this action.”
“Comrade Marshal, why now?”
“In a land of 1.3 billion we cannot control everyone at all times. Mistakes were made… we are only human. We are not yet ready to face the Americans, but they are going to come and exact revenge. We — and you, in particular, Comrade Admiral — must demonstrate a competent and lethal force and be ready to repel them once they complete their long journey across the ocean.”
“The Navy will defend the People’s Republic to the last, and Washington will regret the blood they are about to shed in a cause they cannot win,” said Qin.
“Yes, and this warrants a show-of-force. You can expect Heaven’s Shield to be deployed for the first time ever.”
“Heaven’s Shield! I thought the full capability was over one year away.”
“The scientists and production engineers were directed to redouble their efforts and complete production on every machine in the line so the full shield can be employed. We’ll have 90 percent coverage, 80 percent minimum.” Qin remained skeptical.
“Has it been compromised like so many of our weapons?”
“Like so many of theirs, you mean? We do not believe it has been, and the launch sites are far inland in Hunan and Sichuan. The Americans cannot reach them without manned aircraft we can shoot down, or intercontinental ballistic missiles they dare not send. Once the shield is in place, we can operate with an added degree of comfort. We will be protected, and they will bleed all the more.”
“Please let me know when this plan is employed, Comrade Marshal.”
“We will, Admiral Qin. Again, the shield is untried and there may be gaps. I fear for our sea approaches coming up from Malacca. We must bolster them.”
“Our island reclamations are ahead of schedule, and we have full capability at our bastion outpost that can cover the Southern Sea all the way to Malacca.” Qin spoke with authority.
“Please forgive my lack of knowledge on naval matters. What is this island fortress called, Comrade Admiral?”
“Shuwhen Island, Comrade Marshal. The barbarians know it as Blood Moon Atoll.”

CHAPTER 7

PLA(N) Changzheng 8, Luzon Strait
“Set your depth at 20 meters. Helm, ahead dead slow,” Shen Ju-Lang spoke in the quiet control room.
“Set depth at 20 meters, aye, comrade captain! Engine indicating revolutions for dead slow!”
Zhong Xiao Shen was the captain of Changzheng 8, one of six Shang-class attack submarines in the PLA(N). As his crewmen pulled back on the dive plane controls and adjusted ballast, he thought about the sonar contacts to the southwest. Several ships, big and loud, were moving at high speed through the Luzon Strait — and right to him. He was in the drift phase of his sprint-and-drift, and, once stabilized at two knots, would raise the scope for a look. His quarry was probably still outside ten miles.
The barked commands of his Conning Officer annoyed him. With the crew on edge — news of an eminent American attack and the need to intercept traveled the length of the 300-foot boat in minutes — he needed to keep them focused and quiet. He knew he could not win a prolonged cat-and-mouse contest with the Americans. Besides their destroyers and attack subs, their fearsome Romeo helicopters had dipping sonar and torpedoes that could be dropped on his head with no warning. He had to stay silent; the Americans with their aircraft could have laid a buoy field ahead of him, or worse a Virginia class attack boat could be lying in wait… or following in his baffles.
Shen leaned in next to the ear of the shao wei, equivalent to an ensign in foreign navies, so that only the young man could hear him. “Shao Wei, I want whispered commands now… I will not remind you again.”
With wide eyes the mortified Conning Officer whispered back, “Yes, sir, comrade captain.”
Shen nodded and turned to the depth meter, his thoughts on the potential action. This crew is green and this boat is old. How can we get a solution if this contact is American?
Sonar had picked up the heavy screw transients twenty minutes ago, and the geometry was in his favor. The sounds of “white” traffic were all about, and were classified as merchants and fishermen. The sonar transients on his nose were military, contacts he hoped were American. He would take a look.
The chart display showed the contact 20 miles northwest of Mavudis Island, and the line of bearing indicated it was tracking northeast. Shen figured, if it was the Americans, they would stay 12 miles off the uninhabited Philippine rock… they always followed rules… and further sweeten his intercept. This is going to work, he thought, and noted the time. It was sunset, and the bearing was 34 degrees to his right. Perfect!
As he slowed to three knots and stabilized at periscope depth, Shen remained patient. An alert lookout could see a feather ahead in this light, as could radar in calm seas. He would look for five seconds and lower the scope, his human eye and the boat’s ESM sensors gathering all the situational awareness they could.
“Up scope.”
As the periscope column rose, Shen dropped the handles and crouched to place his eyes in the viewer. He allowed the scope to pull him upright, and as the image came into focus, he muttered, “Yes!” Pink light reflected off the gray hull of an American carrier, bow-on, and tracking ten left. It was big and flat and had the distinctive tower to starboard. He did not note any aircraft flying around it.
“Mark—American Nimitz class,” Shen said and then shifted the scope to align the crosshairs on the escorting destroyer. “Mark — American Burke class.”
Shen moved in a steady left pivot as he scanned the sea around Changzheng 8, stopping here and there to identify surface traffic “Mark—auto carrier, Mark—LNG tanker.” Crewmen recorded the bearings and contact IDs, and Shen’s last mark was another Burke class DDG to the north of the carrier, this one with the twinkling lights of a helicopter nearby. Dammit!
“Down scope. Helm, left standard rudder, new course one-nine-zero.” Shen’s plan was to close and allow the Americans to thunder past, then turn and follow in their baffles. The DDG to the north, however, with its cursed helicopter, was his biggest problem.
“Make your depth 200 meters,” Shen commanded, and the watch standers repeated his command as all felt the deck tilt. Shen’s luck had held so far, and if he could get under the layer before detection, they could track the Americans in the vast Philippine Sea for hours, even days.
Now confident of the screw transients, he assessed the situation. His orders were to shadow, and by letting them pass in front, he could turn east to follow in their wake. At this speed the intercept would take an hour, and sonar could track them, and once on their quarter, he would increase revolutions to stay with them.
He had to be careful, though, as he crept south, due to the listening devices reported on the bottom. Other PLA(N) boat captains had surprised the Americans in the near seas, but he had not, had not even seen an American carrier through the periscope. And following it into the far seas…? Unprecedented. Shen had to keep his wits about him as his excited crew went about their duties with smug smiles, betraying their exuberance and youth.
The loud whoooop shocked everyone, and before their heart rates could even increase, another sounded through the hull. Active sonar!
“Comrade Captain, active sonar bearing zero-two-zero. Close range!”
Shen wanted to explode, cursing his bad luck but cursing himself more. He had stayed on the periscope too long, and the American helicopter had pounced. Dammit! How he wanted to go back and take that look again — in half the time and twice the speed.
Active pings continued to sweep past Changzheng 8, and Shen knew the Yankees had him. Dammit! Sailors on the dive plane controls, as well as his Conning Officer, took glances at him, waiting for orders. Seconds seemed like minutes as he himself tried to formulate a new plan. He had to do something.
“Right standard rudder, make revolutions for 10 knots, steady depth!”
Shen was signaling to the Americans that he knew they had him—Dammit! — and he was turning away and making noise. The hated helicopter would prosecute him for the next hour, fraying crew nerves and wounding his pride as their carrier escaped into the open. He left his tubes alone — nothing to shoot — and now wanted to be as inconspicuous and unthreatening as possible. The carrier would slip through the PLA(N)’s fingers, his fingers, and Shen hoped he would get another chance at the Americans as he tried to come up with wording for a report to Southern Fleet command.
Dammit!

CHAPTER 8

While many Americans were watching football on the clear November Sunday afternoon, CAG Wilson was “bouncing” with his fellow Air Wing Fifteen pilots.
Wilson was in the pattern circling Runway 31 at Naval Air Station Lemoore with four other Super Hornets. The pilots flying the Rhinos had their wheels down and maintained an optimum landing airspeed as they flew a racetrack pattern resembling the “day” pattern they would fly at the carrier — in two more days. After completing this warm-up of practice approach after practice approach they could log day/night landings on Hancock off SoCal to become “current” and ready for any tasking as the carrier headed west into the unknown.
On downwind Wilson thought of the preparations for deployment and, by the sound of news reports and classified briefings, for potential war with China. The Chinese had deliberately attacked Cape Esperance with a nerve agent leaving hundreds dead. An ensign deep in the bowels of the ship and a few dozen crew had survived. Incredible. “Remember the Cape Esperance” was already coined in the lexicon as TV talking heads fanned the flames of war.
In the distance Wilson could make out the dim outline of his neighborhood through the haze. From the house Mary and the kids could hear him and the others as they roared around the pattern over and over until the LSOs were satisfied. Even Wilson was evaluated by the lieutenants, and he worked hard to fly a precise pattern.
After this rock-bottom routine flying was complete, he full-stopped and, after a short taxi, shut the jet down on the flight line. He then went to his office where his staff was busy packing up files and electronic equipment to be shipped via truck to the carrier. On the TV screen, the Secretary of Defense was again briefing reporters.
We have lodged a protest — a demand, frankly — with the People’s Republic to free our sailors in Hong Kong that are being held on baseless charges — and that after China invited our ships to their port for a visit. The fact that USS John Adams is at sea in the Pacific does not change the fact that, with half her crew off the ship, China has effectively negated the combat power of our ship and significantly altered the balance of power in the region by their illegal actions. Attacking our cruiser and holding our sailors are clear acts of war, and while our government seeks a diplomatic solution to this incident, our forces are on high alert, and we are deploying the USS Hancock strike group in days to not only confront Chinese aggression but to defend and reassure friends in the region.

The anchorwoman then read a statement from the PRC Defense Ministry that conveyed Beijing did not intend to blink.
American aggression in waters and near islands that have belonged to China for hundreds of years will not be tolerated, and if the People’s Republic is illegally attacked, the United States will pay a price in blood greater than that paid in their three Asian wars of the last century.

Wilson shook his head in disbelief, still unable to comprehend what was happening. He had never thought an actual shooting war with China would, or could, occur; the price paid for both countries would be too high. However, Washington and Beijing appeared hell-bent on it. He sensed his staff officers watching him as he watched the broadcast.
“CAG, are we going to actually fight the Chinese?” the Admin Officer asked.
As the others waited for an answer, Wilson kept his eyes on the television screen.
“Yes, I do believe we are.”
* * *
At that moment, 8,000 miles away at half-past seven in the morning, Bai Quon looked over his right shoulder as he pulled power and overbanked his Shenyang J-11 fighter off the perch position for Shuwhen Island’s 3,000 meter Runway 23. Behind him, also with wheels and flaps down in the domestically produced copy of the Russian Su-27 Flanker, Bai’s new wingman Hu Sheng, returned from his first patrol over the South China Sea. Westerners identified this isolated outpost as one among the Spratly Islands.
With an official rank of Hai Jun Shang Wei in the People’s Liberation Army Naval Air Force, 29-year old Bai was the equivalent of a captain in foreign air forces. Hu was a mere Zhong Wei whom Bai was entrusted with leading and teaching. After the morning’s difficult training sortie, the frustrated Bai hoped — for the sake of the J-11 Hu was flying — that the new guy could at least keep the jet from going off the runway into the warm aquamarine water past the overrun.
For an instant, Bai thought about how hundreds of miles to the north the aggressive and reckless Americans were violating Chinese territorial waters and shooting at People’s Republic ships. What was next? A surprise attack against high-value targets on the mainland? The disruption of the People’s trade by sinking ships with no warning? Who knew with the Americans, who were aided by the savage Japanese and the traitorous Vietnamese. Or the mixed-breed Filipinos who had western names and worshiped a western god.
These are Chinese home waters! Bai thought as his jet picked up speed in the approach that was more knife-edged fall than controlled turn. Bai did like one aspect of the western influence: their name for Shuwhen was Blood Moon Atoll. Bai smiled at the red visual that name provided for what the fierce People’s Republic would do to trespassers.
Passing ninety degrees of turn, Bai eased the bank and brought the power up a bit. He checked Hu high to his right and, by instinct, maneuvered to come low and fast across the waves and over the crushed coral fill soil. He then “kissed” the runway in a cocked-up attitude while he held the nose off to slow the jet before he had to apply the wheel brakes halfway down. With 9,000 feet of runway that handled H-6 bombers with ease, Bai, and even the ham-handed Hu, had plenty of concrete.
Moments before he touched down, while crossing the beach in his flare, Bai glanced left. As promised, Liu Qi was there, waving at her flyboy. She wore a white blouse over her dark slacks and waved at Bai with one arm high over her head. As Bai floated past her at 160 knots, he pulled both throttles to idle and gave a quick wave with his left hand. Even where she was standing, 100 meters away, she saw it and her heart soared. As his wheels touched down, Bai smiled to know that on an island of few available women, Liu was the prettiest and she had eyes for him. He would enjoy her charms later.
After they had taxied clear and shut down, Bai opened the canopy. He was at once surrounded by heat and humidity and felt himself perspiring even before the linesman placed the ladder next to the canopy rail. The political commissar, wearing a flight suit he hadn’t needed to use in years, met him at the bottom of the ladder and shouted a question.
“Comrade Shang Wei Bai, did Zhong Wei Hu perform in an acceptable manner with the People’s J-11?”
Bai looked at Hu’s jet in disgust before he answered. Its engines still whined as Hu seemed to struggle in the cockpit to complete the post-flight checklist.
“Has he ever flown an airplane before? He cannot maintain formation and got lost on the radio most of the time. He lost sight of me on two practice engagements and lined up on the wrong side of me as we came into the closed pattern. I had to cross him under in view of the whole island, and we look like garbage! We need experienced pilots on Blood Moon, Comrade Political Commissar, especially now with the Americans gearing for war.”
Hu finally shut down his jet. As the high-pitched engine whine subsided, Bai removed his helmet. Hu’s furtive glances at Bai and the commissar gave him away; he knew his flight lead was not happy with him. The commissar was now able to speak to Bai in a normal volume.
“Comrade Hu’s father is the Party official responsible for energy production and allocation and a personal friend of the Chairman.”
Bai rolled his eyes. The commissar caught the gesture and snapped at him.
“You will train him, Bai Quon! And you will keep him alive in the service of the People’s Republic!”
Bai studied the apparatchik and considered his words. “And will an American missile stop flight in midair when it learns the pilot’s father is a high-ranking Party official?”
“You have your orders!” the older man bellowed as he spun away, leaving Bai to fume. A downcast Hu walked around the nose of his jet toward his flight lead for a debriefing he knew would not go well.
* * *
At the same time Bai began Hu’s debriefing, 600 miles to the north, She Kou chugged past the opulent hotel skyscrapers and extravagant motor yachts that lined both sides of the Sanya River on Hainan’s southern coast. Liao Chang had only heard of the lavish lobbies and the bedrooms the size of houses among the clouds, daring not to raise his eyes to them the many years he had put to sea under their condescending gaze. The yachts, with their polished wood decks and gold fittings, featured sumptuous food made by chefs whenever you wanted. And girls, dazzling girls who sunbathed by day on the raked bows of the luxury vessels cruising the waters in haughty superiority, and who by night wore the finest clothes and danced at the best clubs till dawn. Oftentimes, the rusted and smelly She Kou, escorted by screaming gulls and belching diesel exhaust, would putter past them returning from one of its hard and dirty voyages to catch the fish the girls would eat later that week on the Chinese Riviera. Not that any of them would deign to lift their eyes to Liao’s boat that served the People’s Republic so well.
That was about to change! Today!
Liao strained to see the banners and klieg lights on the market docks. They would be waiting for him there, Party officials in pressed suits and a car to take him to a ceremony honoring him for his courageous service. Trim, young female reporters would record the event and wish they could be the wife of the PRC’s newest hero who served his nation at the helm of its most powerful warship, She Kou.
Liao weaved his way among the dozens of rusted trawlers and junks with peeling paint and dingy worn wood that clogged the approach to the market docks. A bird dropping landed on a fishing net hauled up in front of him as he maneuvered in the crammed waterway. He looked toward his regular berth but could not spot the banners or anything unusual in the way of a welcome party, no media that he could see. With a frown he realized his homecoming would not be recorded for posterity, and considered it a pity the opportunity was lost for future generations.
With deft movements of the wheel and throttle, he turned left and crept down a narrow passage between the slips. Those on the docks paid She Kou no attention on her triumphant homecoming. Liao was disappointed and angry. No reception? He couldn’t believe it, because this was it for him, the decrepit docks of Hainan from this day forward would be a memory he would only recall from a luxury apartment overlooking Shanghai. With the experience of years at the helm, he turned She Kou right and placed her against the dock in a perfect approach and landing.
Disgusted, he snapped at the deck hand to throw the lines over and tie off She Kou forward and aft. People on the docks went about their business, and no one looked at him. Xia met him on deck and together they surveyed the scene of just another day: buyers inspected the contents of fish carts, cutters and cleaners in their blood-stained aprons worked on the metal tables, and fishing industry workers in rubber boots trudged by on the damp concrete.
“Where is everyone?” Liao asked him.
“Who do you expect? I’m waiting for a ride to the airport so I can get back to Hunan and as far away as I can from these fish.”
“Where are the officials, the engineers, the agents who tasked me to conduct this mission with you?”
“Don’t know, but if my car does not appear soon, I’m going to hail a taxi.”
After Liao stewed for five minutes, a car did pull up, and he watched two men in dark suits get out. They walked toward Liao and Xia, their expressionless faces giving no indication of why they were there. Liao sensed they were going to whisk them away to a reception given by Party officials, and hoped they would let him clean up before he met the dignitaries and television cameras.
“Liao Chang?” one of the men asked.
“I am Liao Chang,” Liao answered at once, not wanting to waste a minute of official recognition.
“Where is your sister Li Ming?” the man said. Liao looked down before answering.
“She was lost at sea in the service of the People’s Republic,” Liao said with solemn reverence.
“And the deck hand they call Fatso? Him too?”
“Sadly, yes,” Liao nodded with regret, knowing the sea was a cruel mistress.
“You are the captain of this vessel, and under your command you lost two workers vital to the People’s fishing industry and very difficult to replace. Your negligence is a black stain on the People’s Republic and will be dealt with accordingly.”
A stunned Liao felt his knees buckle as they seized him and led him to a van parked next to their car. He looked back at Xia who shrugged as he patted a cigarette out of a pack.
“I did as I was ordered!” Liao protested. “I served the People’s Republic and cleared poachers from our waters!”
“Who ordered you?” the man asked.
Liao turned his head over his shoulder. “Him, Xia, and another man I met! They needed me for a special mission! They…”
“You are delusional, and you are a murderer.”
They opened the van door and shoved the protesting Liao inside, closing the door as the driver pulled away. Xia took a puff as he watched the van disappear in traffic, gone, forever.

CHAPTER 9

NAS Lemoore, California
Mary drove the family SUV down the long two-lane road that led to the hangars. With Wilson in the passenger seat checking his latest messages, Derrick and Brittany sat behind them in silence. There was a sense of foreboding, the realization that in minutes Wilson would be leaving them for a long, long time. The worst part for all of them was not knowing how long he would be gone, and added to that was the unspoken understanding that, with the situation in the Western Pacific, it was likely their husband and father, along with thousands of others, would be in grave danger.
The hangars dominated the surrounding farmland, and with the morning haze the Sierra Nevada and Coastal mountain ranges were obscured. Lemoore looked as if it was located in western Kansas, and one farmer on a tractor chugged along one of many already harvested fields that bordered the runways, not that the Wilsons noticed or cared.
Wilson put down his phone as he watched the hangars loom up, where in three hours he would taxi a Super Hornet to the duty runway and fly out to the ship in the same manner he had on previous deployments. USS Hancock had slipped her lines an hour earlier, and by now was probably rounding Point Loma to begin refresher qualifications of the air wing pilots in day-and-night carrier landings. This would last two days as the ship moved up the coast and then west at a high speed.
Wilson broke the silence. “I’m going to miss you all.”
All Wilson’s kids had ever known was a cycle of goodbyes followed by long periods of separation leading up to a joyous homecoming. Teenagers now, they both knew the stakes involved with this latest international incident and approached this goodbye with trepidation.
“We’ll miss you, too, Dad!” Brittany said. “At least we can email. I’ll send pictures from soccer this Saturday.”
“Yeah, Dad, and I’ll let you know how the game went Friday,” Derrick added.
“Sure wish I could be at both,” Wilson said.
Mary maintained her stoic silence. This wasn’t supposed to happen now; her husband had returned home from an eight-month deployment only four months earlier. She was married to “the CAG,” one of nine Air Wing Commanders in the Navy, but to her he was James, husband and father, and the Navy was taking him again. And with only three days’ warning. The bastards.
Wilson felt the familiar tension, the empty pit of dread that he had mere minutes with those he loved most. No one could say anything as the seconds melted away. They would drop him off, share quick hugs, and get back in the car for more numbing silence on the drive home. Brittany fought back tears, but Mary had already steeled herself.
They drove through the flight line checkpoint — Wilson had parking privileges — and stopped in front of the door that led to the hangar offices. Wilson got out and retrieved his helmet bag and duffel from the rear cargo hold and put them on the concrete. He hugged Brittany, now crying, and then Derrick. Wilson smiled and held his son at arm’s length. “I’ll take care of them, Dad,” Derrick reassured him with a gentle smile.
Wilson turned to Mary whose lips were trembling as she looked away. He enveloped her with a hug, pressing her against him and remembering their lovemaking the night before. I can’t believe I’m here again.
“I’m going to miss you,” he whispered to her.
“Me too,” Mary whispered into his ear. He felt her body tremble… out of character for her. She had to be strong for Wilson and the kids.
“I’ll come back to you, baby,” Wilson assured her and turned his head to kiss her. She responded and then pulled away. Wilson saw that, despite the redness around her eyes, she was now wearing her game face.
“I know I’m supposed to tell you now to have a good flight, but I’m going to miss you.” Mary’s voice broke, and she collapsed back into his arms. Wilson squeezed Mary tight and kissed her forehead. They held each other for a moment before Mary let go to wipe a tear.
Wilson picked up his bag. “We’ll be off the coast for a few days qualifying everyone before we start over. I’ll try to call before we leave. Hopefully, Saturday… and I’ll need to hear all about the games.”
“Okay, Daddy,” Brittany said with a smile that looked more like a grimace on her tear-streaked face.
Mary had already walked around to the driver’s seat. As they drove away, she turned his way and Wilson blew her a kiss. In response, she gave a reflexive wave as she drove off. Wilson watched them leave as he had at the beginning of other cruises, stunned that another separation was happening and once again ashamed he was excited to go. But this one had a foreboding he had never experienced. War with China was on the horizon.
Wilson then hoisted his gear and spun for the hangar door to begin his eighth cruise.
* * *
In the VFA-152 squadron ready room, Olive was at the table poring over a chart when Wilson walked in. “Attention on deck!” one of the lieutenants barked, and as all popped to attention, Wilson raised his hand.
“Seats, please. As you were.”
“Hi, CAG,” Olive said as she walked over with outstretched hand. “The lead is yours, sir.”
“Thanks, Skipper, but you can lead us out there. Where’s the ship going to be?”
Olive motioned to the chart. “Here, sir, south of San Clemente Island. Solid marine layer overcast at 1,500 feet, seven miles vis, westerly winds. About 300 miles from here; overhead time in three hours.”
“Great. Let’s chat in your office before we brief.”
“Yes, sir.”
Wilson and Olive walked down the passageway to her office. “How was the load out yesterday?” Wilson began.
“Good, sir, the trucks got out of here by noon, and they arrived in San Diego around 2200. Everything is loaded, and all my people except one are aboard.”
“Who’s missing?”
“A new airman out of boot camp. Didn’t show up at the airlift. She’ll turn up before long, and no big loss.”
Wilson nodded as she led them into her office. “How are your pilots?”
“Good, sir, we just have Jumpin’ our one new guy. He’s trainable, and the rest of the guys are cruise experienced. We’re ready.”
“How are you doing?”
Olive smiled and looked away. “Doing okay. It’s hard to explain to a three-year-old, but… that’s the way it goes. I’m focused now; leading the Snipers into combat is my job.” Wilson noted redness around Olive’s eyes. Everyone’s had a hard morning, he thought.
“All right. Let’s get down there and brief, Skipper. Proud to fly on your wing.”
* * *
Three hours later, Wilson was “welded” to Olive’s wing as she led them through the cloud layer, the gray outline of her jet just visible in the murk. At times the clouds were so thick Wilson lost sight of Olive’s left wingtip for an instant, even though he was mere feet away. On Wilson’s left, trying to hang on, was a lieutenant they called Flamer, and on Olive’s right, in tight parade formation, was the new guy, Jumpin’ Joe. As the lead, Olive concentrated on her instruments as she led the three jets through the “goo.” The water molecules slamming into the jets at 300 knots buffeted the Rhinos, increasing the difficulty of staying in position as the three wingmen tightened their grips on their flight controls.
Each pilot noted a wisp of something below them, followed by clear air, as Olive led them out of the ceiling and over the gray-blue sea 1,000 feet below. Ahead, the carrier Hancock made a healthy white wake as she headed west. A single Rhino was turning downwind off the bow.
“Marshal, Snipers see you at ten,” Olive transmitted.
“Roger, Snipers, switch tower and report with state.”
With a pump of her left fist, Olive directed Wilson and Flamer to cross under to take position next to Jumpin’ on the right. Wilson nodded and manipulated his controls with fingertip pressure to enter a graceful slide down, back, and up. Olive keyed the mike.
“Tower, Sniper one-zero-one. Flight of four, approaching initial, low state six-point-eight.”
From his station six decks above the flight deck, the Air Boss looked aft and saw the, four small dots lined up and coming at him.
“Roger, Snipers, your signal is ‘Charlie.’ Traffic is a Rhino turning crosswind.”
“Roger, Boss, visual,” Olive answered.
On the Landing Signal Officer platform, Wilson’s two Air Wing LSOs watched the four Rhinos approach in parade formation just under the bottoms of the cloud layer.
Lieutenant Commander Rick “Mullet” Krueger, senior of the two, watched next to the platform edge. “Hey, Crusher, here comes CAG with the Snipers,” he shouted over the wind.
“Visual!” his fellow LSO, and roommate, Henry “Crusher” Arnold answered. Crusher held the radio telephone to his ear and assessed the single Rhino turning off the abeam. The radio crackled.
“Snipers, Tower, hook down, hook down. Got a flight of four behind you low state!”
“Sniper, roger, hook down,” Olive answered. She lowered her tailhook, and her wingmen followed suit. Wilson wondered who was behind them low on fuel with the ship only 100 miles off the coast.
With a Rhino in the groove, the four Snipers roared overhead Hancock as they paralleled the carrier’s course.
Looking over her left shoulder for interval, Olive broke away from the others with a sharp snap roll and pull, her g-suit explosively inflating around her legs and torso. At set intervals ahead of the ship, Jumpin,’ then Wilson, and finally Flamer broke to line up in the pattern behind Olive, “dirtying up” by dropping their gear and flaps. Wilson’s FA-18E slowed as he assessed interval and abeam spacing for his trap.
Mullet watched the four Sniper jets on downwind: good interval, gear down, flaps down, hook down. He learned his CAG was in the third jet, but he and Crusher were most concerned about the new guy Jumpin’ who was now turning off the abeam. Olive rolled into the groove with a good start. No surprise given her experience.
“One-zero-one, Rhino ball, six-four, Teel,” she transmitted.
A radio call interrupted Crusher before he could respond.
“USS Hancock, Panther three-oh-three flight of four at the initial for the break.”
“On the ball! Roger ball, Sniper,” Crusher jumped in. With an aircraft in the groove, the Panther lead had committed a small breach of radio etiquette. If he could stay off the radio until Olive recovered, it could be forgiven.
But the Panther lead could not keep from speaking out of turn, and his boss, Captain Jim Wilson, was in the pattern and taking mental notes.
“Tower, Panther flight is inside the initial; are we cleared to break?” the irritated and impatient flight lead called again.
“Hang on, Panthers,” the Air Boss answered so an exasperated Crusher wouldn’t have to admonish Panther lead again.
Olive trapped without incident, and the “nugget” pilot Jumpin’ was next. The Air Boss directed traffic.
“Panthers, continue,” the Boss said.
The seas were light and the deck steady as Jumpin’ made his approach. Wilson followed him but concentrated on his own instrument approach, noting only an occasional whitecap below. Jumpin’ crossed the ramp and trapped without any calls from Crusher.
As Wilson rolled into the groove, he was startled when a flight of four Hornets blasted 100 feet over him in a sharp left angle of bank. He figured they were going about 500 knots as they rolled out over the deck, the wingmen struggling to maintain parade position at that high speed. What the fuck?
“Panthers at the numbers,” the lead called, another faux pas radio call suited for the field, not the ship.
“Roger, Panther, your interval is abeam,” the Boss responded.
After he called the ball, Wilson slid across the wake to the extended centerline and put everything but flying his jet out of his mind.
“Here’s CAG! Clear deck!” Crusher sang out. He watched the minor movements of Wilson’s wings and nose, pilot and LSO each concentrating on the approach. A muttered comment from Mullet interrupted his concentration.
“You gotta be shittin’ me…!”
Crusher wanted to know what Mullet was looking at but ignored it as he watched Wilson cross the ramp. The screaming Rhino flew past and picked up the two-wire as Wilson shoved the throttles to military by instinct. Amid the thunderous roar of engines at full power, and within little more than the length of a football field, the Super Hornet was wrestled to a stop.
“What?” Crusher turned to ask Mullet.
His partner pointed to the sky off the port beam. “Look at the Panthers.”
Crusher saw four Hornets on downwind, bunched up too close to one another, too close for all four of them to trap aboard in order. They would have to wave off at least two of them for interval, gumming up the pattern and burning more fuel.
Crusher groaned and returned his concentration to Flamer who was rolling in the groove. “Boss isn’t gonna be happy,” he volunteered to Mullet and the other LSOs on the platform. He was right.
“Panthers, Tower, say low state,” the Air Boss transmitted.
“Tower, dash two has three-point-two, and the rest of us have about four-K.”
This radio exchange caught Wilson’s attention. What? The number two Hornet had little over 30 minutes of fuel, just enough for one attempt to trap before he would have to fly an emergency fuel profile back to his base at Miramar — some 100 miles away. Now parked on the foul line with his nose pointing into the landing area, Wilson had the best seat in the house to watch this little drama unfold.
As Flamer crossed the ramp, the lead Panther jet was racing through the 90-degree position, still too fast and trying to slow with the low-state number two jet right behind. It was obvious to all there was not enough space to get both aboard, and number two had fuel for one attempt. After Flamer rolled to a stop, Wilson heard the Boss on the 5MC flight deck loudspeaker.
“Paddles, take the second jet. He’s trick-or-treat.”
Wilson noted Crusher and Mullet on the platform lift a thumbs-up acknowledgment to the Boss in the tower as the Panther jets bunched up through the 90-degree position behind them.
“In the groove, wave off, foul deck,” Crusher transmitted, directing the lead to take it around for another attempt. To his dismay, the lead and number two initiated wave offs. The displeased Air Boss jumped on the radio to untangle the mess his landing pattern had become.
“Panther lead, continue ahead, and I’ll call your downwind. Number two, what’s your side number and fuel state?”
“Three-zero-four, sir. Three thousand pounds.”
Now all four Panther FA-18’s, all low on fuel, were directed by the Boss to wave off and allow the second jet, 304, flown by their newest and least experienced pilot, to get one more attempt before he had to execute a “bingo” emergency fuel profile through bad weather to his shore base.
Wilson shook his head at the amateurish display.
Panther 304 turned downwind. The deck was clear, waiting. On the platform, Crusher and Mullet conferred about the human being flying 304.
“Who’s in three-zero-four?” Crusher asked.
“Their new guy, Howell. Goes by Turnip. At the field he tended to be high and fast.”
“Roger…. I’m going to have him extend off the abeam to give him more straightaway. Clear deck, 25 knots!”
With his wingmen flying ahead of the carrier for the moment, 304 was now first to land, and the nugget pilot had the full attention of the hundreds of personnel aboard Hanna engaged in flight operations.
“Three-zero-four, Paddles, extend off the abeam. I’ll call your turn. Workin’ twenty-six knots down the angle!”
“Roger, sir,” the young pilot answered.
Wilson looked forward of the ship and saw Panther 303 turn downwind before he was told. The Boss saw it, too.
“Panthers, continue upwind. I’ll call your turn!”
“Boss, three-zero-three. I’m getting kinda low on fuel here and need to turn in.”
Incensed, the Boss snarled into his microphone, “Three-zero-three, I said, continue upwind!”
When he had a chance, Crusher jumped in. “Three-zero-four, turn in now. Recheck hook-down.”
“Yes, sir,” the young pilot answered as the LSOs watched him turn back to them for his approach.
“Three-zero-three, turn downwind now,” the irate Boss commanded.
Wilson saw 303 turn without answering. In this carrier flight pattern realm, the Air Boss was the unquestioned “boss” who did not accept — in public no less! — backtalk from pilots any more than he would have his instructions ignored. Everyone who was listening got the meaning of the snub 303 had delivered, and all checked the status board to see who was flying it: the Panthers’ Commanding Officer, who reported to CAG Jim Wilson.
The young pilot in the low-state Hornet rolled into the groove, and from his vantage point on the foul line, Wilson saw he was high and fast. Crusher did, too.
“You’re high… got a ball?”
“Three-zero-four, Hornet ball, three-oh, Howell.” Crusher sensed the nugget was nervous, and so did Mullet.
“Talk to him, Crush!”
Keeping his eyes on 304, Crusher nodded and keyed the handset mike. “You’re high… Coming down, power to catch it… You’re goin’ high.”
Turnip in 304 saw he was floating high again. Near the carrier’s ramp, he bunted nose down to correct — a no-no. Crusher was right on it.
“Attitude! Power!”
The nugget pilot over controlled his Hornet and, with the nose too high and not enough power, the jet came down hard on deck next to the LSOs before it taxied into the one-wire. Turnip rolled out with his engines in afterburner as his jet strained against the cable and stopped mere feet in front of Wilson on the foul line.
“We gotcha, three-zero-four. You can throttle back,” the Boss radioed.
Once 304 taxied clear, attention was focused on 303, the squadron CO, who was turning through the 90-degree position, and also low on fuel. Wilson sat in his ejection seat with hands on the canopy bow taking more mental notes. He would have to have a talk with the CO, not the kind he or the CO would want to start the cruise.
Panther 303 flew an acceptable pattern. When rolling out behind the ship, he barked, “Ball!”
“Roger ball, Hornet,” Crusher answered.
Wilson watched 303 approach, on-and-on, looking good. Approaching the ramp, Wilson detected a left drift. The pilot did, too, and dropped his right wing to correct it, a correction way too large close to touchdown which killed much of the lift on his wings. The Hornet developed a steep rate of descent, and Wilson cringed at the sight.
“Power!” Crusher and Mullet transmitted in unison as 303 slammed into the deck just past the round down, sparks flying behind it as the tailhook clawed at the deck before it engaged the one-wire. All on the flight deck could hear it being pulled out of its housing — the aircraft engines were at idle, a cardinal sin upon carrier arrestment.
“Power in the wires!” Crusher bellowed into his handset, and, too late, 303 went to full power.
The Panther pilot, in an impulsive and lightning quick motion he thought no one could see, flipped the bird in response to the radio blast. He did not know his Air Wing Commander was watching from the foul line next to him.
The other Panthers recovered and all were spotted on elevators one and two to receive fuel. Wilson was then pulled out of his spot and, as he complied with the hand signals of the yellow-shirted director, saw that 303 was parked just in front of the island. The canopy was up and Wilson knew why; Hancock’s captain, Captain Ted Leaf, was summoning Panther One for a one-way conversation.

CHAPTER 10

USS Hancock, south of San Clemente Island
The Panthers of Marine Fighter Attack Squadron Three Three Five had a long history of combat success. Formed in early 1942, they had served at Guadalcanal flying the F4F Wildcat as part of the “Cactus Air Force.” They had switched to the F4U Corsair and saw action at Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and mainland Japan. During Korea they were aboard the escort carrier USS Rendova and by the mid-1960s were flying the F-4 Phantom, completing numerous deployments out of Da Nang, RVN. Transitioning to the Hornet, the Panthers supported Marines on the ground from Saudi Arabia in 1991, and again in 2003 from Kuwait. It was a squadron steeped in tradition and accomplishment, the pride of Fleet Marine Force Pacific.
Commanding VMFA-335—and piloting 303—was Lieutenant Colonel Ray “Mother” Tucker. At forty years old and recruiting poster handsome, Mother was an experienced Hornet pilot with over 3,000 hours. He had spent most of his career in “gun squadrons” at Marine Corps Air Station Beaufort, South Carolina—The Beaufort Rod and Gun Club—making deployment after deployment to Iwakuni, Japan. Assignment to VMFA-335 marked his first West Coast tour. And first carrier tour. Unlike their CO who assumed command only three months earlier, most of Mother’s pilots were experienced carrier aviators with combat time over Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan. None of that mattered to Mother. He was the CO, the Skipper, and he left no doubt that he ruled the roost in VMFA-335.
Mother would be the first to say that the Marine Corps was a department of the Navy — the men’s department — and, in his view, the Navy existed to deliver combat-ready Marines to fight the nation’s wars. What further need for military force was there? A Marine with his knee on the chest and a knife in the throat of an enemy of freedom sent an unmistakable message to all adversaries — and the world at large. Marines like Mother would look you in the eye before killing you, and long-range “smart” weapons carried by Navy and Air Force pussies were a waste of good money.
After he was shut down next to the island, Mother followed the Flight Deck Officer up the five ladders to the bridge. Waiting for him, Captain Leaf placed his finger in Mother’s chest and ripped into him about his unprofessional flight leadership and radio conduct in the expected one-way conversation. Dismissed, Mother smirked as he trudged down the ladders, holding Leaf and all the spaghetti-armed Navy swabs in contempt. He’d been reamed by Marine generals more than once, and no Navy captain came close to the ass-chewing a veteran devil dog could deliver.
Mother got back in the jet and managed to log three more traps to get day current. After dinner, he would brief to go at night for two traps… and two night cat shots.
Ray Tucker had never deployed in combat and had never spent time on a ship; just the way career timing worked. After all, Marine squadrons needed to deploy to Iwakuni, Japan, and to Aviano, Italy, as well as to Al Asad and Bagram. When Mother was in “gun squadrons,” he served ably as part of the United States’ forward deployed policy. Pilots like Mother yearned for action in Iraq and Afghanistan, but timing sometimes determined that others got those assignments. Both roles were important.
As the years went by, Mother was glad to avoid “the boat” where a few Marine Corps Hornet squadrons served. His total carrier experience consisted of his qual in flight school and the time he qualled in the FA-18 during initial training. For Mother, 14 years had elapsed since his first carrier landings and he now had only 44 career traps, all of them in the carrier qualification mode. In contrast, contemporaries like Olive had over 800 traps in a flying career spent on deployed carriers in combat, and Mother knew this was an area of weakness for him as a pilot. He thought he had avoided “the ship” when he was assigned to command VMFA-335, a squadron not scheduled to go to sea on a carrier during his tenure. That had changed last Saturday when his phone rang and CAG Wilson told him of the incident in the South China Sea. Damn!
Once complete tonight, he would be day and night carrier qualified, and his next launch would be on a real fleet mission.
Once complete tonight.

CHAPTER 11

USS Hancock, southwest of San Clemente Island
Outside, as Hancock made lazy circles at five knots off San Clemente Island, cold seawater lapping at her hull, the gray skies grew darker with each passing minute. On the flight deck the breeze that whipped through the parked airplanes, although gentle, had a November chill. Plane captains polished the canopies and checked the tire pressures of jets that would be starting for the night events in mere hours. Mother Tucker now had no escape from a reckoning that would occur when the first jet taxied to the bow catapults.
Mother was a Commanding Officer of the old school, one who led from the front. He could out fly any of his pilots — to him the squid Landing Signal Officers who criticized his afternoon landing performance could be ignored — and was confident he could lead the Panthers against anything the Chinese could muster in opposition. He couldn’t wait to get over there, to write another glorious chapter—his glorious chapter — in the Panthers’ storied history.
Mother feared no man, but he did have one fear, a fear he had repressed for 14 years, a fear he could not admit even if he could trust someone to confide in. When CAG Wilson had called him at home and told him to prepare his squadron, the countdown clock had begun, and now the hour to face that fear was at hand.
He remembered stepping onto that flight deck as a young first lieutenant. Night carrier landings were all that stood between him and assignment to a Fleet Marine Force squadron, to be around Marines 24/7, to be done with training and the lowlife Navy. To be qualled. Complete. Graduated. Free.
He couldn’t believe the darkness he had encountered. He had never seen anything like it, even in the dense forests around Quantico. It was darker than a well digger’s ass. Inside-of-a-basketball black? No, this was inside-of-a-bowling-ball black. To make matters worse, he could feel the deck moving underneath him, and the wind screamed around the tower and whipped at his ankles as it shot down the steel deck. His jet was spotted on the bow, far from the yellowish lights on the tower that gave off a weird unnatural glow. Shadowy figures of sailors with wands moved about as he moved up the bow into greater darkness. His jet was parked on the forward precipice. Beyond was a mysterious void with no visible horizon in an enveloping blackness. Far below was turbulent water, also unseen. Mother had never even started a jet on a flight deck before, and now he had to start one at night in spite of the panic that threatened to crush his chest. Trembling, he made himself climb the ladder, and it hit him for the first time: You do not have to do this.
Mother somehow strapped in, feeling — in the seat of his pants — the heave and roll of the great vessel and — in his heart — the blackness that gripped him. Shivering with a fear he had never known before, he managed to start the jet on brain stem power, breathing hard through his mouth and forcing himself to compartmentalize. Failing to qualify was a real fear he and his classmates had lived with during each phase of his nearly three years of flight training, but that night it was a visceral, physical fear of actually dying.
Strange lights were everywhere, yellow wands moving by unseen hands and groups of figures with reflective tape on their float-coats walking in front of his nose as he crept past parked aircraft. Unfamiliar radio transmissions, unfamiliar procedures, and all surrounding the ship was black, black, black.
Mother didn’t know how he got airborne that night, but he never forgot the black, the fear bordering on terror, of being catapulted into that ink bottle and having to fly up and away from death some fifty feet below at just above stall speed, then having to complete checklists and move switches and fly the damn airplane on instruments. He qualled that night, the LSOs talking to him most of the time. When he got out of the jet, his 26-year-old knees shook for hours despite the relief he felt and the courage he displayed. Mother had done it 14 years ago, and even though he wore gold naval aviator wings on his uniform, he had hoped to never go to sea again and had maneuvered his career to stay away from it, especially those black night cat shots.
Until now. Sonofabitch!
Tonight, Mother was The Skipper, and skippers, good ones, led by example. They didn’t whine about the conditions or dwell on their fear — fear, which for Mother, had become terror.
At the appointed time, an uneasy Mother briefed with his fellow pilots, signed for a jet… and waited. The weather had deteriorated to an 800-foot overcast with three miles visibility. The seas had picked up and Hancock developed a gentle yet noticeable roll. Ashore it was worse, with North Island reporting heavy fog. Miramar was still reporting clear, but the visibility was expected to fall as the night wore on. One hundred miles of cold Pacific Ocean separated the carrier from both shore divert fields. How Mother wished for a relaxing night in La Jolla.
His junior pilots led him — he couldn’t find it on his own — to Flight Deck Control at the base of the island, a smelly and cluttered space full of old and overweight coffee-swilling squids in colored jerseys. They talked on phones and moved little toy airplanes on an acrylic board. All looked pissed off and self-important. Through a small window he saw sailors standing around wearing their Mickey Mouse helmets amid the piercing din of jet engines. A Hornet roared past them as he heard an LSO on a radio loudspeaker transmit “bolter, bolter” as the jet thundered back into the air.
No shit, Sherlock. Don’t you think the damn pilot already knows that as he’s climbing out? Mother was irritable, nervous, and deep down fearful of looking bad — or worse.
One of the fat squids barked at the pilots sitting in full gear on a bench. “Who’s the switch pilot for three-oh-six?”
Mother raised his hand. “I am,” he growled.
“He’s next for a pump/switch in the corral.”
“What the fuck?” Mother muttered to one of his majors sitting next to him, further incensed that the squid didn’t even put a “sir” on the end of his sentence. His major translated for him.
“Sir, Turnip in three-zero-six is next to trap, and they’re gonna park and fuel him between Elevators 1 and 2, just forward of us. You can hot seat him there.”
“Frickin’ squids should just say so,” Mother groused to his major, who nodded his concurrence. Outside on deck, they heard the sudden thunder of two F404 engines at full power.
“Three-zero-six is on deck. Take him for a pump/switch in the corral!” another squid called.
The first guy sitting in a barber chair pointed at Mother. “That’s you, in the corral.”
Mother grumbled and gathered his helmet. Don’t these guys know I’m a skipper? he thought. Their disrespect was enough to make him ignore his fears, but only for a moment. After he adjusted his helmet, attached the chin strap and lowered his visor, he pulled up the bar to undog the hatch and stepped out onto the flight deck.
As the wind lashed at his flight suit, his knees began to shake. Less than fifteen feet away was the deck edge and the black nothingness beyond. The eerie yellow glow from the overhead illumination bathed everything in a dull mustard-colored monochrome. He steadied himself on the island bulkhead as he moved forward.
Mother saw 306, with his nugget Turnip inside, taxi toward the edge of the deck. With the nose of the jet over the water, the director continued to motion him forward. Inch-by-inch Turnip obeyed, and when the yellow shirt finally turned him, Mother could see that Turnip, in his ejection seat, was out over the black water below. Turnip’s main mount wheel was only inches away from the deck edge coaming as he continued to follow directions, the piercing jet whine from his intakes bombarding Mother’s ears from fifty feet away. Sailors manhandling chains and fuel hoses brushed by Mother as another jet roared to a stop on the angle.
You do not have to do this. The thought entered his mind just as it had when he was Turnip’s age.
After he was tied down, Turnip shut down the left engine, and the plane captain lowered the boarding ladder. Turnip got out and Mother climbed up and in as the thirty-knot wind mixed with hot Hornet engine exhaust gases swirled about him. Given a choice, he would not have gotten in the jet. He had no choice, even though he did.
You do not have to do this…
Turnip climbed back up and crouched on the wing extension next to the cockpit. “It’s a good jet, sir. Miramar is the divert.” He had to shout to be heard.
“What’s the weather here now?” Mother barked.
“Six hundred over, sir. I was breaking out at a mile and a half.”
“How about the tops?” Mother shouted over the din.
“Don’t know, sir, I was in the goo the whole time.”
Mother nodded his understanding. Turnip descended the ladder, and Mother watched him disappear inside the island, qualified, complete, and free. He figured if new guy Turnip could do this he could, too, but that didn’t quell the overload of anxiety coursing through him.
Once he got the left engine started, Mother saw a yellow shirt impatient to taxi him. He released the parking brake and crept ahead, his ears bombarded by unfamiliar radio transmissions of approach controllers and the LSOs. The Air Boss yelled at someone, and all the while yellow light wand signals flashed everywhere. The scene was worse than he remembered. As he felt the deck roll underneath him, his legs seemed to push the brake pedals through the floor to hold position. They taxied him to the bow as a bull to slaughter, and he waited behind the jet blast deflector, his nose mere feet away from it as a Hornet went into tension ahead of him, the engines at full power giving off waves of hot exhaust and booming sound that caused Mother to bounce in his seat as wave upon wave of unseen energy beat on his jet — and on his fears.
The Hornet roared down the track and transformed into pulsing strobe lights and two dull glows from the engine nozzles as it climbed away into the blackest night he had ever seen. At the moment it became airborne, the jet blast deflector lowered, and Mother sensed all eyes on him. Two seemingly disembodied wands signaled him forward and signaled him again to spread his wings, then to turn, then turn again. A cloud of catapult steam cascaded down the track and enveloped him, making it impossible to see anything but the dim wands, still moving, still directing. The scene was a vertigo-inducing living hell, and his open mouth gulped oxygen through his mask. The yellow shirt motioned to him, and motioned again.
What is that? he thought.
Mother’s headset crackled with an order from the Boss. “On Cat One, drop your launch bar!” Mother reached down, found the damn switch and extended it as the yellow shirt directed him forward… slow… slow… stop. Sailors scrambled under his jet while a dozen others stood around and watched the scene from the relative safety of the shot line. To his left a blinding white cone of light shot forward, a Hornet off the angle on a bolter, in burner, with another terrified pilot concentrating on his instruments.
Mother was alone with his breathing, afraid as he had never been before. Fourteen years ago he didn’t know any better. Now, after 14 years of suppressing and avoiding, he did, and only the greater fear of getting out of the cockpit kept him in it.
Mother saw his director position himself then extend his arms. With a combination of dread and courage, Mother shoved the throttles to military as he shivered and panted in fear, waiting to be shot into the void he could no longer evade. He watched the deck edge lights a football field away, the only thing outside the cockpit he could see. His body trembled in a state just short of panic as he felt the deck rise and fall over a cold, black, and unforgiving ocean.

CHAPTER 12

After two days and nights at sea in the SOCAL operating area, and with the pilots of Air Wing Fifteen carrier qualified, Hancock steadied up on a base course of 304 degrees and increased speed to 27 knots.
In the six days since the attack on Cape Esperance, Admiral Clark had sortied everything seaworthy out of Pearl Harbor and San Diego, including Hancock’s sister carrier Sam Nunn. In a ruse to confuse snoopers, the two carriers rendezvoused west of the Channel Islands and spent the day and night weaving back and forth on a westerly heading. The Russian AGI intelligence collector vessel, or any untracked foreign submarines off the California coast, would have a tough time following the fast carriers, and soon the AGI could not tell them apart. Hancock slipped away while Sam Nunn set a course for Hawaii and slowed while showing her lights and radiating her emitters. The much slower AGI took the bait, and Hanna sprinted free into the Pacific. After a day, Sam Nunn returned to San Diego to load the rest of her stores before she too headed west.
Bombers from Texas, Louisiana, South Dakota and Missouri deployed to Alaska and Guam not only to take a forward station for tasking but also to serve as a show of force to the Chinese. Tankers from New Jersey, Kansas and California, plus fighters from Idaho, North Carolina, Arizona, Virginia, Utah and Alaska joined the charge west. Behind them were hundreds of transport, reconnaissance, electronic warfare and maritime patrol aircraft with thousands of airmen technicians and support personnel and equipment. These diverse aircraft set up a defensive perimeter and numerous offensive step-off points at bases from Japan to Australia.
However, the heavy lift of offensive firepower, men, and material would be borne by the Navy and Military Sealift Command support vessels, from prepositioning transports to underway replenishment oilers. Submarines and cruisers, along with carrier-based aircraft using in-flight refueling, could strike at targets hundreds and hundreds of miles away. Marines embarked in amphibious lift ships coordinated with forward deployed airpower could secure small beachheads and islands, establish perimeters, evacuate citizens, and take down outposts or civilian vessels. In this American way of war, forward deployed forces held and harassed before the full juggernaut of American military might could be brought to bear, in this case a journey of over 7,000 miles across the largest geographic feature on earth. And when their journey was complete, they would meet and do battle with the modern military of the most populous nation on earth.
On Capitol Hill, in the newsrooms of New York and Washington, even in the Pentagon, people asked one another one question: Are we really going to do this?
The tragic scale of the Cape Esperance attack and the subsequent Chinese arrest and detention of half the crew of John Adams incensed Americans who expected action from their leaders. As the dead were identified and the grieving families interviewed, the wall-to-wall network news coverage of war clouds in the Pacific and defiant rhetoric from both Washington and Beijing served to galvanize the population for war, a war the American people would have little understanding of in an area of the world fewer could identify.
Americans of the left, sympathetic to China and full of national self-loathing, questioned the rush to war and saw it as a Pentagon ploy. What was our ship doing in Chinese waters anyway? they cried in an effort to blame blood-thirsty generals and the defense industry executives who supplied them. They blamed the Pentagon alone for the loss of hundreds aboard the ship, or blamed the sailors for enlisting and serving the hated military in the first place, placing themselves in danger. What did they expect?
Still other Americans, fed up with the hardships of world leadership and uninterested in world geopolitics, saw the whole thing as contrived at best. They viewed the incident as fake news, foisted on a gullible public by a media, and a government, with a history of manipulation. In the service of this divided and/or ignorant society, Flip Wilson and tens of thousands of others increased the risk to their lives with each passing mile.
* * *
One task of the Chief of Naval Operations was to explain to Congress how the Navy conducted business, and the reason for the type of patrol Cape Esperance was conducting when the Chinese attacked it without warning. Admiral Roger Moraski sat in the back of his staff car with his aide, going over the latest ship dispositions. Cactus Clark already had two carriers and over fifty combatants moving west across the Pacific at best speed. Soon, Sam Nunn would join them, and the lone carrier in the Persian Gulf, USS Les Aspin, was moving out into the Indian Ocean and east toward Malacca. Most of them would be in positions to engage in a week’s time.
When his car pulled up to the Rayburn Building “horseshoe,” Moraski and his aide got out and were met by a Navy captain and two lieutenants who escorted the CNO to the personal office of House Armed Services Committee Chairman Mike Nash of Mississippi. There, they would be met by Ranking Member Clayton Ward of California’s Los Angeles basin. This informal meeting would help explain what Clark was doing with his orders from the Secretary and President. Moraski, resplendent in dress blues adorned with two-dozen service ribbons and multiple gold stripes on his sleeve, led his entourage to the Chairman’s office that faced the Capitol across the street. The Chairman was waiting for him as one of his lieutenants opened the door.
“Admiral Moraski, welcome! Ella, please take the admiral’s hat. Can we get you something to drink, sir?” With a polite smile Moraski declined and shook the Chairman’s outstretched hand as the young receptionist took his combination cover.
Nash led the group to his inner office, the high walls of which were covered with mementos of his four decades of congressional service to the constituents of his Gulf Coast district. Waiting inside was Ward, who greeted Moraski with a handshake and perfunctory smile. Nash took his desk chair in the cramped office as Moraski and Ward sat in overstuffed leather chairs facing him, the staffs of all three behind them filling a couch and available office chairs to take notes. Nash began.
“Admiral, what’s happening out there?”
“As you know, Mister Chairman, the Secretary of Defense has directed the Joint Combatant commander to flow forces west to counter the aggressive Chinese moves. Cape Esperance got to Guam yesterday, and all the bodies are en route to Dover. John Adams is also in Guam, and the Chinese still have over fifteen hundred of the carrier’s sailors. They plan to hold them in Hong Kong until we turn our ships around.”
“Will you?” Ward snapped at the CNO.
“No, sir, and there is another development,” Moraski answered, resolute.
“What’s that?”
“We’ve learned that about twenty Filipino fishermen were reported dead from a chemical agent in the vicinity of Scarborough Shoal. The survivors didn’t report seeing Cape Esperance or any ships other than Chinese fishing vessels and their Coast Guard ships that shadow them. We think the Chinese attacked the fishermen. And Cape Esperance—on an approved freedom-of-navigation patrol— happened by when they did.”
“Did they dump this stuff in the water?” Ward probed.
“No, sir, we believe it was an airborne agent, and the cloud drifted down on the fishermen — and on our cruiser.”
“A chemical agent? Chemical warfare!” Ward was incredulous.
“Congressman, we don’t think they intended to attack or harm Cape Esperance. We don’t think they knew it was there.”
“How could they mistake a damn warship flying the stars and stripes?” Nash exclaimed.
Moraski answered him. “The visibility was reported low: two or three miles.” Ward made a face and waved his hand in a dismissive motion. At his desk, Nash continued with his questions.
“What are the Chinese doing?”
“They are on full alert, putting their fleet to sea including their carrier and all their submarines. We see them moving tactical aircraft to the south, increasing their patrols and reinforcing their islands, especially the Spratlys. They are moving their Horn of Africa ships south toward the Seychelles, and that acts as a fleet-in-being we must honor; we can’t send all of our Indian Ocean ships toward Malacca.”
“How about the Japanese?”
“They are spinning up. Everyone is: Vietnam, Australia, Singapore, Malaysia. The elephants are circling each other, and everyone is either taking cover or getting ready to fight.” Ward had heard enough and unloaded on the four-star admiral sitting next to him.
“Moraski, you guys started this!” Ward railed at the CNO. “You sent your ship — our ship — into Chinese waters and poked a hornet’s nest! Now the whole of East Asia is gearing for war! We have hundreds of dead sailors and hundreds more taken as hostages! Markets around the world are tanking, and who knows what the Russians and North Koreans are going to do. We brought this upon ourselves because you raised tensions, and we still don’t know what really happened. This is the Tonkin Gulf fiasco all over again!”
A hush came over the office, and even Nash was stunned by the public dressing down of a service chief by the Ranking Member. Moraski absorbed it and held Ward’s gaze for a moment before he responded.
“Congressman, the Navy — and the world — live with international norms. What China is doing in the South China Sea is asking the world to change the rules. And if the rules change there, then why shouldn’t they change for Russia in the Baltic or Venezuela in the Caribbean or Iran in the Persian Gulf? Sir, if we cede the sea lanes to regional actors, we are asking for worldwide instability and naval arms races. Then, at some point — as has happened so often in our history — I’m going to be asked to go fix it. It took us the better part of a century to establish the open sea lanes that provide us and the world the benefits of global trade. I’m okay with carrying that burden, and even our enemies know that we are the guarantors of free trade.” Ward shook his head as he listened, and Nash jumped in.
“Clayton, these guys are dumping sand on a reef, planting a flag, building a house, installing a mayor, calling it sovereign territory, and drawing a 200-mile circle around it claiming economic exclusivity. All these countries along the South China Sea are doing it, but China has the power now to back it up. They are turning these islands into forward military bases in order to exert de facto control over the most important body of water on earth. They are going to pick off the weaker countries one by one, and then they will control the five trillion in annual trade that runs through there, not to mention the oil, not to mention the fish. And we can’t forget we have allies there, and they are looking to us for help.”
“Did you say fish?” Ward shot back. “We’re going to fight these guys over fucking fish? Mike, let them defend themselves! Most of the kids in my district can’t get a job; schools are failing, crime rampant, cities falling apart. We need our resources at home, not to spend on frickin’ defense to send our kids to die over there for nothing, like my brother did in a rice paddy fifty years ago! I cannot support a bill to increase funds for contingencies like these, and we don’t even know what really happened. Admiral Moraski, don’t we teach in War College that it isn’t smart to fight a land war with China? Would you send your son over there?”
Moraski had been on the phone that morning with Ron Thompson’s wife, who was still leading the effort to assist the devastated families of Cape Esperance as their loved ones’ bodies were being processed for burial. Taking a ration from a dickhead congressman was nothing compared to what Thompson’s wife and other family members had to endure. Moraski maintained his composure.
“Congressman, about eighty thousand American military personnel are headed for the region. In the days it will take to get there, we’ll probably learn more and the situation may be diffused. But this military mobilization provides the President and our national leaders with options. Yes, sir, my son is one of the eighty thousand, no different from any of our sons or daughters in uniform. I, too, am a concerned parent.”

CHAPTER 13

USS Hancock
Lt. Col. Ray Tucker, by the grace of God and a dose of fortitude he did not know he had, managed to log four night cats and traps in his logbook without killing himself.
Mother’s Panther pilots were reliving the night as they gathered in Ready Room 8, and Mother, the worst behind him, took the lead as he did in any bull session with his boys, holding court in his high-backed chair in the front of the ready room.
“Skipper, did the weather come down after you got in the jet?” Turnip asked.
“Yes, you dick. Shit came down to three-quarter-mile in fog, and the frickin’ squids were vectoring me all over east bum-fuck in it. Then the girly-man LSOs ask me if I have a ball. ‘Yes, you fuck-wads, two actually, but you squids wouldn’t know anything about that.’”
The room laughed, enjoying their skipper giving it to the Navy weenies. Although the Marines were commissioned alongside and went to flight school with their Navy counterparts, and wore the same aviator wings, they were Marines first. Mother continued.
“I guess our strategy is going to be to lure the Pricks out in dog-squeeze weather and see who kills themselves first. Turnip, we gotta train you up in zero-zero weather to ensure defeat of the People’s Republic.”
After a smattering of laughter, Mother plowed ahead.
“The fuckin’ Navy guys love this shit. In Vietnam they flew single A-6s at night in the clag at low level to waste an empty building or something. Our A-6s in a four-plane division flown by devil dogs wasted NVA by the truckload in daylight hours when you can actually see the bastards and save the grunts who are doing the real fighting. The aviators lived with ‘em and knew how to support ‘em, not here on this prison ship hundreds of miles away from the fight.”
Mother had a gaggle of smiling captains and lieutenants around him, absorbing his bravado and love of the Corps. They knew they were America’s 911 force, the go-to choice to win a war. Navy guys got them across the ocean, but the Leathernecks then took the fight to the enemy. Sure, the squids were nice enough guys, but they couldn’t measure up. They had not been tested—didn’t even try—therefore could not be trusted, and this fact had been indoctrinated into them on their first day at Quantico. At least they weren’t Air Farce pukes.
“I don’t know what we’re gonna do when we get to wherever we’re going,” Mother said before taking a gulp of black coffee. “But we didn’t win the Pacific War by trading ships and airplanes. We took territory, island after island, until we could strike the Japanese mainland from land bases. The Pricks know this, and these islands they are constructing allow them to hit us all over the Philippines, Guam, Singapore. Mark my words, we’re going to have to take them with boots on the ground and soon, before they become too heavily defended.”
His pilots nodded.
“And the way to do that is to flow forces ashore as we’ve been preaching for years, not that the other services listen. Hell, put me in Cubi with the rest of the Marine Air Wing, and we can strike those fucks with impunity. Then hit the town for some fun. Right, Turnip? Put some hair on your chest!”
The room roared, and Turnip felt his face flush as he smiled at the CO’s needling.
* * *
At his office stand-up desk, Admiral Qin surveyed the chart of the Near Seas. He had spent years of his life on these waters at a time when the PLA(N) was a glorified coastal patrol force. As a patrol craft captain, he had cowered with the rest of the PLA(N) in Hainan when the powerful American carriers took stations off renegade Taiwan in 1996 after its government spoke of independence. Never again, the PLA told itself, and the Party had set out on a shipbuilding program the likes of which even Japan hadn’t seen in the 20th century. Due to the naval buildup over the last twenty plus years, the PLA(N) was now considered a peer competitor of the vaunted U.S. Navy, the first line of defense to ensure the Middle Kingdom would never have to endure any further western humiliations in their own waters.
Qin rose fast through the ranks, and years ago commanded the Horn of Africa fleet that combated pirates on the PLA(N)’s first foray through Malacca and into the Indian Ocean. He had even worked alongside the American Navy there, and Qin and his sailors had studied them in detail to “catch up.” Indeed, he had been to America, seen their ships and installations, and conversed with his equals in the U.S. Navy. He had even been at sea aboard one of their carriers and marveled at the array of combat power and the breathtaking flexibility to change missions the crews had displayed. Nighttime, and even poor weather, did not slow them down, and they had reserves upon reserves of frontline units crewed by professionals who knew their business. He and others in the PLA(N) knew they were decades—decades—behind the Americans. Despite the current strength of the PLA(N) in going toe-to-toe with the Americans, Qin would lose — even in his home waters.
However, as a disciple of Sun Tzu, Qin knew his enemy, and he knew himself.
The Americans were all about precision standoff, able to project power well over 1,000 miles and whittle down PLA forces from afar, well beyond the first island chain. They could stay outside of, and even confuse, his point defenses and jam his communications as they attacked him. Their submarines were the best in the world and his own anti-submarine forces could not be depended on to detect and track them everywhere.
However, the Americans did have two weak spots Qin and the joint PLA forces could leverage.
The first was the electromagnetic spectrum. Yes, the Americans could use it as a weapon against Qin to jam his communications and confuse his sensors, but American stand-off weapons depended on it. American ships and planes were chock-full of emitters that could be detected to aid his tracking, and they all depended on satellites to accomplish even the simplest navigational or command and control tasks. Without satellites their weapon range and effectiveness was degraded to the point they would have to expose themselves to PLA air and sea defenses. This was where the second issue came into play.
The U.S. and western media, as they had since the American War in Vietnam, could be depended on to report on the upcoming conflict in the most damaging light, to sow doubt into their populations and cause them to lose faith in their politicians and generals. They were already doing it, informing their viewers that the American cruiser was in Chinese waters when it experienced misfortune, as the Party itself said. Images of dead Chinese civilians caused by American bombs would lead any broadcast, as would an image of a burning and sinking American ship. Chinese high schoolers, dressed in spotless uniforms, could recite the damage done to their ancestral home through the Opium Wars of the 19th century and could list each of the barbarian “Treaty Ports” when called upon, indoctrinated about the weakness of past dynasties and how the Party had restored China to a position of world leadership. American schoolchildren, Qin also knew, could not even find Shanghai, a vibrant city of 24 million, on a map. Would American parents, with little more education than their children, and manipulated by a media friendly to China, send them off to fight another war in the still young 21st century? While most of the PLA leadership thought not, Qin knew they could not depend on this subjective conclusion in war planning. Qin heard a knock at his open door.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, Marshal Dong is calling for you,” his orderly informed him.
Qin moved to his desk and picked up the receiver to his secure phone. “Please stand by, Comrade Admiral,” Dong’s assistant said. Seconds later, Qin heard Dong’s familiar voice.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, I bring you greetings. I trust you and the People’s Liberation Army Navy are well.”
“Greetings, Comrade Marshal Dong. The People’s Navy is at peak readiness and strength in the service of the People’s Republic.”
“I know this to be true…. Qin, the Americans are moving forces to our near seas en masse, and their politicians are stoking the fires of war.”
“We are ready, Comrade Marshal.”
“The Chairman himself has communicated with their President who demands our forces stand down and return to base and insists we remove our military capability from our possessions in the Southern Sea.”
“Never, Comrade Marshal.”
“What do you know of their force dispositions?”
Qin glanced at his chart and took a breath.
“The carrier that was in Hong Kong is now in Guam, but because we hold half its crew, we do not think it to be mission ready. They are moving another carrier from the Persian Gulf toward Malacca, and that will take them a week. Two carriers from their installation in California left port, but one, Sam Nunn, returned. The other, Hancock, is someplace in the Pacific.”
“Can you find it?”
“We are trying, Comrade Marshal, but we are not too concerned now. Even at full power, the ship cannot reach the second island chain for over a week, and we’ll be able to detect and track them once it passes through one of several chokepoints.”
“What about their Air Force?”
“Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, several bases in Japan, the Philippines… all are filling up with bombers and fighters. Our agents have accurate counts, and most of the bombers are in Guam, including eight B-52s, six B-1s and two B-2s. Their main base in Alaska has almost as many.”
Dong considered Qin’s assessment. “Have you ever experienced a B-52 raid?” he asked.
“No, Comrade Marshal.” Qin waited for a story he had heard before.
“My father was in Hanoi at the end of the American War. He soiled his pants from the thunderous bomb concussions all around him. He saw one bomber, on fire the length of its wingspan, fall from the sky. And they came night after night. The hair of one young soldier he met changed from black to white after such a raid. The Vietnamese were ready to capitulate, but Nixon stopped in time.”
“Heroes to our glorious communist legacy, Comrade Marshal. We hope they will one day return to the Chinese fold.”
“Indeed… we cannot allow the Americans to visit such destruction on our people. Survival of the Party is at stake.”
“They will have to get by me, Comrade Marshal.”
“Yes, and the Chairman has authorized help from our rocket forces. We are preparing to take out their satellite constellations, and in two more days, our forces will be ready. I want you, Comrade Admiral Qin, to give me a signal when the Americans are most vulnerable, so we can strike with coordination. Once we take down their satellite eyes and ears, you will be given permission to attack their carrier.”
Qin listened to the Marshal’s words. War with the United States was imminent.
“We will blind them first, and not one American heart will be harmed. Without their satellites, we’ll have a fair chance of victory if they escalate. Losing their satellites will be a final warning of the People’s resolve.
“And if they continue… then you, Comrade Admiral, will write the first chapter in the People’s Republic century of dominance.”

CHAPTER 14

Blood Moon Atoll
“What is it?”
Bai Quon, patience lost, glared at the flustered Hu Sheng. Though only four years older than his wingman, Bai’s dark eyes bore in on Hu as would those of a stern father disciplining a disobedient son. He shook the enemy airplane photograph in front of Hu to get him to respond. Even a guess, at this point, would be progress. As the two pilots passed the time in the flight line alert shack, fifty meters from two loaded and fueled J-11s, Bai ensured the time would be spent training versus lying around reading novels or looking at the empty water across the runway.
“Ah… Super Hornet!”
“No! We’ve been over this! See how the leading edge of the wing blends into the fuselage!”
Hu looked closer at the planform image of the Hornet. Confusion covered his face, and an exasperated Bai was tired of spoon-feeding this excuse of a fighter pilot who was an embarrassment to the PLA(NAF).
“It is long and narrow,” Bai growled, “and juts out in front of the cockpit. The Super Hornet extension is fatter and stops next to the cockpit.”
“I can tell the difference by the intakes, Bai Quon, which are large and rectangular on the Super Hornet. In this image I cannot see the intakes!”
Bai exploded.
“Unless the American — or Australian — is a clueless imbecile, he will be turning into you at the merge to gain angles! He will not ‘show you’ his intakes until he shoots you!”
“Hardly, Bai Quon! Our forward-quarter missiles will have already downed the enemy, and my wingman will maneuver to defend the People’s J-11.” Bai had to laugh at Hu’s outburst.
“Yes! Things will always go perfectly, Hu Sheng! Why even practice for a visual turning fight? Just radio to the Americans on the emergency frequency: ‘Do you know my father is a high Party official?’ At once they will burst into flames, and you can save the People’s missiles!”
Hu, tired of the interrogation and at his limit, breathed through his nose as he stared down his tormentor. He would ask for another flight lead, and, with his connections, expected to get his wish.
“What model of Hornet is this, Comrade Hu?”
Hu glanced at the image again. He saw it had two seats.
“F-18B,” he said.
Bai smiled and shook his head. Hopeless, he thought.
“Look AGAIN! What markings do you see?”
“What’s the difference? They’re American!”
“The difference, Comrade Hu, is that the Americans do not fly the ‘B-variant’ on their front-line units. Their naval infantry and the traitorous Malaysians fly the F-18 Delta. Where are the American naval infantry bases that fly the F-18D?”
“Okinawa and Iwakuni, Japan.” Hu muttered.
“A correct answer! Let me celebrate by ending this wasted training session, but not before I tell you that if you do not increase your knowledge of the threat air forces that surround us here in the Southern Sea, you will—”
The loud klaxon startled them both, and they jumped toward their parachute harnesses hung on pegs by the door. Through the windows they saw linesmen running to the jets, and Bai assessed the weather conditions and winds. We’ll be taking off to the south, he thought. The high, scattered clouds and noonday sun indicated that weather would be no factor. In terse language, he briefed Hu as they struggled with their harnesses.
“Follow me to the runway, standard formation take-off on GCI frequency. Once clean, I’ll put you into tactical formation. Have your radar in search, and don’t lock anything until told. Unless I’m on fire or I ask you a question, I don’t want to hear you on the radio.”
“Yes, sir, Shang Wei Bai,” said a humiliated and fuming Hu.
The pilots grabbed their helmets and bolted out the door into the humid salt air. They dashed to their jets as linesmen started huffer carts and pulled gear pins. To the north Bai saw thunderstorms, and to the west — toward Vietnam — skies were clear. In familiar sequence, Bai tossed his helmet to a linesman, jumped onto the ladder and bounded up, dropping himself into the ejection seat as the linesman followed.
“Comrade Shang Wei Bai, are we under attack?” the nervous linesman asked as he hooked up Bai’s g-suit and oxygen connections.
“I don’t know,” an irritated Bai answered as his hands flew through the cockpit setting switches for start. He gave the signal to start and noted Hu just stepping into his cockpit. Heavenly Spirits, help us, Bai thought. He shook his head and tried to concentrate on starting his own jet.
With both engines screaming at idle power, he lowered his canopy to drown out the piercing noise. The air conditioning kicked in, cooling his sweat-soaked flight suit. He keyed the mike.
“Aircraft eight-two checking in for vector!”
“Eight-two, your vector is two-one zero, and the threat is an American P-8 recon aircraft, 320 kilometers flying at 8,000 meters.”
“Eight-two flight of two copies. Say tasking.”
“Identify and escort.”
“Eight-two copies.”
Bai knew that the American probe could be escorted, but chances of an escort coming up from the south were remote. He would be ready for any American fighters, even for Malay or Australian Hornets that could be tucked in close to the patrol aircraft. Unlike Hu, who relied on good fortune, Bai prepared himself for any eventuality. They would race to the south and intercept the American outside of 100 miles.
He signaled his linesman to pull the wheel chocks and pulled out of his spot, sweeping Hu with his exhaust as he taxied to the runway arming pit. “Contact now two-one-two at 290 kilometers,” the GCI controller updated him.
Bai raised his hands above the canopy rail as the technicians pulled the pins on his two radar missiles and two heat-seekers. Once arming was complete, he saluted them and turned to the hold short, observing Hu taxi up to arm his missiles. Bai looked at his watch. They would be rolling in two, maybe three more minutes, a mere eight minutes since the klaxon sounded. He looked at the winds and determined he could place Hu on his right side for the formation takeoff.
“Eight-two, flight of two for takeoff, right turn out,” Bai transmitted, telling more than asking the tower for permission to take off.
“Eight-two flight, you are cleared for immediate takeoff! No traffic in the airport vicinity.”
“Eight-two, roger, cleared for takeoff,” a confident Bai answered.
Bai took the runway and Hu followed, crossing behind him and taking a position next to Bai where the two pilots could exchange hand signals. Hu gave Bai a thumbs up—ready to go—and Bai signaled to run up the engines. Bai checked his gauges in the green, and once again looked over his right shoulder at Hu, already waiting with his thumbs up. Bai looked forward and raised his right arm. In one motion, he shoved the throttles forward with his left arm while he released his hold on the brakes and dropped his right arm in a sharp chop.
With Hu matching Bai’s power setting and “flying” formation on his lead, the Flankers rumbled down the runway at Blood Moon, the power of their engines in afterburner pushing on their spinal cords.
Bai maintained a steady course on his side of the runway and glanced at Hu, slipping behind. Bai shook his head in disgust and retarded his throttles a percent so Hu could keep up. In seconds, they passed 100 knots, and seconds later, Bai felt his nose wheel bounce as the aircraft transferred lift to the wings. He saw Hu regain position next to him—finally! — and signaled with his right hand for rotation. At 180 knots he applied slight back pressure on the stick, and the two J-11s lifted their noses in a graceful and precise transition to flight. Their four engines bombarded Blood Moon with a booming force that vibrated everything on the island as they cleaned up and turned right.
“Southern Control, Eight-two, flight of two is airborne under your control,” Bai transmitted. He turned to Hu and saw him nod. At least he’s up the same frequency Bai thought.
“Roger, eight-two flight of two, fly heading two-four-five to intercept a single bogey bearing two-one-seven for two hundred and forty kilometers. Flight level two-four-zero. Acknowledge!”
Bai read back the instructions to the satisfaction of the GCI controller. Passing 10,000 feet on the way up to 24K, he signaled Hu to take tactical formation and did a time/distance calculation. Flying at nine miles per minute, he and Hu would intercept the American in a little more than fifteen minutes, and with the lumbering P-8 on a northerly track, it would be sooner than that.
* * *
Aboard Gooney-11, a P-8 Poseidon that had taken off from Singapore two hours earlier, the Tactical Coordinator Lieutenant James Cox took the call from the E-3 Sentry orbiting off Cam Ranh Bay. He keyed the ICS to inform the cockpit and the Mission Commander, his XO Commander Stan Mendez, piloting Gooney-11 from the left seat.
“XO, we’re gonna have company. They just launched interceptors out of Blood Moon.”
“Roger, Jimmy, when do we expect them?” Mendez answered.
“About ten mikes, sir, and they’ll be coming from the northeast.”
“Roger,” Mendez said as he scanned across the instrument panel to the northeast horizon. He informed his copilot Lieutenant Junior Grade Michelle Ross of the change in plan.
“Michelle, I’ve got the airplane. You keep your eyes peeled for these two fighters coming from the northeast.”
“Yes, sir, you’ve got the airplane.”
“I’ve got the airplane.”
With Gooney-11, flying north at 24,000 feet, was a high-altitude Triton surveillance and reconnaissance UAV, thirty miles north of them at 50,000 feet. The Triton, under the control of the P-8, was transiting to a station northwest of the Spratly group to observe Chinese naval, coast guard, and fishing fleet movements. Seventh Fleet watchstanders aboard USS Blue Ridge monitored the progress of Gooney-11 and the Triton real time.
Mendez knew Chinese fighter pilots were aggressive — the 2001 EP-3 midair collision off Hainan came to mind — and he had been intercepted by them before.
He had an idea.
“Jimmy, bring the Triton down and slew its TV on us. The guys on Blue Ridge can send this video back. May help.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Cox answered from his TACCO station and entered the commands.
The Triton responded, set up a healthy rate of descent, and turned south to overfly its “mother ship,” Gooney-11. Cox slaved the EO sensor, and soon a white dot appeared on the screen among the high stratus clouds on the southern horizon. “I’ve got us locked, sir.”
“Great, thanks. Can you get us range and bearing on the Chinese?”
“Yes, sir… zero-four-zero for one hundred. No altitude yet.”
“Roger, thanks.”
With his inexperienced yet obedient copilot looking eyes-out for the bogeys 100 miles away — which could not be seen even if they were on fire — Mendez saw an opportunity for training.
“Okay, Michelle, they’re way out there, and it’s gonna be hard to see them coming at us nose-on — even inside ten miles. But, as we continue north, their bearing is probably going to drift to the east, and you may not pick them up until they’re joining on our right wing. We’re looking for two aircraft, maybe more, and they operate J-11s out of Blood Moon. How many vertical tails does a J-11 have?”
“Two, sir.”
“Good… okay, you’ve got lookout on the right side of the jet. Keep a running commentary when you get a tally.”
“Roger that, sir,” Michelle responded, as she adjusted her sunglasses against her boom mike headset.
Mendez told his crew to expect an intercept, and observers took stations next to the large windows forward of the wings on both sides of the P-8 as Cox monitored the Triton and linked information from Blue Ridge. The American flight path would have them pass 90 miles west of Blood Moon Atoll on a crossing track designed to allay any fears of attack.
* * *
Leveled at 24,000 feet, the two J-11s cruised at .95 Mach. Bai took glances at Hu over his right wing and noted him falling further behind. “Get on bearing!” Bai scolded and soon saw Hu move up and into position. Bai’s helmet headset crackled with a GCI update on the American.
“Eight-two flight, single bogey now two-five-zero for forty, 8,000 meters, tracking three-five-zero. P-8.”
“Eight-two copies.” Bai sweetened the intercept heading and scanned his IR display.
“Wait! A second bogey is two-one-zero at twenty, 10,000 meters, tracking southwest!”
Bai craned his neck up and to the left, searching empty sky for the unknown bogey.
“Eight-two flight looking. Number Two, take tactical formation.
Acknowledge!”
“Tactical formation acknowledged!” Hu answered, and Bai saw him accelerate and pull up and away to take the proper position and help scan for threat aircraft. Now that there were at least two dangerous bogeys in the vicinity, and Bai could not rule out escort fighters.
“Eight-two flight, do not attempt radar lock! Use passive means to identify and join in escort.”
“Eight-two, roger,” Bai muttered into his mask microphone, then added, “Request course to intercept.”
“Fly heading two-eight-five to intercept the western bogey,” the controller answered. “Thirty miles. Eastern bogey tracking southwest.”
Bai banked right and saw Hu match his turn. Looking high to his left, he saw a glint and identified a large American surveillance drone on a parallel course.
“Eight-two flight has a tally on an enemy drone, my ten o-clock high, three miles, tracking southwest. No factor.”
“Roger, eight-two, maintain sight if able.”
On his infrared display, Bai saw the heat silhouette of an American P-8 patrol aircraft and continued in his easy right turn to intercept. He would cross close and in front to send them an unmistakable signal of strength, then circle left behind it and join on the right wing. Hu was out of position again, almost on top of him by 1,000 feet.
“Maintain your position!” Bai barked, and Hu overbanked away to correct.
Bai now saw the P-8 silhouette, in the familiar shape of a 737 airliner, about ten miles away. He climbed above the Boeing’s altitude and steadied on a bearing to come within waving distance of the American cockpit. He accelerated toward it, satisfied that Hu was out of the way and in acceptable tactical formation. With small corrections, he aimed for a position ahead of the P-8 and assessed the rate of closure on a challenging 90-degree cross-in-front intercept. The P-8 grew bigger, and he saw letters on the tail and a number on the nose. It maintained a steady place on the left half of his windscreen. Bai held his left wing down to maintain position and noted his airspeed at .97 Mach.
Perfect!
As he shot past, Bai was rewarded with an image of the copilot looking up at him, mouth agape. Once clear of the American, he pulled hard left, and his g-suit exploded around his legs and torso as it inflated. Grimacing under the pressure, he twisted in his seat to watch the American over his shoulder. Bai would circle around with Hu in welded wing. Hu….
Where’s Hu?
Bai rolled out and scanned to his left where Hu should have been. He checked his six between his twin vertical stabs. Nothing! Which was soon followed by dammit!
“Do you have me in sight?” he radioed to Hu on their tactical frequency. Bai’s blood pressure rose when he did not answer at once.
In meek admission, after several seconds, Hu answered. “Negative.”
Bai gritted his teeth in apoplectic fury. “Do you see the American?”
“Yes, Shang Wei Bai,” Hu growled back in his own frustration.
“I am at his six, two miles, going to his five in a left turn.”
“Visual,” Hu answered.
“Join up!”
Bai was beside himself in rage. His wingman, unable to hang on, was embarrassing both of them in front of the Americans who were still tracking north. He needed to stay close to them and push them away from Blood Moon, but first he had to expend precious time and fuel to get his half-witted wingman to rejoin. He held a left-hand rendezvous turn away from the American aircraft while keeping one eye on it, and another on Hu now stabilized on his bearing line. The big turn caused them to fall behind the Americans, and once Hu was almost in parade formation, Bai overbanked into him to set up another run. But not before berating his wingman once again.
“Hu Sheng, stay locked on me in parade, welded wing. We are going to brush him back right-to-left one more time. Stay with me! I don’t want any separation!”
“Wilco.” Hu’s irritation seethed within him as he answered. Hu swore he would fly the tightest formation he had ever flown, and not move a millimeter out of position. He would show Bai!
Bai rolled out three miles at the American’s four o’clock, bumping up the airspeed to overtake it and cross again in front in an effort to back the Yankees away. He concentrated on the P-8 course and closure, maneuvering by imperceptible movements of the stick. He could see the American was again stabilized on his canopy, in the “crotch” formed by the bow and the rail, and Bai nudged the stick a hair left to sweeten the pass. He was going to fly them right by the nose, co-altitude, showing the Americans nothing but planform as he whizzed past in a show of raw force — and courage. After they cleaned out their pants, the Americans would leave the Southern Sea and never return.
Bai gave the stick a gentle input as he heard his airframe moan under the dynamic pressures of airspeed and engine thrust. The P-8 now filled his field of view, and he saw the copilot’s face, a face filled with alarm and fear.
Heh, heh, heh, Bai murmured to himself, and noted the American push his nose down as Bai’s J-11 rocketed past.
Bai jerked his head left to keep sight as he passed only 10 meters in front of the Boeing. Then, a flash, and the flaming spray of Hu’s disintegrating Flanker emerged from a huge fireball. Instinct overriding his stunned disbelief, Bai pulled up and rolled inverted to keep sight as a shower of burning debris fanned out to the left of the P-8, its nose gone as it entered a dive. Only a single J-11 horizontal stabilator could be discerned from the maelstrom of smoking debris that arced down and away. That fluttering control surface was the last remnant that could serve to identify that the glob of burning and tumbling metal was once the People’s J-11. The P-8 rolled on its side, dive angle steepening with no nose left. Soon, the right wing was ripped from its root, and the aircraft began to corkscrew down.
Nothing could have survived, and Bai, his face frozen in wide-eyed shock, realized with sudden dread what had happened. He needed a story, quick.
* * *
As Gooney-11 fell from the sky, there was at least one survivor aboard.
From his console station in the tube, Lieutenant Jimmy Cox watched the video of the Triton recording the TV image of his aircraft. He saw the two J-11s that were making another run on it enter the screen. He heard from the XO that the first dust off came way too close, and XO was pissed. He link-texted the controller on Blue Ridge:
DID YOU SEE THAT SHIT? FELT THE JET WASH.

The watchstanders aboard Blue Ridge had indeed seen it, and Jimmy kibitzed with his controller on classified text after reporting their position and altitude. Unable to see outside, he and the other tactical operators were glued to the screen image of Gooney-11 as they listened to Michelle’s calls over the ICS before the Chinese came in for a second pass.
“Here they come from our three…. The wingman is tight on his lead…. They’re gonna pass in front of us again…. What’s he doing? XO!”
An observer on the right side shouted, “Fuckin’ idiots!” At the same time, Jimmy heard Michelle scream, and the aircraft lurched down from negative g.
Immense pressure from a massive explosion forward twisted his torso sideways, breaking his back and ripping off his headset. In shock, he was still aware of hurricane winds, cold, sunlight, swirling debris, deafening noise, and a muffled scream from somebody. Debris pelted him on his back, then pressure from his right, light from his right.
Jimmy’s arms were broken, flailing, but he was able to crack open his eyes against the depressurization force. In horror, he realized that the aircraft forward of the main cabin door was gone, the bright South China Sea three miles below now visible. He felt and heard pieces of the Poseidon being ripped from the fuselage and sensed the world spinning. He then heard another human scream in the confused cabin. The cold and the wind beat on him with a force he had never experienced. It was difficult to breathe. The debris storm continued for a while, but then stopped, leaving Jimmy with a loud roar and biting cold wind pressure.
What the—?
Jimmy felt he was passing out; he wanted to pass out. Flailing like a rag doll, he felt weightless and helpless, tossed about in his seat as the fuselage continued to roll and tear itself apart. God, please help! he thought as he saw a glimpse of serene blue water.
With one last shriek of aluminum, the floor was ripped away beneath him.

