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Аннотация
One sea. Two super powers. Disputed Islands. Only one submarine could prevail.

Invasion, plundering of territory, peoples expelled, piracy, armed clashes on the High Seas.
However, this is not the age of the Pirates, it’s the present day.

The South China Sea’s Islands and Reefs are in dispute, and sit over vast oil and gas wealth.
The People’s Republic of China is taking possession of these and turning them into sea fortresses and airbases.

The smaller Asian nations are powerless to stop this piracy; only one nation on Earth can face down the People’s Republic.
The USA.
It was time to stand tall. The nation needed to wield the big stick.

Commander Nathan Blake commanded the biggest stick of them all.
The most powerful and silent, the most deadly diesel-electric boat ever to patrol the deeps.

The USS Stonewall Jackson.

She’s sailing into deadly peril, into the Dragon’s lair itself.

Nathan will need every man and woman aboard to excel, as they face the most cunning and powerful foe they’ve ever encountered.

Stealth, guile, and cold force are called for.

Can they prevail against the might of The People’s Republic Army Navy?

Follow Nathan and his crew as they wield the big stick.


Stephen Makk
The Spratly Incident


THE SOUTH CHINA SEA DISPUTE

FORWORD.
The scenario in this book is not entirely fictional.
The People’s Republic of China is turning many of the islands and reefs of the South China sea into sea fortresses, complete with harbours, aircraft runways and air defenses.
This resource-rich territory is disputed by China, Vietnam, The Philippines, Taiwan and others.
The interview and discussion you will read in chapter one between Alessandra Cristoforetti and Dr Michael Illenescu tells it like it is. It’s fast turning into one of the world’s flashpoints.
For further reading including photographs of the Islands see these:-
* * *
HTTPS://AMTI.CSIS.ORG/airstrips-near-completion/
* * *
HTTPS://AMTI.CSIS.ORG/airstrips-scs/
* * *
HTTPS://AMTI.CSIS.ORG/chinas-new-spratly-island-defenses/
* * *
STEPHEN MAKK. 2018.