CHAPTER 15

USS Blue Ridge
An audible gasp, mixed with cries of shock and shouted orders, came from the stunned watchstanders in the large Current Operations space aboard Blue Ridge. Two officers covered their mouths in horror as they watched the TV image of Gooney-11 explode before them, emerging without a nose and entering a dive. The dutiful Triton, following its latest order, maintained a TV lock on the P-8 as the noseless aircraft tipped over and began a slow roll. They watched as the right wing was ripped away, and the fuselage with remaining wing entered a tighter corkscrew straight down. It took a minute more for the P-8 to slam into the blue water, and the camera image snowplowed ahead with nothing left to track. The group heard no radio transmissions, but the diligent Triton reported an emergency beeper signal once the P-8 smashed into the South China Sea.
The watch captain grabbed a sound-powered phone, and moments later the ship’s 1MC crackled:
“Fleet Commander to Current Ops. Fleet Commander to Current Ops…”
Vice Admiral John McGill was eating a sandwich in the flag mess with his Chief of Staff Mike Capstaff when they heard the call over the 1MC, a call, they had never heard before. After a shocked second of looking at one another, they bolted for the Ops spaces. With Gooney-11 on a scheduled transit, McGill’s mind raced. What happened?
When they arrived, no one acknowledged them as all eyes glued to the big screen. The sickening image of the midair collision and subsequent destruction of Gooney-11 was replayed again and again, in freeze-frame and slow motion. After a minute to digest what he saw, McGill spoke to his Chief of Staff, “Get me the Commander on the horn.”
As Capstaff punched in the number for Cactus Clark, McGill checked the time on the bulkhead clock: 1830 in Honolulu. He scanned the screen and status board. “Where’s our nearest unit?” he asked the watch captain.
The Chief of Staff handed him the phone. “They’re getting him, sir.”
McGill was still forming his message when a sharp voice spoke up; “Clark here. What’s going on, John?”
“Sir, a J-11 ran into our P-8 transiting the SCS. It sliced the nose off the P-8, which has crashed with what appears to be no survivors. We saw it all from a Triton. The J-11 disintegrated at impact.”
After a moment to absorb another awful report from the SCS, Clark gathered his thoughts. “Where?”
“About a hundred miles southwest of Blood Moon. They were tracking north at 24K. Happened ten minutes ago.”
“Roger. Just one J-11?”
“No, sir, two. They were thumping them, crossing right in front of their nose, as aggressive as anything I’ve ever seen. My people are sending the video to Camp Smith now. I think the wingman was padlocked on his lead in parade formation, and the lead scraped him off the P-8.” Clark grunted his understanding.
“Okay, send it to the Pentagon command center, too. I’m heading up to HQ. Send amplifying info when you get it. And when I get there in twenty minutes, I want a FLASH message from you. Where are you?”
“Aye, aye, sir. We are in the Phil Sea, about 400 miles east of Samar. With this development, I’m going to move us further east toward Guam.”
“Good…. John, how many were in the P-8? What was their call sign?”
“Gooney one-one, sir. The initial report is nine souls.”
“And the Chinese pilot….” Clark said, more to himself than to McGill.
“Yes, sir. I’ll call back in fifteen, Admiral.”
“Thanks, John. Keep us informed, and let us know what you need.”
“Roger, sir.”
Clark broke the connection. Dressed in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, he stepped back into the dining room. His daughter and her boyfriend were visiting from the states, and she and Louise were setting the table for a dinner that would include Richie Casher and his wife, who lived a few doors down the street. Clark gave his wife a frown.
“What now?” Louise asked, perturbed but also anxious.
Clark swallowed. “A Chinese fighter ran into one of our P-8s. All hands lost. Might be an accident. Could be deliberate. I have to go up to HQ.”
“Oh, my gosh!” she gasped. Their bewildered daughter looked back and forth between them, wondering what was going to happen next. The Culinary Specialist appeared at the door; considered part of the family, the active duty sailor was thinking about shipmates in peril half an ocean away.
* * *
As Clark changed into a uniform, his staff made calls and drafted messages. Approaching midnight in Washington, SECDEF was awakened, and ten minutes later the President was informed. By 0100 both of them, along with the JCS Chairman, were on the phone with Clark trying to make sense of this new and significant development. The astonishing drone video of the J-11 slamming into the nose of the P-8 did not provide a definitive answer to the question of whether the collision was an accident or premeditated. No matter the reason, the Chinese were well inside a safe escort distance and two dust-off passes in front of the P-8 was an aggressive act, no question. After several viewings of the drone video, the President spoke.
“What’s going on out there, gentlemen?”
SECDEF answered, “Mr. President, the Chinese are serious, and I think we would do well to stay out until we can bring credible force to bear, to compel them to allow innocent passage of our ships and planes, and the ships and planes of our allies.”
“Do you think they rammed our plane on purpose? Why not just shoot it down and claim air sovereignty defense?”
The Secretary knew he had a weak hand. “I don’t know, sir, but I do know they violated international norms of escort. We do not recognize Blood Moon Atoll as their sovereign territory, and we were operating responsibly in international airspace well outside of a twelve-mile territorial limit — which we do not recognize anyway. Admiral Clark, care to comment?” All turned to the VTC screen.
“Yes, sir, Mr. Secretary. In my view, Mr. President, this was an accident, a pair of overzealous pilots who pushed up against the limit and misjudged. We have intel from intercepted radio communications that they did not anticipate this either. However, it was too aggressive, and given the heightened tensions out there, could be viewed as an act of war.”
“Is that your position, Admiral?”
“No, sir, accident. The lead got too close and scraped his wingman off on the P-8 on their second pass. And if I may, gentlemen, we have something Beijing does not have, the video. Recommend we hold on to that and not release it to the press at this time.”
“Why?” the President probed.
“To see what they say, sir, to see if they use this as propaganda or if they communicate an apology. Mr. President, my dead sailors now number over 300, and they still have 1,500 of our sailors held captive in Hong Kong. I have a cruiser and carrier in Guam that are not combat capable because of actions taken by the PLA, and now I’ve lost one of my P-8s. While I’m flowing forces into the region, I now plan to keep my front line far enough away to avoid attack. Sir, my mindset is now imminent combat, but I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that.”
“Hoping?”
“Yes, sir, Mr. President, but I’ll be ready to answer your tasking in about five more days. I have significant offensive power in theater, but I’m waiting for overwhelming power to get over there. Then, we can execute your options: it may be a robust presence, or it may be combat operations.”
“What time is it in Beijing?” the President asked no one in particular.
“Half-past one in the afternoon, sir,” the JCS Chairman answered.
“Wonder what they’re doing…,” the President muttered, loud enough so the others could hear.
* * *
Bai circled the white turbulence on the sea surface below for some time. He noted a large civilian ship on the western horizon and two more to the north, both heading away from the scene. He looked for other vessels as he formed in his mind the message he would send to Southern Control.
The American nosed down at the last — and into Hu Sheng! Had they maintained altitude, Hu and the People’s J-11 would still exist. The Americans flew with hostile aggression and got what they deserved!
Satisfied, Bai keyed the mike:
“Southern Control! Southern Control! Aircraft eight-two! The Americans maneuvered unpredictably and collided with my wingman! Both aircraft nosed down, and no parachutes are visible!”
“Aircraft eight-two, say again?”
“Southern Control! My wingman is down! The Americans collided with him!”
Within minutes, word spread across Blood Moon Atoll. The Americans had downed one of the People’s fighter aircraft! The commissar was summoned to the radar control room, and as he rushed there, his mind raced. Please not Hu Sheng.
Radio calls from Blood Moon asked Bai to report what he saw. He spiraled down to 1,000 feet over a sea littered with debris he was unable to identify. The debris field spanned several miles with two large slicks of oil or fuel. Nothing moved, and the merchant ships that dotted the horizon did not seem interested in investigating the scene, if they had even seen anything to report. After five minutes, Bai, fighting to stay calm, could not make out anything among the flotsam that identified it was ever on an aircraft. Glancing at his fuel, Bai pulled his jet around and up to return to Blood Moon.
Within minutes, the collision was reported up the chain to Zhanjiang, at approximately the same time the word of the incident was received in Hawaii. However, due to confusion or political fear, word did not continue to move up the chain as fast as it did for the Americans, and as the American president finished his call with Cactus Clark, Admiral Qin’s phone rang on another hazy Beijing midafternoon. It was his Southern Seas Fleet Commander on the secure line.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, I regret to report a loss of the People’s aircraft in action against the Americans.”
“What!” an incredulous Qin snapped. “Where? In action?”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral. Off Blood Moon. An American Boeing intelligence aircraft was intercepted dangerously close to our territory and suddenly turned to collide with our brave interceptor pilot. He did not survive the collision, Comrade Admiral.”
Please let it be a People’s Air Force interceptor, Qin thought. “Whose interceptor? Navy or Air Force? When did this happen? Who else knows?”
“It was one of our naval aviation J-11s, Comrade Admiral.”
Blast, thought Qin. He knew the incident would be viewed in Beijing as his responsibility.
“It happened not too long ago, less than an hour….”
“When exactly!” Qin snapped, fearing his fleet commander was late to report and holding out with worse information. He was right on both counts.
“It happened at quarter past noon local time. And Comrade Admiral, our lost pilot is the son of a high Party official. The pilot’s name is Hu Sheng, and couriers are right now en route to deliver this sad news to his family.”
Qin rubbed his forehead. “What happened to the American plane? What do the Americans know?”
“Comrade Admiral, the spy plane crashed.”
“Crashed? At sea? Are there survivors?” Qin’s mind sorted through scenarios. Could this get any worse? he thought. It could.
“Our brave wingman reported that the collision incapacitated the American, and it crashed in a nose dive. No survivors reported.”
To Qin, the only thing worse than losing the son of a high Party official was another incident with the Americans, with more loss of American life that could harden their resolve. But how could the American plane—an airliner body! — maneuver to collide with one of the People’s nimble fighters? In the 2001 Hainan incident, the pilot got too close to a spinning propeller. He sensed there was more to this. Undisciplined show-off pilots! He had to inform Marshal Dong. It was not going to be easy.
“Very well,” Qin said. “Send a formal report within the quarter hour. Are there other American units in the vicinity? Where are their major forces?”
“Comrade Admiral, they have only an unarmed surveillance drone near Blood Moon. Their fleet command ship is near Guam, as is their carrier, and we suspect another carrier from California will cross the second island chain within days, but we do not have a track on it now. All their combatant ships are outside the first island chain, but two of their surface units are in waters west of Malacca.”
“Very well. We must steel ourselves for battle, and it may come sooner than we expect. Intercept their probes, but keep a safe distance! We cannot waste any more of the People’s fighters. Beef up your defenses in the Southern Sea territories, and we must position offensive striking power. How many bombers can you handle on Blood Moon?”
“Comrade Admiral, it is always a trade-off, but with increased fighter defenses and tactical strike aircraft, we could find ramp space for four bombers. We need space for aerial refueling tankers, too.”
“Find solutions and maximize your effectiveness. Consider yourself in war mode, but do not fire the first shot until directed. Are my orders clear, Fleet Commander?”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral.”
“And five minutes after you hear something, I want to hear it!”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral.”
Qin hung up and had his staff contact Marshal Dong. He was put through at once and informed Marshal Dong of the incident.
Dong already knew.
Meanwhile, in a windowless room on a sun-blasted patch of sand 1,800 miles south, a perturbed Bai Quon went over the incident with his Commander and the Political Commissar for the third time.

CHAPTER 16

The United States awoke to the headline of yet another military incident that involved China, this time with two destroyed warplanes. Half of the country shrugged it off with a collective whatever, while the other half, shocked and angry, was incensed at more Chinese aggression and recklessness. Now played out in the media, the two nations sent volleys of accusations and denials across the Pacific airwaves, and China appeared to have the stronger hand:
After repeated warnings, the Americans — who cannot be content to remain safe on their own half of the vast Pacific — once again violated Chinese territorial airspace. Our aircraft have every right to intercept and escort them to safety, but, with no warning, the American pilot veered into the People’s airplane, a suicidal maneuver that caused both to crash. We mourn for our brave Comrade pilot who will be missed by his grieving family as he defended them and the fatherland, and we regret the pain inflicted on the families of the American airmen who were sacrificed by Washington’s insatiable appetite for world hegemony and the plunder of others’ resources. However, America was warned, and, as they have done so often in the recent past, America ignored clear warnings.

The Chinese foreign ministry then upped the ante:
Effective immediately, noncommercial vessels and airplanes belonging to the United States, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and Great Britain are prohibited from operating in China’s near seas — also known as the Yellow Sea, East China Sea, and South China Sea — and will be met with the full fury of the People’s Liberation Forces where they are found in violation.

The response of the American administration and State Department was tepid in comparison, citing international norms and freedom of navigation rights without accusing the Chinese of recklessness. However, those inside the administration and Defense Department kept a tight lid on the Triton video of the collision, waiting for an opportune time to “set the hook” and discredit the Beijing mouthpieces.
* * *
USS Hancock passed through another time zone.
Over 700 miles west of Coos Bay, and with the nearest land the northern tip of Vancouver Island, the ship was still in the gravitational pull of North America as it sped along a great-circle route that would take it close to the Aleutians en route to who knew where. Outside, the air and sea surface temperatures fell each passing hour and scattered scud clouds hovered low over the cobalt blue sea. Silhouetted on the sharp horizon three miles north was the cruiser Cape St. George and to the southeast, in trail, was the guided-missile destroyer Earl Gallaher, both with crisp white “bones in their teeth” as they maintained position on Hanna, speeding along at 25 knots in light seas. High winds blew among the aircraft parked on the jammed flight deck, canopies down and engine turbine blades chattering as the gusts rotated them in a natural chime. Despite the sunshine, most sailors were below in an effort to stay warm.
In the rush to get personnel and supplies aboard, the crews of all three ships were assessing what they had — and what they were missing. The surface combatants had left San Diego with full magazines and fuel bunkers. Hanna, however, had gotten underway with only the bombs and missiles she had aboard. It would have to do until she could rendezvous with the ammo ship USNS Wally Schirra near Japan and take on a full load-out. Hundreds of miles ahead of their track were the other surface combatants of the Hancock Strike Group. Once joined, they would form the most powerful air-sea force in the Pacific Ocean.
Commanding this force was Rear Admiral Randy “The Big Unit” Johnson, a popular leader, and a Hornet pilot like Wilson. Van Wert had met with him the day before they sailed and relayed orders from Admirals Maitland and Clark. Van Wert had told Johnson to “haul ass” toward the Philippines and to stay out of sight for as long as they could, not at all easy for a carrier even if she stayed away from the sea lanes. They hoped, as much as planned, that the Chinese would be surprised once the strike group was detected, too late to track it. The Americans could then maneuver and bring combat power to bear from the Second Island Chain to Singapore, a distance of nearly 3,000 miles. With a “crippled” John Adams in Guam and the Indian Ocean carrier a week away from the restricted waters off Malacca, Hancock was the closest carrier the United States could send at the moment.
Johnson convened his brain trust around the table in his large in-port cabin. With Johnson at the head, Ted Leaf sat next to Wilson along with the Chief of Staff, Destroyer Squadron Commodore, and other senior officers including Wilson’s Deputy, Weed. The Admiral’s staff stood along the bulkhead and in the lounge area, waiting for tasking.
“Ladies and gentlemen, here’s the latest. The PLA(N) has put to sea and is moving toward the Senkaku Islands and the South China Sea. Their Air Force is up and dispersed, and their rocket forces are on high alert. Six divisions of PLA troops have mobilized off Taiwan, and their fishing fleet, outside of what they call their near seas, is being recalled. Wouldn’t be surprised if there are Chinese fishermen out here in the middle of nowhere. If there are, they are heading west like we are.
“There are over 250,000 American—American—citizens in mainland China. Most live there, but many are trying to get out ASAP. The Chinese, of course, are dragging their feet and these Amcits, along with John Adams’ crew in Hong Kong, are bargaining chips for the regime to keep us away from the mainland.”
Wilson and the others remained focused on the admiral, waiting for more.
“Guys, we are staying zip-lip on this transit. Total no-damn-kidding EMCON until further notice. No emissions out. We want to stay ‘invisible’ as long as we can. And… we are going to fly.”
Wilson expected they would fly on the long voyage across, and realized the risks involved. Blue Water Ops, big time, with no divert fields, the nearest one hundreds of miles over open ocean, and not just any ocean. The vast North Pacific, cold and unstable, with ever changing weather.
“Blower, need you to maintain this course and speed—”
Johnson was interrupted by his Operations Officer. “Excuse me, sir, but this just in: A Chinese J-11 collided with a P-8 off Blood Moon. No survivors.”
Ho-lee shit, Wilson thought as the others murmured their shock and amazement. Two airplanes were down with heavy loss of life, and both sides would blame the other. Wilson visualized Mary learning of the news — the incident would be wall-to-wall on broadcast media. He knew she would know what this meant for her husband. The Cape Esperance and John Adams incidents were serious enough, but this latest incident proved to Wilson that the Chinese meant to keep the United States out of the SCS. Wilson had also been in long enough to know that the United States would probably confront them and would task him to do it.
Johnson sat stunned for a moment, but the Ops O had more. “Sir, we have a video.”
“Wow. Okay, play it, please.”
A screen was lowered as the officers spoke among themselves. Johnson read the dispatch: Two J-11s flew in front of the P-8 almost 100 miles from Blood Moon Atoll.
Johnson’s aide hit PLAY on the video remote, and the sharp black-and-white image of the P-8 came into view. Clouds filled the background, and the aircraft was stable with the Triton’s crosshairs on it. From the lower left side of the screen, the two J-11s came into view, and fewer than two seconds later, the wingman flew into the nose of the P-8. The result was a shower of flame and debris.
The admiral had the tape replayed again and again, freezing it at key points. Wilson studied it and thought out loud.
“Looks like the P-8 pushed down in a last-ditch move at the end. They saw it coming.”
“That’s what I thought,” Johnson said. They studied it some more, this time analyzing the Chinese aircraft. Blower spoke up.
“I don’t think the wingman was looking at anything except his lead, who scraped him off on the P-8. Look at the wing overlap he had on him. It didn’t change; he was locked on his lead. Amazing that the lead escaped the frag.”
The Big Unit nodded and turned to Wilson. “Flip?”
“Whatever they were doing, sir, it was overly aggressive and unprofessional. They caused the collision, no question.”
“Concur,” Johnson said. He had his aide secure the video before they returned to the meeting agenda.
“Okay, even before this incident, INDOPACOM pulled everything out of WESTPAC west of Guam, north of Singapore, and south of Okinawa. Except subs, and I’ll bet there’s at least one in the South China Sea. We’re gonna reset everything east. Then, when we have all our forces in theater, we will go in and roll them back with the Japanese and Aussies helping. We expect Vietnam’s help once we get to the SCS.”
“Rolling them back, sir?” Wilson asked.
“Yes. Here’s the tasking from Admiral Clark,” Johnson said. “This is going to be an air-sea fight, and we are going to attrite their warships and aircraft where found. Other than around Aden and East Africa, they don’t have anything outside their near seas. We’re going to form task forces around us and Les Aspin—which right now is approaching Ceylon. It looks like they’re going to come up through Malacca, and we’ll come down between Taiwan and the PI.”
“How about John Adams, sir?” Blower asked. “Any plan to get her involved?”
The Big Unit pursed his lips. “With only half a crew, she’s not combat capable. But she has aircraft, and she can operate in a limited role, so she may be able to help, as a parts locker if nothing else.” He then turned to Blower.
“Blower, you’re getting a COD hit in two days.”
Leaf raised his eyebrows. “Out here, sir? We’ll be near the International Date line then.”
“Yep, and, Flip, you are getting some new toys.”
Johnson motioned to his aide, and a briefing slide came up on the screen.
“Flip, have you heard of the hybrid cluster weapon Aircraft Weapons Division is working on at China Lake? Advanced Area Denial Munition? AADM?” Wilson nodded.
“Yes, sir. Launch high and fast, and at a set range it releases precision submunitions that can loiter, acquire a target, and then dive into it.”
“Correct. These AADMs weigh about 600 pounds, have a rocket boost, and you can launch them from a Rhino wing station. If you release it at a high transonic airspeed in the thirties, you can get it out to 100 plus miles. It has a passive IR tracker that can ID surface contacts and send images back here or to a P-8. The submunitions have a small charge, and they can screw up topside antennas, aircraft on deck, weapons launchers, and the like. We are getting twelve preproduction test articles.”
“On the COD, sir? Live ordnance?”
Yep, we have a waiver from PACFLEET himself. And there’s more…”
Wilson smiled. “Yes, sir, we like toys.”
“China Lake is also working on a black box called HAVE REEL that can take an enemy radar signal and multiply it so that it shows up on the enemy display as if there are 10, 20, 30 of you. Which one is really you? Answering that question is going to mess with their long-range missile targeting. That’s the good news, and we are getting 24 of them. The bad news is this new toy doesn’t make us invisible, and doesn’t do anything to spoof IR sensors.”
Wilson nodded. He was aware of HAVE REEL and knew it could allow his fighters to penetrate deeper into enemy defenses, deep enough to get off the first shot or deliver a launch-and-leave weapon. Both of these untested capabilities would help Wilson — if they worked — but he would have to ration the black boxes among his 40 plus fighters and save the silver bullet glide bombs for the toughest long-range targets.
“Blower, how are we doing on our PIM?” Johnson asked his carrier captain.
“Sir, we are an hour or two behind PIM, and if we don’t have to zigzag too much to avoid traffic we can make that up. Checked the satellite display before the meeting. About noon it looks like we’re going to encounter a tanker coming out of Valdez bound for Oahu. So we’ve come right five degrees, and by the time we get closest-point-of-approach, he’ll be forty miles south of us.”
“American ship?”
“American owned, Panamanian flag. Ocean Sunbeam.”
“Roger that. Again, I cannot emphasize enough that we have to remain undetected for as long as possible so we can get in a position to hit them unaware — if it comes to that — and I think, after this latest incident, it is going to come to that. Flip, make sure our helo scouts keep their distance from any surface traffic and not expose themselves. And for all of you, we are in no-shit EMCON. No emissions, no radar tests on deck, no radio checks. We are in receive-mode only. Flip, gotta make your guys smart on that and the threat they’ll face. I think we are going to see everything the PLA owns. Get ready.”
All at the table nodded. They continued to discuss the maintenance health of the airplanes, weapons in magazines, equipment status — all the myriad details involving a carrier and strike group heading to possible war. As they discussed the deteriorating weather, Johnson’s aide brought him a new message, which he read aloud.
“Here’s an overhead message from PACFLT… overhead time tomorrow 1630 local… and we need to be at 45 degrees north and 177 west. Well, well, we’re gettin’ a COD and an E-2 comin’ out of Midway. Flip, your Hummer boys will be happy to get an extra aircraft. Blower, you have to find a spot to park it.”
Blower smiled. “We will, sir, but I am concerned about the overhead time. That’s close to sundown, and we may be in the middle of this cold front coming down from Siberia.” He plotted the assigned position and stroked his chin.
“Admiral, that’s a thousand miles away, about 400 miles south of Adak. I’m going to need better than a 31-knot PIM to make that, and with the seas coming up as we expect, that’s a tall order, not to mention veering right for this crossing tanker in a few hours.”
Johnson nodded his understanding. “The escorts won’t be able to stay with us, and we must refuel them on the other side of the International Date Line. What do you recommend?”
“Sir, we can kick it up a few turns now in light seas and get ahead of PIM, but we’ll pull away from Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher during the night. And, at recovery time tomorrow, they’ll be about a hundred miles behind us. Won’t have an escort, and by being so spread out it complicates our traffic avoidance. No visual comms….”
Johnson considered the plusses and minuses. PACFLT had sent a message—Be at this position at this time and expect two aircraft—and he had no way to transmit a response without emitting and exposing himself to detection. Who knew what the Chinese had out here? Their fishing boats would report a sighting at once, as could a sympathetic lookout on a merchant ship. Some guy sitting in a coach window seat could look down from an airliner flying at 35,000 feet, recognize an aircraft carrier, and put it on social media. And now the weather was a factor. Damn, this is never easy.
“All right,” Johnson said. “Let’s kick it up. Blower and Flip, need a helo to fly me to Cape St. George this afternoon, after we cross this tanker. Want to give them the plan face-to-face; keep the bird turning. I’ll be no more than fifteen, twenty minutes.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Wilson answered, and the meeting broke up as Blower contacted the bridge. Minutes later, a blinking light message from Hancock alerted her escorts that the carrier was speeding up, and to maintain position as best as practicable.

CHAPTER 17

In time for the evening news, and after a day of Chinese accusations, the Defense Department released the Triton video.
While millions around the world interpreted the video according to the side they were sympathetic to, even PLA headquarters had to admit this was not what was reported from Zhanjiang, and not what was reported to Zhanjiang from Blood Moon. Most of the developed world, made up of China’s important trading partners — who were also the important trading partners of the United States — could see that Chinese recklessness was the cause of the collision. Official Beijing was embarrassed, but could not show humiliation to the world or her people. The foreign office stepped up the rhetoric and the pressure.
This clearly doctored “video” from law-breaking Americans who are trying to escape the consequences of violating Chinese sovereignty will not dissuade China from defending her territory on land or sea. The fact remains that illegal American spy planes violate our airspace and territorial waters on a regular basis, and have for years. What do you expect when a foreign hegemon sparks tensions in a heavily defended part of China that is surrounded by unfriendly nations and is under almost constant attack? The Americans got what they deserved, but our brave son did not. His death serves as an inspiration for the millions of patriots that defend China in the People’s Liberation Army, and is on the hearts of over one billion under heaven who mourn his spirit.

We warn America now. Do not send your warships and warplanes into our territorial seas. If the People’s forces detect you in violation, you will not be warned again.
American policymakers and military leaders, from the President to Jim Wilson, took the Chinese at their word. However, the propaganda from Beijing was an effective weapon in most of the world. Nobody wanted war, including Beijing and Washington, but most of the world saw the United States as the aggressor, despite the fact that, compared to over 300 American dead sailors and some 1,500 held captive, only one Chinese pilot had been lost. The Americans remained silent, and ships like Hancock and dozens of Air Force transports and combat aircraft ignored mere words and continued west at a steady pace.
Aboard Hancock, Wilson considered that once again he was heading to war, albeit slowly at 30 knots. When combat was joined, what would they be facing? Fourth-generation J-11s? J-10s? Their fifth-gen J-20 stealth fighter?
He gazed at the chart of the SCS he had taped to the bulkhead: Blood Moon Atoll, Song Ca Island, Stingray Reef, Yawu Cay. China had runways, piers, and antiaircraft defenses from light AAA to big S-400 SAMs on these man-made islands they had constructed in months. From them they could bottle up the approaches coming north out of Malacca and Singapore and shut down seaborne trade to Vietnam and the Philippines. To the north, off Hainan, the PRC owned much of the Paracels Group, a scattering of islands with outposts featuring deepwater ports and runways capable of supporting fighters and bombers. The PRC could defend their island outposts with fighters from Hainan and the mainland on a single tank of gas, unlike Wilson and other American forces that needed to coordinate refueling from Air Force “big-wing” tankers in order to get to the scene of action.
Above him on the flight deck, Wilson heard the turning rotor blades of the MH-60 Sierra. It would take the admiral to Cape St. George, just visible on the horizon behind them. Blower had pulled the rods, and Hancock was sprinting to recover the E-2 and C-2 in some 24 hours. The 1MC sounded.
Ding, ding… ding, ding… ding, ding. Carrier Strike Group Twenty, departing.
Wilson checked the PLAT monitor and saw the admiral and three other staff officers being led to the helo. They leaned into the high, gusty winds whipping around them. The Sierra would have The Big Unit aboard the cruiser in ten minutes, the admiral’s last chance to have a face-to-face with his senior surface combatant commander before a battle that could begin in a week.
How is this going to begin? Wilson wondered. And what are those guys thinking?
* * *
In Beijing, eighteen hours ahead of Hancock, it was midmorning. Marshal Dong and Admiral Qin discussed the release of the American videotape on the secure line. Both sensed the Americans would retaliate, and soon.
“Comrade Admiral, how do you assess the American videotape? Are we to blame after all?”
“Marshal Dong, pilots are known for their wild tales. While I am not a pilot, my experts tell me that the American lunged his airplane and caused the collision as our pilots were trying to warn them away from our island bastion. That said, my own instincts tell me our pilots were too aggressive. Between us, Marshal, we must shoulder blame.”
“Young Hu is revered as a hero of the People’s Republic. We will not acknowledge that anyone but the Americans are to blame.”
“Concur, Marshal, and that relieves us from taking action against the other pilot involved. Zhong Wei Hu was following his leader and, at those speeds with close separation, he had to keep his eyes on the airplane next to him and nothing else. When the lead pilot landed, he gave his superiors an account that I do not believe is entirely accurate. Now, with this video, we face national shame… if we accept the American account. I am told this pilot has fighting spirit. We’ll need him in the coming days, and we save ourselves embarrassment and poor morale by supporting his story. We can deal with the investigation into Hu’s death later.”
“His father demands it.”
“We will not forget, Comrade Marshal.” Dong then changed the subject. “Do you have tracks on the major American forces?”
Qin was grateful to move on to an easier topic; fighting the Americans.
“We have knowledge of most. Their carrier John Adams remains in Guam, but the Americans will send crews in weeks to make it combat ready. They have another carrier in the Indian Ocean, USS Les Aspin, and it is moving toward Malacca where we can easily track it and where it will be at its most vulnerable. Two carriers left San Diego, and we know where one is, USS Sam Nunn, bound for Hawaii. The other is USS Hancock, and we do not have a track on it. Our fishing fleet and militia are pulling back to home waters, and the farthest east we have boats are north of Midway and around Christmas Island. We are going to hold them at the second island chain to form a picket line. The carriers must cross the chain to engage us, and we’ll be able to harass them with our submarines and militia. At any rate, we’ll be able to detect and track the missing carrier.”
“Where do you think it is, Comrade Admiral?”
“Somewhere in the North Pacific, and it has gone silent. I expect we’ll find it in the next 72 hours.”
“And their bombers?”
“Imaged at Guam and Diego Garcia; our spies will alert us to their launch. Even so, from those bases, our near seas are easily within their reach. They could base some in Australia, with more in Hawaii and Alaska. Their tactical aircraft are in Japan and Guam, as are their aerial tankers — their Achilles heel.”
Dong considered the disposition of forces, his and the Americans. Ship-to-ship and airplane-to-airplane, he was outmatched, and the world knew if the Americans were allowed to consolidate forces on a frontier, they could not be resisted. His only hope was to land the first blow. The Party did not want war with the United States, but the vital shipping lifeline from Malacca through the Southern Sea to Hong Kong and Shanghai had to be controlled. Now, more than national honor was at stake. The oil lifeline actually began in Hormuz, and Dong knew Qin’s Indian Ocean forces were no match for the Americans who enjoyed air supremacy there.
“Comrade Admiral, how much warning can you give—? No, how much warning can you guarantee, before the Americans can attack? Our strategy depends on it.”
Qin swallowed hard as he considered Marshal Dong’s request. Who knew with the Americans? They were unpredictable and wily without their amazing spectrum of capabilities. With what they had, the Americans could stumble into victory through sheer force. Qin knew, however, the PLA had hidden cards to play.
“Comrade Marshal, I believe the American carrier Hancock will be detected crossing the second island chain in 72 hours, and chances are, our fishing militia or our high-altitude, long-endurance, unmanned aircraft will find it before it does. Once this carrier is inside the second chain, I believe the Americans will be able to strike all along our frontier seas — from the Senkakus to the Spratly Islands — and, within days, will have two more carriers in position to attack. They’ll have a fourth carrier operational when they fly crews to Guam. Such unencumbered naval and air power will eventually sever our sea lines of communication from Malacca and up the first island chain. And with Vietnam on our flank, we will have a difficult problem.”
“So you predict an attack in 72 hours?”
“They could, but if I had to bet, I’d say 96 hours from now, Comrade Marshal. If I may, I’m ordering my forces to keep clear of any American or allied units they encounter. Same for the militia. We do not want to spook them into action before we are in place.”
“I see. Thank you, Comrade Admiral. I will forward your report. Prepare your forces for combat. You’ll have specific orders soon, perhaps by the end of today.”
“Yes, sir, Comrade Marshal.”
Later that afternoon, at sites in Hunan and Sichuan provinces, linesmen in giant subterranean hangars pulled the tarps off strange looking machines. Technicians hooked up electrical power and ran diagnostic system tests as others lugged fuel hoses to prepare the machines for action. Sharp-eyed sergeants with detailed checklists supervised the preparation with strict attention to detail.
That night, control tower personnel at bases connected to the secret hangars were ordered out of the tower. Minutes later, three secret aircraft, unmanned and never before employed, took off from the bases. With their navigation lights extinguished, each was programmed to fly assigned sectors to search for, find, and track the Americans along the second island chain.

Part II

No one starts a war — or rather, no one in his senses ought to do so
— without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by
that war and how he intends to conduct it.
— Carl von Clausewitz


CHAPTER 18

Midway Atoll
Turning south on the narrow taxiway of Midway’s Sand Island, Lieutenant Commander Jerry Zavitz looked over his left shoulder. The C-2 Greyhound was taxiing out of its parking spot to follow him. He keyed the ICS and said, “He’s rolling,” to his copilot, Lieutenant Bill Smith.
Under the lead of Zavitz, flying a brand-new E-2D Hawkeye, the two aircraft were going to join up overhead the runway and turn north. Ahead of them was a 1,000-mile transit over the open Pacific to a point they expected Hancock would be at the appointed time. If she wasn’t, they would be forced, at night, to continue on to Adak, over another 400 miles of cold Pacific waters and land at the unfamiliar island base, hard against an Aleutian mountain and surrounded by other mountains. Fuel planning was critical, and they had a narrow window to find the ship and get aboard, all under strict emissions control and radio silence.
Pilots Zavitz and Smith were hand-picked by their CO for this mission, and they had flown their Hummer from Pt. Mugu, California, across 2,000 miles of ocean to Hawaii. After a night short on rest, they had continued to Midway for another fitful night’s sleep in the island’s spartan transient quarters. Midway had a population of 100 people, maybe, and more than 100,000 screeching seabirds. In the tube behind the two pilots were three Naval Flight Officers who operated the dome that scanned miles and miles of ocean. They could not use it today, so the “moles” in back could do little more than monitor the navigation.
The C-2 pilots were also hand-picked for the mission. Lieutenant Commander Ed Toth was a veteran E-2 pilot with hundreds of carrier landings. The Greyhound he was now flying was considered by some to be a delivery truck with a tailhook, and his squadron sent their A-team for this varsity mission. Next to Toth was Lieutenant John “Chewy” Chu, an experienced COD pilot, and in back was their loadmaster, Aviation Electrician Second Class Maggie Battistini. She was a veteran loadmaster, and it helped she was only five feet tall and 100 pounds. In their maximum takeoff weight airplane, every pound counted.
Lashed down inside the cargo bay were the twelve bombs with folded wings they had loaded aboard the C-2 that morning. Ordnancemen from China Lake had helped her secure the weapons and wrapped them with bubble wrap—bubble wrap! — to preclude any sharp jolts that could lead to detonation. No one involved had ever heard of transporting live bombs in a C-2, not even Admiral Maitland, who nevertheless knew the risk he was accepting when he authorized the waiver.
With no parallel taxiway on the tiny, windswept atoll, Zavitz back-taxied down the runway as he and Smith conducted their takeoff checklist, cycling the flight controls and setting the flaps for takeoff. He keyed the ICS.
“Danny, you guys ready to go?”
While Zavitz was the Aircraft Commander, Lieutenant Commander Dan Rogers was senior, and the Mission Commander. He was also senior to Toth in the C-2. Rogers didn’t fly the airplanes, but responsibility for the success of the mission fell on his shoulders. Next to him in the Hawkeye were Lieutenant Jackie Dove and “new guy” Lieutenant Junior Grade Payton Wylie, all with their seats facing forward for takeoff.
“All set back here. Seats locked. Hatch closed.”
“Roger that. Bill, we’re going to do a run-up check here, but keep an eye out for the signal from the tower.”
Smith looked to his right and noted the blinking light from the tower, the briefed Morse Code signal for take-off.
“We got it. We’re cleared.”
“Roger that. Okay… checking number one.”
As the E-2 pilots completed their checks, the C-2 taxied and stopped short of the runway, waiting for the Hawkeye to takeoff. Once clear, Toth would also taxi to the end and position himself on the runway to use every bit of its 8,000 foot length. In his fully loaded aircraft, the takeoff roll was going to be tight.
“Here they come,” Chu, sitting in the right seat, said on the ICS.
They watched the E-2 gather speed as it accelerated down the undulating runway, the hum from its engines increasing as it rolled toward them. The Hawkeye jumped into the air, and Smith waved a greeting as it flew past. “Our turn now.… I’m all set,” Chu said.
“Roger,” a grim Toth replied. He had never attempted takeoff in an aircraft as heavy as the one he was piloting.
The E-2 performed a graceful climb and maintained heading as it raised the gear and flaps. Toth then taxied onto the runway as the E-2 entered an easy turn to the left. The plan was for the E-2 to make a wide circle south of the island, timing it to be overhead the runway as the C-2 was rolling for takeoff. Once airborne, the C-2 would join on the Hawkeye who would lead them north for the three-hour transit over the trackless path of water and clouds.
Like Zavitz and Smith, Toth and Chu did their takeoff checklist as they back-taxied into position. Both knew this was going to be tight. The water at the end of the runway was colored a beautiful turquoise, but below were deadly corals and above were unpredictable birds — from albatrosses to terns. A bird strike anyplace on the aircraft would impede their takeoff, and one in a critical propeller or cockpit could be fatal.
“You ready back there, Battistini?”
“All set, sir,” she replied, sounding much cooler than Toth felt.
He veered his C-2 up to the edge of the runway and at the end pivoted right, his left tire passing mere feet from the crushed coral at the edge of the asphalt runway. He angled his turn as he would on a carrier deck edge to get every foot available, but here he had no yellow shirt to help him. He stood on the right brake with full nose-wheel steering to line up on the runway centerline.
“Running them up.”
Toth held the brakes and ran the engines to full power. He wanted to burn fuel to lighten himself for takeoff, but at the same time needed every pound for the long flight to a floating runway no one could be certain was going to be there. Satisfied with his engine gauges, he keyed the ICS. “Off brakes! Here we go!”
The C-2 leapt forward as the props dug into the moist salt air, the deep hum from the T-56 engines reverberating throughout the island. With slow but steady progress, the COD increased speed as Toth kept it aligned down the runway. Chewy noticed the tower still signaling them with the Morse lamp. Yes, we know! Thank you!
At five thousand feet remaining, the COD was not gaining airspeed as fast as Toth and Chu had calculated. “Five knots slow,” Chewy said into his boom mike.
Lost in concentration, Toth responded with another almost inaudible “Roger.” In back, Battistini looked at the strange bombs swaying in place as the COD trundled along. She said a silent prayer.
As they completed their circle, Zavitz and Smith watched the C-2 lumber down the runway. “It’s going to be tight for those guys,” Smith said.
“Yeahbuddy,” Zavitz answered. In back, the three tactical controllers craned their necks to see what they could through their small portholes.
When they passed the three-thousand-feet-remaining board, Chu said they were still five knots slow. They were also at a decision point, and Toth knew they had some margin built in. “We’re going,” he said. Unable to do anything — or even to see anything — Battistini closed her eyes.
With the blue-green ocean and breaking surf full in their windscreen, Toth felt the wings generate some lift. Big seabirds fluttered about ahead of them. His impulse was to pull back on the yoke and rotate, but he forced himself to keep it down as the C-2 clawed for airspeed. A nervous Chu grabbed the dashboard with his right hand.
“Bird at one o’clock high. Albatross.” he said in a calm tone.
“Tally,” Toth answered, now with even more reason to keep the airplane down. As the COD entered the last thousand feet of runway, the surface changed from asphalt to concrete, and the large bird with a huge wingspan glided fifty feet above them, unconcerned as it, too, set out on a long sea voyage.
“Up we go,” Toth murmured, putting slight pressure on the control column as he clicked nose-up trim. Chu was still braced in the seat next to him as scrub brush loomed ahead. Still a few knots below rotation, Toth knew it was now or never.
“Chewy, gear only. Now.”
Chu slammed the gear handle up as the overloaded airplane staggered into the air. Toth held his attitude as the C-2 entered ground effect, which allowed it to fly in a region of increased lift and reduced aerodynamic drag by a miracle of physics. They would take it.
The low scrub rushed underneath, and they held their breath as they heard a main-mount wheel brush through the brittle branches. Mere feet above the white beach, within seconds they had traversed the aquamarine lagoon. Ahead, the surf broke on the pastel coral reef, the waves pushed by the broad Pacific.
And Toth could not climb.
“Holy shit! Those guys are in ground effect over the water! Kickin’ up spray!” Smith said. Zavitz banked right so he could see across the cockpit. The COD looked as if it were running on the water and leaving a wake. Dammit, Ed, hang on! he thought.
Toth was hanging on, not daring to move the controls a hair. The Greyhound was flying, and any input only feet above the waves could cause it not to fly. Spray began to form on the windscreen, and he needed it removed.
“Chewy, wipers!”
“You got it!” Chu said as he flicked on the wipers. The smear of salt water across the windscreen offered no real improvement in visibility. “Fuck, made it worse,” he added as Toth held his attitude as best he could. Chu watched the rate-of-climb needle hold at zero, and, in the back, Battistini dared not move.
Toth then bumped the flaps down from takeoff to 20, and the big Greyhound wings responded to the added lift as he kept pressure on the yoke to maintain level. He resisted the impulse to pull away from the water too early, and by holding the nose down, his airspeed increased. He then eased up to fifty feet, still too low to turn.
“Battistini, all okay back there?”
“Yes, sir! Are we going to make it?” Battistini asked.
“We’re going to make it,” Toth said into his boom mike and rolled into an easy right turn. The airplane responded and continued in a shallow climb. They had made it, and a relieved Toth was able to breathe easier.
After a minute, Toth was stabilized on a heading of north, and the E-2 appeared on his left wing, below the low scattered clouds. Now rendezvoused, Toth passed a thumbs up to Smith, who clasped his hands together in a sign of victory and support. Through hand signals they exchanged fuel states, and Smith gave Toth the signal to take cruise position. Both men, and all aboard the two aircraft, knew they had survived a close call. They made themselves as comfortable as they could for the long flight.
As the formation climbed, Chu broke through the tension. “Boy, I sure picked a bad day to quit sniffing glue.” Toth nodded.
“Yeah, now comes the hard part.”

CHAPTER 19

Wilson climbed the last ladder to Hancock’s bridge where he knew Blower would be. Looking though the bridge windows to the low ceilings and gray sea, he assessed visibility inside five miles. The ship had been pitching and rolling since early morning, and the aircraft from Midway were due in two hours.
Blower was head down in his captain’s chair on the left side of the bridge. From there he had a commanding view of the flight deck, and in the overhead above a PLAT monitor. Arrayed under the bridge windows, he also had display screens for weather, aircraft status, and ship disposition, along with radio consoles and sound-powered phone circuits. It was his own miniature command post, and his plush high-backed “barber’s chair” was a perk he had as captain. All others on the bridge team stood as they navigated Hanna through the heavy seas. Blower — and ship captains through the years — had spent hours, and at times days, in their chairs during continuous operations, taking meals and dozing when they could. With seas increasing, Captain Ted Leaf wasn’t going anywhere.
Wilson stopped next to him. “How’s it going, Blower?”
Blower lifted his head from reading the messages. “Hey, Flip.” He then looked out to sea.
“This is going to get worse before it gets better. We’ve been reducing turns since last night when these seas picked up.”
“Are you going to make the recovery posit?” Wilson asked. Leaf winced.
“No… we’ll be about 45 miles east of our PIM. If we go any faster, the jets on the bow are going to get doused with salt water instead of just sprayed with it. And the weather guessers say the vis is going to come down here in a few hours, right about recovery time. Sure wish we could radiate and transmit.”
Wilson noted the time. “They should have gotten airborne from Midway an hour ago.”
“They did. Got the message here. And to complicate matters, the wind is in our face. Even if I could crank it up, we’d have sixty-five knots of wind over the deck.”
“C’mon, Blower, you can’t handle a near hurricane?”
Blower smiled. “Can you? I’ll give you a hurricane if you want one. Besides, we don’t know these guys. Hope they sent the ‘A’ team.”
Wilson nodded. “Was just talking to my E-2 skipper, and he knows the pilots listed on the overhead message. Said they are solid citizens, both Lieutenant Commanders.”
“Yeah, but when was the last time they saw a pitching deck?”
“At least it’s daytime.”
“Yes, if they show up on time — and can find us.”
Wilson changed the subject. “Blower, we don’t have an alert tanker scheduled, but I have a hunch.… Let’s add one on. Something to have in our back pocket for this E-2D.”
“Yeah, I’ll get Air Ops on it. You gonna send a JO out in this?”
Wilson assessed the worsening weather on the horizon.
“No, a commander.”
* * *
After two hours airborne Zavitz was nearing the point of no return: 700 miles back to the glorified sandbar of Midway or 700 ahead to one of the more desolate patches of ocean in the Northern Hemisphere. In another hour they hoped to find USS Hancock on a recovery course with an open deck on calm seas with light winds. By the look of the weather ahead, that wasn’t likely.
He looked down through the hole in the broken clouds at the sea four miles below. It was gray with whitecaps visible, and, over his left shoulder, the sun was a yellow circle that could not break through the overcast. With each passing mile the sun would sink deeper into the gloom, but at least he knew it would be “up” at recovery time — as long as the ship was where it was supposed to be. That unknown gnawed at the eight uneasy souls in the two aircraft.
“Is he still next to us?” Zavitz asked.
Smith glanced to his right at the C-2 off their right wing in a loose cruise. “Yep.”
In the ragged layers, Toth had to keep his C-2 close to Zavitz so as not to lose sight. Not knowing the thickness and extent of the weather ahead left him no choice, and jockeying the throttles to maintain position chewed up more fuel, not to mention the increased fatigue factor of holding tight formation for hours. At least he and Chu could take turns flying. In the back, Petty Officer Battistini struggled to sleep in the cold cabin as she tucked her hands under her armpits and propped her feet up on a live weapon.
“We’re at go, no-go,” Chu muttered on the ICS.
“Yeah, and it looks like we’re goin’,” Toth answered. Both checked the fuel and fuel flow. At 360 groundspeed they were doing six-miles-a-minute, and their expected recovery posit was 382 miles ahead. As experienced pilots, they knew the ship could be there — or many miles from it. They would have to begin their descent from about 100 miles out and conserve fuel on the way down. If the weather was clear enough, they might get a sighting on the ship at range and be able to maneuver behind it to save precious fuel for the recovery. If the weather did not cooperate, they would have to pick their way through the clag as best they could and, once underneath, hope that Hancock was nearby, and visible.
Toth was the most unnerved. The adrenalin effect from their near-disaster takeoff was turning into weary tension, and, when he wasn’t working to maintain position on the E-2, he glanced at his dwindling fuel. Even with topped-off tanks, they didn’t have enough fuel at Midway to transit, make a pass at the ship, and make a bingo to Adak, and he banked on “making some” during the idle-power descent. At least Jerry Zavitz in the E-2D could refuel from a tanker if the ship launched one, but once down low, the C-2 was committed to trap. Or ditch. A 400-mile bingo to Adak would get them there on fumes at night with the added danger of unfamiliar mountainous terrain. If the weather cleared, they may get a “see you” of Hanna at 50 miles, which would be a relief for everyone. Ahead, however, were thickening clouds of all types, with a ceiling of high stratus overcast.
How he wished he could talk on the radio! Or receive some kind of transmission: We are here on time and ready for you! The weather is clear and a million! The deck’s clear, and we have a steak dinner in the wardroom! With little else to do except fly form, Toth could pass the next thirty minutes in a daydream. He knew one thing; he had two hours and fifteen minutes worth of fuel remaining. In ten more minutes returning to Midway would no longer be an option.
A fuel-critical mission into oblivion was a lot to ask of the two crews, and the PACFLEET staff had assigned a P-8 from Adak to find and track Hancock and report her position on GCCS. Chu and Smith also had GPS texting devices that could receive and send messages to Fleet Ops in Pearl Harbor but not to each other 100 feet away. Chu’s receiver flashed. “Hey, got a message; says east of PIM.”
Toth exhaled. “Fuckin’ great. Wonder how far east of PIM? Wonder if those guys got it, too.”
They watched Smith in the E-2 copilot seat. He was not looking at his device, not moving his head. Probably asleep, Toth figured and wished he could sleep after droning over two hours of empty sea.
Smith finally glanced over at them and made a descending motion with his hand. Toth matched the E-2 as it pulled some power and began a shallow descent.
“He’s not correcting for the ship being east of PIM. Not that we know how far east it is either,” Chu said.
“Yeah,” Toth answered. “The lat/long is 45 north and 177 west. Hope everyone entered west and not 177 east.” With the recovery posit along the border of the imaginary Date Line that separated the hemispheres east from west, it was a mistake the ship, PACFLEET, the P-8, or they could have made. With a potential navigation error close to 100 miles, all had to have it right.
“That would make a long day longer.”
“But if it was clear to the east — I mean west — I’d take it,” Toth muttered as a wall of cloud loomed ahead. He tugged on the control column and added a bit of power to get closer to the Hawkeye.
Zavitz led his formation into the cloud, which buffeted the big, straight wings of both aircraft. “Check de-ice on,” he said over the ICS.
With almost 100 miles to go, he entered a shallow rate of descent he calculated would put them over Hancock at recovery time in 26 minutes. An exact position on earth at an exact altitude and at an exact time. With any luck they would see her early, but he feared they would be in the goo the whole way down. Right now, icing was their immediate concern.
Toth hung on the E-2’s right wing, his body tensed as he, too, fought the turbulence and kept sight in the darkening clouds. Losing sight of the E-2 would be bad, and, if he did, he would be forced by training and common sense to turn away for a minute before resuming his own navigation. Under strict orders, they couldn’t talk on the radio, and flying his big ungainly cargo plane next to a similar turboprop — with a radar dish attached to it — was akin to two 18-wheelers maintaining exact position on each other while speeding down a dark interstate highway. While Toth concentrated on flying tight formation outside, Chu monitored the cockpit — and wings.
“Chewy, what’s the outside air temp?” Toth said into his boom mike. Chu checked the indication.
“Let’s see… negative five Celsius. Want de-ice?”
Toth shook his head. “No, don’t have the fuel for it… and here we are, flying form on an iced-up Hummer in November over the North Pacific with seven tons of live ordnance in the back and hundreds of miles from anything…. Guess this is the ‘adventure’ part of our jobs.”
The tension easing, Chu played along. “Actually, I really did join the Navy to fly rubber dog shit out of China, not to lug live bombs to drop on China, with either a blue-water trap or night bingo to frickin’ Adak. Maybe we’ll get a hearty handshake from the skipper.”
“That will be the highlight of my career,” Toth said, and then added, “Actually the highlight of my career will be the head call I have to make after we trap.” In back, Battistini smiled at the banter.
In the E-2 cockpit, Zavitz felt the growing fatigue. “Bill, take it for a bit, please. We’re holding a thousand-foot-per minute.”
“I’ve got the airplane,” Smith answered.
“You’ve got it.”
Just then a message popped up on the handheld GPS device Smith had velcroed to his control column. “Need me to take it back?” Zavitz asked.
Smith shook his head. “Naw, I can read it…. Okay, the ship’s base recovery course is two-five-zero and weather is reported one thousand over and five miles in light rain. Fifteen foot seas and surface temp 52 degrees…. Nothing about freezing altitude or winds aloft. “
“Then it’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood. Hope the deck is ready for us. How’s he doing over there?”
Smith turned his head right and studied Toth’s C-2 for a moment. “He’s looking good. A little rime ice on his leading edges, but he’s good.”
“Roger,” Zavitz replied.
With occasional small breaks in the clouds, the two aircraft continued down through the gray mist, the pilots vigilant for icing and making fuel calculations in their heads. In the E-2’s tube, Danny Rogers and the others could only wait. He passed the time by reading a paperback novel while the two JOs next to him dozed. Without radios or an operating radar, there was little for them to do.
Passing 5,000 feet, the aviators sensed they were entering the carrier’s realm. Still in the clag — as they had been for the past 20 minutes — they were now below the freezing level. They concentrated on their altimeters. Three thousand feet. Two thousand feet and still surrounded by clouds. “One thousand to go,” Smith announced to the crew. Next to him, Toth hung on, and all sensed the clouds getting thicker and darker.
Smith leveled off at 1,000 feet as Zavitz saw whitecaps through breaks in the clouds. “We’ve found water,” he said, and then added, “Take us down until we break out so we can find the ship.” Smith increased pressure on the control column.
Once under 900 feet, they broke free of the clouds. Toth was grateful to open up some distance from the Hawkeye he had been tied to the past 30 minutes, and, looking past the flight lead, he scanned for signs of the carrier. The visibility was only five miles, and they could see nothing but gray mist — and their dangerously low fuel indications.
“Danny, need you guys to keep a lookout outside,” Zavitz said over the ICS. The three NFOs pressed their faces close to their portholes to see what they could off the E-2’s right side. Zavitz craned his neck to scan off their left as Smith flew. In the C-2, Toth gave Chu the controls in order to take a break from the tension and assigned Petty Officer Battistini lookout duty from a small porthole in the cargo bay.
After a minute, they passed over their expected recovery position, and, with growing dread, saw nothing but whitecaps below them. They couldn’t make out the horizon, and their five-mile circle was surrounded by walls of gray. Toth fought his nervousness. He needed either to be on an approach to the ship or to leave Zavitz and take his chances at Adak, 400 miles north. He had no fuel cushion, and the E-2 didn’t have much more. In the Hawkeye’s tube, Rogers spoke up.
“Z-man, you guys see anything?”
“No…. What do you think, Danny?”
Rogers knew they faced a decision. The success of this mission was vital to PACFLEET, and although his instincts compelled him to energize the radar and take a “peek,” he knew success depended on not radiating or transmitting. He felt the aircraft turn right.
“We can’t radiate, but maybe we’ll get lucky. Search another five?”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Zavitz said. “I’m going to bring us east. At least we won’t be moving further away from Adak.”
“Roger that,” Rogers answered. To the others next to him, he said, “Keep your eyes peeled.”
The E-2 turned into Toth, and he maneuvered to stay in position. “We gotta go, sir,” Chu said over the ICS
Petty Officer Battistini chimed in. “Can’t see anything but water back here, sir.”
In the E-2, Smith showed an open hand, then clenched his fist. “Is he kissing us off to go to Adak?” Chu asked. Then Smith patted his shoulder and repeated the open hand and clenched-fist signal as he nodded.
“No, they want us to stay with him for five more minutes,” Toth said as he nodded back to Smith and added a thumbs up. “Hit the timer. Five more minutes. Look outside and find the damn ship like your life depends on it.”
Because it does, Maggie Battistini thought. These pilots better get us aboard.
* * *
At the scheduled recovery time, Wilson was with Admiral Johnson on the flag bridge, one deck below Blower. All three were scanning the horizon. The flag bridge was empty except for two high-backed barber shop chairs at either end. With Hancock in EMCON, there was no tactical picture for the admiral and his staff to monitor, and, as in days before radar or satellite tracking, Johnson was looking into the same gloom as the ship captain and wing commander. Wilson checked his watch.
“Sir, it’s 1600, and we’re 38 miles east of PIM. What are you thinking?”
Johnson rubbed his face as he considered courses of action. They knew when the aircraft had departed Midway, which should put them in the vicinity — unless they encountered strong headwinds. He could break EMCON and risk detection, which would give the PLA(N) time to meet him before he was in a position to strike.
“What do you recommend, Flip?”
Wilson looked at Olive in her FA-18E, Gun Fighter 101, parked aft on Elevator 4. Her engines were turning and her canopy was down with a yellow shirt nearby. Once the decision was made to launch, she could be airborne in minutes.
“Sir, we’ve got Olive Teel in that Rhino tanker on El 4 and two plane guard helos already airborne ahead of us. Let’s shoot Olive now and have her search west; they might see each other and Olive can lead them back here. Or they might see one of our helos and eventually find us.”
Johnson could barely see a Sierra ahead of them at three miles and was skeptical of success, but he didn’t have a better option.
“How do we communicate with her once airborne?”
“She’s a big girl, sir. She’ll mark her inertial nav position on the cat. But it looks like we are going into some stuff up ahead. Recommend we turn on the nonprecision needles.”
Johnson weighed the cost of that decision. Wilson watched him struggle, but knew they had no time to discuss all the options.
“Sir, I’m going to run down there and pass her a message. Recommend we shoot her ASAP.”
Unable to slow down the pace of events, The Big Unit could only nod as he picked up the phone and dialed the bridge. “Blower, Admiral. Launch one-zero-one.”
“Aye, aye sir, and we just received a GPS download from a P-8 that the E-2 and C-2 are reporting they are down low on station, low fuel, about forty miles ahead of us.”
“Roger, will pass. Out here,” Johnson said as he cradled the receiver and turned to Wilson.
“Okay, a P-8 reports the E-2 and C-2 are on station and low fuel. Not sure how old that is, but get that to Olive.”
“Aye, aye sir.”
Wilson stepped out of the flag bridge and bounded down the ladders to Flight Deck Control. As he did he thought of the message he wanted to give Olive. Once inside the space a Chief recognized Wilson and shouted, “Attention on deck!”
“Seats!” Wilson barked as he grabbed a nearby sheet of paper and pulled his pen from his flight suit pocket.
“What can we do for you, CAG?” the Handler asked him as Wilson began to write his message. Keeping his head down as he wrote, Wilson answered.
“Need to borrow a float-coat and cranial, Handler. Going out to one-zero-one to deliver this message.”
“We’re pulling him out to shoot him now, sir.”
Wilson nodded and smiled as he finished. “Please don’t shoot her until I deliver this.”
“Aye, aye sir,” the Handler answered.
Wilson stuffed the message into his pocket and pulled on the float-coat a sailor handed him. He took the cranial helmet, cinched the strap, and lowered the visor. He then yanked up the handle to a hatch that led to the flight deck.
The piercing whine from Olive’s jet cut through the high winds swirling around the helicopters parked next to the island. Wilson, in a grimy blue float-coat and yellow cranial, strode across the angle as a Romeo lifted from Spot 3, balancing himself against the gusts from its rotor wash as green shirts prepped Cat 4 for launch. Blue shirts were removing the tie-down chains from 101 as Olive pushed her mask bayonet fittings in place in preparation to taxi.
The sailors around 101 looked at Wilson with confusion as he approached. Who is this guy? Catching Olive’s attention, he pulled out his message and held it tight in his fingers against the 45-knot wind. She nodded and opened the canopy as Wilson stepped closer to her Super Hornet.
Only feet from the screaming jet intake on the windswept flight deck, he raised the paper high as Olive reached down from the cockpit to grasp it. Once he felt she had it, Wilson let go. Olive pulled her arm in and lowered the canopy. Wilson stood off as he watched Olive read:
OLIVE, E-2/C-2 REPORTED DOWN LOW AT EXPECTED REC POSIT 45N 177W. FIND THEM AND EXPECT A READY DECK HERE. EXPECT CHAN 19 TO BE UP.
NEAREST LAND ADAK ISLAND 355 DEGREES FOR 396NM. GOOD LUCK!

Olive finished reading the note and nodded to Wilson. He gave her a thumbs up before returning to the island.
Olive taxied to Cat 4 and stood on the brakes as the ship took a roll to port, her nose pointed at the catwalk with icy water below. The visibility was deteriorating; she figured it to be no more than three miles, and sundown was less than an hour away. The deck pitch was increasing, and Olive could see the catapult track lead down into the whitecaps before the ship lifted it high into the air.
Once aligned with the cat track, she inched forward toward another yellow shirt who was straddling the cat track as he signaled. She spread her wings, locked them, then gave a thumbs up to the sailor holding up the weight board to verify her gross weight, and dropped the launch bar when directed. The yellow shirt wasted no time. Olive’s engines soon roared to life when she brought the throttles up to military power. She cycled the controls, then, with her finger on the Nav Display, activated the push tile for MARK several times so her system knew where it (and the ship) was at launch. She could expect that Hanna would be inside a 20-mile circle from her MARKs after an hour airborne. Or not. With the ship, one never knew.
She saluted and waited, and the sudden force of the catapult firing drove her back into the ejection seat as the deck edge sped toward her as a swell underneath the ship pushed and heaved it up. Fighting against the g force of the stroke, she crammed the throttles to MAX as the jet bounced down the track to attain flying speed.
With a lurch, the g stopped as the Rhino jumped into the cold North Pacific air. Olive commanded a gentle left turn as she swatted the gear handle up and raised the flaps. Leaving the throttles in burner, she decided to keep herself at 500 feet to get out to the recovery position fast and stay below any aircraft she may encounter. Low to her left, a Sierra searched ahead of the ship, also heading west. She adjusted her cockpit mirror and checked to see if she could still see the ship. When she couldn’t, she twisted in her seat and craned her head back as far to the right as she could to see behind both vertical stabilators. Nothing.
The 1,092-foot length of Hancock had already disappeared into the gloom.

CHAPTER 20

After five minutes flying east, Zavitz couldn’t see anything but the wind-streaked sea below and the raindrops on his windscreen.
He knew it was time for a decision. Ed Toth and the C-2 were his responsibility as flight leader. Smith had reported that Toth, through hand signals, had communicated he was at bingo fuel. Toth seemed impatient to leave, even though that meant another climb through icing and an emergency profile to an unfamiliar — and dark — Adak. The seas below seemed rough, but without a ship on them to help him judge, Zavitz couldn’t assess how rough. He keyed the ICS.
“We gotta get out of here, Danny. The C-2 guys are probably below bingo. We got here on time, we did our job, and we need to bingo to Adak. Maybe they’ll send us back here tomorrow.”
As he contemplated the low-state C-2 next to them, Rogers knew Zavitz was right. “Yeah… let’s turn north and begin our profile. I’m showing a steer of three-five-eight degrees for four-ten.”
“Concur. Bill, let’s bring it left.”
Smith turned the yoke left and gave a head nod to Toth for him to follow. Even in clear air, the two big carrier planes bounced from the turbulence. Smith looked up from the instrument panel to scan the horizon and exclaimed, “Oh, look at this!”
Zavitz lifted his head in time to see a Rhino in a knife-edge turn coming at them. Pulling the Super Hornet hard, Olive approached from below at 450 knots. She wanted to thump them and get their attention to follow her back to Hancock.
Olive passed only 200 feet under the Hummer. With the C-2 next to it in cruise formation, the pilots of both aircraft would have to see her. She tightened her leg and abdomen muscles as she inhaled while closing her windpipe—hoookkk— and pulled the stick into her lap. The crushing g pressed her body further into the seat as she strained her neck to keep sight as the two turboprops kept their left-turns in. With her vision graying,” she maintained sight of the two aircraft against a wall of cloud as she brought her nose around. Her first instinct was to boresight-lock the E-2 on radar, but she fought it—EMCON— and rolled out behind them about a mile. Having bled airspeed in the turn, she lit the cans to catch up quick.
“Yes, and that Rhino was from the Gun Fighters!” Toth exclaimed. “Hancock has gotta be nearby! Petty Officer Battistini, prepare for arrested landing. How are our passengers doing back there?”
“Roger, sir. They are all secure.”
“Roger that, will try to bring us aboard with no more force than normal!” Toth was energized, even though he was at a bingo fuel level that compelled him to skip trying to find the ship and head to Adak. If he stayed here and didn’t find the ship, they wouldn’t have fuel to make Adak. Chu knew this, too.
“Chewy, if we’re no closer to getting aboard in five mikes, we’re outta here,” Toth said. A skeptical Chu nodded and bit his lip.
Olive brought her throttles to idle as she sprinted up on the formation. She slid under to Zavitz’ left and stabilized next to him at 250 knots. Through hand signals, she took the lead and turned east into the formation and toward the carrier. She then dropped her tailhook, the familiar carrier aviation signal to get ready for recovery on the ship.
With a flurry of hand signals Zavitz communicated that the C-2 was low state, and he crossed under to Olive’s left so Toth could get on her right wing and communicate his plight. With Olive’s knowledge of E-2/C-2 fuel states, she realized that the COD needed to come down first.
* * *
Wilson stood on the bridge next to Blower. A sudden rain spotted the bridge windows as they observed Hancock’s increased pitch and roll.
“Looks like the beginning of frontal passage,” Wilson said.
“Yep… and we’re going to be in this for the next hour at least.”
“The temp is dropping, too. What do you think?”
“I think we have to do what it takes to catch them, and if Mullet and the LSOs need to make a sugar call to get them aboard, then so be it. We have to hope that nobody is out here taking an ESM cut to find us.”
Wilson nodded in agreement. Just then The Big Unit opened the bridge door, and, before a nearby sailor could call the bridge to attention, Johnson put his finger to his lips, not wanting to disturb the watchstanders. Wilson whispered to Blower that the admiral was on the bridge, and Blower turned in his chair.
“Guys, what’s the latest?” Johnson spoke in a low tone. Wilson answered.
“Sir, we’ve got a Rhino out there looking for them to bring them back. Olive Teel is flying it, and I think they’ll be here in the next ten minutes. If not, they had to divert to Adak.”
Blower added. “And, Admiral, I’ve authorized my LSO to come up on the radio if required and nonprecision needles are radiating.”
Wilson nodded. “Admiral, our recommendation is to do what it takes to catch everyone now. We’ve gotta have those AADMs and HAVE REELs aboard.”
Johnson smiled when his eyes picked up a series of twinkling lights to port. “There’s a welcome sight.”
Wilson and Blower followed his eyes and picked them up: a Super Hornet leading a COD with the E-2 in trail. Yes! Blower thought as he picked up the phone to call the Air Boss. Wilson grabbed a nearby phone to call the LSO platform.
“Lieutenant Commander Krueger, sir.”
“Mullet, CAG here on the bridge. Do you see them coming up from the south?”
“Yes, sir! Hope we can catch them before we go into that stuff off our bow.”
“Okay, if you have to jump in and talk, do it. I’ve just spoken with the Captain and Admiral. Transmit only if you must, but if it’s warranted, go ahead.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Mullet said. “We’ll get them.”
“Roger that, Paddles. See you later.”
The angled deck landing area was clear as sleet began to pelt the bridge windows and flight deck. Whitecaps now broke in the fifteen-foot seas, and Hancock bucked and swayed in them with a natural forty knots of wind down her flight deck. Olive was still leading the C-2 with the Hawkeye trailing, all three aircraft dark silhouettes against the gray clouds that surrounded the carrier.
* * *
Olive saw a white plume rise from Hancock’s bow two miles to her left. Ahead, the weather appeared thicker, and there wasn’t much more she could do for the aircraft she was leading. The E-2 had read her mind and had dropped its gear and flaps to take separation on the C-2 ahead of it. Olive looked at Toth off her right wing — a pilot she had never met — and, after pointing at the ship over her shoulder, tapped her helmet and pointed at Toth.
Toth tapped his helmet and pointed ahead, the standard lead-change signal they had learned in flight school. Olive banked away left and pulled toward the ship, engaging the burners again in a tight turn to place her behind both turboprops. She was in a sustained 4 g turn at 500 feet to remain in the small area of visibility in which Hancock and the three aircraft found themselves.
“We’ve got needles! Fly up and right!” Chu said with relief.
“Yep,” Toth said. “They know we’re here.”
Toth was on Hanna’s port quarter as the ship pitched in heavy seas. With her bow buried, another plume of spray lifted over the flight deck, and with the stern up a sudden froth appeared on the waterline under the LSO platform aft, formed by the carrier’s turning screws broaching the surface. He had never seen that before.
“Did you see that?” Chu exclaimed.
In the back, a nervous Battistini keyed her ICS. “What, sir?”
Toth jumped in to change the subject. “I see a clear deck! Chewy, we’re gonna roll out to intercept the final bearing at about a mile and a half. When I see the lens, I’m gonna begin my turn to final. Taking us down to six-hundred.”
Chu rogered him, and conducted another landing checklist. Battistini surveyed the bombs in the cargo bay which she had triple-checked secure. She cinched down her harness and waited for the ball call from the cockpit.
On the LSO platform, Mullet heard the bell signaling the severe position of the ramp as it rose above the horizon. He saw the C-2 through a deep 90 position and figured the pilot could see the lens. He picked up the manually operated visual landing system handle; as the deck he was standing on bucked in three dimensions, with this system he had to show the pilot where Mullet perceived him to be on glideslope. Crusher stood behind Mullet in backup, with a pickle-switch and radio handset. Other squadron LSOs and two enlisted phone-talkers were also on the platform, hunched against the windscreen to avoid the sleet and high winds.
“We’ve got forty-eight knots of wind, Mullet!” Crusher shouted. “The good news is they’re out of acceptable limits starboard!”
“Roger, forty-eight and out-of-limits. I’m sure the Captain will have them down the angled deck any minute now. I’m showing him slightly low out there.”
“Roger,” Crusher concurred. “Hope he’s up the right freq.”
With a shout over the high winds on the open platform, the phone-talker relayed the arresting gear status. “Gear set, Greyhound, sir. Clear deck!”
“Roger, gear set Greyhound, clear deck!” Mullet repeated back.
“Ship’s turning for winds,” Crusher shouted behind him as the others maintained sight on the E-2 and Olive’s Rhino, now holding overhead.
A relieved Toth saw the low ball the LSO was showing him as he worked the C-2 on-speed. “They see us! Never been so happy to be low. We’ve got a ball, Battistini!”
“Thank you, sir. Everyone is doing great back here,” the stressed out loadmaster answered. Toth smiled at the irony of her words. At least he wasn’t sitting in the back of a C-2 among twelve experimental live bombs waiting to commence a pitching deck trap hundreds of miles from anywhere. Chu and Toth were now up hot mike, and Chu did another checklist.
“Power lever lock-set. Gear-three down and locked. Flaps-set. Max rudder-twenty. Hook-down. Harness-locked. Crew… get ready to trap, Battistini. All set.” Chu said.
“Roger, all set,” Toth replied, and then added, “Turnin’ in…. Doesn’t look like much of a wake. We’re about a mile here… Needles coming up on glideslope. Still left of course and correcting.”
“Looks like at least forty knots of wind down there. Ship’s turning away!” Chu said.
Toth saw it and added power as he wrapped up the COD in a steep left bank so not to overshoot the centerline of a turning Hancock on the only chance they would get today. “Altitude?” he asked.
“Three-eighty,” Chu answered. Toth then muttered a running commentary as they started their pass with sleet bouncing off the windscreen.
“Roger, three-eighty…. Inside a mile…. Little overshoot, comin’ back to the left. Centered ball. Feeling high and steep.”
Toth exhaled to relieve his tension. Chu glanced at him for a moment before returning his scan outside and to the wallowing gray slab where hundreds of unseen eyes were watching them.
* * *
On the platform, with eyes padlocked on the C-2 as sleet cascaded down the deck, Mullet pressed the cut light switch and sang out. “Cut lights! Roger, ball!”
Crusher responded. “Ship appears steady, and we’ve got forty-nine knots down the angle. Clear deck!”
They felt it in their stomachs when the deck fell below them. The COD now looked high, and, with the fuzzy horizon, it wasn’t easy for Mullet to determine. Crusher helped.
“Deck’s down. He’s on…. drifting left. Deck’s comin’ back up.”
Shit, Mullet thought. If the C-2—and the deck — didn’t steady out in the next few seconds, he’d get on the radio to help as CAG had said, but if the deck was way up or way down in close he’d have no choice but to wave him off. Too dangerous to take him with the carrier’s heaving ramp in his chin and little clearance, and also too dangerous to take him with the deck down and have him fly into what would be a steel wall.
One of the LSOs behind him spoke up. “We’re going into some stuff up ahead!”
With the C-2 in the groove, Mullet could not afford to glance over his shoulder and see for himself. “What does it look like?” Mullet shouted back.
“Kansas!”

CHAPTER 21

Jerry Zavitz was in a hurt locker.
He was flying in sleet and at emergency fuel for a 400-mile bingo — to Adak freakin’ Alaska—at night. Unable to radiate anything or to talk to anyone, he had to fly through convective weather with probable embedded thunder and known icing. To his left was a carrier with water breaking over its bow and a C-2 loaded with over three tons of high explosive in the groove. Ahead of the carrier was a wall of purple. And who knew how thick it was or what was in it. A white hot lightning bolt ahead of the ship answered that question, and Zavitz had to work to minimize the distance between him and Toth so he could get aboard before the ship entered the weather. For him to generate enough interval between the aircraft to have a chance was, at this point, more art than science.
“Where’d the damn Rhino go?” Smith asked as he looked around Zavitz at the ship.
“Dunno. Do we have Hanna’s land/launch freq. punched in?”
“Yeah, and if we could talk to them, we could see if they are up.” Smith deadpanned.
In back, Jackie Dove came up on the intercom.
“Visual on the Rhino. Above us to our right,” she said as she strained to see Olive’s jet out her small porthole.
“Hawking us, I hope,” Smith said, grateful that the Super Hornet was configured as a tanker.
“The COD’s in the groove now. I’m rolling out here to take some more interval,” Zavitz said. While they flew their airplane, both pilots watched with interest as the C-2 approached the ship.
On the platform, Mullet sensed the Greyhound balloon up and lifted the handle to show him a “high.” Toth saw the yellow ball move further above the green datum lights, and he pulled power to correct. His entire being concentrated on the lens, the centerline, and the indexer light in his cockpit. His wingspan of almost 90 feet made lineup a critical component to any carrier approach, and the sleet pelting the C-2 windscreen caused him to note that sheets of it lashed the flight deck.
Chu saw nothing but purple ahead of the ship and could only monitor their approach.
Mullet watched the C-2 grow larger and heard the whoommm of its big turboprops, even in the high winds. The deck seemed to steady, but then he heard Crusher behind him.
“Holy shit, Mullet! We’re workin’ fifty-five knots axial!”
Mullet knew in his mind he was going to take the C-2 if the deck was not at an extreme point of a 30-foot cycle. However, the high winds, axial from the COD’s right, pushed the aircraft left of centerline. Fifty-five knots of wind down the deck was unchartered territory for everyone — both those on deck and those in the cockpit — and Mullet had to be ready to give a lineup correction that would cause the aircraft to settle at the ramp, a dangerous situation with these winds over a pitching deck.
“Dude, talk to him!” Crusher shouted as the COD held left of course, as if it were going to land on top of them. Mullet pressed the handset.
“Deck’s steady. You’re lined up left, fifty-five knots.”
Inside the cockpit, Toth and Chu were startled by the first radio transmission they had heard in hours.
“Fuck me! Did he say fifty-five?” Toth asked. As he corrected back to the right, the C-2 settled, and he got a power call from Mullet. Toth responded, but the ship shifted left. Seconds from touchdown, Toth had little choice but to chase it.
On the platform, the LSOs were mesmerized by the sight of the C-2 over the ramp, as if a tethered balloon, held in place by 55 knots of gale-force wind. Toth was working his throttles, yoke, and rudders to make fine corrections to the flight deck centerline moving in front of him and to the ball Mullet was showing him. The deck dipped and Mullet had to get him down. He showed Toth a high, and, as the C-2 corrected for it, Crusher heard a distinct popping sound from the big aircraft.
“Right rudder,” he transmitted at the same time Mullet called for power and lowered the ball.
The COD roared past them, its left wingtip slicing the air over their heads. With a deep whommm, the aircraft flattened out. Dammit! An alarmed Mullet picked up the ball hoping the pilot would go for it. Toth did, and the tailhook caught the last wire available. As the cable was pulled out with a screech that sounded over the humming engine background, the C-2 was brought to a halt. Toth and Chu, hanging forward in their straps, were treated to a view of angry gray water as Hanna’s bow dug in again. On the ICS they heard Battistini’s feminine “Yay” as she unstrapped and moved to the cargo door.
The sleet and freezing rain picked up as Toth folded the wings and turned right on the yellow shirt signal. When they were stopped for a moment, the two pilots looked at each other and started laughing.
As soon as the COD was on deck, Mullet and Crusher looked aft to the Hawkeye as it rolled into the groove, gear and hook down. A nearby bolt of lightning produced a sharp crack that met their ears seconds later.
“It’s gettin’ bad, Mullet!” Crusher said as he pulled up his jacket collar in an effort to keep the sleet off his neck. The howling wind kicked up a salt spray they could feel 1,000 feet aft of the bow.
“Yeah, and after we get this Hummer, we’ve got the tanker.” He turned to the phone talker to find out who the pilot was.
“Airman Leiker, who’s in the tanker?”
“The pilot of one-oh-one is Commander Teel, sir.”
“Wow! Skipper Teel!” Crusher exclaimed. “I didn’t know skippers flew in this shit.”
“Yeah, doncha hate it when they set a good example? Okay, guys, we’ve got a Hawkeye at a mile. Gear set?”
“Gear set, Hawkeye!” Leiker shouted in reply.
“Gear set, Hawkeye. Okay, I’m showing him on glideslope,” Mullet said as he lifted the manual system handle.
Waves of sleet and freezing precipitation pelted the men, and, looking forward, Crusher could make out mere outlines of aircraft parked on the bow as the sky darkened. Another bolt of lightning exploded nearby, and Crusher thought it may have hit the pole on the carrier’s forward flight deck. Mullet was struggling to keep sight of the E-2 as the ship entered the storm.
Zavitz was struggling, too. He flicked on his taxi light to help the LSOs keep sight, but he soon lost the ball Mullet was trying to show him. Moments later, the faint outline of Hancock disappeared.
“See anything?” he asked.
“Nope. Showing us slightly low and left on needles,” Smith answered.
Zavitz keyed the mike and called “Clara ship!” This let Mullet and Crusher know he could not even see the ship, much less the glideslope position they were trying to show him.
Without radar to help them, the E-2 and the LSOs had to wait. With nothing to see outside, Zavitz concentrated on his approach needles. On the platform, the LSOs could not help until they saw something, if only his dazzling taxi light through the murk. Mullet strained his ears to hear the distinctive and familiar turboprop hum of the E-2, but could not.
Overhead at 1,000 feet, Olive was also in the goo and saw nothing but her instruments as rain and sleet lashed on her canopy. She grimaced to herself when the weather forced her up, but with the ceiling lowered to the deck, she had no choice. She guessed the ship was down there to her left, but she had no idea where the E-2 was. With no one talking to her, she was on her own and figured she would punch through the weather to the west and wait for the ship to appear.
She noted the Hawkeye had a refueling probe mod, and from her time at Pax River knew of the testing done on E-2Ds there. This was an option. If she could find the Hummer in the clag, maybe he could use a drink. With luck, he’s on deck, she thought. Blind as she was with no operating radar, she flew her own jet first.
At two hundred feet and only one-half mile from Hancock—about fifteen seconds to touchdown — Jerry Zavitz couldn’t see a thing.
On the platform, the LSOs could hear him.
“Go ahead and tell him he sounds great,” Crusher quipped to Mullet. “And hey, we’re under fifty knots of wind now! So we got that goin’ for us!”
“Which is nice!” Mullet responded.
All they could see was gray, but the droning T-56 engine sound grew louder. He could be anywhere, Mullet thought, and his eyes struggled to catch any movement or glimmer of light.
At the instant Mullet detected a light burn through the gloom, Zavitz detected a shadow ahead of him. Both men saw the danger at the same moment.
Zavitz acted first. With Smith shouting, “Watch it!” Zavitz banked left and pulled up to avoid Hancock’s mast and antennas dead ahead, almost stalling the airplane as he pushed the throttles forward.
As he did, Mullet shouted, “Come left! Wave off!” into his handset. With a deep resonating whooommmm, the shadow of the E-2 roared up the angle — Crusher estimated only thirty feet above them — and back into the mist as wind-swept sleet continued to pelt their faces and eyes.
“Fuck me!” Smith said as he monitored Zavitz climb away and suck up the gear and hook.
“That’s it. We’re outta here,” Zavitz muttered with resolve. “Danny, it’s not gonna happen today. Headin’ to Adak.” Zavitz felt himself breathing deeply from the closest call he had experienced during his carrier career. He had seen the frayed fabric of the FOXTROT signal flag whipping in the breeze as he pulled them away from the carrier’s yardarm at the last minute. This is frickin’ stupid! he thought.
Olive heard Mullet’s frantic calls and wondered if she would see a fireball someplace below. She waited and listened, breaking free of the cloud she was in as she entered a small hole in the weather that allowed her to relax and search for anything man-made.
On the bridge, Hancock’s brain trust heard the E-2 fly close and saw it for a few seconds before it was once again enveloped by the fog. Wilson turned to The Big Unit.
“Sir, let’s break EMCON now and talk to these guys. That was too close, and he’s probably low on gas as it is.” Then the radio crackled.
“We’re bingo,” the voice said in terse finality.
It was a voice none of them had heard before, and they guessed it was the E-2 pilot. Blower waited for the admiral to make a decision as did Wilson.
Johnson nodded. It was a risk, but his pilots needed help. Olive was out there, too, and even the airborne helicopters would need help finding their way back aboard the ship. He needed that extra E-2, but if he were flying it, he, too, would say screw this and fly to a sure-thing field before making more stabs at an invisible carrier with night approaching. Night, low fuel. He had been there himself many, many times, but now he was in charge of a strike group that depended on avoiding detection. Sacrifice a handful of aircraft to keep quiet? Risk thousands aboard Hancock to save a handful of aircraft?
It was the same kind of decision Vice Admiral Marc Mitscher had made aboard the carrier Lexington on a mid-June 1944 night off Saipan. With his pilots low on fuel after a long-range strike that all knew would require a return into unfamiliar darkness, Mitscher heard his carrier pilots break radio discipline with their anxious pleas for help.
He faced a decision only he could make. With possible enemy submarines in the waters around them, he gave a quiet command.
Turn on the lights.
Rear Admiral Randy Johnson now faced a similar decision, and minutes counted. Cactus Clark or Beetle Van Wert were not on Hancock’s bridge to consult, but would second-guess him from across the long green table if the decision proved wrong. If correct, he’d be a hero. To save six souls in two airplanes, he had to place 5,000 aboard Hancock at risk of early detection. Mitscher had done the same, turning on the lights to save hundreds while placing thousands in the task force at risk of submarine attack. Wilson and Blower waited in silence.
“Talk to Olive, and get the approach radars up. Navaids, too. Vector her to catch him and, if he can take fuel, maybe we can bring him back. If not, he bingoes to Adak, and we recover Olive.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Blower said and turned to contact Air Ops.
“Thanks, sir,” Wilson smiled.
Johnson nodded his head and said nothing. Like Mitscher, and thousands of other seafaring commanders through the millennia, he could not escape responsibility to make this call, and second-guessed himself in silence.