Chapter 1

THE SCARBOROUGH SHOAL. The South China sea.
ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY miles west of Luzon. The Philippines.
A BLUE CALM SEA STRETCHED out to the west, and a warm, low haze lay placidly over the surface. Captain Daniel Ramos looked through binoculars out to the west. The BRP Rajah Lakandula, a Philippine navy Corvette, rolled gently in the long ocean swell.
It was a day for quiet, peaceful relaxation. It wasn’t a day for violence, but the day had other ideas.
He left the bridge and looked east; he could just make out the shoal. It was a low dark line on the surface around eight miles away. Captain Ramos returned to the bridge. He unhooked the intercom and called the control room.
“Lieutenant Commander Gomez, what’s she up to now?”
The Principal Warfare Officer looked at the radar screen.
Captain Ramos knew that out there to the west was a Chinese Luyang II class Destroyer, of the People’s Liberation Army Navy. She’d been making herself a nuisance all day, supporting China’s claim to the Scarborough Shoal. Ramos knew the shoal was Philippine territory.
“Sir, she’s come about and is making another run at us from the west. She’s come closer, now just nine miles west of us. She’s speeded up too. Same pattern as the last three hours. Making a dash for us, then returning to the west. Every time she dashes to the east, she gets closer. We’re being painted by her S band search radar.”
“She’s trying to threaten us, like a shark running towards another large fish.”
“Yes sir, I agree. She’s hoping we’ll be scared away.”
The Captain shook his head. “We’re in Philippine territory this close to the shoal. I’m not leaving. Lieutenant Commander, illuminate him with the fire control radar.”
“Yes sir. Radar active, target acquired.”
Long moments went by.
“Sir, I’m picking up a fire control radar, it’s a MR331. NATO code name, Band Stand.”
“We’ll stay where we are. They’re just a sea bully.”
A minute later, “Sir, tracking incoming. We have an incoming missile, speed mach point nine; classified as a type C802. It’s gone active with a homing radar.”
Shit. “Battle stations, battle stations! Come to two seven zero degrees.”
He could only present as little a surface area as possible to the missile and eject chaff as it approached. He looked through the binoculars. There it was, he could see the exhaust trail. It was coming in frighteningly fast.
“Dispense chaff, port side.” Launchers ejected canisters high to port and the chaff cloud bloomed. It seemed at first to be going for the cloud, and then turned into the ship at the port forward quarter. The 365lb warhead of high explosives penetrated deep into the Corvette and exploded. She split in two, ripped open by the powerful explosion, and soon went down.
* * *
“I’M ALESSANDRA CRISTOFORETTI and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes.
The tension in the South China Sea has ratcheted up several notches with the dramatic news of the sinking of a Philippine Navy Corvette. A missile launched by a Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy Destroyer sank the BRP Rajah Lakandula, just west of the Scarborough Shoal. The thirteen hundred ton vessel carried a crew of ninety three; no survivors have been found so far.
Just what is it with the South China Sea? Why are there conflicting claims and counterclaims competing over the area? I have on the line Dr Michael Illenescu from the University of Queensland’s school of Oriental Studies in Brisbane, Australia. Thank you for joining us today; I know it’s early in the morning over there. Can you describe the situation for our viewers?”
“Thank you Alessandra. Rival countries have wrangled over territories in the South China Sea for long centuries, but tension has risen recently.
China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines and Brunei all have competing claims.
China has rapidly been creating artificial islands in the South China Sea, expanding small islands and former reefs forming the outcrops into permanent outposts by reclaiming land with millions of tons of imported rubble and earth. These have already become a major source of tension with Washington. They now include runways and ports. They’re visited by ships and aircraft of the PLA and have their own surface to air missiles systems.
It’s said that possession is nine-tenths of the law. China does possess a large part of the islands of the South China Sea. Most of The Paracels, The Spratlys and the Scarborough Shoal are de-facto Chinese territory.
Johnson Reef and Fiery Cross Reef are virtually naval fortresses, with harbours, runways and reinforced hangars capable of housing military aircraft on the islands.
Satellite images made public this week revealed weaponised revetments. The Centre for Strategic and International Studies in Washington said they showed “large anti-aircraft guns and probable close-in weapons systems”, which can theoretically thwart cruise missile attacks.”
“So Dr Illenescu, they can protect these islands from other nations’ potentially hostile acts?”
“Yes, long range SAMs are also present in the form of the HQ-9. With its G band HT-233 radar it can intercept targets out to one hundred and twenty five miles. They’ve also deployed the HQ-17 short range SAM, which has around eight miles range, but it’s lethal within that envelope.”
“What’s Washington’s stance on all this?”
“The US says it’s neutral in these territorial disputes, but the US Navy has conducted "freedom of navigation operations” by sending military ships and planes near disputed islands, in efforts to demonstrate ensured access to key shipping and air routes.”
“Isn’t that provocative?”
“The Chinese Government says so, but the Philippines and the Vietnamese disagree. In their view, their Islands have been occupied. In the seventies and eighties, China and Vietnam clashed, and the Chinese seized the Paracels from Vietnam, killing some 70 Vietnamese troops. The two fought again in the Spratlys, with Vietnam losing. China and the Philippines are engaged in a maritime stand-off over the Scarborough Shoal.”
“But why are these islands so important?”
“Trade and resources, Alessandra. It’s a vital trade route for China, Japan, Taiwan and Korea. Approx. $4.5trillion of shipping trade passes every year. The Paracels and the Spratlys may have deposits of natural resources around them; we don’t know this for sure, but it seems likely. The Spratly Islands are described as ‘a maritime region believed to hold a wealth of untapped oil and gas reserves’.”
“I see, Dr Illenescu. Thank you.” She turned to the camera. “So there you have it. The South China Sea is fast becoming a flashpoint, with potentially grave global consequences.
This is Alessandra Cristoforetti, and you’re watching NBC’s 40 minutes.”
SOUTH EAST OF THE PARACEL Islands. South China Sea.
JOZEF FITTED THE LIGHT case seal, replaced the transparent cover and screwed the light’s cover shut. He took out his walky-talky. He stood atop the ship’s tall superstructure to the rear of the ship and spoke. “Hi, test stern running light.” The light came on bright white.
“Ok, it working.” Now for the red lights on the port side of the ship.
The huge container ship, COSCO SHIPPING SCHELDT had left the Port of Shenzhen China, with eight thousand five hundred TEUs. That is Twenty foot Equivalent Units; the size of a container. She was bound for Rotterdam, Netherlands. Her vast bulk was 1,100 feet long and 140 feet in the beam. She was another spoke in the world’s commerce wheel.
Jozef decided to take a break, he was ahead in his tasks for this watch and there was plenty of daylight left. He’d traced the fault; an electrical spike had blown the lights after somebody had fitted the wrong fuse. No problem. He lit a cigarette, leaned on the rails and looked over the side. The ship’s wake trailed off behind and below. He drew another breath and took in the smoke. Then he saw something in the sea.
“What? It can’t be? What the…”
An enormous explosion to the port side shook the ship under the superstructure, and Jozef was blown up into the air and fell into the sea. Two more explosions erupted, amidships and forward. Her engines and drive shafts were heavily damaged, but her momentum would carry the ship forward for some distance. Her double hull had failed in the explosions. The great ship started to list to port as she took on water. Torn steel groaned as it buckled with the new loading. Around five minutes later another three powerful explosions blasted their way through the starboard side of the hull. Her remaining crew got out a mayday call and deployed life rafts. Within twenty minutes, the COSCO SHIPPING SCHELDT had sunk from sight.
WASHINGTON DC.
SHE KISSED HIM. HE stretched and yawned, sunlight streamed in through a gap in the curtains.
“Morning sugar.”
“Morning Mi tang. I’m going for a long hot bath, ok?”
“Yeah, go ahead. I’ll have to be at the department later, you hang around as long as you want.”
“Thanks.”
She got out of bed naked and his eyes followed her cute bum as she walked into the bathroom. Paul Wicks heard her running the bath.
He’d met Zhi Ruo whilst having a coffee in a café near Union Station and she’d asked about a track for an arrival. He didn’t know, but they’d ended up having a coffee and had swapped phone numbers. They’d had dinner one night and that was it, the next thing he knew, her head was on his pillow. She wrote for three newspapers, two in the US and one in Singapore.
He wondered about her. It was his nature, he supposed. The CIA did that to you; made you suspicious. Was she an agent of the Chinese Ministry of State Security? He had eventually run a check and when it came out clean it had made him feel so guilty. But there was a lingering doubt. Curse this job, he told himself.
He’d told her that he worked for the Department of Energy, it was a cover he’d used before. He got up and dressed, then he spotted her bag. Could he? He opened the bathroom a little. There she was climbing in, he smirked; like Zhi Ruo, oriental women tended not to shave much down there. She’d be in there a while. He opened her shoulder bag. There were the usual women’s things, makeup, a mirror, cotton buds. A bowl of string; why would you carry a bowl of string? There was a brown paper envelope. He took out the papers.
Paul’s eyes were as wide as the horizon. He couldn’t read Chinese, but he did recognise that string of characters: MSS, Ministry of State Security. Shit. He took out his cell phone, photographed each sheet, and replaced them.
“Sugar, I’m off now. You OK in there? Need your back scrubbing?”
“Come in here Paul and I’ll drag you in. I’ll see you at the Jade Rabbit at seven?”
“Yeah, see ya.”
PEARL HARBOR. HONOLULU, Hawaii.
SHE KNOCKED ON REAR Admiral Sutton’s office door. The sign read COMSUBPAC.
“Sir,” said PO McFadley, “I just took a call from The Pentagon. The joint Chiefs want to conduct a video conference in fifteen minutes.”
“Ok thanks Kelly, route it to my desk.”
She set down a packet of Oreos on his desk. “I will, and we’re re-stocked now too, sir.”
He smiled. “Thanks.”
A few minutes later on his monitor, the Department of Defense logo disappeared to be replaced by a group of uniformed senior officers sat around a table.
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Ian Cotton USAF spoke.
“Hello, Admiral Sutton. We have you, is your feed ok?”
“Yes sir.”
Also present were the Chief of Staff of the Army General Sally Weingarten, USA.
Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Nicolaj Kamov, USN.
Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut, USMC.
Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Neil L Cooper, USAF.
National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen.
“Right, we’re here to discuss the situation in the South China Sea,” said General Cotton. “Anybody have any initial comments?”
“Yeah,” said Commandant Bruce Nanut, “it’s going to hell in a handbasket.”
“Nicolaj?” asked Cotton.
“We know that the PLAN sunk the Philippine Navy Corvette, by a Luyang II Destroyer, probably the Haikou. We think they used a C802.” He saw General Weingarten frown. “That’s a sea skimming missile, somewhat like our Harpoon. As for the container ship, we’ve no idea. I can’t think why they’d sink one of their own sea transporters, unless it was to put the blame on someone else.”
“Someone like us?” General Cooper frowned.
Nicolaj nodded.
“But they haven’t accused us so far.”
“I was briefed last week on the issue,” said Stockhaisen. “The Chinese protested when one of our warships came within sixteen miles of the shoal. They promised to take necessary measures to protect sovereignty. The Philippines conducted a maritime air patrol over the shoal last week after the incident, using a C-295 plane of the Philippine Air Force.
The shoal is within the Philippines’ two hundred nautical mile exclusive economic zone in the South China Sea. China has been asserting ownership of the shoal. But in 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration, which is backed by the United Nations, ruled that the Philippines had the sovereign rights to fish and explore for resources. Also, China had interfered with these rights by restricting access.”
“These guys are out of hand,” said Cooper.
NSA Stockhaisen raised the palm of his hand. “I was on to a CIA contact just before this meeting. Jackpot tells me they just found out, via a humint source, that the Politburo Standing Committee is about to announce a stop and search policy for shipping passing through the South China Sea.”
“Jackpot?”
“That’s what you’ll know him by, I can’t divulge his real name.”
“That could get interesting,” said Admiral Kamov, “civilian, military or both?”
“He doesn’t know yet. Jackpot also says that they’re looking to use the incident to advance their goal of taking undisputed control of the South China Sea.”
“Is this humint source reliable?” asked General Cotton.
“He says so,” said Stockhaisen, “don’t ask me who it is. He won’t even tell me, but it must be someone well placed in the Communist party hierarchy.”
“I suppose they’ll be fully mobilising these Island bases down there.” said General Cooper.
Admiral Kamov looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “It would make sense, forward supply locations. Heck, one of them has a two kilometre runway.”
“Yeah, that’s Fiery Cross Reef. You can bet there’ll be a lot of communications traffic as well as resupply flights,” said Kamov.
“Just what do we know about these Island’s facilities?” asked Stockhaisen.
“Not a lot,” said General Cooper, “we can photograph them from space, but that only tells you so much.”
“What about intercepting communications?” asked Commandant Nanut.
“Hard to do,” said Stockhaisen, “the NSA will be trying its best.”
Commandant Nanut leaned forward and placed his palms on the desk. “Nicolaj. You remember that operation in the seventies? In the Sea of Okhotsk, the tapping of Soviet communications cables? Could we do that again?”
Nicolaj rubbed his chin and stared at the desk thoughtfully. “You mean operation Ivy Bells. That was just about the most dangerous classified submarine op of the cold war.”
“But could we?” asked General Weingarten.
“We might,” replied Kamov. “But you know what that is, don’t you? The shallow waters of the South China Sea. That makes it hard for a submarine to hide. If the Chinese locate them, it’s a death mission.”
NSA Stockhaisen cut in. “Nicolaj, I’m not really familiar with this Ivy Bells operation. Could you tell me about it?”
“There was an idea back in the seventies that we may be able to listen in to Soviet communications by tapping into underwater cables. They targeted the cable running under the Sea of Okhotsk, from the Soviet navy base at Petropavlovsk on the Kamchatka peninsula to Pacific fleet HQ in Vladivostok. The submarine Halibut found the cable and divers left the boat and placed a device on the cable. It worked by magnetic induction, so it didn’t need to penetrate the cable. The idea worked; they’d tapped into an intel goldmine. Halibut returned to the cable again with a recording device they could leave on the seabed for up to a year.”
“So what went wrong?” asked Stockhaisen. “I’m getting a vibe from you.”
“A spy sold the secret to the Soviets.”
Stockhaisen shook his head.
“Admiral Sutton. What’s your opinion on this?” said General Cotton.
“I’ve seen a report on the Island bases and there are communications sub surface cables laid to them.”
General Cotton looked around the table with a fixed stare. “So there are cables. We think we can do it, but it’s goddamn dangerous. Do we do it?”
Marine Commandant Nanut smiled. “Well pardon me, but this is the US military. We eat fucking danger for breakfast. Do it.”
There were nods from around the table.
“Ok, we’re on,” said Cotton.
“Admiral Sutton. Do you have a boat in mind to carry out the mission?”
Sutton knew whom he’d order into the South China Sea hell. Stealth and cunning would be needed, this was a very hazardous task.
“Yes sir. I know who to send. Old Stonewall’s time has come again.”