CHAPTER 22

Olive’s radio came to life with a welcome call from Hancock’s Departure control. “Gun Fighter one-zero-one, Departure, your vector zero-three-zero for fifteen. Join on the E-2 climbing through angels five and heading three-five-five. You are cleared to give four thousand pounds. You are authorized to use your search radar.”
Olive whipped the jet over to the right and popped the throttles into afterburner as she energized her radar. Once she steadied on a northeast heading, she saw a contact 30 degrees right of her nose at five thousand. That’s the Hummer, she thought, and bumped the castle switch to lock it. Assessing the geometry, she sweetened her course to intercept and hoped the air would be clear when she got there.
She heard the ship try to contact the E-2 to no avail. Those guys are up the wrong freq, she thought, and wondered if the ship would risk further detection by transmitting on the GUARD emergency freq. When the E-2 pilots didn’t respond, she knew she would have to get them to come up the proper frequency when she rendezvoused on their turboprop, which was now running toward safety.
As her airframe was buffeted in the storm cloud, she held her lock and at one mile had 100 knots of closure on the E-2. She took a cut to the left, retarded her throttles to manage the closure, and then decremented her radar to the five-mile scale. At one-half mile, she broke free of the cloud and got a glimpse of the Hawkeye before it went into another cloud. Someone said something on the radio, but she ignored it, her mind now focused on closing the E-2 without running into it in the darkening weather.
Olive noted the Hummer level off at 20,000 feet on a course for Adak, holding 225 knots. She stopped her climb 2,000 feet above, still in the goo. Not knowing what was in front of her made her break-lock and select air-to-ground. She increased the scale, and, as she feared, she saw a line of heavy return thirty miles ahead. She checked to assess storm cells at different elevations, and the return was solid above and below. Crap.
She mashed down for air-to-air and castled right, once again locking the E-2. Still in instrument conditions, she nosed down and crept up on it. At this speed, she had roughly five minutes to catch the Hawkeye, get it to turn away from the storm line, and plug.
She was almost on top of it, and fearful of flying in front of the E-2, Olive made an aggressive left turn, while taking care not to run the contact off the right side of her scope. Vertigo attacked her as she reversed her turn and descended, welded to her HUD instruments and monitoring her radar display. She rolled hard again, now behind the E-2, put the target designator box in her HUD field of view, and checked the closure as she leveled off below it. One thousand feet…. Eight hundred feet…. Nothing yet.
C’mon.
At five hundred feet, she slowed her closure to 20 knots and nosed up a bit. All around her was gray, and small water droplets raced back on the windscreen and canopy. The ship called.
“One-zero-one, Departure. What luck?”
“Stand by,” Olive answered, conscious of the death grip she had on the control stick.
She raised her head to look above the canopy bow as the dark gray shadow of an E-2 planform appeared. That glimpse was worth a thousand instrument scans, and, by instinct, she pushed and pulled on the throttles and stick to rendezvous. The shadow disappeared, and then reappeared, as both aircraft blasted through the ragged clouds. Olive sensed a muffled flash ahead—Hurry up! — and felt herself relax when she had a steady visual on the E-2. She joined on its left bearing line and crossed under to come up on the right. Inside the Hummer, Payton Wylie sang out. “Holy crap, we’ve got company. There’s a Rhino right next to us!”
Olive wasted no time. She was twenty knots fast—Screw it! — and extended the buddy store basket into the airstream, receiving a vigorous thumbs up from Smith. She could see, however, that the pilot was shaking his head.
Jerry Zavitz could make Adak on fumes, but at least the runway didn’t move and they weren’t operating EMCON. If he took a chance on tanking from this Rhino, only for another chance to cheat death with a pitching and rolling — and last time almost invisible—USS Hancock, he would give up his one sure thing. Olive sensed this, and in her cockpit had to convey the violent thunderstorm ahead of them using a high-stakes game of charades. She selected air-to-ground and was alarmed when the wall of embedded radar return showed less than ten miles away. The E-2 was a radar with wings, but she figured they were still EMCON and not radiating.
Luck was on their side when they burst into the clear in time to see a massive lightning burst shoot from one cloud to another with muffled flashes from inside a purple wall of churning convection. Above was a late afternoon light that showed the storm that towered above them, well into the forties. As a stunned Smith watched in amazement, Olive removed her mask, lifted her visor, and maneuvered with wing overlap as she mouthed, Get in the basket. She was so close he saw the white oak leaf on her flight suit shoulder.
“Jerry, we got a female commander screaming at me here. She wants us to plug, and she’s practically doing jumping jacks in the cockpit!”
Every aviator knew stories of pilots on a course of action who changed their minds only to have the situation get worse. The storm, however, made it easier for Zavitz to change his mind.
“Shit! Give her a thumbs up and extend the probe. Danny, there’s big-time weather in front of us, and a tanker next to us. We’re gonna plug.”
“Hope this tanker is sweet, but you’ve got the airplane,” Danny answered from the tube. All knew they were taking yet another risk.
Zavitz extended the refueling probe which pushed straight into the airstream from a housing above the cockpit. At the same time, Olive signaled for the lead and Zavitz acknowledged. She then tapped her helmet and used her fingers to communicate four numbers to Smith, Hancock’s Departure control frequency. In an easy right-hand turn, they skirted the storm, with Zavitz looking at the probe over his nose, realizing it was a potential lightning rod.
“You ever done this before?” Smith asked him.
“Once,” Zavitz answered. The aircraft was quiet; their pilot had accomplished this procedure only once before during a scripted test in sunny Chesapeake skies, not over the desolate North Pacific amid turbulent clouds and with the pressure on.
Zavitz pulled a handful of power to slide down Olive’s left side and stabilize behind the basket. Olive rolled out east to keep them in a clear air “canyon” between the storm and the weather they had flown through. The E-2 crew realized they were in extremis; if they couldn’t refuel, and if the line of weather continued to block them, Adak was no longer an option. With their remaining fuel, they could take a stab or two at Hancock’s deck before a controlled bailout. As the sky darkened, they each felt gnawing tension in their chests.
Olive adjusted her left rear-view mirror and could see the Hawkeye’s left wing behind her. Holding her jet steady, she now waited for the fuel totalizer to count down.
Breathing through his mouth, Zavitz stabilized behind the wobbling basket, then, with a combination of flying formation while performing a delicate task, flew the probe into it. The hose buckled from the measured impact, and he was rewarded with a green light from the buddy store housing.
“Green light!” Smith crowed, and all in the tube breathed a sigh of relief. “Nice job, sir. I’ve never seen that done before.”
“You may get your turn on this cruise,” Zavitz said in reply, his eyes locked on Olive’s Rhino as he maintained his position in the basket.
Olive saw the fuel transferring—Yes! — and called to the ship.
“Departure, the Hummer is plugged and receiving. We’ll RTB once complete.” She then conducted a pseudo radio check. “You guys up behind me?”
“Yeah, and we are Steeljaw six-zero-three. State five-point-oh and increasing,” Smith answered.
“Steeljaw?” Zavitz asked him over the intercom, still maintaining concentration.
“Yeah, it’s from an old E-2 unit. Always thought it was a cool call sign. We didn’t launch with a radio call sign, so… we’re Steeljaw. And look, our fuel is increasing. Ha-haaa, another first!”
“Enjoy your little moment. We’ve still gotta trap in this shit.”
Olive gave the E-2 a generous 4,000 pounds of fuel, which would allow both aircraft to come back for multiple tries at the deck. She secured the buddy store, and when the Hawkeye appeared on her right wing, she turned left to avoid a cloud before she stowed the basket.
Using hand signals, she got them to come up on the proper frequency, and now with good comms, she detached them so approach control could vector them in order behind the carrier. Zavitz made his approach and trapped, thankful that Hancock had found a clear area. With Mullet’s voice calls, and a little cooperation from the deck, Olive also trapped without incident. The helicopters followed, and Hancock resumed her EMCON posture as she slowed to wait for her escorts who would catch up by morning.
The damage, however, had been done. The electromagnetic and UHF radio emissions from the past hour had been picked up by a Chinese RORSAT in low earth orbit 500 miles above them, and also by a Chinese trawler outfitted with ESM receivers far down the southwest horizon. Within the hour, Beijing knew that Hancock was near the International Date Line along the 45th parallel. Working backward from her last known position off California’s Channel Islands, they figured an impressive speed-of-advance of almost 30 knots, and could now predict when and where she would cross the second island chain — if she maintained her great-circle track. They surmised that the carrier was some sixty hours from where it could be attacked by PLA(N) submarines and Rocket Force DF-21 ship-killers, designed from the start to disable, if not sink, American aircraft carriers.
Despite the American news media and partisan political hysteria about fighting the PRC and the death toll it would cause, Admiral Qin knew that a first-shot sinking of an American nuclear-powered aircraft carrier would galvanize efforts by the United States to destroy the PLA(N) and possibly the PRC. He, therefore, had to avoid a too-hard poke at the Tiger that would further enrage it. He needed to hurt the Americans and their prized warship but not destroy it, to prove to them and the world that the United States was not superior everywhere and at all times. A blow that would force Americans to make one more calculation before joining a fierce battle to the death that would turn the Western Pacific red with blood.
He placed a call to Marshal Dong. Dong agreed with his plan.

CHAPTER 23

With midnight approaching, Wilson walked through a hangar bay bathed in yellowish sodium-vapor light as dozens of sailors and Marines worked on his aircraft. Many of the aircraft were “opened up” for maintenance. One Rhino was on jacks as the landing gear was cycled to check hydraulic components. In Hangar Bay 2, a Hornet had its nose cone open as technicians worked on the radar antenna. None of the sailors paid any attention to him, focused as they were on their work in the middle of the night shift. Most didn’t know what was in store for them despite Blower’s daily 1MC updates to the crew on the situation and Hancock’s expected role.
The carrier’s large elevator doors were closed, as much to keep out the cold North Pacific air as to protect from chem/bio attack. Every unidentified vessel encountered by Hancock and the other ships in the Pacific Fleet had to be considered a chemical weapons threat. As the carrier hugged the Aleutian chain, chances of such an attack were low, but Wilson and the others in Hancock’s brain trust had to consider the possibility. He noted gas masks on the hips of his sailors, as both he and Blower had directed. The bulky and cumbersome masks would hinder the speed and efficiency of even the most routine task. No one, not even Wilson, knew how hard this was going to be; the gas masks were a subtle reminder.
He went into a hatch on the starboard side and climbed three ladders to the O-3 level. His stateroom was nearby and, once inside and in his chair, he felt the tension drain out. He looked at the PLAT screen and tried not to think about what lay ahead.
On the PLAT, all was quiet as the camera remained focused on the folded-rotor Sierra at the top of the angle. Beyond the deck edge was familiar blackness, and he felt the ship roll in the heavy swells. Mullet had earned his pay out there, as did the E-2 and C-2 aircrews. Hours ago in the Lookout ready room, The Big Unit had pinned Air Medals on the crews for their accomplishment. Olive too received a medal. While appreciative, she shrugged it off as another day at the office.
Wilson now had his new AADM and HAVE REEL wonder weapons; they would give his fighters an added defense on Day One. When would that day occur? Three days? Four? What did Cactus Clark have in store for them? Wilson knew tomorrow — no, today—Hancock would receive a tasking order and download imagery and special procedures his aviators would use to plan their first strike.
They were still thousands of miles from the Chinese mainland, and thousands more from the Spratlys.
Wilson knew he and his aircrew would have to fight their way into the South China Sea. But what would the Chinese throw at them? PLA(N) submarines could be lying in wait along — or even outside — the second island chain, where they could expect H-6 bombers and the fearsome DF-21 screaming down on them from the ionosphere. If they survived that, PRC surface ships and naval fighters with supersonic sea-skimming cruise missiles were next, under an extensive air umbrella of capable 4th generation fighters like the J-10, J-11 and Su-30. And diesel boats and more H-6s and hundreds of thousands of “innocent” Chinese fishing vessels that dotted the ocean with encrypted and linked radios to act as tattletales and report any non-PRC unit they came across. All the EMCON in the world couldn’t defend them from an alert lookout with binoculars who was trained in ship and aircraft recognition. Once in the SCS, long-range and deadly SAMs from numerous islands could reach out and touch Wilson and his formations of strikers before any American sensor could detect their launch points. He thought of his aircrew, kids only a few years removed from flight school in Pensacola. Much would be asked of them in the coming days. Were they ready? Was he?
Are we really going to do this? Wilson and The Big Unit, even Admiral Clark in INDOPACOM had to think combat was imminent and had to have a plan to execute when the order came. Will we suffer heavy losses? And what are “heavy losses” in the new 21st century way of war? Is only one downed aircraft unacceptable? Are American citizens prepared to accept reports of multiple and daily aircraft losses? Will we lose a ship? My ship?
Still restless, he pulled some stationery paper from a drawer and a pen from his flight suit pocket.
Dear Mary,
It’s after midnight on the 21st, and we are a day ahead of you, now in the Eastern Hemisphere. We flew yesterday, and the guys did great.
We got a report from Lemoore. Congratulations to Derrick! All we heard was the score of the game, but I hope he had a good one. How about Brit — popular sister of the football hero? A fun time in their lives, and I regret missing it.
How are you doing? I’ve missed you and think of you daily. We get reports of what is going on in the world — yes, we know more than most about what is going on ahead of us — but I think you pretty much know what I know. How are the spouses doing? Please let them know their loved ones here are doing an outstanding job. They are ready for anything Washington asks of us.
We must be ready for combat, and we are. We might be playing a game of strategic chicken, but I wouldn’t mind if someone backs down. That said — with the loss of life on the cruiser and on the patrol plane you probably heard about — I doubt it will be us. My best-case scenario is that China sees us coming and raises their hands as if to say “Don’t shoot.” My sense is that they won’t, that they consider the islands they created in international waters as their sovereign territory and will fight for them as we would fight for Catalina. Not a completely valid analogy, but it’s late and the best I can come up with now.
They will have to abandon those islands for this to end. They won’t, unless we make them. Unless I make them.
As we talked before I left, we are under no illusions that this will be easy or go the way we may wish it to. I’m willing to fight now so Derrick and Brittany and their generation, won’t have to step up against a much stronger and entrenched enemy. In my mind, China did not want this fight, but they’ve got it. Guess I answered my own question; no one is going to back down. No one can.
If we go into combat now, it is better than waiting for combat later, and, if we fight, I’m sure you’ll know within minutes after it happens. Our forces are superior in quantity and quality. I’m confident in three things: the crew of this ship, Randy Johnson’s leadership, and myself, even as an old guy of almost 47! (Randy asked me to tell you hello next time I wrote.)
We have some stuff. I guess China does, too, and we may see it. However, we are defending freedom, and I’m willing to defend it.

Wilson read over his words, his intuition telling him that parents throughout time had thought the same about their own children, many of whom had followed their parents’ footsteps into wars in other places. If ordnance was expended from Hancock in anger, the carrier could expect to see some coming back at her in return. The prospect of casualties in the coming weeks was more likely than not. Where would Derrick and Brittany have to fight one day? The next words he wrote shocked him as they came off his pen.
I think this will be my last deployment. Don’t worry; that’s not a dark premonition. While I’ve thought about hanging it up before, I just think it’s time. Maybe one more shore tour back east. It’s never easy, but I know that you and the kids suck it up and salute come what may. I’m sorry for the times my career has ripped you all away from places and friends you’ve loved.
I intend to give this letter to the next pilot going to the beach, wherever that “beach” is, so it can be mailed. Know you like getting a letter once in a while. As I have for over 20 years. I love and miss you. We’re okay out here, we are ready and confident. We can pray, too, let’s all pray. You’ve always inspired me to do well. I’ll email and call first chance we get. Love to the kids, so proud of them.
Love always,
James

Wilson reread the letter — not too melodramatic, but enough to show Mary his inner thoughts. He kept much back. No need for her to know what a DF-21 or supersonic cruise missile could do to Hancock and the human beings inside. However, Mary knew this was going to be a heavyweight fight the likes of which the United States had not fought since the Second World War.
Wilson noted the flight deck still quiet on the PLAT monitor and checked the time: 0115. Past the cold front, the ship carried nothing more than a gentle roll. He wondered if the E-2 and C-2 crews — and Olive — were still awake from the adrenalin produced by their pitching-deck traps. He was ready for sleep and needed it before his day would start anew with a briefing in flag plot in less than six hours. Cactus Clark and his staff would no doubt have orders for Hancock—and Wilson — to carry out.

CHAPTER 24

PLA(N) HQ Zhanjiang
Humid warmth smacked Qin in the face as he stepped off his plane at PLA(N) South Sea Fleet HQ at Zhanjiang. He missed the humidity and salt air of this waterfront, and was thankful to be away from the oppression of Beijing, if only for a few hours. However, this was no holiday trip.
He returned the salute of Fleet Commander Vice Admiral Li Wang at the base of the boarding stairs. PLA(N) sailors in white dress uniforms held rifles at “present arms” as they stood at attention along the red carpet that led to the staff car.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, welcome home!” Li greeted Qin with a smile and warm handshake. Ignoring the sailors, they both strode to the car with Qin’s entourage behind them.
“Thank you, Li. As we landed, I saw your piers are more empty than full.”
“They are, Comrade Admiral. We put the last of the destroyers to sea yesterday. Only a handful of ships are in dry dock, and our coastal missile boats are loaded and on alert.”
Qin motioned to their right at a line of parked J-10s in ordered rows. “I see your aviation assets are still here.”
“They are on full alert, Comrade Admiral, and ready for dispersal or employment as directed. Our outposts are manned, their ramps are full of bombers and tactical aircraft, and surveillance assets are in place at Hainan.”
“Do you have enough?” Qin asked.
Li smiled as he shook his head. “Never enough, but I’m confident we have a robust capability that can give us 24-hour coverage.”
Qin returned the salute of the sailor who opened the door to the black sedan. Both admirals stepped inside with their aides for the short drive to the headquarters building.
Upon arrival they were met by additional sailors standing at attention, who as one unit popped rigid salutes. A band played the Navy March as the admirals and their train walked between the lines of sailors to the building. Qin noted the smooth, young faces, their eyes locked straight ahead.
Once inside, staff functionaries led them to the briefing room with rich zitan furnishings and a large digital chart of the Western Pacific. Qin was placed at the head of the table with Li seated to his right flanked by his component commanders, most of whom Qin recognized and acknowledged with a nod. Keeping her eyes downcast, an orderly brought Qin a serving of hot tea in a fine porcelain teacup decorated with a blue and white floral motif. Li cleared this throat and began.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, the People’s South Sea Fleet, your former command, welcomes you back to Zhanjiang and is honored by your presence. My staff has taken diligent and tireless measures to prepare the fleet for combat and to meet the People’s tasking and expectations to defend the fatherland. Begin the briefing to the Commander!”
A staff officer standing next to the screen, confident and impeccable in his white uniform, snapped to attention and with sharp and precise motions delivered and finished a salute. As if a robot, he took the briefing pointer and in a strong voice began the presentation as the first briefing slide was projected.
“People’s Liberation Army Navy Comrade Commander, the South Sea Fleet is in a state of full readiness! Our powerful fleet is very vicious and ready to destroy the enemy! Due to the heroical efforts of fleet logisticians, all our ships are in 100 percent combat readiness with crews that are perfectly trained to inflict maximum damage on enemies that dare…”
After 30 seconds, Qin lost his patience. He had seen too many of these canned dog-and-pony shows to continue. He waved his hand and turned to Li.
“Li, let’s skip this and talk among you and your commanders. Where are your ships positioned?” Li motioned to the screen, and the PLA(N) ship force disposition appeared.
“Comrade Admiral, we have two submarines near the second island chain in the vicinity of Guam, and twenty-five major combatants in the Southern Sea. In addition, we’ve placed these five here along the Taiwan-Philippines island chain. We have three diesel boats north of Malacca and two more north of Luzon. Four Type 055 cruisers are in position, two near the Luzon Strait, one south of the Spratly group, and one off Scarborough Shoal, interspersed with Luyang destroyers. All of our southern near-sea outposts have full complements of combat aircraft and full defenses, and our coastal patrol aircraft are on three-hour alert, with forces at Hainan on heightened alert.”
“Where are the Americans?” Qin asked. Li motioned and another display appeared.
“Reports from our militia in the Indian Ocean say their Les Aspin carrier strike group is 400 miles southeast of Ceylon, and the Indian Navy is at sea, all of them heading toward Malacca. In the strait, the Americans have a cruiser and two guided-missile destroyers. And several of their LCS corvettes are in Singapore.”
“Nothing in our Southern Sea?”
“Nothing, not even an airplane, Comrade Admiral. Their submarines — that is another matter. We had a track on one of their Los Angeles attack boats yesterday — northeast of Luzon — but lost it. It is fair to consider they have submarines inside the Southern Sea.”
“With Tomahawks. We must find them.”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral, we are untiring in our efforts,” Li said as he nodded his understanding of the threat these cruise missiles posed. Qin changed course.
“Where are the other American carriers?”
“John Adams is still in Guam and shows no signs of getting underway. Sam Nunn is transiting past Hawaii. One of their carriers is deploying from their Atlantic coast but must transit around South America — it is over a month away from the second island chain. That leaves Hancock, which we found last night in the North Pacific. We’ve lost it now, but extrapolating its course and speed since it left California waters to where we detected it south of the Aleutian chain, we believe it will cross south of Iwo Jima in three days if they maintain that track.”
Qin nodded and thought about the American fleet disposition. Sighted in Guam, USS John Adams was of limited combat capability. The natural funnel that Malacca presented aided the identification and targeting of anything approaching from the Indian Ocean. The American carrier Hancock was his immediate threat. Swift, and able to conceal its emissions, it could move in any direction and again disappear in the immense ocean. PLA rocket and air forces could target every runway from Singapore to Guam to Okinawa and rain precision munitions on them within hours. Ships were another matter, and even with determined effort, a 100,000-ton giant like Hancock was not that easy to find and target. Both admirals knew from personal experience the American carriers were far from the “sitting ducks” some thought them to be.
“Three days,” Qin murmured as he looked at the chart of the region. With his eyes he measured the distance from the Aleutians to Iwo Jima.
“Where are their helicopter carriers?” he asked.
“Their forward deployed vessel is in dry dock in Sasebo, but they have another in the region, Veracruz, that left Darwin three days ago. We do not have a track on it, but before it can bring combat power to bear we’ll find it transiting a southern choke point. A third, USS Solomon Islands, left Hawaii yesterday with three escort ships. We do not have a track on it.”
Qin nodded, and then turned to Li. “Clear the room of all but your component commanders and your chief of staff.”
Li barked an order and the three dozen staff officers who were arrayed along the walls departed in ordered silence. Qin’s aide handed his admiral a folder and was the last out, closing the door behind him.
Qin remained silent as the men at the table waited for him to begin. He looked at each one with purpose, the silence building to an uncomfortable level. Last he came to Li, and held his gaze for several awkward seconds.
“We will attack first,” Qin said in a low voice. He saw some nod their heads in acknowledgement. He let it sink in.
“We will target and disable their carrier Hancock after we find it again crossing the second island chain. Before they can react, Rocket Forces will disable their base on Guam and destroy their ISR and navigation satellites in low earth orbit. And the Subic Bay complex, especially the airfield. Li, once the order is given, your naval aviation regiment will neutralize the Vietnamese installations at Cam Ranh Bay and Haiphong, plus their tactical air bases from Ho Chi Minh City to Hanoi. We must secure our western flank before we concentrate on the American wave from the east, and you’ll have one day to do it.”
“It will be done, Comrade Admiral,” Li nodded, his faint smile betraying his eagerness to attack.
“At the same time, Heaven’s Shield will be deployed over the entire Southern Sea.” Qin sensed the admirals’ surprise.
“The entire southern sea, Comrade Admiral?”
“Yes. The People’s Liberation Air Force has over 400 air vehicles to employ in a 1,000 by 700-mile blanket over the Southern Sea. We’ll have the high ground with sensors and precision weapons. Anything that is alien to our territorial seas will be dealt with. Blood Moon, Fleet Commander, is vital to defeat any threats coming up from the south, and the outpost will have a 100-mile buffer at the edge of Heaven’s Shield.”
The fleet submarine commander spoke up. “What about our satellites, Comrade Admiral? Will the Americans destroy them in retaliation?”
“I would expect it,” Qin said, “and maybe not through kinetic means, but we cannot depend on full access to our satellites. Destroying each other’s satellites will hurt them much more than us.” The others nodded.
“Our strategy is predicated on overwhelming them at the outset, keeping them off balance and showing the world the high price even the Americans must pay for aggression inside our territory and territorial seas. Our media front is key. Pictures of destroyed American installations, planes, burning ships and even pictures of their lost sons and daughters will aid our efforts. Especially the image of a dead young woman. As we know, Americans are ruled by emotions.
“However, we must expect they are going to attack. They have a history of telegraphing their moves as they do now. Unlike weak Arab enemies, we have the means to fight at their level, but we cannot sustain it. Time is on their side.”
The naval aviation regimental commander now spoke. “Do we really think the Americans are going to attack our territory, Comrade Admiral? As you said, they are ruled by emotions and embrace weakness. They even coddle homosexuals! Their admirals and generals act like hysterical women in efforts to increase the numbers of deviants in their ranks to appease their taskmasters in Washington. The American military is focused on sexual excess and plush accommodations, hides behind automation to avoid risking their lives, and has no stomach to fight the People’s Republic! We will make short work.”
Qin’s eyes narrowed as he took the brash admiral’s measure. It was his pilot that ran into the American patrol plane in the Southern Sea and further steeled American resolve.
“It appears you put great stock in our own press clippings, Admiral. I do not share your unwarranted enthusiasm and overconfidence. The Americans are massing forces across the Pacific, and they are coming here. Surely they have imagery of this building and may know of this meeting right now. They may indeed run at the first sign of blood, but I do not believe they will, and I must be prepared that they will not. Have you met Admiral Clark?”
“No, Comrade Admiral.”
Qin pressed him. “Have you met any of their senior commanders? Have you visited to the United States?”
“No, Comrade Admiral.”
“Because I have, I do not share your view that Admiral Clark and the American military will turn and run. Yes, many, if not most, in their parliament are ignorant weaklings who prostitute themselves for votes. Their society is decadent and undisciplined, but their military is capable and proven. The pilots we will face are combat veterans. Do you have combat experience, Admiral?”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral, 1990’s actions against the Uyghurs in the frontier.”
“Commendable, Admiral. Unlike many of us here, you have been tried by fire. How many pilots in your regiments have a similar level of combat experience?”
The aviator shifted as he pondered how to answer. “Few, if any, Comrade Admiral.”
Qin nodded. “Most, if not all, of the American pilots have experienced combat since 2001. True, they have not faced your frontline J-11s or surface-to-air defenses, but they, including their women you disdain, fly hundreds of miles over enemy territory and the high seas to deliver firepower with precise effect. Their Tomahawks work, and their defenses have been tested. Are you willing to bet they will not attack Blood Moon Atoll?”
“I will go to Blood Moon myself, Comrade Admiral.”
“Good. Please have your wife — and son — accompany you.”
A chill came over the room as those at the table shifted. The aviator’s countenance became dark, and his eyes were locked on Qin. Neither one blinked during the long silence. Qin spoke first.
“Your pilots can gain experience against the Vietnamese once the initial attacks occur. Beginning tomorrow at midnight, I want you to be able to strike Cam Ranh and Ho Chi Minh City within two hours of the order. The Vietnam air-defense target set is your responsibility, the length and breadth of the country. I predict the Americans will then strike you at Blood Moon within 72 hours, but since you are confident they will not, I hope your family enjoys their tropical vacation. In the meantime, I suggest all of you prepare for war with the United States. They mean to do us harm. We must not let them.”

CHAPTER 25

USS Hancock
Four time zones to the east, Hancock ploughed ahead through gentle seas, her bow rising and falling in easy motion. The midafternoon sun warmed all who were topside on the flight deck, either working or goofing off. To the east, Cape St. George was in position as “shotgun,” and the sharp silhouette of Earl Gallaher could be seen on the southern horizon. A clutch of nugget pilots in their green flight suits stood on the angle and leaned into the 30-knot wind, creating wind foils with their flight jackets as if to lift off the ship. They laughed as one aviator lost his balance and almost stumbled off the deck edge.
One deck below, Wilson, Weed, and the squadron COs were gathered in CVIC with charts of the Western Pacific clipped on easels. Off to the side was a tactical chart of the Spratly Islands, with multicolored SAM threat circles drawn around PRC installations like Blood Moon and Stingray Reef that covered almost the entire breadth of the South China Sea. Big double-digit SAM rings on Banyon Island intersected with those of the Spratlys, and all but a sliver of airspace along Luzon fell under the Chinese SAM umbrella, which could be filled by their guided-missile destroyers. As the aircrew studied the charts, they got a sense of the distances involved between mainland China and the first and second island chains, the lay of the land in the SCS, and the vastness of the Philippine Sea. With one look they could see their tactical problem involved long ranges, multiple in-flight refuelings and Chinese defense-in-depth. But what was their tasking? Knowing CAG Wilson had spent the morning with the admiral in flag plot, they figured they would find out at this meeting.
With the COs seated and door closed, Wilson began.
“Lady and gentlemen, we received tasking this morning from INDOPACOM. In a nutshell, we will transit two more days and begin flight ops 300 miles east of Iwo Jima. We will launch armed surface searches and update the surface picture before we transit the second island chain between the Bonin and Northern Mariana Islands. We’ll transit at night in a sprint with Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher blocking for us, and another DDG is coming down from Japan to help with ASW. We’ve got an attack sub out there, too, and P-8s out of Misawa, so we’ve got plenty of escort. Once in the Phil Sea, we’re in open water, but it looks like we are going to take a position east of Luzon from which to help roll back the Chinese into the SCS. That will be another two-day transit but at a slower advance.”
Wilson saw Mother grimace and, in an almost imperceptible motion, shake his head. Almost imperceptible. Wilson continued.
“Air Force bombers from Guam, Australia and Hickam are going to hit the Spratly installations hard, with two squadrons of Raptors out of Guam to help. We’re going to provide suppression with our Growlers and preemptive AARGM for the Guam strikers, and Les Aspin is going to do the same for Air Force assets coming out of Australia. We can expect the Aussies to help with their Growlers, too. Gumby, are your guys ready on the threat emitters in this region?”
“Ready, CAG,” the Growler squadron CO answered with an emphatic nod.
“Great. Rhino squadrons, expect to be AARGM and SLAM shooters to suppress the threat as the big bombers go in, and, of course, tankers to help keep gas in the air. Even close to the Philippines, we’ve still got about a 1,000-mile hike to Blood Moon, and Banyon Island is only a little closer.” Wilson noted Olive’s nod, and Mother Tucker crossed his arms and legs, his disgust evident on his face.
“We’ve also got Solomon Islands coming from Hawaii with over twenty Seahawks, most of them Romeo sub hunters. When they near Guam, they’ll embark expeditionary Sierras and two squadrons of F-35s out of Yuma.”
“They pulled the Air Combat Element off and left them at Kaneohe?” Mother interrupted. Wilson answered in stride.
“Don’t know where they left them, but Solomon Islands is going to be a sea control ship, and that’s where you come in. With the Super Hornets flying the long legs to the SCS, we’re gonna keep your Hornets nearby as surface and combat air patrol. The JSFs from Solomon Islands are going to go along with the strike birds, and all the helos are going to prosecute any subs or militia fishing boats they find.”
“CAG, we’re not going over the beach at all? What did the Marine Corps do to be kept out of this fight?”
Wilson stopped and looked at Mother amid raised eyebrows from the other COs. Wilson took the high road.
“Mother, it’s nothing the Marine Corps did, we’ve got big time tasking for you to help sanitize the area around the strike group. We can’t proceed without you, but here’s the reality: the legs on your older Hornets require more gas than the Rhinos, and the Rhinos can carry more ordnance, the Rhinos are tankers, yada, yada. We’ll have plenty of work for you guys.”
“Are the JSFs on Solomon Islands going over the beach?” Mother asked him.
Wilson’s patience was wearing thin. “Maybe… probably. Don’t know. I don’t know if we are going over the beach, but what I do know is that we have our tasking message from INDOPACOM, and I expect we’ll be in total EMCON for at least the next two days. So, as we transit, we need to groom our aircraft and get smart on the geography from Singapore up to Korea. I also know we haven’t flown in days, and I’m going to see if we can at least get some day flying to exercise the aircraft and aircrew. Our closest approach to Japan is going to be over 500 miles. There’s nothing out here.”
Although he kept his mouth shut, Mother made a face that betrayed his thoughts. Typical Navy bullshit. Keeping the Marines out of the fight. Mother couldn’t believe he and his guys, on “Day One,” were going to be missing the action while the damn Navy and even the limp-dick Air Force hogged all the glory. As he listened to Wilson go over the targets and how they would be struck with smart weapons, he fought to keep his emotions under control. Too much silver bullet standoff and with the long ranges involved they couldn’t keep continuous pressure on the Chinese. Just smack ‘em in the face!
Wilson continued.
“If this thing goes hot, the plan is to roll them back, maybe drive them out of the SCS; to push them back to their mainland waters and keep the SCS open. For their merchant traffic, too, and this is going to complicate our problem.”
“CAG, isn’t this already hot?” Olive asked. “What if we come across a Chinese vessel out here in the next day or two?”
“For now, we report it and stand clear. The diplomats may come up with a solution that doesn’t require us, but I don’t think that is going to happen.”
Gumby, the Growler squadron CO, spoke next. “CAG, are there strike lead assignments?”
“Not yet. Just go through these folders and get familiar with the territory. Have your Intel Officers give your squadrons briefs on the threats. We can expect anything from Su-30s to older MiGs, H-6s carrying cruise missiles to fishing boats with handheld SAMs. Be ready.” Olive raised her hand.
“What about the Japanese sir? What if we come across them?”
“The Japanese are going to be at sea, but they are neutral. Their concern is the Senkaku Islands north of Taiwan. They are not going to help us, but we may see some of their units as we transit past Iwo.” Mother forced himself to sit on his hands. Once the meeting broke up, he bolted for the door and headed aft to Ready 8, shaking his head in disgust.
* * *
Once inside, Mother strode to the front of the room and took his seat, grumbling and muttering something unintelligible. Most of his pilots were hanging around, and saw their CO was distressed, no pissed. The Panther Ops Officer spoke first.
“How was the COs meeting, Skipper?”
Mother groaned and shook his head. “Looks like the jarheads are ridin’ the pine.”
Conversation elsewhere in the room stopped, and everyone looked at Mother with incredulity. “What?” Tension shot through the overhead as Mother nodded. A crowd gathered around his chair.
“Skipper, what do you mean? They’re going into combat without us?”
“Yep, were gonna be the fuckin’ babysitters for these boats while the rest of the wing goes over the beach.”
His Marines, eyes narrowed in anger, looked at each other in frustration, trying to guess what their CO meant.
“After we get in the Phil Sea the damned Air Force is going to lead strikes into the Spratlys to spank the Pricks. Navy is going to suppress the defenses for them, and we sit here doing surface combat air patrol.”
“Why, Skipper?” a young captain whined.
“Hell if I know! And I tell ya, it could be from the top. The budget is a daily battle in Washington, and if Marines aren’t involved in this operation the Navy can get a bigger piece of the pie.”
“What did CAG say, sir?” a major asked.
“We’re gonna exercise the jets in two days and transit past Iwo Jima in three. Once in the Phil Sea, Air Force bombers out of Guam, to include F-22s, will go in and soften up the Prick outposts in the SCS. Navy shoots their silver bullets to keep the Prick heads down, and we’re suckin’ hind tit with quick-reaction alerts to protect these rust buckets. Oh yeah, your JSF buddies from Yuma are on USS Solomon Islands, and they kicked off the Ospreys and Huey-Cobras to put swab helos on it. Waste of a good amphib.
“You know, if we had our shit together, we’d bring down the fighters from Iwakuni, the rotor-heads from Okinawa, flow us and the JSFs ashore at Cubi or Clark in the Philippines and we’d be right there. An instant expeditionary airfield with a Marine Air Group who is familiar with one other and ready to kick some ass. We aren’t going to take these sandbars with a frickin’ Tomahawk or some magic GPS bomb. You land a battalion of Marines and support ‘em with fires. You want to take territory and ensure it is taken, you gotta look ‘em in the eye before you shoot ‘em.”
Mother’s JOs were eating it up, pissed that the Navy was screwing them this way.
“On the other hand,” Mother continued, “flowing ashore to an austere field in the PI may not be the best thing. The Navy could leave us, you know. They’ve done it before out here. Can’t trust ‘em. They’ll leave ya.”
The JOs nodded, knowing that Mother was referring to the WWII Navy having to withdraw from the Marine beachhead on Guadalcanal in the face of superior Japanese naval power. Navy airmen, corpsmen, and Seabees fought with the Marines on the island, and many more sailors were lost in ferocious surface combat to keep the Japanese from dominating the waters around Guadalcanal, but the myth that the Navy abandoned the Marines over 75 years ago was accepted thought in much of the Corps.
The once vibrant and jovial ready room was now somber and frustrated at the thought of missing the big one — just because they were Marines. Frickin’ swabs!

CHAPTER 26

Weed knocked twice on Wilson’s stateroom door before he opened it. Looking up from his desk, Wilson motioned him inside. “Hey, Weed,” he said with a smile.
“Ready to go, big guy? They’re all gathered in the foc’sle.”
“Yeah… still not sure what to tell them. We start armed sorties tomorrow, but we aren’t at war… be ready for anything, report and track everything… but don’t start something with hundreds of pounds of high-explosive on your wings.”
“Yep, standard Navy tasking.”
“Clear as mud,” Wilson said, shaking his head.
“What are you going to tell them?” Weed asked as he pulled up a chair.
“Combat mindset. Be ready. Know your enemy, know your aircraft, know your wingman, and know yourself. Know the damn ROE. Time for training is over. It may begin tomorrow — probably not — but if it does, there will be no time for any of these pep talks.”
“What do you think?”
Wilson exhaled as his eyes met Weeds. “I think we’re going to hit them. Not sure where and how, but I expect we’re going to fight these guys. All over the Pacific… and maybe tomorrow.”
Weed nodded, and both men were quiet. “What does the Admiral say?”
“He expects a war of attrition. Pac Fleet is not letting up. He thinks it will start when Solomon Islands shows up as this floating sea-control base. A Zumwalt guided-missile destroyer is en route with a zillion missiles and every sub in the fleet is moving into a launch basket. Confront them out here, and if they push back, shoot everything we’ve got. Once the shooting starts, it’s kill or be killed. Shoot first….”
“And let God sort ‘em out…” Weed said in a low tone. Wilson made no effort to end the discussion.
“How many of our guys will we lose?”
Wilson tightened one corner of his mouth. “Don’t know. Depends on the tasking, how long this goes. Depends. Don’t know, but we have to be ready for it. This ship could get hit, hard.”
“Is Blower ready to fight the ship?”
“As ready as we are. Another come-as-you-are war. Are our guys 100 percent ready, 81 percent? How about the jets? Guess I’d take 81 percent at this point.” Both realized the frank assessment of their readiness was lowering their energy levels.
“You ready now to give a rousing pep talk to Air Wing Fifteen?” Weed asked with a grin.
Wilson smiled and looked at his watch. “Yeah. Guess they’ve been standing in ranks for a few minutes. You go ahead, and I’ll be right behind.”
Weed stood and zipped up his flight jacket. “It’s gonna be cold up there. Bring your jacket.”
“Not wearing one,” Wilson replied, as he ripped his Velcro nametag off his flight suit. He followed by removing his Air Wing patch, his TOPGUN patch, and his 3,000-hour Hornet patch and tossed them on his desk.
Weed removed his jacket and did the same. “Good leadership,” he muttered. Wilson said nothing, then turned to Weed.
“I’ll be two-mikes behind you.”
“Roger, Flip. Glad you’re the CAG.”
“You could do this, too, and probably better.”
“No, I mean it. There’s no better man. We’ll follow you through fire.”
“Thanks, my brother.”
“Just don’t talk all night!”
Wilson laughed. “Wilco,” he said.
Weed left and Wilson stood alone with the burden of command. Twenty years older than most of his pilots, he knew them, their young faces, their futures, the joys of parenthood, and the rewarding challenges of increased responsibility. He realized that, barring a last-minute reprieve, not all of them would return from this deployment. For a moment, he looked at a picture of Mary and the kids.
Closing his eyes, he folded his hands and brought them to his chin.
God… please give me the words…
Wilson prayed for inspiration, for deliverance, and for his Air Wing aviators. What was he going to say to them… in five minutes? He thought of Waldron and Stockdale, and their messages of determination and resolve.
He headed forward and contemplated the frames of knee-knockers ahead, some 300 feet in front of him with no one visible in the normally high-traffic passageway. Hancock pitched and rolled as it sped west mile after mile. How many times had he walked this starboard passageway on Hanna, or Happy Valley, or Coral Maru? Wilson knew the way to the foc’sle by heart, every hatch, every ladder. Memories came to him of all the fun times in the foc’sle during “The Follies,” poking fun at the heavies with Weed and Dutch, Olive and Annie. Now he was a heavy, and what he was about to say to his aviators waiting for him to arrive was serious, deadly serious.
Wilson had never felt more alone.
He ducked under the cat track and stopped at an open hatch with a ladder that led to the flight deck catwalk. Through a hole in the steel plate he could see gray North Pacific skies over a gray sea, and the salt air, brisk and bracing, charged him up. He was a combat aviator heading to war, and in command.
Another three frames forward he found a ladder and trundled down, conscious of his footsteps and the quiet. Continuing forward, he saw the open door to the foc’sle and some of the over 100 Hancock aircrew standing in ranks. As he stepped onto the painted deck, someone yelled, “Attention on deck!” With a single sound of boots thudding together the assembly came to attention. Only Wilson’s footsteps could be heard as he walked with purpose along the starboard anchor chain to address his aviators.
Sensing all eyes on him, Wilson got to the hawsepipe, made a left turn, and stepped to a point in front of Weed. Wilson stopped and made a crisp facing movement toward him. Weed lifted a salute.
“Air Wing Fifteen, formed and ready, sir.”
Wilson returned his salute and in a low tone said, “Thanks, Buddy. Please take your position.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Weed said with a smile and stepped to the left of and behind Wilson, to face the Wing aircrew, still at attention in their squadron clusters.
Wilson assessed his aviators, and then took a breath. “Wolfpack! Fall out and gather up around me!”
The ranks broke up as the aviators shuffled forward between the anchor chains. Wilson motioned them forward, “C’mon, guys, step up. Gather ‘round.” Led by their skippers, the flight-suited pilots and NFOs moved toward him. Mother and his Panthers held back next to the port hawsepipe.
Wilson contemplated the young faces of the group as they surrounded him. He and Weed were years older than any of them. Even COs like Olive were not yet 40. The shuffling motion stopped, and, as the aircrew waited for Wilson to begin, their eyes searched his face. Outside the sea swished against the hull, and the compartment creaked as the carrier’s bow lifted and fell on the sea. Wilson’s piercing stare showed his resolve, and his bare Velcro showed he was ready for combat.
“About ten days ago we got word that USS Cape Esperance, conducting innocent passage in international waters, was attacked with a deadly nerve agent that killed, in minutes, her captain and ninety percent of her crew.” Wilson let his words hang in the air.
“Several days ago a P-8 flying in international airspace was intercepted. Then, either through aggressive maneuvers or inattention, it was rammed, resulting in the loss of all hands.” Wilson again paused, and noted a few heads nodding.
“The People’s Republic of China, through either unprofessional mistakes or on purpose, is responsible for this loss of life. Washington has sent us, Air Wing Fifteen—you—here to hold them responsible for the deaths of our shipmates. Right now, Hancock and the rest of the strike group is conducting a show-of-force to get them to back off in the region. I do not believe that will be enough, but I do believe we are going into combat in days, maybe hours.”
One hundred sets of eyes were glued to him.
“Tomorrow we are going to fly with live ordnance and conduct surface searches and combat air patrols around and ahead of the strike group. We may encounter PRC vessels, and our tasking, right now, is to report them. Depending on what they are, we may bird-dog them, and we need to be smart about staying outside threat envelopes and not acting with hostile intent. If PRC airplanes show up, we are going to escort them. However, if their ships or aircraft, including their merchants and fishermen, show hostile intent, we are going to defend ourselves without a lot of deliberation. You’ve had your ROE briefs in your ready rooms, and I expect them to be followed. It is vital for the United States that we show restraint, but when you are given the order, by me, I expect you to bring the thunder. I also expect you to hold nothing back.
“We are also going to be moving, at full speed, until we get into the Philippine Sea, and probably at full speed after that. Movement is defense, and to keep them off guard, we are going to be fast and unpredictable. That means the ship probably won’t be at your launched position, and the ship reserves the right to not be at the briefed expected recovery position. Plan fuel reserves accordingly.”
Wilson maintained eye contact with the aviators, and then glanced at Mother, who had his head down and arms crossed.
“Now I’m going to talk about EMCON. Radio and radar discipline is paramount; do not radiate when you are not supposed to. You’ve got Link. You’ve got passive sensors. You’ve got wingmen. And you’ve got day and night visual signals. This past week you’ve studied up on signal flags. I expect you’ll use this knowledge in the coming days. The bridge right now is using celestial navigation to backup the GPS readout. Who knows how long we’ll have GPS. Guys, we are going to be operating in the open ocean hundreds of miles from anything, and you’ll have to monitor your navigation using time, distance, heading like our ancestors did.” Wilson noted nods from several more of his aviators.
“Let’s talk about the Chinese. They are not ten feet tall, and they are not combat tested like you guys are. But let’s be frank… we haven’t engaged a blue-water Navy in contested waters either, not since World War II. They have modern ships and airplanes, missiles, satellites, and rockets. They have some stuff. We must not underestimate them. But they don’t have the ‘bench’ we do, and they are not as agile. They should know that and not engage us in a fight, but, if they do, we have to defend, and then we are going to hit them back — and hard, very hard. Honor the threat, expect they know what they are doing, counter it, and defeat them.”
The aircrews nodded again, and Wilson could tell he was connecting with all — except the Marines who mimicked the stance of their CO with crossed arms and contempt on their faces. No doubt Mother had poisoned the well in Ready 8 after the CO’s meeting. He could deal with it later. Wilson had one more thing to say before he dismissed them.
“Guys, you are ready for this. Yes, we are on a new ship with new faces, and we haven’t had any time to really train at a combat tempo. However, we have a reservoir of training and standardization to fall back on. And experience. And capability. It is now up to you to know your aircraft and weapons systems, to plan smart, to brief the plan and fly the brief, and to make decisions on the ROE we’ve been briefed on. Fly the aircraft smart and, when directed, hit them hard. They have built installations in the South China Sea that are there to control the sea lanes and to exploit natural resources — from petroleum to fish. Don’t think they won’t fight for them. We are fighting for our lost shipmates on Cape Esperance, and the Poseidon crew, even John Adams with half her crew detained. And we fight for each other, with good mutual support and escorting damaged aircraft. Washington will manage this, but our job — your job — is to follow our tasking to find and track them and, if they make a wrong move, hit them without remorse. Again guys, your aircraft are going to be armed tomorrow and each one of you has tremendous responsibility. I have full confidence in you and so does the Admiral. And your country. Good hunting out there. That is all.”
A CO sang out, “Attention on deck!” The aircrews popped to attention where they stood. With Weed following, Wilson stepped around the hawsepipe and aft along the starboard anchor chain, the way he had entered.
“Carry on,” said Wilson before leaving the compartment.
Once inside the passageway, he and Weed headed aft toward the Intel spaces to get the latest. “How’d that go?” Wilson asked.
“Good. You said what you needed to get their minds right and show your confidence in them. How did they look to you?”
“Ready to go, loyal, focused. Except the Panthers. Sensed a chill from them.”
“Yeah. I saw it, too.”
They bounded up a ladder and turned aft. Wilson decided to get some fresh air on the flight deck with his friend to discuss the mood of his air wing.
“Let’s go topside,” he said.
“Sounds good.”
Wilson led them to a hatch, and they stepped up a ladder and into a catwalk above the missile sponson. They stepped up another ladder and onto the flight deck, having to crouch low under a Hornet stabilator before they ambled aft between rows of jets parked on the bow cats. Under a high overcast, the visibility was unlimited, and Wilson noted it was warmer than he had expected.
“Mother’s pissed the Marines aren’t leading the charge and shooting down everything in the PRC.”
“He always has his nose out of joint,” Weed said. They walked at a slow pace, aided by the wind at their backs. Around them sailors tended to the jets, and ahead a bunch of green shirts worked on the Cat 2 JBD. Wilson continued.
“Everything out here is a thousand miles away from everything else. The Rhinos carry more fuel and bombs, and they’re tankers. If I need combat air patrol near the ship, the Panthers are my first choice, but when the bubble goes up, it’s going to be the Super Hornets on Day One.”
The men walked to the angle in silence. “I’m not going to worry about hurt feelings,” Wilson said. “We’ve got a job to do.”
“When do you think this is going to turn hot?” Weed asked.
Wilson scanned the horizon. “When we are within striking range of the South China Sea. I don’t know…. We probably have a few days to operate in the Phil Sea, wait for Solomon Islands to show up, wait for more Air Force assets in Guam. Admiral says Guam is practically full; they’re parking jets on taxiways and access roads.”
“Sure hope it doesn’t capsize,” Weed deadpanned.
Wilson smiled as they continued down the flight deck.
“Are you going to fly the first strike?” Weed asked.
“I want to… if The Big Unit lets me. It’s probably going to be an escort for the Growlers in support of the Air Force. Will have Olive lead it, and I’ll fly in her formation.”
“How about tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I want to be on the first wave, but my guess is it’s just going to be a day of surface search. Think we’ll be able to ease into this, whatever ‘this’ becomes.”
They got to the carrier’s ramp and looked at the eastern horizon. “Hey, check that out,” Weed said, pointing at a sea bird gliding over the waves off the port quarter.
“He’s a long way from home, wherever that is. Has a black body. What is it?”
“Gotta be an albatross of some sort. There’s nothing else out here.”
Both pilots contemplated Hancock’s wide wake that disappeared into the horizon as she ploughed ahead with purpose.
Ahead to the southwest, another long wingspan, this one manmade, soared above 100,000 feet, also looking east.

CHAPTER 27

USS Hancock
Wilson climbed up the ladder of his FA-18F Super Hornet, call sign Bronco 200, parked at the base of Cat 1. His Weapons Systems Officer was already in the back seat being hooked in by the plane captain. Bronco 200 was loaded for surface combat air patrol.
That morning Wilson had learned that a Chinese high-altitude unmanned aerial vehicle was detected some 200 miles ahead, just outside the second island chain. Right on Hancock’s track.
“Guess they saw us coming along the Aleutians,” The Big Unit had said at his morning meeting. With Hancock still at EMCON and running at better than 25 knots, the carrier could make any Chinese targeting solution more difficult, but Wilson and company could assume they now knew where Hancock was in the Pacific. Intel showed no Chinese surface units beyond the first island chain, but much of their fleet was underway in home waters. Of concern to Blower was that not all PLA(N) submarines were accounted for, a concern the admiral and Wilson also shared.
As Wilson was strapping in, a China Hemisphere Airlines A380 that had taken off from Guangzhou, bound for Honolulu, was 100 miles to the west. It carried a comfortable 296 passengers and was cruising at 37,000 feet at .85 Mach. Hancock received a linked track that showed flight CH105 Heavy and all the civilian trans-Pacific traffic that funneled into and out of Japanese, Korean, and Chinese arrival and departure corridors. However, it was the UAV ahead of Hancock that had the attention of all — from the watchstanders in CIC to the Commander Seventh Fleet, VADM McGill aboard Blue Ridge.
Wilson and the other jets scheduled for the first event were starting engines as Blower and Admiral Johnson conferred on Hancock’s bridge. Once the launch was complete, they would run Hancock and Cape St. George south for fifty miles with Earl Gallaher maintaining the current track, southwest toward Farrallon Island. If the UAV maintained position, they would stay 150 miles from it, plenty of distance, and force the snooper to monitor Earl Gallaher before it lost interest. The Chinese UAV had a right to be in international airspace, but, in the quasi-war they were in, Hancock could not take a chance of steaming under it.
The UAV was equipped with a high-magnification, infrared sensor, and, at 200 miles, detected three objects on the surface, tracking west. Through a satellite link it transmitted the digital return back to Eastern Fleet HQ where database computers enhanced the images in minutes. The large image matched that of an American carrier, and with the approval of the fleet commander who was watching the Americans approach real time, a command was sent to CH105 Heavy.
The aircraft was ordered to increase speed to .89 and veer 10 degrees right. The pilots complied.
Three minutes later, two circular doors, one on each underside of the jumbo jet’s horizontal tails, rotated inside the surface to reveal an opening to the airstream. At 10-second intervals, six cylindrical tubes were ejected from the openings, and the doors closed. In the cockpit, an order to return to Guangzhou was received. Without questioning the order, the pilots contacted Oceanic Control to change their flight plan and turned to the left, away from Hancock.
After fifteen seconds of free-fall, wings and canards deployed to fly the tubes using linked information from the UAV over 100 miles away. The tubes, each with an infrared sensor and a 45-pound warhead, maintained an easy glide to intercept the object they were commanded to engage. Because the air defense and early warning radars of the carrier and her escorts were not radiating, the ships had no indication that the strange objects were closing.
At the distances involved, the tubes took twelve minutes to glide the 80 miles to the push-over point, where they shed their long, thin wings, keeping small control fins for terminal control. From 20,000 feet, the tubes were now five miles away from Hancock and their sensors recognized it as an American Nimitz-class carrier. Orienting the deck layout, their IR sensors tracked four sharp lines of heat, two at the front of the ship and two on the left side as it moved through the water. Through AI, the small tubes “decided” which line of heat each would take, with two of the smart bombs remaining back 20 seconds to assess.
Hancock’s four steam catapults were now clear of aircraft, except for a MH-60 Sierra turning on the waist cats. Two of the weapons, now speeding down on the carrier in a steep dive below 10,000 feet, targeted the ends of the two hot lines on the bow, the catapult tracks. The other two oriented themselves on the waist catapults, and with the helicopter on the track of Catapult 4, the weapon assigned the shorter line of heat was “confused:” the image did not match the memory target file. As the weapon imaged and rejected two times per second, passing 2,000 feet, it went stupid and did not fuse. The number five missile then took over, identified it as proper, and armed up.
Wilson had just dropped his launch bar on Catapult 2 when a small explosion at the end of the track caught his attention. Before the explosion could register in his mind, another occurred on Cat 1, and sailors on the bow scurried aft. Then, a blast to his left jolted him, as he felt impacts on the Rhino’s left side. More sailors ducked in the catwalk and by instinct scampered for safety inside the ship. Wilson then saw a red ENG FIRE light illuminate as his WSO yelled something unintelligible on the ICS. Another sharp boom hit over his left shoulder, and sailors near the helicopter ran toward the island.
“CAG, shut it down! We’ve got fire out the left tailpipe!”
Hancock’s flight deck was characterized by confusion and fear as another explosion occurred at the end of Cat 3. With flame and black smoke billowing, fire-fighting parties with hoses attacked Wilson’s burning jet as he and his WSO raised the canopy and egressed over the right side, jumping eight feet to the steel deck. The Air Boss was bellowing on the 5MC as sailors ran from the sudden and mysterious explosions only to run back to fight the fires and help the wounded.
Within minutes, Blower knew the worst. All four catapults were hard down, hit at the end of their slots where the shuttle engages the water brake. The shuttles were all forward when the weapons went off on the tracks, damaging the shuttles, the slot plates, and water brake piping. Cat 3 at the end of the angle was hit twice, and steam poured from the mangled catapult track plates.
As residual smoke from 200 swirled about, Wilson ran over to a stretcher on the foul line that held a young sailor, no more than twenty, with blood staining his wounded arm and leg. Hancock had turned to put the wind on its beam to help the firefighters, and the MH-60 on the waist was pelted and damaged. Flight deck chiefs shouted commands and moved aircraft into spots with some of the jets still turning. Debris covered the flight deck. “Shut ‘em down!” Wilson yelled to the yellow shirts who looked at him in confusion before noting the eagles on his shoulders. “Where they are! We don’t wanna FOD an engine!” Wilson stayed on them, and soon the last jet engine wound down.
In his flight gear, Wilson raced up five ladders to the bridge. When he got there, Blower was on the phone to his Air Boss.
“What happened?” Wilson asked, panting for breath.
“They hit us with something like small guided bombs, and right on the catapult slots — the worst place. The tracks, the water brakes, pistons — hard down, and it’s going to take a yard period to fix.”
Wilson was stunned.
“We can’t launch airplanes,” Blower reiterated. “We’re done.”
Wilson watched white smoke pour from the bow catapult tracks as green-shirted sailors assessed the damage. “Must have been that UAV, but it’s gotta still be a hundred miles ahead of us.” Blower’s phone rang and he picked it up.
“Cap’n… yes, sir… all four hard down, and we don’t have the capability to repair them in-house. Yes, sir, I saw something streak down on Cats 3 and 4. I think it was a small guided bomb. Guessing from the UAV. Yessir… yessir.”
Blower put the receiver down and turned to Wilson. “Okay, the Admiral is breaking EMCON, and we’re radiating. Think we’re officially at war now.”
Wilson nodded, but his fixed-wing aircraft were trapped, out of the fight. Without them Hancock was all but useless as a combat asset, and with fifty combat airplanes unable to fight, it was as if China had eliminated them.
“They put those weapons right where they wanted, minutes from launch,” Wilson surmised.
“Yeah, we steamed into an ambush. Fuck,” Blower muttered, frustrated.
“I’m going to flag plot. Talk to you later,” Wilson said as he slapped Blower on his shoulder. He then glanced at Cape St. George on the horizon and noted a bright flame above and white smoke sliding down the superstructure as the ship charged forward. “Hey, check it out!”
Both officers watched a missile launched from the cruiser’s vertical launch tubes climb and streak ahead, picking up speed and altitude. Another bright fireball burst from the ship and followed the lead missile.
“They shot two — gonna knock that UAV down. Good,” Wilson said as they craned their necks and watched the white fingers of smoke continue their climbs.
“This is it, man. Holy shit,” Blower said, careful not to let the watchstanders hear the concern in his voice.
* * *
At the same time, 2,000 miles away in central China, two slender rockets burst from underground silos and climbed through an overcast sky. They increased speed, and, passing 40,000 feet, the second stage kicked in, lifting a sleek missile on a trajectory that would end in low earth orbit. When the motor stopped, the missile engaged its terminal phase seeker, and, using tiny thrusters, maneuvered toward an American military reconnaissance satellite. The second missile went for a satellite in the GPS constellation, higher above the earth but with plenty of inertia to get there. As the missiles closed in on their quarries, two more rockets were launched, and then another — and fifteen minutes later, another.
The first weapon clipped the edge of a KH-11 electro-optical satellite, and the force of the 250-pound intercept vehicle moving at 10,000 miles per hour obliterated the eyes and ears of the National Reconnaissance Office, transforming it into thousands of aluminum and steel pieces hurtling through space. In the next ninety minutes, over one dozen Chinese interceptor rockets knocked out a sizable portion the American ISR, communications, and GPS constellations, blinding American satellite reconnaissance and hindering satellite communications and navigation. Hundreds of thousands of PRC computer hackers were able to degrade the computer code of civilian communications satellites so they could not be co-opted for military use.
The Chinese were far from finished. From Hainan Island, four waves of DF-16s were launched within a three-minute time span from 20 transporter-erector-launchers along the coast. The ballistic missiles headed east across the South China Sea, and at an apex of 60 miles, just inside the atmosphere, the missiles were travelling at almost 4,000 meters per second. One by one they nosed over, and with preprogrammed maneuvers to throw off ballistic missile defense interceptor missiles, the warheads screamed in on their targets.
The former American airfields at Subic Bay International Airport, the former NAS Cubi Point, and the former Clark AFB, now known as Clark International Airport, were potential American staging bases and served as emergency airfields from attacks into the South China Sea. Hypersonic conventional warheads slammed into the concrete and asphalt runways, forming huge craters and rendering the airfields unusable for tactical aircraft. Other missile warheads, seconds from impact, opened up 3,000 feet above two fuel storage facilities at Cubi Point. Hundreds of cluster bomblets, forming a predetermined pattern as they fell from their canisters, whistled out of the sky and riddled the thin tanks with high explosive. With blinding flashes, two massive explosions bloomed on the Subic shoreline, breaking windows and knocking those within a mile off their feet. Secondary explosions set a moored bulk cargo ship afire and destroyed the POL offload pier near Olongapo, and flaming debris pelted the bay and surrounding jungle as two columns of dense black smoke lifted into the sky. Twenty-seven Filipinos perished in the Subic blasts, most of them stevedores on the wharf. At Clark, eight died from concussive causes, including a woman who suffered a heart attack.
Twenty minutes after Hancock was attacked, PLA Rocket Forces launched nine modified DF-21s from trucks on a sparsely inhabited island along China’s seaboard. After two minutes all the missiles were airborne, and within thirty seconds they entered a low overcast and could not be seen from the ground or sea as they began their 1,600 mile journey, also toward the east.
The nine missiles attained a velocity of 4,700 meters per second as they crested above the earth at an altitude that prevented them from attaining orbit. Independent re-entry vehicles complicated the American defenses. At speeds approaching Mach 25, the vehicles, each with an infrared sensor, punched through the Earth’s atmosphere and, after an almost imperceptible “jink,” homed in on their targets at Andersen Air Force Base, Guam.
Four warheads cratered the dual parallel runways, and two more targeted the fuel farm tanks. One vehicle shredded the rotating antenna of the Remote Ground Terminal Radar, and two punched craters in the dual runways at AB Won Pat International Airport at Hagatña.
Like screaming hypersonic javelins, four re-entry vehicles slammed into the parking aprons at Andersen, where nineteen B-52, B-1, and B-2 bombers were parked, along with a dozen Air Mobility cargo and tanker aircraft and two squadrons of F-22 Raptors. The aircraft burst into flames, and debris from one exploded jet tore into adjacent aircraft, creating a chain reaction of destruction. Three re-entry vehicles found targets in Apra Harbor. Although programmed to find large ships with flat decks, with none present, they flexed to a moored prepositioning ship. Their infrared sensors locked their aimpoints on the defenseless and uninhabited ship, and the feared DF-21 ship-killers riddled the steel decks of USNS Sgt. Hollis Francona, setting fires with secondary explosions that burst hull plates below the waterline. In less than five minutes, the thick manila mooring lines began to snap as the ship rolled further and further from the pier. When the last one gave way, the 74,000-ton vessel came to rest on its side, settling deep in the mud as smoke and flame poured from it. The Andersen attacks killed 14 airmen and destroyed over 20 aircraft, including seven Raptors, three B-2s, five B-1s, and three KC-135s. One security guard was killed in the harbor attack. Over fifty people on the island were wounded.
From his command center at Camp Smith, Cactus Clark was shocked. Inside thirty minutes, Hancock was out of action as a combat ship, and the Chinese — through well-placed precision weapons fired at a distance the US did not think the PLA capable of — had neutralized Guam as a staging and logistics base. The loss of combat aircraft was serious, as were the losses of fuel supplies on Guam and priceless space-based ISR assets. But losing Hancock, his mobile striking power with over fifty combat aircraft now trapped aboard her, was catastrophic. Fortunately, USS John Adams was at sea east of Guam and not targeted by the DF-21s. Clark had a ready air wing on a carrier that could not launch it, and a ready carrier without the manning to operate her aircraft, both of them hundreds of miles apart in waters the Chinese held at risk. Furthermore, his ability to talk to them was degraded, and what little capability John Adams had to deliver precise ordnance was suspect. He had to take away China’s satellites and their ability to launch intermediate ballistic missiles—now—and initiated a call with the Secretary to make that happen.
In unambiguous language, the PRC warned Japan to remain neutral to avoid attacks on her territory. That meant American strike aircraft based at Okinawa and Iwakuni remained on the ground. China promised not to move against the Senkaku Islands and not to attack Japanese forces if they stayed in home waters. Tokyo, horrified by the crippling blows inflicted on the only ally that could confront Chinese aggression, paid the ransom and shut down the American flight lines, placing armed guards at the gates.
Thus, the Chinese warned their mortal enemy, Japan, to back off. However, they gave no warning to their ancient enemy to the south.

CHAPTER 28

Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam
From his cockpit vantage point 20,000 feet over the South China Sea, Bai Quon noted tall columns of white cumulus along the western horizon. Under them, the tranquil blue sea transitioned to a band of verdant green above the sharp beige line of the beach. Only four minutes to their targets, Bai and the other J-11s he was flying with were armed up to attack the Vietnamese installation at Cam Ranh Bay.
Ahead of Bai, a sweep of four Flankers were committing on a hot vector to the Vietnam People’s Air Force fighter base at Phan Rang. Bai cursed his bad luck. Here I am lugging pig iron to drop on a damned tent while those bastards ahead get to kill Vietnamese dogs who dare to oppose us. Bai’s attack element was to beat up the airfield at Cam Ranh with cluster bombs and rockets on the fuel truck pumps and attack any military aircraft they saw on the ramps. Bai chafed as a wingman to the squadron leader, who was to lead them against the tension-membrane aircraft shelters and any tactical aircraft found on the ramp. Five H-6 bombers would destroy the pier facilities and any vessels moored there, and other J-11s would destroy early warning radars, fuel storage and pumping facilities. All along the Vietnamese coast — from Phan Rang to Kep — PLA aircraft were striking targets in a coordinated and crippling blow to Vietnamese fighter assets. At Phan Rang, the VPAF operated the antique swing-wing Su-22 Fitters. It would be a field day, and Bai was missing it!
Ahead black AAA puffs dotted the sky over the naval base, and a bright light trailing a white plume lifted from someplace inland. His radar warning tone was screeching in his headset as his eyes stayed on the vivid pinpoint as the missile climbed and turned toward his mates heading for Phan Rang. Did that mean another one was locked on him?
With a sharp deflection of the stick, Bai broke hard away from his lead, unseen g forces squeezing him as instantaneous air pressure burst into the g-suit bladders around his legs and torso. Unloading for a moment to zero g, he snapped left and pulled hard to reverse his turn nose down. He craned his neck up and out the top of his canopy, straining to breathe with the heavy force on his chest as he regained sight of his lead. His squadron leader rolled inverted as a missile slammed into his upturned burner cans, turning the back end of his J-11 into a dazzling yellow torch trailing dense black smoke. The jet was out of control, and Bai saw an explosion from the cockpit as his flight leader ejected from his stricken jet. Bai, leaving him behind at 500 knots, watched the ejection seat fall with a stabilizer drogue behind it as the flaming J-11 continued its plunge toward the water miles below.
Six miles from Cam Ranh, Bai saw a ship, a sleek gray warship, heading out of the harbor into open water. Ignoring his flight lead, who had a good chute, Bai decided to go after the ship instead of his assigned airfield target. The radio was clobbered with the cries of the J-11 sweepers going for Phan Rang as they tried to make sense of what their air-to-air radars were telling them. Bai jinked hard to throw off acquisition radar and optical locks as he closed on the corvette that trailed a large, white wake. He kept his knots up by trading altitude for airspeed and worked to a position in front of the vessel. Under constant g, he fought to maintain situational awareness as he flicked his arming and fusing switches up and monitored his radar and IR displays. Though silent to Bai, he could see the port was alive with the blinking lights and drifting gray smoke of AAA guns, and black puffs and glowing tracers bloomed and rose into the sky above it. The corvette was firing its guns forward and amidships, and Bai kept maneuvering in three dimensions to avoid anything the Vietnamese forces aimed at him.
Bai was surprised at his instinctive ability to avoid fire and press his attack. None of the PLA(NAF) pilots had ever experienced anything like this sensory overload, not in scripted training and never against an adversary flying modern aircraft. At 12,000 feet, he steadied to determine his dive angle and the ship’s speed. He then overbanked the jet as he pulled the stick into his lap and sucked the throttles to idle.
Rolling out in a 60-degree dive, he assessed the rate closure and how fast the vessel was moving across the surface. As he dove through 9,000 feet, he aimed for a spot well ahead of the corvette, making smoke with all guns blazing. His cluster weapons would come off and fall for the spot before opening and blooming into a pattern that would pepper the vessel with deadly bomblets, devastating the soft antennas and aluminum superstructure of the coastal patrol craft — and any exposed sailors. Four blossoming patterns of cluster munitions would be an imprecise but lethal shotgun blast on top of the corvette — if Bai’s human aim could release the weapons at the proper airspeed and altitude and on the exact patch of water the ship would occupy when the bomblets hit.
Bai held his thumb on the weapons release switch as he noted 6,000 feet pass in his heads-up display. Brilliant muzzle flashes from guns on the bow and near the bridge caught his eye. A row of tracers zipped underneath him, and then a graceful row curved above. All he heard was the transonic slipstream over the canopy and excited shouts on the radio from the other elements.
Bai had sounded no alarm over the loss of his flight leader.
He passed his release altitude and continued in his steep dive with nothing but water in front of him. At 3,000 feet, in a 55-degree dive, he realized with fear he needed to release and recover. With his eyes wide with alarm, he sensed the water rush up to him and, in panic, he mashed down on the red switch.
After four quick and welcome jolts, he yanked back on the stick as the jet spiked to 8.4 g’s, the crushing force squashing every square inch of him into his seat. His vision grayed and tunneled as he pulled out and rolled away from the corvette, now sensing splashes from AAA rounds erupting on the sea below him. In full burner, he jinked hard above the waves and, for a moment, felt as if he were flying formation on an ordered stream of tracers to his right.
Bai’s mouth was dry from fear, but he had to know. At over 500 knots, he rolled and pulled hard left, twisting in his seat and bending his neck up to see the horizon. On it, the corvette, burning and smoking from stem to stern, emerged from a churning surface of white splashes as the bomblets tore into the sea and the ship without bias. With flashes of flame all over it, Bai could not tell if the corvette was still firing at him, but he sensed he had scored a direct hit! Unguided cluster weapons on a speeding warship!
Once he felt safe, he pulled up to the right. With fuel to spare and two missiles, he kept the turn in and headed to Phan Rang.
Now climbing off the coast, he listened and could tell the PRC fighters were having their way with the Vietnamese. Five miles to his right, he saw a flash followed by a black smoke trail south of the harbor. By instinct, he snapped the jet right and lit the burner cans as he climbed into the furball from below.
The Vietnamese must have had their entire squadron of Fitters airborne as Bai saw at least ten turning and twisting jets ahead of him against the cumulous backlighting. A missile from one found its mark on another, but Bai could not tell who shot at whom. He then identified a J-11 planform and another following it. Across the circle were two Fitters flying formation with their wings swept back. Easy pickings, Bai thought.
Inside three miles, the smaller VPAF jets were clear to discern, and Bai knew he had to keep his scan going to keep track of all the aircraft in the swirling three-dimensional mêlée. All the fighters had forward-quarter missiles, and simply having a nose placed on you could lead to a shot with little to no chance of escape. With burners plugged in, Bai was supersonic as he climbed at a shallow angle toward the trailing Su-22.
Locking the Fitter with his helmet-mounted sight, Bai was rewarded by a screaming missile tone. He squeezed the trigger and the heat-seeker whooshed off the rail. With 400 knots of closure, the Fitter didn’t have a chance to defend, even if he had seen the missile streak toward him. Bai’s shot blew the enemy’s tail off, and the forward fuselage and wings entered a violent roll as it arced across the sky. Bai saw a Fitter at his right four o’clock low begin to pull lead. He chopped power and pulled into it, as much as he and his J-11 could handle at over 600 knots. The Vietnamese didn’t fire.
Bai exited the fight to the west, re-engaged afterburner, and unloaded for airspeed, craning his neck and pushing off his canopy to keep sight of the fight behind him. He extended toward a cloud buildup to hide, at once cursing himself that an enemy radar missile could follow him inside. You idiot!
Bai punched through the white column and popped his speed brake to slow below 500. He retracted it and pulled hard to avoid another buildup and to pitch back into the fight for another slash at the Fitters. He then realized his gun camera was still off! Stupid idiot! He flicked the camera on as he berated himself.
Another Vietnamese SAM fired from the north rifled through the swirling fight and clipped a J-11. The radio came alive as Bai’s mates screamed for break turns and for their comrade to eject from the burning fighter. Bai was now between the turning fight of at least six jets and Phan Rang, and checked his scope clean as he whipped his head left and right over his shoulders to check his six. His IR seeker found a contact and again Bai locked up a Fitter with wings extended and in a rolling scissors with a Flanker.
“In the scissors with a Fitter! I will have a shot in ten seconds!” Bai called as he selected his remaining PL-8 heat-seeker, the high-pitched tone signaling it was ready for him to fire.
Without anything near a J-11’s powerful thrust-to-weight, the Su-22 could not follow it up as the Bai’s mate looped above to flush the older aircraft out front. The pilot was eager to claim a victory for himself, and, after Bai’s call, was quick to respond. “Negative! The Fitter in the scissors low heading north is mine! Will have a shot in five seconds!”
Bai heard the call, but in his determination and blind will to claim another victory — this one recorded — he again squeezed the trigger. The missile shot forward and jerked up, then down, before tracking the Su-22, now in a desperate attempt to gain separation from the J-11. As the J-11 got a tone, Bai’s missile slammed into the Vietnamese jet. Engulfed in flames, the Fitter nosed down to the jungle below.
“Damn you! Who shot that?” Bai’s fellow pilot fumed on the radio, ignored by the others who were still engaged or bugging out to the east and safety. Bai noted black columns of smoke on the port — the H-6s had done their work — and he saw the corvette dead in the water with several fires visible. He pulled his nose down to it and recorded the image in his HUD before reversing back. Bai then found two H-6s to join on, providing them welcome escort as they all egressed away from the boiling cauldron of Cam Ranh, and turned southeast toward their island outpost. Swollen with pride as he shepherded the lumbering bombers, Bai Quon relished his score: two air-to-air kills and a corvette. Halfway back, he realized his flight lead was not with him and spent the next twenty minutes concocting a story.
As the Chinese egressed, they left ruin behind. The Vietnamese People’s Air Force and Navy had suffered crippling blows along 600 miles of coastline in a coordinated attack no one in the region thought possible. However, it paled in comparison to the totality of what the People’s Republic had accomplished in little more than an hour. From Cam Ranh to the Mariana Islands, from the waters off Japan to outer space, the People’s Republic had given notice to the world — and especially to the United States — and in their own words: This we’ll defend.

CHAPTER 29

USS Hancock
Standing against a brisk wind, Admiral Johnson, Wilson, and Blower surveyed the damage to Hancock’s bow Catapult 1. Aviation Boatswain’s Mates, their green shirts and float coats covered in grime, had the cat track plates open and were sifting through shards of twisted metal covered in lube oil. The situation looked grim. None of them had seen anything like this damage and knew it would be a long time before Hancock was back in action. After receiving the rundown from the Chief, Captain Leaf posed a question.
“Chief, can we cannibalize parts to get one catapult working?”
“Sir, all four tracks are damaged and off their mounts, all four shuttles are out of alignment, and all four water brakes are shot. These here pistons are cracked and the brake carriage piping is cut. And that’s just what we can see. Captain, we are looking at your least-damaged catapult, and we don’t have the technical expertise to fashion parts and do the repairs. We need alignment tools and jigs for one thing, but, even more than that, this is beyond our capability to repair. Sir, we need to go in the yards… and for a long time.”
Leaf nodded as Wilson and the Admiral clenched their jaws into depressed frowns. All knew the chief was right. Wilson glanced over this shoulder to the waist and saw sailors with an acetylene torch blazing on Cat 3 to cut away a sharp piece of deck.
Hancock was charging east, away from the threat to give itself time to assess courses of action. As a warfighting asset, Hancock could operate helicopters to provide defense against submarines and small craft. Its fixed-wing aircraft were now useless, and more than that, trapped aboard, unable to even contribute as spares or operate from shore. Aircrew and key technicians could be flown off, but only once the ship was in helicopter range of shore. At this point, the United States had no combat capable carriers in the Pacific. And with Guam burning and Japanese bases restricted, Indo-Pacific Command airpower was a mere fraction of what was needed against an entrenched enemy.
Leaving the bow, The Big Unit and Wilson walked aft, sensing the eyes of sailors on them as they tried to form a plan. They knew they were in deep trouble, and, in the past hour, had learned of not only the Guam attack but also of the bold Chinese takedown of GPS and SATCOM satellites. That was as serious a message as China could send; the damage to Hancock was a sideshow, and China had pulled their punch and placed their weapons precisely in the most vulnerable flight deck positions. Both men knew China could have delivered the weapons elsewhere on deck to cause mass casualties and destroyed aircraft. By their restraint, China mitigated the very human instinct to avenge lives lost, and the report from Guam was that casualties there were on the low side. Both knew China was counting on keeping the American public asleep as it sent a strong message to the Defense Department and America’s regional allies.
“What are you thinking, sir?” Wilson asked as he looked up at his admiral.
“Holy shit… we’re in trouble… now what? Okay, with that off my chest, I’m thinking that the nearest yard is Yokosuka, which is a day-and-a half away, at best. Degraded comms, degraded weapons. Not sure how bad the satellite constellations have been damaged… getting the cats fixed and replacement personnel out to John Adams could be part of a strategic pause Admiral Clark is considering now, not that he chose it. Once we go below, I’m contacting him with this latest. How about you?”
“We’ll have to crane the jets off, and we’re still almost 2,000 miles from the fight, and our parts and bombs and bullets are here. Surely the Chinese have agents in Yokosuka watching every move.”
They both watched the Romeo lift from its spot and hover left and away from the working party on Cat 3 as it began its patrol. Wilson knew it was a good time to broach the subject before The Big Unit contacted Hawaii.
“Sir, what if we could fly the jets off without catapults?”
Johnson jerked his head toward Wilson and was surprised to see he was serious.
“Fly them off, with a deck run? Like Jimmy Doolittle?”
“Sir, let me talk with our test-pilot-in-residence Olive Teel. Let’s see what’s possible. We’ll run it by Blower…. Who knows? Air Wing Fifteen may be able to fight here and now.”
“Your parts, bombs, and bullets are still here, as are your maintainers.”
“INDOPACOM needs E-2s and Growlers in the fight, sir, and there’s always a need for fighters. I’ll have an option for you in an hour.”
As they approached the island hatch, a sailor held the door open for them. “Very well, Flip, make it two hours and get it right.” Just then Weed came up the ladder and stopped them.
“Admiral, we just got a report. The Chinese attacked Vietnam and Subic Bay, Subic with DF-21s and Vietnam with fighters and bombers all along their coast. Most of Vietnam’s fighters are destroyed.”
They absorbed the meaning of Weed’s report, and after a moment The Big Unit muttered, “Holy shit.”
* * *
After two raps on Wilson’s stateroom door, Olive opened it and poked her head inside. “Reporting as ordered, sir.”
Seated at the table, Wilson and Weed were studying an aeronautical chart that covered Japan and the Northern Marianas. “Olive, please come in and have a seat, and we don’t have much time,” Wilson said as he motioned to an open chair. Olive, expressionless, took her seat and waited.
“Olive, can we deck run the air wing off the ship?” Wilson asked her. Like Wilson, Weed was not smiling. They were serious.
She considered his question. Hancock’s flight deck was just under 1,100 feet long, and the ship could generate 30 knots of wind over the deck even on a flat calm day.
“I think we can, sir.”
“How?”
“Light-load the jets, reduce drag. Crank the ship up to a 35-knot wind over the deck. Run from abeam the LSO platform to the bow in burner; that’s over 1,000 feet.”
Pressing for more info, Wilson continued. “In this scenario, how much fuel in the jets do you consider a light load?”
“Three thousand pounds for the Marine Hornets, maybe four-K for the Supers and Growlers. And full flaps… with takeoff trim I believe the jets will come off the deck in a normal rotation.”
The senior aviators nodded. “What about the Hummers?” Weed asked her.
“Light-load the E-2s, two pilots, and they could run down the angle, about 700 feet. Believe that’s been tested.” Olive’s matter-of-fact answers gave Wilson and Weed the credibility and security they needed to take their plan to Blower and the admiral.
Wilson looked at his watch. “Okay, Olive we need you to crunch the deck run numbers for the fixed-wing. I want to know the maximum fuel and stores each can carry to get safely airborne, plus wind over the deck requirements, and you’ve got an hour. Get the Bronco department head with the carrier suitability background and whoever you need. We’ll have the Flight Deck Officer join you.”
“Aye, aye, sir, on it.” Olive nodded as she turned for the door.
Once she was gone, Wilson turned to Weed. “The Marine Hornets are going to be a challenge — for two reasons.”
“Yep, underpowered jets and an overpowered CO.”
“We’ve gotta have Mother sell this to his guys, and I’m not sure he will. Okay, before we convict him, we gotta see what Olive finds. I’ll call Blower and tell him what I’m thinking.”
“Will do, Kemosabe.”
* * *
Mother Tucker was the last to arrive at Wilson’s stateroom, seconds before the impromptu CO’s meeting started. After the bells sounded on the 1MC, Wilson got right to the point.
“Guys, all four cats are hard down, and we have to go into the yards for repairs. The good news is that Yokosuka is less than two days away, and we’re headin’ there. Meanwhile, the Chinese just hit Subic Bay, Clark, and every fighter base in Vietnam, plus Cam Ranh Bay. They launched missiles into the Philippines like they did Guam, and struck Vietnam from the Spratlys and mainland China, with J-11s, J-10s and H-6s. The reports say they beat it up pretty bad. Guys, if there was any doubt before, the shit just got real.”
From their muted reactions, Wilson could sense his COs viewed this ominous news with mixed feelings: on one hand they were disappointed they were missing the fight, and on the other they were relieved they would get a short reprieve. How wrong they were.
“Olive, who spent a tour in flight test at Pax River, just crunched the numbers. We can deck run the air wing off the ship, and will do so tomorrow.”
Taken aback, the COs shifted in their seats, and Wilson noted Mother had his mouth open. Deck running the fixed-wing aircraft down the length of Hanna’s flight deck was unprecedented and just this side of unthinkable. None of them had heard of such a thing or even imagined it was possible. Catapults had launched jets from carriers for the past 70 years, and deck runs were used by piston-engine aircraft back in the day. For a modern jet, twice as heavy as their propeller counterparts, to stagger down a carrier flight deck and into the air at emergency fuel was unsafe on many levels — and CAG Wilson was proposing it for the whole air wing. Wilson, knowing they had little choice, showed no emotion as he pressed on.
“With a minimum of 30 knots, we can deck run from aft the LSO platform to between the bow cats. That’s about 1,000 feet, actually 1,025 feet, Gumby, for you techno wizards.” The Commanding Officers smiled an uneasy smile at the sardonic barb, all except Mother. Gumby then asked a question.
“CAG, what should we consider a light load?”
“Varies, and Olive has figured them to the last drop, but for you and the Rhinos about four-K fuel; Mother, about three-K for you guys. And slick: no drops, no pods. We might be able to get away with pylons.”
“Four thousand pounds, CAG?” Gumby asked. “That’s about a bingo profile of one-eighty. Gotta be close to the beach.”
“Yes, and for the older Hornets, it’s a hundred miles.” Mother shook his head. Despite the fact he had the least carrier experience, he spoke next.
“CAG, that’s emergency fuel before we even get airborne. You expect my guys to run down this slick and pitching deck and jump into the air at stall speed on fumes, unarmed when there’s an enemy out there?” A hush came over the room, and Wilson considered his answer as all waited.
“Yes, Mother, I do expect your guys to do that, and I expect you’ll be the first one to show them how it’s done. Olive, please explain.” Mother and the rest of the COs listened to Olive, who to their surprise, seemed to think this was a reasonable idea.
“Yes, sir. We are going to defuel the jets and allow everyone an extra five hundred pounds of start and taxi fuel. Tanks off, no bullets, keep the centerline pylons and maybe two wing pylons. Take position next to the LSO platform, normal take-off trim and flaps at full. The arresting wires will be stripped and the Cat Officer will run us up to full power and point to the bow. We release brakes and push the throttles up to Max. We’ll run the length of the deck and depart the bow between the cats and set a normal rotation. With the ship making 30 knots, we’ll have 7 knots above stall speed.”
“Seven frickin’ knots,” Mother said as he frowned at Olive, more incredulous than questioning. She was unfazed.
“More wind over the deck gives us all more of a cushion. With natural winds this time of year, it’s likely we’ll have 40 knots, which is plenty.”
“Plenty to begin our emergency fuel profiles,” Weed smiled.
“Where do we fly to, CAG? Atsugi? Yokota?” Gumby asked.
“Iwo Jima.”
The room waited for more. Iwo Jima?
“And tomorrow morning,” Wilson added, who then turned to his helicopter skippers. “Steve, Jeff, need you guys to ferry parts and people to the beach. Captain Leaf is going to put us inside one hundred miles, but that’s still a long transit with external loads and full cabins. We’ll need you guys to carry the aircraft pylons, empty drops, and maybe some weapons on external loads. Inside, we need to get technicians, ordies, troubleshooters, and pilots to the beach. Full court press, especially for your guys, Steve, in the Sierras. Gumby, get with Olive and see what kind of fuel cushion and drag count you get if you carry two jamming pods on each of your Growlers. If it’s reasonable, we want to do that. Frankly, Olive, if the Supers can carry some empty drops with them off the ship, that’s helpful.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Gumby nodded.
The meeting broke up and the shaken COs left to break the news to their ready rooms about the risks they would be taking. Mother held back, and Weed saw it would be a good time to allow Wilson a one-on-one with him.
After the door closed, the two men stood and looked at each other in silence, with Mother looking for a fight.
“CAG, you have gotta be shittin’ me. Half my squadron could go in the water.”
Wilson’s eyes narrowed. He would give him some more rope.
“What do you propose, then, Lieutenant Colonel Tucker?”
Mother knew he was on shaky ground.
“CAG, my guys have no experience in this. Just getting on and off the damn ship is a challenge for them. Maybe you Navy guys have more faith, but the operational risks, especially for my jets, are huge.”
“Want to stay behind then? Are you saying VMFA-335 cannot support combat tasking? Is that what you’re saying, Skipper?”
“No, sir, that’s not what I’m saying! My Marines will support the tasking or die trying. It’s just that… CAG… we’re setting ourselves up for losses before we even get in the fight. Can’t the ship get one catapult up?” Wilson considered his question.
“If it can, do you want to be the first off to test it?” Wilson asked, maintaining his composure.
“Sir, all I know is I can’t guarantee we’ll all make it.”
“Neither can they,” Wilson said as he pointed outside his stateroom, “but they’re going back to crunch their own numbers and ‘what-if’ this with their squadrons. They’ll come up with things we haven’t thought of yet, and one of them is the landing at Iwo Jima. Ever operated there?”
“Yes, sir,” Mother nodded.
“Good, because I haven’t. You are designated the air wing Iwo Jima expert, and I want you to make us smart on it and get info to the ready rooms.”
Realizing he was not getting anywhere, Mother kept his mouth shut.
“One other thing: You’re going to be the second jet off the ship.”
“Sir?”
“After me, and I’m taking one of your jets. I’m the first off in one of your thirty-year-old FA-18 Charlies, and you follow me. Sound good?”
Mother was in a corner, and he knew it. If tomorrow CAG Wilson ejected off the bow, at least he could still stop this idiocy.
“Yes, sir,” a tight-lipped Mother nodded. Wilson could tell he was not buying the program.
“Good. And I want the jet with my name on it.”
“It’s down for inspection in the hangar, sir.”
“Then get it up on the roof!” Wilson snapped, glaring at Mother. Maybe now is the time for this, Wilson thought.
Holding his finger and thumb a half-inch apart, Wilson took a step toward Mother. “Mother, I am this close to giving your squadron to one of your captains. If you cannot lead your squadron without questioning and grumbling about every task or assignment or course of action, there are others who can — and they don’t even have to be Marines. We are at fucking war, Mother, with a peer competitor. I am going to accept this risk for my air wing and you are part of my air wing. Now, if you want to step down as CO, you let me know right now and we’ll send you back to Miramar ASAP. The last thing I want today is a change of command, but just give me a reason. I want your answer, and right now.”
Without hesitation, Mother answered. “I’m on your team, CAG, and the Marines will comply. We’ll get your jet on the roof.”
“Good. Dismissed.” Wilson turned back to his desk.
Mother stepped into the passageway and closed the door, his heart pounding but alive to fight another day. Could a Navy guy relieve him? he wondered.
CAG Wilson was going to get everyone killed, and his Marines were the guinea pigs! Iwo had only one runway and Wilson was sending fifty emergency-fuel jets to it. Who knew which air wing knucklehead was going to blow a tire and foul it. Deep down, Mother knew it would probably be one of his guys — or himself.
But first he had to deck run off the ship and into a low-state emergency; all of his boys did, with the risk of sliding into a catwalk or not having enough lift to remain airborne at the end. A night cat-shot was terrifying enough, but this? Suicidal.
Mother was ready to fight the Chinese, but not like this.