Chapter 2

USS STONEWALL JACKSON.
SEVERAL WEEKS LATER. Off the coast of Western Australia.
“SIR, WE HAVE A POSTCARD.”
Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer smiled as he handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
PRIORITY RED
R 231347Z OCT 88 ZY09
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
PROCEED TO USN GUAM.
MSG ME IMMEDIATELY ON ARRIVAL.
MSG END//

“What’s old Sooty up to now?” a PRIORITY RED, from Rear Admiral Sutton.
A native of Pine Bluff, Arkansas, Nathan Blake was thirty five, young to be in command of a boat. He was of medium height, black hair with green eyes. He turned to his Executive Officer Lieutenant Commander Larry Sayers. His black skin glistened under a light and he stroked his moustache. A little older than Nathan, he was the Commander’s right-hand man.
“He wants us in Guam. Larry, there goes our shore time in Perth and Freemantle.”
Sayers frowned. “Damn, I’ve not been there. I was looking forward to that; we’ve been working pretty hard on the exercises with the Australian navy this last two weeks.”
“I know, but needs must when the devil drives. Acknowledge the signal, Comms, then rewind the buoy.”
He walked over to his female Navigation officer, Nikki Kaminski. She was fair haired, blue eyed and he knew, she was as smart as a whip. He stood before her and just had to run his eyes over the young woman from Macon Georgia. Nathan had tried his best, but the mutual attraction had proved too strong. He’d become involved with her. She smiled at him. “Sir where do you want to go?” Nikki could be a flirtatious siren. He tried not to notice her fair hair gathered into a ponytail, with blue eyes and trim but curvy build. Nathan tried, but damn it.
“Ok. Lieutenant Kaminski, plot us a course to Guam.”
“Aye sir.” She worked on her plot board for a minute. “Three two five degrees sir. We’ll clear the North West cape and then we’ll come to the northeast.”
If Nikki Kaminski was disappointed at not getting ashore in Western Australia, she hid it well.
“Planesman come to three two five degrees, speed twenty knots.”
If Sooty wanted them in Guam, Nathan knew he’d want them there quick. So, it was full speed now.
USS Stonewall Jackson was the USN’s first diesel-electric boat in a long time. Nathan was her first commander, she was his first command. He was proud of his first command and the change she brought to the fleet. He knew that the USN was an all-nuclear submarine fleet. It was aware that in any conflict it would likely have to face diesel-electric boats; they’re powered by diesel on the surface, and able to charge their large powerful batteries there for underwater propulsion and use. These boats are generally slower and more limited in the time they can spend underwater. But, they’re generally quieter and equipped with the same weapons. But Nathan knew, if a wire-guided torpedo strikes you, it doesn’t much matter what type of boat launched it. The USN exercises against this type of vessel whenever it can. A Swedish Navy boat, the Gotland and its crew had been hired long term as the Navy’s own pet diesel-electric boat for training.
The Navy watched and learned and came up with a tool they didn’t possess: their own diesel-electric boat. Much to his surprise, they gave her to Nathan.
The boat was a development and improvement on Japan’s Soryu class. A development was the addition of Lithium-ion batteries, providing stealth and endurance. This combination proved too hard to ignore and a joint development effort was undertaken. First in the class was the Stonewall Jackson. She was the most powerful and silent, the most deadly diesel-electric boat ever to patrol the deeps, and she was Nathan’s command.
Nathan sat at the conn. “Planesman, up angle fifteen degrees, come to periscope depth.”
The deck angle tilted up at the bow, then levelled.
“Sonar, do we have any close contacts?”
“No sir. Just the usual port traffic, no big vessels making way close by.”
“Periscope depth sir.”
He looked into a monitor at his station and selected full rotation from the touchscreen. Nathan looked at the view on screen and rotated the view, all clear. He could pick off the bearing, range to any targets, and zoom in if necessary. The scope could switch to night mode if needed.
And there it was. Cape Orote, Guam, just three miles to starboard. It would be around the cape and into Apra harbour, then he’d come south into the base.
“Surface the boat.”
The USS Stonewall Jackson broke surface on an overcast but warm afternoon. There was a slight rolling sea from the west.
“Crack the hatch, COB.”
“Aye sir.”
Chief of the Boat was the senior enlisted man aboard. The boat’s COB was Seamus Cox, known as Dick, a tough shit eating Texan. The COB was in charge of all enlisted men, watch station assignment, racking assignments, and crew discipline. He was indispensable and could train, blame, curse like a rap star and chew ass.
The boat came to her assigned berth and tied up.
“Comms, make to COMSUBPAC that we’ve arrived.”
“Aye sir,” said Lieutenant Commander Lemineux.
The COB organised a roster and three skeleton crews to look after the boat, while most of the crew took a walk on shore. It was their first taste of land for four weeks.
Several hours later, the boat’s officers met in the wardroom for dinner. It was a simple affair but well made, with fresh vegetables that the cook had brought on board from the base store.
“Good to be off the boat for a while,” said Sayers.
“Yeah, fresh air blowing in your face. I grabbed a burger too,” said Weaps.
“I walked into a regular store,” said Kaminski, “and bought a magazine. Out there, they don’t know what it’s like to be able to do that,” she sniggered. After the meal, Nathan walked towards the control room. Lieutenant Kaminski squeezed her way down the companionway close by him, and pushed a note quietly into his hand. She picked up a few papers in the control room. “XO, sir, I’m going ashore for a time,” she said, “to make the most of it.”
“OK see you later.” Nathan wrote up the log, it didn’t take long, and then walked aft to his cabin. He took out her note from his pocket and read it; he smiled faintly. He changed into civvies and left the boat. At the main base entrance, he walked over to the first cab at the rank.
“Hi, boss. Come on in. Where are you going?”
“Take me to the Tamuning Hotel, South Marine Drive.”
The Tamuning hotel was an unassuming beige concrete building. Nathan took the elevator to the second floor, walking down the corridor until he came to room 211. He knocked softly. After a short pause, the door was opened by Lieutenant Nikki Kaminski. Her hair was down and she wore a blue bathrobe. She smiled and stood aside as he walked in.
“Hi sir, I’ve got something for you.” She put her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. “But first, you’ve been having those quick showers in the head while on the boat. You need a real shower, come on.”
He’d been involved with Nikki for a little while now. He knew he shouldn’t, but at least they’d kept it away from the boat. He hoped.
She pushed him into the bathroom and ran the shower. Nikki looked into his eyes and pulled his shirt off, unfastened his belt. Then roughly, quickly, pulled down his trousers and boxer shorts. She walked a few paces to the door and turned to face him. She smiled, lowered her chin and looked at him doe-eyed as she opened her robe, revealing her nakedness. Nikki let it fall to the floor. She slinked over to him and pushed him into the shower.
“Right sir, let’s get you scrubbed down. Then I’ve got someone who wants to meet this.” She took him in her hand and squeezed.
Later, she sat astride him on the bed.
“Look at my hair, Nathan. It’s all wet.”
“You look flushed.”
She got off him. “I need another shower, I’m fucked.” She smiled. They’d sleep on the boat tonight, travelling back at different times.
He dressed, then pushed the bathroom door open; she stood in the shower with her back to him. He ran his eyes up and down, taking in her shapely bum.
“I’m off back to the boat now.”
She turned and blew him a kiss. “See ya.”
* * *
THE FOLLOWING MORNING Nathan and XO Larry Sayers walked into Jeff’s Pirate Cove Bar and Grill, on the east side of the island.
A waitress wearing a cutlass and a black skull and bones bandana approached.
“What can I get you guys?”
“A Pirate breakfast with coffee.”
“Make that two.”
Nathan sipped his coffee. “Sooty raised an issue with me back at Pearl. Asked me how I’d feel about being permanently forward deployed here. What do you think?”
Larry shrugged. “Fine by me, it’s a good island. What did you say?”
“Pretty much the same as you. We’d get several free rides a year back to the mainland.”
As the waitress poured their coffee top up, Larry was vaguely aware of some guy walking towards their table.
“So, how are my dirty job boys?” They turned to see a smiling Rear Admiral Sutton; he was out of uniform.
“Hello sir.” They both stood and shook hands. The Admiral sat.
“I didn’t expect to see you out here sir. How did you know where we were?”
“I asked my secretary to track your cell phone.”
“Ain’t no place to hide now,” said Larry.
The waitress brought the food over, and Sutton ordered the same. “As far as the reason you’re here… Nathan, who’s on your war committee?”
Nathan quickly decided it would be the same as last time. It’d worked out well. “The XO here and Lieutenant Kaminski.”
The Admiral nodded. “I’ll brief you all together when we’re on the Jackson.”
* * *
THE THREE MEN CLIMBED down the ladder from the sail down into the submarine’s main companionway and Nathan stuck his head into the control room.
“Lieutenant Kaminski, come to the Wardroom. It’s a war committee meeting.”
The Admiral looked at them one by one. “The reason I asked you to come to Guam is that we have a mission for you. It’s going to be the most dangerous one that the USN’s carried out since the Cold War. The Joint Chiefs asked me to bring out the big stick for this one, so here we are. Do you know about operation Ivy Bells?”
“No,” said Nathan, “go on, sir.”
“Back at the end of the seventies, we…
* * *
…SO THAT WAS IT. A SPY sold the information to the Soviets and that was that. You’ll be aware of the recent events in the South China Sea.” There were nods around the table. “The Chinese occupied islands. We need to know more about them and what’s going on there. Therefore, we want you to do an Ivy Bells operation on these Islands. If the Chinese catch you at it, they’ll consider you to be hostile.” Admiral Sutton leaned forward and stared them one by one in the eyes. “They will attempt to sink you. This one is so secret that only the President, the NSA, The Joint Chiefs, me and you will know about it. Don’t tell wives, husbands, girlfriends, boyfriends or even the pet dog about it. Do I make myself clear?”
They nodded.
“I said, do I make myself clear?”
“Yes sir.”
“Yes sir.”
“Yes sir.”
“We’ve flown in the bugs, as we’re calling them. They’re the listening and recording devices, they’ll need to be placed over the cables by divers. Also, we have two divers here who’ll join you to place the bugs, it’s a two man job. I’ll bring them aboard. I know space aboard is limited, so they’ll try to keep out of the way.”
“We only need one of them,” said Nathan, “we have a very capable boat’s diver in CPO Innes.”
“These men are Navy Divers First class, specially trained for the task.”
“Then one of them will be able to teach Innes what to do,” said Nathan, his jaw set.
“No, they’re specially trained for the task.”
“How much diving have they done from a submarine?”
“They did some practice dives from a boat in San Diego.”
“And prior to that?”
“They’re good divers.” Did he sound apologetic?
“So they’re rookies at submarine work.” Nathan raised his voice. “Admiral, if they’re out there they need to know boat work. There could be nets, mines, underwater trips and all manner of things a boat’s diver knows about.” The XO looked across at Nathan, he thought, Boss he’s an Admiral. Nathan lowered his voice. “These people don’t know shit about any of that sir. Innes could be the difference between this working out and it turning into a giant clusterfuck.” Nathan paused. “I’ll take one of em. Innes can’t nursemaid two.”
“Commander Blake…” Oh shit, the XO thought, here it comes.
He cut the Admiral off. “That’s final, sir.”
The Admiral knew it was time to give ground. “Ok, one then. I’ll bring Hugo Alves and the bugs around later. You’re getting four, three to deploy and one spare.”
As the Admiral got up to leave, he took a RAM stick out of his pocket and handed it over to Nathan. “Here are pictures and documents of what we know about the Islands. You’ll know they’re top secret.”
“I understand Sir.”
“I’ll be back later on, Commander.”
Larry waited for Sutton to leave and then smiled. “You were pretty hard on the Admiral there.”
“I know, but it’s right, you never know what it is you’re going to find out there. I’m not a boats diver but I’ve tried it when I was on USS NYC. The dark, the bad visibility, the confusion. You’re working partly on instinct.”
The XO nodded. “Yeah, I’ll feel better having Innes out there with him.”
“I’ll give him the good news when we’ve sailed.”
“Let me know when you’re going to do it.” Larry grinned.
“Why are you going to give him a hard time and laugh at him?” asked Nikki.
“No. I’m going to the other end of the godamned boat.”
Nathan laughed. “Nikki, can you get your tablet, let’s take a look at these files?” They spent over an hour going through them.
“I knew this was going on, but not to this extent,” said Nathan.
“Yeah,” added Nikki, “they mean business. They must have cost a big pot of money.”
She got up and paced the room. “He said we’d be getting three of these bugs and one spare. I’d say Fiery Cross Reef is probably number one on our list. Then either Johnson South or Mischief Reefs.”
The XO nodded. “I agree, Skipper.”
“We deploy three. Yeah, let’s start with Fiery Cross. We do need to know more about these bugs, before we can put too much detail down. Come on Nikki, you named the last operation and that went well. So you get to name these.”
She looked through the files.
“Ok, Fiery Cross Reef is named after a British Tea Clipper who ran aground there. So that’ll be Operation Tea Leaves. Johnson Reef was the site of a skirmish between China and Vietnam, so that’ll be operation Skirmish. Mischief Reef may be named after the Tea Clipper Mischief, who sailed around these seas. So that’s Operation Clipper.”
Nathan smiled. “You got it. Open a file Nikki, Operation Tea Leaves. Let’s get to it.”
* * *
SOME HOURS LATER, A voice called down the sail.
“Hey, down there.”
The COB looked up to see a face staring down at him.
“Can we have a lift up here? We’ve got stuff to carry.”
“And who do you think you are? Get your ass off my fucking submarine.”
“I’m Admiral Sutton, get Commander Blake up here now.” The COB was mortified, he looked up with an open mouth.
“Right sir.” Within a few minutes the COB, Nathan and four ratings where on the quayside.
A truck with open rear doors was backed up to the boat’s access way; inside were four wooden boxes. They were around twenty inches square and five feet in length.
Admiral Sutton led over a short man, powerfully built, with swarthy skin and brown eyes.
“Commander Blake, this is Chief Petty Officer Hugo Alves.” They saluted each other.
Nathan saw the silver badge of a First Class Diver, a diver’s hard hat with fish curling around the neck.
“Welcome to Stonewall Jackson, CPO Alves.”
“Thank you sir. I’ve got slings in the van, could we get the bugs into the boat?”
“Yes, COB?”
Seamus ‘Dick’ Cox organised the ratings to help with the boxes. Men carefully lowered them down into the boat.
“Where do you want them, Dick?” asked a seaman.
“Stow them in the torpedo room.”
The boat was now fully replenished, but would meet a replenishment vessel in the Sulu Sea southwest of the Philippines, as they’d have voyaged 1,200 miles by then.
Nathan and the XO stood on the sail. “Take her out, Sayers.”
“Cast off.” He spoke into the microphone to the control room, down below. “Twenty degrees right rudder. Astern three knots.” The boat came about. “Centre rudder, ten knots.” They crossed Apra Harbour and left south of the breakwater. The sun had gone down and they headed west into an orange sky.
“It’s going to be a tough one, Larry. The PLAN is a lot more formidable than the North Korean People’s Navy.”
“I know, and they want those rocks so bad.”
“The boat’s going to need to be at her best out there. Nothing else will do.”
The two men climbed down the ladder and sealed the outer and inner hatches. Nathan went into the control room. “Set a course for the Sulu Sea.”
“Two two five degrees, sir,” said Kaminski.
“Make for that course, Planesman. Flood one and two, down bubble twenty. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Dive, dive, dive. Make your depth 70. Speed 17 knots.”
“Two two five degrees, 70 at 17, aye sir.” The deck sloped to forward and men leaned backwards to remain upright. On the surface, the huge bow wave climbed its way up the sail, until it was covered.
The USS Stonewall Jackson embarked on the most dangerous patrol for decades.