CHAPTER 30

USS Hancock, east of Iwo Jima
Wilson’s entire being was focused on the yellow shirt to his right who directed him forward inch by inch. Beyond Wilson’s nose was a churning gray wake with seabirds darting about the whitecaps under low clouds. With his nose wheel behind him, he sensed he was only feet from the round down, and would get a welcome right turn when he moved another foot forward.
The yellow shirt clenched his left fist and motioned ahead with his right hand. Wilson stood on the right brake and added a little power, his nose tires sweeping along the round down as his Hornet pivoted on the dangerous edge of the steel cliff. Wilson was now taxiing along the carrier’s ramp, creeping ahead for what would be another hard right turn before his deck run. He felt the ship roll left and felt gusts of wind beat on his fuselage. When the yellow shirt commanded him to turn again, squadron troubleshooters pushed on his nose to help him make as tight a turn as possible. A yellow stripe, painted on the length of the deck the night before, would help him stay aligned.
The bow was empty, and the right side of the deck was packed with jets — and people. The island was also crammed with sailors taking every available vantage point on vultures’ row to witness history, or like some at an auto race, a crash. Everyone on the ship who could find a PLAT monitor was watching, and next to Blower on the bridge stood The Big Unit. Despite knowing the risks Flip and the rest of Air Wing Fifteen were taking, he was optimistic about the outcome.
The weather was a factor. Winds were no problem, and Hanna had over forty knots of headwind, but the carrier pitched and rolled in heavy seas. Squadron maintainers were exhausted after defueling and changing the tank configurations of over fifty aircraft. All were on edge, and throughout the morning, Hancock had turned and dodged and sprinted to avoid surface contacts, everything from trawlers to merchants. Being targeted by space-borne sensors was also a factor. Overnight, American anti-satellite vehicles had nudged Chinese satellites out of their orbits and degraded their ability to localize threat warships. In essence, both belligerents were now blind in space.
To further avoid detection, Hancock was again in strict radio silence. Wilson and the rest would depart the ship and transition right into their bingo profiles, not talking or radiating. They expected to home in on Iwo Jima’s radio navigation aid; the forecast weather was clear.
Wilson’s jet did not have an accurate navigation system. With only so many alignment cables, he had given his to one of Mother’s young captains. Wilson was going to take off in “standby” mode and navigate to the island using his compass and dead reckoning. He expected to see Iwo Jima from 50 miles.
Wilson taxied into position and assessed the deck 1,000 feet ahead of him. It sank down into the sea, then lifted up past the horizon into the sky before repeating the cycle. He — and the Flight Deck Officer next to him — tried to assess the motion to time Wilson’s brake release. Wilson realized it was fruitless; the deck would do what it wanted and no one had ever timed a Hornet deck run before.
Next to the yellow-shirted officer, a sailor held a large board that she lifted over her head. The sign read:
NRST LAND: IWO JIMA
BRG: 292
DIST: 81
WX: 100 BKN 7

Wilson gave her a thumbs-up, and she spun toward Mother’s jet to hold the sign up for him to see.
After he locked the wings in place, Wilson checked the fuel out of habit: 3,100 pounds. All was unusual, and he forced himself to compartmentalize. The Catapult Officer, a pilot by background, now took control. He gave Wilson a thumbs up, as if to ask if he was ready, and Wilson nodded. The Cat Officer, the Shooter, then rotated two fingers, and Wilson pushed the throttles to 80 % and cycled the controls as he checked the engine readings. Satisfied, he saluted the officer, conscious of over 1,000 sets of eyes on them.
The Shooter returned Wilson’s salute and assessed the bow motion. As he continued to burn fuel with each passing second, Wilson watched the bow rise up and then down through a full cycle. C’mon. C’mon, he thought.
With a sudden forward lunge, the Shooter knelt and pointed at the bow. Wilson released the brakes and shoved the throttles as far forward as they could go. His jet shot forward.
Every instinct told him to throttle back and stand on the brakes. After one second, he was moving faster on deck than he ever had — when not connected to a catapult or arresting wire. He worked to stay on the yellow stripe as the island drifted past on his right. He again sensed the eyes of the crew and had to work hard to concentrate against the unnatural sensation. Once past the island, he showed only 60 knots. It was too late to stop, and Wilson wasn’t sure he was going to make it. The deck was pointed at the sea, and he was running downhill into it.
Approaching the flight deck “crotch,” he paid close attention to his deck alignment. He roared over the Cat 2 JBD at 80 knots and knew he had the length of a football field to go before he was airborne. He was committed now, had been since he passed the island, and still pointed at the water with his left arm locked forward.
The bow rose as Wilson rolled toward it. Far too late to stop, he fought the urge to eject. Following Olive’s brief to the air wing, he held forward-stick pressure to minimize drag. He saw a sailor at the end of the catwalk watch him in amazement as he approached the bow, which was lifting on a swell. Just as the deck edge fell from his view, he rotated the stick back.
With a dangerous nose-high attitude, he felt the jet squat and saw a green chevron indication that his angle of attack was above optimum. His airspeed showed 125, and he held his attitude as he slapped up the gear to reduce drag. In his gut, Wilson sensed he was settling, but with the excess power and reduced drag soon flew away in a slight climb. At 500 feet, he bunted the nose to accelerate on his emergency fuel profile and turned toward Iwo Jima.
Hancock erupted into cheers as Wilson’s jet climbed away. He had done it, and showed the rest of the air wing — waiting in line behind him — that it could be done. All knew that Panther One, Lt. Col. Tucker, was next.
As soon as Wilson was airborne, the director motioned Mother forward. Facing aft, he was unable to twist himself enough to see Wilson get airborne behind him. He observed the sailors on deck, transfixed as they watched Wilson roll down the deck and off the end. When they began moving again, he guessed Wilson had made it. His chest was heaving in near panic as he taxied ahead with nothing between his nose wheel and the churning sea, 60 feet below. With the rest of his squadron lined up behind him, followed by the E-2s, the yellow shirts were impatient to get him in position and off.
Mother hated taxiing next to the deck edge, hated everything about this damned ship. He hoped to never see it again — if he survived this harebrained stunt. He saw that Wilson’s jet was now a speck three to four miles distant. CAG Wilson, an experienced aviator, had made it. Now Mother’s inexperienced Marines had to accomplish the same in jets older than some of them.
He crept forward and some deckhand was going apeshit to his right. Okay! Okay! I’ll spread the damn wings! Relax, moron. You don’t have to do this. To his left, the cold sea waited, and wearing a dry suit that chafed his neck and underarms added to his stress.
Mother felt rushed—behind— as the Shooter had him run the engines up. Ahead the deck edge rose above the horizon — Mother was mesmerized by it. He then sensed motion to his right. The officer was giving him a shrug, questioning if he was ready. With his mouth dry, and knowing his boys were watching, Mother nodded and saluted. The Shooter returned his salute, assessed the deck, and pointed.
Mother pushed the throttles to afterburner and his jet jumped ahead to the right. He pulled them out of burner and corrected his lineup to get back on the yellow line — and shoved them again through the detent to maximum. His jet rolled ahead, too slow for Mother, and he shouted into his mask.
“C’mon, dammit!”
Peer pressure, as much as a need to show up his CAG, kept his arm locked. But, as the bow loomed ahead, he didn’t think he would have flying speed. To make matters worse, the bow was falling with gray whitecaps ahead. Now only 200 feet from the deck edge and rolling downhill into the waves, Mother pulled the stick into his lap.
Nothing happened.
Fuck! he thought as his jet lumbered ahead. Having missed Olive’s warning in the brief, Mother’s own back-stick input had deflected the stabilators full up and served to slow his acceleration. Terrified, Mother sensed he was dribbling off the end just as the bow reversed its downward travel.
As the Hornet’s weight transferred from the wheels to the wings, he got an angle-of-attack tone and felt the bottom fall out from under him. He lunged to raise the gear handle but still sensed he was mushing down toward the water with his nose parked high. With white knuckles, Mother popped the stick forward and reset it in an instinctive effort to gain a knot or two of airspeed. In his HUD, he saw 30 feet and 119 knots. Fuck me!
Time slowed, and Mother considered transferring his death grip on the stick to a death grip on the ejection ring only inches away. The waves were in his peripheral vision on his left and right at only 20 feet when his jet began to accelerate and claw into the sky.
Sailors — and aviators — on the flight deck watched in horror as Mother’s jet left the bow and disappeared below it, not reappearing until the bow pitched down again and showed a Hornet climbing away a mile ahead of the carrier. From the bridge, Blower’s heart skipped a beat, and both he and the admiral saw Mother kick up a rooster tail of spray as his blazing afterburners pointed at the water.
The Big Unit exhaled built-up tension. “Are we going to survive this? That’s a squadron CO we almost lost. The nuggets are next.”
Blower considered the odds. “Sir, if we lose two jets, then I’ll recommend we knock this off, and we’ll have to hope the Japanese let us crane them off pierside.”
The Big Unit nodded. They had little choice but to take this operational risk, and, when the next Hornet blazed down the yellow stripe to gain airspeed, both men agonized over the outcome. The young Marine rotated off the bow and flew away, turning easy right behind his CO and Wing Commander, all on emergency fuel profiles to an obscure, windswept rock in the middle of the North Pacific Ocean.
* * *
At his Camp Smith headquarters, Admiral Clark was on the phone with the Secretary when an ashen Richie Casher walked up to him. Sensing Casher had important news, Clark said his goodbyes and put the phone back on the desk jack. “What’s up, Richie?”
“Sir, I just received an email message on the classified net. It’s from Marshal Dong, and he asked me to pass it to you.”
Clark raised his eyebrows and reached for the printout. “Let me see that.”
My Dear Admiral Clark,
Season’s greetings to you and your family, and I hope this finds you well. It is with heavy heart that I’ve received reports of loss of life at your central Pacific outpost of Guam. While this avoidable loss is regrettable, we had little choice but to act as the entire world is witness to an American invasion force forming along our territorial seas. We sought only to destroy your airplanes without loss of life, as we did with the disabling attack on your aircraft carrier.
In our Southern Sea, your allies pose a grave threat to our blue territory that is a possession of China’s from centuries past. We are compelled to take preemptive actions, as you have in the Middle East, as you have against Cuba and Haiti in your own waters. The near seas of the People’s Republic belong to us, and we will defend them from foreign invasion and domination, as you would an invader in the Gulf of Mexico or along your eastern seaboard.
You have now seen a demonstration of the long arm of the People’s Republic, and the People’s Liberation Army is deployed to repel any attempt to wrest control of what is ours. We do not seek war, but, after this warning and show of our precise application of force on your island fortress and ships at sea, you must know that your country cannot win a conflict without a cost in blood that is incalculable. The loss in economic treasure alone will surely affect every American.
As military men, it is our responsibility to persuade and advise our civilian masters as to proper strategy, courses of action that prevent unneeded bloodshed and lead to peaceful outcomes. Both of our countries depend on the sea for our livelihoods, and a war between us will leave the world economy in ruins. Your people are tired of conflicts so far from your shores…we both know a majority of Americans could not find Guam on a map or name the ocean it sits in.
My Dear Admiral Clark, I have been your guest and have high regard for you and your family. I beseech you to persuade your President and Secretary to call off your mobilization and return your precious sons and daughters to their homes and families so they will not die a horrible death in a sinking ship or burning airplane for a cause they have no hope of winning. My sons and daughters will die, too, and they are no less precious to me and the People’s Republic… but we will fight for our near seas and not allow our trade routes to be held hostage by any foreign power. You have not yet seen the full fury of the People’s Liberation Army, Navy, Air Force and Rocket Forces. Do not act in a way that forces us to employ that force against you and your regional allies.
With my deep respect and gravest hope,
Dong Li
Party Vice Chairman, People’s Liberation Army

Clark frowned as he folded the message. “Hmmm. McAuliffe at Bastogne comes to mind, but I think I want to say more than ‘Nuts.’”
“Why don’t you, sir?” Casher asked him.
Clark smiled, but it faded as he thought of the gravity of Dong’s message. He was warning him: Don’t do it, Cactus.
From his hilltop office, larger than most Hawaiian homes, Clark could gaze through the floor-to-ceiling windows upon Pearl Harbor and Hickam. The waterfront was empty, with only a single DDG standing out to sea in the channel, what Clark knew was a straggler steaming to catch up with the rest of the fleet bound for the SCS. Beyond West Loch was the Ewa Plain and the Wai’anae Range. He thought of his aide tour 20 years earlier and let his eyes roam to his condo building in Pearl City. He remembered the sugar cane burns in Waipahu and weekend drives with Louise to the North Shore. Carefree days….
“Admiral, would you like me to draft a response?” Casher said, interrupting his thoughts.
Clark stroked his chin as he watched a 747 turn to final. “Tell Dong I read his message, and that he hasn’t seen anything from us yet. Then tell the IT guys what happened on our classified net, and that they have five minutes to fix it.”

CHAPTER 31

Iwo Jima
With the olive drab color of Mount Suribachi filling his view, Wilson rolled to the end of Runway 25 at Iwo Jima and turned off left onto the taxiway with a low-fuel caution on his display. Seconds before touchdown, he saw two Japanese F-15s and a Marine KC-130 in front of the tower. Otherwise, the strip was deserted. He wondered if the Marine aircrew was in Base Ops and how fast they could get airborne.
Seeing a Hornet on final and a distant speck to the east, Wilson opened the canopy and taxied fast down the parallel taxiway. A “Follow Me” truck left the tower to guide him to a parking spot, and Wilson goosed the throttles in an effort to get to the apron in a hurry. Enjoying the warm air, he opened his Koch fittings and unstrapped as his oxygen mask dangling to one side.
Mother’s jet rolled out and slowed on Runway 25 with his speed brake extended. He made it. Scanning the sky, Wilson picked up two more specks beyond a Hornet on final approach at a mile. He also searched the horizon for the Sierra that had launched 30 minutes prior, a helo he hoped was already here.
The truck, seeing the Hornet barrel down on him at a higher than normal taxi speed, turned around and led the jet back to the parking ramp. Wilson saw a linesman there, and on the control tower steps a group of people waiting for him. Among them, he spotted a Caucasian face in a Navy working uniform.
On signal from the linesman, he turned into the parking spot and shut down, securing the battery and unhooking his O2 mask cord. The linesman lowered the ladder, and Wilson hoisted himself out on to the LEX and down the ladder to introduce himself as the group approached. Over his shoulder, Wilson saw that more specks had become visible in the east. He then heard a thumping sound.
Wilson saw his Sierra, flown by the squadron CO Steve Maynard, whip around the tower and pedal turn left, holding the nose high as it slowed. The Japanese welcome party stopped in sudden uncertainty as they saw open doors with gunners behind automatic weapons. Wilson noted the looks of confusion on their faces.
The tail wheel touched down, and, once the mains were on deck, eight troubleshooters and ordnancemen in full flight-deck uniforms jumped out of booth doors and fanned out to park the taxiing jets in queue. The helo roared back into the air, and, as the sound faded, Wilson approached the man he recognized from the preflight brief photo as the Officer in Charge. Wilson, still in full flight gear, bowed at his waist, a move the Japanese officer matched. Wilson then extended his hand.
“Major Furokawa, I am Captain James Wilson from USS Hancock. Thank you for hosting us, and I have a letter from Admiral Johnson requesting your assistance.”
“Welcome to Iwo To, Captain Wilson,” Furokawa greeted him as the others walked up. “I must inquire how long will you stay? My government requests you fuel your aircraft and leave as soon as possible.” Wilson noted the Navy man was a lieutenant, an Aviation Maintenance Officer by his insignia.
“Hello CAG, Leland Williams, I’m the Air Wing Five Officer-in-Charge here. We’ll fuel you up and get some food for your guys. How many are you bringing?”
Wilson shook his hand, realizing that the word had not come down to this isolated rock. “Major, lieutenant, we were attacked by the Chinese and just deck ran these jets off the ship. We’re here for a while, and we expect the whole air wing.”
The Japanese major listened, but Williams was stunned. “The whole wing, sir? And how did you get them off the ship? With deck runs?”
“Yep, expect about 50 fixed-wing, and we are flying helos with external loads and personnel. Expect a couple of Ospreys to help, and I would not be surprised to see C-17s arrive with all kinds of gear. We are going to operate Air Wing Fifteen here for the foreseeable future.”
With Hornets taxiing into the parking area every few minutes, the screaming whine of jet engines at idle rose in volume. The group watched more aircraft approach the isolated island, and, as Wilson had predicted, one of them was a large “trash-hauler” that, at a distance, appeared to be a C-17. Another helicopter arrived, this one with an external load of Hornet tanks and pylons and who-knew-what in the cabin.
“We cannot handle all these airplanes at once!” Furokawa exclaimed. He had not expected this when notified of the American request for assistance from Tokyo.
“My apologies, Major,” Wilson nodded, ever the diplomat. “With the world situation, we must prepare for tasking here. We’ll need to load up tanks and configure the jets as parts and people arrive. Lieutenant, expect us to fly combat sorties later this afternoon.”
“Combat, sir, with ordnance? We don’t have any here.”
Wilson pointed at the C-17. “There might be some on that jet.”
Williams looked at the horizon and saw several aircraft approaching Iwo Jima. He still couldn’t believe what he had heard.
“You deck ran them, sir? No catapult?”
Wilson nodded with a smile. “Yep, no catapult. Now, you are going to have 50-plus aircraft and a few hundred personnel here in the next few hours. We need spaces, billeting, food, security and a hundred other things my people will request of you to support an air wing ashore. Combat sorties this afternoon. And I need a phone with a secure line to Vice Admiral McGill. Let’s go.”
Williams still could not believe how the airplanes got off the ship. “Even the E-2, sir?”
Wilson smiled. “If you see an E-2 from Hancock land here, it left the ship with a deck run.”
* * *
At that moment, 600 miles southwest of Yokosuka, Shen Ju-Lang and Changzheng 8 had a chance for redemption.
Sonar detected multiple contacts to the north and soon classified them: American Wasp-class and Burke-class signatures. The Doppler drift indicated a southwest course at 15 knots. Shen put his ship at battle stations and steadied on a course of 300 to intercept.
The dispatch from Fleet Headquarters electrified the crew. It was war with the Americans, and PLA(N) standing orders were to attack and sink any American combatants found inside the second island chain and to disable Japanese warships operating outside a 200-mile economic limit. A later dispatch reported that the nuclear carrier Hancock was disabled off the Bonin Islands, with another carrier reported near Guam. An ancient Han attack boat was some 200 miles west of the island, on what, to Shen, was a suicide mission. The cranky boat was old, but it was all the PLA(N) could manage as diesel boats didn’t have the range to operate at such great distances. The Han would act as a targeting intel collector for American movements into the Philippine Sea, enabling aviation and rocket forces to target and attack American strike groups. Maybe the old boat would take some with him before he was sunk by American ASW forces. At least Shen could have reasonable certainty that he was the only PLA(N) submarine in these waters; anything he detected would be enemy.
Inside ten miles he slowed to a stop and raised the periscope. Yes! An American helicopter carrier, flat deck with a large boxy superstructure amidships. It was indeed escorted by a Burke class destroyer on the far horizon, his distinctive silhouette outlined against the clear morning sky. Shen saw no airborne aircraft and only a containership to the east as he conducted his sweep.
“Mark—Wasp class. Mark—Burke class. Down scope, make your depth 20 meters. Helm, ahead one-third. Make revolutions for five knots.” His Tactical Officer entered the bearings with the sonar range and drift into the firing-solution computer. Shen maneuvered to sweeten the shot.
Shen’s orders included the need to avoid detection. He was fortunate the destroyer was on the far side of his prey; the destroyer’s sonar was masked along the bearing Shen was inside. He didn’t see any airborne helicopters and sonar reported no rotor blade transients. He would shoot two torpedoes into the carrier’s forward keel, then run southeast and get deep.
The Americans had sortied an amphibious assault ship from their west coast, a ship that could land marines on Chinese territory. The sonar track showed it was heading toward the gap between Taiwan and The Philippines to enter the Southern Sea. The gods of war were smiling on Shen, and he could not lose this gift.
“Flood tubes one and two,” he said in a calm tone, and the Tactical Officer reported a green firing solution on the carrier.
“Very well,” Shen replied, then added, “Helm, ahead dead slow. Make revolutions for two knots.” He scribbled a message to send to HQ when he returned to periscope depth and could raise the radio mast to burst transmit and receive. Changzheng 8 slowed and slid into an optimum firing position.
FROM: 408
TO: SUBFLOT SOUTH
SUBJ: INITIAL REPORT
ATTACKED WASP CLASS CVH ESCORTED BY BURKE CLASS DDG 2524N 13442E. RETIRED SE.

Shen handed the message to the radioman and reread the track sonar diagnostics on the display screen. Readings of twin shafts correlated to a LM2500 gas turbine signature: Wasp class all right, but there was an anomaly that caused the track display confidence level to show yellow. He would look again before he shot, but there was no doubt about the destroyer diagnostics and silhouette. He assessed it on the scope between 8 and 10 miles distant…. He’d close to no-escape range and be at least five miles and opening by the time the first torpedo struck. The control room was focused, and all knew they were making history. An American Wasp-class carrier was a huge trophy, and Shen wanted it more than he had wanted anything in his life.
“Comrade Captain, we have firing solutions on tubes one and two.”
“Very well,” Shen answered. “Diving Officer, make your depth 10 meters. Prepare to deploy the radio mast.”
Changzheng 8 eased up and at 10 meters Shen took the scope for a last look. That’s why, he thought. The helicopter carrier was refueling alongside a tanker, lashed together and unable to maneuver. The tanker’s bow poked ahead of the high bow of the Wasp-class vessel, and its single screw, churning only 30 meters from the carrier, no doubt had caused the anomaly on the sonar diagnostics. The destroyer maintained station to starboard, and no airborne aircraft were visible. Shen was undetected and had a positive ID on the Americans, but something about this made him uneasy. His crew watched him in anticipation.
“Open tube doors one and two!”
Shen knew this action could alert the enemy ships, especially the destroyer, but the two ships refueling shielded him from sonar detection. His transmission went out in a burst — to a satellite he did not know was disabled by the Americans. His submarine crept closer.
“Comrade Captain, tube doors one and two are open! Green firing solutions!”
“Very well,” Shen muttered as he continued to study the vessels. The carrier had something on the bow. What is that? He increased the magnification. Shen’s eyes got big. A hull number! American carriers don’t have hull numbers painted on the hull!
On the carrier’s superstructure he found the flag: red and white stripes. He blinked…. No, the ship was Japanese! A wave of relief came over him, and he exhaled as the tension flowed out.
“First Officer, take a look,” Shen said, and stepped away from the scope. His First Officer peered into the viewfinder, and, after a few seconds, turned to Shen, who commanded the scope down.
“Do you see what I see?” Shen asked.
“Japanese Hōshō class alongside a tanker and a Burke destroyer to starboard. Probably also Japanese and far from Japanese waters.”
“And heading toward the Luzon Strait — where he can aid the Americans. What else is he doing out here?”
“Comrade Captain, why isn’t he running down the Ryukyu chain where he would be safer?”
“I think to stay outside our naval aviation and avoid fishing militia snoopers. He can transit open water to a position east of Luzon and then come into the strait undetected. We are fortunate to be here. Luck is on our side. How far is he from Japan?”
They checked the chart screen: 400 miles to Kyushu and over 300 to the nearest Ryukyu island… well outside the 200-mile safe zone. The two officers continued their conference, mindful of the tactical situation that required a decision in minutes, not hours. Shen made the case to attack.
“He’s not 10 miles outside the limit; he’s over 100 miles outside. Two hundred from the mainland. Our orders are clear; what is he doing out here anyway but aiding the Americans?”
“What do you propose, Comrade Captain?”
Keeping his voice at a whisper so the watchstanders could not hear them, Shen answered.
“Put one fish into his bow, port side at the turn of his bilge. Make sure of success, and then run southeast. Leave the oiler and escort, and if he runs us down, we’ll engage with him. I don’t want to duel with him after he’s alerted and with helicopters to help him. Want all of them to aid the wounded carrier, and we’ve sent the message the People commanded us to send. So, compute a new firing solution for two weapons, and we’ll expend one, then look. See to it.”
“Aye, aye, Comrade Captain!”
The First Officer issued orders in a low tone, and Shen’s control room watchstanders went about their tasks. All was ready, and Shen knew they would be witness to history. Fate had given him this opportunity, and he had to take it.
“Shoot tube one!”
The vessel seemed to convulse as pressurized air ejected the 1.5 ton weapon from the torpedo room forward. Keeping silent, the planesmen shared broad smiles and fist pumps.
“Tube one away, wire control!”
“Very well,” Shen said as he lowered the scope and radio mast, holding course and creeping closer. With seven minutes to impact, he had to be patient. The sonar display showed no signs that the Japanese were alerted by the torpedoes in the water. With one minute to go and no change in sonar transients, he raised the scope. The carrier was pulling ahead of the tanker, and, at the same time, sonar reported the change. The carrier was cavitating as it charged away, now alerted to danger. It obscured the destroyer to starboard.
“Ten seconds to impact,” the Tactical Officer said to all in the control room. Shen remained motionless on the scope.
“Impact!” his lieutenant reported, but all on watch stared at their captain. He looked as if he had seen a ghost.
Shen saw with horror that the ship was lifted up on a huge bubble and flowering geyser of water, soon followed by a flash of fire and flame that obscured all but the aft quarter of the great vessel.
“Oh… my…”
“Captain, what is it?” the First Officer asked.
“Oh, no!” Shen muttered loud enough for this crew to hear. All were transfixed.
What happened? was the question that went through everyone’s mind. Seconds later, they heard the muffled boom of an explosion, and a cheer went up. Shen remained on the periscope, panic building inside. When he did not move, his First Officer spoke up.
“Comrade Captain, orders to the helm! The Japanese will counterattack!”
The sounds of the thunderous explosions were heard inside the hull, and Shen stepped back from the scope in horror.
* * *
Aboard the Japanese Ship Hōshō, Japan’s newest helicopter carrier, Captain 1st Rank Takei Hideo was overseeing the refueling on the starboard bridge wing when the report came up from combat.
“Torpedo inbound! Port side, 2,000 yards!”
All were shocked at the report and, by instinct, looked to their captain. Takei swung into action and rushed to the port side of the bridge.
“Emergency breakaway! Sound battle stations! All ahead flank!”
Five short blasts thrummed from the ship’s horn above the bridge, and, in seconds, the fueling hoses were withdrawn back to the replenishment vessel kingposts as Hōshō began her surge forward. Her crew had little choice but to sever the tensioning lines when the angle and distance became too great, and the male end of one hose fell into the turbulent water between the ships.
Almost 800 sailors aboard Hōshō, grumbling at the no notice drill, were horrified to hear a call on the ship’s PA system.
“Torpedo inbound port side, brace for shock! This is not a drill!”
Fear and confusion gripped the ship. Who is shooting? An American thinking we are Chinese? Unprepared and fearful sailors wondered out loud to each other as they ran through the passageways amid the increased whine of the LM2500’s at a flank bell. How can this be happening?
Takei saw a faint wake curl in from port. “Left full rudder!” he shouted, not knowing it was the last order to the helm Hōshō would ever receive.
Takei and the bridge watchstanders were lifted into the air and slammed into the angle-iron and piping above them before they were dropped back to the deck in broken and bloody heaps. They lay there dazed for a second, and one held his forehead to stop the bleeding. Takei grimaced at pain in his leg and arm and, with the wind knocked out of him, struggled to breathe. Then a massive explosion up forward blew out most of the bulletproof bridge windows as the great ship bucked again, and thunderous overpressure shoved the crew against bulkheads throughout the ship. Takei felt a blast of heat as he was thrown against the bulkhead and bounced into the lee helm console. Screams and cries came from those still conscious as black smoke poured through the windows and shot along the overhead.
Takei pulled himself up. At once, he felt the starboard list and heard the agonized moans of those around him. Outside, he could hear the crackling of flames and saw only roiling black smoke. The list increased, and through the smoke, he saw the flight deck edge stop forward of the superstructure.
His bow was gone.
“Abandon ship!” he bellowed and grabbed a sound-powered phone. “This is Captain First Rank Takei. Abandon ship!” He shouted to the mate, who was bleeding from his scalp as he struggled to his feet. “Abandon ship! Alert the crew!” The mate reached up to grab the microphone.
Through the open bridge door he saw blue seawater and noted the inclinometer was past 20 degrees — and still increasing. To his left, he saw the port deck edge and the sky through the smoke. We have only minutes left, he thought.
The helmsman, a girl of maybe 20, sat on deck crying next to the chart table. With both legs broken she was immobile, and the others were too wounded to help themselves, much less anyone else. “I don’t want to die!” she cried, fighting hysteria. Takei wanted to scold her, but then felt pity on the girl who probably would die today, too young.
“Be brave, Leading Seaman!” Takei said in an effort to break through her fear and human wish to live.
The slant of the deck increased, and Takei ordered those who could to scramble to the bridge wing and go over the side. Outside, he heard lifeboat canisters inflate with a pop and a whoosh, and shouts of sailors exhorting one another as they abandoned ship. Save yourselves, honorable Hōshō crew.
The helmsman was inconsolable as she propped herself against the table leg, and Takei sensed Hōshō was beginning a roll from which it would not recover. He could crab down to the bridge wing hatch and save himself, but holding on to the console, he knew he would not. He would die here, and as he sensed more and more of his body weight transfer from his feet to his hip, he braced against the helm. Hōshō, my ship!
With a sudden squeal of fear, the girl slid down the deck and slammed into the bulkhead. Seawater then rushed inside the bridge as she flailed and cried in anguish. Her cries soon stopped, and Takei sensed the water level stabilize two meters below him. Hōshō was on its beam, beyond saving, and deep inside he heard the wrenching of steel and the muffled explosions as his ship groaned in its death throes.
Take me, now!
With a lurch, the water rose up to submerge him in the cold sea. Struggling to the surface, he was carried behind his bridge wing chair and was soon pinned against an intact bridge window. He gulped a final breath as the water covered him.
Through the glass Takei was given one last glimpse of the sky.
* * *
Unsure if the enemy destroyer was racing to attack him or to save survivors of the stricken carrier, Shen was not going to wait to find out.
“Down scope! Right full rudder. New course one-one-zero. Engine ahead full. Make revolutions for 21 knots. Dive, take us down to 300 meters!”
As the gut-wrenching gravity of what they had done gripped him, Shen’s face radiated fear. No, not what they had done. What he had done. He breathed through his mouth, and his crew sensed his growing panic. His First Officer stepped to him and whispered in his ear.
“Shen Ju-Long. What… happened?”
Shen pulled back and let his eyes fall to the sonar display. He leaned toward his First Officer, having to tell someone.
“The forward part of the ship… gone. Just a… I mean… a massive explosion, and the carrier is already on its side. Did we have good guidance all the way?”
“Yes, Comrade Captain. Per your orders.”
Shen struggled to control himself, but he had not been prepared for the cataclysmic force that ripped an 800-foot warship in two. “We probably sank it. Let’s get out of here.”
A victorious Changzheng 8 turned away, and, as water rushed into her ballast tanks, a subdued Shen contemplated how he would report this action to Headquarters. Then another horror hit him: He had transmitted that he was attacking an American, and as Changzheng 8 dove deeper, he knew it would be some time before he could update his report.

CHAPTER 32

Shen’s torpedo hit right where it was aimed.
It detonated at Frame 53, the intersection of two compartments. Forward of the frame was a void, but aft was a fuel bunker that supplied fuel to the marine gas turbine engines. The explosive power tore an 18-foot hole in Hōshō 20 feet below the waterline. This serious wound was not enough to doom her, but with the crew still dogging all watertight doors and hatches, the ship was not buttoned up to resist battle damage. With the forward magazine doors open to receive weapons transferred from the ship alongside, the fuel explosion from the nearby bunker set off exposed weapons in the magazine. A second after the torpedo exploded, the forward magazine cooked off.
The guided-missile destroyer next to Hōshō, JS Sazanami, was 6,000 yards abeam when word came of a torpedo approaching the helicopter carrier. The bridge team and sailors on the weather decks were surprised to see the largest ship in the Japanese Navy lift as if on a rogue wave. Their surprise then turned to horror when the first half of the 800-foot vessel vanished into bright flame and smoke. The shock wave knocked sailors off their feet, and the water around Hōshō was pelted with debris as fires broke out on the tanker. Sazanami turned hard toward their stricken mates and the assailant to the east. Hōshō was still moving forward from the inertia of her twin screws at full power, and, as it cleared the smoke, the destroyer crew saw that the entire bow from keel to flight deck was gone. Flames and smoke poured from the break forward, and, as Sazanami passed in front of Hōshō, the sickened crew could look into the ship, now on its side, and count the flaming and smoking decks as fire spread on the water around it. The destroyermen knew they could not stay to render assistance lest they be next to suffer the same fate. The tanker slowed, and the wounded ship turned to give what help it could to the dying carrier next to it, the crew struggling for survival. Eight minutes after impact, Hōshō, settling on her right side, lifted her stern into the air as she sank into the blue Pacific in 14,000 feet of water. The concussive force of the magazine blast killed most of her crew where they stood; 172 survivors were rescued.
A crewman on Sazanami was video-recording Hōshō with his smart phone when the torpedo hit. He was knocked down by the shock, but resumed his recording until the carrier disappeared into a gurgling cauldron of giant bubbles.
Within ten minutes, Self Defense Fleet Headquarters was informed. Five minutes later Tokyo was notified.
Twenty minutes after Hōshō sank, Cactus Clark received notification of the attack. As his staff passed the word to the Pentagon National Military command Center, Clark called the Secretary.
The President was informed ten minutes later.
Twenty minutes after the White House notification, national and world media broke the story, and Beijing learned of the attack. Within ten minutes, their Defense Ministry denied responsibility; they had received no reports from their forces of any hostile actions.
Soon after, Shen, who was able to evade the single Seahawk that Sazanami sent to locate him, raised his radio mast and sent another burst transmission to get word to Southern Fleet HQ before he submerged and retired again to the southeast. This message was received.
FROM: 408
TO: SUBFLOT SOUTH
SUBJ: SECOND REPORT
DISREGARD MY INITIAL REPORT. ATTACKED WITH SINGLE DISABLING SHOT TORPEDO JS HOSHO CLASS CVH ESCORTED BY JS BURKE CLASS DDG 2524N 13442E. SEVERE SECONDARY DAMAGE TO CVH; SONAR INDICATIONS CVH SANK. DDG PURSUED/BROKE OFF PURSUIT. RETIRING SE.

Admiral Qin monitored the translated world media reports. They showed dramatic video of the Japanese helicopter carrier exploding on the horizon, giant pieces of the hull blown skyward. This was followed by shocking video images of the capital ship as it burned and then plunged below the waves. Reports claimed the ships were operating inside the 200-mile territorial sanctuary China had promised would be safe from attack. With the Japanese and American media molding world opinion, the PLA, and specifically the PLA(N), now had another PR challenge to deal with amid unclear reports from frontline units.
Qin was furious. After plotting the position reported by Changzheng 8, the Japanese were operating inside the promised sanctuary; the isolated island of Kitadaito that could have been overlooked on a chart. The Japanese had called their bluff, and a PLA(N) sub captain had attacked them just inside the sanctuary based on this “rock” out in the middle of nowhere. First, the midair collision with the American patrol plane in the Southern Sea, and now this, the unauthorized destruction of a Japanese warship — with probable heavy loss of life — that would bring Japan into the war as an active belligerent on the American side. This is not what the People’s Republic needed now as they worked to strengthen defenses and sway world opinion.
Marshal Dong was on the line. Qin took a breath as he waited to be put through. Dong got right to the point.
“Qin Chung! The Chairman cannot abide one more mistake by the People’s Navy! Because of your fanatical mavericks we are at war now with our archenemy Japan, with our northern seas at risk. What’s next? Russia? India? Answer me!”
Qin had never received such a blast from Dong, from anyone in his career. He sensed his answer would save not his career but his life, and he had one second to form it.
“Marshal Dong, this is unacceptable to the People’s Navy, and we hold ourselves to a higher standard. I am relieving the Southern Fleet commander and submarine flotilla commander, and will recall our submarine to homeport and place the commander under arrest for disobeying orders.”
“You told me your forces would warn and disable, keeping casualties to a minimum! Have you seen the media video?”
“Yes, Comrade Marshal, and a case can be made that the Japanese were operating far outside the spirit and intent of our proclamation. They, and the world, now see how serious we are, that our statements are credible. We will reiterate to our forward commanders down to those on our ship bridges and in our airplane cockpits the importance of following the People’s Liberation Army Navy commands to the letter. The chain of command in this instance will pay for their failure to do so.”
“Comrade Admiral….” Before Dong continued, Qin detected that his own career, for now, had been spared. “…are you confident you are in control of your forces?”
“Yes, Marshal Dong, and we are solidifying our defense of the first island chain. We have control of sea lanes throughout the Southern Sea, with submarines deployed from Malacca to the Luzon Strait. Outside our Southern Sea, we have submarines to disrupt, militia to report, and aviation and rocket forces to destroy enemies that threaten our waters.”
“How can you deal with the Japanese now?”
“Our Northern Fleet acts as a threat to the Senkakus and Ryukyus to limit Japanese help to the Americans in the south. If they ignore our warnings, a well-placed rocket into their airfield at Okinawa may persuade their public to petition the Diet for peace. We do not want a wider war, Marshal Dong, and I’m confident we can manage the application of precise force going forward.” Qin waited a long five seconds for a response.
“Comrade Qin, we cannot fail. No—you cannot fail in this task.”
“Marshal Dong, seagoing combat operations have my personal and untiring attention.”
* * *
Wilson taxied his Rhino to Iwo Jima’s single runway. Air Wing Fifteen aircraft were scattered all over the airfield on any available parking space. Another C-17 was unloading equipment to support the carrier planes as Hancock helicopters continued to transfer men and supplies from the ship. All 49 fixed-wing that took off from the carrier in a historic action made it, but there was no respite from the pace. Before Wilson manned his jet, armed with bullets and a single Maverick missile, he learned that the Chinese had sunk the Japanese helicopter carrier Hōshō some 300 miles to the west. This stunned, and then angered, the island’s Japanese garrison, who now supported the American effort with enthusiasm. Wilson and another Rhino from the Sharks would be supported by a single E-2 from the Lookouts and a single EA-18 Growler. Another section of Rhinos led by Olive was going to search to the southwest. Mother Tucker chafed at his combat air patrol assignment around Iwo. He wanted to get into the fight.
Wilson roared down the runway under blue skies and sucked up the gear and flaps once airborne. He rolled right and headed west, staying low and slowing so his wingman Lieutenant Mike “Mongo” Mangrum could join up. Once joined, Wilson switched them to the briefed radio frequency for Lookout. The nearest “mainland” was Japan, over 600 miles to the northwest.
“Lookout, Flip. Flight of two up for your control.”
“Flips, roger. Search sector as briefed,” Lookout answered.
Wilson’s link display showed a pointer 68 miles to the west that Lookout wanted them to investigate. He centered it, and both Super Hornets cruised toward the linked surface contact. They did not expect PLA(N) surface ships, but Chinese merchants and militia fishing vessels were likely in these waters. Wilson and Mongo would stay high to avoid detection, using their targeting FLIRs to visually identify at range the contacts Lookout directed them to using data link. The reported Hōshō sinking position was another 250 miles beyond the surface contact, or “skunk,” they were investigating.
On the surface they saw a fishing boat, and Wilson was able to maneuver his FLIR to track it. The boat was a trawler, heading southwest, and Wilson took an image of it and sent it to Lookout. The E-2 crew classified the image; the boat belonged to the People’s Republic.
This boat had to be tracked, and Wilson stayed ten miles off and over 20,000 feet above to bird-dog it. He broke an unwritten rule and sent Mongo off alone to follow the link pointer to the next contact of interest, which turned out to be a car carrier heading south. Going from contact to contact, Mongo was able to help build the surface “picture” west of Iwo.
Wilson did not want to alert the fishing boat to his presence, and he watched it maneuver this way and that, in no particular pattern. It was 140 miles from Iwo Jima and could easily have listening antenna. If it detected American carrier aircraft here, that would indicate to Beijing either that Hancock was not 100 percent immobilized or that the Americans had somehow moved the jets to Iwo Jima.
On his FLIR display, Wilson saw an object ejected from the stern of the boat. It seemed to fly on its own, and Wilson tracked it heading east. As it flew under him, he identified it as a UAV with a single pusher prop.
“Lookout, the boat just launched a UAV, heading east. Let’s splash it.”
“Will pass that; obtaining clearance,” the E-2 controller responded.
Clear of the boat, Wilson yanked the power to idle and descended. From three miles above he could see the UAV with his naked eyes, light gray against the dark blue sea. It was motoring east, on course to overfly Iwo Jima.
He could not let it take images of the airfield.
Wilson called to Mongo and ordered him back to bird-dog the fishing boat. After coordinating with Lookout, Wilson made the decision on his own. He armed up and did a tight 270-degree turn to gain some lateral separation. He slowed and slipped the jet to get down as fast as he could. The UAV was indeed heading for Iwo Jima, only 70 miles on the nose.
Wilson knew somebody was monitoring the UAV and that it had a camera and IR seeker. His plan was to sneak up and gun it with a high-deflection shot so those monitoring the UAV would not know what happened.
The UAV was level at 3,000 feet and cruising along, oblivious to his presence. It was a small “battlefield” UAV, maybe ten feet long, that the boat had launched with a catapult. He resisted the urge to lock it with his radar, but squeezed off a burst to check.
Assessing the fall of shot, he pulled his nose ahead of the UAV and forced himself to wait. The little airplane grew in his HUD field of view, and, with a sudden start, Wilson knew he was close to overshooting it. Now!
Wilson squeezed again, a long burst with the familiar chain saw sound made by the rotating 20mm barrels. Tracers flew out ahead of him as he hosed the UAV with high explosive from near point-blank range.
He saw a flash in the empennage, and the airplane broke up as another round hit a wing. Wilson pulled off and overbanked left to watch the UAV flutter down to the surface below.
“Lookout, Flip. Splashed the UAV. Mongo, you copy that?”
“Affirm, sir, and the boat launched another,” Mongo answered.
“Take it,” Wilson said. No more screwing around.
Moments later, Mongo reported that he had splashed the UAV out of sight of the trawler as technicians aboard it scratched their heads, figuring it was an anomaly in their system that caused them to lose contact.
* * *
Meanwhile, Mother and his wingman Turnip were orbiting high over Iwo Jima. After 20 minutes, Mother received a transmission from Lookout who wanted him to check “white” airliner traffic approaching from the south; the airliner’s projected track crossed over the island.
Mother accelerated as Turnip took trail. Given what had happened to Hancock the previous day, airliners had to be checked out and dealt with, if not what they appeared to be.
Mother had one Sidewinder heat-seeking missile and bullets, not a massive wallop but enough to damage a large aircraft — or, at least, scare the pilots. He would go at the airliner with Turnip in trail, the old eyeball-shooter intercept, and, if no-factor, would let it go. His plan was to intercept from below so as not to produce a contrail. Lookout was sending them linked info and sweetened it with a call.
“Mother, your bogey bears one-seven-three for eighty.”
“Roger,” Mother growled. He guessed the bogey was in the high 30’s and continued his easy climb at .85 mach. With 20 miles to go, he leveled at 35,000 feet and got supersonic.
He saw the airliner at 40 miles, slightly up. It had four engines leaving heavy contrails, and he soon noted the white fuselage. It was a passenger 747 with a red tail, heading north, and, as Mother went at it, Turnip swung wide to take a big bite.
When it was apparent the aircraft was a civil carrier, Mother pulled hard nose-low in front of it to maintain airspeed for the intercept. Turnip crossed behind the 747 at 90 degrees, and both had to keep their knots up to avoid falling too far behind.
As he made the radio call to Lookout, Mother eased up underneath the airliner and took a position under the tail. He scanned the aircraft and saw nothing unusual. Satisfied the 747 was “friendly,” he eased away and recorded their position, altitude, heading, time, and the aircraft tail number.
He then noted passengers pressed against the windows watching him, some recording him with their smart phones. He waved at them and moved out to the wingtip before he broke away to the right as Turnip followed. Mother pulled his jet around the horizon, and in the distance he could make out Hancock, trailing a huge wake and heading north.
The amazed passengers talked among themselves about what they had seen and compared the photos they took. One knowledgeable passenger said the fighters were American FA-18 Hornets. When the 747 landed in Tokyo two hours later, the passengers posted their images on social media. Mother’s jet, lit by the afternoon sun, showed the letters NL on the tail, and, upon close inspection, USS HANCOCK could be read on the leading edge extension.
That night in Guangzhou, analysts on watch assessed the information that came in through various sources. The picket boat off Iwo Jima reported her two drones were lost due to unknown cause.
The disgusted head analyst figured the loss of both drones must have been operator error by untrained and untested crew members. How can the People’s Republic prevail against the Americans with incompetent technicians? The analyst hoped a fresh asset with better operators could fill the breach along this portion of the second chain.
The social media analyst across the room gave a shout, and all on watch were energized to see images of an American F-18 taken by passengers on a flight from Sydney to Narita. Digital evidence showed when the airplane, a 747, landed at Tokyo and passengers had coverage to post to their friends.
Analysis of the English and Japanese language comments of a dozen posts showed the pictures were taken an hour or two before landing. Backtracking, the analysts assessed the intercept occurred in the vicinity of Iwo Jima, close to the time the picket boat had lost her drones.
It was a USS Hancock jet. No doubt. Had the Americans repaired the damage done to their carrier catapults? Had this aircraft taken off before their attack on the carrier? Did this fighter also attack the drones?
Were there others?
And, if there were others — even this one FA-18 Hornet— where were they based? Honshu was over 600 miles away, far beyond the combat radius of a Hornet. Upon closer inspection only one fuel tank was attached to the airplane — the Americans always had multiple tanks on their deployed carrier planes.
Iwo Jima was now a PRC contact of interest.

CHAPTER 33

INDOPACOM HQ, Camp Smith
In Hawaii, Admiral Clark assessed his position.
John Adams was near Guam but not combat capable. Hancock had serious damage and was running to Yokosuka for repair. With Guam at risk from further DF-21 attacks, land-based aircraft were dispersed east to jam-packed Wake Island or south to Australia, farther from the fight. Flying hundreds of replacement sailors and aircrew to make John Adams a warfighting asset required a safe airfield (Wake) and lots of airplanes; civil carriers were pressed into service as the carrier closed Wake, a transit of 1,300 miles that would take days each way. His satellites were degraded and his aviators could not depend on GPS weapon guidance, a serious drawback as the Americans had most of their precision eggs in the GPS basket.
On the good side, his submarines were working their way into firing positions, and his surface combatants were ready with full load-outs. USS Les Aspin was intact and in relative safety in the eastern Indian Ocean. The amphib USS Solomon Islands, with 22 F-35s and two squadrons of Romeo helicopters aboard, was 500 miles from Guam, and, in what would be a legendary accomplishment that would go down in the annals of naval history, Randy Johnson aboard Hancock sent his air wing ashore to Iwo Jima with deck runs! Amazing, and Johnson’s CAG, Captain Jim Wilson, led them off like Jimmy Doolittle of yore. Clark had to keep this under wraps as long as he could; if a DF-21 could hit Guam, Iwo Jima was within reach, and the 50 combat aircraft there, now available to him, were a priceless asset.
Another “good” was the loss of the Japanese helicopter carrier inside the 200-mile sanctuary the Chinese had granted. In the cruel calculus of war, this action would mobilize the Japanese and open their airfields for American use. On the public opinion side, the American public, with vocal exceptions from fifth-column media outlets, was behind efforts to restore the status quo and repatriate the John Adams crew. World opinion was mixed, breaking as it so often did along lines of civilization and language. In Asia, however, with the exception of North Korea, all were against the People’s Republic.
Clark could not attack with only one carrier and with Guam out of action. John Adams would be ready for tasking within a week, and, if he could strengthen Guam’s antimissile battery and attack the DF-21 launch sites, he could use the island and Okinawa as staging bases for tankers, bombers, AWACS, and reconnaissance assets — from U-2s to EC-135 Rivet Joint. F-22 Raptors and F-15E Strike Eagles could also return, but the sorties they could generate to hit South China Sea targets almost 2,000 miles away were limited. Everyone needed tanker support — including China.
Hancock was a question mark, and Johnson said the ship needed weeks in port to repair the catapults. Clark didn’t have weeks. If the Chinese had time, they could make the Spratlys and the whole SCS nearly impenetrable. Clark was confident of ultimate victory, but he was also a realist.
More — many more — kids on both sides would die before this ended. Ships would sink and dozens of aircraft would be shot down. By husbanding his resources now, he could deliver hammer blows from 270 degrees of the compass in a week or two. Clark needed to attack sooner rather than later, but by striking first the Chinese had bought the time they needed to mobilize for an all-out air-sea fight.
The Seventh Fleet commander called on the secure line and was put through. He would task McGill with devising an operational plan to roll back the Chinese and defend American allies. How are we going to do this?
“John, Cactus here, and I’m all ears.”
“Sir, just got a message from Randy Johnson. His people tell him the repairs are going to take two to three weeks. With the known PRC sub in the region, he is hightailing it for Yokosuka, and he has escorts with him. Most of his air wing is at Iwo Jima, but they are basically on a shoestring and don’t have the ordnance to be a power projection asset. However, they are off the ship and can fly where needed.”
“Where do you want them?” Clark asked.
McGill already had an answer. “Kadena, sir. Maybe Iwakuni. We’ll have support, security, and good comms.”
“Concur… but I want them on Hancock.”
“Me, too, sir, but she’s at least two weeks away, and…”
Impatient, Clark cut him off. “John, when she gets to Yokosuka, you’ve got two days to ready her for combat. I’ll know the minute she shifts colors at the pier, and the clock will begin then. Two days. Out here.”
* * *
As the sun set on Blood Moon Atoll, Bai Quon and Liu Qi stood with their backs against the radar shack that sat along the runway perimeter road. They watched the sky in silence. Towering cumulus clouds hovered to the east, their purple bases rising to magnificent white crowns set against the sunlit blue miles above. On the reddened western horizon, Bai could make out the silhouette of a cargo ship towing a barge north, perhaps one that supplied the Song Ca Island outpost. Seabirds darted about in the foreground of other distant yellow and orange cloud banks. The outpost was quiet save for the soft tropical breeze and the gentle surf that lapped against the crushed coral beach. He was thinking about the Americans.
Liu rested her head on his shoulder as she gazed upon the dramatic sky. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she said. She held his arm close, a gentle smile forming on her lips.
“Yes,” Bai acknowledged in a deep voice. Both were alert for patrol vehicles on the road and wished to remain hidden from the control tower across the runway. Personnel were not allowed on the beach after sunset, and no personnel were ever allowed to recreate on the runway perimeter road. Liu’s duty to check on the air traffic radar equipment gave her a reason to be there, and Bai could stow away in the vehicle to avoid detection. It would be dark in thirty minutes and they could be free, free to be themselves on the crowded outpost. Free to be themselves among 1.3 billion sets of prying eyes.
Across the runway, the narrow parking aprons were crammed with aircraft. Another J-11 squadron had flown down from Hainan, and five H-6s and four Y-8s took up all remaining real estate. Rumor had it that a J-15 Flying Shark squadron from the PLA(N) carrier Liaoning was en route to bolster the region’s defenses and expose the pilots to combat.
Bai hoped they went to the runway at Yawu Cay instead. We are tripping over ourselves in this sandy closet!
“Bai, when will you go home?” Liu asked.
Surprised at the question, he answered. “When our mission here is complete. We will defend the People’s Republic with all our strength until properly relieved by high command. Why do you ask this?”
“Mei Ling told me the 904 squadron must leave to make room for more airplanes coming from the mainland.”
Bai shook his head. “Mei Ling is a blathering ninny who knows nothing of strategy. It is not a woman’s place to discuss such things!”
“Please do not get angry with me, sweet. I only fear you leaving me.”
“We are not leaving,” Bai growled.
Liu returned her gaze to the western horizon. While Bai focused on the supply vessel, she saw nature’s beauty, as vast and endless as the sea and sky. Bai was tall and trim, with strong limbs and piercing eyes that conveyed a calm confidence she found irresistible. Any girl on the outpost — any girl in Dalian! — would be overjoyed to be on the arm of this handsome and courageous fighter pilot serving the People. And Bai was hers. She didn’t want this moment to end and dreamed of their future together, a future as beautiful as the tropical evening in this enchanted sea.
The sky darkened as the minutes counted down. Each knew they would not stay unnoticed by their comrades for too long. An hour… yes, they could make excuses for another hour. To the east, stars appeared next to a rising moon that stepped out from behind a column of cloud. Bai picked up a sound.
“Get down.”
Together they crouched behind the corrugated metal shack as a faint engine sound and the glow from a pair of headlights grew stronger. The sound of tires on asphalt increased as the roving patrol vehicle sped down the perimeter road. Bai peered around the corner as the headlights popped into view and pulled his head back. “Shhhh,” he said to Liu. She pressed closer with her head against his chest as if she could disappear from the snoopers.
The engine sound rose to a crescendo as the headlights illuminated the beach and sea beyond. The patrol passed the shack without slowing, red taillights fading into the darkness as it continued down the length of the runway. After a minute, Bai saw the patrol vehicle turn and enter the technician’s dormitory compound. They were alone again, for a moment at least. Bai helped Liu to her feet.
“I feel safe with you, Bai,” she said, hugging his waist as she listened to his heart beat through his cotton shirt. Bai held her as his gaze returned to the horizon, now a jagged pink line under dark gray buildups.
“Marry me, Bai.”
Bai wrapped his arms around her tighter, feeling the softness of her body pressing against him. Wisps of her long hair blew about his face. She wanted him, and he felt her trembling.
“Let’s go back to Dalian! We can lie together during the cold nights with our son. I will give you a son, a strong boy to grow up like you and care for us in our old age. And these days we can ask the Party for a daughter, one who will dote on you and honor you with grandchildren. Bai, I will be a good wife, subservient and pretty for you. Do you love me, Bai Quon?”
Bai kissed the top of her head and grunted.
“I love you so much, Bai! Your squadron is a heroical squadron in service of the People, and I know you are the most heroic pilot! You need a loving wife to help you relax from your difficult duties. Come!”
Liu darted away to the small sandy beach, down from the road behind piles of crushed coral. The beach was hidden from the tower and offered clear views of approaching vehicles. The rising moon bathed it in soft light, and Bai could see Liu frolicking, her squeals of delight carried on the sea breeze. A carefree Chinese girl on a frontier outpost, free in this new century that would be led by China. She skipped and splashed in the water, oblivious to approaching patrols or American fleets, calling to the seabirds, bursting with life in this beautiful new Chinese world that no one could take from them.
She would make a good wife…
“Bai! Bai Quon! Come! Dance!” He heard her call from the shoreline. A smile formed as he watched her prance about, swinging her arms. A moment’s rest… he could give up thinking about the Vietnamese and the Americans for a moment. Bai lifted his shirt over his head.

CHAPTER 34

“The Americans have carrier planes in Iwo Jima!”
Qin took a moment to digest the report from Vice Admiral Li in Zhanjiang. “How did they get there?”
“Either they were able to repair their catapults, or they used a crane. We’ve imaged over forty aircraft on the island, including their carrier-based E-2 AWACS planes. However, human intelligence from Japan says the carrier Hancock is en route to Yokosuka for repair. Correlating all sources, we believe the planes on Iwo Jima belong to this carrier.”
“At least one catapult escaped damage,” Qin said. “They must be putting in for repair. Do you have agents in Yokosuka?”
“We do, Comrade Admiral.”
“Very well, we must obtain a damage report and estimation of repair.”
“It will be done, Comrade Admiral,” Li answered.
“Fleet commander, we still have a problem. Those aircraft may be pressed into service, either by the Americans flying them to another carrier or based out of Iwo Jima, like their base at Guam.”
“Iwo Jima is a fraction of the size of Guam, Comrade Admiral. Even the Americans cannot mount a significant force from it — and the island belongs to Japan.”
“Yes, Japan, who is only too happy to help the Americans now that your submarine sank their carrier. Do not underestimate them, any of them. They have dozens of tanker aircraft and can hit us from the second chain, or Alaska, or Hawaii.”
“Comrade Admiral, Iwo Jima is over one thousand miles from the fatherland, and over sixteen hundred to our southern sea outposts. My aviation advisors tell me that, from that long a distance, they could mount only a small raid. I agree with you that the planes can augment the John Adams and their other carriers coming to the region. Another fear is dispersal to other island outposts. No, we must destroy them now while they sit at Iwo Jima, Comrade Admiral.”
“How do you propose we accomplish this?”
“Strategic Rocket Force attack, Comrade Admiral, such as with Guam and Subic.”
“Out of the question! We are not going to attack Japanese soil from outer space and deepen our hole.”
Li did not have a better plan; placing his ships outside the first chain was too much to risk. A long-range aviation strike at such a mind-boggling distance was a problem for his Naval Air Force — even for the People’s Air Force. Neither had ever accomplished such a flight, even in training.”
“Where is your nearest submarine?” Qin asked.
“The last reported position of Changzheng 8 is some five hundred miles east of the Luzon Strait. We’ve recalled him per orders.”
Qin made a face. Damn! Changzheng 8 and its maverick commander had proven their incompetence and had brought in Japan as a belligerent. He should be imprisoned, not given this great responsibility, this chance at glory!
“Turn him around! Have him close Iwo Jima at best speed. What about the fishing militia? How are they deployed?”
“They are everywhere in the near seas, Comrade Admiral, and we have several dozen inside the second island chain, including one off Iwo Jima. It lost its two drones — cause unknown — and with the loss of our satellites, communications to our far sea vessels are difficult and unreliable.”
Qin spoke in a stern voice. “We must destroy these American aircraft as soon as possible and deny Iwo Jima as a staging base. Your cruise missile submarine is our best chance. He cannot fail.”
“He won’t, Comrade Admiral.”
* * *
From his makeshift “office” under the control tower, Wilson got the message he expected from 7th fleet headquarters.
PRC FISHING VESSELS OPERATING IN YOUR VICINITY ARE HOSTILE ISR ASSETS. WITH PID ENGAGE FOR MISSION KILL.

This was it, a tasking order, and, as with most naval messages, it did not have a lot of amplifying information. Mission kill. Sinking the boats was a mission kill, but so was knocking out their sensors. How to do that? What sensors did they have, and where on the vessels were they placed? Hell, a deckhand with binoculars was a sensor. And fishing boats were all over the place; the last thing they needed was to hit a Japanese boat by mistake. The hardest part of this tasking order was going to be making the positive ID.
Could the boats defend themselves? Wilson figured they had shoulder-fired missiles and small arms, maybe a hidden 23mm gun. His pilots could identify the boats with their sensors, and the E-2 and EA-18G could help.
What to hit them with? He had some air-to-air missiles the jets took with them on their deck runs or were sling-carried by the Sierras, along with a pallet of Hellfires and four Infra-red Mavericks. The missiles did not provide much hitting power, even against a fishing boat. The internal guns in the Hornets could do better. As he contemplated the situation, there was a knock on his open door as his Ordnance Officer looked in.
“Yes, Gunner, come in.”
“CAG, we found a magazine here. The good news is we have some bombs.”
Wilson smiled, knowing whatever was coming next was going to pose a problem.
“And the bad news…?”
“They’re Mark 81s, sir… 250-pounders. They’ve got a slew of ‘em, but it looks like they’ve been sittin’ here for years; cobwebs everywhere, coated with dust. And no thermal coating, but we’ve got some bombs, if you need ‘em. The fins are already attached, and we found some mech fuses.”
“Okay, tell me we have laser guidance kits for them.”
“I can’t tell you that, sir, because we don’t. Our kits are for heavier stuff and don’t fit. And we really don’t have arming wires and clips. We can probably scrounge up some wires around here, but clips are a problem. We’ve got a few, but we didn’t think we’d need ‘em.”
Wilson saw LT Williams walk by. “Lieutenant!” he called out, and Williams poked his head inside.
“Yes, sir.”
“Lieutenant, we need some ordnance stuff. Fins, fuses, wires, guidance kits. Do you or the Japanese have any on the island?”
“And we need clips,” Gunner added.
Williams scratched his head. “I’ll check, sir, but the answer is probably no. Maybe we can print it for you.”
“Print?” Wilson asked.
“Yes, sir, we have a 3-D printer. We’ll make one as per sample, if you have one of whatever you need.”
“You guys have a 3-D printer on this rock?” Wilson said, incredulous but relieved.
“Yes, sir. Made in Japan, and it’s great to have out here. Only have one though.”
“Okay, Gunner, get with the lieutenant here and print some ordie stuff. I want to launch sorties with bombs ASAP.”
“Roger, sir.”
By scraping together what they could, and by using the miracle of 3-D printing, Air Wing Fifteen could load live bombs on their jets.
* * *
Hours later, Weed and Olive led six other Rhinos on an armed reconnaissance search west of Iwo. Four sections of two jets would search sectors, and, when enemy vessels were found, call the others over to attack with the four 250-pound bombs they each carried after the Ordnancemen performed their magic. One Hawkeye and Growler would support them, as well as two Romeos to help with targeting. Weed was overall lead.
It was late afternoon when the jets accelerated down the runway. Weed and his wingman Jumpin’ headed south. Olive and her wingman, Flamer, took the southwest sector with the others fanning out to the west and northwest. The plan was to fly out 150 miles, turn right for 75 miles, and return to Iwo. If nothing, they would search southeast, but they expected to find something on the first legs.
Olive and Flamer cruised at a medium altitude as they weaved through the afternoon clouds, which were more blessing than curse. With radars off to avoid detection, they conducted a visual search aided by their FLIRs. After 100 miles, all they had found was a car carrier heading south. Then the E-2 called.
“Snipers, Lookout. Follow your pointer.”
Olive saw her data link point 270 at 60. She entered an easy turn that Flamer matched as she slewed her FLIR to the pointer. On her helmet display, a green diamond set against a cloud was the cue Lookout was leading them to; beyond the cloud, and under that diamond, she expected to find a contact of interest.
She cut through the edge of the small cloud and saw a blue hull on the water, heading south and trailing a small wake. That’s it! she thought and porpoised her nose to get Flamer to join as she set up an orbit.
“Lookout, we got a VID on your contact heading south at five knots. Sending you a picture. Weed, we’re two-three-six for one-thirty in a left turn. Waitin’ for you.”
Weed rogered her and, after comparing positions, set a course and speed to intercept. The Growler and Romeos aided the E-2. This was the Chinese intelligence collector they wanted.
Flamer was next to Olive, and she signaled him by forming a gun with her hand as if cocking the trigger back. Flamer nodded and lifted his MASTER ARM switch to ARM.
In less than ten minutes Weed and Jumpin’ arrived. Olive kept the lead and waited on Lookout. She did not have to wait long.
“Sniper from Lookout. Cleared to engage.”
“Roger, Lookout, Snipers cleared to engage. Snipers, fence in. Tapes on.”
Ready for combat, the four Super Hornets circled north and west. Olive decided to bring them out of the afternoon sun in a high dive. With their old — and unguided — bombs, they would roll in left and use a constantly computed aimpoint on the water as they watched the vessel steam into it. Olive saw the geometry was going to lead them starboard and amidships of the vessel — not preferred — but she didn’t want to pass up the concealment the sun gave her. The vessel continued to plod south with no change in course or speed. They weren’t seen.
“Lead’s in,” she radioed, and pushed the throttles to military as she pulled her Rhino across the imaginary “cone” to establish her visual dive. Looking down at the trawler, she saw it turn into her. They see us now, but they can’t escape.
Olive pulled the throttles back as she overbanked down and left, almost inverted, as she placed her nose in front of the target. The weapons solution line came into view on her Heads-Up Display, and, as she bunted and rolled wings-level, she placed it in front of the ship. She had to estimate the vessel’s course and speed, her dive rate and altitude, and monitor the solution cue. From this high altitude and steep angle, she did not expect any return fire until she pulled out after the bombs came off….
Sudden pain, as excruciating as anything she had ever experienced, seared her face as if she were on fire! She pulled off and slapped at her face, jerking the visor up to beat down the flames. Her neck was burning, and she couldn’t breathe! She stopped flying the airplane, and her arms were flailing at the blaze in front of her — no, on her! Olive was no longer focused on anything but putting out the fire and tried to hide from it by pulling herself in as best she could.
When the flames subsided, Olive was looking at blue water that was coming closer. She didn’t know what had happened, didn’t know where she was. A moment ago she was on fire and now she wasn’t. She could see whitecaps ahead but ignored them as she panted hard from the experience of surviving a cockpit fire. She still felt some residual tenderness on her neck and arms. The water color deepened.
Olive realized she was moving fast toward the water. She didn’t know what to do to, how to avoid it. Then she realized where she was — in a Super Hornet! She saw the altimeter pass 1,000 feet….
Shit!
Olive yanked back on the stick before preparing for the 9.4 g’s that fell on her like an avalanche. The force knocked the breath out of her as her lungs were smashed against her spinal cord, and it pushed her head down into her neck as her g-suit squeezed at maximum inflation to keep blood in her brain so she could see, and think, and act. Her vision grayed and tunneled as she fought to make sense of the green HUD information, and, in her subconscious, she heard the aircraft aural warning tone: “Flight Controls. Flight Controls.”
She let off the g and sensed the waves were on either side of her. She was still trying to gather her senses. Did someone call?
“Olive, abort, abort, abort! Snipers keep jinking! Bring it east!”
Who was that? Weed? Deputy CAG Hopper is calling. She heard his voice but was still trying to figure out what was going on.
“Anyone see a chute? Jumpin,’ you with me?” Weed continued, alarmed at what had befallen the first two jets in the dive on the boat.
“Affirm, sir! Comin’ out your right four o’clock! No chute!”
Chute? What’s going on?
“Olive! You with us? Olive! Pull up!”
Olive realized she was only 200 feet above the water with airspeed falling. She “woke up” and pushed the throttle forward while lifting her jet away from danger. Less confused now, she keyed the mike.
“Weed, I’m with you… lost sight.”
“We’ve got you, keep heading east. Gate! Keep the jet moving, Jumpin’ Joe.”
Olive tried to turn her neck right, but it was painful. She turned right and looked over her shoulder as best she could, picking up two jets and looking for a third. She realized she hadn’t heard Flamer. Where’s Flamer?
“Olive check,” she transmitted.
“Olive from Weed. Your wingman went in next to the contact. No chute. Never pulled up.”
Olive absorbed the words. She pulled right to take a better look and saw the fishing boat in the distance, still in a turn. Not far from it, a gray cloud hovered over the water and bloomed above it. On closer inspection, she could see the water underneath was disturbed.
Weed took charge.
“Lookout from Sniper three. We’ve aborted, and Sniper two is down next to the contact. No chute.”
At a safe distance, Weed saw the boat turn back to the spot Flamer went in. Bastards, he thought. What happened? Directed energy?
With Olive still gathering her wits, Weed assumed lead of the formation. He had to get them back to the island and debrief Olive, but also manage the Search and Rescue effort. From five miles, he could see the boat stop in the area of disturbed water, no doubt to pick up any debris it could. Bastards!
“Olive, can you fly form on us?” Weed asked.
“Affirm,” she answered. “Want to get my wingman back.”
“Concur, but we need to give this guy some room. Dash-two rode it in, no chute. I’m sorry. What happened to you?”
Olive grappled with the news that her wingman Flamer was lost, her wingman, her responsibility. She watched the boat wallow in the slick created by Flamer’s jet. With sudden clarity, she realized it could have been her.
“I felt like I was on fire… couldn’t fly the jet. I was awake but couldn’t move for a long time. It’s like G-LOC after the most intense pain I’ve ever experienced. Still feeling something like sunburn.”
“Okay, join up as dash-three. We’re at your ten-o’clock high, about two miles…. On your nose now.”
“Visual,” Olive replied.
As Weed coordinated with Lookout and the MH-60 Romeos to keep a track on the fishing boat, Olive thought about Flamer. Only 26, he was single, and she was not aware of a girlfriend. He was “solid,” with an easy smile, not prone to mistakes and dependable. Now he was gone. Had Flamer experienced the same burning sensation? The same dazed incapacity while strapped into the cockpit of a single-seat jet? What did the boat have? Some kind of “ray gun?” She thought of the letter she would write that evening to his family. But first, what was this new threat?
Weed orbited east of the boat before it moved away and to the west. He checked out with Lookout and put Iwo Jima on his nose.
We have a problem, a big one.

CHAPTER 35

Hundreds of Chinese fishing vessels dotted the Pacific Ocean, from modest trawlers like She Kou to 600-foot factory vessels of 12,000 tons. With growing concern that each carried a microwave weapon that could destroy an airplane or disable the crew inside, the Americans had to suspect and track all of them. That the vessels, part of the fishing militia, could contribute to the PRC open-ocean intelligence and targeting picture was a given, but unknown to the Americans, each night every PRC fishing vessel dropped a sonobuoy over the side during their normal seining and net retrieval operations.
The expendable floating cylinders acted as line-of-sight radio relays for coded broadcast messages to PLA units, submarines in particular. A Y-8 in “safe” near seas airspace could transmit a burst of code that would be picked up by passive buoys that would transmit their own bursts to adjacent buoys that would repeat the process in a chain reaction until all buoys were in contact with another — a network spanning hundreds of miles and extending well beyond the second island chain. The fishing militia vessels themselves could receive tasking messages from the mainland, a poor man’s artificial intelligence that allowed a degree of swarm coordination, albeit with a slow lag time and little agility to provide mainland commanders with real-time targeting information.
Could the Chinese field microwave weapons on every rusty scow in their fishing fleet? The Americans had to think they could, and one option was to disable or sink every Chinese fishing vessel they came across. In the Pacific alone this meant hundreds of thousands of vessels; even if one piece of ordnance could disable or sink a vessel, Cactus Clark knew it would stretch his ordnance stockpiles to put that one piece into each boat his forces came across. With targeting errors, probabilities of kill, fusing hiccups and the size of some of the boats, he would need much more ordnance than he had in order to deal with the militia and PLA(N) forces he expected to encounter. Furthermore, if an “innocent” boat were hit or sunk, he would have to deal with the public relations fallout in a media front that was as real as the threat along the first island chain.
With the exposed American aircraft parked at Iwo Jima, a relatively soft target, the Chinese needed to hit them and destroy what they could, soonest. A burst transmission went out, and through a network of sonobuoy relays, specific tasking came to Shen Ju-Lang and Changzheng 8, now only a day away from a launch position to send a volley of cruise missiles toward the vulnerable island.
Shen had fewer than a dozen of the new YJ-18 antiship cruise missiles that could also be used for land attack. The tasking order had detailed coordinates for each weapon, and his targeting team plotted them on existing charts. The dots formed a jumble on the eastern part of Iwo Jima — the chart scale was too big for targeting, and who would have ever guessed Iwo Jima would be a target for Shen on what began as a routine near sea patrol. His Weapons Division Officer spoke.
“Comrade Captain, we do not have target imagery to program into the weapon computers, and we know we cannot depend on satellite navigation. Terminal guidance will be degraded, even with a radar sensor.”
Shen didn’t dare come up and transmit to request additional targeting information, knowing the Americans and Japanese were looking for him with live weapons. He kept to himself the knowledge that launching the missiles would highlight him in what would be the last action of his boat. If this new miracle-weapon from the People’s armories could perform its mission without imagery, it would have to do so.
“No,” Shen said, shaking his head in vigorous motion. “We cannot risk detection by an alerted enemy.”
Knowing their captain was not going to budge, and that it would take hours to program each missile, the Weapons Officers got to work.
* * *
Wilson picked up the secure phone, already encrypted. “Captain Wilson, sir.”
“Flip, Randy Johnson. How are you guys?”
“Doing okay, sir… trying to assess what happened and how to prevent it.”
“How’s Olive?”
“She’s taking it easy right now. Spots on her neck and hands look like a bad sunburn. She’s lucky, and her jet checks good.”
“Yes… and I’m sorry about Lieutenant Volk. His family has been notified.”
“Yes, sir,” Wilson said. The Big Unit then changed course.
“Okay, here’s the latest. They must have turned out the whole shipyard to swarm the bow and waist cats, so we are getting out of here with the morning tide, probably with fifty strap-hangars from the shipyard.”
“Wow. What did they find?”
“Looks like we’ll have both bow cats,” Johnson said. “Replaced the shuttle and water brake pistons on both, along with some track plates. The waist cats are more messed up, with brake piping and track rail damage that needs extensive repair. They are essentially welding blank-off plates on the damaged areas, and we’ll just avoid taxiing jets on that part of the deck.”
“Testing, sir?” Wilson could hear Admiral Johnson take a breath.
“We’ve got some Rhinos in the hangar bay. We are going to do no-load shots first; then each cat is going to shoot a test sled. All this is going to happen on the transit. We’ve got Zip in the Snipers and Woody in the Broncos. With their carrier suitability experience, both guys have been indispensible working with the shipyard guys. They are going to take the first live shots tomorrow afternoon. If all goes well, we’re back in business.”
Wilson considered the risk his two pilots would be taking on the battle-damaged catapults. There was little choice. Hancock needed to be at sea, and Wilson needed his aircraft back aboard.
“How are you holding up?” Johnson asked.
“We’re okay, sir, but we can’t do much against much of anything. I’ve got lots of bullets and Sidewinders, but only a handful of Mavericks, some Hellfires for the helos and a few torpedoes for the Romeos. And no anti-radiation missiles. The Japanese have these little Mark-81 bombs they’ll lend us, but they have no guidance kits of any kind. Wish we had some bigger stuff, some SLAMs, more Mavericks. If the Chinese send fighters here, we can go to the merge with them. That’s about it.”
“Yeah,” Johnson agreed. “Look, we’ll run as far south as we can and recover you in the afternoon, but it’s still going to be an open water transit of hundreds of miles. We’ll send you an overhead message and try to get most of your guys aboard.”
“Yes, sir, and the ship will never look so good.”
“I’ll be breathing easier with you aboard, but there’s no break. We’ll be running toward Luzon and expect to be fighting along the way. John Adams, too. We gotta move out.”
“Yes, sir,” Wilson answered, not knowing the Chinese had a plan to prevent him from doing so.

CHAPTER 36

Control Room, Changzheng 8
After a day’s transit, Shen was anxious. He was in the launch window for this new and untried weapon. What did the Americans have above him that would pounce — once he unmasked himself with ten missiles bursting from the sea? He wanted to wait till night, but his orders were clear: Launch everything once inside the window. He depended on his Weapons Officers who had to enter code and instructions into each cruise missile. It took hours, and they told him the weapons would still be degraded. Headquarters is sacrificing us, he thought. He and his entire crew had pledged to sacrifice themselves for the People’s Republic — to bring glory to the PLA(N) and to the Party — but now that the reality was here, Shen wished it were not so. He didn’t know if any other PLA(N) boats were this far from home, or even afloat. He had no idea how the fight was going against the Americans. Operating in a vacuum of information, he knew only his task and nothing more, as he mindlessly stared at his chart without seeing it.
“Comrade Captain, we enter the launch window in five minutes,” his First Officer said, snapping him back to reality.
“Very well. We will continue thirty more minutes to increase our chances of hitting them — and of survival. When is sunset?
“Ninety minutes, Comrade Captain.”
“Then they will have an hour of daylight. How long is the missile flight time?”
“Just under 30 minutes,” his First Officer told him, then added, “not counting the terminal area sprint.”
Shen calculated. By the time the Americans could react after missile impact, the sun would be down. Shen knew pilots didn’t like to fly at night: his advantage. He could fight Changzheng 8 just as well day or night.
But he still didn’t know what was above him.
After 30 more minutes had passed, Shen could delay no longer. He sensed all in the control room were waiting for orders.
“Ahead slow. Make your depth 40 meters. Open tube doors for missile launch.”
The Conning Officer complied, planesmen pulled back on the control columns, and Shen felt his boat climb toward the surface. Sonar reported nothing out of the ordinary. Each man in the control room knew they were making history again, and some wore slight smiles on their faces.
It would take over five minutes to launch all of the cruise missiles. Shen could then begin his 1,000 mile journey home — with every Japanese and American ship and plane in the Pacific trying to sink him. Once launch checks were complete, the First Officer spoke.
“We are ready, Comrade Captain.” Shen nodded.
“Very well. Turn us south. When out of the turn, I will give the order. When the last missile is away, take us deep at ahead-standard.”
“Aye, aye, Comrade Captain!”
The 7,000-ton boat, the pride of the PLA(N), turned south, and Shen could delay no more.
“In sequence as loaded. Shoot!”
“Shoot one!” the Weapons Officer commanded. All felt a jolt forward as the first missile was expelled by pressurized air from the tube. Its booster rocket ignited once it burst out of the sea. Inertial guidance gimbals turned it toward Iwo Jima as wings deployed and jet engine power took over for the long flight. A little over 30 seconds later Changzheng 8 shuddered again as another 4,000 pounds was ejected from it. With every jolt and shudder, Shen thought of American and Japanese sensors that had to be nearby. He would launch all his missiles, but how long would he have after they were gone?
* * *
One hundred miles southwest of Iwo Jima, Mother and his wingman Major Rick “Milton” Bradley were drilling holes over an empty ocean.
In his cockpit, Mother chafed. There’s no fuckin’ way the Pricks are going to send an air threat this far, but we still have to carry live ‘Winders and BBs in the nose. Mother wished he and Milton could at least mix it up 1v1 to kill some time, but, with CAG Wilson’s directive, he knew better than to push back. CAG is a frickin’ idiot if he thinks we’re going to defend Iwo Jima with sticks and stones. Mother checked his fuel and sat with mask dangling, his elbows on the canopy rails, as his Hornet flew in a lazy, max-endurance circle 15,000 feet above the whitecaps. Milton was doing the same on the inside of his turn. Both were bored as they waited for two Rhinos to relieve them at 1800.
Milton wasn’t too happy to be flying wing on Mother either, embarrassed at the curt and sanctimonious responses from his CO to the E-2 guys who were vectoring them. The E-2 guys were only doing their jobs. Mother was an overbearing dickhead, but he was a Marine and his skipper. Even now in combat the abrasive personality of his CO overshadowed the job they were doing, which was as important as a sentry guarding the main gate at Miramar. “Hanging on the blades” on max-endurance patrol over an empty sea was only a little more glamorous.
Milton’s eye caught something among the whitecaps. He studied it for a moment and saw it was no seabird. It was a white slash moving northeast with purpose. He eased away from Mother as he stayed padlocked on the object. That’s a cruise missile!
“Mother, Milton. I’ve got a fast mover on the deck heading northeast. My nine o’clock low!”
Mother looked left and down. “Don’t see it. You still have it?”
“Affirm, coming to my eleven o’clock now, about a mile ahead.”
“Investigate! You’ve got the lead,” Mother said.
Milton’s eyes didn’t budge from the object as he overbanked and radar-locked it. It was on the deck at a transonic airspeed, and Milton swooped down on it like a hawk on a field mouse.
“Still have it?” Mother asked.
“On my nose for a mile,” Milton answered, holding a 60-degree dive.
“Tally!” Mother cried as he shoved the throttles forward to catch up. He then called the E-2. “Lookout, Panthers, we’ve got a missile inbound to home plate at a high rate of knots. Investigating.”
“Roger, Panther, mark your posit. What type?”
Mother made a face as he keyed the mike. “Hell, it’s a missile! White…. Milton, can you identify?”
“Lookout, Panther Two, I’m joining in trail on a sea skimmer heading zero-six-two. Wings deployed… subsonic.”
“Roger, Two. Are there others in the vicinity?”
Mother and Milton each scanned about and saw nothing but ocean swells and low scattered clouds. Far down on the horizon was a merchant ship — no factor. Mother was now on the deck with Milton and gaining on him. Ahead, the missile continued along at less than 100 feet.
“Milty, I’ve got the lead,” Mother growled.
“Two,” Milton responded, fighting to keep his disgust from showing. That sonofabitch is going to shoot my target!
The missile was now inside 50 miles of Iwo Jima. Lookout alerted the control tower which also served as the tactical command post. Inside the E-2, a lieutenant served as mission commander, and Mother sensed time was running out. A decision was required, now.
“This is Panther lead. You guys gonna give us permission to splash this thing?”
“Stand by, Panther,” the harried controller answered. Knowing there was no time to get approval from anybody, and with Iwo now coming into view, Mother took matters into his own hands.
“No time, Lookout. I’m taking it out. Tapes on.”
He selected Sidewinder and, at once, had a screaming tone as his heat-seeker begged for release. Mother lifted the MASTER ARM switch and, skimming the waves from near min-range behind the missile, pulled the trigger.
The Sidewinder shot ahead off his left wingtip with a sharp whoosh and two seconds later slammed into the tail of the cruise missile, blowing it apart and sending what was left of the Chinese weapon careening into the sea. Mother pulled off up and right to avoid debris. He then overbanked to see the flaming hulk splash into a swell.
“Just splashed it, Lookout,” Mother announced. Milton frowned under his oxygen mask. His CO had just elbowed him away from his kill.
“Roger, Panthers, splash one. Do you have a tally on any others? We’re getting some indications there are more behind you.”
Mother pulled his jet around and Milton followed, their radars sweeping down a line to the southwest. Milton got a lock at once, ten miles at his one o’clock.
“On my nose, ten miles. Heading northeast!”
Mother knew just what to do. “Eyeball shooter! I’m shooter!”
Milton put the radar lock on his nose and counted down the range as he accelerated into it. At three miles, his radar was locked on something, but he still couldn’t see it. Dammit!
At one mile, and with almost 1,000 knots of closure in a right-to-right pass, he picked up the missile.
“Missile! Shoot, shoot, shoot!”
Mother still didn’t have a lock on it and looked ahead of Milton’s nose to gain a tally. He picked up the missile as it passed his wingman, and turning hard into it, fished for a lock. As soon as he got it, his other Sidewinder sang out with a good tone. Mother kept his pull in for a sweeter shot.
Then, blue-hot flame erupted from the missile’s tail.
Mother saw the missile pull away, and he popped his throttles into burner to keep up with it. He was amazed to see it sprint ahead of him, and with alarm noted his AIM-9 was at the edge of the envelope as his target opened on him. He shot, and the Sidewinder lifted into a shallow climb as it sped ahead. He flinched as a seabird appeared out of nowhere, tucked in its wings, and passed over his right wing, avoiding a 500-knot impact by mere feet.
Mother’s missile tried, but, even with a high launch speed, it could not catch the cruise missile that was now just a faint blue dot. His radar remained locked, and Mother was astonished to see the symbology fly up the scope faster than anything he’d ever seen.
“Mother, you splash it?” Milton called.
Still disbelieving his eyes, Mother didn’t answer until Milton called again. “Negative, it just ran away like a scalded ape. Lookout, one just got through.” Mother could see Suribachi on the horizon as it dominated the rest of Iwo’s low volcanic mass. Fuck me, he thought.
“Roger, Panthers, and we think there are others coming up from the southwest. Weapons free on low fast flyers!”
Now it was up to Milton to employ his heatseekers in the forward quarter, with no time to visually ID a contact. If a radar lock showed something transonic, on the deck, and heading toward the island, he would shoot as soon as he was in range. He had two ‘Winders and half a load of bullets. How many more missiles were coming at them?
Milton whipped his jet around to the southwest and, with his radar scanning in AUTO, got a lock at once inside 20 miles. The symbology met parameters, and he called out to Lookout.
“Lookout, Panther Two. Contact on my nose for twelve, on the deck, hot. Declare!”
The E-2 controller answered. “Unable Panther. Engage at pilot’s discretion.” Mother jumped in to help.
“Shoot the damn thing, and we’ll ask questions later!”
Inside ten miles, Milton couldn’t see anything in his target designator box, but with a good tone, squeezed the trigger. The AIM-9 whooshed away and soon disappeared. Milton took a cut to the left and then reversed right to shoot again — if his first missile missed.
As soon as he brought his target box back into the HUD field of view, Milton was rewarded with a bright flash and a flaming trail of fire that arced into the Pacific a few miles ahead of him.
“Splash one!” Milton cried out.
“Vector southwest for more. I’m at your six for three miles!” Mother directed him.
At Iwo Jima, word came into the tower that a cruise missile was inbound. Wilson was below in his makeshift office when someone shouted, “Cruise missile attack! Take cover!”
He looked out his window and saw nothing except his jets parked close to each other on the flight line. His mind raced with questions. Where? What kind? When will it get here?
The YJ-18 had accelerated and stabilized at just under Mach 3 as it passed Suribachi toward its target. Six seconds later, as it followed its inertial guidance to a target coordinate that had one digit entered incorrectly, it exploded over the golf course. The shrapnel killed a flock of geese on the third fairway; they heard no sound as the missile appeared over the trees.
Wilson heard the explosion, and dozens of American and Japanese personnel scrambled to find what cover they could. Wilson figured the cinderblock walls of the building were better protection than nothing, and he crouched next to a metal secure storage safe in the corner. When he heard others scrambling outside in the hallway, he shouted, “Take cover!”
Milton stabilized at 500 feet and saw Mother coming up at his left eight o’clock. Mother took charge. “Lookout, we’re down to one missile and some bullets! We need help out here!” After Lookout acknowledged him, Mother had Milton take combat spread formation and headed them southwest, as if mowing the lawn to cut any more pop-up contacts. How many more were coming?
More than a depleted section of Hornets could handle.