Chapter 3

NATHAN KNOCKED ON THE door to the Goat Locker; the Petty Officers’ quarters and rec room. “CPO Innes?”
“Sir he’s reading. I’ll get him.” Nathan heard the CPO in the bunkroom.
“You in there? Coz all I see is that jack off curtain. Come on Innes, quit beating your dick, the skipper’s here to see you.”
Innes came out looking like he’d been asleep.
“Could I have a word outside, CPO?”
They walked out into the companionway.
“Innes, we’re going to need divers where we're going. It’s a job for two. They wanted to place two divers aboard, but I said that we had a perfectly good one already.”
“Thank you sir.”
“You won’t say that when you find out what you’ll have to do. I did allow one on board, Hugo Alves, a Navy first class diver. You’ll be working with him.”
“I can do that. I’ve worked with Pork Chops before, sir.”
“Pork Chops?”
“A Portuguese, sir, Alves is a Portuguese name.”
“Ok, I’ll introduce him later. Get back to your bunk, Innes.”
* * *
NATHAN RETURNED TO the control room and removed the microphone from its holder.
“All hands, all hands.
We’re off on a new mission. It’s going to be difficult and dangerous, the Joint Chiefs wanted a big stick for this one. So they came to us. We’ll need every swinging dick on top form for this one. We’re going into the South China Sea, where we’ll likely encounter the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy, or PLAN. I want you to know what we’re up to, because we’ll need to be at the top of our game. The South China Sea’s been disputed for centuries, but tension has risen recently. China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines and Brunei all have competing claims. China has been creating artificial islands in the South China Sea, growing small islands and former reefs forming the outcrops into permanent outposts by reclaiming land with millions of tons of imported rubble and concrete. Uncle Sam is pissed at this. They now include runways and ports. They’re frequented by ships and aircraft of the PLA and have their own surface to air missiles systems.
“Joe China thinks these Islands are his. China does possess a large part of the islands of the South China Sea. Most of The Paracels, The Spratlys and the Scarborough Shoal are de-facto Chinese territory.
“Back in the seventies it was the cold war, and we were able to listen in to Soviet communications by tapping into underwater cables. We targeted the cable running under the Sea of Okhotsk, from the Soviet navy base at Petropavlovsk on the Kamchatka peninsula to the Pacific fleet HQ in Vladivostok. The idea worked; we’d tapped into an intel goldmine. The submarine Halibut had done it. She returned to the cable with a recording device they could leave on the seabed for up to a year.
“Well, you know what? We’re going to do it again. We’ve got three bugs we’re going to leave out there. Joe China won’t be able to take a dump without us knowing about it.
If the PLAN discover us, they’ll be looking to sink us. Stonewall Jackson won’t let ‘em.
This boat will have ‘em running around like a monkey fucking a football. We’ll be in Pearl laughing our asses off and listening to Joe stroking off.
“Just as an add on: there’s also been a change to the galley’s menu tonight. Ok, stop groaning. I know it’s pizza night, but we’ve taken on board a meal to go, from Jeff’s Pirate’s cove. So tonight, it’s a 16 oz Porterhouse steak, fries, salad and italian, all courtesy of the Navy. Or the big blue dick, as many of you know it. As you know, we’re not allowed to bring beer on board; but nobody told Jeff’s that. There’s one for everyone. I know you’ll do your duty and get rid of it down the pisser. Captain out.”
A cheer went up from the men and women aboard.
* * *
THE NEXT DAY NATHAN summonsed Innes and Alves to the control room.
“XO, Kaminski, let’s go to the torpedo room. You have the Conn, Weaps.”
“So Innes, this is CPO Hugo Alves, you two will be dive buddies. Alves, this is Lieutenant Commander Sayers, my XO and this is Lieutenant Kaminski, Navigation officer. She sits on it. On my war committee.”
Nikki leaned back so no one else could see her face, and grinned at Nathan. He realised what he’d said, and managed to suppress a smile.
“So Alves, let’s get up to speed on these bugs. We just need an overview; Innes will need whatever detail you can provide.”
“Ok sir, let’s get them out of the boxes.” They placed the four bugs on a stillage.
“Innes, after we’ve finished, see the COB, ask him if damage control can use this wood. If not, throw it over the side when we rendezvous with the replenishment vessel.”
“Sir.”
The bugs were about ten feet long with stainless steel end caps, one end with a large but thin eight-sided nut. On the other end was what looked similar to an old-fashioned water tap handle. The main body length was dark and hexagon shaped, and it looked like it was made from some composite material. Nathan ran his hand over it. It wasn’t metal, it was a composite like carbon fibre.
“Ok sir, here’s the overview,” said Alves. “The bugs were built by the nerds of underwater deception, L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp and Raytheon. They work by magnetic induction like the cold war devices, but are much more sensitive. They’ve got them to the point where, if you were tapping a message out on your touch screen cell phone, from ten yards away, they could read your message before you’d sent it.”
“Lord help us,” said Larry Sayers.
“How deep can they operate?” asked Nathan.
“That won’t be an issue, as you’ll see. But 650 feet.” Alves walked to the ‘tap’ end of the bug. “To deploy, we place them parallel to the cable, but twelve or fifteen feet away, eighteen will do. The outside surface will adhere to all types of sand or sediment, so we heap it on and that helps to disguise it. That way any diver or ROV inspecting the cable probably won’t see them. Then we unscrew this tap.” He unscrewed the tap and pulled out a thin wire cable.
“This cable is thirty feet long, we pull it all the way out and place it wherever we want. It can be parallel to the cable or at right angles or anywhere else. It just has to be straight.”
“So what’s it do?” asked Nikki.
“It’s got two purposes, well three, really. The geeks at L-3 came up with a thing we call Cuckoo Fish. It’s like a small torpedo and is deployed from a torpedo tube. It swims to the bug and can read the bug’s recordings via the cable. It then returns to the submarine and swims back into the tube. It’s retrieved, and the recording read. Cuckoo Fish can travel 12 miles. So, the submarine can stand off six miles from the bug and retrieve the recordings. The thing can also be deployed from a fishing boat too, if that’s a better platform.”
“That’s some piece of kit,” said Nathan.
“Also, Cuckoo Fish can talk to the bug and get it to insert a message into the cable. So if we know their codes and procedures we can fool them into thinking our message is real. It’s not just a message. The Chesapeake Science sickos put an artificial intelligence into it. Depending on what the Chinese say or ask HQ for, it can reply to them, with whatever we tell the AI to say to deceive them. We can lead them a merry dance.”
“So this AI can be updated by Cuckoo Fish?” asked Nikki.
“Yes, Ma’am. It can tell them that the year of the rat’s come early or Mao Tse-tung’s come back to life. We can listen to what they say, and feed them shit back.”
“That’s one evil motherfucker we’ve got there,” said Nikki.
“You said there were three uses?” asked Nathan.
“Yeah, this end of the bug contains 97lbs of PBXN-103. The same warhead as the Mk 46 Torpedo, sir. As long as the bug is in less than 300 feet of seawater, we can detonate it by satellite. It will sever the cable.”
Nathan smiled. “So we find water less than 300 feet deep and we’re good to go.”
Alves took on a sheepish look. “Not really, sir.”
Nathan frowned. “Work has been carried out on satellite images and dives carried out by the Republic of China navy and the Taiwan Navy. They found that the Chinese cables are shielded. They’re clad with an electrified braided metal sleeve that prevents them being read by a bug type device.”
Larry shrugged. “So what are we doing here with these then?”
“The cladding ends within 300 feet of the termination point.”
“So let me get this straight,” said Nathan, folding his arms, his eyebrows raised, “we need to deploy this bug less than 300 feet from some of the most heavily defended and fortified places on earth.” He shook his head. “In shallow waters, where we don’t like to operate. With the fucking PLAN sat above us?”
Alves nodded. “It’d be easier to place a webcam in the Party Chairman’s wife’s bathroom,” said Larry.
“At least we could sell pictures of her butt to the newspapers.” Nikki laughed. “You couldn’t make it up, could you?” she smirked. “You know what this reminds me of? President Kennedy’s speech, ‘We choose to go to the Moon,’ let me butcher it.” She grinned. “We choose to go to the Spratlys in this year and do the other Islands. Not because they are easy, but because they are hard. Because that goal will organise and measure our ability to face down the regional bully. Because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one that we are unwilling to postpone, and one that we intend to win.”
Nathan looked at her with an approving grin and a newfound respect. “I like it. Well said, Nikki. Ok, thanks CPO Alves, we’ll be off to plan our operation. You run through the bug’s details with Innes and plan your dives.”
“Sir.”
The three officers left the torpedo room picked up coffees on the way to the Wardroom.
“Ok,” said Nathan, “all we have to do is figure out how to put our head in the lion’s mouth, without the lion knowing it’s there and biting it off.”
Larry snorted. “Yeah, shouldn’t be too difficult.”
Nathan drew the palms of his hands over his temples.
“Ok Nikki, get the Mischief Reef data up on the tablet. Let’s get on with Operation Clipper.”
FEDEXFIELD. LANDOVER, Maryland.
“WE’RE LUCKY TO BE AHEAD, Dad. If that last throw had been complete, the Packers woulda been in.”
“I know. Hon, I’m going to the restroom, do you want me to get you anything to drink or anything else?”
“Get me an iced tea, oh and a dog, no mustard.”
Stockhaisen got up and left Peekaboo in her seat. It was good to be sharing this with her again, after their reconciliation. The Redskins had practically raised her. He made his way to the concourse, and to Taco Bell. There, leaning against the wall with a beer in his hand and another he was drinking from, was his CIA contact Paul Wicks.
“Hi.”
“Hi, there you go.” A beer was placed in his hand.
“Anything new, Paul?”
“Not much. You?”
“This South China Sea issue is eating my time at the moment, it just gets worse the more you look at it. Incidentally, I’m being leaned on for more information about the source of the intel.” The stadium crowds passed the two men by.
“Who by?”
“Joint Chiefs.”
Paul smiled. “So, nobody important.”
“Do you have a bone I can give them?”
He didn’t want to, and couldn’t tell Stockhaisen who it was. Oh, it’s just some honey from the MSS I’m banging. He could see Stockhaisen was waiting to be fed. “All I can say is it’s someone in the Ministry of State Security.”
“Ok thanks.” Stockhaisen shook his head. “Another of that lot. They seem to be getting busy recently.”
Paul tried to appear semi interested, but kept a carefully neutral expression as Stockhaisen continued.
“Yeah, I was at an FBI contacts meeting the other day. One of the items on the list was that there’s an MSS agent active in the DC area right now. A woman. They’re doing a trawl for her.” Paul stiffened in horror.
“DC? I would think that there’s plenty of foreign agents around DC.”
“Yeah probably, they think it’s worth a trawl anyway.” Stockhaisen sighed. “Background checks on ethnic Asians, contacts with known players. That sort of thing.”
Paul’s mind raced. “There’ll be a lot of Asians in the DC area. How do you know she’s Asian?” Stockhaisen gave him a look.
“They’re thick with the East African countries, via the mineral trade,” said Paul. “How do you know they didn’t borrow or recruit a black girl?”
“I suppose it’s possible,” replied Stockhaisen, “but not too likely. Anyway, that’s for the FBI to sweat over.
Third quarter’s about to get moving, the Packers will be going for it. My daughter’s up there, and I’ve got to pick up an iced tea and a dog. I’ll see you.”
“Yeah, see you.”
Stockhaisen left and Paul stood leaning against the wall. The FBI is out looking for an MSS spy, a woman? He knew it had to be. It had to be her. Paul scowled, Zhi Ruo, why did it have to be you? Why couldn’t she be a translator, work for a bank or a think tank? Damn it.
She was providing valuable information on China’s South China Sea operation. He couldn’t let the FBI swallow her up, she’s too valuable.
Paul returned to his seat but wasn’t watching the game. He wrestled with his dilemma. How to protect her? He tried his best to avoid the five hundred pound gorilla in the room. Was it just the information that she could provide? Or was it more than that? Paul knew she was drawing him in.
THE SULU SEA.
NATHAN STOOD IN THE sail. Some lights illuminated operations during the replenishment operation but they were kept to a minimum. He could make out the bulk of the fleet replenishment ship to starboard. The diesel line had just been disconnected and was being winched back to the ship. It would be two hours yet till dawn. They were sixty kilometres east of Palawan Island. Lieutenant Commander Lemineux stood with him in the sail, operating a handheld flash signaller.
Nathan shouted down the sail. “COB, how’s the manifest look?”
“Sir, if the diesel’s transferred then we’re all good.”
A senior rating climbed into the sail from the deck. “The diesel connection valve is sealed, sir.”
“Very good. Get yourself below, we’ll be leaving soon.” He turned to Lemineux. “Flash them thanks for the fill up, see you post op.”
“Sir.”
Lemineux flashed out the message, then the two men then climbed into the sail, and Nathan sealed the upper and lower hatches. He went into the control room.
“Flood one and two. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Dive, dive, dive. Down bubble fifteen. Make your depth eighty. Speed seventeen, bearing; Kaminski?”
“Two five four sir.”
“You heard the lady.” The deck angled down. Above on the night dark surface, the growing bow wave climbed the sail. The boat slid into the dark depths unseen, and unheard. USS Stonewall Jackson began Operation Clipper, her mission into the dragon’s den, Mischief Reef.

Chapter 4

THE BOAT PASSED THROUGH the Balabac Strait South of Palawan Island, and headed on a bearing of 315 degrees. It would be 140 miles to the Reef, some seven hours away. She was now in the disputed South China Sea.
With two hours to go, the boat’s passive sonar picked up a contact.
“Sonar. Surface contacts coming south, sir.” His best Sonar operator was on watch, CPO Dan Benson. The crew called him the Virginia Visionary.
“What does the oracle say, CPO Benson?”
“I’m running it through the library now sir. But I’ll bet a Dairy Queen to a rancid pork belly that it’s a mix of warship and cargo ship.” Nathan knew he’d probably be right; if the library computer went down, you could count on the Virginia Visionary.
“Here we go sir, large freight vessel, probability 85 %, and two Type 052C or D. Luyang-II class Destroyers. Probability 93 %. Range 160 miles. Bearing three two three degrees. Their heading is one four zero degrees.”
He thought he knew what was afoot. “Kaminski, where do you think they’re going?”
She plotted their positions on the electronic chart. “Sir, it looks like they're heading right for Mischief Reef.”
He’d guessed right. “That’ll be it, a supply or delivery operation with warship escort. Must be important to warrant sending two Destroyers out from Zhanjiang naval base.”
“Weaps, what does the dummies’ guide tell us to be aware of?”
The Weapons Officer consulted the electronic database. The dummies’ guide to PACRIMFLT was the nickname for the guide to Pacific Rim Fleets. Its real name was almost meaningless.
“She’s got an SJD-8/9 active/passive search and attack sonar. Short-range defense is two 730 close-in weapon systems. That’s 5,000 rounds a minute. That’ll be her defense if we launch a Harpoon strike. She operates a Kamov Ka-28 helicopter, NATO codename Helix.”
“Let me guess.” said Nathan, “APR-E3 torpedo.”
“Yes sir.”
“I know it. Fast, but its short range is its weak spot; max three kilometres. He’ll have a dipping sonar and sonobuoys of course. Kaminski, set me up an intercept point on their path. North of Mischief.”
She worked on her chart, pulling up the touch screen calculator. “Three two eight sir, speed twenty knots.”
“Thanks, come to bearing three two eight, speed twenty knots.”
“Let me know when we’re five miles from them.”
USS Stonewall Jackson cruised on beneath the azure South China Sea.
“Sir, we’re five miles from them, under their track,” said Kaminski.
“Slow to six knots, come to bearing one four zero. Flood forward one. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Down bubble fifteen.”
The boat sank deeper and deeper into the depths. Outside was a cold crushing wall of pressure. He looked at the depth gauge; 650 feet, 950 feet, 1,100, 1,450 feet. The steel hull groaned, it seemed to start aft and move forward.
1,500 feet.
“Slowly vent one forward, one third fill.” Nathan was slowing her descent.
At 1,600 feet, the hull protested again with a forbidding low groan.
“Slowly vent one forward, one two third fill.”
1,700 feet. The hull connected with the seabed and came to a stop and the crew hung on as the force pushed them forward as the boat came to a stop. She settled on the seabed at 1,750 feet.
“Keep a good ear out Benson, I want to know when they’re three quarters of a mile from us.”
“Aye sir.”
Benson was one of the few with a job to do during those tense minutes. Nikki revised he possible plot. It checked out, but she started again. The weapons officer hung his head and waited. The room hung thick with tension. In the unlikely event of one of the Destroyers emitting an active sonar ping, the boat would look like a rocky outcrop or a sunken wreck on the Ocean floor.
“Sir they’re coming up on three quarters of a mile.”
“Speed?”
“They’re making 15 knots.”
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft. Up bubble fifteen degrees. Speed 18 knots.”
The boat left her resting place and rose, invisible, in a cloud of billowing silt, heading upwards under the passing ships.
Nathan glanced at the depth gauge, 260 feet.
“Open and trim vents fore and aft. Half fill. Up bubble ten degrees.”
“Aye sir.”
“What’s the heading to the cargo ship?”
“One three seven, range point six miles, sir.”
“Come to one three seven, speed eighteen knots.”
“One three seven, eighteen aye sir.”
“Position of the two Destroyers?”
One port, one point one miles. One starboard point nine miles.”
Over twenty minutes, Stonewall Jackson moved into a position well astern of the ship.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft two thirds, make your depth 50, come to. What’s the bearing, CPO Benson?”
“One three four sir.”
“One three four degrees.”
“Depth 50, one three four aye sir.”
“Countdown the range, Benson.”
“Point four miles sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson closed on the cargo ship.
“One point two miles.”
Nathan was tempted to go up and take a snap through the periscope, but he resisted the urge.
“Three hundred yards. Revs dropping, she’s slowed.”
“Open and trim vents fore and aft, down bubble twenty. Speed nine knots.”
Would that be enough? He imagined the ship’s prop smashing into the hull.
It had to be. Nathan waited, gripping the Conn’s rail.
“Increase revs,” there was a wait, “range?”
“Eighty yards.”
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft one, up bubble ten. Ease off on the revs. Range?” asked Nathan.
“Eighteen yards.”
“Make your depth thirty.”
Nathanraised the periscope and looked into the monitor. It was where he wanted it, raised, but still below the surface. He selected live view mode.
“We’re too close sir,” said Benson.
Nathan held his hand up but remained looking at the periscope view on the monitor. Stonewall Jackson moved up close behind the ship’s stern. Long seconds later he said, “There she blows. Ease off on the revs.” There was a pause. “Not so much, increase speed slightly.” He waited for several seconds, “ease off slightly, slowly now. There, that’s it. Ease off the revs a tiny bit. Take a look at this monitor CPO Benson.”
Benson took his headphones off and went around to the Conn. He looked at the image and stared in shock. “Fuck me sideways.”
The spinning prop of the huge ship was just five metres away. USS Stonewall Jackson had under-hulled the cargo vessel. She could ride, undetected, shielded by the noise from the ship’s prop. She had her free pass to Mischief Reef. The crew above would be totally unaware that the very thing they dreaded, 4,000 tons of hostile submarine, was just a few feet below them.
* * *
“XO, CAN YOU DO A SPELL at the Conn?”
“Yes sir.”
It was hard work keeping station just behind a spinning prop.
Nathan sneaked a look at her, the ponytail bouncing around her shoulders as she worked. He tried hard not to, but had to look again. Those eyes, wow. Stop it, you damn fool.
“Kaminski, what does the guessing box tell you about our position?”
He referred to the backup inertial navigation system, accurate if recently updated, but the accuracy dropped off over time.
“It has us south east of Mischief Reef, but it’s been a while since an update. We have turned east then north so we must be on the way in. Sir.”
“CPO Benson?”
“Sir, echoes from the ship's props are indicating a shallowing sea. I’d say less than 100, but that’s a wild assed guess.” He’d give it another few minutes.
A few minutes later.
“That’s it, ease back on the revs,” he watched the monitor as the prop disappeared. He kept an eye on the speed; when it was three knots he’d risk it.
The speed bled off. They were still at periscope depth. He set the controls for a pop up and 360 scan. The scope raised its eye above the surface, panned around and slid back beneath the surface. It was visible for just six seconds.
“Take a download of the 360, Kaminski.”
Nikki worked for a minute. The cargo ship and its escorting Destroyers converged. They were heading for an entry channel into the lagoon.
“Ok sir, I’ve a satellite fix and, comparing that with building and radome heights, we’re just about point six of a mile to the entrance to the Reef. Our target is bearing three four eight degrees; range two miles.”
“Steer three four eight, maintain periscope depth, speed seven knots.” Nathan turned to the XO. “Larry, go and tell Innes and Alves to get ready. We’re two hours from Infil.”
Fifteen minutes later he set up the periscope for a sweep from zero to seventy degrees. The scope broke surface did a quick seventy-degree scan and retracted below and out of sight.
He was headed for a narrow channel into the lagoon; this was where the communication cables lay. Surveillance satellite records of the bases had picked up their position during construction.
Nathan would wait for darkness.
* * *
“COME TO THIRTY DEGREES, speed three knots.”
“Thirty at three Aye Sir.” After five minutes, Nathan set the periscope up for a sweep from zero to forty five degrees scan. He looked at the monitor, it was now in night vision mode.
“All stop. XO, you have the Conn.”
Nathan walked back to the main companionway. Innes and Alves stood wearing diving suits and full rebreathers, and a bug lay on the deck wrapped in some kind of bag. Two seamen stood ready to assist.
“All set, men?”
“Aye sir,” replied Innes. Alves nodded.
“You’re about one hundred yards from the entrance. The bearing to datum one is six three degrees.” They both set their compass bezels to the bearing.
“Off you go, and good luck.”
Innes opened the lower hatch and climbed up, Alves followed. The seaman passed the bug up to them and the hatch was sealed and wheeled shut. Two taps followed by two more was the signal. The rating opened a valve to let seawater into the chamber.
* * *
INNES AND ALVES SWITCHED on their helmet lights, the red light filling the chamber was washed out. They were already waist deep in seawater, and they held the bug vertical resting on the lower hatch. Equipment checks had already been carried out in the boat’s main companionway.
The chamber filled, the water level rose to cover their masks, then finally, it was full. Innes reached up and turned the wheel, then stepped up a couple of rungs and lifted the hatch. Outside was a black void. Innes swam out into it, Alves followed, and they pulled the bug out behind them. Alves turned the bug horizontal, reached into the bag, and opened an inflation valve until the bug reached neutral buoyancy. Innes took the left hand side and Alves took the right, and gripping the two handles, they took a bearing and kicked off. Their buoyancy was slightly negative so they drifted down the seabed. It wasn’t silty, there was the odd filter feeder and starfish. Some thin, kelp like green fronds waved to and fro. Innes checked the depth, 110 feet. The only sound was their breathing and the hiss and pop of the feed and return valves of the CIS Lunar rebreathers.
The rebreathers were a fully closed circuit and gave no bubbles off, it re-used their breath and removed carbon dioxide. Electronics made sure the divers always got the right mixture of gas for their depth; the required Oxygen level was lower when they went deeper.
Alves shouldered the rebreather. Inside the shell on the divers’ backs, was a large cylinder to the left and plastic tube of some powder substance with a smaller cylinder below it.
He checked the two cylinders carefully. In the larger tank was the diluent, Trimix. Helium, oxygen and nitrogen. The small tank held oxygen.
Alves remembered his training. A diluent was nothing exotic, a non-diver breathes a diluent: the nitrogen in the air.
Oxygen was added to the trimix when told to by the computer. As well as breathing, Alves knew the mix provides buoyancy gas to the bags on the diver’s chest. This gas is also breathed in and out. The powder scrubbed out the carbon dioxide.
Alves knew Innes and him were in their equipment’s hands. Rebreathers provided them with a much extended dive time and depth, and of course no bubbles; ideal for a covert Infil of an enemy’s harbour or other facilities.
He ran his hands over the tank on his chest. They each wore a seven litre bail out tank with its own breathing regulator. This was just in case the rebreather failed. It was filled with Nitrox thirty six; that is thirty six percent oxygen, sixty four percent nitrogen, so reducing the decompression time.
They finned towards datum one, a wall at the north side of the channel, if all went well they’d cross the cable.
Their whole world was just the five or so yards around them. Outside that was a black void. It was fin, fin, breath in, fin, fin, breath out. On and on into the void.
Innes suddenly stopped finning. No. Shit. Alves continued on regardless. Innes reached over and pulled him back. He could see Alves frowning through his mask.
Innes reached out in front of himself and indicated something and Alves moved forward to see. There it was, a nylon line about eight inches above the seabed. Innes knew this was a trip line. They could activate mortar fire from a nearby shoreline, unlikely in this case due to proximity to the cable. But it would alert the base’s security teams that a potential penetration was underway. They’d have to rise above it, taking care not to activate it with their fins. Innes had seen tricks like this before. He shone a torch upwards, carefully studying the water column. There was another, twelve feet above the first. Sneaky bastards. They were hoping if the bottom line was detected, the infiltrator would move up and activate the higher line. Innes pointed and waved his torch and Alves gave him the ok sign. They both added gas and moved higher and in between the two wires. They pressed on towards their sixty three degrees bearing. Once they swam by the line, they sank back down and finned on, keeping a careful watch. Alves spotted the next one. He stopped Innes and pointed. This one was at an angle to the seabed. Innes hadn’t seen that done before; it started low to the left and went high to the right. He raised his palms to Alves and shrugged. Alves pointed up the line, indicating curiosity as to what was up there.
Innes nodded. They moved up the line. As they ascended, they came across another line stretched from high left to low right. Innes wondered what the hell was it? They carried on up the diagonal line. Finally, a shape loomed out of the midwater blackness that sent a chill through both men’s stomachs.