CHAPTER 37

Mother slowed to 300 knots and instructed Milton to concentrate on sanitizing right while he looked left. The low airspeed allowed them to conserve fuel and react to anything their radars — or eyeballs — picked up. Both had plenty of bullets left, and Milton had one Sidewinder.
After two long minutes with nothing but chatter from Lookout, their scopes were clean. Mother was impatient. “Lookout from Panther, do you hold any surface contacts on our nose?”
“Got one way out there, Panther. Coordinating with a patrol asset to ID it. We’ve got a section of Snipers coming to help you. One Vampire impact reported at home plate.”
Two Super Hornets inbound to help was good, but now Mother and Lookout needed to ensure the Rhinos would not shoot the Marines by accident. The confusion and the confirmed attack on Iwo Jima and the need to prevent more missiles from getting through ratcheted up the pressure on everyone. Milton’s radar then went to single target track. Fish on!
“Got one! Contact two-four-two for sixteen, on the deck, hot, inbound. Declare!”
“Just shoot it, Milt!” an exasperated Mother radioed. He then saw a white streak a mile away going the opposite direction.
Fuck!
Mother rolled and pulled hard as he shoved the throttles to MAX, his thumb bumping the castle switch to radar-lock the flying cylinder. “Milt, I’m engaged visual with one inbound over here. You’re on your own!”
Milton rogered him and concentrated on the shot. All three Lookout controllers, who ten minutes before had been yawning in front of their empty scopes, were now approaching task saturation.
Milton looked over his shoulder at glowing Hornet burner cans as Mother pulled away, then turned back to his own radar geometry. He took a cut into the contact, had a good SHOOT cue, and squeezed the trigger. The missile tore off the rail and made an easy right turn to intercept as it accelerated ahead. Milton watched the rocket motor burn out and, a second later, saw another flash of flame. In the low light, he again saw a smoke plume arc into the sea.
Mother put his missile on his right canopy rail, a heading his fire control system called for to intercept. He selected GUN, his only weapon, and saw he was well out of range with only sixty knots of closure. And now fuel was a factor. Leaving his throttles in afterburner would allow him to gain on the missile, but with under 4,000 pounds, he would be emergency fuel for Iwo in minutes. He would have to gun this thing. At least it was leading him toward home.
“Got another one, and I’m Winchester missiles!” Milton sang out as he picked up another Vampire at his nine o’clock.
“Gun it! That’s what I’m doing!” Mother answered him.
Like Mother, Milton overbanked and crammed his throttles forward to intercept. He had the missile in the crotch of his canopy with constant bearing and decreasing range. Now inside 50 miles of Iwo Jima, both aviators needed to act fast.
Mother shot first. With his radar burning a hole in the sea skimmer, he slashed at it with a burst, his rounds kicking up spray ahead of the missile’s flight path. He then repositioned to avoid flying into the water, popped his speed brake and pulled up into a displacement roll as he climbed. He then rolled out and bunted ahead. Stabilized inside 500 feet, he squeezed again.
The characteristic chain saw BRRRRRPPPPP! sounded in the cockpit as a mesmerized Mother watched tracers impact on the missile’s right wing. It spun and yawed like a dying gyroscope, then began an out-of-control climb in front of Mother. Reacting more than flying, Mother pulled up hard left to bleed airspeed and stay behind the missile. He quarter-rolled right and there it was, inside 100 feet and gyrating such that he was surprised it didn’t come apart. Flinching to get away from the dangerous projectile, Mother pulled left again. When he rolled out, he saw the missile had broken up, pieces fluttering or falling to the sea in graceful misting parabolas.
Milton held his gun pipper in front of his missile in a high-deflection snapshot as he approached from only 100 feet at 500 knots. The missile was still below him, and his bullets missed high as he shot past. Pulling up and then down in a modified high yo-yo, he heard Mother yammering about something with Lookout. Milton continued to concentrate on knocking down the target that was closing Iwo Jima. He popped the speed brake and rolled into the missile from five o’clock, stabilized his pipper on the exhaust nozzle, and squeezed.
Several high-explosive rounds found their mark, and the slender tube exploded and spun into the sea trailing black smoke. A white splash fanned ahead as Milton overbanked left to see it. While firing, he sensed he had shot all his bullets. A check of his weapons page confirmed it. Winchester!
“Panther Two is Winchester bullets,” he radioed to all. Then, as he pulled to the southwest, he got another radar lock on another low fast flyer. Sonofabitch! How many of these things are coming at us?
The two Marines were now separated by eight miles, and with two FA-18Es coming into the fray, visual ID was imperative. The Lookout controllers would do their best, but they knew all the radar contacts would, at some point, bunch up into a see-and-avoid scenario for their engaged fighters.
Milton’s contact stabilized, and he centered the dot to intercept it. With nothing to shoot, he could thump it or maybe flick it off course with a wingtip as RAF fighters had done to V-1s over Britain.
Milton again came at the cruise missile on its left bearing line, fighting his fear to maintain the 100 feet he needed to join on it co-altitude. He held his closure rate at plus 30 knots and, as he approached the missile, he realized the sight picture was all wrong. Unable to underrun to stop the closure, he threw a wing up and pulled. The abrupt maneuver allowed him to join on the missile’s left side. He saw Chinese symbols on the gray and white fuselage and the numeral “14” on the nose. The jet intake hung low at the rear, and they were co-airspeed at 395 knots.
Now inside 40 miles of the island, Milton flew by craning his neck to the right and flying form on the missile, placing his empty wingtip rail under the swept gull wing on the enemy weapon. With a few furtive looks ahead, he set his radar altimeter for 60 feet. His game plan was to flick the missile up and hope the internal gyros would lose stabilization and fly either off course or into the water. As he rocketed over the whitecaps, bounced by gusty surface winds, he gripped the stick as tightly as he ever had. With reflexive pressures, he jerked the throttles up and back to maintain position underneath, snapping his head back and forth the whole time.
Almost there… NOW!
As Milton snatched the jet up and left, he felt the impact on his wingtip and lit the burner cans to get away from the water. He wasn’t going to do this again.
After two seconds he reversed right just in time to see the missile corkscrew into the sea. “Splashed it! Flicked the wingtip!” he shouted in excitement. He checked his fuel: 4,200 pounds. Not much left.
Mother found another missile inbound and joined up, but this missile sped ahead like the first one, another blue flame against a darkening horizon.
“Lookout from Panther lead. The missile I’m joined on just kicked it into high gear and is coming at home plate. I can’t catch it.
The two Snipers had watched Mother join and saw the missile speed ahead. Armed only with Sidewinders, the FA-18Es both went to burner and gave chase.
“Lookout, Snipers engaged with that missile.” Lookout rogered, unable to do more than listen and monitor — and warn Iwo Jima tower.
The lead Super Hornet pilot got a BORESIGHT lock and pulled lead for a shot at the edge of the envelope as the missile continued to accelerate away. He pulled the trigger with a shoot cue, but, with the YJ-18 accelerating faster than the Sidewinder, the heatseeker came up short and fell into the sea a half mile behind the streaking cruise missile. “Lookout from Sniper, we can’t catch it. Inbound to home plate.”
At Iwo Jima, Wilson, unable to stay put after the first missile detonation, scrambled up to the control tower to get what situational awareness he could. He got there in time to hear the E-2 warn the tower of another inbound missile.
“Where are they coming from?” Wilson asked the Japanese air traffic controllers.
One pointed. “Southwest! Take cover!”
Wilson looked to the southwest, toward Mount Suribachi, and scanned the horizon. Nothing. On the flight line he saw men scrambling to hook up tractors to drag airplanes into the hangar. It would take an hour to cram even half the jets into the hangars, and they had seconds. “Tell those men to take cover!” he barked. “Do you have a loudspeaker?” The Japanese looked at him, not comprehending his question.
When he looked back toward the horizon, Wilson saw the missile pass north of the mountain, flashing shock waves and trailing a white plume. Awestruck, he watched the pinpoint travelling toward them at Mach 3, and he knew there was nothing he could do. As it neared, he saw it was going to overfly the parking apron next to the tower where a dozen men were scrambling to pull jets to safety. “Get out of there!” he shouted in vain.
The linesmen never heard the weapon that killed them. It shot over two parked Rhinos and the warhead exploded like a shotgun blast, shredding the Super Hornets an instant before they also exploded. This set a Growler next to them on fire at the same time an E-2 parked opposite was riddled with fragments and began to burn. A tractor, with what was left of its driver slumped over the wheel, slammed into the pilot’s door of a parked Romeo and damaged the right main to the point the aircraft fell down. As sailors and firefighters ran to the scene to pull the wounded to safety, other jets were damaged and one cooked off. Wilson and the horrified controllers stood to grasp what had happened. By instinct Wilson looked to Suribachi.
Here comes another one!
The scene on the flight line was pandemonium: sailors running through thick black smoke, sharp explosions, bursting fuel tanks, and sirens. All Wilson could do was watch as the next missile approached. This one veered north and exploded over the taxiway that to the runway, sparing lives but spreading debris all over the apron and throat aircraft had to transit to the runway. Black smoke whipped around the aircraft and rose hundreds of feet in the air.
Wilson grabbed a handset radio to inform the E-2. “Lookout, this is Wolfpack. We’ve been hit and cannot launch. Max conserve… are there others inbound?”
“Wolfpack from Lookout…. We’re trying, but yes, sir, expect another one!”
Wilson looked west in time to see another shock wave flash white. The explosion, a mile away, was followed by a huge yellow fireball. Seconds later, the thunderclap knocked everyone off their feet as the deafening BOOM echoed off buildings and the island’s lone mountain, a peak that had already seen too much death since formed by a volcano millions of years ago.
Wilson grabbed the handset. “Lookout, they hit the fuel farm.”
After a few seconds, the E-2 controller responded. “Yes, sir… the pilots say they can see it.”

CHAPTER 38

As the frantic American and Japanese forces on Iwo Jima raced to fight fires and defend from further attack, Shen took Changzheng 8 under the layer and continued south. He would transit on this heading for 12 hours, then set course for the Luzon Strait and home. He did not know how many, or if any, of his cruise missiles had hit their intended targets or even the cursed island. It didn’t matter — he had done his job. He was required to make a launch report by broadcasting a code word that a nearby sonobuoy could pick up. Too dangerous now, it could wait.
In Zhanjiang, Watch Officers noted the time of Changzheng 8’s expected attack. An hour passed with no word, and nearby sonobuoy broadcasts had no reports of unusual underwater activity. One buoy then reported acoustic signatures of the submarine’s cruise missile launches, on time, but they still didn’t know of any damage to Iwo Jima.
Two hours passed, and all-source reporting revealed that a Japanese merchant ship near Iwo Jima had called in a sighting of towering black smoke on the island. Later in the evening, a social media image of the burning island was posted by an airline passenger from a window seat twenty miles away. Analysis showed two palls of smoke and bright flames coming from where the island’s fuel farm was located. Zhanjiang had notified Beijing of each new development. PLA Intelligence was confident that Iwo Jima suffered major damage and was not operational. The fate of the People’s nuclear submarine Changzheng 8 remained unknown. With no other PRC forces nearby for follow-on attack and not knowing if any American carrier aircraft were destroyed or even damaged, a discussion to hit Iwo again — this time with long-range bombers from the PLA(AF) — took place at midnight.
At Iwo Jima, the two Marine Hornets, the two Rhino’s, and the E-2 that defended the island from attack landed amid black smoke over the eastern part of the island. Despite following tower instructions to taxi clear and stop at the end of the runway, one of the FA-18E engines received foreign object damage anyway. Pieces of FOD were all over the runway approach end and covered the flight line. All hands in Air Wing Fifteen and JSDF worked through the night with flashlights as they walked shoulder-to-shoulder to find and remove pieces of metal ranging in size from an aircraft main-mount strut to ball bearings. In the distance, the fuel farm blazed.
Ten of Wilson’s air wing personnel were dead, among them two teenage plane captains. Only one Japanese perished: a civilian working in the fuel farm. Eighteen of his sailors and Marines were wounded, including a chief who would probably lose a leg. The island’s lone doctor was not confident it could be saved, but was certain he could not save it alone.
LT Williams found Wilson in the damaged control tower and gave his report.
“CAG, here’s the tally so far. Four Supers are destroyed, three Echos and one Fox, a Growler is destroyed, one E-2 is strike damage, another has a damaged dome and wire antennas and some superficial nicks we can fix, one Romeo is toast and a Sierra is hard down for rotor and transmission replacement. One Rhino has a fodded right motor, one of the Marine Hornets has a flight control anomaly we are troubleshooting, and we’re out parts for two other Rhinos, and a Sierra needs a new mission computer. The Japanese lost two F-15s, and their P-3 was pelted with shrapnel; hard down.”
Wilson nodded. “Is there more?” he asked, knowing what the answer would be. There was always more.
“Ah, yes, sir,” Williams answered as he gestured at the blazing fuel farm. “The flames are so hot the Japanese can’t even get a hose on the fuel tanks, and they are just going to let them burn out. We have no fuel… but the good news is we have three full trucks that escaped damage, and most of our jets were already topped off — except for the birds that were flying.”
“Good news,” Wilson said, waiting for more. There was always more.
“Yes, sir, but the bad news is that the fuel belongs to the Japanese, and they are flying a C-130 down here with fire-fighting supplies and personnel. We can also expect a P-3 to divert in here at any time. They are going to fill those birds when they arrive.”
Wilson knew he needed the little fuel available in the three trucks; his mind was already working on a plan. We’ve gotta launch as soon as we can and get back aboard Hanna.
“Leland, work your magic… but we’ve gotta have that fuel. I intend to get out of here with all the fixed-wing by midmorning… with everything flyable. I’m calling Seventh Fleet to elevate this; will probably go diplomatic, but the Chinese may be back tomorrow — or within the next hour. We’ve gotta get out. Full court press.”
“All the fixed-wing, sir?”
“Yep. Hanna should be in a position to recover us by midmorning. Catapults or no, we need to be back aboard her to continue the fight. You’ve got less than twelve hours, Leland.”
“Yes, sir, but…”
“I know, Lieutenant. We just have to make it happen.”
* * *
Cactus Clark was fuming, and the Seventh Fleet Commander had no choice but to listen.
“Dammit, John, get Hancock underway, get her air wing aboard, and get ready to fight. We are going to take it to these guys beginning tomorrow night. The Japanese are going ape shit that we are the cause of their losses, SECDEF is living in my ass, and I’m inclined to fly everything out of Kadena and Iwakuni. If the Japanese want to defend themselves, fine. What have you learned about the Iwo attack?”
“Admiral, we had ten YJ-18s launched at us, and we believe it was from a Shang-class nuke, probably the same boat that sank the Hōshō. I’ve got six P-8s and the Japanese have over ten P-3s doing magnetic anomaly searches and dropping buoys in the northern Philippine Sea. When Hancock departs tomorrow with her escort, I’ll have nothing left in Japan but an old amphib in dry dock. Everything is underway, and we’re going to mass forces from Guam and go right at them.”
“How are you going to do that, John?” Clark asked.
“Stay on the move and strike from outside of the SCS. Carrier and land-based tac air will have to attrite them from long range. We don’t have satellites, and without those birds, we’ll have to detect-to-engage and react time-late, but we’ve got to start chipping away at them and keep them off balance before they solidify further.”
“A DF-21 on a flight deck is going to ruin everyone’s day.”
“Yes, sir, and we are going to have to defend Guam, I’ve got to have it. And I need State Department help with tanker basing rights in Japan, Malaysia, and Thailand. Concur, sir, Japan is going to be the thorniest, but “Joe Sake” here is pissed about the loss of Hōshō. The government is trying to have it both ways: by fighting the Chinese with their self-defense forces and by showing the Chinese they are not helping us — and browbeating me to prove it. The people see through it, and they are demonstrating outside the Diet.”
Clark grumbled. “What are you hearing about the Philippines?”
“I can live without them, sir. The islands are too vulnerable, and the Chinese have a raised hammer over them. Now, we can use it as a base for covert actions, especially from Palawan Island, but I don’t need the ports or runways. I will keep my ships moving and dodge PRC targeting, but I’ve got to have Guam as a logistics hub.”
“How do we neutralize their medium-range missiles?”
“Admiral, my staff is working it but probably with cruise missiles, if we can work shooters into launch positions. We’re working plans A and B, sir, but I don’t have a suitcased answer for you now.”
“Very well,” Clark said, then added. “Okay, John, since this is the high-end air/sea fight we’ve talked about. You are in theater, and you are the joint force commander and supported by me. Run stuff through my people, and be nice to the component four stars, but they work for me, and I’ll run interference for what you need. With our satellite comms and displays degraded, you are closer to the problem, and if you need to make a decision in minutes, make one.”
“Yes, sir,” McGill answered. Clark’s executive assistant Richie Casher was listening and taking notes, and both knew McGill’s staff was doing the same on the other end.
“Need you to strike tomorrow night, John, and your kids need to come out throwing gas.”
“We will, sir, but first we are going to sink the boat that hit Iwo and scrub the Phil Sea with a wire brush.”
“Excellent. What time is it there?”
“Just after midnight, sir. Wednesday.”
From his office, Clark looked out over the twinkling lights and traffic of predawn Pearl Harbor and Aeia, to the dark sea and sky beyond. The lights on the docks and streets blazed bright, but like McGill, all Clark’s ships had departed over that dark horizon days ago. Along Ford Island the interior lights of the Arizona Memorial shone through the night in honor of her dead, and dress-ship lights along the main deck rail of the battleship Missouri illuminated her graceful lines. Where a world war began and ended, he thought.
“Good hunting,” Clark said. “Out here.”

CHAPTER 39

After a restless night, Wilson got to his feet at 0340. He called the brief for 0500 to fly his flyable fixed-wing aircraft back to Hancock which in two hours was scheduled to cast off from Yokosuka and head through the inland sea into the open Pacific. Once twelve miles offshore and in international waters, Wilson would be overhead with the first wave of jets. Weed would lead the others an hour later.
Wilson’s maintenance technicians were up all night fixing, fueling, and prepping the jets. They were exhausted, and Wilson watched them go about their duties with purpose as flickering flames from the fuel farm produced an eerie glow in the distance.
After he and the other bleary-eyed aircrew had breakfast — vending machine candy bars, MREs, or sandwiches made by local Japanese families — Olive led them in the brief. The word from Yokosuka was that all was proceeding as planned, and the carrier would get underway on time. The Japanese allowed the Americans to fuel their jets from two of the three trucks, and one of Mother’s Hornets and two of Olive’s Super Hornets did not have external fuel. Wilson would fly one of the Supers with Olive, and a buddy-store configured Rhino would give Mother Tucker 2,000 pounds of fuel once they joined overhead the island and set out on an open-water flight of 600 miles.
Wilson got into his flight gear as the sun was lifting above the eastern horizon. A phone call confirmed Hanna had gotten underway on time, and as Wilson headed to the flight line, LT Williams joined him.
“CAG, we did the best we could. One Growler isn’t going to make this go. A nose tire had a slow leak we didn’t catch last night. We jury-rigged a truck jack — don’t tell anyone, sir — and we are swapping the tire with one we cannibalized from one of the damaged Rhinos. Should be good for the next go, sir.”
“Roger that. How’s our flight line and runway?”
“The Japanese have a sweeper, sir, and that helps. We’ve done two FOD walkdowns here and one on the runway an hour ago with the people I could spare. No guarantees we got it all, sir.”
Wilson nodded. An engine could suck up a paper clip and destroy itself, but Air Wing Fifteen would have to risk it. Wilson was due for some good luck. He offered his hand.
“Leland, great job. Take care of yourselves here, and who knows, we may have to come back.”
“Yes, sir, good luck. Hope you can keep the bad guys far away. Wish I could be back on a flight deck with you all.”
Wilson smiled and patted him on the back. “Hope to serve with you again one day.”
Wilson bounded up the ladder, strapped in, arranged his kneeboard and charts — and waited. To save fuel, and to intercept Hancock on time once she entered international waters, they would start in ten minutes, to be followed by the Broncos and the Panthers, then the Sharks and War Horses. Across from Wilson, the morning silence was broken as an E-2 started the first of two turboprop engines. It would take off first to act as radio relay and controller. At the far end of the flight line, a Sierra started up to act as a SAR asset. Wilson hoped that the ship would be close enough to take the helos aboard tomorrow.
With possible Chinese forces nearby, they had to limit emissions, and Olive had briefed all to use hand signals and keep their radars silent. The weather was clear for an expected 1.5-hour transit to where the ship would be. They would find it, join overhead, assess the deck, and come into the break hook down. The goal was not to say a word. If trouble did occur, Atsugi was less than 100 miles away. Better to save the jet and crew and ask forgiveness later.
Wilson was about to signal for start when he saw Weed heading toward his jet at a trot. The plane captain lowered the boarding ladder, and Weed scrambled up.
“Flip, the Chinese have a formation of bombers inbound from the southwest. Get outta here! ASAP!”
The news electrified Wilson. “How many? How far out?”
“Don’t know, but a formation came up from the Luzon Strait, and a Japanese AWACS picked them up. No raid count and don’t know if they are escorted, but INDOPACOM and Seventh Fleet are on it. Go now, and we are right behind you. If we can’t get aboard, we’ll bingo to the beach and try to come out later.”
As Wilson listened, he saw two Japanese pilots run to their alert F-15 Eagles. “Okay, go. Get word to Lookout. Call the beach and tell them we are sending everything now!”
Weed slapped Wilson on the shoulder. “You got it,” he shouted before scrambling back down the ladder.
Around them other aircraft started up, and the flight line became a mixture of kerosene exhaust gases generated by the deafening roar and whine of turbine engines. Wilson gestured with both hands the two-finger turn-up signal, which was repeated in each cockpit up the line.
Expedite.
* * *
At that moment, in the central Philippine Sea, hundreds of miles from any islands, four PLA(AF) H-6Ks, each carrying CJ-20 land-attack cruise missiles, turned to a heading of 055. The ancient Cold War bombers, copies of the Soviet Tu-16 Badger design, had updated airframes with search-and-track radars and modern “glass” cockpits that allowed for precise kill-chain targeting. Finding stationary Iwo Jima was going to be easy, and they would launch their large missiles at range to overwhelm the island and finish the job begun by the nuclear submarine.
They were in two groups of two, each formation flying in spread with the second group three miles behind. They were far from home, having taken off two hours before in the early morning darkness of Shaodong. Crossing the first island chain at 30,000 feet, they watched the sun lift into a blazing red sky, a good omen that spelled doom for the American planes trapped on Iwo Jima. With this group of warplanes destroyed, the PLA could narrow the threat sector to Guam in the east and Malacca in the south. Another American carrier unable to fight was vital to ultimate victory, and the confident young men in each bomber sensed their place in PLA history would be written this day.
They completed their combat and arming checklists to ensure each 3,500-pound weapon had precise fly-to coordinates before detonating over soft American and Japanese aluminum that, in an instant, would become flaming torches. Two weapons were assigned to the tower/ops building and one to the comm antennas on Suribachi. The Japanese would receive a sharp bite for cooperating with the Americans, and all in the region would think twice before giving aid to those who did not belong in East Asia.
One by one, the lead jet’s bombardier lifted the arming switches to four stations. Then he lifted a red protective cover and pushed down on the MASTER ARM button. The lights corresponding to each station turned yellow, and, when the pilot selected his arming switches, they would change to green and allow the bombardier to ripple-fire each cruise missile in a 20-second sequence. Once the three wingmen saw the first missile come off they, too, would initiate launch so that, in less than two minutes, all 16 weapons would be flying under their own power in a coordinated attack the likes of which the PLA(AF) bomber force had never conducted. The bombers would then return to Shaodong the way they had come, enjoying the surface-to-air sanctuary provided by a Type 055 cruiser off Cape Engaño. They now were on their own, but not too concerned; no American threats had been reported.
The pilot in the lead cockpit spoke over the ICS. “Initiating final weapon sequence. Armament switch… depressed. I show green lights above all loaded stations.”
“Look!” the copilot exclaimed with his head turned right. When the pilot leaned forward, he saw, to his horror, the flaming wing of his wingman a mile away, rolling through ninety degrees in a steepening dive as it belched black smoke. An excited call came from one of the trailing H-6s, and in shock the copilot turned to look at his pilot with wide eyes above his mask. Without speaking a word, they each realized what was next. The pilot wrenched the yoke in a sharp max-deflection left bank.
It was too late. Another SM-6, launched from the VLS tubes of Earl Gallaher far to the northeast, received its last E-2 data link guidance from Lookout 601 and, in a supersonic glide from the stratosphere, slammed into the H-6 at the left wing root, exploding the big turbofan engine and blowing the wing off the heavy bomber. The missiles on it were wrenched loose, and one detonated as the airstream pushed it back into the carriage pylon at 18 g’s. Two giant pieces of flaming aluminum cartwheeled through the sky trailing thick smoke. They ejected smaller pieces of fiery debris as they began their five-mile trip to the serene blue Philippine Sea below. In the cockpit, the pilots’ faces were smashed into the control columns by the sudden deceleration, rendering them unconscious. The bombardier and EW Officer seated behind them were killed by the initial blast, and, a minute later, the copilot awoke to freezing chaos, pain, confusion, and a final helpless dread as the world spun and the sea drew closer.
The trailing bomber pilots, after their own moment of shock at what they had witnessed ahead, each turned to escape. The H-6 on the left took a missile in the nose that killed the crew and destroyed both engines, which soon began to smoke and flame. The bomber entered a graceful corkscrew, and, halfway down, both wings were torn away. A massive fuel and weapon explosion followed. Only unrecognizable pieces emerged, streaming all shades of black and white smoke as more aluminum rain pelted the far seas.
“Enemy missile!” the surviving H-6 pilot shouted after witnessing the explosion of his wingman on his left. He then threw his aircraft into a sharp, nose-low escape maneuver none of the crew had ever experienced and scooped out of a right-hand turn with the airframe shuddering under the g overstress. The pilot’s right hand, with the copilot’s left hand helping, pushed on the throttles as hard as they could. They dove to the water, fearful of the high vibration as much as of a missile impact from behind. As if bracing for impact, they held their breath. They were soon below 5,000 feet and at their redline airspeed. The pilot realized he still had his four missiles attached; he could have jettisoned the 14,000 pounds of ordnance to gain some airspeed, but having survived so far, he felt he was out of danger. After flying ten minutes to the southwest, he energized his search radar and began a shallow climb for home. Once their breathing returned to normal, the bombardier behind him reported his pants were soaking wet.
Once they crossed into the near sea and in line-of-sight radio range, they contacted Southern Theater controllers. In their turn, they reported to Shaodong that one surviving H-6 was inbound — after reporting to Beijing that the mission was a failure. With no indications of enemy emissions, the report caused the spines of bomber crews to quiver in fear. The Americans are invisible!

CHAPTER 40

Wilson found Hancock where she was supposed to be, fifteen miles off the coast of Honshu as she stood out from Sagami Bay. The ship had cast off from the pier at Yokosuka with the tide and turned right toward the sea at a normal pace. Then Blower “pulled the rods,” and Hanna roared through the bay at 30 knots, kicking up a huge wake which left small Japanese fishermen, and even Yokohama-bound containerships, changing course to evade. After an hour, Blower turned southeast into the blue Pacific. Once stabilized, he launched and recovered two Rhinos to test Cats 1 and 2. The tests were completed without incident. Thirty minutes later, Wilson showed up overhead with twenty jets. Hancock was back on the line as a fighting ship.
Wilson led his formation overhead the ship at 2,000 feet and saw the “Foxtrot” and “Charlie” flags flying. He dropped his tail hook and noted his wingmen do the same. They closed up into parade formation as Wilson led them in a tight circle behind the carrier and into the break. In his descending turn, he glanced at the majestic green coastline of Japan. Rugged hills and mountains rising out of the blue water were dotted by settlements with dozens of fishing boats scattered about. To the southwest, the gray silhouettes of far-off volcanic islands jutted out from the sea as sharp teeth in defense of the land of the rising sun.
Hancock lifted and fell in rhythmic motion on the powerful swells as her four screws churned the sea behind her into a white froth that allowed Wilson and the others to gauge her speed. Sierras and Romeos darted about as plane guards and to keep surface traffic away. Blower instructed the crews to kick up spray in a hover if any boats got too close, and failing that, to have the door gunners stitch a line of 7.62 rounds into the sea in front of their bows. Today the Japanese knew to give the American carrier a wider berth than usual.
Wilson led his division into the break and, at the bow, kissed off his wingmen. He then snap rolled and pulled hard left as he brought the throttles to idle. The force of five g’s squeezed him as he held his pull while the aerodynamic forces around him bled off chunks of airspeed.
He was still clean off the 180 before he could slap the gear and flaps down, stand on the nose-up trim, and set the auto-throttles. Airspeed continued to bleed as he kept a tight angle-of-bank through the 90 and assessed his position on the wake. He slid across it as his Rhino captured on-speed, and on the port deck edge saw a steady green light above the lens. With a quick glance, he noted Hancock had nothing on deck but two MV-22 Ospreys parked aft of the island.
The wake behind the carrier, moving at 30 knots, resembled raging whitewater rapids. Wilson crossed it and intercepted the glideslope, making tiny adjustments to his nose and wings as he flew the ball, concentrating on nothing else. His 17-ton jet dropped to the deck as his hook snatched up the two-wire, throwing Wilson forward against the straps as his left hand pushed the throttles to military, his Rhino straining against the cable as it roared at full power. The deck edge rushed up with calm blue water beyond it, and when forward motion stopped, Wilson’s hands, in practiced routine, folded the wings, engaged nose-wheel steering, raised the hook on signal and flashed a thumbs up to the Sniper Flight Deck Chief: 100 was an up jet.
Inside Hancock, the 1MC sounded. “Carrier Air Wing Fifteen, arriving.”
Wilson was led to a parking spot and shut down while the rest of the air wing trapped aboard in order. He opened the canopy and scrambled down, saluted the plane captain, and gave his bag to a waiting sailor to take it below. Wilson entered the island and made his way to the bridge. As he suspected, The Big Unit was with Blower, waiting for Wilson to arrive. As soon as he entered the bridge, his admiral walked up to him with extended hand.
“Welcome home, Flip! Now, we’ve got work to do.”
* * *
Over the next hour, Air Wing Fifteen’s fixed-wing aircraft returned to Hancock after their long transit. The whole world knew the American carrier had left port and had recovered her air wing. Inland Sea observers also saw two Super Hornets catapult off the carrier. Within hours Beijing knew that USS Hancock was once again a threat, and they knew her exact position. Without slowing, the carrier turned her bow south and disappeared over the horizon into the barren Pacific wastes.
In flag plot, The Big Unit assigned tasks.
“Blower, I want us in position to take aboard the helos and air wing personnel on Iwo tomorrow. Fill up the helos and Ospreys with our kids, and get them back here. Flip, I want a rollback plan for us and John Adams to begin chipping away at Chinese we encounter. That is going to put us in a position off Samar to strike throughout the SCS. The Chinese own it now, and we have indications they are going to cut off tankers to Japan and South Korea. Maybe they’ll capture them, or maybe they’ll sink them. Don’t know. The Spratly chain is their center of gravity to control the SCS and Malacca; they are well fortified and supplied. It’s going to be a high-end fight of attrition, and it begins right now. What do you guys have on alert?”
Wilson answered. “Sir, we’ve got four loaded jets on ready alert, with four more loaded and waiting. We are flying the helos hard, especially the Romeos, to sanitize around us. Line-of-sight comms are going to be a problem, and if we can get Triton UAV or P-8 coverage, we can radio relay to Yokosuka or Guam.”
Blower spoke up. “How about the MH-60s on Solomon Islands, sir? How can we leverage their assets in the sea control fight?”
“Yep, they’re going to be divvied out as needed, and so are the F-35s. Expect them to recover here from time to time. We’re going to get down there and join up with them and John Adams… more like a same-day/same-way rendezvous spread out over a few hundred miles. Everything hinges on us moving — fast — and staying off the damn radios as much as possible. Flip, you’ve got to convey that to your people. We are in no-shit EMCON — call it double-secret EMCON if you want. The guys in Hawaii are damn near catatonic about DF-21s hitting us, and if they are, I am, too!”
“We’re on it, sir,” Wilson said.
“All that ‘everything can talk to everything’ stuff we’ve been hearing about for years? Well, it’s here now, and it works. We shot those H-6s down with integrated fires. They were inbound to finish the job at Iwo. We shot missiles from Earl Gallaher on a bearing, and the E-2 grabbed them and guided them in via data link. That’s the good news, and we’ll ride it until the Chinese figure a way to counter it. Then it’s going to be our brute force against theirs. How about you, Blower? You guys proficient in celestial navigation? When was the last time you shot a sun line?”
Blower smiled. “Come up to the bridge in an hour, sir, and we’ll have a sextant for you to plot our local apparent noon position. I’m going to compete against the Nav team for the best fix. Would you like to be judge, sir?”
“Would love to… not that I’ve used a sextant since midshipman days. Meanwhile, keep running hard for Iwo. Want you to launch the Ospreys this afternoon to get the shipyard guys off the ship and to give the guys at Iwo the plan. Then we recover aircraft at first light tomorrow, and once all are aboard, we haul ass south. Cape St. George is staying with us as shotgun, but everyone else is sprinting ahead. We’ve got to look in every lagoon and bay down the Marianas chain for PRC fishing boats and snoopers. Every merchant has to be checked and, if deemed a threat, tracked and boarded. Same with civil air traffic; if we cannot positively ID a track, we must avoid, and if we can’t avoid, we need to launch the alert and intercept. Flip, more jobs for the Air Wing.”
Wilson nodded. All knew there would be no break and that the pace would only pick up with each passing hour. The meeting broke up, and he returned to his stateroom.
Wilson was exhausted from lack of sleep and operating at high tension levels for days on end. If he was exhausted, the Air Wing was, too, and this transit south in relative safety could be the only opportunity he and the rest of Hanna’s aviators would have to rest before the upcoming combat. He knew the junior officers who had flown aboard hours earlier were already asleep, and their COs needed sleep, too. Tomorrow they would recover the remainder of the Wing, and there would be no time to rest. He had to meet with his COs… tonight… after dinner. Then sleep, knowing through experience, that the human body could not “store” it.
The Ospreys would launch soon, and that gave him an opportunity to get a letter off. He wrote a quick note to Mary: All is well. Love you and miss you! He then began writing a more serious letter. He was tired but had to write it. Olive had already written hers, and his letter would follow. It was a letter he had written before and one he had hoped he never would again. In the coming days, the likelihood of rewriting this letter more than once was high. He took a sheet of stationery, one with an embossed commissioning pennant and the CVW-15 Fleet Post Office address, and began to write in longhand with a black fine point.
Dear Mr. and Mrs. Volk,
Please accept my sincere condolences…

* * *
Two thousand miles away, Admiral Qin was furious and grumbled to his chief of staff.
“The People’s Air Force sent four old and unescorted bombers to the Second Chain to hit an abandoned runway? This is clearly a Navy job at that long range, or Rocket Artillery, and four bombers can hardly overwhelm enemy defenses!”
“Admiral, the survivors say they had no warning of enemy activity and that missiles rained down from nowhere.” Qin’s answer was quick.
“The Americans have been talking loudly about integrated fires for years, and now we pay in blood and priceless bombers to witness the demonstration. Their Army can talk to their Navy who can talk to their Air Force, all via computer encryption! This is a capability the People’s Liberation forces must possess, and soon!”
Qin heard the phone ring in the anteroom, and sensed it was for him. His orderly appeared. “Marshal Dong is calling for you, Comrade Admiral.”
Qin made a face and muttered under his breath as he picked up the receiver. “Why am I to blame for People’s Air Force incompetence?” After a short wait, Marshal Dong picked up.
“Zǎo, Comrade Admiral Qin.”
“Good morning to you, Marshal Dong. I’ve seen the dispatch from the Second Chain action.”
“I trusted you would have. What is your reaction?”
“I have two reactions, Comrade Marshal. First, we sent far too little force for a strike of that distance. If the island was worth destroying as a basing asset, we should have sent more bombers and fighter-bombers supported by aerial refueling tankers in order to saturate American defenses on multiple axes. Second, the People’s Navy and fishing militia could have supported such a strike with undersea cruise missile attack, search and rescue, or land sappers at night to destroy key installations. Because the People’s Air Force did not coordinate its activities, we missed an opportunity and shed unneeded blood.”
“It appears the pace of battle for the People’s Air Force is that of a hare, and yours, Admiral, the tortoise. How can the two be reconciled?”
“Comrade Marshal, the Americans fight as one. Their Admiral Clark, with whom I am acquainted, conducts operations against us, from the great distance of Hawaii, using subordinate commanders. His command is unified. Ours is piecemeal — with little understanding of what the other is doing. For example, I was surprised when Guam was attacked, and had I known it was imminent, I would have positioned the People’s Navy forces to greater advantage.”
Qin listened to a long silence before Dong spoke.
“Sometimes we must act in a bold fashion to seize the advantage.”
“You are correct, Marshal Dong, and if you direct the People’s Forces, they will act at lightning speed to accomplish any tasks. You command, however, with full knowledge of all your forces’ dispositions and readiness.”
“Naval forces are slower to arrive on scene,” Dong said.
“It is true, Comrade Marshal, as dictated by the laws of physics. However, with lead times of hours, we can move a great distance to affect outcomes throughout the near seas. Our air arm has significant reach for quick reaction inside and outside home waters, particularly from our outposts.” For the second time, Qin’s answer was met by a long silence.
“You speak the truth, Comrade Admiral, and I cannot find fault with your frank assessment. This is a battle that will be fought on the seas and in the air over them. It appears that battle is joined.”
“There is a place, Marshal Dong, for bold action, and each day the American strength increases while ours remains static.”
“Can we win, Admiral?”
Qin needed to form his answer with care, and Dong detected the delay.
“Marshal Dong — if winning is the defeat of the American military on the seas — we cannot. Every one of their units has the combat ability of our most elite units, and they have reserves and a logistics capability we can only marvel at, and our outposts are only hundreds of kilometers distant, not thousands. However, if winning is the shutdown of Southern Seas trade and a violent show of force to influence world opinion, especially American public opinion, that they cannot defeat us without a large sacrifice in blood, then yes, we can do that. At this point Comrade Marshal, it is all we have left.”
“Can you sink an American warship?” Dong asked him.
Qin answered without hesitation. “Yes, Comrade Marshal.”
“Will America give up this fight if they lose a warship?”
“If they lose a big one, I believe they will.” Qin was taking a gamble.
“Then sink a big ship, Admiral. Because of the nature of this battle, the Party would do well to entrust its conduct to a commander familiar with the sea and with the enemy’s capabilities on it. You are now the Commander of the People’s Forces facing the United States and its allies out to the second island chain, to include conventional rocket force strikes against Guam, but not Japan. You are authorized to strike enemy and allied merchant shipping in our territorial seas, and to hit American naval forces in an aggressive manner where you find them. Once we complete this call, I will inform Air Force and Rocket Force commanders that — effective immediately — they are to support your assignments. Sink a big ship, Comrade Admiral, and restore harmony to our near seas.”
Qin’s eyes widened as the import of Dong’s words sunk in. The People’s Forces. All of them.
“Marshal Dong, please convey to the Chairman that the People’s Forces will not fail in this task.”
“May you succeed through harmony and plentiful good luck, Commander.”

CHAPTER 41

Both Beijing and Washington sensed a break in the fighting, and both scrambled to position their forces; offensive thrust for the Americans and siege defense for the PRC. Qin and his staff flew to Zhanjiang to better grasp the battle rhythm, and, from Hawaii, Admiral Clark gave guidance to McGill and his commanders. Without satellite comms and reconnaissance, both sides were feeling their way, and semaphore, Morse code, radio teletype, signal flags, and landlines were now accepted methods of communication. Line-of-sight radio and data link still existed, but it was as if each force was searching in the same dark room with a flashlight, unable to see the other’s beam.
Almost all of Asia and most of the developed world paid attention to developments in the Western Pacific. Japan and South Korea were most vulnerable to SCS trade disruption, but two could play at this game; China’s oil tanker “road” in the Indian Ocean was at risk to American attack. “Neutral” Liberian, Panamanian, and Marshall Islands-flagged ships still plied the Strait of Malacca, but the Chinese knew who owned these flag-of-convenience vessels. Ships piled up off the Singapore bottleneck. Some owners were unwilling to send them north into the SCS, but others, with prices of all commodities now climbing at an alarming rate, sent them with claims of neutrality and hedged their bets with routes along the Palawan Passage. Surely China would not escalate and restrict the very free trade on which they had built their economy.
With store shelves already stocked, holiday shoppers in the West did not feel the economic pinch from curtailed Pacific trade, despite the steady price creep of computer components, LCD screens, and finished plastic products of every type. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese and American citizens continued to live, work, and learn in each other’s nation as their governments waged war in the Western Pacific, a war both countries expected would be fought with gray ships and airplanes.
On another front, a war of words was waged on diplomatic and media battlefields, with daily condemnation of American belligerence by networks worldwide and daily questioning of American resolve, capability, and even moral rights by many outlets. This front wore on high-ranking military officers like Clark, who had to defend wild allegations and unfounded rumor, but not on those tasked to fight, like the sailors, Marines, and pilots on Hancock.
As the carrier ploughed south, Qin wasted no time. After midnight, a Type 055 Renhai cruiser, north of Scarborough Shoal, set upon Asia Emerald, a Marshallese-flagged LNG tanker bound for Seoul. In a shot that served as weapons test, crew training, and diplomatic messaging, the destroyer fired a YJ-18 at the 950-foot vessel from ten miles away. The missile was still accelerating past Mach 3 when it struck the ship broadside above the waterline at the fourth of five giant LNG tanks.
At the instant the tank was breached, liquid at -260 degrees F came in contact with the atmosphere and turned into gas. The cataclysmic explosion lifted Asia Emerald into the air and broke her amidships. The explosion holed the adjacent third and fifth tanks; Tank 5 exploded in similar fashion and killed all aboard. Night became day as GoPro and IR cameras on the cruiser and nearby fishing militia vessels recorded the scene. Massive flames billowed from the third tank as natural gas formed a growing sea of flame that extended hundreds of yards around Asia Emerald. The tanker’s stern section disappeared after the initial blasts, but the bow remained afloat for 20 minutes and burned like a blowtorch before cooking off Tank 2 in another massive fireball. The glow illuminated the sky and created a bluish dome that was observed by witnesses on Luzon, Taiwan, and even Guangzhou. Eighty miles north of Yawu Cay, Chinese commandos on a Coast Guard corvette boarded a 750-foot Liberian LNG carrier bound for Japan and captured it, steering it to Banyon Island where Chinese mariners would relieve them for the final journey to Hong Kong.
As dawn approached, a submerged Yuan-class diesel boat identified its quarry as a Liberian-flagged car carrier heading south to Singapore and bound for Melbourne. The Chinese submarine put two torpedoes into the 60,000-ton ship’s port quarter, knocking out steering and propulsion. The ship soon developed a heavy port list, and the 22-man crew abandoned ship in one lifeboat. As the sun rose over the South China Sea, the MV Regulus Leader rolled on her left side before she lifted her nose into the air, taking 5,500 factory fresh automobiles to their final delivery destination. The video images beamed around the world were breathtaking, and the underlying message was unmistakable: We can cause great pain and are willing to do so.
INDOPACOM was losing the media war, and Clark knew it.
* * *
As dawn broke to a blazing red sky, aircraft from Iwo Jima arrived aboard Hancock, still running hard to the south. Ospreys and MH-60s arrived with their cabins full of sailors, but there was no rest for them as they went straight to their work centers. They had to help prep Hanna’s aircraft for combat — today.
An hour earlier, six jets — including two Growlers— had been catapulted off the darkened bow, loaded with Mavericks, rockets, and laser-guided bombs. Two Romeos with torpedoes and two Sierras carrying Hellfire and rockets had also launched, and all ten aircraft had fanned out ahead of Hancock to scout what was in front of them on their track. Farallon and Maug, two islands in the Northern Marianas chain, were of particular interest. One E-2 was also airborne, call sign Lookout.
Weed and his wingman Killer, flying Super Hornets from the VFA-156 Sharks, had responsibility for this sector. They joined overhead the ship in silence and climbed high toward the glow to the southeast. After forty minutes, they came upon Farallon and searched around the volcanic cone for any vessels. There were none.
As the sun rose, they cruised toward uninhabited Maug Island, which was the remaining rim of a sunken volcano. En route they saw three fishing vessels. Identifying them would be a challenge.
The EA-18G, call sign Montana, would help. Via data link they sent targeting info to Weed’s flight. The three vessels were ahead of their flight path and spread out over a few miles. At a safe distance, Weed took images of each with his targeting FLIR and sent them to Lookout who then forwarded them to the ship. Weed and Killer kept their knots up as they studied the fishing boats which appeared to be innocent. Out here, one could never be sure.
After marking the group, they continued down to Maug, only 20 miles further. Beyond it was Asuncion Island, another dormant and uninhabited volcanic cone. Once they scoured these two islands for contacts, they would return to Hancock.
Maug was three islands, jagged rims covered in green, moss-like vegetation that formed a bowl-shaped bay one mile wide. They had to get close to it to inspect the rocky coves for contacts that might be sheltered from radar and even FLIR returns. Staying off the radio, Weed signaled Killer to take trail on him as he led them down.
Weed saw two small vessels lashed alongside each other in the middle of the bay, fishing boats of 60–70 feet with characteristic Asian lines. He imaged them from outside the cone in a lazy circle flown at a high airspeed. Heavy surf pounded against the black lava outcroppings covered in thin foliage, but the water in the bay was serene. The fishermen were taking a break, and they could be Japanese or Guamanian — or Chinese. Lookout needed Weed to make another pass, closer, to get a better image, and through data link, they conveyed the message.
Keeping knots up, Weed took them closer as they recorded images on their FLIRs. He saw infrared images of humans, in no hurry, moving around on deck. Then, Weed’s heart jumped to his throat. A flash and plume blossomed from the rocky shoreline.
“Weed, break left! Missile at your left ten!” Killer called.
Weed snatched the jet up and left, then overbanked down as he held five g’s, throwing out chaff and flares. The missile appeared to be a shoulder-fired SAM, the type he had seen before in Iraq, and the plume led from the rocky shore. The missile was now to the right of Weed’s nose, and he reversed in a nose-high rolling pull that made the missile overshoot. Maneuvering in this manner bled airspeed to a dangerous level. In frantic fear, Weed crammed the throttles into burner as he looked about for other plumes.
“Break right! Got another one at your three! Chaff! Flares!” Killer cried out.
Weed broke into it, unloaded for a count as his thumb ejected expendables by reflex, and picked up the missile coming down on him. He was now low to the water inside the cone and had only one way to go — up. His hard pull up bled most of his airspeed, and he deselected afterburner in a last-ditch effort to save himself, his thumb moving in furious motion to expend anything and everything from his chaff buckets. The second missile could not hack the turn and went stupid. Weed plugged the burners back in and rolled inverted, pulling down to the water before rolling again to level off above the waves and get fast. He aimed for a small channel between the islands to escape. At the moment, Killer had better situational awareness.
“I’ve got a boat along the shoreline, the one that fired at you! Engaging!”
“Roger!” Weed answered and twisted his head to check on the other boats in the bay, still lashed together.
Killer armed up and locked his IR Maverick on the boat. The outline was that of a small fisherman, about 40 feet, so small that his missile-seeker head locked up the whole boat. His thumb mashed down on the pickle switch, and the missile came off with a dull roar and sped away to its target. He pulled off right as he watched the FLIR display, and detected small arms fire. The missile did not waver as it slammed into the boat, anchored less than 50 yards from the beach, blowing it apart and killing its four crewmen.
Weed flicked his MASTER ARM switch to ARM as he selected Maverick. The boats were still in the middle of the bay, but one had cast off from the other. Oh, no you don’t, buddy!
Weed extended to build airspeed, called his intention to Killer, and, gritting his teeth, pulled into the bay with a bag of knots and a live missile, looking for something to kill.
He chose the boat that was moving away and accelerating and put his seeker head on it. The boat was big enough for him to lock on its bridge superstructure, and, once he solved the launch parameters, he mashed down on the pickle.
The Maverick howled away toward its target. In a graceful right turn, it tracked the vessel before exploding on the superstructure, and setting the boat on fire. Shrapnel from the blast sprayed the waters around it and peppered its mate.
“Killer, let’s drop an LGB on each. I’ve got the smoker.”
“Roger, I’ve got the other. I can be there in thirty seconds at angels five,” Killer answered.
“Roger, I’ll wait at angels seven,” Weed replied, climbing, tracking, and slewing on the burning boat that was now dead in the water.
Like big cats circling their helpless prey, the two Rhinos stayed outside the rim of Maug Island and took their turns, with Killer in first. He overbanked down, watching his FLIR display as he held his aiming diamond on the stack of the boat. When his solution counted down he pressed the pickle and felt 500 pounds come off his jet. He checked away 20 degrees, keeping his FLIR diamond on target. The FLIR image rotated, and soon a white dash zipped across the screen.
The laser-guided bomb blew the trawler apart. As a white concentric shock wave emanated from the boat, fragments were blown high into the air and rained down on the burning boat next to it, only 100 yards off. As Killer’s bomb detonated, Weed was in, and, seconds later, the bomb came off with a lurch. With deft fingertip movements, Weed tracked the vessel and waited. His LGB exploded on the bow, and the broken hull convulsed in white water churned up by frag and shock force. Once the smoke cleared, Weed’s vessel was in its stern-high death plunge, and soon both halves of Killer’s boat sank into the now turbulent waters of Maug’s desolate bay.
With three smoke columns behind them, the two aviators safed their switches, rendezvoused, made their report to Lookout, and turned for Hancock. Weed pumped his fists in the air as Killer nodded his approval next to him. Sure it was fish in a barrel, but they shot first. Dumb fucks, he thought, taking a low probability shot at them while trapped in a narrow bay. It felt good to fight back, to exact revenge, and while he could respect the loss of human life, he couldn’t help reliving with satisfaction his attacks over and over on the transit back.
Just before he began his descent to the ship, Lookout sent him a message on tactical text.
YOUR TARGETS WERE WHITE TRAFFIC 3RD PARTY NATIONALS

Weed was stunned and blinked at the display in disbelief. No! This can’t be! They shot at us. He typed back.
VERIFY BLUE ON WHITE?

Within seconds, he got his answer.
AFFIRM

Weed began to tremble. How? They were all together, and one fired…
One fired, and cold dread crept over Weed. The one that fired two MANPADS at him from along the shoreline was clearly enemy. The other two lashed together in the bay… maybe not! They hadn’t fired, they had never fought back, and, in his haste, Weed may have reacted before considering.
No! Yes!
Weed flicked off his mask and gulped air in an effort to steady himself. He was the Deputy Air Wing Commander, and blue-on-white was a cardinal sin. He would recommend to Flip that any pilot guilty of such an act be reprimanded. But he was the culprit this time, and he knew the incident, and his part in it, would be world news by lunchtime. Japanese, they must have been Japanese, he thought. But they were right next to what must have been a Chinese fisherman…
Weed entered the holding pattern over the ship and saw helos all over the deck. It would be about ten minutes before the angle cleared for recovery. That would give him time to reflect… and to get his story straight.

CHAPTER 42

Cactus Clark knew about the incident at Maug before Weed’s hook snagged a wire.
“Get me McGill,” he growled. All were irritable from the 15-hour days.
A few minutes later, the Seventh Fleet Commander was put through.
“What happened out there, John?”
“Sir, the report we have is two Rhinos from Hanna sank two Japanese fishermen taking a break in a bay. Maug Island is uninhabited, but it’s a great anchorage. It’s ours actually, part of the Northern Marianas chain.”
“So the Japanese were there illegally?”
“Technically, yes, but it’s uninhabited, and we don’t enforce sovereignty. Fishermen anchor there often, and we just look the other way. We don’t have the resources to enforce stuff like this. There’s more. The pilots said they were shot by two hand-held SAMs. We’re verifying, and Randy Johnson will get back to me in an hour through airborne radio relay. One more piece — the lead pilot is the Deputy CAG.”
Clark groaned and shook his head. Great. He moved on.
“Okay, I’m calling the Secretary. Get me something within the hour. When this gets to the media, it will quickly get beyond our control.” Dammit, Clark thought.
“Yes, sir, out here.”
Within two minutes, Clark was on the phone with SECDEF, who already knew. Clark was dumbfounded. Who else knew?
“Admiral Clark, the State Department has already called my staff and asked what the fuck. That’s my question to you. We are in a hot war with the damn Chinese, and we’re blowing away Japanese fishing boats in an American anchorage? The White House is going to call in five minutes, so you have one minute to tell me what happened and what you’re going to do about it.”
Clark could envision the pompous career bureaucrat 5,000 miles away. Take a breath…
“Mister Secretary, two of our jets from Hancock mis-IDed two fishing boats. Just got off the phone with John McGill, and he reports the pilots were shot at by two hand-held SAMs…”
“The fucking Japanese are firing at our guys? You expect me to believe that?” SECDEF shouted.
“Sir, we are all working with fragmented information, and once the pilots are debriefed, a report will go up to John, then to me, then to you. Information is coming in piecemeal, and I asked John to give me an update in an hour.”
“An hour is too late! The White House is going to want answers in fucking minutes, and the media are going to run with this and do who knows what with it. Our enemy is the Chinese, Admiral Clark, and we aren’t taking the fight to them! When the fuck does that begin?”
Clark fought to remain in control.
Richie Casher was across the room listening on an extension as he scribbled notes. Both knew SECDEF’s people were also listening to the dressing down of a four-star commander.
“Mister Secretary, you’ll hear from me within an hour, and we’ll have enough amplifying information to control the media narrative. Maug Island is ours; everybody uses it, and we don’t make a stink. That doesn’t mean we go shooting whatever is there for no reason, but we are going to get more info and get it to you ASAP. I agree that I don’t want the media spreading rumor on a story we aren’t controlling.”
“I want those pilots grounded until further notice!” At that, Clark sat up straight in his chair.
“Sir, I can tell you right now that’s not going to happen. We are going to debrief them and assess rules of engagement and their decision matrix. But those kids got shot at. We are in a thick fog of war, sir, and we have to expect these things. We will take steps to correct, if required.”
“You believe them? Isn’t this your guys taking revenge for your losses from damn fishing boats? The Chinese are sinking ships— real ships — all over the place, and we are at war with Japanese fishing boats?”
Clark was unfazed by SECDEF, a contemptible apparatchik.
“Yes, sir, I do believe them. I don’t know them, and they are 4,000 miles away from me, but I believe them and trust in their training and their judgment. So does John and so does their embarked admiral. That’s our going-in position, and we’ll debrief them. Then we’ll see how this can be prevented and assess blame. Maybe I’m to blame, and, if so, you’ll know it. But those kids are on the front line and we need ‘em. Stuff like this happens in warfare. Doesn’t mean we excuse or ignore it.” Clark sensed he had wasted his breath, and he was correct.
“Admiral Clark, I want answers now!”
“One hour, sir!” Clark shot back.
The line went dead. “All this and a paycheck, too,” Clark muttered, loud enough for Casher to hear.
“Admiral, I’ll call my buddy on Admiral McGill’s staff to light a fire under them.”
“Yes, but I’m convinced they feel enough heat already. We’ll keep Washington away from them — unless the bastards do an end-around. Get the Political Advisor and Public Affairs Officer in here, chop-chop.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Casher said, and turned for the door.
* * *
With Wilson and the Admiral waiting for him in Flag Plot, Weed deplaned from the top of the bow. With the ear-splitting whine of jet engines all around them, he grabbed Killer and the two of them went to the starboard catwalk and found a hatchway. Once inside, they dogged the hatch and removed their helmets.
“You saw the two MANPADs,” Weed said, more fact than question.
“Yes, sir, and the second one almost nailed you. I think it went off on a flare.”
“The two boats…. They were 200–300 yards from the one that shot me in the cove?”
“I’d say, sir.” Killer answered. Knowing the admiral was waiting, Weed led them aft.
“Your Maverick shot? How close were you?”
“Right on them, sir, damn near point-blank at min range.”
Weed then had a realization. Damn! “Were your tapes on to record your shots?” He looked over his shoulder as he waited for the answer.
Killer’s eyes got big. “Ah… no, sir! In the excitement, I forgot!”
“Fuck,” Weed muttered in disgust.
“Sorry, sir!”
“No, don’t feel bad. I forgot, too.” Dammit.
They continued aft with their flight gear scraping the bulkheads as sailors passed in the opposite direction. Without the video images and voice recordings prior to their shots, their case would be harder to make. They had been shot at, and fishing boats had proven to be threats out here. One looked like another, and there was no time! Could he have withdrawn? He knew the answer was yes. He also knew he had wanted to fire back, to exact revenge. In anger.
Wilson opened his stateroom door as Weed approached. “Hey, just in time, the admiral is waiting for us. You guys okay?”
“We’re good,” a somber Weed answered.
“You know what happened?” Wilson asked.
“Yeah, Lookout told us. They were all together…”
Wilson nodded. “We’ll get your account. You have your tapes?”
When Weed didn’t answer right away, Wilson knew. Oh, shit.
“Yes,” Weed murmured, “but, neither one of us had them on before our shots.”
Wilson nodded. “Okay, we’ll glean what we can. No worries.”
He led them to Flag Plot and was not surprised to see The Big Unit waiting for them.
His aide had glasses of water for each pilot.
“Weed, we’re under the gun here. What happened?” Johnson asked.
“Admiral, we were doing armed recon down the Northern Marianas chain. We found three fishermen in the open between Farallon and Maug and reported them to Lookout. Then we checked out Maug Island, and I saw two boats anchored alongside each other in the bay. Lookout asked me to get a better look, so I got down to about 2,000 feet, and suddenly, I saw a flash from the southern island shoreline where another boat was anchored. Killer calls out a missile, and after I broke into it, it went stupid.”
“Do you know what it was?” Johnson asked.
“It was hand-held, sir, don’t know what kind, but probably not too modern. Another guy on the same boat shot me, and with the airspeed I had, I broke and jinked away, throwing out expendables. That one guided on a flare.”
Johnson then turned to Killer. “Anything to add, lieutenant?”
“No, sir. After DCAG got out of there I was able to run in and shoot it with my IR Mav. Never took my eyes off it, and it was the only other boat in the bay.”
“Show me.”
On a chart of Maug Island, Killer pointed to where the boat was and the direction from which he had attacked.
Both aviators showed the approximate position of the other two boats anchored further off the shore. Wilson and the admiral studied the chart and formed a mental picture. Johnson had to get the picture right and contact McGill in minutes.
“Okay, you hit the guy that shot DCAG. Do you have video?”
Killer swallowed. “Only of my shot, sir. Nothing leading up to it.”
The room was silent for a moment as it sank in. The Big Unit then turned to Weed.
“What happened to the two other boats?”
“Sir… a boat shot us and two boats were next to it. After Killer hit it, one of the other two got underway fast, and I rolled in on it with my LGB. That was positive ID for me.”
“Did it shoot you or your wingman?”
“No, sir,” a grim-faced Weed answered.
“The other boat… I guess the last boat… did it shoot or act in a hostile manner?”
“No, sir.” Weed knew better than to make excuses.
“You thought it was hostile?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then why didn’t you shoot it with your Maverick first? To stand off, away from the threat?”
Weed pursed his lips. “I wanted the hitting power of a 500-pounder to put it out of action. I had plenty of knots, and Killer covered me, as I did for him.”
Johnson turned back to the lieutenant, his face moist with perspiration.
“Why did you drop your bomb?”
“Because DCAG did, sir, to take out the other guy. The three of them were in close proximity. After DCAG came off, he covered me and I came in about thirty, forty seconds after he did.”
Johnson nodded and turned back to Weed. “Do you have your tape?”
A dejected Weed looked at his boots. “Yes, sir, but same thing. We didn’t have them on during the action. It will have my hit, and I haven’t seen them yet,” he said as he raised his eyes to the admiral, owning it.
Weed was beyond humiliated. Any one of his transgressions was bad enough — hitting a target without a positive ID, forgetting to turn on his videotape, the judgment error of leading with a bomb instead of a missile — but especially egregious was killing innocents. And now he had to admit all this in front of the admiral, his staff, his friend Wilson, and the petrified lieutenant.
Johnson nodded his understanding. “Okay, let’s see what you guys have.”
They moved to the operations space and found a tape machine. They looked at Weed’s first, and it showed a lone fishing boat moving slow on the water before Weed’s bomb destroyed it. Freezing frames, they tried to discern a flag from the mast but could not. Killer’s Maverick tape showed Weed’s burning target at the picture edge before the missile came off on the other boat. When Killer pulled up, the picture was lost.
Across the table, Johnson fought to remain calm. This was bad; his Deputy CAG rolled in on innocent fishing boats in a deliberate attack with only recordings of the hits. Clark is going to go through the overhead… after McGill goes through the overhead.
“You thought they were Chinese?” he pressed.
“There was no doubt in my mind, sir, given the proximity. Given what these boats have done to us already, I wasn’t going to check them further.”
Johnson nodded. “Okay, guys, thanks, you can go debrief. CAG you stay. Everyone else is dismissed.”
With bowed heads, the shaken aviators shuffled out into the passageway as the staff left via an interior door. Alone with Wilson, Johnson’s face betrayed his concern.
“Thoughts?”
Wilson frowned. “Sir, there’s no way to paper this over. We did it; we admit it. However, this is wartime. Maybe it’s World War III, and we don’t know it yet. Shit like this happens, and they took out the first boat per ROE. We’ve already lost a pilot to an ‘innocent’ fishing boat with a directed energy weapon, and who’s to say you or I wouldn’t have done as they did after getting shot at. I need Weed and that JO in this fight.”
“Agreed on the JO, put him on the next launch, but the Deputy Wing Commander was the flight lead and responsible. I love Weed, but what do I tell Admiral McGill in four minutes?”
“Sir, tell him this is the fog of war. We are fighting out here, and we are taking and returning fire from everything under, on, and above the surface. Visual ID of every fishing boat is going to get our people killed.”
“That’s what I’d say, too, but I won’t. How can I ensure the heavies we won’t do this again?”
“Admiral, I’m going to get on closed-circuit TV in fifteen minutes and address the ready rooms: Positive ID is vital; unless it is a PLA(N) vessel wait before you attack. Give them some stand-off and report, and then wait for positive clearance before attacking a merchant or fisherman. Then I’m going to visit the ready rooms and ensure every CO is on board. I own this, sir.”
Johnson nodded, resigned to the blast he would receive from McGill via radio relay. Wilson was right though; his guys were fighting a war and mistakes happen in war.
McGill would give Johnson the wire brush and tell Clark and the ambassador that he did. McGill was a warrior who understood, as was Cactus Clark.
That the Chinese had made mistakes was little solace; the Americans had to be perfect.

Part III

He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.
— Sun Tzu


CHAPTER 43

With the Americans back on their heels, Qin drew more blood to bait them into premature action. Bai Quon was one of his instruments.
Bound for Jebel Ali, the 930-foot Liberian-flagged containership MV OSL Courage was found far from normal sea lanes, fleeing south along the Palawan passage. Located west of Scarborough Shoal when the conflict erupted, it had altered course to avoid the waters off Vietnam and, through skillful seamanship, had maneuvered through the many vessels that clogged the long and narrow passage. It was now coming out of the passage and into open seas at the bottom of the Spratly group. Before it could escape to Singapore or duck into Brunei, Qin wanted it to serve him by giving his pilots big-ship target practice and by luring the Americans into his Southern Seas before they were ready.
Bai was wingman again, this time flying with a senior Shao Xiao he did not respect. Eight J-11s would launch out of Blood Moon and stay low, joining up in a running rendezvous at 500 feet as they transited east over open water. At 100 miles, they would charge southeast to begin their attack, with a KJ-500 early warning aircraft nearby in routine patrol to guide them in the end game. Four of the Flankers would target the ship with cruise missiles, and the other four — Bai’s division — would finish it off with heavy bombs set to explode deep inside the large hull. They would be in sight of the Malay coast and hoped a Hornet would appear so they could shoot it down.
Bai’s flight leader delayed on the taxiway behind the second section of missile shooters. “Hurry up!” Bai grumbled as he watched the first four jets recede to the east. When his leader finally took the runway, another minute and five miles had passed. When he did not initiate their take off roll when the clear take-off light signal from the control tower lamp was visible, Bai wanted to taxi ahead and take the lead himself. The leader looked over his shoulder at the impatient Bai who in a sharp gesture pointed at the tower, which prompted his flight lead to action. They came up on the power, the Shao Xiao looked at Bai—Yes, I’m ready! — and dropped his hand.
In unison both pilots pushed the throttles to afterburner, and the two jets jumped forward. They gained speed but slowly, weighed down with two big 900-kilogram bombs carried under their wings. Bai, in and out of burner to maintain position as they moved as one over the concrete, was incensed at his lead’s too-low takeoff power setting. At this rate they were going to use the whole 3,000 meters to get airborne! Neither one had ever carried such a load, and Bai resolved to push the throttles to the stops with 1,000 meters left.
As his decision point approached, Bai felt lift under his wings and saw the lead’s nose-wheel strut extend and leave the runway. Bai maintained position on his lead as they lifted off the sandy outpost of Blood Moon with heavy wings. They sucked up their gear and flaps and made an easy turn to the east.
Once clear of the island, Bai took a cruise position as the Shao leveled them at 500 feet. The lead division was nowhere in sight, and soon they were at 580 knots in an attempt to catch up, devouring their fuel the whole time. Over his shoulder, Bai picked up the last two jets at two miles, trailing dark exhausts as they struggled to keep up. As the two J-11s rocketed over serene blue water dotted by aqua-colored shoals and beige atolls, they continued to search for the lead division. Above, puffy clouds glided on the tropical breeze… a good day to kill.
After three minutes of watching his clueless flight lead search for their mates, Bai picked them up at their nine o’clock, about five miles. They were passing ahead of the lead division! Bai eased next to his lead, and, when he got his attention, pointed north. His impulsive leader saw the formation, and, with no warning, yanked his jet left to join, almost hitting Bai in the process. That sent what was left of Bai’s patience into orbit.
Settling into trail and keeping a wary eye on his lead, Bai checked his switches. After the antiship missile shooters disabled the giant ship, Bai and the other strikers would come in low level and drop their 900-kg bombs on the burning hulk, sending it and its Japanese-made merchandise to the bottom. Next time it would be an American Navy ship, and this “practice strike” would be a good training opportunity for all, especially his clumsy flight lead whom Bai hoped would just fly himself into the sea.
At the briefed coordinates, they checked southeast, and the lead formation accelerated ahead. The KJ-500 controllers radioed a heading to intercept — the fighters kept their radars silent to avoid detection.
After several minutes, the missile shooters, which were mere dots in the distance, disappeared as Bai and the others held their airspeed and heading. Two minutes later, Bai saw a faint light, then another with a thin, white plume. Antiship missiles were in the air and streaking toward an empty horizon.
More faint lights appeared, and the lead made a radio call. As Bai and the others energized their radars, Bai searched for airborne contacts. His pie-wedge scope remained clear.
After another minute, Bai made out the low silhouette of a large ship heading southwest. They were coming in on the ship’s starboard beam, just as they had planned, and the ship was where it had been predicted to be in the brief almost four hours earlier.
A light appeared on it, and the silhouette appeared to grow an appendage from the back half — smoke. The first cruise missile had found its mark.
Another light appeared, and then another, generating more smoke as the ship continued ahead. Drawing close, Bai saw the containership had a blue hull, with heavy, black smoke pouring from the superstructure.
The antiship missiles were fired on a visual line of bearing. Unseen by Bai and his formation, OSL Courage was among other surface traffic in the vicinity. At the close launch range, the missile’s radar locked OSL Courage at once, and the IR sensor in the missile’s nose evaluated the ship for its on-board computer. The computer rejected the adjacent gas carriers, bulk merchants, and fishermen for the giant containership. However, it delayed assigning positive target ID because the hundreds of stacked containers piled high on deck gave the signature outline an irregular shape not familiar to the computer memory bank. Seconds later the hull length and outline were matched, as was the superstructure location. With these two variables in priority, the computer rejected the deck edge anomaly and verified that this target indeed was OSL Courage. The missiles armed themselves and accelerated ahead, jinking hard left and up in an effort to throw off defenses OSL Courage did not have. The missiles then reversed back and crashed into the vessel’s thin hull at Mach 2.
Three of the four missiles found their mark, gouging deep troughs into the ship, and their sledge hammer force threw many of the containers into the sea. Watchstanders were thrown off their feet by the force, and two were killed in the engineering spaces by jets of scalding water from a burst pipe. The 14-man crew knew by instinct that abandoning ship was their only option, and all scrambled for the weather decks and the lone lifeboat.
When Bai and the others came upon OSL Courage, the containership was dead in the water and smoking, especially from the stern. His lead accelerated them ahead as the two trailers took separation. The ship was listing to port, showing the turn of her bilge to Bai and the others coming from the northwest. Ignoring his lead, Bai got down on the water, just above the waves, and pushed the throttles up. As the blue ship loomed closer, Bai saw that other vessels in the vicinity were not coming to help, but steaming away as fast as they could. Bai checked his switches as he bored in on the wounded containership, and, at two miles, he saw the orange lifeboat at the base of the superstructure amidships. He crossed under the Shao Xiao, who was at 500 feet above him, and targeted the hull under the lifeboat. At his near supersonic speed, the computer-generated weapon solution on his HUD was flying across the waves, and Bai made his plan. Seconds before he got to the ship, he would ramp up, allowing the solution to project well in front of him. Bai would hurl his bombs at the enemy vessel and fly over the burning hulk just before his bombs entered the hull.
The broken hull loomed up, red bilge paint clear in the midday sun. Ignoring where his lead was, Bai wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to kill more trespassers and didn’t trust the Shao Xiao to do it. He eased back on the stick, and the solution ran out to the hull. As it transited up the waterline under the lifeboat, Bai mashed down on the pickle and felt the bombs come off as his jet quivered twice. He snatched his jet up and then snapped inverted to see his handiwork.
Moments after the bombs entered the ship, an explosion ripped out the hull and superstructure above it, sending debris flying into the air. At the same time, he saw his lead’s jet burst into flame as it overflew the ship, on fire the length of its wingspan as it slow rolled ahead. The leader’s two bombs blew out the hull aft of where Bai had laid his weapons. A second later, the flaming J-11 pancaked into the sea beyond the stricken vessel, sending up a plume of spray and a flaming swath of debris almost a mile long.
“Flight leader shot down!” Bai cried, and the two trailing J-11 pilots looked up in alarm. This sinking merchant ship has defenses? Bai wasted no time and selected his gun while performing an oblique reattack. Keeping his eyes on the orange lifeboat — where crewmen would congregate — he pulled the jet down, selected idle, and positioned his gun pipper. Flaming 30mm rounds flew out of the gun muzzle, and Bai watched impact flashes hit all about the lifeboat before he pulled off. Tall stacks of containers fell over and into the sea as OCL Courage continued its roll. Bai then transmitted, “Defenses destroyed! It is safe to attack!”
Bai held overhead, fascinated to see the ship roll on its side surrounded by floating containers, burning slicks, and churned up sea. He watched the two wingmen as they came in and released their bombs on the exposed keel, a great red wall of glistening steel plate. One set of bombs entered amidships and resulted in an explosion that broke OCL Courage in half. Bai joined on them once they came off, and the seven Chinese pilots orbited over the scenes. As they watched, the halves sank and left an ugly, brown slick covered with floating debris. On the way back to Blood Moon, Bai pumped his fist in triumph while more than one of his wingmen considered that Bai’s flight leaders had been lost on both of the combat missions Bai had flown on.

CHAPTER 44

USS Hancock, Philippine Sea
Wilson felt the pressure that pushed down on him and the chain of command from Washington. He had to deliver — even with Weed damaged goods, Mother a wild-card, Hancock’s ability to launch aircraft cut in half, and his aircrew having to get smart on EMCON, signal flags, and Morse code light signals. Despite all that, he had to focus on what was important now.
The Chinese were sinking merchants in the South China Sea with impunity, and there was pressure on INDOPACOM and 7th fleet to prevent further attacks as world markets were thrown into turmoil and riots broke out in numerous Western cities. In-between Hancock and the Philippine archipelago were hundreds of miles of open sea, dotted by fishermen and merchants of all nationalities trying to feed their populations and strengthen their economies. Many were Chinese, a proven threat that had to be eliminated as Hancock and the other carriers moved into position to bring tactical air power to bear. Many among them were not Chinese, as Weed had learned at Maug Island. These unassuming fishing boats and coastal merchants posed a problem that had to be rolled back. This task would take time as the Americans had to identify, track and possibly attack each contact they encountered on this immense battle space.
Blower had Hanna steaming everywhere at full speed, sometimes flank, and multiple Sierras scouted ahead with fingers on their triggers, ready for the slightest provocation. Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher kept up with their charge, but both had to be refueled and often at these speeds. Moving meant survival, and, even if the Chinese could detect them, the latency of the tracks degraded their ability to target. However, each mile closer to the First Island Chain increased the chances of successful engagement for PRC forces that lay in wait.
Wilson addressed the ready rooms on TV and met with his COs emphasizing the absolute need to get it right and eliminate errant weapons. Weed was by his side at the meeting, humiliated but owning it. Changing gears, Wilson then turned to the EA-18G skipper.
“Gumby, we need you to hack a path for us to a position off Samar. I want Hunter/Killer divisions to include one Growler to sanitize ahead of our track, to ID and then destroy PRC vessels we encounter. Olive, I want your Snipers to try one of our AADMs; test it as part of Gumby’s plan. This is probably going to be two days as the ship transits at a high speed, day and night, and we need 24-hour Hummer and helo ops with an alert surface CAP of fighters to deal with anything we come across. You helo guys will have responsibility for close-in sanitization and, if required, engagements. Don’t have to tell you that a submarine inside the screen will ruin everyone’s day — but I’ll say it anyway, and we must have a solid ASW search and destroy posture. Gumby, I want you to be the belly-button that coordinates all this over the next two days, and I need an answer in five minutes… but I’ll give you three hours.”
Gumby smiled. “Thanks, CAG.”
“Don’t mention it,” Wilson deadpanned, and then added. “Guys, get your geeky lieutenants to talk to Gumby’s geeky lieutenants and come up with an 81 percent good plan now. Oh, yes, HAVE REEL. Want it on all the jets to the maximum practicable. We move and duck punches as we track them and deliver knockout blows.
Wilson wasn’t finished.
“And guys, once we get there, be ready for 24-hour ops and long-range strikes into the South China Sea. This is going to be high-end, War-at-Sea ship killing and installation interdiction. We might split day/night with John Adams, but it is going to be a challenge with no SATCOM, so we might go with geographic responsibilities. That’s being worked by the admiral. Weed — want you to come up with a roll-back strategy for the SCS. Need to brief the admiral on this tomorrow; top-level stuff to include what John Adams, Solomon Islands and Les Aspin can bring to the fight. Questions?”
“No, sir,” Weed answered.
“Great. This is an offensive thrust to puncture and knock down the great wall of sand. Gumby, see you in three hours. Now, go do that voodoo that you do so well.”
The COs smiled, and the meeting broke up. All filed out of Wilson’s stateroom — all except Weed.
“Thanks, Flip.”
Wilson smiled. “I just dumped a ton of work on you and you thank me? Don’t mention it. You are my top strike lead, and I’m depending on you.”
“I fucked up yesterday, and everyone from you to Cactus Clark has to clean up after me.”
Wilson raised his hand for Weed to stop. “We have to fight a war now. This is the real thing, and we’re going to lose more of our kids. Trying to keep everyone loose, but I cannot live without your tactical ability. Need you to make sure we don’t do stupid stuff.”
A still dejected Weed said nothing.
“I need you, man. Don’t worry about yesterday. I need you today. I don’t have a ton of faith in Mother, and I’m worried about Olive. Worried about you, too, but I know you can do this and need you to. If you can’t, let me know now.”
Weed let a second pass before he lifted his head to answer with clear eyes.
“I’m on it.”
“Great. Let me know what you need.”
* * *
Qin was incredulous. “How did we lose a People’s fighter jet and pilot to an unarmed containership?”
His Chief of Staff stood before the admiral’s desk with the report from Blood Moon. Only the messenger, he read the answer to Qin’s question with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Comrade Admiral, the report says the J-11 was sprayed by shrapnel fragments from a previous bomb hit and burst into flame with no attempt by the pilot to save himself. No damage to the other aircraft, and they watched the containership sink.”
Qin shook his head in disgust. On what should have been a milk run, the People’s Liberation Forces had lost a precious combat asset due to incompetence. Are our combat pilots that inept? We are killing ourselves! Qin fumed inside. The well-trained and experienced Americans would slaughter his green pilots in a direct confrontation, and, even with interior lines, he could not supply his frontline outposts fast enough. Long distances posed a problem to the Americans, but they could overcome it. They always did.
With their damned carriers!
His lone PLA(N) carrier, Liaoning, was a glorified experiment, a Russian hand-me-down and no match for an American nuclear-powered supercarrier. The Americans were biding their time off Guam now and would soon move on him. Even with Hancock damaged, and most of John Adams’ crew in custody, the Americans reloaded and prepared to attack. They just adapted, and had a knack for innovation. Liaoning was a cheap knockoff, a sideshow for the cameras; Qin could not risk it in this confrontation.
His orderly entered with another dispatch from the ops center and handed it to the Chief of Staff. He scanned it and handed it to Qin.
“They’re coming, Comrade Admiral.”
Qin scanned the intelligence report. The long-planned — and dreaded — showdown with the Americans was at hand. Fishing militia and neutral merchant sightings reported two aircraft carriers and one helicopter carrier inside the second chain and moving toward the Philippine archipelago. They had hundreds of miles of ocean to traverse, but, unless stopped or harassed, could be in a position to strike inside the Near Seas in 48 hours. One American stealth destroyer named Michael S. Speicher was reported someplace along the second island chain, carrying dozens of land-attack missiles known for their high degree of accuracy. The fact that the Americans were coming increased his chances of bagging a big ship, and now was the time for the PRC to show its hand. Qin knew once he deployed the People’s secret, the clock would work against him.
“Send the order. Deploy Heaven’s Shield tonight according to plan.”
“I will see to it myself, Comrade Admiral. However, the latest report shows only three-quarter strength.”
“It will have to do for now. We must erode their forces where we can, keep them off balance, and slow their advance — even before they reach the shield. How many DF-21s do we have remaining?”
“Comrade Admiral, after the initial volley, we are down to half. Production is one missile per week, and that is with round-the-clock shifts.”
Qin stroked his chin. “Very well, but we must expend some to throw them off. Authorize the Southern Sea Fleet Commander that if he can achieve a close targeting solution on a carrier with an even chance of success, he should take the chance. Luck may be with us. Meanwhile, report that our J-11 was lost to surface fire from a hostile merchant not showing a flag, and that any merchant we find inside our near seas, down to 300 kilometers north of Singapore, is fair game. Anything outside of Vietnamese or Philippine territorial waters, containerships to banca boats, is fair game. Increase the heat and get the Americans to attack us in the near seas from afar, before they are ready. And no more blunders by our pilots. Every weapon must find its mark.”
“It will be done, Comrade Admiral,” the Chief of Staff answered, and spun for the door.
Alone in his office to think, Qin considered the situation. Sinking a big ship. It was his only strategy. Removing a carrier’s combat power from the equation was a valid military objective, but it was the shaping of American resolve and public opinion he was after. He dreamed of seeing a carrier in flames, listing hard, with airplanes sliding off the deck and into the sea. He imagined the stern high in the air before the massive flattop plunged into the depths. Such an image would shock the world, make a mockery of invincible American military might, and force Washington to negotiate. The PRC would control everything in the Western Pacific and continue to hold Guam at risk.
But how to do it? A DF-21 was the first choice, a flaming javelin from the heavens. Blowing an enormous hole in the side with a hypersonic cruise missile was another method, or a spread of torpedoes at the keel, breaking her back. If he could only find a carrier, and track it, and get close enough to attack it. Every part of the PLA would be needed to sink a big ship. Sinking one would be a challenge. He then realized that, despite the damage PLA and militia forces had dealt them, the Americans were not afraid to close with him. That gave him pause.
The Americans were not responding to type.

CHAPTER 45

As night fell on the Philippine Sea, the Americans were now moving west in a wall hundreds of miles across.
Led by Hancock and John Adams, almost 40 missile-shooting escorts accompanied them: Aegis cruisers and guided-missile destroyers, some with the carriers and others in surface action groups. Nuclear attack submarines prowled below, some to defend, and others to attack any Shang, Han, or Song boats they detected. The slower LHA Solomon Islands and her escorts were also moving west, with Marine F-35Bs and two dozen Navy Seahawks to augment the sea-control effort to hunt, track, and, if required, kill PRC shipping. The carriers zigzagged at high speeds on her north and south horizons, but within radio relay range. Marine AH-1Z Viper and Navy Sierra crews developed tactics during the transit west that allowed them to act as flying PT boats ahead of the American advance to scout and kill. Overhead, unmanned Tritons and ASW Poseidons scanned the seas and acted as secure radio relays for the strike groups. This allowed McGill in Japan, and even Clark in Hawaii, to keep tabs on them with only short delays. In the Indian Ocean, USS Les Aspin kept the PLA honest and stayed just outside threat envelopes. Qin had to defend on two fronts, and the Americans had longer reach.
* * *
At midnight, “Mother” Tucker, the pilot of Panther 301, was late to relieve Turnip, who had sat in the jet parked on the starboard shelf for the past four hours under the blackest sky Mother had ever seen.
Mother could not get out of this. When his Ops Officer was tasked to help with strike planning and his captains were either out of crew rest, med down, or otherwise scheduled for the morning launches, the Duty Officer saw Mother as the only option to meet the tasking. Mother took a hard look at the schedule and his pilot roster, studying and evaluating every combination of options that could allow him to skip this middle-of-the-night alert surface combat air patrol with not even a sliver of moon. Hancock was over 500 miles from Guam or Iwo, and Mother felt the ship lurch in three dimensions on the rolling seas. He grumbled and headed to the paraloft, dressing into his flight gear in grim silence as another of his captains left, on time, to relieve the squadron XO parked abeam the LSO platform.
Mother felt his chest tighten and his breathing increase. This is only an alert, dammit. And why are we standing alerts anyway? They were still far from the PI; if Hancock and her escorts came across a little fishing trawler out here, there were any number of ways to blow it out of the water that did not require launching fighters. Fighters were for big ships and real airplanes. Typical squid agonizing over a scenario that’s never going to happen, he thought. Total bullshit, and his people had to man these jets in the wee hours for nothing.
His maintenance desk Gunny told him 301 was parked on the starboard shelf. He nodded but ignored him. Starboard shelf! His guys were getting infected with the swab lingo. He’d find the damn jet himself! It was on the flight deck, for crying out loud!
Under red “darken ship” passageway lighting, Mother climbed the ladder to the island. He heard spinning rotor blades from a source up forward. In agitated disgust, he yanked up the dog handle on the watertight door leading to the flight deck.
He was met with blackness, and big shadows blacker than black. A helo was spinning on the bow as it awaited launch, and high winds whipped at his g-suit and the helmet bag he clutched in his left hand. Where are the lights? he thought, having never experienced this level of darkness, ever. He then saw a flashlight someplace on deck, and took tentative steps toward it with his hand extended. He felt aircraft skin and then a tube. He was next to a helo he could not see, the black shadow. He took a step and felt a tie-down chain by his ankle. He then illuminated his goose-neck flashlight to see a few steps ahead.
Taking small steps, with one hand ahead of him as if he were blind, he navigated down the length of the helo and around a parked tractor. He felt and heard the wind, felt the deck under his feet, smelled the engine exhaust and salt air. All his senses were on full alert and provided input to his brain. His eyes, wide with fear, strained to discern any light available. This intense blackness was a new sensation; due to threats all around, the ship had secured the overhead sodium-vapor lights that illuminated the unseen dangers of the flight deck. He took in lungful after lungful of air through his open mouth.
His eyes slowly adapted as he moved forward, shining his flashlight on the pointed noses of the parked fighters he came across. Rhinos, most of them. He shined his light on 307… not his jet.
When he got to the jet blast deflectors, the helo turning on the empty bow flicked on its lights and lifted above the deck, then forward and away to the right. His jet wasn’t here, but he saw shadows on the angle and headed across the deck to check for 301. Without warning, an E-2 prop began to turn behind him, and he fought an overwhelming urge to get off the flight deck now!
He stopped a sailor, anyone to help. “Where the hell is three-oh-one?” he shouted. Mother could see only the faint shrug of his shoulders. Stupid dumbfuck, Mother thought as he continued aft, nerves on edge and surrounded by shadows and invisible hazards. After several minutes, he found his wingman’s jet, his young captain already in the cockpit. A sergeant directed him to 301 across the deck — on the starboard shelf.
Mother was cranky and in no mood for a black-ass preflight with the tail of his jet stuck out over the deck edge. He simply motioned to Turnip to come down. Turnip complied, and Mother got in the cockpit without comment. Turnip climbed the ladder to tell his CO about the flight controls BIT check he had performed, but Mother, irritable and short-tempered, waved him off.
Mother sat in the cockpit of 301, fuming. This is totally fucked up! he thought. We are chewing up aircrew to stand unneeded alerts at all hours, when we could be planning or preparing. He had heard the frigid bitch Olive say they were at least two days steaming from the PI. The damn Pricks aren’t out here!
He didn’t even bother to strap in, knowing this whole evolution was a waste. If CAG had a spine…
After ten minutes he saw activity, and a tractor chugged to life. His plane captain popped out from under the jet, and some guy pointed a yellow wand at him. The flight deck’s loudspeaker sounded.
“On the flight deck, launch the alert SUCAP, now launch the alert SUCAP! Initial vector two-two-zero!”
What the fuck? Mother thought. Launch?
His plane captain motioned for APU start, and his troubleshooters gathered with the flight deck Gunny, looking at Mother — waiting on him, waiting for start-up, waiting for leadership. Mother couldn’t believe this was happening, and fear gripped his midsection as tension bore in like an ice pick at the base of his skull.
Mother struggled with the switches and launch sequence, his mind not on the checklist but on the catapult that would send him to the inky black death that awaited. A sailor holding a sign appeared, and his troubleshooter shined a light on it.
ID SURFACE CONTACT BRG 220/170NM
NRST LAND GUAM 137/525
EXPECT CHARLIE 0215 W/IN 50 NM
EXP BRC 285 ALT 29.98

You gotta be shittin’ me!
Agitated, Mother got his engines started and his cockpit energized. With his head down in the cockpit, he sensed yellow lights in his eyes. Sonofabitch! An impatient yellow shirt signaled him to remove the tie-down chains for the taxi to the bow. Mother wasn’t ready! His mindset wasn’t right. They were going to launch him into the gloom and have him fly 170 miles to ID a fishing boat! He’d be happy to sink the fucker, but then he had to come back here and find the damned carrier, lights out and no radio contact, over 500 miles from anywhere! Sonofabitch!
Mother was terrified. This was well beyond anything he had experienced off SoCal. He was in over his head flying a Hornet off this ship, and now no one could save him. Sweat poured down his brow and, hyperventilating, he kept his oxygen mask dangling in front of him. He was behind the jet, feeling rushed, even though it was stationary on deck. Mother was overwhelmed. He was scared, so scared he thought the unthinkable was a real option. You don’t have to do this.
Panther 305 taxied out, and Mother watched him make the quarter turn up the angle to the bow cats, the damaged bow cats! A cold cat shot was another distinct possibility, and he shuddered with fear at the thought of wallowing off the deck, ejecting in front of a knifing bow with 100,000 tons of inertia behind it, invisible but bearing down on him, cold steel tearing through cold water, everything black.
Mother had seconds to decide. You don’t have to do this! He released the parking brake as his finger pushed on the nose wheel steering button as hard as it could. He stomped on the brakes to test them as waves of fear swept over him, but this was more than fear. This was terror. He was terrified of taxiing to the bow, but more terrified of stopping and admitting his fears. He couldn’t breathe as he followed his director and felt the arresting wires as his tires rolled over them. His gut was tight, and he had the urge to urinate. The droning of the E-2 turboprops added to his sensory overload as he taxied past. Ahead on the bow, faint white deck edge lights marked the boundary of oblivion.
His wingman was led to Cat 1 and spread his wings on yellow shirt command. Mother was trembling. He was the Commanding Officer, expected to lead, in good and bad, at all times, and, as Conrad said, with no escape.
Mother was being led to the edge of the angled deck, black nothingness beyond, when, with a sudden shot of cortisol to the heart, he realized he wasn’t strapped in! He stopped as the yellow shirt signaled for a turn and forced himself to hook up, first his leg restraints and then his Koch fittings. He sensed the unwanted attention outside as lights flashed on his canopy: What is the matter with 301? He rammed the fittings home, feeling he was hopelessly behind the jet—What else am I missing? — and knew he had mere seconds to make a decision. The fear that held him fast was stifling; if he could just get past the cat shot! He felt like throwing up and sensed pains in his midsection he had never experienced before. Better to die than look bad was a saying Mother had repeated in jest many times over the years… but dying could really happen on this pitch-black night with two suspect catapults. His JO in 305 was up there on the cat and showing courage! Or maybe he was too young to know the risk. Nevertheless, if he could do it, Mother could… so he thought. Or could he? Would he? He struggled alone for an answer with only the greenish glow from his instruments and displays to keep him company, tension and fear building. Fear of admitting fear.
He then heard a muffled 5MC announcement through the Plexiglas canopy and, a moment later, saw 305 fold his wings as he sat on Cat 1. What’s going on? Mother was directed to turn aft and was taken back down the angle. A reprieve!
Mother couldn’t believe it! They must have cancelled the alert launch. Yes! Relief washed over him. He wouldn’t have to make that horrible and irrevocable decision tonight, wouldn’t have to face the smug condescension of CAG Wilson and the other limp-dick Navy COs. Or that ugly dyke in the Snipers. He’d make sure he wasn’t available to stand another night alert, and Mother figured the odds were on his side that he could avoid them. Hell, if he could fly them ashore, Mother would take his Panthers and blow away a Prick sand bar or row boat for these Navy weenies and end this. In the daytime! Let the bastards come up, engage us, and watch us kill them. Up close.
As Mother was led all the way aft, he became concerned. Where are these idiots taking me? he wondered. His yellow shirt was standing at the edge of the ramp with black nothingness beyond. What the fuck?
The yellow shirt, with careful movements of his yellow wands, led Mother ahead, knowing full well that the asshole CO of the Panthers was piloting it. All the directors knew when they were controlling Lt. Col. Tucker. Outside, high winds cascaded down the flight deck amid the piercing whine of Mother’s jet engines as the yellow shirt assessed distance and closure to begin his turn. Inside the cockpit, Mother’s fear spiked again.
The director commanded Mother forward, and his jet inched ahead only under the vigorous motion of the veteran petty officer. Over the nose was nothing, and Mother was looking almost straight left at the director who had one foot on the deck edge. Mother’s hand was on the parking brake, but, if he lost brakes here, it would be too late. He was now so jittery he was afraid to put his hand on the ejection handle where it could do some good with a split-second reaction time. Ejecting into the black here would be followed by sudden immersion into the cold, roaring rapids of the ship’s wake, with churning rip currents to drag him under. Turn me, dammit! Turn me! Mother fumed.
The yellow shirt directed a left turn, and, at once, Mother stomped on the left rudder pedal. Too much, the director signaled Mother to slow down, and then coaxed him ahead. After another quarter turn, Mother’s right main was inches from the edge, without even coaming as a last ditch defense from sliding off the deck — everything black, everything tense, everything fucked up. Once parked, Mother was going to find this yellow shirt and ream his ass big time, CAG and the Captain be damned.
He was led to the starboard shelf and maneuvered so he could be pushed back into place. Being inexperienced Mother wasn’t sure what was happening—who knew on this floating insane asylum! — and, in the darkness, he could not tell that a dozen sailors were ready to push the aircraft back into position. He was ordered to release brakes and felt himself go in reverse. Fuck me! he cried in terror as he stomped on the brakes. The incensed yellow shirt motioned in wild gestures to release brakes, dammit! Once again, Mother was pushed back toward the deck edge by manpower, his asshole sucking up the seat cushion as it had all night.
As Mother was chained down, he flicked his mask off, once again gasping for fresh air, smelling his perspiration, smelling his fear. He hated this. He hated everything about it: the confinement, the foreign signals, missing the fight, and the indignity of being surrounded by thousands of swabs, including this cocksucker who was screwing with him. Navy losers always fucked with Marines, and it was going to end right frickin’ now.
After he shut down, Mother popped open the canopy and signaled to his plane captain to come up the ladder. “Who was that bastard yellow shirt? Get him and bring him here!”
“Sir?” the surprised corporal answered.
“The yellow shirt who was controlling me! Get him!”
The corporal descended the ladder, and, after a minute, Mother’s flight deck gunnery sergeant appeared next to him on the aircraft’s leading edge extension. “Sir, is there a problem?”
Mother, his nerves shot and patience gone, exploded. “Gunny, fucking forget it! No problem…. Get off the damn jet!” The yellow shirt in question was long gone, melded into the other shadows. He couldn’t expect his Marines to find him and an impromptu inquisition would just call attention to his problem.
“Yes, sir,” said the puzzled Gunny before he descended the ladder.
Mother put his head back and checked his watch. Another three hours before his relief showed. He felt the sudden urge to sleep, and dozed for a moment.
When he awoke, he saw the angle was clear and the lens was on. He looked left over his shoulder and saw an airplane in the groove, no noise, with wingtip lights indicating a long wingspan. It came closer, and he heard a strange noise, a whoop sound. As it crossed the ramp, he could make it out and heard the whistling engines spooling. A squid jet… What is it? Oh, yeah, an S-3.
Another S-3 Viking appeared in the groove and trapped aboard with engines that sounded like a vacuum cleaner at full power. But it wasn’t a Viking. Upon closer inspection, the two aircraft had strange antennas and blisters that were barely discernible on the darkened deck and not familiar to Mother. He didn’t know, but Wilson and Blower did: These ES-3 Shadows were signals intelligence aircraft, kept hidden and ready for emergency deployment for over a decade, and they were going to surprise the PRC. The Americans also had other reserve assets in theater.
So, however, did the PLA. At that moment, some 2,000 miles to the west, from the same interior Sichuan and Hunan bases that had launched the aircraft that found and attacked Hancock over a week earlier, more unmanned aircraft were made ready for flight. Hundreds more, and arming crews were busy.
By the time the horizon lightened to the east and Mother was safe inside his carrier after his alert-watch-from-hell, the last of the unmanned aircraft was airborne. People in nearby villages knew better than to ask about the unusual and repeated sounds they heard throughout the night.
As they approached the coastline, the strange aircraft fanned out in shallow climbs to their programmed stations. Passing 50,000 feet on their way up to 145,000, sunlight shone on the skin of the long-winged vehicles for the first time ever. Each of the 423 aircraft was on an independent flight profile to enter a max-endurance orbit, where it could work alone or in concert with others. Fueled for weeks aloft, each carried a small compliment of air-to-air and air-to-surface precision weapons. Heaven’s Shield moved into place, deployed as the high ground over the South China Sea.
Qin, like the wise warlord Sun Tzu, would wait there for the enemy to come up.

CHAPTER 46

The following morning, Wilson led his air wing closer to Qin’s trap.
He cruised west 25,000 feet above a clear Philippine Sea with three other Rhinos in a wall formation, with Olive as dash three. They searched the surface below for traffic to identify, track, and kill as needed.
Below them, puffy clouds, illuminated by the brilliant late morning sun, dotted the expanse of ocean all the way to the horizon 100 miles distant. Empty and desolate for most millennia, the seas were now full of man-made objects engaged in all manner of commerce from fishing to hauling manufactured goods in their giant holds or jammed containers stacked high on deck. Among them were pleasure craft or passenger liners. Most were neutral or friendly, but some were enemy in disguise: modern day guerillas and spies conducting seemingly innocent passage amid legal commerce. Clark, if he wanted to strike inside the South China Sea, had to first clear the Philippine Sea of threats and tattletales.
The leatherneck Joint Strike Fighters from Solomon Islands were a valuable asset. Their electronic sensors, data linked to Wilson and the other American aircraft and ships — from E-2s to AWACS, P-8 Poseidons to guided-missile destroyers and their Fire Scout UAVs — identified what contacts were friendly, neutral and enemy. If there was a question, fighters from divisions like Wilson’s could investigate. They saw it all on their screens — everything on the surface and in the air — without exposing themselves.
Wilson arched his back and adjusted his mask as his autopilot led them west. They would search another 150 miles, turn north for 50, and then return to the ship. Over his right shoulder, but well beyond visual range, another Hancock division of Super Hornets searched its assigned sector. If he opened up his screen in wide scale, he could “see” them among the clutter of contacts. Depressing the display push-tile he decremented down to assess the contacts along his sector, and slewed the cursor over several to get a course and speed readout. Far to the south, John Adams’ aircraft were also scouting ahead as the three capital ships led the Americans toward Leyte, still over a day’s steaming away.
Wilson’s display showed an unidentified aircraft at the top of the screen. The linked track was almost like a radar lock, and Wilson could watch it march down the screen and assess closure. It seemed to morph, and Wilson decremented again to break it out better. Several other linked tracks surrounded it. A formation was heading east toward them at high closure.
Wilson keyed the radio. “Lookout, Sniper one-one. Contact of interest, Track 1077, on our nose, low.”
After a moment, the E-2 controller responded. “Affirm, Sniper. Investigate, vector two-six-zero for fifty-five.”
“Sniper one-one.”
Wilson paddled off autopilot and nudged the stick left. The tracks showed the contacts below 10,000 feet. Wilson steadied up southwest, checking the sun position so he could bring his Rhinos in unseen from above. Olive, with a new guy they called Size as her wingman, drew closer. Mullet was on Wilson’s other wing as Number 2.
Wilson commanded his FLIR on Track 1077 to identify it. There was no reason for an airliner to be below 10,000 out there, and it could be a UAV that the software had misidentified. To be sure, Wilson had to visually ID it, a challenge with the scattered clouds below. What is this guy doing? he thought.
Olive and Size crossed under Wilson, and Mullet remained in tactical wing on Wilson’s left side. The sun was now over their left shoulders as they scanned down and right for aircraft. Wilson eased them below 20,000 feet and saw the track slide down the right side of his screen. He scanned outside, searching between the columns of cloud for an early tally, but Olive saw it first.
“Tally a Y-8! Two-thirty low, heading east!”
Wilson picked it up and overbanked down, almost on top of it. The four-engine turboprop droned ahead unconcerned. It was light gray in appearance with a red star-and-bar marking on each wing. Wilson figured it to be an ASW variant or an ELINT bird, snooping in order to send targeting info back to the beach. Wilson keyed the radio transmitter.
“Lookout, Snipers are marking on top of a Y-8, Track 1077! Identified bandit! Engaging! Armstrong!”
“Roger, Snipers!”
Wilson bumped the castle switch and selected his AMRAAM. By habit, he scanned around the enemy aircraft and saw a glint to the north. He froze as a large fighter—a Flanker? — turned toward the Y-8 and Wilson.
There had to be another one, and as soon as Wilson saw it in trail, Olive sang out. “Trailer J-11! One mile! I’m in hot! Size, sanitize west!”
All on the frequency were alerted that there were not only PRC aircraft out here but fighter aircraft, hundreds of miles from the South China Sea. The linked track showed neutral, and, to add to the confusion, there were other “neutral” contacts on the surface below them. Were they also PRC? Were they able to spoof the F-35 sensors somehow?
Were there more?
Wilson skipped the Y-8, which was not a threat, and engaged the northern fighter that was. He scanned to his left and picked up the trailer—J-11?—and saw it pitch up toward Olive.
“Tally on the trailer! Olive, you take him, and I’ve got the guy to the north. Everyone look for others!”
As soon as Wilson finished his call, he saw his fighter pull up and into him from two miles. Wilson squeezed the trigger hard and pulled his throttles to idle. He felt a jolt and then heard a dull whooommm as he saw the missile shoot forward trailing big, white smoke.
“Fox-three on the bandit fighter to the north!” Wilson transmitted. Just then his HUD symbology went crazy, dropping lock and jumping all over the place.
Upon seeing Wilson’s missile come off, the Flanker broke down and right, spitting out chaff and flares. Wilson’s HUD lines were jumbled spaghetti, and his radar showed drop-lock. He checked left and saw Olive and Size with the trailing fighter. When he returned to his bandit, Wilson saw his AMRAAM, motor still firing, fly through a chaff bloom and continue north and out of the fight. The missile had gone stupid. Shit! he thought. With the big fighter now reversing back and into him, he needed help.
“Mullet, Flip, can you engage with our guy?”
“Affirm, but my system is AFU!”
Wilson realized they were being jammed, but by what? The Y-8? Probably, but they had to honor the threat fighters first.
Wilson selected his Sidewinder, but, with the Flanker pitching up into him, he couldn’t fish for a seeker-head lock. His HUD and helmet cueing system were a mess and told him nothing except he was being jammed. He retracted his throttles to idle as he approached the merge. Guns!
“Mullet, we’ve gotta engage with guns. Olive, how are you doing over there?”
Before she could answer, Wilson saw the fighter nose-on: two huge intakes and the characteristic big white nose that meant a powerful radar on a big airframe. On one wingtip he detected an ECM pod. With aspect building, he maintained separation for a close pass, and, as he did, saw the white-helmeted pilots looking back at him. Pilots! It was not a J-11 but a naval Su-30, armed with what looked to be PL-12 radar-guided missiles. At the merge, he snap-rolled left and snatched the stick back, a maneuver that prevented the bandit from reversing on top of him.
As Wilson bled airspeed in high-g buffet, he saw the bandit going for Mullet about a half mile in trail. Bright fire burst from the bandit’s gun muzzle, and Wilson saw Mullet roll away from the head-on shot. “Sonofabitch!” someone transmitted.
Olive’s bandit pulled up and in to her, and, to counter, she pulled hard across the bandit’s six—oomph! — which drove her down into her seat as the airframe shook under the sustained g force. Like Wilson’s bandit, the Su-30 then pitched off onto the trailer, Size. Two multiplane engagements were now taking place inside two miles, with armed American noses sweeping one another as they chased after their prey.
Mullet turned hard into the bandit and overshot close. The bandit saw it and reversed high and right, into the same sun that the Americans had used to their advantage moments earlier. With Mullet now in a scissors with the Flanker and unable to break away, Wilson was the free fighter. Back into burner, he reengaged behind Mullet and glanced right. He saw three jets, all gray with twin tails, chasing each other. He picked out the Su-30 going up.
“Olive, you in control over there?”
“A-firm! We’re in the phone booth with this guy! I’m engaged!”
Wilson noted the Su-30 had a big bite on Size, and Olive was pushing the bandit around, 90 degrees off. Both Chinese fighters were now high and in the sun, one in a scissors with Mullet, and the other able to use natural g to bend the nose down and gain even greater angles on young Size. Wilson, however, not leave Mullet in a slow-speed knife fight with the powerful Flanker to help Olive’s section. Wilson called to his wingman and the E-2.
“Mullet, I’ll be there in ten seconds! Lookout, we’re engaged visually with two Su-30s! There’s also a Y-8 around here someplace!”
The E-2 answered and vectored the Sharks in from the north to help, but at over fifty miles away it would be several minutes before they could join the fight, even at a supersonic transit.
Mullet was now high in a tight, rolling scissors with the Flanker. From inside a mile, Wilson saw two glowing burner cans as the big jet pulled back into Mullet. Both pilots were working hard to stop their down-range travel and flush the other out front, but Wilson sensed the bandit had looping airspeed. The bandit took it up in a graceful arc as Mullet knuckled down under heavy buffet. Both flight paths were now predictable, but the Flanker, slowing as it pulled into the top of its loop, was almost stationary against the sky. Wilson cut the corner and pulled lead. His gun sight was jumping all over his HUD, but the combiner glass had a planform full of Su-30.
Brrrrrrppppp!
As the tracers flew out of Wilson’s gun muzzle, he could see they were falling short, and, at that instant, the Flanker pulled over on its back and into him. Now, Wilson was at risk of a nose-on snapshot and rolled away to avoid it. He continued his roll and flew past his adversary inside 500 feet, three human beings looking at each other with a mixture of surprise, fear, and anger.
Fuck!
Mullet had rolled left as Wilson rolled right, and with their eyes locked on the bandit, they were on a collision course. Wilson saw it and pushed the stick to the forward stop as the bottom of Mullet’s Rhino thundered overhead. The roar of his engines in burner permeated the cockpit.
Recovering, Wilson pushed off the canopy rail and stretched his neck up to keep sight as he pulled back in, slamming himself into his seat with a spine-pounding jolt as he went from zero to five g’s. Mullet was now offensive — not knowing how close he had come to a collision — and halfway through his turn, Wilson belly-checked left to see Olive’s fight.
A missile plume was the first thing he saw, and, tracing the smoke, determined it was from the Flanker. Horrified to see a Super Hornet in front of it, he watched the missile fall off in what must have been a desperate out-of-the-envelope shot. Olive yelled for chaff and flares, and when she called in, Wilson saw she was the “high fighter” pulling for guns.
Wilson whipped his head back to Mullet, who was now saddled in. White mist appeared over his nose, and Wilson’s eyes went to the bandit. Flashes burst on its left wing and empennage, soon followed by roiling black smoke.
“Splash the eastern bandit!” Mullet cried out as Wilson continued his barrel roll behind him to watch the burning fighter and pick up Olive’s engagement.
As Wilson scooped down, he saw two flashes from the burning Su-30—ejection sequence — and concentrated on the slow-speed fight in front of him. The bandit squatted his jet to point at Size who was now going up as Olive dove down. Olive had a snapshot and squeezed the trigger from inside 1,000 feet. Unable to avoid it, the Flanker flew through the bullets and exploded. Flaming wreckage cartwheeled out of the fireball.
“Splash the western bandit!” Olive crowed, and Wilson craned his head right to see two green-and-white chutes from the first bandit floating down through the buildups toward the sea 8,000 feet below. Mullet was behind him, a mile at his five-o’clock as Wilson hit MARK several times to record the lat/long coordinates for possible rescue of the enemy aircrew. No chutes were observed from Olive’s kill.
Wilson radioed what happened to the E-2. “Lookout, Snipers. Splash two Flankers. Bogey dope to the Y-8!”
“Roger Snipers, vector south for ten, bogey in a turn through southwest.”
Wilson bumped the castle switch and his radar locked the patrol plane at once. Placing the target box in his HUD, he saw a speck weaving through the buildups. His FLIR sensor identified it as a four-engine patrol aircraft. It was the Y-8, and Wilson accelerated to run it down and shoot it with his Sidewinder. So far, he wasn’t being jammed. “Snipers, bring it southwest, Y-8 on my nose for eight, angels ten.”
Wilson heard Olive acknowledge as he checked his fuel. Min fuel—dammit—and chances were his wingmen had even lower fuel states… no time to help with the SAR of the Chinese pilots. But Wilson could not let this Y-8 get away. Wilson check-turned to sweeten the intercept and called for fuel states. To his right, he saw Olive and Size coming up into spread, and Mullet had crossed under on his left side. Wilson had only Sidewinders on his wingtips, but the rest of his division still had radar missiles on their jets with greater stopping power.
If the Y-8 sensed it was under pursuit, it did not seem to be alarmed and continued steady on a heading of west, hundreds of miles from Luzon.
Cutting the corner, Wilson and the others came up on the enemy’s right quarter. When his AIM-9 locked on one of the aircraft’s right engines, Wilson had a screaming missile tone in his headset. They see me, Wilson thought when the aircraft then nosed down into a canyon of cloud. He continued as the range counted down, working behind his quarry so he’d be clear of clouds for the shot.
Wilson checked into Mullet and held his course, letting aspect build. The Y-8 continued into the canyon, then reversed back. The Chinese aircraft was flying into a clearing as it passed 7,000 feet in a shallow dive. Now.
“Fox Two!” Wilson called as his missile came off with the familiar bottle-rocket whoosh. Its tight corkscrew flight path homed in on the right outboard engine and exploded. The resultant fire produced a trail of heavy, black smoke from the exhaust, and the Y-8 entered a steeper dive. As Wilson pulled off left, it was still under control.
“Mullet, take it!” Wilson radioed, pulling hard left to clear himself from Mullet’s field of view.
Within seconds, Mullet’s AMRAAM came off with a huge, white smoke trail and accelerated into the vertical tail of the stricken Y-8. The aircraft began a slow roll that picked up speed, and it was soon inverted and nosing down fast. With a flash, one wing came off, then the other, and the Y-8 fuselage became a plunging, flaming spike as the wings fluttered down to the blue Pacific. The crew had no chance to escape.
“Nice job, Mullet! Lookout, Snipers have splashed all three bandits, RTB,” Wilson called. As Lookout gave him vectors for home, he saw Mullet continue ahead in a shallow dive. When Mullet did not follow, Wilson called him on the aux radio.
“Mullet. Mullet! You up?”
Mullet’s Rhino continued ahead, and soon entered an easy left bank. Passing 90 degrees, Wilson saw the canopy come off—no! — followed by the ejection seat that blasted Mullet out of his jet.
Mullet!
Wilson took charge, once again hitting MARK on his navigation display.
“Olive, hold high, max conserve… break, break… Lookout, Sniper one-two just ejected at present posit. Good chute, about a mile from where the bandit went in. He’s floating through about angels four now. Sniper one-one is on-scene commander. Get a tanker out here.”
Wilson and his remaining wingmen were all low-state and hundreds of miles from Hancock, which meant the rescue helicopter was hours away. Maybe there was a nearby combatant with a helo that could pick Mullet up. At least the weather was clear.
What happened to Mullet?
Wilson slowed below 250 as he overbanked toward Mullet, who was now descending under a green and orange parachute canopy. He saw Mullet hanging in the straps, and, at a football field’s distance, they waved at each other as Wilson zoomed past. Good.
“Flip, Olive, we’ve got a skunk three miles southeast!”
As Wilson pulled off, he looked to the southeast and saw it, a fishing trawler in the shadow of a buildup. Scanning further south, he saw a containership on the horizon, and to the west, a tanker. Both were over ten miles distant.
“Stay clear of that skunk! Lookout, we’ve got a skunk to our southeast, a trawler, pointing south… moving at two or three knots. Need an ID, and we’ll do our best with what we have.” With an edge to his voice to convey urgency, Wilson added, “We need fuel, and we need a helo. ASAP!”
“Roger, Snipers,” the controller responded, and the E-2 scrambled to coordinate assets available.
Wilson and the others held high and watched Mullet splash into the sea. They suspected his jet had been disabled by a microwave weapon. Mullet got out, but the microwaves could have fried his survival radio. Olive imaged the trawler with her FLIR and linked it back to the E-2. All of them watched their fuel cushion dwindle with each passing minute. Wilson grew concerned that Mullet was not responding on SAR common.
The trawler changed course to the west — toward Mullet.
Wilson had everyone hold north of the vessel and Mullet’s SAR datum. He slewed his radar cursors over the trawler and locked it. His FLIR whipped to the contact: a nondescript fishing trawler, at first glance nothing unusual.
The boat was moving at seven knots, and Mullet’s parachute canopy was still afloat on the calm sea. It would be on him in less than thirty minutes, and Mullet was not talking to anyone yet.
“Olive, see if you can get him on SAR common,” Wilson transmitted, then added, “Broncos, this is Sniper lead. Where are you?”
“Two minutes out, sir.”
“Any of you guys tanker configured?”
“Negative.”
Wilson slapped at the canopy in frustration. He needed fuel and there was none available. He was below his fuel ladder, and so were the others. The Broncos could take over on-scene command, but the trawler could be a threat. On the other hand, it could be friendly.
Just days ago, Olive’s JO, Flamer, had been downed by a microwave weapon from a fishing boat, and it almost claimed Olive. Then, Weed had guessed wrong and sunk two innocent boats after defending himself from an actual enemy.
Wilson wrestled with indecision knowing the situation required action. Had this trawler hit Mullet with some dammed “ray gun,” or had he sustained damage from the Flanker? Why had Mullet gotten out anyway? He had ejected with no warning. Wilson had no answers as the trawler chugged toward Mullet.
Yes, he thought and selected his laser-guided bomb on Station 2 and armed up.
“Olive, Flip, I’m going to drop in front of this guy. Watch me, but lock him on your FLIR.”
“Roger,” Olive replied.
Using Kentucky windage, Wilson assessed the speed of the trawler and his bomb time of fall. He was going to lay it in front of the boat, which was still heading for Mullet. How the boat reacted was all he would have to go on for a decision that had to be made in two minutes.
He locked the boat, selected WIDE field and view and slewed ahead of it, then slewed some more. His aimpoint was halfway between the boat and Mullet’s chute, still floating. Wilson would drop the bomb live, leaving no doubt.
Satisfied with the geometry, Wilson bumped up his airspeed and came in, waiting for the slightest aircraft glitch or sensation of heat to indicate a microwave weapon was on him.
He guessed he was high enough and far enough away from the boat, but didn’t know. The last five seconds took forever as he crossed the extended course of the trawler, and, as soon as the weapon came off, he overbanked and pulled hard away. “Lead’s off,” he transmitted.
Wilson looked down and saw the bomb fall toward the sea, wings extended. He would not control it — nothing to aim at — and rolled out toward Olive’s section.
As he flew away, his FLIR seeker head maintained its position on an empty patch of ocean, and monitoring the countdown timer, he overbanked again and looked over his shoulder.
The bomb detonated on the empty surface, leaving a centric white ring on the water as gray smoke rose above it. Wilson watched the trawler and saw it change course, but only a few degrees. For the next several seconds, he saw small splashes around the rising smoke as fragments of the bomb fell back and slapped the surface. The trawler continued on. That’s not a friendly.
Enough for Wilson, he made a call.
“Broncos from Sniper lead. Do you have the trawler?”
“Affirm, on our nose for ten.”
“Roger, that trawler is hostile. Sniper one-two’s datum is to the west of it about two miles. You are cleared to engage the trawler, and we suspect it has an energy weapon. Keep it off Sniper one-two.”
“Flip, Olive. I can roll in from here—”
“Negative, let’s RTB. Bronco lead, you’ve got the on-scene command and Lookout is coordinating assets.”
“Roger, sir. Lethal force?”
Wilson knew this was his last chance to be right. The Super Hornets could all hold away from it, but the boat was a threat to Mullet, and to the helo that Lookout was vectoring to him. Bronco lead also knew he was talking to the Air Wing Commander, who had just taken responsibility.
“A-firm, Bronco. You are cleared hot on the trawler approaching the datum. Snipers, join up, switches safe. Lookout, Snipers RTB.”
“Roger, Snipers, your initial vector is east.”
Wilson slowed so Olive and Size could join. Olive brought them in on Wilson’s right wing, and, via hand signals, they exchanged fuel states. Size was lowest state, and, with the ship some 200 miles away, they’d need fuel once they got there or come into the break for a low-state trap.
Wilson put Olive into cruise formation and signaled for an acceleration and climb. He could tell by her body language she was upset.
He listened on the radio as the Broncos hit the trawler, stopping it with two bombs, and, fifteen minutes later, heard a helo from one of the Solomon Islands escorts arrive on scene. Lookout vectored Wilson again, and he led his two wingmen on the return-to-force profile. After ten more minutes, he saw a big wake in the distance and slewed his FLIR on it: Hancock. Wilson dropped his tailhook, and his two wingmen matched him.
In a fuel-conserving descent, he entered low holding. Scanning for jets over the ship, he saw none. Drawing closer, he noted the angle was clear and soon detected the lens was on, enough evidence for him that the ship was expecting them.
Wilson shuffled the formation so Size could be number two and lined up aft of the ship. A Rhino tanker appeared overhead — welcome insurance — and, at the bow, Wilson kissed them off and broke left into a clear landing pattern.
Wilson trapped aboard and rolled to the end of the angle. He got out of the landing area fast and was relieved to see Size trap behind him. Wilson was taxied up the bow and heard Olive trap. Good, all safe on deck.
His thoughts went back to Mullet and the trawler. How did it end?
He shut down and jumped out, wanting to get to flag plot in a hurry. He waved at Size who was deplaning next to him and was surprised to see Olive already out of her jet and waiting for him to approach. Despite their concern about Mullet, Olive had her first air-to-air kill. Wilson extended his hand as he approached.
“Congratulations, Olive! Well done! Let’s go below and check on Mullet.”
She shook his hand but said nothing, her unsmiling lips visible under her visor. She then leaned in and spoke.
“I could have nailed that bitch, CAG!” She stood before him, furious.
Wilson was taken aback, never having witnessed such emotion from Olive.

CHAPTER 47

Blood Moon Atoll
Bai Quon swallowed a bite of fish and pointed to the east. “The Americans massacred The People’s fighters from Guangzhou who encountered them in the far seas — even a defenseless Y-8, all aboard lost. Then they strafed one of our fellows as he floated helplessly in his chute. They are savage killers who do not have a soul.”
Bai continued. “Our mates were not in proper fighting spirit! Holding on to a fat Y-8 thinking that electronic hocus-pocus will save them. More like children holding on to their mother’s hem.”
The other J-11 pilots seated at the cafeteria table said nothing and waited for the cocky bastard to continue. He did not disappoint.
“The two-seat Su-30s are not prepared for close combat; they are rearguard missile and bomb trucks. Outpost squadrons like ours are frontline and prepared to fight. They should send us next time!”
“Bai, our countrymen were 2,000 kilometers from Guangzhou! Far from ground control, at the edge of their range… no missile umbrella.”
“You cower like old women,” Bai shot back. “With the People’s tankers we should be able to fly to Hawaii and kill them there. Send up their Raptors, their Hornets! They are overrated. Their F-16s can’t touch us, and their Eagles depend on intercept control.” The others sat dumbfounded at Bai’s reckless bravado, eyeing him with contempt.
“Bai Quon, you are the biggest ass on this wretched sand bar!” a veteran Shao Xiao smiled back at him. “Take a squadron of J-11s, even our heroical 904 squadron to Hawaii, shoot down the American Air Force, and then what? Drink Mai Tais on Waikiki Beach with Baywatch girls? What’s next? Rule the world? You are drunk.” The others laughed at the sarcasm.
Bai flared, on edge and ready to avenge this humiliation.
“We sit as the Americans encircle us and you joke? If High Command would allow us, we could catch their tankers and AWACS unawares while they are still at range. Without tankers, only a limited number of their bombers could threaten us, and we would make short work.”
The smiling lieutenant commander shook his head at Bai as the others give imperceptible and contemptuous nods. “Your fighting spirit is commendable, Bai Quon, but how do you propose to find the American formations, even their nuclear carriers, on the vast far seas?”
“By flying routine patrols, Comrade Lieutenant Commander—”
The skeptical Shao Xiao interrupted him. “Isn’t that what the Y-8 and People’s fighters were doing?” Bai stood his ground.
“They were not prepared for an engagement with the Americans! We bring enough fighters to do the job, and, when we find them, we engage. If we can go around their fighter sweep and down a big-wing support aircraft, we do. Then we finish off their fighters with longer range missiles and sound visual tactics. We attrite them, and they withdraw. Who do the Americans fight anyway? Clueless third-rate air forces. We are much more than they bargained for, they are not ready for us, and if we do not meet them in the far seas they will surround us and break our supply lines as they did to the Japanese dogs in the last century. This is not hard to understand.” When Bai did not get the nods of approval he sought, his breathing revealed he was about to lose it, which only emboldened his mates, one of whom imitated an American reaction.
“Yes, the People’s pilots are no match for us Yankees… but here comes Bai Quon in his J-11! I fear I breathe my last!”
Amid hoots of laughter, Bai stormed off, failing, as he often did, to keep his cool. One of the pilots, watching in sardonic satisfaction, said, “As of right now, it is the wingmen of Bai Quon who breathe their last.”
Liu Qi, sitting with her girlfriends on the other side of the cafeteria, saw a scowling Bai move through the tables at a quick pace. She noted his fellows laughing at him as he left and knew this could get ugly. She excused herself and tried to intercept him as he made his way to the door in long strides, people giving way as he did. One of her girlfriends shrugged and said to the others, “A mother must comfort a crying baby.” The young women giggled their agreement.
With two hands, Bai’s arms lunged at the push bar. The cafeteria door flew open and bounced back, missing Bai only because he blew through the opening. The midday sun bathed Blood Moon in a tropical heat that matched Bai’s blood temperature. He continued, at a steady clip, toward his dormitory. Liu stepped outside and broke into a run to catch up.
“Bai! Bai Quon! Stop! Please!”
Bai heard her and stopped with hands on hips, turning toward her with his jaw set. Liu Qi was causing a scene, and wagging tongues would spread the picture of the girl running after the fighter pilot before the evening meal.
“Bai! What’s wrong?” Liu asked as she trotted to a stop, panting.
“Everything is fine, Liu Qi. I am going to study flight procedures concerning the People’s fighter aircraft. You need not follow.” Bai felt the eyes of passersby on them, the “it” couple of Blood Moon Atoll.
“Bai, what happened?”
“It is a military matter that women would not understand.”
“I’m sorry, Bai. I’m just a girl, but I can see you are troubled. I wish to help.”
“I do not need your help! I wish you would know that and leave me to my duties!”
“Bai Quon, why do you not show me kindness? I am your girl, here for you to help you support the People. Please let me.”
Exasperated to be seen arguing with Liu, and angry with the world, Bai wheeled for the operations building. Behind him, he heard a crushed Liu Qi burst into tears, frustrated by her failure to provide support to her man in his time of need.
* * *
Four FA-18Fs and an EA-18G Growler from USS John Adams approached the Philippines near Leyte as they flew into a setting sun.
All but one of the four Super Hornet aircrews were new to the ship, rushed out from Lemoore to replace crews detained in Hong Kong. Loaded with air-to-air and air-to-ground ordnance, they were aided by an E-2 behind them and two F-35s from Solomon Islands. With the ship 500 miles behind them, it was the deepest penetration American carrier aircraft had made into the Philippine Sea since hostilities had begun. Any vessels they encountered were considered a threat, and the sensors on the Growler, the JSFs, and the E-2 all added to the picture that the Hummer linked back to the ship. Before walking to their aircraft, they learned of the action by Hancock to the north, resulting in the loss of a Rhino by a probable microwave weapon from a Chinese trawler. All were conditioned to exact payback, especially the Growler guys who had so many of their mates held by the Chinese. They also knew that humble fishing boats had to be considered serious threats.
Transonic at 30,000 feet, they floated west and on the horizon saw gray mountaintops peek through low clouds and haze. Below, the surface vessels they encountered were identified on their link displays as friendly or neutral. The Rhino Weapons Systems Officers marked them nonetheless, and took FLIR images as they jotted down the course and speed of the contacts on kneeboard cards. The symbols on a linked-track 120 miles ahead showed hostile.
Two of the Rhinos were fitted with SLAM-ER missiles, which were long-range precision weapons that could be released beyond visual range of the threat vessel and, through data link, flown into it. The lead Super Hornet decided to shoot two weapons at the enemy vessel, after the E-2, in contact with the carrier, granted them clearance to engage.
At fifty miles, their FLIRs showed the vessel was big, a seiner of over 300 feet with a large superstructure forward and a towering A-frame kingpost on the stern. With the Growler and JSFs orbiting and collecting ELINT data on the seiner, as well as other vessels in the vicinity, the fighters began their run-ins.
With wings deployed and jet engines ignited, the two SLAMs descended toward their target as the delivery jets pumped east. With the WSOs controlling the SLAMs, the pilots could peer over their noses to see a small dot on the surface ahead that trailed a wake — the PRC seiner.
As the first missile got close enough for the WSO to break out features, the seiner attempted a lock-on. The missile held lock as it homed in. Then, with no warning, it broke lock and began a descent. The WSO “grabbed” it and slewed the crosshairs up, but the picture became grainy and showed an even steeper descent into the waves before it turned to video snow. What the…?
The WSO transmitted, “Lead’s missile just went stupid.”
At the same time, the number two WSO saw on his display a faint white puff of spray on the surface next to the seiner. Without the call from lead, he would have interpreted it as a whale spout, but he now guided his weapon in on the primary aiming point as they briefed. Soon, his screen, too, began to go fuzzy and then froze — followed by video snow.
“Just lost mine, too.”
The Rhino crews turned away and rejoined with each other and the lead jets. The division lead suspected the missiles were disabled by directed energy. A minute later, after receiving inputs from the supporting ELINT jets, the E-2 confirmed the seiner had a microwave weapon and short-range point defense radar. The Rhinos had more air-to-surface ordnance, but, not knowing what they were really facing, the lead retired to assess the intel they had collected. To fight another day.
But the Americans had a bigger problem as they pushed west across the Philippine Sea. The JSF sensors picked up faint ELINT bearings to the west: multiple, similar, and uniform in their frequency and band. To their electronic scanning devices, the ELINT hits were found along the entire horizon, and they appeared to be from airborne sources.
The raw data was collected aboard John Adams, and, when it was analyzed, the ship’s Intelligence Officer’s eyes widened in realization.
The entire horizon!
The information was sent via secure link to Solomon Islands and Hancock, then to their escorts, then to Seventh Fleet aboard Blue Ridge, then Camp Smith, then Washington.
The evidence was overwhelming. What was thought to be a Chinese technology demonstrator was fielded, and before anyone predicted, and in numbers no one could comprehend.
The Americans had a big problem indeed.

CHAPTER 48

Having played his hand, Admiral Qin was cautiously optimistic as he and his aide sat in the back of his staff car as they drove through the streets of Beijing. His mind wandered.
The PLA had “sea superiority” in the South China Sea. With their outposts full of warfighting men and material, they had a network from which they could interdict enemy shipping while riding cover for their own. With Vietnam’s air and sea capability degraded, their western flank was secure. To the east, the Philippines presented more of an island maze for the Americans to hide in than a direct military threat. With the deployment of Heaven’s Shield, he held the high ground from the Luzon Strait to the Sunda Shelf and, on his Spratly outposts, had interlocking rings of capable surface-to-air missiles that could target American aircraft from hundreds of kilometers away. The PLA(N) and Coast Guard were everywhere on the near seas: his Type 055 cruisers defended his northern flank from American aircraft, and his diesel boats lay in wait for American fast-attack submarines coming through the Luzon Strait. While the strait was a narrow chokepoint, it wasn’t a fortified wall, and even the Formosa Strait had to be guarded against American incursion. Naval aviation patrols could launch from Hainan or Guangdong province without fear of American attack, and little chance of encountering an American surface or aviation unit in the near sea. Outside the first chain, the Americans had to check everything from containerships to trawlers, and the militia had spilled blood and shed blood keeping the Americans guessing. True to form, American media attacks when Admiral Clark’s forces guessed wrong sowed doubt in his commanders, and, Qin hoped, in his young pilots. Meanwhile, the People’s fishermen harvested the bounty of the Southern Sea with no competition.
Not all was rosy. The Americans were coming, and while Qin controlled the South China Sea, the Americans controlled the seas everyplace else. His surface action group in the Indian Ocean, at sea south of the Seychelles, was more of a fleet-in-being the Americans had to honor than a serious naval threat. Qin could not keep open the road China needed to get their goods to markets in the Middle East and Europe and receive the raw materials the People’s economic engine needed, but he could deny entry into the near seas. One part of his strategy — now the strategy of the PRC — was to raise the consumer pain level to such a point that citizens of the West, especially Americans, would petition their governments to find a peaceful truce to resume the flow of Chinese finished goods across the world’s oceans. The other part was to shock the Americans into withdrawal: Sink a big ship.
As the driver went past Tiananmen, Qin glanced at the Meridian Gate with the Imperial Palace just visible in the distance. China’s great dynastic period had ended there only 100 years ago — in utter humiliation. It was also there that the Party stood triumphant at the dawn of the People’s Republic, with the Party now able to assert itself on the world stage as never before, facing down a western power and not flinching. Qin could not guarantee victory, but he and the People’s Republic had already won respect, lost two centuries ago when China lay prostrate in opium-induced disgrace as the foreigners took anything they wanted and shipped it away over waters that were rightfully Chinese. Treaty ports. Qin daydreamed as they drove — about humiliations of the past, the glories of victory, and the promise of dominion over the vanquished.
The car stopped at Party headquarters, and a PLA sentry opened Qin’s door. At a confident, unhurried pace, Qin climbed the steps with his entourage carrying the necessary briefcases and folders. As they approached, the great doors were opened, and a functionary greeted the naval visitors, showing them the way as Qin, expressionless and all business, followed in this familiar procedure.
Exiting the elevator, they turned right, footsteps echoing under the hallway’s cathedral ceiling. At the far end, two sentries stood at attention in front of two red banners of the People’s Republic. As Qin approached they saluted, and, in crisp motion, one sentry opened the high door to the Chairman’s office and held it as Qin and his entourage entered. Marshal Dong stood with his staff to his left, and Qin extended his hand with a nod.
“Marshal Dong Li, good day.”
“Comrade Admiral Qin, how is the People’s Liberation Army Navy today?”
“Splendid, Comrade Marshal, and full of fighting spirit,” Qin replied. Both were conscious of their staffs and the Chairman’s staff around them as they exchanged pleasantries.
An attractive secretary in a smart business suit opened a door. Keeping her eyes down, she spoke in a whisper. “Honored Comrades, this way please.”
Qin grabbed the briefing folder from his aide and followed Dong inside. The young woman motioned them to take a seat, and, without a word, the two men sat in two hardback chairs in the empty anteroom. The secretary closed the door behind her, and they were met with silence. Both knew the drill and maintained stoic expressions during the several minutes they were watched and evaluated by state security.
A door that appeared to be part of the paneled wall opened and a young man in a dark suit gave them a respectful nod. With lowered eyes, he motioned them to enter through the door he held for them. With Dong leading, they stepped into the reception area and were greeted by the Chairman himself.
“Comrades, welcome,” the Chairman said. A well-built man of sixty-four, the Chairman had a round face and a kindly smile and wore a charcoal business suit. Qin noted the narrow openings for his eyes, a facial feature common to the cold steppes of the Chairman’s northern heritage.
The Chairman offered his fleshy hand to each officer and led them into a drawing room. Tea waited for them on a low table, and once the staff members were satisfied that all were comfortable, they departed. The Chairman’s assistant remained and sat at a desk along the wall, armed with pen and notepad. As the three men sat in plush, high-backed chairs, the Chairman took a sip of his tea and motioned to the table, indicating the others were free to partake. After each took a few sips, the Chairman began.
“Comrades, what news do you bring?”
Dong put his cup down and answered. “Comrade Chairman, the Americans are approaching through the far seas. Their ships are inside the second chain. They also have forces in the Indian Ocean. In both seas they are stronger than we are, but we will not fight them there. We will wait, instead, for them to come into the Southern Sea, where we are ready.”
“Do you know their plans?”
“We do not have hard intelligence, Comrade Chairman, but we can see they are massing forces east of the Philippines. From there, they will use airpower to attack our outposts and the People’s ships. We cannot repulse every attack, but we can harass them with the People’s submarines and fishing militia, even the People’s Air Force. They, on the other hand, must fly their planes some one thousand kilometers — there and back — to reach our outposts. This is very difficult for fighter planes and requires multiple midair refuelings. It also reduces the number of airplanes they can have over our outposts at the same time.”
“Do we have a chance, then?”
Dong nodded with enthusiasm. “Yes, Comrade Chairman. We have extensive defenses in the south, with interlocking mutual support and a cable network of sensors. Admiral Qin has the People’s Liberation Army Navy fully deployed throughout, at highest readiness, and our planes are combat tested and loaded for war. Also, we have deployed Heaven’s Shield.”
The Chairman nodded as he absorbed Dong’s report. “Yes, your expensive toys. You’ve deployed all?”
“Yes, Comrade Chairman — from the bottom of the renegade province of Taiwan to the open waters north of Singapore — the entire Southern Sea is under Heaven’s Shield.”
The Chairman nodded again. Dong continued.
“We now have the high ground as well as the low ground. Think of it this way: the Americans must fly into our open mouth to attack our outposts. Jaws of missiles coming up from below and missiles raining down from above will chew them up. Any that survive must fight their way through our close-in defenses, and then must fight their way out through jaws that are clenched shut. They will suffer losses so great they will not continue.”
“And if they do, Marshal Dong? Can we depend on them to quit when we — or you — expect them to?”
Dong remained silent and, with a slight tilt of his head, indicated this was Qin’s question to answer.
“Comrade Chairman,” Qin began, “We have engaged with the Americans as they’ve moved through the far seas. These engagements may be characterized as skirmishes, but they give us a rough idea of where their units are. They have three aircraft carriers; two of them nuclear-powered, about a day’s sail from the Philippines in what they think is a sanctuary. In the next 48 hours they will launch their airplanes, and we will shoot many down. But with their ships relatively close, the People’s Navy and militia will be able to make more frequent sighting reports at radio ranges close enough for us to program Rocket Force missiles to attack. We believe the psychological impact of losing one carrier will cause the American people to rise up and demand peace from their leaders. If not, we still even the odds, and our floating aircraft carriers cannot sink.”
“Their carriers can move and evade. Our outposts cannot hide.”
“They are enemy ships, Comrade Chairman, and ships can be sunk.” Both men appreciated the irony of those words from the Admiral of the PLA(N).
“We have lost many sons of the People’s Republic,” the Chairman groaned to no one as he looked out the window.
“Yes, Comrade.” Dong replied. “But they have lost more, and we will hit them harder than they’ve been hit in decades. In this sea fight Admiral Qin waits in his defensive lair for them to show themselves, and we will sink a big ship. Mark my words.”
When the Chairman faced him, Dong read the message in his eyes.
“We must end this soon, Comrade Marshal. We do not have the lubricant and fuel stockpiles to continue for an extended time. I give you two weeks to turn the Americans back. After that, we must acquiesce, and withdraw with as much force in place as we can. We have dozens of loaded ships waiting to leave port to deliver the People’s merchandise to eager buyers in foreign markets, including the United States. If we do not receive payments for our factories and financial institutions and end up with six-hundred million hungry citizens, we have a much bigger problem on our hands, comrades. Marshal Dong, what is your idea of victory?”
Dong was prepared for this question.
“Turn the Americans back to California, keep our total control of the Southern Sea, and keep the sea trade flowing as before. Status quo, Comrade Chairman.” The Chairman nodded, and then turned to Qin.
“Comrade Admiral?”
Qin put his cup down before answering. “To turn them back to California, we must sink a big ship, a carrier, a nuclear carrier. I am prepared to mass forces to do that, but I cannot guarantee that the People’s losses will be light. They will probably be significant, and we must be prepared to exchange a number of our ships and planes to get a big one of theirs.”
The Chairman’s face did not move. “Many more sons and daughters…”
“Yes, Comrade Chairman, many more. They fight for the People’s Republic and for each other. No matter the outcome, history will show that here we fought, and the Americans will be reticent to penetrate the first island chain in the future.”
“Indeed,” the Chairman nodded. “Their children spend hours growing weak in front of our digital screens, and they will whine to their indulgent grownups for more. They will pressure their leaders, too. No one wants a long conflict, and, Admiral, the fighting must remain on the sea. We cannot tolerate attacks on the mainland.”
“We will defend it, Comrade Chairman.”
“And the running-dog Japanese; we don’t want to bring them in any more. Has your submarine commander answered for his transgression, Admiral?”
“He has not returned to port, and I cannot guarantee that his boat is still intact in the far seas.” Qin was caught off guard by the question. But he knew one thing; nothing less than sinking a nuclear carrier would save his job now, and he had two weeks to do it.
* * *
At his INDOPACOM office, Admiral Clark picked up the secure line to Yokosuka. John McGill was waiting.
“John, Cactus Clark. How’s it going today?”
“Admiral, your tomorrow has become a tough sledding for us out here. The visual sightings and ESM hits have confirmed it; they’ve put up hundreds of high-altitude UCAVs over the South China Sea, from the Luzon Strait to south of the Spratlys. These are Divine Eagle airframes, which we did not think they had in numbers anywhere like we’ve seen.”
“Where did they come from?”
“We believe their interior, from mountainside hangars. Hunan province, we think, and maybe others.”
“Hundreds, John?”
“Yes, sir. We do not know if they have any more in reserve, and their OPSEC has been impressive. Here’s what we think, and I’m getting this from Washington…. These things can orbit above 100K, maybe up to 150, and can stay airborne for weeks. It is possible they have a payload of roughly a thousand pounds. They could have one or two air-to-air missiles or a couple of knockoff small-diameter bombs. It is probable, sir, they have a low-band radar and are networked with surface shooters and their outposts. The low-band may pick up stealth aircraft before we want them to.”
Clark gazed out his windows as McGill spoke. This was not expected. His eyes were drawn to a KC-135 on approach to Hickam. He needed it out west. He needed every tanker in the Air Force out west.
“John, what is the postulated range of their missile?”
“Sir, even if they are little PL-9 heat-seekers, if they launch from the damn ionosphere with jet-stream winds, they can reach out to about a hundred miles. Probably have strakes on their bombs; those things are going to glide tens of miles.”
“Yeah, but they’ve got nothing for end-game targeting,” Clark supposed.
“Yes, sir, but I’m not sure how good their tipper info is, how sensitive their seekers are, if their weapons are linked, their launch doctrine, how they are controlled and from where… we don’t know any of this, and we didn’t know they had hundreds of these UCAVs squirreled away until they darkened the sky over the SCS.” The line went quiet for a moment as both men considered the situation they faced. Clark broke the silence.
“So, John, what are you thinking?”
“Sir, we’ve got our Air Tasking Order out to send our first strikes tomorrow, but I’m going to change tomorrow’s ATO. I think we send probes… run at them and see how they react. Maybe they’ll expend some weapons that we can avoid. Collect ESM where we can, but, sir, we aren’t going to the Spratlys tomorrow. I’ve got little invisible missiles above me and big honkin’ missiles below me, and we can’t fly into that until we clear them out. Meanwhile, my submarines are inside the first chain and we can expect to see some PLA(N) ships start exploding in the next 24 hours. I’ve got SEALs on two boats, and they have a covert capability. Of course, comms are spotty, and I can’t coordinate with them the way I’d like. Right now we are reactive vice proactive. Anyway, sir, we need some more time.”
Although McGill could not see him, Clark nodded his understanding. That didn’t mean he could grant McGill’s request.
“John, I get it and I’m with you… but we’ve got to end this thing sooner rather than later. Washington is calling me once a day asking if it’s over out here, and I think the calls are going to increase to twice a day.”
“Yes, sir, and my guys in the planning cell have drunk all the coffee aboard working a new plan for our ships. We’re still dealing with fishing boats and their armed patrols into the Phil Sea; Hanna downed three PRC aircraft yesterday but lost one to a microwave weapon on a fishing boat hiding in plain sight. Randy Johnson is taking EMCOM most seriously. Good old-fashioned mark-one, mod-zero eyeballs are a main sensor out here.”
“His pilot okay?”
“Yes, sir. He’s lucky to be alive, but he’s okay.” McGill said.
Clark nodded as he listened, but he had to convey the pressure he was receiving from Washington.
“John, you’ve got a tough job and now it’s tougher, but we’ve got to lean forward. We’ve got to shoot these UCAVs down, jam their network, inject a virus, get them to waste their punches — all of the above. We need to neutralize the Chinese threat to shipping in the SCS, and that means destroying the great wall of sand and any of their warships that challenge us. They’ve got our sailors and 300,000 of our citizens; we’ve gotta hit ‘em hard and shock them into submission. We’re going to win this, John, but I’m asking you to win it sooner.”
Clark waited for McGill to answer in a strained calm.
“Sir, can Vietnam help me?”
“They’re on their ass and won’t risk what they have left. They have no open-water experience anyway.”
“Malaysia?”
“Same thing, and they won’t even try. They just want this to end.”
“The Aussies and Kiwis? We can use the help and their reps on board are raring to go.”
“I hear you, John, but the visual of English-speaking Caucasians beating up on the Chinese is going to inflame half the world, and this is the pushback I’m getting from the building; the Aussies and Kiwis in uniform would help if asked. I’m talking to their defense ministers and so are SECDEF and SECSTATE. I’m working Singapore hard, and the PI will send what they can to make this look like a real coalition, but it’s pretty much us… as usual.”
“Yes, sir,” McGill said.
“I’ll get you Australia, but it will be a few days before help arrives.”
“Yes, sir,” McGill said again, resigned.
“Where are your ships?”
“Last report, sir, is John Adams and Hanna are in the middle of the Phil Sea with Solomon Islands in trail about 50 miles. I’ve gotta refuel them, too, and I’m hanging it out when I do that. I don’t think Blower Leaf has had Hancock under 25 knots since this thing started.”
“Are you going to stay in Yokosuka?”
“Yes, sir, I’ve got comms here. We’re aboard Blue Ridge but pierside. I’m blind out there with no satellites.”
“Roger that. Okay, John, get a plan together, get it to me, then get it to the kids out there. We’ve gotta move, and we’ve gotta be smart.”
“Will do, sir.”
“Godspeed, John. Out here.”

CHAPTER 49

His defenses complete, Admiral Qin Chung’s forces waited for the Americans to make the first move in their attempt to break into the Southern Sea.
With each minute they grew closer, and Qin now had American big ships hundreds of kilometers east of the Philippines, within striking distance of his fighters. Qin knew the Americans would stay there — the carriers were too valuable to risk in littoral waters — but that meant the Americans were dependent on tankers for their tactical aircraft, even their big bombers from Guam and Wake, their AWACS, and reconnaissance aircraft. Transiting the vastness of the Pacific depended on fuel, but the Americans had a distinct advantage when it came to numbers of refueling aircraft. Qin had precious few tankers and had to use them judiciously. His strategy was to allow the Americans to probe, to roll-back, and to run at him with a battering ram of aircraft that would do little damage as his forces pulled back in deft tactical withdrawals to defend from the blows. As the Americans exhausted themselves against the flexible Chinese defenses, Qin would conserve his forces, looking for his own openings. When the enemy dropped their guard, he would send all he could to attack a high-value target. He depended on a network of rusting boats and vulnerable submarines — and innocent fools with social media on planes and merchant ships — to find the Americans and track them, then target and attack them. Speed and clear communications were everything, and, if an opportunity were presented, he had to act. The price in blood and treasure he would pay to put a nuclear-powered carrier on the bottom would be worth it to the People’s Republic.
In the Philippine Sea, Admiral Clark’s ships all trailed big, white wakes as they moved to-and-fro to remain unpredictable. With an overall vector of west, they would soon “stop” and operate in open waters hundreds of miles from Samar and Leyte, as close as they dared. This positioning required their carrier aircraft to fly hundreds more miles—over PLA(N) missile ships and under the armed and networked drones — to attack obscure yet heavily defended sandbars. To open up the SCS, Clark had to take away the PRC ability to close it. What is their center of gravity? he and his staff pondered. The Spratly outposts? The PLA(N)?
As both sides prepared for major battle they knew was hours away, Qin waited with his trap set, and Clark tightened his grip around it. Qin was willing to absorb losses to bag big game. Clark’s focus was minimizing losses, on both sides. He had to break the siege and was under no illusions that it would be bloodless.
Aboard carriers like Hancock, the aviators pored over detailed air tasking order messages carried out to the ships in disks by Rhinos that picked them up in Guam. Wilson saw Hancock’s ATO tasking for Day One: Roll back known defenses with John Adams and Solomon Islands aircraft, attack surface threats where found, and maintain combat patrols of the air and surface. Admiral Johnson gathered Wilson, Weed, and Blower to give them the latest.
“Guys, we’ve got a new challenge. They’ve deployed UCAVs all over the South China Sea. Four hundred of them, spaced every fifty miles the length and breadth of it. We have to go at these UCAVs first.”
Wilson looked on and listened. Weed shook his head and Wilson heard him mutter under his breath. “Ho-lee shit.”
“The intel guys think they are armed with PL-9s and maybe a small-diameter bomb. And we believe they’ve got a low-band radar…. They’re gonna see us coming at them.”
Wilson nodded as Johnson continued.
“I got a personal-for message from Seventh Fleet. We don’t know if the Chinese know we know they are overhead. But we’re going to be in a position tomorrow to strike into the SCS.”
Weed had the intel assessment in his hands. “One hundred fifty thousand feet? A missile could fly forever launched from up there.”
“Yep, they are postulated to stay airborne for weeks and they communicate via radio data link — just like us. They probably have a swarm capability, too.”
They studied the chart on the conference table as the admiral spoke. Hundreds of red circles, signifying orbits of armed, high-altitude drones, dotted the South China Sea. All felt the anxiety posed by this formidable threat.
“Seventh Fleet wants us to position missile shooters north of Luzon and start chipping away at them. That’s going to draw their attention from Guangzhou and Banyon Island. We can expect engagements from PLA(N) and PLA(AF), and we’re going to make them think we’re breaking into the SCS from there — but it’s really a feint. John Adams is going to stay in the open off Samar and cover the surface action group as well as sanitize the Phil Sea.”
Wilson nodded. The nearest red circle was hundreds of miles from Samar — and across the Philippine archipelago. Not a threat, but the Chinese could move them over the PI in hours. All that prevented them from doing so was a violation of Filipino airspace, a flimsy defense.
“Solomon Islands is going to hang out off Leyte and both ships are going to fly defensive counter-air for tankers and AWACS out of Guam. To the north, PACAF fighters from Okinawa are going to support the Luzon Strait effort and fly CAPs. We are going to chip away at the UCAVs and see how they react. Since they are up in the damn one-fifties, they can out-stick us. How do we hit them without getting hit?”
Johnson’s tough question was met with silence. It was expected that Wilson would have an answer, and he spoke first.
“Sir, we come at them, draw their fire, and bug as soon as they have a missile in the air. We should be able to do that beyond no-escape range.”
“How do we know when they fire?” Johnson asked.
“We’ll have to have the JSFs on Solomon Islands tell us, sir. They and our EW assets may get some indications of missile launch. Also, we put HAVE REEL on the jets. We’ll spoof them, and chances are they shoot on a synthetic track.”
“What if they have a long-range IR search and track?” Johnson probed. “HAVE REEL can’t help us spoof an infrared sensor, and we’ll have no indications.”
“They may, sir… but outside their range we, or a flight of Raptors, may be able to lob an AMRAAM at them. The E-2 grabs it and guides it. The other weapon we have is to jam their link.”
“Yes, like the H-6 strike on Iwo Jima. You ready to depend on it? And what if they have if/then logic for graceful degradation? That would give them a degree of autonomy if we jammed a ground link.”
“Sir, if we have to fly under these things, they are going to schwack us, and that doesn’t take into account the SAMs they have on their outposts. Then we’ll have to deal with their CAP fighters. Recommend we eliminate the UCAVs so we can focus on the surface threat, and we’ll have to take some jabs to see what we’re dealing with.”
“Blower, what do you think?” Johnson asked.
Leaf considered the question. “Sir, Flip’s right, but, even if we knock down four of these UCAVs — quite an accomplishment — that’s only one percent of what’s airborne. We need time, and we’re going to need a lot of missiles.”
An uneasy silence returned. They needed time, missiles, and intel they didn’t have.
“Well, there’s more, Blower. We’re going to the Celebes Sea. High-speed night transit from a position off Leyte tomorrow night. We get into the sea and push toward Borneo, staying at least 100 miles off. Flip, once we are on station, we’ll be about 600 miles from Blood Moon. We can do that with our own tankers. Stingray Reef will be that much closer. Lucky us,” Johnson deadpanned.
The men studied the Celebes Sea. Blower used his fingers to measure distance on the chart. “Four hundred by three hundred,” he muttered to himself.
“That’s right, Blower, and you can expect our good buddies Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher to be right with us. Seventh Fleet promised me an attack boat and P-8 and Triton help, but we are going to be thrashing around in there for two days, maybe three, before we run back out to refuel. We’ve got to attrite their defenses and sink ships where we encounter them. Right now, their airfields, and the airplanes on them, are pri one.” Johnson wasn’t finished.
“And, Flip, we need to give half of the HAVE REEL boxes to John Adams.”
Disappointed, Wilson shrugged and said, “Yes, sir.” He would not argue the point. “But, sir, I do have a question. We are down two catapults; why are we the forward ship?”
“Fair question, and it’s my call. John Adams is intact, but the crew and aircrew are new to each other and their escorts. You guys are all familiar with each other, and familiar with Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher. That’s a force multiplier. Keep bobbing and weaving, Blower, and Cape is riding shotgun on us.”
Johnson then changed his tack.
“Tomorrow, guys, we need to send our first probe to the SCS. Flip, assign one of your guys the lead. Tonight we need alerts. There are fishermen all around, and some of them must be Chinese. If they were smart, they’d just act as tattletales and lay low so we don’t blow them out of the water. We’ve got our ESM Romeos to sniff ‘em out. Flip, who is leading the CAP effort?”
“Mother Tucker, sir. His jets have shorter legs and quick reaction suits them. Gotta have my Rhinos with HAVE REEL for the long-range stuff.”
“Can the Panthers handle it, Flip?”
“Yes, sir. Can’t say they are overjoyed about it, but his Marines are sharp and quick on the uptake. Most of them are experienced working CAS in Afghanistan, and that means high-stakes decisions. I’m confident in them, sir.”
“Good,” Johnson said, then added, “You guys are dismissed. Flip and Weed, stay behind, please.”
All stood as Blower and Johnson’s staff departed. Alone, The Big Unit motioned his two senior aviators over and spoke in a low voice.
“Guys, do you really think Mother can handle this? He’s got a scowl on his face every time I see him, and my guys have overheard him in the wardroom griping about how Marines are tasked here.”
Wilson’s blood pressure spiked.
“I’ll ensure he’s on board, sir. We will not have any problems with the Panthers.”
“Good, good.” The Big Unit nodded with relief, then added, “Because we don’t have time for everybody-gets-a-lollipop tasking out here. I hear Marine Force Pacific is whining that his helos got kicked off Solomon Islands, and the Army wants to send a division to the PI to do who knows what. And our Air Force friends are whispering to Washington that they want to take the lead in this SCS operation and control us. Cactus Clark is not having it, and McGill remains the lead. We cannot fuck this up, or we are going to get service parochialism big time and we’ll be hating life.”
Johnson saw the gears turning in Weed’s mind. “What do you want to say, Weed?”
Weed fought to suppress a smile. “Nothing, sir. Aye, aye, sir.”
Johnson, knowing Weed had a quip at the ready, wanted to hear it to help break the tension. Smiling, he became The Big Unit of his squadron days. “Weed, out with it.” Wilson wanted to hear it, too.
“Well, sir, I was thinking that with a broke-dick flight deck and an 800-mile trip to the SCS — with armed UCAVs above me and double-digit SAMs below me—that was hating life. But now, sir, I know that if we piss off the Marines and Air Force, we’ll be really, really hating life!”
“That’s right!” Johnson agreed as he picked up his mug. “Hell hath no fury…. Now, you guys go and engage in an air/sea fight with China. Nothing more, okay?”
With faint smiles, Wilson and Weed nodded and excused themselves. Once in the passageway, Wilson motioned for Weed to follow him into his stateroom. Inside, Wilson pointed to his J-dial phone.
“Weed, please get Mother up here, and I want you to stay.”
Weed dialed Ready Eight and spoke to the Duty Officer. Replacing the receiver, he turned to Wilson.
“He’s on his way.”
“Good. Let’s sit here at the table. This won’t take long.”
“Roger,” Weed replied as he took a seat next to Wilson that faced the stateroom door.
“You gonna fire him?” Weed asked.
“No, but hating life comes to mind. I’m hating my life now. Besides, I’m not sure handing the squadron to his major is the solution with combat tonight.”
“You have to do this,” Weed said. “I’m right with you.”
Wilson nodded and remained focused on the door, his hands clasped in front of him on the table, his face blank. They waited in silence.
Outside, they heard footsteps approach, followed by two raps on the door.
“Come in,” Wilson barked.
Mother entered and at once detected something was wrong — and was about to get worse. Nevertheless, he maintained his hard look of condescension.
“Please be seated,” Wilson said, motioning to the chair in front of them.
Mother did as he was told, hands in his lap, and back against the chair. His eyes remained locked on Wilson, and his face showed no fear.
“Lieutenant Colonel Tucker, you can see your Deputy Wing Commander Captain Hopper is with us, but I will do the talking and I won’t keep you long. Rear Admiral Johnson just informed us that his staff has heard you complaining about the employment of VMFA-335. He also said he detects by your body language that you are not on board with my program here on Hancock. Do you care to respond?”
“Sir, am I being charged—”
“No, you are not being charged, but I want to know if my level of confidence in your ability to command one of my squadrons is misplaced, and, frankly, Mother, it’s pretty damn low.”
“Sir, I don’t know what you are talking about.” Mother didn’t flinch, as ready as Wilson for this showdown.
“Your ability to faithfully execute my orders is what we are talking about. So, here are your orders: Your squadron is going to take the lead on armed air and surface combat air patrols around the strike group. Your pilots will report what they find and engage when directed, or in accordance with the ROE. Your pilots will stand alerts as assigned and fly power-projection and antisurface strikes when assigned. Questions?”
“No, sir, but—”
“Good, and let me add that if I see or hear of you expressing emotion when tasked, badmouthing anyone on this ship, or going around me via any means to higher headquarters, I will lose all confidence in your ability to command and give command of the Panthers to your major. Can you, Lieutenant Colonel, lead my squadron the way I need it led?”
Mother bristled inside. That a Navy lowlife like Wilson would consider VMFA-335 his was too much, He would get even with Captain Jim Wilson one day. Swab sonofabitch.
“Yes, sir, CAG. I’m on board,” Mother spoke with convincing firmness and a humble nod of his head as Wilson glared at him. After glancing at Weed, Mother spoke again to break the awkward silence.
“The Panthers will answer all tasking, sir; we’re in a major conflict with a peer competitor. We’re ready, CAG.” Mother fought his instinct to lash out but held his tongue. Live to fight another day.
Without pushback from Mother, Wilson settled back. He had work to do. They all did.
“Very well, Skipper. You may return to your squadron, but let me ask you one more question. Do you lead from the front?”
“Absolutely, sir.”
“Good. Please ensure you are on the alert schedule tonight. Chances are it will go. We are working south toward the Celebes Sea, and we’ll probably find lots of contacts. You cannot get it wrong, Skipper.”
“We won’t, sir. By your leave?”
Wilson nodded as he looked at Mother from under furrowed brows. “Dismissed.”
Mother left and closed the door behind him.
“Questions?” Wilson asked as he placed his hands behind his head.
“There’s no doubt he knows he’s on the bubble,” Weed said.
“Yes. Would you please write down what just transpired and save it?”
“You got it, Kemosabe, but let me ask you this. You are already at your limit; he’s a wild card and has been from day one. Why don’t you just relieve him?”
Wilson searched his mind for potential reasons. Interservice politics? Even less confidence in Mother’s young XO? Exhaustion?
“This is his last ‘last chance.’ I mean, we’ve got work to do! Maybe, if we weren’t going to war tomorrow with the frickin’ Peoples Republic, I would, but I don’t want to deal with this now. I need the Panthers to do the job, but, if there’s even a tiny hiccup, I’ll act.”
“Roger that,” Weed said. Wilson stood up.
“I’m going up to see Blower. We’ve got a war to fight.”

CHAPTER 50

Andersen Air Force Base, Guam
The December sun was low as three B-1Bs thundered down Andersen’s runway in order, the four giant afterburners of each bomber glowing yellow. The dark gray jets, swing wings extended, made graceful left turns at the runway departure threshold and lifted their noses into steep climbs over the blue Pacific waves that lashed Guam’s eastern shoreline.
Observers across the northern half of the island saw them take off but paid little attention to the familiar occurrence. However, a young Japanese couple on an adjacent beach, posing as tourists on their honeymoon, noted the time and captured the large, black “EL” letters on the tails of the bombers as they snapped photos on their smart phones; those letters would help analysts. The three jets continued north in trail of one another until they were out of sight and sound, but not before the “bride” hit send on what she and her “husband” had just witnessed.
Well north of Saipan, and away from human observers, the B-1s leveled at 25,000 feet and turned west to their first navigation waypoint. There, they would find three KC-135s that had taken off from Wake almost three hours earlier. Using their eyeballs, the pilots scanned the western horizon until they spotted the three Stratotankers in a trail of their own.
Inside ten miles, the tanker crews spotted the bombers. The tankers then reversed their turn and arced west as each bomber climbed to rendezvous on its assigned aircraft. With the sun resting on a mountain ridge of clouds, the pilots had their helmet visors down to shield their eyes from the brilliant yellow orb that turned the tankers into menacing shadows above them. Inside the tankers, the boom operators had their sunglasses off as they looked down on the sleek noses of the Bones— no one called them Lancers— and at the open receptacles aft of the cockpits.
Under radio silence, the “boomers” in their panoramic windows maneuvered the booms into the dustpan receivers and got indications of good contact. They then transferred thousands of pounds of fuel per minute to top off the bombers that had devoured thousands of pounds in their max performance takeoffs.
They flew into the setting sun, the bomber pilots concentrating on maintaining the sight picture under the KC-135s and the boomers maintaining contact as fuel was pumped from one big four-engine jet to another. After each B-1 had topped off, the boomers disconnected from them, each copilot waving at the boomer to say thanks. Once the Bones cleared, the tankers turned back to Wake, over 1,000 miles distant.
The B-1s headed to the Luzon Strait where they could expect to find PLA(N) warships, the Type 052D Luyang III in particular. These guided-missile destroyers, with modern phased array radars, were a major surface-to-air threat that had to be taken out for the Americans to operate inside the SCS with a greater degree of security.
On the long transit west, the horizon burned red as a thin line over the dark gray sea below. The WSOs received data link input from an AWACS orbiting east of the strait. An RC-135 Rivet Joint was also in the vicinity.
The AWACS was tracking two targets, and, as per brief, the B-1 crews targeted the tracks according to plan. At the same time, along the Ryukyu Chain, two B-52s moved into position. They released twelve miniature air-launched decoys, and, once the last MALD was free, both jets banked away to rendezvous with their assigned tanker east of Iwo Jima, the first refueling on their long return flight to Elmendorf.
At 300 miles, the B-1s opened their bomb bays, and, a minute later, each dropped a LRASM antiship missile. Like the air-launched decoys, the jet engines in each missile started, and the 2,500 pound weapons turned to their assigned headings.
PLA(AF) early warning aircraft saw the MALD tracks coming in from the northeast and detected ELINT hits east of Luzon. A Type 055 Renhai cruiser, a larger cousin of the Luyang III, was one of the ships targeted by the Americans. Chinese sensors picked up the formation of MALD inside 200 miles as the LRASM cruise missiles continued their shallow descent to the surface.
Fifteen minutes later, the Renhai picked up jamming from the MALD formation. Unaware these were decoys, the sensor operators worked to maintain the tracks. Two minutes later, the ship, now at battle stations and maneuvering hard at full speed, fired four H-9 missiles from two VLS cells. The fiery missile plumes illuminated the ship as they burst from their cells and climbed before turning northeast and flattening their trajectories to intercept.
Two minutes afterwards, the captain was handed urgent intelligence information via long-range radio. Three B-1 bombers had taken off from Guam from an American unit that had antiship cruise missile capability. He passed this vital information to his combat team who plotted a bearing and distance to Guam and calculated backwards to the reported launch time. The Tactical Officer realized the importance of this information and commanded his operators to look east for a pop-up threat. The radar displays were empty. That a Chinese reconnaissance aircraft had detected ELINT hits along the same bearing line was not communicated to him, or his ship.
As they concentrated on the MALD formation to the northeast, and determined that at least one was downed in the initial missile salvo, a terrified watchstander cried out that high-speed missiles were inbound from 110 degrees… with the range only 15 kilometers! The close-in weapons system was placed on auto, and frantic orders were barked to the bridge to place it in an optimum firing position. The cruiser heeled to port, and each bridge watchstander instinctively looked for a moving light against the eastern darkness.
Brace for impact!
Seconds after the starboard air defense cannon unleashed a tongue of flame and lead at the cruise missile, the LRASM flew into the ship at transonic speed. The detonation ripped a swath through the ship from the main deck down to the waterline. The cruiser rolled hard left, and all those not strapped in were lifted into the overheads and then slammed into bulkheads and furniture.
The forward engine room was turned into a molten hell, and electrical power was cut the length of the ship. With the ship in a high-speed turn, and now structurally weak at the center, the keel soon gave way. The forward half broke off at the uptakes as dazed watchstanders struggled to their feet and terrified sailors below decks screamed for deliverance. Amid rushing water and human fear, another LRASM slammed into the hulk just below the gun mount.
When the shafts locked up, the aft section coasted to a stop just as the sharp bow of the forward section pointed toward the stars and sank into the dark water. The aft section soon followed, and twenty-four dazed and wounded sailors jumped clear before it did. The forward half gave up only three survivors.
A similar scenario repeated itself with the Luyang III six miles south. The guided missile destroyer was able to down the first cruise missile, but the second one hit abeam the helo hangar and almost tore off the stern. Dead in the water, the crew made ready to abandon and broke the canister rafts free before the trailing LRASM caught the DDG in the bow. Dozens of sailors were thrown into the water — they were the lucky ones. The destroyer rested on its side, both ends open to the sea. With the sonar dome hanging only by shards of twisted steel, the mangled bow lifted itself clear before falling back into an apron of gurgling water accompanied by shouts of human terror.
Admiral Qin received the report from the Southern Sea task force commander. Two late-model combatants sunk— within minutes of one another — with hundreds dead and wounded. Though each ship was priceless, Qin knew he could spare them. He had others, and to take more of them out, the Americans would have to move closer. A decoy element… yes, his ships should have detected it as such. Deception. Sun Tzu emphasized it in his writings. No doubt, the Americans had read the master and learned this lesson well.
For Qin, the whole PLA(N) was a decoy, and he had to employ all his forces in concert to bag big game. He must be patient. First, he had to inform Beijing. Dong and his fawning acolytes probably already knew, but he’d call. When his aide walked up to him, he snapped out of his daydream.
“Comrade Admiral, Southern Command has detected another American thrust.”
“Where?” Qin growled, rising to his feet to return to the operations center.
“Over the Philippine Islands, sir, toward our outposts.”
* * *
Through her night vision goggles, Olive could make out the dark South China Sea beyond the western shore of Palawan Island.
She was leading a formation of Rhinos and Growlers to probe the defenses of the Spratly outposts. Stingray Reef was the closest, still hundreds of miles away, but the Chinese UCAV constellation known as Heaven’s Shield could reach into Palawan with air-to-air heat-seekers. Miles behind Olive were two JSFs from Solomon Islands. They — along with the Growlers in her formation and an ES-3 someplace over the Celebes Sea — were feeding Olive’s formation, call sign Jab, an outstanding link picture.
Minutes ahead were a dozen MALDs dropped by three Super Hornets from the Broncos. After release of the high-end decoys, which the aviators referred to as candygram, the Broncos had sliced down to return to Hancock while the Jabs followed the MALDs in toward the SCS. At 30,000 feet, they would be in Stingray’s S-400 range soon.
Olive and the Jabs cruised in a strike formation as they pushed west over the Philippine archipelago, dodging anvil-topped thunderstorms that flashed with constant lightning. They glided over the islands, which from altitude resembled green lily pads on a dark pond. Their radars were off; this strike was as much electronic intel collection for the Americans as it was to stimulate the PRC early warning defenses.
Having been strapped into the ejection seat for hours, Olive twisted her torso and rolled her shoulders to work the kinks out of her joints, craning her neck left and right. Her three wingmen were spread out as they maintained position on Olive’s FA-18E. The plan was to probe, stimulate, and bug out east from whence they came, after the UCAVs and maybe even the S-400 at Stingray Reef expended max-range shots at them. The missiles from the UCAVs were of the most concern. Hovering unseen on station at altitudes only rocket planes could attain, any PL-9s shot at them would arrive without warning: no radar warning and no plume. Olive scanned the horizon and the sky above her canopy bow to detect any rapid movement of light that could be a missile. Such eyes-out scanning helped, but all depended on the linked tracks and any real-time info the EW aircraft could provide. Olive preferred someone to scream her name and direct her if she and the Jabs were in extremis. Olive, break left! Now!
A new track appeared on her link display. A ship, and not friendly. It was northeast of Stingray, in open water between the Spratlys and Palawan, which was to the right of their inbound track. Must be Chinese. They were safe from it now, but depending on what it was, they could soon enter a missile envelope.
Olive wished she had a missile to lob at this threat. By the time they crossed into the South China Sea, they would all be slicing down themselves and high-tailing it back to the ship hundreds of miles east. If this was a Type 055 or Luyang, they’d have to honor it. Olive eased left five degrees, giving herself a little more cushion from the unknown, but probable PRC, contact.
The JSFs behind Olive had a picture of everything ahead of them. Their sensors fed data into the data link that was analyzed by the EA-18G Growlers, E-2D Hawkeye, and ES-3. The ES-3 broadcast to the Jabs.
“Track 984 hostile. Doorknob.”
Olive, and the others in the Rhinos, checked their kneeboard cards. Yep, doorknob was the code word for the Type 052D Luyang III. One unknown was now known.
The PLA(N) guided-missile destroyer picket ship was at the northern entrance to the Palawan Passage. Olive’s link had no surface contacts on the passage, but she was more concerned there were no Heaven’s Shield contacts on her display. The formation was now approaching the long and narrow island, and, by her calculations, they would enter the Luyang’s SAM envelope halfway across Palawan, before entering the SCS. She took another cut away, one that would put them tangent to the circle of the threat DDG.
They were now, however, going right at the lethal S-400 at Stingray Reef. Given enough tipper info and data-linked track info — from the Luyang? — Stingray Reef could hit them at max range. The MALDs were what they wanted the Chinese to target, track, and engage. So far, that wasn’t happening, and the decoys should now be within their envelopes.
C’mon! Olive thought. She knew the enemy UCAVs were up there, but her display remained empty. They wanted the Chinese to expend lots of munitions on the MALDs and on them — and miss. Olive and her formation of Rhinos had to wait for a call, or withdraw at the prebriefed range. She wished she could see the UCAVs up there. Wished she knew.
“Jabs, raindrop on candygram.”
Olive scanned off her nose to the right. Someplace out there the MALDs bore in on their one-way mission, with Heaven’s Shield missiles—raindrop—targeting them. Olive still had no high altitude tracks on her display. She then picked up a flash on the horizon, and, seconds later, another detached broadcast from the ES-3 filled her headset.
“Doorknob engaging candygram.”
The flash Olive saw was from a missile hit on a MALD. But from what, the DDG below or a UCAV above? She was now crossing Palawan and entering the South China Sea with another 27 miles — three minutes — left before the Jabs would max-perform their jets and bug out. With luck, the ES-3 Shadow would inform them that Heaven’s Shield was engaging, and Olive would turn them left, away from the Luyang.
“Jabs, probable raindrops inbound from pop-up contacts on your nose, thirty miles!”
Electrified, Olive shoved her throttles into burner as she overbanked down and pulled hard. “Jabs, break left. Go!”
Crap! Thirty miles? A missile, even a “short-range” heatseeker could travel much further than that if launched at 150K. How were they detected? Why didn’t the Shadow or the damn JSFs warn them sooner! Olive and the Jabs were in deep trouble. Screw the intel collection, she thought. It was now survival.
“Jabs from lead. Abort! Abort! Abort! Bug east!”
With heatseeking missiles who-knew-where above them, the Rhinos had to get fast and get down into thicker air. Turning tail would make the missiles — if they were inbound — have to fly farther. However, the Rhino tailpipes were sources of heat that a PL-9 could guide on, and, by running away, Olive and the others were exposing the hottest part of their aircraft to the threat.
She snapped her head left and right to check on her wingmen, the faint light clusters of the Super Hornets falling to earth against the night sky. Each jet was roughly a mile from the other, and in each cockpit the alarmed pilots watched their airspeed build, heard the roar of the slipstream outside their canopies, and felt the slight airframe vibration from jet intake “moaning” as they went supersonic. None knew if they were targeted as the long island of Palawan — still over ten miles away — filled their windscreens.
As Olive turned her head left, she saw the Rhino next to her, flown by Rip, her Ops Officer, flash and trail bright fire. Rip continued down as before, a fiery slash across the horizon.
“Rip, you’re hit!” Olive cried out.
“I know… securing the right engine!” he replied. Visible against the stars, Olive saw the black smoke that trailed Rip’s jet. He was shallowing out, and Olive lifted her jet up and left, continuing in a displacement roll to get closer to Rip and on his right bearing line. She pushed down to regain knots, craning her neck up to watch Rip who was steady on her canopy at ten-o’clock.
With no warning the flame on Rip’s jet doubled in size, and Olive could now see it was coming from both exhaust nozzles. With his empennage on fire, Olive knew that loss of control was not far behind.
“Rip, your whole ass end is on fire! Slow and get out!” Olive commanded. Rip’s jet then entered an abrupt roll, and Olive saw a flaming piece fall away.
“Eject!”
With a flash, Rip emerged from his Rhino, which continued down trailing heavy smoke. The fire flared and flashed again into a huge explosion. The Super Hornet, now aflame all along the wing trailing edges, tightened its roll and steepened its dive. Next to the smoke trail, a parachute bloomed.
With furious taps of their pointer fingers, Olive and the others marked their positions over the Palawan Passage, and Olive recorded the winds where Rip ejected: out of the east at 60 knots. Damn, Olive thought. The winds were going to push Rip further off shore into the Passage — and into the arms of the waiting PLA(N).
More unseen PL-9s from the ionosphere could be falling on them—they didn’t know! — but Rip needed a rescue. SAR assets were hundreds of miles away, and, as the senior on-scene, Olive had to get the ball rolling.
“Lookout from Jab one-one. Jab one-three ejected — good chute. Mark on top my present position. Winds east at sixty. Jabs one-two and one-four, stay with me. Everyone else, bug east.”
Olive’s wingmen and the Lookout controller acknowledged her as she held a wide — and fast — orbit around Rip as his chute floated down and drifted west. Hancock was over 400 miles away; the nearest tanker 200. On the marked ejection position, she inserted a course line with the wind direction, and, now in air-to-ground mode, checked for surface contacts along that bearing. She pulled out her combat search-and-rescue checklist, and talked to her wingmen on tactical freq.
“Olives, keep your knots up and take trail. Get FLIR images of anything on the surface. Check in with state.”
Her wingmen, now in a long daisy chain as they watched Rip descend to the west, checked in with their fuel states, but Olive already knew how they would respond. None of them, most importantly Olive, had fuel to orbit as Rip floated down to the surface. And they were over the open water of the passage. Olive did the math in her head; Rip would drift ten miles in the next ten minutes if the winds were constant, but nearer to the water, they would die down. She figured he would drift six to seven miles before splashing into the South China Sea.
The Chinese UCAVs were up there someplace, and maybe dealing with the MALDs or tracking them with more missiles inbound. With no fuel and no way to defend from the invisible threat from above, she had to leave.
“Olives, let’s bring it east. Lookout, Jab one-one, we need to pass you the on-scene command. Any CSAR assets nearby?”
“Not nearby, Jab one-one. We’re workin’ on it, and roger OSC.”
Olive monitored Rip’s chute over her left shoulder, two miles away. She wanted to pass close aboard to reassure him, but it was too risky. She switched up the SAR freq. to see if Rip was on it with this handheld CSEL radio.
“Jab one-three, from lead. How copy?”
Olive repeated her call. Nothing. Then, static, and a mike click.
“Jab one-three is up. Got you loud and clear!”
A relieved Olive pumped her fist. Thank God!
“One-three, roger. You okay?”
“Affirm, but I lost my helmet and probably pulled some muscles. But I’m okay. Left arm hurts… freezing up here.”
Olive watched him over her shoulder as she climbed, his parachute a mere speck. She had to tell him. “One-three, we have to RTB for fuel. Lookout has got on-scene command. We’ve marked your posit and drift. We’re going to get you.”
“Roger, one-one,” was all Rip said in reply, knowing there was nothing nearby to get him. Olive followed her wingmen as they climbed to altitude, lucky no more were shot down by invisible missiles, lucky to know Rip was okay — for now. He was injured from a high-speed ejection, but his spirited responses encouraged Olive and the others. Rip would enter warm tropical water, but, until sunup, it was also black tropical water. She was dealing with cockpit tasks when she noticed her nose cross Palawan. Olive looked behind her for Rip’s chute.
He was gone.

CHAPTER 51

Olive and the rest of her strike package — all but one — found Hancock and recovered. Once they were aboard, Blower sprinted to an oiler rendezvous point to top off his aviation fuel bunkers and enter the Celebes Sea before dawn in another long night among previous long nights, and with an unknown number of them ahead.
Wilson was with The Big Unit in flag plot. LCDR “Rip” Van Winkle’s estimated position was 20 miles off Palawan. With currents and winds it was more of a twenty-mile circle around a shaky latitude/longitude, a lot of water to cover. He had reported himself in his raft, his last transmission two hours ago, and would be spend the night on the dark waters off Palawan. Rip was popular in the air wing; they had to get him back.
The missile boat USS Indiana was thought to be east of the Spratlys, and it was the only friendly unit in the vicinity. Rip was surrounded by everything from banca boats to trawlers to PLA(N) diesel subs to Chinese Coast Guard pickets.
No doubt the Chinese knew an American fighter pilot was bobbing somewhere in the waters off Palawan. The Philippine Air Force and Navy was a threat that Qin and Southern Command could all but ignore. Qin wanted to get the American before Clark’s forces could, but not lose sight of his prize — a nuclear carrier.
The Americans were chipping away at Qin’s forces off Luzon; another Type 055 was targeted west of the strait by an attack boat that blew off its bow. The ship remained afloat, and, in a remarkable display of seamanship, the crew was able to maneuver it under its own power to the west.
As it limped along at three knots, the unseen American submarine let it escape. Qin now had his own rescue problem, but the American challenge of finding and rescuing just one downed aviator was much more difficult, and Qin had the forces to bait the Americans further and further west. He was succeeding.
Wilson knew it, too. How many more aviators will we lose?
Olive’s probe generated some intel, and the cyber warriors were crashing on a way to knock out the Chinese UCAVs, or at least disable them. Tomorrow, however, Hancock was going to launch its first strike into the Spratlys — at Stingray Reef—Heaven’s Shield or no. Pressure from above to neutralize the outposts was growing, and The Big Unit had to follow the orders given.
Wilson managed to concentrate on the charts and dated imagery, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding. The familiar anxiety, the knot in his stomach. Even after all his combat experience in the “sandbox”—which included his predawn strike to Yaz Kernoum a decade ago and his near-death experience over San Ramón — he knew one could never get used to the stress of “going downtown.” Tomorrow they would go at night, and not downtown so much as into a potential Chinese threshing machine of missiles above and below, the only “known” ones launched from glorified sandbars that didn’t exist four years earlier.
He measured the distance. From their expected launch posit inside the Celebes Sea, they would tank from their own Rhinos as the sun set and push out over Palawan as the sky ahead of them darkened. They would first suppress, and then destroy, the defenses at Stingray, opening a lane to Yawu and Blood Moon — but knowing the Chinese could plug it easily with a Type 055 or Luyang III — or a group of them — that could be anywhere. Gumby and his Growlers would be jamming like their lives depended on it, and there would be heavy chatter on the radios and multiple contacts to clutter up their displays. Information overload and Gumby, as assistant strike lead, would be making lots of audibles. Wilson was exhausted, and he would have delegated the lead to Gumby, but this was the first real strike into the Chinese outposts. Wilson, as CAG, would lead on point.
As Wilson waited, The Big Unit was on the phone with a radio relay to VADM McGill at Seventh Fleet. Admiral Johnson scribbled notes and nodded during the one-way conversation. When Wilson heard him say, “Aye, aye, sir. Out here,” Johnson cradled the receiver and turned to his go-to warfighter as other staff officers listened.
“John Adams lost a Rhino, a single-seater, a few hours ago in the Luzon Strait, shot by a SAM from a Luyang. The lieutenant pilot got out and is in the water, and it’s a race to catch her. That’s right, her, and, to the media, this story leads. INDOPACOM wants to know how many females we are sending over the beach on your strike tomorrow night.”
Johnson gave Wilson an understanding look as he, too, shared Wilson’s disgust. Hancock and John Adams each had a pilot floating in contested waters, and, while both lives were precious and the effort to recover both had four-star attention, the press and Washington were focused on one: Lieutenant Amy Campbell, who had left an anxious husband and small child behind in Hanford, California. The Chinese were doing all they could to capture either one, and they had a better chance of finding and capturing Rip, but the propaganda value of capturing Lieutenant Campbell and holding her as another bargaining chip was huge, and both sides knew it. She would become the victimized face of Washington’s belligerence and would remind the world that the Americans drafted women—nursing mothers! — to do their fighting. The PLA was aided by Western media coverage who all but gave the Chinese the coordinates to look for the young mother. Clark’s war plan was on hold as his Philippine Sea forces concentrated on combat SAR off Cape Engaño.
Or was it?
Clark — and Qin — knew the media hysteria about the efforts to rescue Lieutenant Campbell was a sideshow. Both commanders had the ability to juggle demands on their time and fleet resources. The Americans had another downed airman off Palawan, closer to Qin’s forces than to Clark’s, but there was a carrier in the Celebes Sea, and, for Qin, looking for a carrier in 120,000 square miles of sea space was better than looking for one in 600,000 square miles of open water off Luzon.
Johnson waited for an answer. “How many, Flip?”
Wilson considered the female aviators in CVW-15. The ones in the “pointy-nose” squadrons would have the highest exposure to enemy SAMs and fighters. Besides Olive, there were six other women, all lieutenants.
“Admiral, we have about half a dozen women in the Rhino and Growler squadrons. All or none could be scheduled for tomorrow night’s strike. Is there an answer you want me to give?”
Johnson pursed his lips and exhaled. He didn’t want to reach in and write the flight schedule for the squadrons. He wished that Hawaii had not asked and wondered if Cactus himself had asked the question or some busybody on the staff.
“Given the situation off Luzon, can you minimize the number for tomorrow night? Wait. Belay that. I didn’t ask the question. Schedule your people as appropriate. I’ll handle Seventh Fleet and Hawaii.”
“What are you going to tell them, sir?”
“Not sure, but I’ve got it. You’ve got a war to fight. I’ll pull something out of my ass or just forget the question. We have bad radio connectivity, and the sun is in my eyes. Yeah, that’s it. Press on.”
Wilson smiled. “Roger, sir. Meanwhile, we’ve gotta get Rip.”
“And hit Stingray. What do you think about the timeline to neutralize the Spratly outposts?”
Wilson didn’t like being put on the spot. Who knew what they would encounter, and Heaven’s Shield was still operational. He hedged.
“Four days, sir.”
The Big Unit nodded. “Concur, but you’ve got three.”

CHAPTER 52

Bai eased into a left angle of bank and looked down. Below was the lumbering Y-8, bright gray against the brilliant blue sea. The downed American was someplace below on a raft. With sharp eyes and calibrated sensors, maybe the Y-8 would find him in the next thirty minutes — before Bai’s fuel state required him to return to Blood Moon. Beyond the hazy green of Palawan, shielded by a wall of late afternoon cumulonimbus clouds over the island, were the Americans, far down on the southeast horizon. Rumor had it they were in the Celebes Sea, little more than an hour’s flying time from where he was orbiting at the edge of PRC territory.
Let’s get them! a frustrated Bai growled.
Regiments of fighters and bombers from the Southern Sea outposts, reinforced with bombers and support aircraft from the mainland, could overwhelm any defense the Americans could place before them. He hoped orders were coming in to the command post just now to do that tomorrow morning — but he didn’t expect so. His leadership was timid, Zhanjiang was timid! This moment in time called for bold action. Bai reflected that Chairman Mao had shown the way, yet the Party was going to miss this historic chance to assert itself against American aggression in seas that belonged to the People! Wait to be attacked by their precision weapons? No! Seize the initiative and go after them now. They are here, within reach!
Bai knew the Americans could exact a heavy price, maybe down a whole regiment of fighters or bombers, but they couldn’t handle three regiments attacking in a coordinated manner with volleys of sea-skimming cruise missiles. “If Zhanjiang would just allow us,” he muttered to himself under his oxygen mask. The more Bai thought about his commanders on Blood Moon, the less confidence he had in their abilities to plan and lead a bold attack to the distant Celebes — even if HQ gave the order. How much longer would they wait?
He had fifteen minutes of fuel before he and his wingman would withdraw. The Americans would come at night, maybe in a few hours. He wanted to leave the babysitting of the Y-8 to someone else and be on strip alert to meet the American attack. Circling this fat patrol aircraft dulled his senses. It was work better suited to the J-10 guys.
To the north, Bai saw one of the People’s Navy ships. Except for the People’s new aircraft carrier, one PLA(N) ship looked like another. He hoped this one had missiles that could down an American Super Hornet.
“Number four-six, Southern Control.”
Bai keyed the mike. “Control, number four-six is on station. Request orders.”
“Number four-six, return to base via briefed routing and altitude.”
Bai acknowledged the order and increased his turn to the west and into a setting sun, thankful that another flight of J-11s was inbound to protect the plodding patrol plane. However, the American was still out there. This flight had been a total waste, and Bai glanced at the live missiles on his wings he would have to bring home. How he wanted to shoot one, and less than 1,000 kilometers away were American targets! They would come tonight, and Bai Quon was ready.
* * *
As the sun touched the western horizon, USS Hancock headed into an area of low visibility in the central Celebes Sea — which a thankful Blower wanted in order to shield her from view. Pilots scheduled to fly patrols northwest of the ship in the Sulu Sea to assist with Rip’s combat SAR effort grumbled that it was going to be a dark night, with fog and low clouds making it darker. Getting back aboard was going to be challenging if the visibility fell any more, and, with no suitable divert fields, they needed every drop of airborne fuel. Tension was pervasive throughout the ship, with full-scale combat competing with weather for its leading cause.
Mother Tucker scheduled himself on the “pinky” launch for a Barrier CAP in the western Celebes. He knew the JOs talked behind his back that he always managed a day launch and very few night hours. Fuck ‘em, he thought. Mother was the damn CO, and rank had its privileges. The snot-nosed JOs could kiss his ass, and he was still a better warrior than the limp-dick Navy skippers. It was the cat shot—on combat-damaged catapults! — that Mother dreaded with a fear that now consumed him. Chances were his number wouldn’t come up; someone else would get a cold shot from a defective catapult, eject in front of the ship, and hopefully not get run over. If the airplane was not flying at the end—Hell, they fling us off on the verge of stall by design! — he probably wouldn’t react in time. He’d be mesmerized, traumatized, petrified by that black ink bottle ahead of him. The FA-18 was designed to rotate off the cat and climb away on its own, hands-off— a design feature that had saved him more than once. At least he’d been able to manage his fears — until now.
The ship slid the event launch time ninety minutes. His new launch time of 1915 was over an hour after sunset, and, with the lowering vis, it was going to be black, as black as he’d ever seen, as black as that night off SoCal when his knees shook and he struggled to maintain control. Blacker than a thousand midnights, blacker than the ace of spades… blacker’n shit. He’d heard them all in ready room banter over the course of his career, but nobody at the Beaufort Rod and Gun Club had seen black like this, on a damn carrier in the middle of nowhere in a frickin’ fogbank. The stupid Navy dumbfucks! Move the damn ship out of the fog! Idiots!
As one of his majors gave the preflight briefing, Mother was distracted — watching the PLAT screen darken, watching the minutes melt away, again waiting for deliverance. He signed for the jet in maintenance control: his Gunny said 301 was parked on the bow, dammit, and his shoulders tensed up. He donned his g-suit and harness in the paraloft — the others walked ahead of him — and ignored the young sergeant who handed him his helmet, its clear visor freshly polished to better see at night.
You don’t have to do this, Mother thought as he headed forward down the passageway, carrying his helmet bag that scraped along the bulkhead and off stowed fire hoses and against shoring timbers and electrical junction boxes and all the crap the swabs stored in every passageway on the damned boat. Mired in his inner hell, he ignored the greetings of junior aviators passing him the other way. He would fly to the Spratlys tonight and shoot down any Prick fighter that came up, he’d roll in on anything they wanted him to hit. Just don’t make him launch in this shit, damn near zero-zero, with a full combat load at near max gross weight with little margin of error on defective cats! He wasn’t afraid of any man, certainly not any Chinese pilot. It was the machine, the machine dammit, and complex machines like combat-damaged catapults can break. In his nightmares, they had broken 999 times.
Winds were light as Mother stepped onto the dark flight deck from a forward catwalk hatch, but a howling F414 engine undergoing a maintenance turn added to his tension. All he could see were dim shadows amid the piercing whine of the jet at idle power. He struggled for breath as waves of kerosene exhaust enveloped him. Stumbling over a power cable, he searched for his jet, or one of his flight deck Marines to direct him to it. After moving further up the bow he found it, the last jet parked on Cat 1, over the shuttle and wedged into the blackest and most desolate corner of the flight deck.
Once again, Mother forced himself to climb the ladder and stow his gear in the cockpit. He avoided looking over the right side of the canopy rail into the endless chasm of darkness. His legs shook from fear as he then descended the ladder, step by deliberate step.
He kept one hand on the nose as he ducked under it, mere feet from the bow as the carrier ploughed ahead into the black abyss. His breathing picked up, and his heart pounded in his chest. He couldn’t take another step. Keeping his hands on 301 so as not to fall off his narrow crevice and over the cliff, he ducked back under to the left side of the jet. He ignored his preflight checks, unable to continue them mentally or physically.
At the base of the ladder, Mother made one of the most courageous decisions he had ever made. You don’t have to do this!
Mother climbed the ladder again, and this time kept his eyes in the cockpit, experiencing some relief as he settled into the ejection seat. His corporal plane captain followed him up to help strap him in.
“Skipper, are you going to blow up the Chinese?” the excited Marine asked him.
In another time and place, Mother would have given the young Marine what he wanted, an answer full of swagger and bravado. Fuckin’-A right, I’m going to blow up the Chinese! But not tonight. In his cockpit prison, it was all Mother could do to grunt a “yeah.” As the relentless salt air pummeled his right shoulder, he hooked himself up by feel.
The plane captain descended to the flight deck, and soon Mother heard the Air Boss on the 5MC. Then someone flashed a light in his eyes. He winced and shielded them in furious reaction before he realized it was his corporal signaling for engine start. “Sonofabitch!” he muttered, feeling as if he were about to explode.
Somehow he got the APU and the engines started, and, by rote memory, energized the avionics. He was now trembling, mouth dry, and what little saliva he had tasted metallic. When a yellow shirt appeared, he knew what was next: taxiing out of this pit to the gallows of the catapult to then be shot into the void — and death. Yes, death would touch him tonight. His number was up! He was the CO and he had to lead, to face fear, but he was paralyzed, hyperventilating now, and could not believe that he gave the director a thumbs up to signal he was ready.
Mother’s feet were pushing on the brakes as hard as he ever had, and he could feel the tension course through his lower intestines. In front of him was black, only feet from the rounded deck edge with nothing to stop him. He had his hand on the parking brake… and the yellow shirt signaled him to release it.
Mother’s mask dangled in front of him as his chest heaved to inhale at full expansion. He was overcome: He couldn’t taxi forward, but, in a moment of courage, forced himself to do so. The Hornet inched ahead, but Mother immediately slammed on the brakes. With vigorous gestures, the yellow shirt motioned him forward to then turn him aft. Gripped by fear, Mother was petrified, unable even to shake his head no — not that anyone could detect that in the darkness. He was physically unable to taxi another inch. Mother realized he really did not have to do this, and in the most courageous decision he ever made, decided he would not tonight. He could not.
A group of sailors and Marines gathered on 301’s left side, wondering what was wrong with the pilot. Some pointed their wands at him until the flight deck staff sergeant forcibly pulled their arms down. He could see Skipper Tucker was frozen and not responding. In his own courageous move, because the jet was not secure, the sergeant ducked under the nose on the deck edge and plugged his headset into the jet to speak to his CO on the intercom.
“Skipper, you okay?”
Mother didn’t answer at first, second-guessing himself, his last chance to avoid the abyss of stepping down for the abyss of black water next to him.
“Sir… Colonel. You up?”
Mother brought the mask to his face. He would say it.
“The jet’s down. I’m getting out here.”
“Sir, can they taxi you aft and we’ll troubleshoot? What’s the problem?”
“The jet’s down, dammit. It’s down…. I’m down.”
As a tractor chugged up to Mother in 301 to tow him off the catapult and aft, he was surrounded by yellow shirts and troubleshooters speaking into their helmet headset boom mics: 301 was not going to make the launch. Coming down from his pinnacle of fear and still strapped into the ejection seat, Mother surprised himself as his shoulders heaved and he broke down in tears.
* * *
Once off the flight deck, Mother went straight to his stateroom and washed his face. His bloodshot eyes betrayed him, and he rubbed them hard in a failed attempt to remove evidence. He was exhausted, spent, and ever since he had climbed down 301’s ladder a feeling of dread had come over him. What have I done?
His Marines did not know what the CO’s gripe was with 301, and his answers on the flight deck were vague. He just wanted to get out of there and off the flight deck… with the Chinese over the horizon! They knew their CO was a man’s man, a Marine through and through. Was he afraid of the Chinese? Impossible, but the scuttlebutt flew through the Panther maintenance shops: The Skipper got out of the jet.
Mother looked in the mirror. Fucking coward, he thought. The Navy pussies can fly off this thing at night and you can’t!
He condemned himself, hated himself, for buckling under, wanting now to go back up there. If they could just start him in the middle of the deck, away from the edges, he’d be able to taxi. But the catapult at night… the thought of it made his mouth go dry. What if one of his Marines couldn’t go at night, or turned back on the way to combat? Mother wouldn’t stand for it, and fear returned when he realized what he had to do and the person he had to face.
Mother stepped into the passageway and headed toward CAG Wilson’s stateroom. Upon arriving, he hesitated.
You do not have to do this, he thought, and realized that no, he did. He took a breath and dug deep. He had never done anything like this before.
Wilson heard two knocks on the door. “Enter,” he said. Mother stepped inside. He looked troubled.
“CAG, I need to talk.”
Wilson took his measure. Now what? he thought. More crying about the way he was employing Mother’s Panthers? Wilson’s patience with Mother had worn thin. They were in combat… shut up and fight!
But he sensed something was different. Mother’s tight-lipped and downcast face betrayed him. Something wasn’t right. “Have a seat, Mother. What’s up?”
Mother pulled out a chair from the table and sat down. Wilson kept his eyes on him, wondering what this was about.
For several seconds, Mother sat with head bowed. He then lifted his head, mouth open, as if to speak, but he could not. Wilson saw the agony on his face.
“Mother?”
“I can’t,” he said.
“Can’t what? What’s going on?”
Mother lifted his eyes toward Wilson. “CAG, I just came down from the flight deck. The jet…”
Wilson waited, not taking his eyes off the pilot.
“CAG… I’ve been in fear of taxiing to the bow at night ever since my initial CQ as a lieutenant. I can fly daytime, I can land the damn thing at night, I want to go into combat and lead my boys… but my body did not let me taxi tonight.”
Wilson let him continue and noted Mother’s trembling.
“CAG… I’m… I’m scared shitless of night cat shots! I’ve suppressed it and gutted it out, and managed my career to avoid the boat, but when word came down last month… I… I just gritted my teeth. I can’t help it. It’s a phobia. It’s…. I don’t know what it is… but I can’t launch on the night events. I can go day and land at night, no problem, I mean, I’m in control then. I can handle it. My XO can lead the Panthers at night, and, like I said, I can fly at night, but just not the black-ass cat shots.”
Wilson nodded his understanding and didn’t say a word. The silence grew more awkward and troubling to Mother with each passing second.
“Sir, I tried. It was… is… all I can do to go up there at night. I didn’t grow up with this ship stuff, and I forced myself…”
Both struggled with what to say next. Wilson felt compassion for Mother: who was a festering problem, who fought him, and who said who-knew-what behind his back. Wilson and any carrier aviator understood; but understanding and compassion were not leadership, and no single aviator or group of aviators could be allowed to avoid the “bad” of night carrier aviation. Others were more nervous about the night trap, and some struggled with the day pattern, but Mother could not face one more night cat shot, and he wasn’t the first aviator to say no mas. Wilson respected the courage Mother displayed admitting it now, but VMFA-335 needed a CO who faced all the hardships his aviators faced, who led from the front, in this case, Catapult 1.
“Mother, I admire your courage coming to me. It takes guts… especially given our strained relationship.”
“It’s not strained, CAG, I’m…”
Wilson lifted his hand. “Mother, no more bullshit. You haven’t bought into my program, or the Navy’s program. It doesn’t matter. This is not in your comfort zone, and, hey, I’m not comfortable taxiing up there either. It’s good that we’re scared shitless of the night shots. But taking them when it’s our turn is all part of it. I can’t have a CO that doesn’t step up.”
“CAG, I can fly! I can still lead my guys in combat, and it is not that much of a work-around for me to schedule myself.”
“Ray, I hear you, but…”
“It’s not Ray!” Mother raged at Wilson, losing control. “It’s Mother! I’m Mother Tucker, Panther One! I’m still a Fleet Marine Force aviator!”
Mother caught himself, struggling in his new fear of losing his command. He should have known CAG Wilson wouldn’t understand! This outburst would convey his readiness to fight, to lead. He could do it. The enemies were the Chinese, not the bow catapults! He should have just gone to the Ready Room and kept quiet… until the next night.
Wilson looked at Mother in silence, and Mother knew what he was thinking.
“CAG, I’m sorry… but you can’t relieve me. My career… It’s just… we are on the eve of combat with the Pricks and you need strike leads. So, I’m not all that great around the boat… I know, your Navy JOs tell me that all the time, but I can lead my guys into combat. I’m just a dumb Marine, sir! All this boat stuff is new, and it takes an old dog like me longer to pick it up, but once en route to meet the enemy, I’m as good as any you’ve got. Some guys are night guys, and some are day. I’m day, and, hey, it’s going to be easier for the Pricks to fight in the day. I’ll accept that risk and bring my guys—your guys — back.” Mother waited for Wilson to respond, his career, his very being, hanging in the balance.
Wilson’s initial empathy for him was gone. He had been right about Mother all along. “Lieutenant Colonel Tucker,” Wilson said in a measured tone, “you are grounded until further notice.”
Latching his eyes on Wilson, Mother breathed through his nose as he absorbed the message. The men faced each other, neither one blinking, and feelings of betrayal welled up inside Mother.
“CAG, I did the right thing. I admitted it, admitted fear to you. Do you know how hard that was? My body would not let me taxi… so I come in here asking for consideration, for help, prostrate before you, a sniveling worm in your eyes, and you relieve me. Thanks.” Mother’s tight-lipped nod confirmed the sarcasm and contempt that dripped from his words.
Wilson glared back. “You have not been relieved, Colonel. Not yet.”
Mother now knew he was sinking into an area of no recovery. His eyes grew moist, and his subconscious knew it was not an act.
“Please, sir. Please. I’m struggling with this, what I just went through up there. I can’t be on the ship and not be the CO of the Panthers and—”
“Mother, I said you’re not relieved,” Wilson interrupted. “But why can’t you serve your squadron in caring for the jets, in getting your people what they need? Help in the planning cell as a Marine liaison? Stand watches in the tower and Air Ops? There are Navy guys on this ship who had to serve on the ground in Afghanistan ten years ago; talk about fish out of water. Why can’t you serve your squadron and this Air Wing in any number of ways aboard Hancock?”
Mother bristled in his humiliation. Others did that stuff — second-stringers — not Marine Corps squadron COs.
“Mother, I admire your courage coming here, and the courage you showed going up to the flight deck at night, and I can see your desire to fight. But I also see your haughty pride, and I’ve heard your snide comments third-hand. It’s a small ship. Right now, you are grounded, and, in time, we’ll discuss your future. After we finish here, I’m going to call DCAG, Captain Leaf, and Admiral Johnson and inform them of this. The way I see it, you are experiencing a physiological or medical issue that can affect the humans in the cockpits in any number of ways; you could have a head cold and be med down from flying this week. You are still the CO of your squadron, but, if you fight me, you’ll be on the next COD out of here. It’s up to you. Do you want to stay here and command, or do you want to go home? Your choice… and I want an answer now.”
Mother shifted in his chair as Wilson glared at him. Two long seconds passed, and, when Mother looked up, he could tell Wilson was ready to answer for him.
“I’ll stay, CAG. I want to stay. I’ll contribute. I’ll command, and I’m buying your program.”
Wilson was on the verge of relieving Mother, and Mother’s answer just got in under Wilson’s mental wire. Wilson didn’t say anything for several moments, another eternity to Mother, who continued to nod his sincere desire to stay. Wilson came down from the ledge, not wanting to deal with it now. Was Mother telling the truth? Wilson wasn’t sure, which, at any other time, would have been reason enough for him to act. But it was late, and he had a war to fight.
“Okay, we’ll discuss later. Get some rest. Dismissed.”
Without saying a word, Mother got up and let himself out. Wilson listened to Mother’s footsteps recede aft as he came down from the emotional stress of the exchange. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temple, compartmentalizing, and thought again of Cajun.
He thought about his Air Wing all the time: the condition of his jets, obtaining parts to keep them flying, the level of training of his crews, and, at times like these, the individual pilots themselves. Wilson’s squadron COs monitored their people for Wilson, and, of all the COs, Wilson monitored Mother the most, proving the axiom that a fraction of the people cause the majority of the headaches. Wilson had 100 percent confidence in Olive and Gumby to lead airborne formations — and less than that in Mother. Would relieving Mother make things better for him now? He realized the answer was no, even here in the damn Celebes Sea with poor connectivity. Interservice politics was another issue. The paperwork drill would take too much time. He didn’t have time.
Wilson thought of Mary and realized he had not thought of her or the kids for days. Every waking moment he was focused on the PLA, on their Luyang IIIs, their SAMs, Heaven’s Shield, and the J-11s on Blood Moon Atoll. It was show time, and tomorrow night he would be in the lead formation. Mary, who would be encouraging him now as she had in the past, would give him confidence. No email, no SATCOM, not even old-fashioned letters in days.
Without commanding them to, his eyes went to the Bible on his shelf. God had not entered his mind in days either, another signal that he was overly focused. Could he not spare a few moments a day to pray, now when it mattered the most? It shocked him to think that he had not, and he glanced at the paperwork that cluttered his desk and cluttered his mind. Could he not carve out fifteen minutes?
He pushed himself up from the chair and stood to pray.

CHAPTER 53

Celebes Sea
As dawn broke over the Celebes Sea, the Littoral Combat Ship USS Long Beach, commanded by Commander Bill Sullivan, was running north at flank speed.
The LCS soon stopped engines and drifted 100 miles south of Mindanao. Crewmen lowered a hydrophone over the side that played a sonar signature recording of a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier. From a module adjacent to the hangar bay, another crewman energized a black box that broadcast carrier radar “emissions” and recordings of typical UHF comms in the vicinity of a carrier. Hancock was someplace in the central Celebes, and Sullivan had not seen her since she entered it—good.
Sullivan’s deception activities were not limited to sonar and ECM spoofing. On his bow, and built with reinforced PVC pipe, was a mock up of a helipad that hung over his bridge windows and gun mount. On his flight deck fantail was another PVC mock up, this one of a crane. Inside his hangar bay, he kept one MH-60R hidden from view and could operate two Fire Scout UAVs in hours of darkness. The after hull portion of Long Beach was painted black to further confuse observers as to what it really was. Sullivan was simulating the electronic signature of a carrier while passing himself off as an oilfield service vessel to neutral — and to potential enemy — contacts on the horizon.
PLA(N) diesel boats were a threat, and listening devices south of Palawan had detected a Song Class passing into the Sulu Sea ten days ago — before the PLA(N) attack on the Japanese helo carrier. The Song could be in the Celebes Sea now — the things were damn quiet — and others could be operating there or in the Philippine Sea. Sullivan would activate the decoys for a time, and then secure them for a run to another corner of the sea before activating them again. The hope was the Chinese would either detect to engage or be confused with multiple and spurious American signatures. Which one is real? In essence, USS Long Beach was bait — with deception and speed Sullivan’s only real defenses against a Song. His Romeo helicopter could deal with an enemy fishing boat picket if he came across one, but launching the helo meant pushing the crane “camouflage” over the side. Same with the fake helo deck if he had to engage with his 57mm deck gun. It was a game of cat and mouse, and all aboard the sleek but thin-skinned Long Beach knew she, disguised or not, was the mouse.
* * *
Six hundred miles away, Bai Quon pulled his helmet off his locker shelf and strode to the flight line.
Yes! he thought. During the night, the command post had received reports the American carrier was being tracked by sensors from Heaven’s Shield. The data was good enough to launch an attack, and Blood Moon would contribute most of the effort with four H-6s escorted by J-11s and a group of strikers, twelve fighters total. Stingray and Yawu were contributing tankers and patrol aircraft to help the bombers target their antiship missiles. Six more bombers were coming from the mainland to enjoy Bai’s fighter protection. Word had it that rocket forces would also attack when their targeting criteria were met, which could be before, during, or after the bomber attack. Bai hoped he could witness a People’s rocket streak down on an American flattop and blow it apart.
The Americans were scrambling. Fishing militia had picked up the American female pilot off Luzon, but, as they fled west, American Special Forces had disabled the trawler and rescued the girl. The Political Officer said the American speedboat had been disabled in the fight, and now PLA(N) and the Americans were trading blows in the Luzon Strait over the capture or recovery of a speedboat — and all because an undependable girl pilot had let herself get shot down! What did the Americans expect? Bai sniffed. In smug satisfaction, he stepped to his jet, the eastern sun on his face. That American men actually let their women fight and die for them was unbelievable. Contemplating the coming engagement, his mind wandered. We’ll see just how “tough and ruthless” this paper tiger really is!
Liu Qi was still pouting. Let her! he thought. The men on Blood Moon had work to do, and maybe she wasn’t good wife material after all, demanding a diamond ring trinket at a time like this. Women. When Bai and his squadron returned to Guangzhou in victory, he would be able to pick from plenty of others.
Bai found his jet, and, with a broad smile, bounded up the ladder and settled in. His ground crew sensed his enthusiasm; Today was the day!
As he taxied the big fighter out of the sand-swept parking spot, he pulled in line next to his wingmen as four hulking H-6s approached the runway, big antiship missiles hanging from their wings.
* * *
At the same time, 1,400 miles west in the Bay of Bengal, a DF-26 was in a terminal dive — on an American warship.
An hour earlier, USS Les Aspin had been alongside the oiler USNS Tombigbee taking on aviation fuel. Tombigbee was a Kaiser-class oiler crewed by civilian merchant mariners. The two ships were spotted by several merchants and fisherman that crisscrossed the Bay of Bengal. One mate on a bulk cargo ship called to a shore station in Myanmar about what they saw and where they saw it.
A spy network passed the information to the PLA Southern Command Post. Rocket Force DF-26 alert crews fed the targeting coordinates into the guidance system, and, thirty minutes later, two DF-26s blasted off their launchers toward a patch of water hundreds of miles away in the Indian Ocean.
As Bai taxied, a Triton out of Diego Garcia, on station in the northern portion of the Bay, intercepted the ship-to-shore comms, and this information was fed to Les Aspin’s combat information center. With the replenishment almost complete, Les Aspin, executed an emergency breakaway and, once clear of Tombigbee, turned southwest at flank speed as the carrier’s EW suite generated dozens of false radar contacts around her.
Tombigbee, only knowing that an attack was imminent, set a course southeast as the Bosuns were still securing the fueling hoses to the kingposts. The master set General Quarters, and the civilian crew scrambled to close all watertight doors and hatches. Meanwhile, one of the DF-26s went off course early and was destroyed by its launch crew in the ascent.
The remaining antiship missile was now in a hypersonic terminal dive from its apex in near space. Once committed, its Lock-on-After-Launch seeker head opened up to track and lock the carrier. The sensor was met a confusing array of false radar contacts on the water and could not discriminate between them. As it streaked down at 2.4 miles per second, the guidance computer shifted to infrared logic, and, with a smaller aperture scanning the surface, the missile saw several heat sources, one much larger than the others and with a silhouette that matched images loaded in the software. It was Tombigbee.
Ten miles away and running with Les Aspin, the Aegis guided-missile cruiser USS Bastogne picked up the plunging ship-killer and launched two SM-6s to intercept.
It was too late.
As the missiles leapt from their vertical launch cells with fire and smoke, they almost immediately shallowed their ascent and roared downrange to the east as they tried in vain to knock down the DF-26 as it zeroed in on Tombigbee. Bastogne broadcast a frantic warning on the tactical net, a warning that received no acknowledgment.
At Mach 3, the missile, modified with a unitary warhead, tracked the ship as it moved through the water at 18 knots. Like a giant spike, it impaled Tombigbee forward of the forward king post. The enormous force of the blow buckled the ship down by the bow and unleashed a massive explosion of the aviation fuel bunker as crewmen aft were catapulted into the overheads — or overboard. On the horizon, those on Bastogne’s bridge winced in horror at the flash and the cloud of black smoke that bloomed from the bow of the doomed oiler.
Once the dazed and bleeding master got to his feet, he ordered all stop, and, with the remaining way he had on, turned his 31,000-ton ship starboard abeam the wind to keep the noxious and blinding smoke away from the after part of the vessel. He then ordered Abandon Ship! As the oiler slowed and turned, a burning slick from her ruptured tanks grew along the port side. Then, as the screws stopped turning, the stern began to lift out of the water.
Orange lifeboats were lowered from davits as Tombigbee settled on an even keel. Due to the heat and smoke, only one port side boat was lowered, and the crew jammed into the remaining starboard boats. Some of the 87-person crew jumped into the sea, and two MH-60 Sierras that were airborne during the replenishment arrived on scene to pick up survivors. Bastogne also raced east to render assistance. After ten minutes, the three lifeboats were free of the derelict and motored away. Crewmen could be seen on the bridge wing and flight deck control tower as the stern rose higher. Tombigbee was in her final plunge, and the helo crews watched as one man on the tower waited for the ship to sink a reasonable distance before throwing himself clear about 20 feet above the surface. He swam for his life in his inflated float coat, and, as the waves swallowed Tombigbee, he struggled against a sea of gurgling foam and debris, with a slick of burning oil thirty yards away. A helo put a swimmer in the water and rescued him first.
After Tombigee’s crew was taken aboard the cruiser—Les Aspin was still running hard to the southwest — a muster revealed eight missing, including the master. Word was passed through the Triton radio relay to Singapore, and, an hour later, the news arrived in Washington. The sudden and violent loss of the almost 700-foot vessel shocked the Pentagon, and, in a hasty news conference, the media were notified. One reporter asked if there were any women or minorities listed among the dead or missing. The Pentagon spokesperson forwarded the question to Clark.
Losing Tombigbee hurt, but Cactus Clark knew he had dodged a bullet. Qin Chung sighed his disappointment when he learned the DF-26 had locked on the oiler vice the carrier. Clark kept Les Aspin at the edge of DF-26 range until he could get some more Aegis ships to defend the carrier. Meanwhile, he maxed out the parking area for USAF tankers at Diego Garcia to fuel the air wing jets for a 1,000-mile transit over Thailand and Vietnam to the SCS. John Adams and Hancock among the Philippine islands were well within Rocket Force range, with Hanna especially at risk, but he had recon on the enemy’s launch site and plenty of Aegis escorts to defend the carriers. Time was not on his side. He needed to neutralize the Spratlys and get Hanna out of there before Qin and the PLA(N) got lucky. Meanwhile, LCDR Van Winkle was still missing.

CHAPTER 54

From 30,000 feet, Bai Quon sensed Palawan Island slide under his nose, with the crystal blue Sulu Sea ahead.
Like the strike weeks ago at Cam Ranh Bay, Bai and the others in his flight were projecting power far from Blood Moon, this time in Philippine airspace. But the prize was in the Celebes, another 30 minutes away. The American carrier was there in open water, and as they flew into the midmorning sun, Bai ensured his weapons stations were armed.
As planned, Bai’s flight of Flankers was overtaking the H-6Ks 5,000 feet below. The fighters would sweep ahead and possibly engage escort vessels, clearing the way for the bombers with the big YJ-83 air-launched, ship-killing cruise missiles. The biggest job for the fighters was to provide launch-on-bearing-line info to the bombers, and then to launch their own cruise missiles. The antiship missiles would fly down their assigned bearings as if rabid dogs, rejecting all vessel silhouettes until they found a match with one that was long and flat with a little square on it… an American carrier. If none were detected, secondary images of American surface combatants would fulfill mission computer tasking.
Military observers on Palawan saw the formations heading southeast, and, aided by the long contrails of many individual aircraft, determined a raid count. They also estimated course and speed before calling Manila on a secure landline. By the time word got to the American Embassy — then Washington, then Camp Smith, and then John McGill aboard Blue Ridge— over an hour later, this threat to the Hancock strike group had passed.
Now in the Sulu Sea, the eight Flankers flew in a wall formation and accelerated ahead of the bombers. They expected they would find an American combat air patrol in the sea west of Mindanao. Once Palawan was in their rear-view mirrors, an element of J-11s ramped down hard to streak in low on the water and under the radar horizon.
While there was no American CAP in the Sulu Sea, an American group of 16 aircraft, including two F-35s on loan from Solomon Islands, was transiting the sea under strict EMCON as Weed led the morning “strike,” another probe against Heaven’s Shield. Cyber warriors in Hawaii and Florida, working around the clock, thought they had a way to degrade the UCAV network. They were able to inject spurious inputs into the network that blinded its low-band radar and its ability to move autonomously where needed. Weed’s strikers would lob AMRAAMs at them and cruise missiles at Stingray Reef to learn just how well the cyber attack had succeeded.
The JSFs trailing Weed saw the wall of J-11s first, and the Super Hornet link displays showed them off to the west-northwest at 60 miles. Weed’s formation was below them, below the contrail altitude, and he held his northwest heading to let the aspect build. With this new and unexpected development, he had to defend the carrier from this swarm. He at once decided to bring eight jets with him and send the other eight to tickle and to chip away at Heaven’s Shield and Stingray. Hundreds of miles behind them, the trailing E-2 alerted Hancock that strikers were inbound, and Blower set GQ and took a course of south. Cape St. George and Earl Gallaher went to meet the threat, what the sailors called a “gangbang” attack.
Bai’s flight of four — he was number three — screamed out of altitude in a 40-degree dive as they went supersonic toward Mindanao and the American ships beyond it. Above and behind them at eight o’clock high, the fight was joined.
Through his cueing-system helmet, Weed locked his AIM-9X on the northern-most Flanker, high and going right-to-left across his nose. He visually IDed three against the stratus clouds above them, and they didn’t appear to notice him. His division was in loose-deuce combat spread now, with his trailing division of Rhinos three miles behind, also in a tactical formation — not optimum, but, given the short time line, it would do.
Fighters on both sides had all-aspect heatseekers from which, once off the rail, there was little chance of escape. Shooting first — and remaining unseen — was vital to survival. The last thing Weed wanted was a turning engagement with even one J-11, much less three. Weed wanted a summary execution, like an assassin, with no warning, no civilized rules of “fairness.” Kill or be killed, and, once Weed and his wingmen fired, they could pull down hard and get out of the J-11 launch acceptability regions. Then his trailing division, flying the two-seat FA-18F, could lock any survivors with radar-guided AMRAAMs. Weed called on strike common.
“Sniper two-zero, tally three Flankers, two-five zero for three, thirty-thousand! Snipers engage with heaters and bug southeast to the deck. Broncos, engage leakers with AMRAAM.”
Behind him, the Bronco lead rogered him as all twelve sets of eyes and ears in eight jets absorbed the information presented on their link displays, outside their canopies, and in their brains as they flicked switches and locked on the way DCAG wanted them to. In the two-seaters, the Weapons Systems Officers checked behind the enemy formation for trailers of their own. At the moment, the American “sixes” were clear.
Out of habit, Bai Quon, steady in his dive, looked over his left shoulder and was shocked to see enemy fighters pulling into his mates. He keyed the mike:
“Enemy Hornets nine o’clock high!” he blurted out, too late to direct the J-11 sweep fighters to the proper geometry.
Now twelve sets of Chinese eyes looked high and left, when the enemy Bai was trying to direct them on was below them. Seconds later, it didn’t matter; fiery American AIM-9X Sidewinders trailing thin plumes of white smoke shot toward the J-11s, and, by human instinct, the pilots max-performed their jets to avoid the threat.
For the Flankers on the left side of the formation, it was too late. One frantic pilot pulled up hard into the oblique, and another pulled down to throw them off, but the missiles remained locked and did not even shudder as they tracked the Flankers in graceful arcs. The missiles detonated behind the cockpits of each — one J-11 absorbed two missiles in rapid succession — and there were no ejections. Flames and black smoke poured from each as they plunged earthward, breaking up as they did. Weed and two others in his division were diving straight down as they pulled power and watched the action from out of the top of their canopies.
One in Weed’s division did not.
Lieutenant John-Boy Jones was still fishing for a lock on a J-11 that was just visible — and this Flanker was pulling hard with a tally on him. John-Boy got a tone as the J-11 did, and both pulled their triggers at the same time. The American AIM-9X and Chinese PL-9 streaked past each other to engage their targeted fighters, and neither had a chance of escaping.
With John-Boy in the way, the Bronco division could not release their AMRAAMs, and seeing John-Boy’s Rhino explode further delayed their action. All the Americans saw him shell out seconds after flames blossomed on his fuselage, which snapped the Bronco pilots out of their funk. With no time to target or sort, the four fighters locked any target of opportunity, and one jet got two missiles off on two linked contacts. Like Weed’s division, the Bronco flight pulled down — the now-active missiles could guide on their own — and the radio was alive with calls ranging from bandit activity to radar warnings to the status of John-Boy in his chute. Five missiles downed three Chinese fighters, and the survivor fled southwest on his own. One of the Flankers got a radar missile off at the Americans, but when his aircraft was destroyed, the missile went stupid.
Bai and his mates, now passing 3,000 feet, with their mouths dry with fear, leveled off and entered a bank of puffy cumulus clouds hovering over the Sulu Sea. Just under supersonic, the terrified pilots looked over their shoulders to see if the Americans were giving chase. Bai thought of the sleek, white streaks led by bright dots of flame against the blue sky, and the ugly, black plumes of fighters in their death throes. He saw two of the People’s fighters break up as they fell, and did not realize one of the others was an American. One lonely chute soon faded from view, and Bai hoped it was one of his heroic fellows. But there was no time to worry or mourn or even mark the position he went down; the four J-11s stayed below the bottoms of the cumulous to avoid visual detection from above and to serve as pathfinders for the bombers ten minutes behind.
Weed and the six remaining Super Hornets did mark the spot where John-Boy floated down to the sea, and recovering him was a priority. On the surface below them were eight white disturbances, each with a jagged black-brown smoke trail that marked the downed fighters’ final flight paths. After surmising that the threat was neutralized, Weed broke out the combat SAR checklist and assumed on-scene command.
Disjointed and tense communications increased the level of confusion for everyone, and Weed fought to compartmentalize his new task as the remaining strikers continued toward Heaven’s Shield and Stingray Reef. The E-2 controllers were trying to grasp what had happened by piecing together the fighters’ clipped and excited voice comms — and report back to Hancock— when the JSF alerted everyone that leakers had snuck past Weed’s divisions. Another large formation was approaching, with a third to the north, all headed southeast.
Weed, listening with purpose, now understood the picture around him. Fuck! he thought, knowing he, and Hanna, needed help.

CHAPTER 55

The four J-11s roared in toward a thin ridge of Jolo Island, part of a chain that separated the Sulu from Celebes Sea. Bai was in the middle of a wall formation with his wingman to his right and lead to his left. Each Flanker carried two YJ-91 “Eagle Strike” cruise missiles. The hope was that a KJ-500’s radar would provide them targeting info in order to launch their cruise missiles into the Celebes at the top of the ridge, and then pitch back to the Sulu Sea and escape west between Palawan and Malaysia. The island’s topography allowed them to get as close as they could before American surface radars would detect them.
With Jolo in his HUD, Bai was impatient. What is our target vector? he thought. Ahead were fishing vessels and off to the south was a large passenger ferry. The Chinese fighters now sped over the waves at 580 knots and 100 feet — as low as Bai dared — and it was all he could do to stay out of the water. If the radio call came in, he would elevate a bit to punch in the assigned courses for his missiles. With the green island — and the Celebes beyond it — looming larger in his windscreen, he reflected that his flight of four was as far to the east as the People’s Naval Air Force fighters had ever been.
With a minute till they would crest Jolo’s low rise, the flight lead came up on the radio. “Attack technique number two! Number two!”
Bai grunted, figuring as much. With no targeting info from the KJ-500—Was it even nearby? — Bai and the others had to launch their missiles on bearing lines, a “spread” of eight missiles to cover the Celebes in the hope of hitting a carrier or American surface ship. Bai’s assignment was 140–150, and once he and the others launched, the fire-and-forget computer guidance would fly the missiles on their assigned headings for 50 miles before opening and sorting the surface contacts in front of them by radar, EO, and IR signatures. Down low they could not assist the bombers, and, with their mates shot down, they had no support. Bai’s Flankers were on their own.
But they were not unseen. High to the northeast, Lookout 603 orbited. The E-2D had the four J-11s the whole time and vectored two Panther FA-18s to intercept. The Marines took the commit and accelerated, and, just as the Flankers eased their noses up over Jolo Island to fire, the Americans squeezed off four AMRAAMs on the linked contacts far below.
Bai noted the radar warning tone in his headset at his 11 o’clock. Not waiting, he centered the first missile, shot it, and then jinked right to shoot the next. Both came off with a lurch, and Bai didn’t wait around. His mates continued in as briefed—you idiots! — and Bai called warnings of the impending American missiles. He pulled into his wingman who got his missiles off in rapid succession, and Bai had him reverse right — over a heavily populated island settlement — and west. Over his shoulder he saw plumes from both of his missiles, and his mates continuing on course. You are going to die!
Bai’s lead and wingman lived long enough to get their four YJ-91s off. Now all eight cruise missiles were sweeping the Celebes for contacts on their assigned bearing lines, and behind them the bombers would do the same by firing missiles with ship-killing warheads. But two of the four AMRAAMs would find their marks; the two missiles fired by Captain “Scoop” Croenne guided on the lead J-11s who delayed, hitting each as they pulled hard in a last-ditch — and hopeless — attempt to escape. Both Flankers broke up under the high airspeed and g-force, and though the lead pilot got out, his chute was a streamer. Scoop’s simultaneous kills were unprecedented.
Scoop’s lead had employed on Bai’s flight, and Bai’s timely turn ensured the missiles could not catch him. The Marines had a tally on him though, and, with sonic booms rattling windows on Jolo, gave chase.
Bai’s warning receiver told him he was targeted again, and he communicated his status to his wingman in defensive spread as they again rocketed over the wave tops. Bai picked up the first Hornet, at his six-thirty, then the second. They were trying to run down his wingman, and Bai assessed the range as suitable for a radar missile. Why don’t they shoot, he thought, and, with his aircraft still accelerating to 1.3 Mach, he knew why. The Americans cannot catch us!
One Hornet fired a missile, and Bai watched it track his wingman. The missile seemed to slow and stabilize between the aircraft and Bai radioed, “Disregard! Continue!” His wingman did as ordered and also released flares. It was not gaining on his wingman as the missile motor stopped firing, and Bai knew they could outrun the slow FA-18s. Ahead was the passenger ferry, and Bai aimed his Flanker just ahead of the bow and eased down to 30 feet. Watching the geometry build, he flew in front of the ship at 730 knots and flashed his wing into it once he crossed the bow. If the Americans had fired at him, their missile could have guided on the gleaming white hull of the ferry.
The Hornets fell farther behind the two Flankers, two survivors of the twelve that had taken off from Blood Moon to destroy the American carrier. Bai did not know if his or any of the People’s missiles would find their mark. That was not his job. Trailing waves of PLA(AF) bombers and fighters had reached attack positions; the sacrifice of Bai’s mates provided them an opening.
* * *
The eight cruise missiles sped along their assigned tracks, not yet “awake,” but the Hawkeye controllers were tracking them.
As the E-2 updated the data link and kept a running commentary, Earl Gallaher saw she was in best position to engage. Without their own Aegis track, the DDG, nevertheless, fired a salvo of over ten SM-6s on the linked tracks, missiles the E-2 “grabbed” and guided using integrated fire control. One after another the fiery boosters lifted the interceptors into the air over the ship, shrouding it in gray smoke. Cape St. George got in the action, too, and fired salvos of missiles from her fore and aft VLS tubes, missiles the E-2 also grabbed as they sped north. But there was more.
The H-6 element, with a four-ship of naval Su-30s from Banyon Island and a small fighter escort of J-10 Vigorous Dragon fighters from Stingray, had avoided Weed’s fragmented strike formations and swung north to come in from over the tip of Mindanao. Minutes after Bai’s group shot and ran, the J-10s fired their Eagle Strikes on ESM target bearing info fed to them and to the bombers from the surveillance aircraft in the northern Sulu. With the tipper info provided, this Chinese cruise missile “spread” of another eight missiles was concentrated within 40 degrees, and, one minute later the six bombers let loose with thirty-two new YJ-12 ship-killers weighing over 1,000 pounds. The strike fighters then added eight more Eagle Strikes.
“We’ve got another gangbang! Vampires inbound three-five-zero!” cried the alarmed Operations Specialist aboard Earl Gallaher. Over 52 cruise missiles of different speeds and capabilities were converging on the American task force in the middle of the Celebes, and Operations Specialists aboard the Aegis ships and Hancock had never seen anything like it. The task-saturated controllers guided the missiles launched from a CAP of Super Hornets north of the carrier on to the four J-10s sweeping in front of the bombers. Two of the Rhinos got AMRAAMs off on the Su-30s, but the bombers were out of range. The cruiser and the destroyers would have to engage the inbound missiles with their own birds.
To confuse the missiles, the Americans employed countermeasures to flood their sensors with contacts. To the enemy radars, Hancock became dozens of Hancocks, all running in different directions and speeds. The missile ships energized their own spoofing transmitters to throw off the cruise missiles, some of which were accelerating in their terminal end games as volley after volley of VLS-launched missiles shot high into the air to defend.
Bai’s spread of Eagle Strikes was the first to arrive, and missiles from the “stealth” destroyer Michael S. Speicher engaged and downed two. The ship then focused west on two other missiles twenty miles distant. Cape St. George easily claimed one, and Earl Gallaher engaged the other with a SM-6 that missed but then downed it with her 20mm CIWS in an engagement that was too close for comfort. But there were more, bigger and faster, and the overwhelmed American Operations Specialists struggled to hold what little SA they had. All the American ships were at flank speed, missiles bursting from cells as their five-inch guns boomed with ear-splitting thunder that shook the frames. The mournful chain saw sound of the 20mm then filled the crew with terror.
Earl Gallaher was the northern-most American combatant, and as many Chinese missiles went off on phantom targets, one missile guided on a target that really was a warship fighting for its life.
The missile was one of the big YJ-12s, supersonic now, and moving in three axes as it skimmed the waves. Earl Gallaher’s captain was in combat, and shouted orders to the helm to bring all his guns to bear on the speeding and jinking cruise missile that was bent on killing him. A lifetime ago, the guidance system had been a human brain piloting a 300-knot Japanese kamikaze into the stack of a destroyer as frantic gunners threw up a wall of lead in a desperate attempt to save themselves and their ship. Now, a computer, with none of the human emotions of a pilot, guided a supersonic craft that could do things in three dimensions and at speeds those defenders a lifetime ago could not have imagined.
All aboard felt the deck heel to starboard as the DDG turned into her pursuer, and hundreds of eyes not engaged in fighting Earl Gallaher looked at each other in fear amid engine room pumps and aviation maintenance work benches as they heard, “Brace for shock!” over the 1MC followed by the terrifying sounds of the CIWS, the Bushmasters, and even the fifties. Another deafening hammer blow as the forward five-inch mount fired was the last sound many aboard the ship heard.
The missile entered the DDG under the aft stack. The devastating blast tore off superstructure to the waterline in a swath of destruction that rolled the turning ship onto her side. Over forty inside died instantly, and scores were thrown into the overheads as Earl Gallaher staggered from the killing blow. With cries for help echoing off the darkened bulkheads, the ship wallowed out of the turn, engines dead, torn almost to the keel.
Blower Leaf was on Hancock’s port bridge when he saw the DDG to the north, shrouded in gray cordite smoke, erupt in flame as a column of black billowed upward. She was only ten miles away, and he scanned the horizon for any wisps of fire from more killing missiles. In CIC, the Tactical Action Officer was giving orders and maneuvering Hancock to bring her defensive weapons to bear as Cape St. George and Speicher continued to fight the swarm around them with all they had.
“Vampire inbound! Brace for shock!”
Through human reflex as much as training, Blower’s bridge watch team got down into defensive crouches and waited as orders were shouted to the helm. The twenty-something kids were scared and confused, yet in control, due to their training and their trust in Hancock and each other. Thousands inside the carrier could only wait and pray, and in flag plot Wilson and The Big Unit did the same. “Hang the fuck on!” Johnson said as they, too, felt Hancock turn.
On the bridge, Blower picked it up, a yellow dot, moving like a laser spot across the sky, faster than his eyes could track it. One moment it was there. Then, it was gone! Then, above and to the right. Then, down and left, darting as if an unpredictable hummingbird.
The missile was coming for them and Hancock, like Earl Gallaher, maneuvered hard to escape. The aft 20mm mount roared to life, spitting a wall of bullets in the hope that one would clip the hypersonic warhead boring in on them. A Sea Sparrow burst from its launcher aft and, as soon as it did, pivoted horizontal and shot toward the jinking light. It missed.
Blower saw that, unless the 20mm got lucky right now, he was going to take a hit. “Dammit,” he muttered, and then shouted, “Hit the deck!”
Blower felt a thud aft, accompanied by the sharp crack of an explosion. Looking across his flight deck, he saw white and black smoke, and, an instant later, a flash that dropped him to his knees.
The missile was an Eagle Strike, and it tore into Hancock below the Sea Sparrow launcher sponson adjacent to the LSO platform. A secondary thunderclap occurred when the missiles in the magazine cooked off, and the explosion buckled the port side flight deck near the fantail. Blast fragments riddled the LSO platform, pelted a Rhino parked next to it, severed one of the Elevator 4 cables, and caused alignment damage to the number one arresting gear. Pilots and maintenance personnel in Ready Rooms 6, 7, and 8 were thrown about from the shock, and the aircrew in all three squadrons suffered injuries. Hancock counted fifteen dead and forty injured from the strike. The LSO platform was destroyed, with both El 4 and the one wire out of action. The damage to the carrier was serious, and there were casualties, but she could still fight.
Seeing white smoke coming from the starboard side passageway, Wilson bounded aft to inspect the damage. The 1MC was alive with calls of inbound missiles, the need for the medical response team, and firefighting commands from Damage Control Central. Wilson passed Ready 6 for Ready 7, which had its door open and white smoke coming from the overhead. Olive!
He entered and saw Olive helping two other aviators drag one of her pilots to the door. One end of the room’s pull-down screen had been jarred from its overhead mount and had fallen on a pilot who was unconscious and bleeding from the head. Several of Olive’s sailors were helping drag other wounded from the maintenance control desk as smoke ran along the overhead.
“You okay?” Wilson asked her.
“Yes, sir. Worried about my people though. I’ve got a berthing compartment aft.”
During their careers neither aviator had ever been through such an experience, helping wounded shipmates and dealing with real damage inflicted by a real enemy — especially one who had just proven to the Americans they could find and hit them from well over the horizon. The Sniper ready room was in complete disarray, and Wilson could only imagine the extent of the damage to Hancock. Could the Chinese repeat this? If yes, when? Tonight? This afternoon?
He ducked into Ready Eight and saw medical personnel administering to several Marines, three in chairs and one stretched out on deck. Mother was helping one of his men evacuate the smoky space, currently not fit for operations. He walked around the medical personnel to Mother.
“Mother, what’s the story?”
“We got hit hard, sir. My maintenance control personnel were hit hardest. Looks like I have one dead.”
Wilson exhaled. “I’m sorry.”
“One of my lance corporals. Good man.”
Wilson nodded his sympathy. “You okay?”
“Yes, sir, but my guys are hurting.”
“How many of your pilots are injured?”
Mother motioned to one being attended to in a chair. “Maggot here is hurt bad. They already took the XO to medical; he was knocked out. Most are walking wounded, but they are pretty shaken up. Lacerations… bruises….”
“How many pilots do you think are down for the next 48 hours?” Wilson asked.
Mother looked around, trying to form an answer. “Five or six, CAG.”
That was a third of the Panther ready room. VMFA-335 needed FA-18C pilots.
“Roger that,” Wilson said as he turned to leave. He then stopped and motioned to Mother to duck into the small admin cubicle with him, away from the others and the chaos around them. “Can you fly?” Wilson asked.
“Yes, sir,” Mother answered.
“Daytime then. That’s it. You fly day and work nights.”
“Can do, CAG,” Mother said, nodding his willingness.
“You want Guadalcanal, you got it. The Navy is fighting hurt just like we did then, and we need every jet and every pilot. You guys are going to defend this strike group on CAPs and alerts, and we can’t have another hit. Not one, Mother. Not one gets through.”
“We’ll knock ‘em down, CAG. Fly us till we drop.”
“We will. You are now back in the cockpit—day only. Take care of your people, and tell me what you need.”
Wilson said nothing more and departed through the mist and activity of damage control parties in the passageway. Both he and Mother had swallowed their pride. The reality was Hancock needed Hornet pilots.
As they tended to their duties, Hancock continued to run south. The black pall over Earl Gallaher rose thousands of feet until it was carried west by high-altitude winds. Forty minutes after it was almost cut in two, her keel gave way and the last hull plates were ripped apart. The bow section bobbed in the sea with the nose and sonar dome pointing to the sky. A group of her survivors, now gathered on the weather decks of Cape St. George, watched as the cruiser took the hulks under fire from her two five-inch mounts. Each thundering gun pumped a dozen rounds into the floating halves while the “tin can sailors” watched in silence as the concussive reports of the guns washed over them them. The stern section went first, and, after falling back on its foc’sle, the forward half of the gallant DDG slipped below the waves.
As water rushed over the pointed bow of USS Earl Gallaher, she carried with her the bodies of 47 sons, daughters, mothers and fathers.

CHAPTER 56

Qin considered the report received from Blood Moon. Of the three fighter regiments on his outposts, Qin had lost a large portion of one. In one strike! His bombers with stand-off weapons escaped destruction, and, with crews all over the Spratlys, Hainan, and Guangzhou, he had sporadic and unreliable battle damage reports. All the excitable flyboys reported their missiles had sunk a carrier, but he had no proof, no video. Eyewitnesses from multiple bases reported a black pall on the far horizon… but what was the source? Reports from his reconnaissance and surveillance aircraft were little better. He needed more.
The actions off Luzon were not going well. Qin knew that. Another destroyer sunk, and who knew how many submarines the Americans had sent to the bottom. It was a battle of attrition the PLA(N) was losing, and Qin’s commander counseled a pullback to positions under the shore-based air umbrella, which Qin approved. Fighters were flying around the clock, and aircraft continued to stream in from the western provinces to replace losses.
The outposts were almost on their own, and it seemed to Qin the Americans in the Celebes were, too. He sensed Hancock was still out there and a threat. Mindful of the heartburn it would cause in Beijing, he sent a forceful message to move a squadron of Su-30s to Blood Moon. Even if they took off now, he surmised, they would not be ready to fight for another 24 hours.
A Yeoman snapped to attention and handed him a report. The American media was broadcasting unconfirmed reports that a ship named Earl Gallaher was possibly sunk.
“What type of ship is this?” he demanded.
A lieutenant answered. “An Aegis guided-missile destroyer, Comrade Admiral!”
Qin smiled. The carrier prize may or may not be out there, but this media report was probably true and the Americans had to be reeling as they dealt with their own press — who had just given him more than his own forces. His air forces had reached far and bloodied a capable and alerted enemy—the Americans! And sunk one of their vaunted Aegis ships! He needed to repeat this attack, and soon, before the Americans whittled his forces down to feeble ineffectiveness. Nightfall was approaching on the Celebes and the outposts. His exhausted air forces were not well trained at night operations, but he knew the Americans were and preferred to attack at night. If they came tonight, he would know Hancock was still alive.
* * *
A shaken Admiral Clark contemplated the lights of Pearl City as he sat listening to John McGill on the speaker phone. As usual, Ritchie Casher was also listening and taking notes.
“It was a coordinated attack out of at least six bases, sir. J-11s out of Blood Moon and Stingray, with H-6s behind them, struck first. Our CAP did good work over the Sulu Sea, but some got through and got their missiles off. We lost one Rhino, but the pilot got out and we’ve got him. At the same time, a group of H-6s and Su-30s came down from the north, and most of them employed from over 100 miles. It was a gangbang of about fifty missiles, and we did our best, sir. Cape and Speicher knocked down a lot of them, but Earl Gallaher was on point and couldn’t handle them all.
“What hit it?” Clark asked.
“It was a YJ-12, sir, from one of the bombers — the only one that got through — but it just about cut the ship in half.”
“How many dead?”
“Over forty sir. I’m waiting for the exact number.”
“And Hancock? What’s the latest on her?” Clark asked as he rubbed tension in his neck. Across from him Casher scrawled notes as fast as he could.
“Sir, we lucked out. She took an Eagle Strike in her Sea Sparrow sponson aft. It cooked off her magazine, but the damage was limited. A Rhino parked next to the LSO platform got sprayed with shrapnel and is hard down. El 4 is now stuck in the up position and the number one wire is out of commission, but the damage to the ready rooms wasn’t as bad as it could have been. She reports about a dozen dead and more than that wounded but she’s still in the fight.”
“That’s luck?”
“Admiral, it could have been another YJ-12. If one of them hit her there, it probably would have buckled the aft end of the flight deck, damaged all the arresting gear, started fires in the hangar bay, and killed everyone in the three after ready rooms.”
From four thousand miles away, Clark nodded. He noted the time. Dawn would break over Oahu in an hour.
“Okay, John, what are you doing next?”
“We’re striking at Stingray, sir, hitting it in about an hour, and we’ll hit it hard. Once it is out of action, I’m going to Yawu Cay and Blood Moon. To the north I’m holding them, and we may get lucky and bag another Luyang, but Qin’s pulling back. I’m worried about his diesel boats, and, if we push too deep, he’s got air superiority.”
“What about Heaven’s Shield?”
“The cyber spooks and the jammers are able to degrade it, sir. We’ll continue to honor it, but it’s not a death ray.”
“How about Les Aspin? When can you get them in the fight?”
“The DFs hold her at risk… where I need her I can get two strikes a day, over Thailand and Vietnam. The Thais are reticent to give us overflight. Right now Hanna is our big stick. She’s cut but still swinging.”
“I’ll get overflight for you. What about your aviator in Palawan?” Clark said.
“Thanks, sir. Still nothing on Rip Van Winkle. I’ve tasked my operators to get him. Maybe a submarine rescue, maybe the Filipinos with bancas. Getting him is job two — after we knock out the outposts.”
Clark had to neutralize the Spratly outposts and rescue his aviator. On the wall he saw the cable news channel covering the Pentagon press conference about Earl Gallaher—and only a day after the loss of Tombigbee. He sensed the Secretary was going to call in minutes for another update and to give Clark the mood of the White House, and orders to defeat the Chinese ASAP.
“All right, John, you’ve got to hit them hard, now. Destroy, and, if you can’t destroy, then degrade everything of offensive value on the Spratlys. Ignore the mainland and Hainan, but take out the outposts and any of their ships you come across. I’ve told PACAF they work for you; bombers, tankers, stealth fighters, anything you want. Load ‘em up. Empty Hancock’s magazine, and get her out of there before her luck runs out.”
“Aye, aye, sir, and we’ll need to fuel her in 48 hours anyway.”
“Defend her, John. We are really hanging it out.”
“Will do, sir, but how much risk is acceptable? Without her sortie generation, I can’t knock out all the outposts in 48 hours. I don’t have the tankers, which themselves would be at risk orbiting over her, and the nearest place that will give me basing rights is Darwin.”
Clark considered the situation as both men waited for him to answer. McGill asked another question.
“Have you run the scenario through, sir? What if we lost Hanna? I think Qin has one more shot, maybe two, to get her with his regional airpower. And he can replace losses in hours. I can’t replace my losses for days or weeks.”
Clark exhaled so that McGill could hear. “That would be bad, John, just this side of end-of-the-world bad. That said, we have to fight her. Communicate that to The Big Unit and Flip Wilson. They need to have enough outer-air-battle defenses to attrite attackers before the Aegis and shipboard last-ditch stuff finishes them off. All hands on deck and expend all your precision silver bullets. When this is over, all Hancock should have left in her magazines are practice bombs.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
“And like I said, support them with every manned and unmanned thing you’ve got.”
Casher got his attention, mouthing the words SECDEF in five minutes. Clark said his goodbye to McGill and got up to stretch. It had been a long night, and ahead were more long nights, but nothing compared to what his forces in the Celebes were facing.
“Ritchie, use the chain of command to get Thai overflight, and you’ve got five minutes to do it. If they give you the Heisman, get their names, and, when I’m done with SECDEF, get me on the phone with SECSTATE. Chop, chop.”
“Wilco, Admiral,” Casher answered.
Clark stepped to the window and, with hands behind his back, looked at the bright lights of predawn Honolulu. It was going to be a one-way conversation with SECDEF, who was probably in a foul mood after a morning of dealing with the press. Cactus, quit screwing around and defeat China, dammit! He’d handle it, he had dealt with worse, and he would take care of McGill and his 150,000 soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines.
The faint glow of twilight sharpened the ridgeline of Diamond Head: the beginning of another beautiful day in this island paradise. Navigation and anti-collision lights from a big jet, followed seconds later by another, took off from Hickam and Clark’s eyes followed them in their right turns to the west. It was too dark to tell what they were, but they were no doubt Air Force planes heading to help John McGill. As they receded from view, Clark returned his gaze to the emerging dawn. Casher watched his admiral contemplate the eastern horizon, knowing his thoughts were to the west.
How many more will I lose?

CHAPTER 57

Olive welcomed the dark.
High over the Sulu Sea, she was leading again, this time not as a probing jab, but as part of an uppercut heading for Stingray Reef.
Ten hours earlier, she had been helping her injured squadron mates evacuate Ready 7. Some were in sick bay, including her maintenance master chief who had hit his head when thrown from his chair. She willed herself to concentrate, to compartmentalize. Next door a young Marine was dead from the cruise missile strike, as were other sailors further aft. She thought about the bloody footprints in the passageways outside her ready room.
The VFA-152 Snipers had moved their operations to the ship’s intel spaces, her people reeling and off balance among the 5,000 “kids” aboard Hancock who suddenly realized they really were fighting a war. Now strapped into her comfortable Super Hornet cocoon, Olive turned her head from side to side to assess the positions of her wingmen. The tanking had gone well, and the fifty-minute transit to Stingray — with the stars above and the glittering lights of Filipino settlements and interisland ferries below — was almost relaxing on this clear night. Ahead was Palawan, lights blazing from several resort towns, and to the left was the darkened land mass of Malaysia and Indonesia. Past Palawan was the South China Sea, the scattered lights on the surface evidence of human — and enemy — activity. Olive wondered if they already knew she was coming. Once she crossed Palawan they would, and her thoughts turned to Rip.
Olive’s strike was to be joined by B-1s with JASSM-ER cruise-missiles and B-52s with MALD jammers. The bombers would release their weapons and decoys high over Mindanao as Olive’s strike package came in from the southeast. Each Rhino formation had a HAVE REEL pod to confuse Chinese radar displays. Olive and her division carried four of the new AADM swarm weapons, one each, while others carried AARGM to home in on enemy radars and Stand-Off Land Attack Cruise missiles for point targets. The two-pronged American attack could hit whatever was on or around Stingray Reef.
While the bombers were safe from SAM attack, Olive’s strike was not. She had help from two JSFs to give everyone situational awareness via data link, and one ES-3 to listen in on enemy communications.
Olive’s AADM birds would be the first to tickle the enemy’s air defenses. But what would they face? If a Luyang was to the east, she would be in its SAM envelope crossing Palawan. Her AADMs were programmed to attack Luyangs and Jiangkai frigates first: to poke their eyes out. Her SLAMs and the bombers with their big missiles were going to tear up Stingray.
With her night vision goggles, Olive could detect light at incredible distances, and she scanned the north for evidence of the bombers. Nothing. The cultural lighting of Manila, hundreds of miles north, cast a glow on the horizon.
Palawan Island slid underneath her, and she could see the rugged topography and thick forests that covered it. Olive knew the plush resorts had people with listening and scanning devices, people who sympathized with the Chinese. She saw a vessel in the passage and locked it with her FLIR: a coastal merchant. She keyed the mike.
“Ninety-nine, Wolfpack, Armstrong,” Olive said, her lips just touching her mask microphone. With her left hand, she lifted the MASTER ARM switch to ARM. Above, she searched for signs of Heaven’s Shield — it was about here they had bagged Rip — but there were no indications on her display and no telltale sightings of moving objects above the SCS.
Her display did show a cluster of enemy emitters on Stingray. She would take her division into the passage, accelerate, and loft the AADMs to give them the longest range possible. She saw there were also emitters from a Luyang near the reef. Good. The Americans were ready, and no fighter opposition was expected.
Her radio crackled: the ES-3.
“Wolfpack, spotters below have you and are calling with unsecure voice.”
So the bastard spies or Chinese partisans below had seen Olive’s package and warned somebody, probably giving them a raid count. She couldn’t stop them, and, with her target designated, Olive lifted the jet up ten degrees and mashed down on the pickle switch. With a lurch, the AADM fell from her weapon station. A booster rocket ignited, and the weapon climbed ahead with wings extended.
Deedle, deedle, deedledeedledeedledeedledeedle
Olive’s eyes snapped to her Radar Warning display, and from that to the direction of arrival. A missile was tracking her! But how, with no warnings? A bright plume appeared left of her nose… Shit!
“Sniper one-one has a SAM ten o’clock low. Defending!” she called, elevating the tension level for everyone. SAMs? Out here? From what?
Olive pulled down hard and expended chaff, and, as she did, she saw another SAM burst from the darkness ahead. Her wingmen were defending, too, and the situation had gone from calm assurance to utter confusion. Unknown to her and the others, a Jiangkai frigate was parked near a cay on the other side of the passage with two fishing boats. With emitters off and radar signature concealed by the cay and fishermen, the PLA(N) combatant lay in wait, and, when tipped off by shore observer warnings, had picked up Olive’s flight with visual sensors and engaged optically.
Olive’s headset was blaring loud warnings as she maneuvered to throw off the tracking radar. Olive stopped jinking for a moment to assess and pick it up. The missile, resembling a bright sun, appeared to tip over on her. Dammit! She threw out more chaff and pulled into it.
The missile overshot, unable to keep up with Olive’s violent maneuvering, but she still didn’t know what it was. Olive and two of her wingman had already shot their AADMs at Stingray, but Sniper one-three had not. Looking for the next SAM, Olive called, “If you have an AADM left, go for the threat to the west!” She was furious. This is the second time those bastards tricked me, she thought, continuing to search for more threats.
One-three saw where the missiles were coming from, locked the frigate on his infrared, and shot his AADM at it. In this mode the weapon released the submunition drones early, and the swarm organized itself to attack. Using programmed artificial intelligence, the drones ignored the fishing boats and zeroed in on the soft antennas and phased-array plates of the frigate. Surrounding the ship, the swarm came at it from all sides, and, because the frigate had shut down the radars, it did not see the drones. Sailors on deck heard an eerie mournful buzzing sound, like a swarm of bees, grow louder and louder.
Via coordinated attack, a shotgun blast of submunitions impacted the Jiangkai in critical areas. None of the shaped charges in the munitions could sink it, but they did the damage desired to the weak and vulnerable areas of the warship. The astonished Chinese crew did not know what had happened, and, with their comms out, could not warn anyone. After a minute of confusion, a fishing boat next to it reported that the frigate was smoking and didn’t look like it could fight. Thirty seconds later, a drone that had been orbiting to record the damage, zeroed in on the boat’s radio antenna and silenced it.
As Olive struggled to regain altitude and situational awareness, the remaining AADMs and cruise missiles were inbound to Stingray. She scribbled notes about the Jiangkai ambush for the debrief and now was behind the SLAM birds as they pressed to Stingray Reef.
The SAM batteries on the targeted outpost engaged the MALDs at range, launching a volley of eight missiles Olive and the others could see on their goggles. Now ahead of her, Olive’s SLAM element launched their weapons and retreated as the data-linked trailers guided them in. Next to them, a division of Broncos lofted AARGM to suppress the enemy radars, graceful shooting stars climbing into the night.
The Air Force JASSMs got there first. Sixty of the 2,000-pound weapons were targeted on the runway and port fuel infrastructure, the shelters, the magazines, piers, warehouses, hangars and repair areas. On the tiny and cramped man-made outpost, one target was on top of another, and, with only inertial navigation to go by, the bombers launched more than enough to saturate Stingray Reef. Since nothing was buried, the entire facility was vulnerable.
AADMs arrived next, and, using their own AI network, saw through the smoking ruin of Stingray that much had survived. With two weapons on one small target, the swarming drones found plenty to home in on, and several found a J-10—with a pilot inside — at one runway end and destroyed it in a massive explosion. Others found a supply vessel in the small lagoon, a pump house, the control tower, water tanks, AAA radars, and a tactical SAM vehicle. Personnel on the outpost could do little more than lie flat, or run terrified into the coral surf, to escape the unseen and heartless machines that poured blow after killing blow onto their outpost.
It wasn’t over.
The SLAMs arrived last, recording the devastation as they flew toward their assigned targets. The crews in the FA-18Fs controlling them could see if their target was already destroyed or on fire, which allowed them to grab the missile and slew it onto an intact target. A missile was flown into a maintenance shack next to a burning helicopter, another into an undamaged portion of a two-story building. One WSO saw AAA rising into the air from a boat in the lagoon, and slewed his SLAM on to it. Aiming for the waterline, the WSO held his missile there and blew the patrol corvette in half. The crew never knew they were targeted, barrage-firing AAA in wild arcs till the end.
No American aircraft overflew Stingray Reef, using stand-off precision to savage the exposed and unprotected outpost. To the west, a small strike of Super Hornets and Growlers launched from Les Aspin in the Bay of Bengal. They were accompanied by two B-1s from Diego Garcia loaded with JASSMs. These jets attacked the Chinese outpost at Song Ca Island, destroying the over-the-horizon early warning radar and the long-range SAM batteries on the sparsely manned facility. While not massive, the forces based in the Indian Ocean could contribute small pulses of power to hold the western Chinese outposts at risk.
Next were Blood Moon Atoll and Yawu Cay, major outposts that the Americans had to eliminate and that the Chinese had to keep at all costs.
Olive was able to breathe easier as she steadied up on a southeast heading and engaged the autopilot. Giving the smoking Jiangkai a wide berth just in case, she conducted a roll call. Everyone made it, and, despite still being over the South China Sea, her wingmen joined up on her in a comfortable cruise formation. She wondered again about Rip, hoping the snake-eaters or Filipino partisans had him.
Olive made her post-strike report crossing Palawan, and the E-2 forwarded the report to Hancock: Mission Success and all are present and accounted for. The ship was over an hour away, and all the strike jets had to tank before they could marshal for their approaches. With over a dozen jets converging on the tankers like hungry piglets to a sow, the night tanker rendezvous was a dangerous routine evolution followed by another dangerous routine evolution of a night EMCON carrier recovery. Their wounded carrier had a jittery crew ready to shoot if any radar contact was not where it was supposed to be, even Commander Teel in her Rhino. With no margin for error, Olive had about thirty minutes to relax over the Sulu Sea before she had to be on her A-game again.
She was not unfamiliar with combat let-down, but it grabbed her with a swiftness she had never experienced. She was on autopilot; everyone was okay and safe. She could sleep for fifteen minutes. Just a short nap. At 37,000 feet, she was fearful of taking a drink of water lest she fall into the deep — and fatal — sleep of hypoxia. Olive twisted her torso to fight sleep and suppressed her yawns. Napping in a single-seat fighter on autopilot was never smart.
Olive had flown two strikes into the South China Sea and been shot at twice by advanced missiles. The first time they got Rip, and Olive wondered how much longer her luck would hold. She was the mother of a small child, yet she was here, fighting a dug-in peer competitor high above hundreds of miles of open sea. Even the interior Philippine waters were dangerous with Chinese partisans in banca boats or trawlers with microwaves. Abu Sayef lived down there, too, and America’s enemy was suddenly China’s friend. Nothing down there could be trusted, and nothing below trusted anything flying above.
Olive checked her fuel—100 pounds less than the last time she checked. How she wanted to sleep, to forget, to dream about her baby, the precious girl she abandoned. Guilt rushed in, the guilt of her career choice, exacerbated by the memories of other young moms at the daycare who exclaimed in well-meaning dismay, “I could never leave my kids for even a day.” It felt more like an indictment: “How could you?” What those millennial girls lacked in sympathy, other women made up for in sneering judgments about her career choice as a trained killer. How could you indeed, who claim to be a sister, kill? And for our awful country? Men were spared this type of scrutiny. Indeed, the bar was low for men who were just this side of domesticated barnyard animals, but for Olive having it all often meant the contempt of women. Women who talked about her choices, women who judged her looks, her every action. I couldn’t… How could she?
Olive remembered the shopping trip with three neighbors to Rodeo Drive. Weeding the garden in 105-degree San Joaquin heat was more appealing, but, hopeful to make a friend, she had gone and endured it. On the interstate, Amy tried to draw her out and asked what it was like to fly a plane off a ship. Before Olive could finish a sentence, Kari blabbed about the time a giant wave rolled over her head in La Jolla and tangled kelp in her hair. Excited to share, the others joined in about their beach-experiences-from-hell, the consensus being that beaches are for sunning and nothing more. All the clothes and shoes they had bought on that trip to adorn their manicured, moisturized, tucked and plucked bodies were made in China and transported over the South China Sea and eventually to their favorite Sex-and-the-City fantasy boutiques. They probably didn’t even know Olive was here, fighting, risking her very life to keep this place open to commerce. Commerce? Is that why she was here? Olive knew that, like her own socialite mother, the girls had no framework from which they could ever begin to understand her. No wonder Olive much preferred the company of men. Why was she there, high over the Sulu Sea? Oh, yes, Cape Esperance.
Always in the middle, Olive could never win, and there was no shortage of men who felt she didn’t belong flying combat fighters, like Mother Tucker. Jerk.
Olive’s own negative emotions, her pride, and her insecurities were additional enemies she fought. She worked hard to advance in this unforgiving and masculine culture of excellence, a world of zero-tolerance perfection that focused a microscope on her. She worked even harder for the love that had eluded her for many long and lonely years. Her silent yet unhealthy thoughts had kept her awake for ten minutes of mindless transit time. Now her fuel was seven hundred pounds less than when she checked last. The winds had shifted, and a small tailwind pushed them home a little bit faster. Life’s simple joys…
Commander Kristin Teel was a confident, combat-experienced carrier squadron CO, and, despite her silent suffering, carried herself like one.
* * *
Hours later, all the Stingray Reef strike aircraft had returned to their bases, and the KC-135 tankers had recovered at Guam. As the last Stratotanker turned off the duty runway at Andersen, it was warned that an attack was inbound. With nowhere to hide and no ground crew to park it, the aircraft held its position on the taxiway throat next to the parking area. The one DF-26 that got through the THAAD defenses opened up its seeker head above Guam, oriented itself, and, using the KC-135 as a centroid, released its cluster munitions to tear into smooth aluminum, aluminum that held thousands of pounds of jet fuel.
The hypersonic spray of DF-26 bomblet explosions and ensuing cook-offs of seven vital tankers put Andersen out of action. When Clark took the grim news an hour later, he also learned that the people of Guam were in open revolt. Without Guam he would be fighting Qin at a severe disadvantage, and he could not risk another seven big-wing jets.
He needed to end this.

CHAPTER 58

Olive may have been too quick to judge. The pain level was rising such that even the Kari’s of the world knew there was a war going on someplace in the Pacific — and it was affecting their Christmas shopping.
The effects were worldwide. Retail shelves were thinned, and with halted shipments of product parts and piecework that passed through many countries along the SCS littoral assembly line — in almost every case China — it was going to be a while before the hyper-efficient, just-in-time economic engine could be restarted. Containerships that had escaped the area of hostilities could still proceed to their destinations, but the effect of combat was that China, Vietnam, and Taiwan were cut off from trade. Ships were piling up off Singapore and Malacca, most of them tankers with crude oil bound for China, South Korea and Japan, the latter two already feeling the pinch from the loss of only one scheduled shipment. Two million square miles of battle space also severed air routes connecting the region and the world, and fishing from everything except the flimsy Filipino bancas and Vietnamese coastal junks was at a standstill. Chinese trawlers ventured out, but in much smaller numbers than needed, and one billion bellies felt it first.
While western consumers and Japanese motorists were aggravated, the Chinese were hungry. However, with a long history of enduring privations, and their strong desire to stand up to the barbarians, they accepted hardships that would topple a western government. Even a peasant in the interior could point with pride that Blood Moon Atoll was Chinese territory and worth defending. Kari wanted to buy an extra flax pullover and a flat-screen to replace the old one in the outdoor kitchen/patio. She was really, really bummed that the big box stores didn’t have the styles and colors she wanted because of that war! State-run media ensured Chinese citizens knew where Qin was operating PLA forces and why. With the Cape Esperance incident almost forgotten, half of the West had moved on. With no stake in the outcome, they just wanted the conflict to end. They wanted their stuff, and at a low price.
The Chinese endured hardships… but if a workforce of over 500 million had no market for the products they produced, and no shipments of materials or assembled components to keep assembly lines humming, the economy would sputter and unrest would break out. The specter of a popular uprising was a bigger threat than were the Americans.
In Zhanjiang — and Beijing — PLA leaders were shocked at the level of destruction the Americans had visited on Stingray Reef. To the north, PLA(N) ships and planes were losing the war of attrition with the Americans, and Qin pulled them back to defend the motherland. If he could sink a carrier, the PRC would offer a hand of peace while holding the outposts, no matter the damage to them. Washington was feeling the heat of a restive populace, and Clark could only monitor the moves of his three carriers to feed the Pentagon beast.
* * *
Unable to sleep, Wilson got up, put on his flight suit, and went to the carrier intel center to check on their progress.
A planning team led by Gumby had printed the briefing kneeboard cards. With the brief scheduled at 0300—in four hours — the team would nap, grab an early breakfast in the wardroom, and brief in Ready 1. This was the big one, to Blood Moon.
Wilson was allowed in the classified space and found Gumby still up and now alone, poring over the chart of the atoll and searing the details in his mind.
“Skipper, you better get some rest. Big day coming up.”
“Yes, sir, but I believe you are on the schedule, too, CAG.”
“CAGs never sleep. How’s this looking?” Wilson asked.
Gumby pulled the large navigation chart closer to show Wilson the route of flight and threats. The SCS, the Philippines, and Malaysia were depicted, with Blood Moon Atoll a tiny dot in the middle of the sea, among other tiny dots of newly constructed PRC outposts. Both men stood over the chart with Gumby motioning to it.
“CAG, we shoot two E-2s and the ES-3 off at 0450, then six tankers, then our Rhino strikers and three Growlers. The ship says we’ll be about here — within fifty miles anyway — and we’ll join up on the tankers low and head west.”
The ship was in the western Celebes Sea, and, with his fingers, Wilson measured the distance to Blood Moon.
“Yes, sir, it’s a hike. We’ll be conserving gas until we get past Malaysia. We’re going to go in along this sparsely populated coastline between Penetan and Kahayan and then over this mountain rainforest. We will accelerate when we coast out here between Kota Kalbar and Mbah…. The sun will be coming up behind us.”
Wilson nodded. “What’s our ingress speed?”
“Sir, after we are over the SCS, we’ll get on the deck and bump it up. Other than this little island — owned by Malaysia — we have a pretty clear lane to Blood Moon. At the same time, we have a deception package of six Rhinos and four Marine Hornets that launch last and head up here toward Palawan. They’ll join a package of bombers out of Guam that will have MALD and JASSM for Yawu Cay. They’ll all be high and draw their attention early.”
Wilson nodded again. “Okay—Heaven’s Shield. What’s the status?”
“Sir, they may have a software patch to fix it, but last report, it’s degraded. We’ve got redundant jamming as insurance, and we are also down low, tough to see, with the range of threat missiles degraded.”
“Okay, how about a Luyang? What if they have one en route?”
“We should get tipper info, sir, from the ES-3, the E-2, or my guys. And we have a plan. USS Long Beach is going to launch a Romeo up here around Palawan. If they get an ESM bearing, they’ll launch a missile on it.”
“What about Les Aspin? What are they doing?”
“They are in the Andaman Sea — guess it’s hiding in plain sight with all the other merchants there — and they are sending two divisions of strikers. They’ll hit Blood Moon five minutes before we do, along with bombers from Diego Garcia carrying MALD and JASSM.”
Gumby had the answers Wilson wanted, but both knew they had a tough one in front of them. Hancock aircraft would be attacking Blood Moon with a variety of weapons to ensure it was down after the bombers took out key nodes. If they showed up, and on time. There was no time for the last-minute checks and tweaks they had grown accustomed to in their careers. Without satellites, secure radio relay and message traffic was the next best thing. They were telling the forces on Guam, Diego Garcia, and Les Aspin what was required of them, hoping that all would be where they should be and on time. Hope was not what Wilson banked on, but they had to get out of the Celebes, having pushed their luck too far. If they didn’t knock out Blood Moon, along with Yawu and Song Ca, they would have to come back — and the outposts would be stronger. The Big Unit was feeling the heat from Hawaii. You guys gotta hurry up and end this.
“All right, Gumby. Get out of here, and get some rest. See you in a few hours.”
* * *
“‘Ten-shun on deck!”
Weary aviators rose to their feet as Wilson entered. “Seats, please,” he said by reflex, and the pilots fell back into them…those who had a seat. Ready Room 1 was standing room only, and some pilots sat cross-legged on the floor with their kneeboard cards and charts, waiting for Gumby to brief them on what they knew was going to be a tough one.
Their circadian rhythms were off, and, from his front-row seat, Wilson heard sniffles from the back as Gumby began the brief. Their young faces now lined, his aircrews were exhausted and tense. Apprehensive. The mood of the room was somber; the Chinese were hitting American jets with regularity. Rip was still missing, and word had come in that John Adams had lost a single-seat Rhino the night before to a SAM fired from a Luyang III. And now they were going to Blood Moon Atoll over 500 miles away, fighting their way in and then back out. Daytime and low altitude.
Gumby was upbeat and confident as he briefed his plan to over fifty aviators. All, including Wilson, were focused on him to not only absorb the plan and their roles in it but also to detect any uncertainty from the strike leader. Gumby gestured to the overview chart as he walked them through the time line.
“After we launch and join up overhead, we’ll move out to the west and join on our tankers at angels seven through twelve. Everyone has altitude deconfliction per your kneeboard card assignments. We each get 2,500 pounds of gas up front and two-K on the backside. By the time we go feet dry over Malaysia here, tanking should be complete. Then, you tankers buster back here for a trap, pump, and launch to catch us around 0745.”
Pens clicked and aircrew in the cheap seats murmured their comments to one another as Gumby spoke. Each jet had a vital role to play, and the young aviators could not let down the strike with a missed radio call or improper positioning or uncertainty about the threats they faced. In the back of their minds they knew this was the biggest strike the Navy had launched in decades, and against the Chinese, who were ready and waiting.
“Once we get into the South China Sea at 0630, we are going to bump it up and get down low. By then the sun will be coming up behind us, and it’s going to be a stream raid of divisions following this track south of this island, then south of this reef here. From there we’ve got open water, but who knows what vessels they have in and around Blood Moon. Gotta be ready to flex, and you Growlers and ES-3 guys must warn us.”
The plan was to attack while Blood Moon, Yawu, and Song Ca were distracted by high-altitude deception packages from the Broncos, Panthers and Air Force bombers from Guam that would come in from the north. Les Aspin jets and Diego Garcia bombers would hit Blood Moon first with cruise missiles. Gumby’s low-level jets would be detected late, further confusing the task-saturated defenders. Timing and multiple threat bearings were key. It looked good on PowerPoint… now they had to execute.
The first wrench in the plan came early.
A lieutenant from Wilson’s staff entered the ready room, interrupting the brief as she strode to the front of the room with a paper in her hand. A surprised Gumby stopped. Now what? All watched his expression as he read the paper, and when he grimaced, they knew it wasn’t because the Chinese had surrendered.
“Okay, Guam got hit last night by DFs, and we’re not going to have the bombers. Broncos and Panthers, it’s just you guys to the north. As a backup, I’m going to put one of the Growlers with you. Do your best to draw their attention, and we still have the Indian Ocean guys coming in from the west.”
Without the Guam bomber cruise missiles to soften and beat up Blood Moon and Yawu Cay, Hancock’s strike jets had to be effective. They also had to get in close. Staying low on the water meant the threat was above them, and PLA missile radars would not detect them till the Americans were in the target area.
What about Heaven’s Shield? Were Chinese partisans in banca boats with radios? Or worse, in the Malay rain forest? This plan depended on high altitude deception and strike elements from two directions to allow Gumby’s raid to come in undetected or with minimal warning.
After an exhaustive hour of covering every detail, the aviators broke up into elements. The strike jets had a call sign of Snake, and Wilson, flying a single-seat Super Hornet, had the callsign of Snake-11. He was to lead the first element. Gumby was going to be in his EA-18G Growler, jamming Blood Moon until the radar operators’ ears and eyes bled. Other strikers had AARGM to fire at radars threatening them, and the two-seat Rhinos had SLAMs that would come in last and mop up any intact targets.
Wilson briefed his aviators: his lieutenant wingman Breeder in Snake-12, a lieutenant commander department head Hutch in Snake-13, and TOPGUN bro Tails in Snake-14. They would fly Super Hornets from the VFA-152 Gun Fighters, and they were loaded out with air-to-air missiles, an AARGM, and three 1,000 pound bombs. They also had HAVE REEL pods to spoof the enemy defenses. As the first division in the target area, they would need it. Behind them, three jets had the remaining AADM’s; two would peel off and launch at Song Ca while the other would loft one at Blood Moon in another keep-their-heads-down defense of the Snakes as they delivered their weapons.
Wilson finished and excused himself. It was almost 0400 and he had to don his flight gear, sign for the jet, wolf something down in the wardroom, and check the latest threat intel. Wilson sensed something wasn’t going right, and though he didn’t know what that something was, there was always something. Guam had been hit, and the Air Force couldn’t play. Uneasy, he needed a moment, just a moment.
Ducking into his stateroom, he knelt in prayer. Please, God, your will be done…. Please bring us all back.
He stood up and contemplated Mary’s picture. Derrick. Brittany.
Okay, compartmentalize.
Wilson flicked off the light and left his stateroom with a sense of foreboding he had never before experienced.

CHAPTER 59

“Blue-on-blue. Fratricide.”
Meeting with The Big Unit in flag plot, Wilson shook his head. Fratricide. Again.
Johnson continued. “It was one of the John Adams escorts. One of their EA-18s coming back from a strike wasn’t on the right altitude and late for recovery, so they were hauling ass. The small-boy was justified, but we cannot have this.”
“We heard it was a Rhino,” Wilson said.
“No, Growler. Every loss hurts — but losing a Growler really hurts. No indications they got out. Did you guys cover RTF procedures?”
Wilson nodded, “In detail, sir, but we didn’t know this.”
“Roger. Meanwhile, the bombers out of Diego Garcia are airborne, and no news from Les Aspin is good news. You can count on a Triton radio relay which is orbiting here in the southern Sulu. Solomon Islands is here off Leyte, and the LCS Long Beach is someplace up here. I’ve got two P-8s up during this event, and I need them nearby. Once we get you guys back aboard, we’re outta here. After you launch, I’m moving us east.”
“Sir, did we get the Aussie tanker?”
“Yes,” Johnson said, then turned to the watch captain and had him expand the screen. The RAAF tanker was crossing Sumatra. “White” civilian air traffic was south and east of Hancock.
“That tanker will be in the vicinity when you return… should be here in time for your mission tankers to fill up before they go back to catch you. I’m telling you, Flip, the submarine threat is spooking me big time. Do the best you can at Blood Moon but this is it.”
With time slipping, Wilson needed to go. “Admiral, any tipper info from them?”
“No. Right now we believe they just have standard alerts set, and I’m sure they’re wide awake right now. No indications they are massing a counterstrike. Damn, I wish I could be surer about Yawu. At Song Ca we have indications their EW and SAMs are active, despite being hit yesterday. Oh, and their new cargo seaplane took off from Hainan yesterday. You may come across it.”
Wilson nodded. “All right, sir, we’ll see you in a little bit.”
Johnson extended his hand. “Have a good hop, Flip, and good hunting.” With a confident smile, he held Wilson’s hand for an extra count. Both knew what was at stake, and the risks Wilson and Carrier Air Wing Fifteen were taking.
Wilson bounded forward with purpose, and the imposing sight of him in full flight gear caused sailors in the passageway to brace up against the bulkhead so he could pass. Late, he entered the “dirty-shirt” wardroom and found it abandoned. The aircrews were already on deck, and he could hear the clattering of bow catapult steam piping. He gobbled down a biscuit and two sausage links, and gulped a glass of milk in what passed for his prestrike meal. He then grabbed an apple and stuffed it in his g-suit pocket.
Wilson retraced his steps aft, and next to him inside the ship the massive Cat 1 shuttle roared past like a freight train and stopped with a boom as it hit the water brake forward. The catapults were warmed and tested, and, as Wilson moved further aft, he heard the deep humming sound of E-2 props spinning one deck above.
He was nervous. In three hours he would be running for his life from Blood Moon, or floating in the South China Sea… or worse. Not having current satellite imagery, he and the others did not know what they would face when they got there. The Chinese could have a picket line of DDGs waiting for them, or alerted S-400s with interlocking rings. While Gumby had planned and briefed the strike, it was Wilson, leading the Snakes and the train of strikers behind him, who would enter the caldron of Blood Moon first. At a familiar frame number in the labyrinth of Hancock, he turned left.
His legs carried him up the ladder, and his arm lifted the dog-bar to open the hatch at the base of the island. He was on autopilot now, having come onto the flight deck like this hundreds of times in his long career, a career longer than Cajun’s. Cajun walked these same steps that night, on a different ship in a different sea. So had Annie, not knowing what was in store over the horizon. So had the namesake of the new DDG on the horizon: Michael S. Speicher. Wilson stepped out onto the dark, wind-swept flight deck as they had, as hundreds of thousands had over many decades off Korea, and Norway, and Kuwait, and Lebanon…. And Hainan Island, so many there, five decades ago in another conflict over the same South China Sea.
Twenty-five knot winds raced down the flight deck as Wilson tramped to his jet parked across the landing area just as the boss called away engine starts. He was late, and the growing din of fighters starting up added to his unease. He was supposed to be inside a cockpit and strapped in when he heard that noise, and fought to compartmentalize as four dozen jet engines roared to life around him.
In the darkness he found his jet, NL 100, parked on the waist. His Wing Maintenance Officer was waiting for him.
“CAG, we are loading up a HAVE REEL in your avionics compartment. Should be another few minutes, sir.”
Wilson had to shout to be heard. “Does everyone else have one? All the Rhino strikers?”
The officer shook his head. “No, sir. The lieutenant in one-oh-seven doesn’t. And one of the Growlers doesn’t.”
The electronic protection of a HAVE REEL was important, especially for the strikers going to Blood Moon. In an instant, Wilson made a decision. The lieutenant they called Breeder would get it.
“CAGMO, put mine in one-zero-seven.” Despite the dark, there was enough light for the Maintenance Officer to see Wilson’s eyes and understand his meaning. He did not argue with his wing commander. There was no time.
“Aye, aye, sir,” CAGMO shouted. He turned to the troubleshooters, who removed the cannon plugs and carried the black-box to 107 as directed.
Wilson climbed the ladder, and, assisted by the plane captain, strapped in with muscle-memory sequence. “Have a good flight, CAG!” the young man shouted, and Wilson shouted back his thanks. When the canopy rail was clear, Wilson lowered it and the piercing jet-engine din of the flight deck was replaced by the sound of his deep breathing.
In the western sky a bright moon shone on the Celebes Sea, and to starboard Wilson could make out the lines of Cape St. George. The Aegis cruiser had not left Hancock’s side since they left San Diego. Would the Chinese attack today? If they did, good old CSG would have to defend them, again. However, another Aegis ship had downed an American jet hours earlier. Wilson and his fliers had to comply with return-to-force procedures, and the escort ships had to make difficult decisions from the behavior of blips on their radar screens. In seconds. What was more dangerous? Attacking Blood Moon or coming home?
The E-2s and tankers were lining up on the bow cats and the stars rotated as the ship turned to launch heading. All on the flight deck and in the cockpits were familiar with the sequence, knowing what was supposed to happen and when. Once airborne the aviators knew how to join up and where, and who got what tanker fuel and from what tanker. They knew how to arrange themselves in formation and knew the expected route of flight: at night, down low, headed for Blood Moon. However, once over the South China Sea, much more would be unknown than known.
* * *
“Bai Quon, I must leave.”
Liu Qi shook Bai awake. He groaned and looked at the clock: 0250. She was right; she should have left hours ago. Bai was to take off at sunrise for combat air patrol over the outposts. They had both fallen asleep… he needed the rest, and the loving attentions of Liu. For a few hours, he was not fighting, not running from the Americans. He had been safe in the arms of a woman who loved him. He needed it, no deserved it, and felt entitled to Liu Qi as a prize given to a warrior.
“I must return to my dormitory before my companions awaken,” she said, tugging on her blouse. She was worried about the early hour, afraid she would be discovered, and nervous at what she had done. She loved Bai and could forgive his preoccupation. The Americans were attacking the Motherland, and these outposts belonged to China! Bai would save her and China from the barbarians. Giving herself to him was all she could offer, and she hoped for a quick end to the fighting so Bai could return to her with loving eyes, tender words, and a strong embrace that would never release her. She was in love and hoped she had not acted too soon sleeping with Bai.
Bai cracked open the door and assessed the dim hallway. Clear, he motioned for Liu. “Walk with me,” she pleaded, but Bai shook his head.
“I must prepare for battle,” he said in a low voice, deep and masculine.
Liu melted into his arms and kissed his neck. “Be safe, my love! You will bring glory and honor to the Party and to the People’s forces! I will be here when you return!”
“Be strong for the People and do your duty with conviction!” Bai said, all business.
“I will!” she said, smiling her adoration. “Are we safe, Bai?” she then asked.
“We are safe; the Americans must get by me first.”
Liu Qi swelled in joyous adulation and gratitude, threw her arms around him, and pressed herself close, never wanting to let go.
“Shhhh,” he admonished her, and, after another glance at the hallway, took her arm and led her though the doorway. “I’ll see you later. Now go,” he said.
Looking over her shoulder, Liu beamed at Bai as she walked down the hallway in her soft slippers. Then, as she walked alone under a beautiful tropical moon in the People’s paradise, she smiled knowing that the hottest fighter pilot under heaven was hers.
Bai dressed in his flight suit and ran a damp razor over his stubble. He laced his boots and looked out the window. Clear flying weather. After a stop at the cafeteria, he walked to the ops building to prepare for his dawn patrol defense. He hoped it would be eventful.
* * *
At that moment, off Palawan Island, crewmen aboard USS Long Beach pushed the mock crane off the flight deck fantail and maneuvered their MH-60 Romeo into position. No longer fooling vessels around it, Long Beach was now playing her hand. She was an American warship, at the moment the closest one to Blood Moon, and Wilson and the rest of Hancock’s strike aircraft were depending on her.

CHAPTER 60

Celebes Sea
Wilson pulled away from the water, feeling his two afterburning engines push on his spine as he climbed into the night. Above his canopy bow was the brilliant moon, and the horizon below was crisp with water shimmering. A subdued white wake marked an escort to his left — dependable Cape St. George riding shotgun — a cruiser that in three hours would consider Wilson a threat before he proved to them he was not.
He turned left and leveled off to find his tanker overhead the ship. White afterburner plumes of a jet shot off the bow revealed Hanna’s position on the dark surface. Slewing his FLIR on the carrier, he studied the flight deck: four jets left to launch.
Scanning the horizon, Wilson picked up a cluster of lights at his ten o’clock, moving to nine. He pulled into them and his FLIR showed a tanker with a Rhino in the basket and another waiting his turn. Glancing over his right side—clear— Wilson pulled into them again and got on bearing line. The tanker had steadied up west, and Wilson eased closer. Over his left shoulder he saw a Super Hornet maneuver to get on his wing line for its own turn on the tanker.
Wilson joined up next to Hutch who was in the basket. Breeder was complete and on the tanker’s right wing. Even on this clear night bathed in moonlight, armed jets taking fuel in close proximity required concentration, and 1,000 feet above and below were similar formations doing the same, all headed west. Radio silence was critical, and everyone had their radars in standby mode.
As Wilson waited his turn, he took glances around them. Other light clusters were nearby; almost overhead the silhouettes of five jets — a trailing division of Snakes on their own tanker — were easy to discern against the backlit sky. Hutch came off the basket and crossed under Breeder at the same time Wilson extended his refueling probe. The tanker pilot gave him a signal with his flashlight, and Wilson slid behind the basket. After stabilizing a few feet away, he goosed the power and flew his probe into the circular cage.
With the green status light showing good flow, Wilson thought about the strike. Success hinged on their covert ingress; if the SAMs could not acquire and track before the Americans overwhelmed them, they had a strong chance of getting everyone out of the target area. Ingressing low on the water meant all threats would come from above, and the timing of their feint and Les Aspin’s attack were also critical. As was the jamming plan from Gumby’s Growlers. All had to work to perfection for no losses.
Wilson saw it in the eyes of his tired 20-something lieutenants. Striking Blood Moon was major league. None of them in flight school had expected this, and the reality was a far cry from dreams of cloud chasing around the ship followed by liberty in some exotic port. The Chinese had bloodied them, and more than once. Many of them knew the dead and injured back on Hancock and aboard John Adams. It was personal now — all wanted payback — but flying into this heavily defended outpost was a lethal proposition, no matter the quality of the strike plan. In his late 40’s, Wilson was no less anxious than they were. More so; he was responsible.
The green light went out, and Wilson backed away with 2,500 pounds. He took his place on the right as Tails plugged for his 2.5K. Ahead of them the black landmass of Malaysia appeared, with lights along the coast and a thunderstorm in the mountains beyond. Wilson’s inertial navigation display showed them on track, and he decremented the moving map to reveal the Malay coast ahead. They would ingress between two coastal settlements, and Wilson could see the lights of them now. Below were scattered fishing vessels and ferries, and the Americans could not disguise the guttural rumble of their engines as they flew overhead.
The basket came off Tails’ probe with a little whip as he backed down and right. The tanker pilot signaled retract, and the hose was reeled into the store. In two hours, Wilson and the others would join on him or any tanker they could in what all knew would be a mad scramble for gas.
The E-2 established the link, and to the north the decoy element, call sign Pawn, was on timeline. The Pawns were transmitting and exposing themselves to searching PLA(N) sensors as they transited over Palawan in a familiar track. Wilson took note of the LCS Long Beach, on station in the Sulu Sea with a Fire Scout drone and an armed Romeo to run interference. The link provided the situational awareness they all craved, from Wilson down to the junior lieutenant…and to The Big Unit who was monitoring them from Hanna.
Behind them, the eastern horizon lightened as they continued into the western darkness. They were now in elements, with Wilson in the lead, and the wingmen flew a loose formation as they crossed over the coastline and into a heavily forested region of rugged mountains. They were above the highest peaks, and, to the south, bolts of lightning from the storm slammed into the uninhabited ridge.
At the briefed waypoint, Wilson check-turned them and noted the time. Sunrise was in 12 minutes, about the time they would coast out. Next to him, the other Super Hornets were now gray specters in the low light.
Miles to the north, the MH-60R crew picked up an ESM hit. Triangulating with the Fire Scout, a PLA(N) Type 052 DDG was detected on that bearing. Because the comms with Hancock were spotty, the Romeo crew did not know the Snakes’ track would take them well south of the bearing, allowing them to avoid early detection from the Luyang. The aviators fed the information they had back to Long Beach, and Sullivan authorized the launch of a Naval Strike Missile on the ESM bearing line.
By the time the NSM came off and roared away in search of its target, the Romeo was on the other side of the Palawan passage and near Stingray Reef, which was still smoking from the American attack. The pilots rolled left and pulled collective to accelerate back to safety and away from any rock or banca boat they encountered on the South China Sea.
With baby-blue haze ahead, Wilson led his flight down to the mirror-like water as the sun rose behind the green ridges they had just flown over. His wingmen maneuvered themselves in combat spread as they overflew a bevy of bancas heading out for the morning catch. They were seen, of course, and now it was a race against time to get to Blood Moon before word of their sighting did. Wilson accelerated as he eased down to the surface, veering away from an island to stay clear. Behind him, Gumby transmitted one word—Armstrong— and over 20 hands lifted the guards to their MASTER ARM switches and armed up.
The Luyang the NSM was targeting was tracking the Pawns and at max range fired two SAMs at them. Then, the terrified radar operators detected a cruise missile coming at them. Their fire control system was now tracking it as the radar scanned the area around it and detected more tracks to the south, multiple tracks that behaved like airplanes.
With the ship at battle stations, word was radioed clear voice to Blood Moon: “ENEMY AIRCRAFT SOUTH OF ME HEADING WEST.”
This transmission was picked up by the ES-3 and then relayed to Wilson and the strikers.
“Snakes, they know you’re inbound.”
* * *
As Bai took the left side of the runway, his wingman Wu took the right. On schedule, he saw the green light from the control tower, got a thumbs up from Wu, and, after returning the signal, he released the brakes and shoved the throttles to maximum power.
The Flanker leapt forward as Bai steered it along the runway. It soon accelerated to flying speed, and he felt lift under the wings as he eased back on the stick. As Bai’s J-11 rotated off the runway, Wu began his roll and, once airborne, cut to the inside of Bai’s turn as they both climbed out to the east. While still on tower frequency a frantic voice transmitted; “American attack! Bearing due east!”
Bai’s radar searched as he switched them to the GCI freq. “Southern Control, flight seven-seven airborne for vectors!”
“Flight seven-seven! American strike formation zero-nine-five for 280 kilometers! Altitude is Flight Level two-nine-zero. Cleared to attack!”
Too far to employ missiles, Bai ignored the controller, knowing that PRC outposts to the east were in better position to attack. East, however, was where the action was, and his fighter burst through Mach 1 as Wu hung on. Good.
Listening to the calls, left target aspect increased. Where are the Americans going? He maintained course as his radar searched ahead. GCI called again.
“Enemy formation west-southwest, 300 kilometers!”
Bai was confused. The Americans are west? Was the initial vector a mistake?
“Southern Control from seven-seven. Reconfirm!”
“Fight seven-seven, two groups! On your nose for 200, and west-southwest for 300!”
There were two groups! Already committed on the eastern group, which was closer anyway, Bai and Wu continued. Bai heard the hysterical controller scramble interceptors for the western threat. How many? What kind? Blood Moon had only a small complement of J-11s ready, and Yawu a squadron of J-10s. Were they airborne? On the same frequency? Confusion reigned.
On his link display, Wilson noted the Pawns flowing north, and PRC interceptors running on them. A PLA(N) warship also appeared on his display, one that was 20 miles north of track. The Les Aspin group was on time. The wild card was the warship. Have they detected us? Wilson nudged the stick left to buy a few more degrees — and miles.
Bai was maneuvering on the Americans, but target aspect was building, and, if it continued, Bai would be in a long tail-chase. If these Americans were attacking Stingray again, Bai should return and defend Blood Moon from the Americans in the west. Off his right nose, he saw a missile lift from the surface and watched the bright torch climb and accelerate. The People’s ships are defending our territory!
The Americans were still turning away from the outposts. Bai and Wu could not catch them without running themselves out of fuel, and reports were that the runway at Stingray was disabled. Bai strained to see them, but the Yankees were invisible in the northeastern sky.
“American fighters bearing one-three-zero!” the controller cried.
Bai knew this was a mistake. Idiots!
“The Americans are northeast, retreating!” Bai transmitted. “Flight seven-seven returning to station!” Bai yanked his jet around to the left as Wu followed a mile away.
“Flight seven-seven, new threat, one-three-zero! Intercept and destroy!”
Bai was halfway through his turn. What? Southeast, too? And from the west? Regardless of what was true, Bai and Wu needed help, and Bai barked at the controller to get more fighters airborne. After almost 270 degrees, he pointed his nose 130, but the blinding sun on the horizon and gray sea below made for poor visibility. This is a goose chase! Bai fumed, condemning the controllers who had fallen for American electronic trickery.
“I can see nothing on radar. And nothing visually!” Bai growled, impatient at the incompetence coming from the other end of the transmission.
“Americans are south! Flight seven-seven, look south. Low altitude!”
Bai scanned the surface: nothing but graceful cays and surf brushing over low reefs and atolls. He held his eyes on one patch of water, and then moved to another, then another. No movement. Chasing the cowardly Americans is no better than playing blindman’s bluff!
“Vectors to the enemy!” Bai shouted at the hapless controller who had never experienced anything like this.
When he did not receive an answer, Bai Quon wanted to explode. Companion J-11s were now airborne out of Blood Moon and racing west to the threat. No one had an accurate raid count in the three groups, if there even was a third, and American feints and decoys had made the Chinese jump too many times. But the People’s ship had fired at something, and Bai wanted to fire at something, too.
The Americans to the northeast were no longer hot, but, unknown to Bai and the controllers on Blood Moon, the Pawns had launched AARGMs toward the Luyang that, using integrated techniques, the E-2 had guided to the PLA(N) destroyer. No one was focused on the NSM until it showed up on the horizon.
The excited bridge team swung their DDG left to unmask all their defenses, but it was too much for the overloaded fire control technicians. The captain gritted his teeth through the terrifying chain saw roar of the rotating antiaircraft guns. He watched the missile pitch up, then reverse down before he threw himself behind the bulkhead in a human instinct to survive.
The missile knifed through the ship’s hull plates and exploded in a blast that blew through the beam of the ship and broke the keel amidships, killing dozens and knocking out power. Inertia and residual power from the twin screws twisted the hull, and the forward section took a heavy right list as sailors scrambled on deck and released life rafts into the water. The gallant captain, injured from the blast, made no effort to escape the bridge, and in minutes the forward section rolled over and sank bow first. The stern section floated, and sailors in the water lashed their rafts to it as they awaited rescue.
As the remnant of the Chinese vessel wallowed on light seas, frenzied controllers were still unsuccessful in vectoring Bai on the Americans coming up from the southeast. Bai was ready to start over when Wu sang out.
“There they are!”

CHAPTER 61

With the heel of his hand Wilson bumped the throttles forward, and he checked right ten degrees. Breeder maintained position on Wilson’s left, and, to his right, Hutch and Tails rolled away to match Wilson’s new course. This was the final run-in, and, behind him, the other formations also accelerated once they crossed the same longitude. Ten minutes to go.
Once steady, Wilson checked the sun position. Seven o’clock and ten degrees up… as planned. His link showed the Les Aspin strikers far to the west and on time. Stand-off weapons from them and the bombers would be impacting Blood Moon, Song Ca and Yawu in seconds. To the south he noted a lone service vessel, on the horizon and not moving. He made a mental note to avoid it on the egress.
“Snake three-three, two bandits, three o’clock, five miles. Hot!”
Wilson whipped his head right, over his shoulder, to see. Snake-33 was five miles behind. How did they — and the E-2—miss them? Regardless, this was a threat that had to be honored.
“Snake three-three engaging! Two Flankers! I’ve got the trailer!”
The action behind him, Wilson, with the Snake-21 division in trail, continued for Blood Moon. If Snake-33 dispatched the bandits with a minimum of effort, they could proceed to their assigned targets; Wilson needed their SLAMs to mop up. Ahead, Wilson saw black smoke on the horizon, and, on his radar display, a contact over the target. He bump-locked it, and, on his helmet display, he focused inside the targeting diamond. If something were inside it, he was still too far to see it. Two AADM birds behind him veered away and lofted their missiles at Song Ca before rejoining the train toward the atoll, a beacon of smoke now rising above it.
Multiple palls of black smoke were visible on Blood Moon, and faint AAA puffs dotted the sky above. As its low skyline of buildings emerged from the sea, Wilson saw two flashes on the atoll.
Ahead a small trawler came into view. With no time, Wilson radioed the others. “Snake one-one, trawler on my nose!” Hutch and Tails pulled away as Wilson and Breeder turned the opposite direction, giving it plenty of room… and putting themselves out of position.
Bai saw the American jets, what looked like a whole squadron of Super Hornets. He slammed his throttles to afterburner and glanced at Wu. Just then, a missile plume arced up at them, and Bai broke hard toward the surface as he spit out flares.
Snake-33 had seen Wu’s J-11 and shot a Sidewinder at it — just as Wu fired a heat-seeking PL-9 at the American. Both missiles passed each other supersonic, and each targeted fighter could not escape the forward-quarter shots. The Chinese missile arrived first, and the blast-frag warhead went off just above the cockpit. The Rhino crew had no chance, and the flaming wreckage of Snake-33 corkscrewed into the sea.
Before Wu saw the result of his shot, he picked up the missile coming for him and, on brainstem instinct, pulled everything he had, overstressing the jet. The moment he let off the g, the missile hit in the tunnel area between the engines, engulfing the empennage of the J-11 in bright yellow flame. During the second Wu took to realize what had occurred to his Flanker, a massive fuel-air explosion turned his fighter into pieces of flaming metal spray. Like the Americans, Wu was killed instantly.
Snake-34 sounded the alarm. “Snake-three-three is hit!”
Wilson grabbed the canopy bow towel rack and twisted himself to see what happened. Craning his neck, he saw two black arcs behind him. He turned around and continued toward Blood Moon, now inside 10 miles. He needed the SLAM Snake-34 was carrying, and, even if Snake-33 ejected, they could not run a CSAR here, hundreds of miles from help and within visual distance of Blood Moon. Wilson knew too well the emotion of a wingman seeing his section leader blown out of the sky, but mission success was critical. Discovered, they had to continue in what was now a kill-or-be-killed engagement.
“Snakes from Flip, continue to the target. Mark the posit and defend yourselves, but continue!”
Bai was now on the water and took furtive glances behind him to see if any Americans were pursuing. Heading north, his radar warning display was clean, and he roared over a colorful reef of coral. He was safe, but saw on the horizon that Blood Moon was belching black smoke. Liu Qi!
Remaining in burner, he pulled left as hard as he dared, his eyesight graying and narrowing as he struggled against the pressure. Close to supersonic, he arced wide under sustained g and, when he pulled the throttles out of burner, thought his jet would careen into the sea. He kept control of it and pulled harder until he was pointed back toward the atoll and into the fight, his vision aperture opening and color returning.
As gentle morning ripples raced under him, Wilson saw the burning outpost loom up and fill his windscreen. With Breeder and the others in position, they were now in air-to-ground mode, and green attack graphics were presented on his visor as distance to target counted down. First, they would launch the AARGMs they carried in a self-defense effort to knock down any tracking radars that dared to lock them. With his missile selected, he squeezed and the AARGM came off with a deep whoooomm as it shot forward, the rocket motor glowing bright. Mesmerized, Wilson watched his missile enter a shallow climb and saw Hutch’s missile follow it toward the target. His radar warning display showed he was not targeted; the AARGMs were an insurance policy. HAVE REELs in the formation also served to protect them — he hoped. Wilson then prepared for his attack. Weapons set, FLIR set, armed-up, tapes on… distance and seconds counting down fast.
This was it.
As the action point approached, Wilson assessed the rate and got his thumb on the transmit switch and pushed it up.
“Snake-one-one flight. Action!”
Wilson snatched his jet up and right as Breeder continued in for a count. Rolling level, Wilson saw Blood Moon fall below, and he picked up his target, a weapons magazine at the tip of the atoll. Antiaircraft “winking” flashed all around the island, and smoke from smudge pots, lighted to obscure targets, covered everything in a transparent gray blanket. Wilson expended chaff as he reversed and pulled down into the smoke and fire of Blood Moon. AAA, resembling flaming basketballs, shot past.
Breeder pitched up right and, as soon as he was established, reversed left. Hutch and Tails mirrored them a mile away as all expended chaff and maneuvered hard. Wilson put his aiming diamond on the magazine and designated, noting the release cue fall as he pulled into it. Wilson’s Rhino shuddered three times as the bombs came off, and he jinked hard away, overbanking down before performing a zero-g roll upright and jinking back in. Breeder’s targets of opportunity were aircraft on the ramp, and he centered his stik on an aircraft shelter with a big H-6 parked beyond it. Hutch and Tails also got their weapons off on their aimpoints, and, like Wilson, jinked hard to throw off the gunners’ aim. Some of the AAA were aimed but most were barrage fire. A handheld missile fired from the wharf, followed by another, spiked the fear levels in the American cockpits.
As the Rhinos thundered past, their lofted and laid-down weapons soon covered the aimpoints with blast and frag as more black smoke burst from targets on the sandy surface. At close interval, the trailing division altered their pops to sow confusion, and the SLAM jets had their missiles inbound to ensure the high-value warehouse and ops building were destroyed.
“I’m hit!”
Recognizing Breeder’s voice, Wilson snapped his head left and saw white mist trailing behind his wingman. With the west clear, Wilson took charge.
“Snake one-two extend west! Whatcha got?” Wilson radioed. With heart pounding and mouth open against his mask, he continued to jink along the surface, whipping his head left and right to pick up threats. A row of geysers from spent AAA rounds erupted on the water next to him, and he jinked away.
“I’ve got HYD 1 and flight control cautions, but it’s flyable!” Breeder radioed.
Despite the damage to Breeder’s hydraulic system, the jet was flyable. However, they were deep in enemy territory — closer now to Vietnam than Palawan — and either direction meant a transit over hundreds of miles of open sea. PLA fighters chasing after the Les Aspin jets were another factor. Sandwiched between the western bandits and Blood Moon, Wilson directed Breeder to turn easy left and egress southeast in section behind the others, avoiding Blood Moon to the north and Song Ca to the south.
With the Americans jinking for their lives, Blood Moon took another salvo of hits from the second division as intact targets were destroyed and the runway strewn with debris. One tactical SAM battery remained untouched as did several AAA guns waiting for more Americans.
The last division launched their Standoff Land Attack Missiles in a loft, and, at close range, the seeker heads opened up to see smoke and flame the length of the island. The Weapons Systems Officers in the FA-18Fs controlled the missiles in the endgame as their pilots kept the Super Hornets outside the threat. As the SLAMs neared the atoll, more intact targets came into view. Using their judgment, the WSOs flew their missiles into them as Gumby’s Growlers jammed the defenses and shot them with their last AARGMs.
Bai saw a wing flash over the burning atoll — his home! — and, in fury, boresighted the Super Hornet some five miles away. He would kill it for sure, and another with his second missile, and more with his gun. The entire outpost was smoking and burning, and Bai ignored the AAA as he flew toward it, supersonic.
He lost sight of the FA-18—Blast! — and his radar was unreadable with all the American jamming. They would probably egress the way they had come, and he cut the corner east of Blood Moon. The island was in shambles, and probably unsafe for landing. The short airstrip at Song Ca was good for emergencies, but, looking south, his heart sank when he saw a pall of smoke on the horizon.
It was just him now. Even when they were “up,” the panic-stricken controllers were no help, and they were now silent after the American strike. Using his IR search-and-track seeker, he picked up some contacts and banked into them to pursue. However, something to his right caught his eye.
Super Hornets!
Bai saw two Americans and scanned the sky around them for more. They were low but not tactically low or fast, and one was streaming something.
Blood in the water!
Bai tightened his muscles and yanked the jet right to conceal himself in the roiling smoke of Blood Moon in order to come out behind the American wing line. As he crossed close to the outpost and unloaded, he saw that Liu Qi’s dormitory was burning.
“The Americans kill defenseless women!” he raged, possessed with an animal fury.
* * *
Clear of Blood Moon at his 9 o’clock, Wilson slowed to join on Breeder who was still misting from his left side. The others were sprinting back into the low sun and away from the burning atoll. Breeder came up on the radio.
“CAG, I’ve got a HYD 1, A and B now, left leading edge flap X-ed out. My state seven-point-one.”
The damage to Breeder’s jet was critical. The Super Hornet could still fly on one hydraulic system, but, if the left engine was running the HYD 1 pump, without fluid, the pump could overheat and cause a fire. The manual called for landing, and, if that were not possible in a reasonable time, to shut down the left engine. But Breeder — and Wilson — needed that engine to get them out of danger. The natural reaction was to slow to a cruise airspeed. With threats all around and one Rhino already lost, Breeder would keep flying his wounded jet for as long as he could. The “get-well-point” of relative safety was well over 100 miles away.
Wilson slid next to Breeder to get a better look at the damage and saw holes under his left flap. Just then, Breeder sang out.
“Bandit left eight! Three miles. Hot!”
By reflex, Wilson’s head and hands jerked left as he pulled into the threat. He picked it up immediately, and the Flanker’s engines were generating smoke as the Chinese pilot bore in. With his cueing system, Wilson locked the jet, mashed to select Sidewinder, and got a weak tone — but good enough. Wilson unloaded for a count and pulled the trigger. The AIM-9X came off like a bottle rocket. Fascinated, he watched it turn the corner and track the J-11.
Bai saw the missile come off — the fearsome Sidewinder— and broke away from it, making it turn harder and fly farther. At the edge of the envelope, the latest-model Sidewinder needed a cooperative target and Bai was the opposite of that.
Wilson kept his turn in and saw his missile fall off. Fuck!
“Breeder, I’m engaged with a single Flanker! Egress east!” Wilson ordered.
Now Bai had the advantage in this missile duel. At the moment he saw the American missile lag behind him, he pulled back and into Wilson. However, the low sun was a more tempting target for his heatseeker, which glommed on to it. He pulled the trigger anyway, and his missile came off, twitched right, and went stupid.
By instinct, Wilson popped out flares and unloaded away, then felt the g grab him again as he pulled into the threat, now across the circle inside a mile. Both jets were pulling and bleeding knots below 500 feet, a place neither pilot had trained.
Bai saw the damaged American jet flying into the sun up ahead and unloaded for airspeed. Without an IR shot, he selected his lone radar missile and tried to lock the FA-18E, whipping his head left to track Wilson coming down his left wing. The jamming was too intense; his screen had dozens of contacts and he could not tell which was which. Seeing Wilson turn through 90 degrees, Bai had to break it off and honor the threat he presented. I’ll kill this one first, then use the last of my fuel to take the remaining cowards with me!
Wilson had a bite and locked his other AIM-9X on him, but it was too tight a turn, and he saw the J-11 pull back into him hard to re-engage. It was now an energy fight, and keeping knots up meant taking one’s nose off. Wilson sensed Bai’s nose fall off a bit, and he popped the stick forward to gain some airspeed. When vapor reappeared on the top of the Flanker, Wilson traded his newfound airspeed for a few extra degrees of angles.
Airspeed bleeding, both jets kept their turns in, growing closer to one another in a knife fight over the calm sea, but the J-11 was gaining angles. Wilson saw it had a missile on a wingtip, a heatseeker, and both men knew the first one to “run” would be followed by a missile and killed.
The E-2 called. “Snake-one-one, threat west, ten miles, low!”
Wilson was passing north in his second circle with Bai as he absorbed the information. Unwanted company — and probably J-11s. He was breathing hard against the sustained g force pressing on his chest, and wishing the pressure was higher. Higher pressure meant higher airspeed, and he’d give anything for that now. He felt he was wallowing, with not much more to pull, but, sensing the geometry, popped his radar into VERTACQ. Sweeping the western horizon, he locked something — something coming at him fast — and a moment after selecting AMRAAM, he pulled the trigger as he recognized another Flanker on his nose.
With a loud WHOOMMM the missile came off and accelerated away from Wilson as he held his turn with Bai. Going active, the missile locked on the lead J-11, which was doomed. The pilot’s reactive human flinch caused the J-11 to pull up… but too late. The AMRAAM exploded under it and broke the jet into flaming pieces under the high dynamic loading. Alarmed and afraid for his own safety, the wingman broke away.
Bai saw Wilson fire a missile. Fool! That missile has no chance against me! Having now been engaged with this American for over a minute, Bai sensed the other Americans were pulling away too far for him to catch. He had to down this one. Now!
Redefining the fight, Bai gave away everything and pulled into Wilson to the edge of stall. His one remaining missile had a tone, but the angle of attack was so great Bai knew it was a long shot. Nonetheless, the impatient pilot pulled the trigger. Shot out of the envelope, the missile pitched down and away from Bai, who remained above the glassy surface only through the raw power of his afterburning engines.
Wilson saw the Flanker move aft on his canopy, then “stop.” Yes, he’s out of airspeed! Wilson thought, and pushed away to gain a handful of knots in another attempt to pull inside. It was going to be a gunfight now, and Wilson needed to end it and get out of here as much as Bai did. He rocked back into GUN as Bai’s jet moved toward Wilson’s canopy bow. To keep what energy he had, and anxious to shoot him, Wilson overbanked and ruddered down to get on the inside of Bai’s turn — a mistake.
In their transonic escapes to the east, Hutch and the others listened to Wilson and Breeder behind them. Breeder was limping home alone, and CAG Wilson sounded like he was engaged with a single Flanker. Hutch took charge.
“Tails, we’re goin’ back! In place, right: Go!”
Both Rhinos slammed their throttles into burner and whipped their sticks right. The pilots, crushed by the instant g, strained to push their heads up to see out the tops of their canopies. With their close-in acquisition modes, Tails soon got a hot contact. “Snake one-four, contact on the nose, three miles. Hot!”
“Skip it! Skip it! It’s Breeder!” Hutch cried. “Breeder, we’ve got a visual on you. Coming down your left side. Tails, detach and escort him!”
“Roger!”
Tails pulled to the inside and slowed as he joined on Breeder, still misting. Hutch continued on and reported a contact at four miles. He saw one, then two jets; the planform of the J-11 was unmistakable.
“Flip, Hutch, I’ve got tally-one, visual! Three miles inbound!”
Wilson heard him, but was in another fight, this one self-inflicted.
Bursting with adrenalin, Wilson over-controlled his jet in an attempt to place his lift vector on the Flanker with an aggressive pirouette into it. He didn’t have the airspeed, and his nose fell toward the water which was only hundreds of feet below. “Fuck!” he shouted as he sensed his Rhino not responding. Frantic to recover, he rolled up and held max AOA. He realized he was in extremis. You idiot! Clean off the jet! His left hand shot to the EMERG JETT switch and pushed. With a welcome jolt, he felt his empty fuel tanks and bomb racks fall away. The Super Hornet shuddered down toward the water in a nose-high attitude before climbing back. Bai was escaping, but help was near.
Hutch had sight of them, but both jets were inside his HUD field of view. A missile now, even with a lock, could glom on to CAG Wilson; it was too dangerous to shoot.
On the verge of stall himself, Bai saw a new American, nose-on inside visual range, and shot his last missile. Hutch reacted at once, snatching his jet up and overbanking right in a last-ditch break to defend, expending flares as fast as his thumb could expend them. The missile tried to cut the corner but could not, fired as it was from almost a dead stop at low altitude. However, for a moment, Hutch was out of the fight.
Turning back to Wilson, Bai saw the water ripple behind the Super Hornet as afterburning thrust pushed the staggering American fighter back into the air. Bai extended for knots, and, confident he was climbing and safe, Wilson did, too, easing off to gain airspeed at only 100 feet.
The wary pilots watched each other over their left shoulders, each assessing energy to pitch back in. Less than 200 knots was little more than stall speed, but waiting to reach 300 knots would allow the opponent an early turn. That 100-knot difference was measured in seconds, their human decisions in split seconds.
Wilson heard Hutch call that he was defending north. By the time Hutch returned, Wilson and the Flanker would be mixed up again in their single-combat fight to the death. And who knew if more Chinese were closing to help their mate.
Both pilots held off as long as they dared and pulled back into each other at the same time. Wilson didn’t think the J-11 had any missiles left, but one lucky cannon round would suffice. He pulled back to the fight, yet sustained airspeed. Easy now. Skates on ice. Don’t give it away too early. The J-11 transitioned from planform to nose-on in a familiar sequence, belching smoke the whole time — and pulling his nose in front of Wilson!
Now inside a mile, Wilson watched the geometry unfold. The J-11’s nose lit up, and Wilson pulled to avoid the string of bullets arcing toward him. He then reversed to keep sight of the bandit, and with no other place for both fighters to go, they went up.
With gentle pressure, Wilson lifted his Rhino into the sky, and, across the circle, the Flanker mimicked his actions. They were a quarter mile apart and standing on their burner cans, waiting to reposition, and hoping the other would fall off. Wilson’s Super Hornet could fight slow, and, despite his advanced age commensurate with his senior rank, Wilson knew how to fight Hornets. On his back, he held his AOA and fed in right rudder — easy — not to show his hand.
He assessed the Flanker going up, and did not think it had looping airspeed. By ruddering into it, he would slide aft of its wing line — if the pilot cooperated. How good was he? So far, Wilson surmised, damn good. The J-11 was fighting in the vertical now. How much experience does this guy have here?
Wilson sensed they were both close to stall, not even 1,000 feet above the calm sea. They had no room to reposition or even recover down. His slow slide toward the J-11 was working…. Now!
He extended his right leg all the way, and his jet yawed right. Taking the rudder out, he repositioned at Bai’s eight o’clock low, but he was unable to bring his nose up with the required lead for a gunshot. Though he was behind Bai, he was neutral, and held his jet just above stall speed in an effort to further flush the J-11 in front.
Bai saw the Super Hornet move behind him but remain nose-off. The Americans depend on their flight control computers to do the fighting for them! he growled, and continued in his own one-to-one climb for turning room. Even if more barbarians came to the rescue, he wanted this one jet and the barbarian in it.
Wilson slammed his stick to the forward stop as airfoils on his LEX extended to push his nose down.
There he goes! Bai thought, his hand and leg pulling and pushing the controls to slice down on the American for the coup de grâce. Bai’s nose swept along the Southern Sea, his Southern Sea, and at the end of his arcing flight path was the American, a motionless clay pigeon now out of airspeed and coming toward his windscreen.
Once Bai committed his nose down, Wilson picked his back up.
Startled, Bai pulled into buffet as his J-11 strained to obey, to fly slower at full power, but the airframe could not. Wilson looked between his two vertical stabs and saw the Flanker overshoot past his six — unable to stop its downrange travel, unable to shoot.
Wilson reversed right and fed in rudder, and, for a moment, his eyes met those of the J-11 pilot. Both men could see each other from a few hundred feet away, and Wilson noted the blue flight suit and white helmet. Above the oxygen mask the wide eyes of the young Chinese pilot showed fear, knowing what was about to happen.
Wilson held his AOA and kept full rudder in, performing a tight displacement roll that positioned him right of the big Chinese fighter almost motionless in front of him. The red star markings showed clearly on the gray wing. With all the pitch authority available, Wilson pulled the stick into his lap and squeezed the trigger as hard as he ever had.
The string of 20mm rounds fired from less than a football field away raced up across the Flanker’s back and cut off the left wing, causing a fuel-air explosion in front of Wilson that he heard through the canopy and felt in his chest. He didn’t have the knots to avoid it, and flew through a cloud of black before bursting into the clear sun that signified a new day over the South China Sea.
Bai struggled to regain control, and felt he had some ability to roll right. The jet seemed to respond, but it was heading down, and below was nothing but aqua shoal water and wisps of beige sand. Bai’s Southern Sea was beautiful, and he was defending it. As the water grew closer, he realized that his J-11 would not respond to him anymore. He waited for a count—This would mean defeat! — and waited through another second of indecision before the reality of what was happening made him act.
Bai braced himself and pulled the handle. He then closed his eyes and waited.
The canopy exploded off, and his senses were overwhelmed with roaring wind and deafening noise. Then an unbelievable force underneath blew him out of the airplane and into warm air that tore into every square centimeter of his being as he fell out of control. He felt sensations of blue, windblast, pressure, tumbling, pain. Disorientation. He realized he was out and not sure how close the water was. Something pushed at his back, and he saw his seat flying next to him. Above him the nylon fabric flapped hard and risers vibrated as the chute struggled to open. He glanced left.
Bai saw a shadow, his shadow racing to him on the surface of the sea. His last conscious thought, void of emotion, analyzed the fact that he had gotten out a second too late and that he was not going to get a full chute.
Bai Quon impacted the water above a shallow coral shoal that teemed with life mere inches below the surface of the South China Sea.
* * *
“Splash one Flanker! Nice shot CAG!” Hutch called from a mile away.
Wilson had watched the burning J-11in its steepening dive. Eject, he thought, and when the pilot did, Wilson was afraid he was out of the envelope. He saw the pilot with his trailing streamer impact almost the same time the Flanker did — no chance.
The first thing Wilson checked when the burning Flanker was no longer a threat was his fuel state. Four-point-four!
“Let’s bug west! Say state.”
“Hutch is six-oh!”
Wilson was in trouble. Little more than 4,000 pounds of fuel would get him back to the Celebes on fumes. However, they still had to escape through the Spratly chain, keeping their knots up to avoid and defend from threats, and that chewed up gas.
All the Americans were low-state, and they would need fuel as soon as they could get it. The six Rhino fuel hoses waiting for them an hour away were not enough. Even if a hose were waiting for Wilson exclusively, it was not enough. With the sun climbing above his canopy bow, he keyed the mike.
“Lookout, this is Wolfpack. We need the tankers to meet us halfway.”
“Roger, Wolfpack. We’re workin’ on it.”
Running to their get-well point, Wilson had to ensure the E-2 crew realized the gravity of the situation.
“Lookout, we’ve gotta make it happen!”
Wilson switched up the tanker common frequency and heard the E-2 call to Outback four-five. The Aussie KC-30 tanker did make it…. Thank you!
“Lookout from Outback four-five, we are on our assigned station, and your ship has directed us to remain. We are in a bit of a bind here…”
With no time to waste, Wilson needed to jump in and direct traffic.
“Outback four-five, this is Wolfpack Lead. How do you read me?”
After a few seconds, Wilson got his answer.
“We have you five-by-five, Wolfpack. How me?”
“Loud and clear. Outback. We’re egressing from a strike and we’re all low state. We need you west, now, as far as you can. Some guy in a comfy chair is telling you one thing. I’m in a cockpit with all weapons gone and on fumes telling you something else. Who are you going to listen to?”
A moment passed, and Wilson keyed the mike again.
“Outback, we’ll buy you a case of Fosters.”
Another moment passed, and Wilson got his answer.
“What? We can get that in Darwin!”
Wilson was on it. “Okay then, Kentucky bourbon, two cases!”
“Now yer talkin’, mate. Ah… delivered by Katy Perry?”
“Yes, dammit, Katy Perry! Deal. Follow Lookout’s vectors to us. Break, break…. Lookout, have them fill up the Rhino tankers en route, but expedite. Outback, need your best speed.”
“No worries, mate!”
Wilson and Hutch were now catching up to Tails and Breeder, who still had both his engines running. Given Wilson’s fuel state and Breeder’s damaged jet, they had little choice but to stay down low and egress as fast as they dared. To the north Wilson saw two palls of smoke, one larger than the other. Down low he felt safer from Heaven’s Shield, and, with each minute east, the threat of interceptors from any of the PLA outposts receded. With the Palawan Passage five minutes away, Wilson led them in a shallow climb to an altitude that allowed better fuel efficiency and groundspeed. Once there they would have Breeder shut down his left engine, as all continued to scan for threats.
Palawan came into view, as did the Malay landmass they had crossed over an hour earlier. Looking behind and on his displays, Wilson saw the black pall from Stingray; he then craned his neck all the way back at his six. The faint smudge on the horizon was smoke rising from the cauldron of Blood Moon.
Hancock was an hour away, and Wilson had about thirty minutes of fuel left, but a big Royal Australian Airbus with gas was coming to rescue him. The bright sun in Wilson’s face added to his post-strike fatigue, and he realized he was starving. Leveling at 15,000 and safe from the threat behind them, Breeder shut down his engine. Tails remained with him as Wilson and Hutch continued toward the tanker. If it wasn’t going to happen, Wilson could turn south and maybe reach a field on the Malay coast.
He popped off a bayonet fitting and took in big breaths, then pulled his water flask out of his g-suit pocket and gulped most of it down. He could have been killed several times in the past hour, and knew he could lose his jet or his life, in any number of ways, as he returned to the ship. Nevertheless, Wilson felt calm. All would be okay. He knew what he would do. He was sure of it.
At that moment — over an exotic Philippine island most Americans had never heard of and fewer cared about — he felt a peace he had never felt before. He couldn’t wait.

CHAPTER 62

INDOPACOM HQ, Camp Smith, HI
As another glorious dawn broke over Oahu, Cactus Clark stood up from his desk to walk to the Command Center for another long day. He had already been on the phone with the Secretary, who was taking a ration from SECSTATE. Last night the ambassador to Japan reported a fracturing of resolve in the Diet. The conflict was now hitting people in their pocketbooks. Pressure to cease hostilities was building with each passing day, but the Chinese were still fighting, despite the damage done to their outposts. His aide knocked and opened the office door.
“Sir, it’s Marshal Dong.”
Incredulous, Cactus looked at the time. “It’s the middle of the night there.”
“Yes, sir, he’s holding.”
Clark returned to his desk. “Put him through.”
As he waited, Clark stared at the phone, preparing for battle. Dong was an adversary, an enemy, but one Clark had met personally. What did he want? What message was he delivering? Hancock and Les Aspin beat up the Spratly group last night, but the PLA still had fight in it. Admiral Qin’s rope-a-dope tactic of drawing the Americans closer to the mainland was making McGill nervous, and sending combatants through the Luzon Strait exposed them to the threat of moored mines and lurking subs in restricted waters. Clark’s reach was longer, but a knockout blow required him to get closer. Dong only had to get lucky once.
The phone buzzed. Clark waited for the next buzz before picking up. He’s not your friend.
“Clark here,” he snapped.
“My dear Admiral Clark, I hope your morning weather in Hawaii is enjoyable and that you are well.”
“What do you want, Dong?” Clark answered, brushing past Dong’s fake pleasantries. He hoped the translator could convey the edge in his voice.
“Admiral, our children and yours are giving good account of themselves in the People’s near seas, but, as so often happens in schoolyard fisticuffs, fathers must step in to prevent serious injury, and to ensure the safety of innocents nearby. We know that conflicts can escalate and cause irreparable harm. We also know that we cannot resist the forces arrayed against us, and once again the United States military has demonstrated to the world that you remain a capable and lethal force that no one can challenge.”
Schoolyard fisticuffs? Clark thought. Screw you.
“You challenged us, Dong, first with Cape Esperance, then holding half our carrier crew during a port call you hosted, attacking us and our allies inside the second chain, sinking merchant traffic…. Shall I continue?”
“Admiral Clark, you, too, would defend your sovereign territory from foreign invasion. Do you expect any less of us?”
“You downed our P-8 conducting innocent passage in international airspace; you sank the Japanese combatant in open and uncontested seas. It’s you, Dong, and your belligerence, that caused all of this.”
“Innocent passage, Admiral Clark? Your warplane was flying over our territorial seas and territorial islands, our sovereign territory. Again, is it only you Americans who get to violate us with impunity?”
“Not buying it, Dong. Dumping dredge sand on a coral reef hundreds of miles from anything and planting your flag on it doesn’t make it your territory. The international courts have spoken, and no one backs your claims.”
“Yes, the international courts, dictating matters on the high seas half a world away. Admiral Clark, you must understand that the People’s Republic has no obligation to comply with a piece of paper written in an obscure hamlet in the Netherlands. Our sovereign claims are traced in the historical record over hundreds of years ago, long before any European government existed, before the rise of Muhammadism in Arabia, before any of the warring tribes of Europe organized themselves, even before they spoke with languages recognized today. When your country was a savage wilderness, Admiral, and had never been trod upon by humans other than descendants of my own Han Chinese, we were a sovereign nation and laid claim to our near seas. And today your own country, Admiral, ignores the very court you ask mine to obey.”
“Marshal Dong, the world changes, history changes and civilizations rise and fall. Today, in 2018, those illegal islands are not recognized. Your might does not make right.” A long pause ensued, and Dong changed tactics.
“Irrespective of the past, Admiral Clark, your compelling might is such that we cannot face any longer. We are inferior in modern technology, our forces young and untrained. This unfortunate episode also displays the importance of our near seas to not only our neighbors but to the entire world. The People’s Republic wishes to be a good neighbor at all times, and to do business with peoples who can advance the human condition for all the world over. We seek harmony and wish to de-escalate conflict, restoring peaceful trade to the region and to the worldwide ports our ships serve. We offer peace, Admiral Clark, a cessation of hostilities.”
Clark listened, and let the silence sink in over 5,000 miles away.
“Marshal Dong, your rockets have hit American territory and sunk American ships. What guarantees do we have—?”
The translator broke in. “As have your forces hit the People’s territory, and sunk the People’s ships.”
Clark remained calm. “Dong, no one recognizes your outposts as yours. They are not sovereign territory. We don’t recognize what you’ve built as having any legal rights.”
After a moment the translator answered. “We must agree to disagree, Admiral, but in a gesture of peace and harmony, the People’s forces will withdraw and not threaten friendly vessels in our near seas. We consider you a friend, Admiral Clark, and occasional disagreements can be forgiven. In this way friendships are strengthened! After all, we produce and you buy, which has done wonders for the living standards of both our people. All Chinese enjoy nutritious American soybeans and beef; our people exist for mutual benefit. Admiral Clark, we are but military men serving with honor. We know more than most that tectonic forces much stronger than those at our command are involved. The human spirit for peace and harmony can never be crushed.”
Clark wanted to confirm what he was hearing. “So, Marshal Dong, you offer a cessation of hostilities, and freedom of navigation inside the South and East China seas? Is this what you offer?”
“Admiral, we propose a cessation, and we allow for innocent passage of foreign vessels in our near seas, including military vessels outside of your distance of 12 miles, which has been an established convention for some time. We seek harmony, Admiral.”
“And your Chairman knows we are talking now?”
“Indeed, Admiral Clark, I am authorized to speak for the People’s Republic on military matters such as these. It is incumbent on us to command our forces, and they will stand down with valid orders. In the near seas, we expect the sun to appear in six hours. I propose six hours hence, Admiral. Do you concur?”
“I could talk to my people much better and faster if I still had my satellites. What if someone doesn’t get the word?” Clark asked him.
After a pause, Dong answered. “We, too, no longer enjoy satellite communications due to your actions. Regardless, unfortunate incidents sometimes occur. As military men we know too well they occasionally occur despite the best of intentions, such as the time you bombed our embassy twenty years ago.”
“That was an unfortunate accident, and we apologized.”
“Yes, Admiral, and should an unfortunate accident occur today, the People’s Republic will understand, as we have in the past and most likely will in the future. Again, we are mere cogs, servants of the vast multitudes.”
Clark didn’t buy Dong’s soaring rhetoric, but Dong was offering what Washington wanted. There would be no ticker-tape parade celebrating victory in Manhattan; this fight had lasted little more than a month and, for the most part, was fought with forces on station. Hundreds were dead, and rust had yet to form on the broken ships and planes that lay on the bottom across thousands of miles of the Western Pacific.
“And your outposts? What guarantee do we have that you won’t rebuild?”
“Admiral Clark, your youngsters have destroyed them such that they are beyond repair. To be frank, a typhoon will one day devour them and leave no trace that humans ever dwelled there. We offer peace and harmony, Admiral, and we do not seek renewed conflict with you. Please convey this to your Secretary, and hours from now, at dawn, my chairman will call your president to cement our agreement. Billions the world over will rejoice at our pact, and only military men such as ourselves know the real cost in human suffering to our children and their loved ones. We must avoid this in the future… at all costs, Admiral.”
Clark exhaled through his nose. “In consideration of your gesture, I’ll stand down for now, Marshal Dong, but I can spin back up very fast. I will call Washington and report this, and wait for further orders from my civilian leaders. Meanwhile, I know I can demand the safe return of my sailors in Hong Kong and my pilots you’ve captured, in accordance with the Geneva Conventions.”
“Admiral Clark, you are a great humanitarian and wise commander!” Dong’s translator replied with ardor. “Your countrymen will remain safeguarded and returned to you forthwith. Thank you, Admiral, thank you, and best wishes to your family. Good day!”
The line went dead and Clark looked at his personal staff who had gathered during the call. “Holy shit, sir,” Ritchie Casher offered.
“Yeah, I’ve never had my ass kissed that much, even as a four-star. Okay, wake up John McGill to call me, and you guys contact his watchstanders now. Weapons hold, effective immediately. I think John Adams has a strike scheduled in another hour. Turn it off. Stay on alert and defend if they make a mistake. Let’s not make a mistake ourselves.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” Casher said.
“Ritchie, get me the Secretary first. This call will be just in time for Christmas.”

CHAPTER 63

USS Hancock
With her exhausted crew at General Quarters, Hancock’s bow was pointed east into the rising sun. Despite the ceasefire directive issued hours earlier, Blower was taking no chances. He blew through the strait leading out of the Celebes to the open-ocean freedom of the Philippine Sea and to a waiting tanker 200 miles east. Armed helos and a P-8 overhead patrolled all around the strike group that included Cape St. George and Michael S. Speicher, with USS Earl Gallaher conspicuous by her absence.
Wilson had been up all night with Admiral Johnson feeding data to 7th Fleet HQ. The Americans assessed that sixteen PLA(N) warships had been sunk or put out of action, including three submarines, and some 40 fixed-wing had been shot down with another 20 destroyed or damaged on the outposts. Hancock had taken the brunt of the PRC attacks, absorbing two hits, with Carrier Air Wing Fifteen losing almost a quarter of its aircraft to all causes. After 72 hours of hard combat, all were spent, but Johnson had to keep his forces on high alert — just in case. The air wing rejoiced at one piece of good news; Rip was safe, rescued by Filipino fishermen off Palawan.
Wilson led Weed into his stateroom, and they took seats at the table. For a moment neither spoke, both bone-tired with fatigue. It was over, for now, anyway.
Weed broke the silence.
“What are you thinking?”
Wilson’s eyes drooped, and he shrugged. “Lots of stuff. Letters to families. After-action reports. Awards. Stand-down. Beer day. Liberty.”
“Sleep?”
“Yeah, I’ll try to fit that in.”
“You gotta address the Wing. The kids did good.”
“Yeah, let’s gather for quarters tomorrow. Need to meet with the COs tonight.”
“What about Mother?” Weed asked.
“He’s still the CO,” Wilson said. Weed said nothing, knowing his friend would clarify the matter.
“I don’t know what to do. I’m inclined to relieve him, and, if he were Navy, I would. But because he’s not… I’m not even sure. He works for me, and he works for his Group Commander back home. I run the show out here, but I can see the Marine Corps going high and right if I relieve one of their golden-boy skippers without consulting them. It’s going to be a red ass for everyone, and the admiral has enough on his plate right now.”
“Flip, he’s a pompous dickhead, and he’s undermined you from day one. But throw that out. He can’t or won’t fly at night. He admitted it. It happens. It’s unfortunate, but I’m sorry, airborne leadership is what COs do. What holds you back?”
Wilson stared at a spot on the deck as Weed waited for an answer. Wilson knew that not wanting to deal with it was not an answer, not what was expected of CAGs. CAGs took action when action was called for — no matter what. Both knew the word was out on Skipper Tucker, and inaction reflected on their ability to lead. After a long silence Wilson spoke.
“I know. It’s not gonna go away. I’ll ground him again and sit on it until we get to Hawaii, if that’s where we’re going next. The admiral will call Fleet Marine Force and give them a heads up.”
Wilson then sat up in his chair.
“But I take no pleasure, Weed. Yeah, he’s a dick, and he made my hard job harder, and interservice politics makes it harder still, but it’s always sad when a career implodes… or explodes.” With this entrée, Wilson knew now was the time to broach the subject with his friend. He swallowed, and did what he must.
“Weed… I’ve gotta ground you, too.”
Weed locked eyes with Wilson and nodded before looking away, hurt and humiliated.
“Am I the pound of flesh for Maug Island?” Weed asked. Wilson tried to convey as much compassion as he could.
“I’m sorry, Weed. A Japanese general is coming out here in a few days. He’ll be witness to the investigation.”
Weed shook his head in contempt. “I expected an investigation, but I thought our burner cans would at least be cooled before convening one. Here we are at GQ — only a day removed from combat — and it’s time for a rug dance. ‘Please risk your life and save our ass. Now, here’s your punitive letter.’”
Wilson raised his hand. “We’ll do an investigation. We’ll report findings.”
Weed gave him a look. “We both know what the ‘findings’ will be. ‘It’s unfortunate, but Captain Hopper fucked it away. Won’t happen again, and here’s your copy of the paper bullet we are going to fire into his head. We’re very sorry. Please resume and enjoy your illegal fishing activities with our warm regards.’”
“Weed…”
“And the next time you need the South China Sea opened up for you, just let us know.”
Wilson allowed his friend of twenty years to vent. Happy-go-lucky Weed had only a few strands of red left on his graying head. He had seen more action than even Cactus Clark and certainly more than Admiral Moraski in Washington. In their day, aviators like Clark held high over Bosnia and Southern Iraq in No-Fly Zone patrol and called it combat. Weed and Wilson’s generation had been put to the test, repeatedly, and none of the admirals had ever fought in a satellite-denied environment. However, as village elders had done since the days of sticks and stones, seniors judged juniors, and then seniors punished juniors.
Weed gathered himself.
“I’m sorry, Flip… knew this was coming but just needed a moment. I’m back. And I’m grounded, got it. After they drum me out, I’ll probably go back to Ohio and get my old job at the plant. You know, I needed two more traps for 1,000 career.” Weed smiled as he thought of it.
“That and four dollars will get you a Starbucks,” Wilson said, trying to lighten the moment.
Weed nodded. “Good thing I don’t drink coffee.”
“You’re a good man, Weed. Love you, bro. The investigation will be fair.”
“Yeah, whatever…. And what about you? What’s next for you? Another Navy Cross and back to the Pentagon?”
Wilson could forgive Weed’s cynicism. “A Navy Cross and four dollars will buy me a cup.”
“Seriously? What are you thinking?”
Wilson paused. While he trusted Weed, he didn’t know if now was the time to open up. But since his friend had asked…
“I’m gonna retire.”
Weed nodded, and after a moment said, “Why?”
Wilson didn’t have a quick answer, didn’t really know himself. It was more feeling than fact.
“It’s time. They say you know when it’s time.”
“Flip… you’re going to make admiral. Don’t do this.”
Wilson smiled and shook his head. “A star on my collar, a few hundred more in the paycheck…. Just to be a glorified paper-pusher in the Pentagon? And do you like cream and sugar in your coffee, Mister Deputy Assistant Secretary?”
Weed shook his head. “Bullshit. Yes, you have to be a butt-boy in the puzzle palace at first, but then you can come back out here where you can lead people, like The Big Unit, protecting us from stupid stuff and taking care of these kids who go over the beach. Making the hard calls that need to be made. Flip, the Navy has to sacrifice me, and you gotta pull the trigger, but you need to stay and make a positive difference. You need—”
“Fuck that, Weed!”
Both men were surprised at Wilson’s outburst. Stung, Weed leaned back, waiting for an apology.
A dejected Wilson slumped in his chair. “Dude, I’m sorry.”
Weed said nothing in the tense silence. It was rare for Wilson to lose control. Weed waited… his friend was entitled to vent after all they had been through.
“I’m tired, Weed. I’ve had enough. When we were in the Ravens on that combat cruise, Mary wrote me pretty much an ultimatum. It’s either me or the Navy. She changed her mind, of course, and has supported me these last ten years, but she called it. Career rat race, combat deployments, and your kids grow up without you. Okay… we just defeated the People’s Republic! A high-end fight, and we lived to tell the tale. You get a punitive letter for your trouble, Mother is probably going to survive and be Commandant, and Joe six-pack is still clueless. It’s the unfairness of it all — and yes, life is unfair — but I don’t have to live this way anymore. I just want to get everyone home, and then sit in my living room and relax.”
Weed nodded. He then spoke up. “Flip, your rationale to retire, which I would have called whining when we were JOs, is sound. But now that you’ve unburdened yourself, the fact remains that you must stay. Through four stars so you can command strike groups and fleets. You’ve got another ten-plus years of service ahead of you, Flip, and if you quit now — yes, quit—when you know how to take care of our kids and have shown time and again that you can lead in combat, I’ll never forgive you, and you know deep down that you’ll never forgive you. It falls on you to lead, and it’s hard. It sucks a lot of the time, and, when they are not appreciating you, they are badmouthing you and second-guessing you. The fact remains, Kemosabe, that you are fated to lead, and we need you now more than ever because Washington is going to fuck this victory up like they do every time. Stay, Flip, and if you’ve already written your letter, shred it, then burn the shreds, put the ashes in a weighted container, and chuck it off the fantail as we cross the Marianas Trench.”
Wilson smiled at Weed’s monologue. Weed always knew how to keep him loose. But Weed was done, and both knew it. He’d never go to sea with him again. He felt for Weed. He was jealous of Weed.
“You just sentenced me to ten years of hard labor. So when Mary asks me, I’ll just say, ‘Weed made me do it.’ Is that my defense?”
Weed nodded. “Who knows what the future holds, or if the Navy is even smart enough to promote you, but let them tell you when it’s time to leave. Most guys make that decision for themselves, but you are not most guys. Stay in, Flip.”
“Thank you, my friend. Sorry I snapped.”
“Get some sleep, Kemosabe. And thanks. I’ll be okay. I can live with myself.”
* * *
With the glow of mainland lights to the west, Zhong Xiao Shen Ju-Lang stood behind the officer of the deck as Changzheng 8 approached the boat’s homeport of Zhanjiang. In another hour the First Officer would call away sea detail and the boat’s sail would be crowded with watchstanders as the submarine entered the channel. A corvette would meet them and escort them in.
The ceasefire message from SUBFLOT South directed that the People’s submarines were to transit home on the surface, and, for the previous two days, Shen and his crew had seen American antisubmarine aircraft and helicopters buzz their vessel as it rolled in the moderate seas. The motion was just enough to be uncomfortable for a crew who would otherwise submerge to avoid the swells, and a constant reminder of yet another foreign humiliation. The American Boeings flying past them in formation — no doubt taking photos of one of their planes with Changzheng 8 in the background — angered him, but the Japanese P-3 flyover was a shot to the solar plexus. He wondered if they knew it was Shen and this boat that had sunk their helicopter carrier.
Shen’s crew knew something else: Changzheng 8 had unexpended warshot torpedoes and antiship missiles aboard, and they knew why. Our captain lost his nerve!
Shen’s decision to lay low on a shallow bank near Little Lanyu and listen for the screw transients of unlucky prey to present him a no-escape shot had not worked out as he had hoped. Remaining quiet in wait was prudent, but as time wore on and his crew showed impatience, he second-guessed his strategy. Then the ceasefire, and orders for a surface transit to the mainland! Shen felt the stares, the silent condemnation of his crew, especially when they learned that many of the People’s ships were sunk by the Americans, and in the near seas! Changzheng 8 had done nothing but hide during the slaughter of their mates.
Shen condemned himself more than any of his crew. Yes, his ship was old and the crew suspect, and they had ventured and struck—twice! — in the far seas and out to the second chain, farther than any PLA(N) vessel had in history. But the Peoples Republic had lost, and the surface transit was all the proof his miserable crew needed. Shen had built his strategy on hope, but also on the knowledge that his boat would probably be detected by the Americans if he maneuvered in the strait or outside it. He was lucky to have made it to the strait undetected, and who knew how long their luck could have lasted. The line between resolute courage and impulsive recklessness was a fine one. Shen was responsible for Changzheng 8 and 100 men; he could not carelessly risk their lives. But when was risk warranted? He didn’t know, didn’t have a clear picture of the situation on the surface or updates from Zhanjiang. Then it was over, the chance fumbled, too late, and the men he had spared convicted him. Guilty. Of cowardice.
It was rare for submariners, especially those on nuclear boats, to be on the surface and view a sunrise. Shen noted the eastern skies lighten, and realized it would probably be the last sunrise he would ever see underway. Maybe the last one ever, depending on the reception at the pier.
Running lights to the northwest drew closer, and in the gray twilight he saw the familiar lines of a corvette. It would join in escort as Changzheng 8 approached the sea buoy. Wishing to leave his ship with dignity, he hoped it would not send over a launch to take him now — before he was arrested.
A sailor manning the sound-powered phone took a call from the First Officer in the control room. “Comrade Captain, the First Officer requests permission to set sea and anchor detail!”
The seas were flattening, and the channel markers were visible. It was time.
“Permission granted.”
The order was passed and sailors in life jackets climbed out on the deck behind the sail. The corvette stabilized 1,000 meters to starboard, and he detected no effort to send over a whaleboat, for which he was grateful. Then it hit him. He would never submerge his ship under the sea again.
And he could not turn back the clock.

CHAPTER 64

PLA Headquarters, Beijing
As Admiral Qin Chung navigated the halls of the Defense Ministry, he sensed this would be the last time he ever set foot in it, certainly the last time in Dong’s office. If he were not arrested now, he would be exiled soon enough. He hoped he could leave Beijing for Guangzhou and a quiet life of oblivion on his terms. If arrested, his fate was still uncertain. He would not be executed yet, but after a hearing or show-trial he would be held for a period of time before the Party acted. For his years of service the Party would be lenient: poisoned food in a lonely prison cell or lethal injection. He read once that American criminal murderers were executed this way, in a sterile environment with the families of their victims as witness. He was little better, sending hundreds of the People’s sailors and airmen to their deaths in a vain attempt to sink one big ship and to defend Chinese territorial seas. He considered himself a criminal, and Dong Li would pass judgment. Then hand down his sentence. They would have to execute him in the Olympic National Stadium to accommodate the family witnesses of the victims of his failed command decisions.
He reflected that defeated commanders were still summoned by their superiors as they have been through the millennia. The Oriental mind called for summary execution. After cashiering them, the Occidental mind allowed them to languish in their own living hells inside a low-rent apartment or rural farm house, reliving their wrong decisions each day until they died of insanity. Which was more humane?
As a military man Qin would accept his fate with stoic resolve. Much had been given him in life, yet, when asked, he was unable to deliver victory. He would not run now, not that he could, but it was unthinkable, and when the thought did enter his mind, he discarded it as truly impossible. It was impossible not to face Dong Li and atone for his failure. He hoped the end would be quick and with a minimum of pain to his family, who would no doubt be resettled to the interior. Regardless, he was ready to meet the end.
He stepped off the elevator with his loyal aide who read Qin’s mood. He would go with his admiral and share his fate, whatever it was. Qin would not allow it. As they approached Dong’s office, Qin stopped outside the door.
“I will go alone now. You have been a good and loyal servant to the People’s Navy, and to me. You are relieved.” Qin’s aide nodded his understanding, and Qin took his combination cover from the aide’s hand. “May you live in interesting times,” Qin said with a warm smile, and turned to report, as ordered.
Leaving his aide, he placed the hat on his head and strode to the reception desk. The young woman behind it stood as he approached. “Servant of the People Admiral Qin Chung, reporting as ordered,” Qin said in an even voice, perhaps the last time with the aristocratic bearing of a senior officer in good stead.
The woman retreated behind a door, and a general, a brigadier in full dress uniform, appeared. “Comrade Admiral Qin, good day. Marshal Dong will see you now. Please follow me.”
Qin did so with his face set, expecting a phalanx of PLA generals and security personnel to greet him when he entered the Marshal’s office. To his surprise, Dong was at his desk, standing, and waiting for his friend.
“Comrade Admiral Qin, welcome. I hope your journey was pleasant.”
Qin, still covered, marched to Dong’s desk and came to attention as he snapped a rigid salute. “Comrade Marshal, Servant of the People Admiral Qin Chung reporting as ordered.”
Dong looked at him in amusement, and returned his salute. “Comrade, please stand at ease. No wait, let us sit here for a cup of tea.”
Dong led them to the sitting area where a pot of fresh tea awaited. An orderly appeared and poured two cups, and, without saying a word, retreated through a side door. Dong and Qin were alone.
“Comrade Qin, you must not blame yourself.” Dong said in a conciliatory tone. Qin could not look Dong in the eye as he responded with his rehearsed answer.
“Marshal Dong, I was the commander, entrusted by the Party, the Chairman, the People. I failed and my failures have led to great loss for the People. No less than a captain on the high seas is responsible for his vessel, I am responsible for the loss of the People’s forces and accountable for my failures. I am prepared to accept the Party’s punishment.”
Dong sipped from his cup and returned it to the saucer. “I know you are, Qin Chung. You were given an impossible task. Certainly all under heaven wish the American carriers were sunk and our outposts left intact. The reality is your forces came close, and, despite the damage to our forces, we have gained the respect of the Americans, and the Indians, the Japanese, the Russians. You bloodied their nose, Comrade Admiral, and they will not fight us in the near seas again.”
Qin turned to Dong. Was he hearing this correctly? No security forces to arrest him. No punishment for failing the People? Tea?
“The Chairman and their President spoke yesterday. While it is true we are at a disadvantage, it is only for a moment. As in a game of ‘Go,’ we withdraw. The Americans think they’ve won, and their press blows the news on loud trumpets and, for an hour, the Americans will beat their chests in smug triumph. Their President demands their sailors from Hong Kong be released at once. Please see to it… and maintain our forces in home waters keeping a low profile. Trade will resume, and the Americans will exhaust themselves patrolling the Southern Sea for the next decade, keeping the sea lanes open for our trade.”
Qin did not know how to react. He was not under arrest, not humiliated. The People’s Forces were soundly defeated by the Americans, the People humiliated as in the last century, and it appeared he would pay no price. Maybe no one would. How could the Party not exact payment for the catastrophe that had occurred in the Southern Sea? Dong continued.
“As in ‘Go,’ if we continue to push against an irresistible force, we will drain our resources in a futile attempt to regain control of sandy islands that are little more than smoking cinders. However, they still belong to the People; you defended them, and the Americans or their puppets have not planted a flag on them. While we incurred losses, we will honor the spirits of the fallen for as long as we have memory, and the Party enjoys broad support for standing up to a barbarian invasion for the first time in centuries. We did it, Comrade Qin. You did it.”
Qin was incredulous. Was the Party whitewashing the bloodbaths at Stingray and Blood Moon, the terrible and violent end of his missile ships, the fiery plunges of so many aircraft in his naval air arm? The almost total loss of Heaven’s Shield? He realized that the answer was yes. The People did not know — and never would.
Come to the window, Comrade Admiral. It is almost time.
They took a few steps toward the window that overlooked a courtyard on a rooftop across the avenue from headquarters. Children of the People’s Liberation Army staff who worked in the ministry building were educated there. Qin could see there were playground swings and seesaws, along with markings for Tiao Fei Ji, what the barbarians called hop-scotch. The carefree playthings of youth, to be enjoyed long before any of them would ever learn of launch-on-bearing or track latency. Or know the burden of signing operational orders with the knowledge that those carrying them out would not return.
“Ah, here they come,” Dong said as he smiled on the scene.
Qin watched as two female teachers opened large doors that allowed the children, marching in single file, to enter the rooftop play yard. Under the guidance of another teacher, an older man, they turned to take positions along a white line painted on the green concrete. The children were dressed in uniforms: dark blue trousers for boys and dark blue skirts for the smaller percentage of girls, each wearing a white shirt with red kerchiefs around their necks. Perfectly spaced, they formed precise ranks as they stopped in position, marching in place until the last row of children was formed. The man lifted his hand and all the children stopped at once, standing at attention and in the ordered alignment of a square. It dawned on Qin that the children could not have been more than seven or eight years old, and that they were in shirtsleeves despite the brisk outside temperature of only seven degrees Celsius. The children seemed oblivious to the cold as the man moved among them, and suddenly they extended their arms out from their sides, and began a vigorous motion, the first in a series of callisthenic exercises.
“Look at them Qin. From Tibet to Shanghai, from Dalian to Hainan, this scene is repeated in the People’s schoolyards each day. In only twenty years they will be sailing your ships and flying your airplanes to ensure the harmony of our seas. In that time the Americans will have moved on, having lost interest in our near seas and facing some other foe in Arabia or the Arctic. Quietly, we will rebuild our outposts, and our factories will build more ships and planes. You and I will be doddering old men with creaking bones, feeding the birds in the square, but they, Qin Chung, they shall write their names on the tablets of history as taking control of our waters and our territory at last, with no barbarian power daring to confront them. And when we are long dead, and they feeble pensioners at the end of this Chinese century, they will have lived long enough to see the promise of our Party ancestors: to live in a China that controls the world economy allowing them and their progeny to live in secure comfort as the barbarians toil for them. They will live to see the renegade republic return to our control, and live to see no foreign warships in our waters unless we invite them. They will live to see it, Qin. How I envy them.”
Qin looked at the rows of children, exercising as if one organism, as they learned the lessons of group regimentation that would last a lifetime. It was difficult to imagine them, with their thick mops of black hair, as stooped and aged octogenarians, wrinkled and weathered after giving long and distinguished service to the Party and the People. But Dong Li was right. China was on the cusp of world domination, far ahead of the Indians who lagged hopelessly behind, and of the Russians who were committing societal suicide through clear bottles of alcohol half a world away. As it had through the millennia, China could wait them out, to withdraw in the face of pressure when it made long-term strategic sense, and if Qin and Dong would not live to see it, the schoolchildren below would, and both men took comfort in that. Chinese society took comfort in that.
“The Americans will still be there on their own side of the Pacific: our number-one customer!” Dong Li quipped with a smile. “Same with Europe. Two powers who had their gunboats in our ports and our rivers only a human lifetime ago, who dictated to us off Taiwan only 20 years ago. They will never again do that to us. Ever.”
Having completed their exercise regimen, the children were allowed to break ranks, and they scurried about to swing and slide, to play games of tag and whisper secrets to each other. The two warriors watched the carefree children play, and Qin, his load lifted, felt as if he could hop-scotch and run with the children on the rooftop. Marshal Dong chuckled at the scene.
“That, Comrade Admiral Qin, that is our people. Running willy-nilly, some swinging, some jumping, others chasing, seeing what they can get away with as the proctors look elsewhere. Their energy — good! But the unpredictable directions each one takes — bad. It will one day be theirs to control one-point-five billion — good luck. Maybe they’ll have better results than we did.”
Qin nodded in agreement and for a moment both men watched the children. Qin broke the silence.
“We should not have fallen into this war, Comrade Marshal.” There, Qin had said it, and perhaps too soon after his reprieve from the gallows. He glanced at Dong to sense his reaction.
“I agree. Nobody wanted to fight it, and it was through unpredictable action such as from these children that it was thrust upon us. But in loss we have gain; the world saw us fight and bloody the Americans, and though it may take twenty, thirty, forty years or more, we will become so strong no one will dare confront us inside the second island chain much less the first. May we be alive on that day. For now, we can gaze and smile on those who will.”
History was full of great captains and common despots who underestimated the Americans to their surprise and regret. The Americans fought, and both men knew that perhaps the United States was the only great power left who would as well as could. As Dong and Qin contemplated the happy and squealing children below, it was a lesson the children would one day learn.
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