Chapter 5

FEDEXFIELD. LANDOVER, Maryland.
“YEAH, OK DAD THANKS. An iced tea and a dog. Onions, no mustard. And be quick, you know I hate the Cowboys, they’ll be back on soon.”
Stockhaisen climbed the steps and walked down into the concourse.
He walked once more towards Taco Bell. There, leaning against the wall, with a beer and another one for him, was Paul Wicks.
“Hi, you got anything for me?”
“Here’s a beer.”
“Thanks,” he took the beer. “Well?” he looked at his CIA contact with raised questioning eyebrows.
“I’ve got something I can let you read but not take away.” He handed Stockhaisen a copy of a document he’d photographed while Zhi Ruo was doing her face in the bathroom. The first part was in Chinese, and the second part was the translation.
He skimmed it. “Give it to me verbally.”
“The PLA are positioning a new weapon in the Paracels and the Spratlys. It’s a wing-in ground-effect cruise missile, capable of flying three feet over the sea’s surface with a 2,000 pound warhead. That’d give a carrier a very serious stomach ache. They’re low drag too, so 750 miles plus range. It rides a cushion of air at that altitude by staying so low throughout its flight, so this missile-drone is harder to detect than higher-flying missile systems, as it can hide from radar among the reflective clutter of the ocean's surface.”
“That’s all the fucking South China Sea?”
“Yeah, it’s worse than that,” said Paul, “all the way to Singapore, all of Taiwan and maybe the southern Islands of Japan. All from the Spratly Islands.”
“Your source?” Paul tapped the side of his nose.
“Humint.”
“Ok, I understand. I’ll be getting back.” He drank his beer and turned to leave.
“How are the FBI getting on with that MSS agent in DC?” asked Paul, trying to sound casual.
Stockhaisen turned. “They’re closing in. They don’t think it’ll be long now. Actually, they sent me a photo fit they’ve had done of her. I think I still have it on my phone.” He took out a cell phone and touched some parts of the screen. “Yeah this is it.” He held up the phone to Paul. “Bit of a looker isn’t she?”
“Yeah.” Paul retained his composure somehow; but he was mortified. A strong likeness of Zhi Ruo stared out at him.
“Gotta go and watch the Cowboys get theirs. See ya, Paul.”
“See ya.”
Paul shook his head. This was getting real bad. He knew he had to think of something, he couldn’t just let her be just picked up by the Feds.
* * *
AS PAUL WAS DRIVING home, it hit him. He pulled over and called someone who owed him one.
“Vicky, it’s Paul Wicks. I’m good thanks. You too? Great. Look, I need a favour…”
* * *
SHE KNOCKED ON HIS door at seven.
“Come in.” He held the door open. Zhi Ruo smiled, put her arms around his neck and kissed him. Then she stepped back and kicked her shoes off.
“Traffic. Took me ages today, the goddamn beltway. How do you cope, Paul?”
“I grew up around here, I suppose it helps.”
“Maybe.”
“You want a red wine?” He poured two glasses of her favourite Chilean Escarlata.
She looked at him teasingly. “Not yet, hon. You’d do me a great service if you’d put us both into your bath. We can drink them there.”
As they laid at opposite ends of the bath he watched her sip the glass. “Zhi. I’ve got an idea.”
“Oh?”
“Someone owes me a favour. I called them today and asked if I could borrow their vacation home. It’s a great spacious place in West Virginia, in the George Washington and Jefferson National Forest, about 120 miles away. I’ve stayed there before. It’s a great place, outdoors, forest, wildlife, rivers. We could go for the weekend and you can stay on longer. I can get there at the weekends, and sometimes during the week. It’s got an internet line, you can still write.”
She smiled. “That sounds great! I think I’m a country girl at heart, yeah, let’s do that! But first…”
She stood up in the bath, water dripped from her gorgeous nakedness.
“I need a rubdown, and she,” Zhi pointed to her mound, “is very hungry. It’s feeding time.”
MISCHIEF REEF.
INNES STARED IN HORROR. He’d never seen an underwater trip line like this. At the diagonal line’s end was a frame rising up from the seabed. Mounted on it were two cocked spear guns pointing back down along the line. Trip it, and you’d have a harpoon in your belly. There must be another at the end of the other angled line. This place would be riddled with them. This was worse than a minefield. It was a harpoon infested 3D spear fishing range, and they were the fish, right in the middle of it. Innes found himself breathing faster. Slow down, slow down. Just take it carefully.
They moved by and found another similar trap. Someone didn’t want them here. More slow progress, another diagonal wire. They had to rise carefully and pull the bug with them. Another six slow yards and there it was: the communications cable to the reef. And it was unshielded this close inshore. They were through the network of death and were clear. They placed the bug twelve feet to one side of the cable and its transporting buoyancy bag was removed. Alves unscrewed one end of the bug to access the arming system. Innes undid the tap like end to lay the cable thirty feet away, picking a position at 45 degrees away from the cable. He pulled out the line leading it away from the bug, he used care but wanted to position the cable nice and straight, the weight of the tap would keep it taut. He felt it before he saw it, and Innes froze. He shone his torch around: there was the nylon line, and it was against his head. He pulled slowly back, not wishing to send any sudden movements to the line. All the time he could imagine two harpoons aiming at him, waiting to be released. He was away now. He breathed again. Carefully, he completed the cable lay, then turned on to the reciprocal bearing and slowly returned to the bug. Alves was covering the bug with sediment mud and local plant life. It blended in quite well. They exchanged ok signs and began their return. They’d have to use care to get through this nest of harpoons, and at all costs avoid rushing. Innes tried his best to look assured and calm, when in truth he knew they were in deep trouble. He felt the sweat running down his back. After long slow minutes, the bulk of the boat arose in front of them. Innes let out a sigh of relief. They swam up the sail, and down into the hatch. Innes closed it and turned the wheel shut. Alves knocked three times on the lower hatch, paused, then knocked again. The water level started falling, and their weight returned. Then there was a wait as they were slowly ‘brought up’ by the pressure being reduced. Decompression stops were added to allow excess nitrogen to off gas. This prevented the bends, or decompression sickness. Finally, they opened the lower hatch and climbed down where two seamen were there to help them. As they stripped off their diving sets, Nathan showed up from the control room.
“How did it go?”
“It’s there sir, three yards from the cable,” said Alves, “once we got it through a cat’s cradle of defensive lines. Innes picked up the first one sir. They were armed with spear guns.”
“Nasty, very nasty. So we’ll have to instruct Cuckoo Fish to stand off?”
“Yes sir, it should be able to read the bug from outside the nest of thorns.”
“Well done guys, well done. I t’s mid rats soon. Get yourself whatever you want from the galley, then get some rest.”
Midnight rations were usually one thing, not like a regular meal. It wasn’t diet food but it filled the hole. Ravioli, enchiladas or some such. They gave the cook a grin.
“We’re privileged tonight. Tacos. Just what you want after a midnight swim,” said Innes.
“You guys just been outside?”
“Yeah, we’ve been out to Uncle Ho’s island.” They sat down.
The cook came out with a plate of grated cheese and more tacos.
“Good work you guys, you’ll want these.”
* * *
THE BOAT WAS ON SIX-hour watches. Six hours in your bunk and six hours on duty. Most who haven’t done it think you won’t sleep, in fact you’re out like a light. Nathan’s alarm woke him. He took breakfast in the galley and then walked off to the control room.
“Captain’s on the bridge,” announced the COB.
“Sir, all secure,” said the Weapons Officer, “we’re on the way to Johnson’s Reef, no boats issues. Civilian trade contacts only.”
“Very good Weaps.” Nikki Kaminski walked, in yawning.
Nathan smiled. “The bunk pulled today?”
“Yeah, I’ll be ok sir.”
“Ok, do you need a pop up?”
Nikki nodded. “That’d be great.”
“Planesman, take us to periscope depth, rig trim to ascend fore and aft one, two thirds. Speed four knots.”
The deck angled up as the boat ascended.
“At periscope depth sir.” Nathan set the scope controls for two 360 sweeps. This would give time for the satellite acquisition to happen.
“I’ve got a position update sir,” said Nikki Kaminski.
“Sir, we have a message from COMSUBPAC,” said Lieutenant Commander Lemineux.
“Flood one, make your depth eighty. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. Speed six knots.”
He walked over to Kaminski’s chair and placed his hand on her back where no crew could see. He gently stroked her with his forefinger.
“Where are we?”
“Here sir, just ten miles off. We’re east south east of it.”
“Right.” Nathan looked at the communications print out. “Damn it. Why the hell now? Benson. Stream the tail, I want to know what’s out there. If an octopus gets a hard on, I want to hear its pulse race.”
Nathan turned and headed aft.
“XO, Kaminski. War committee, now.”
The three of them sat around the table in the Wardroom with three coffees. Nathan placed the communications print out on the table.
* * *
PRIORITY RED
R 231349Z OCT 89 ZY011
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
DDG-124 USS KIMBERLY PEER WILL TRANSIT YOUR AREA 10.00 ZULU 06/23.
ON A FONOP. DOD NOT AWARE OF OPS TEA LEAVES, CLIPPER OR SKIRMISH.
DO NOT ATTEMPT CONTACT.
ROUTE FLEXIBLE, BUT INTENDED ROUTE ATTACHED.
MSG END//

“That’s all we needed,” said the XO, “a fucking showboat stirring the bastards up. Joe Chinaman will be up all-night scratching his dick.”
Nathan nodded. “Department of Defense don’t know about our Ops. It’s strictly Joint Chiefs, Sooty and us. They just picked a bad time to do one of their Freedom Of Navigation Operations.”
“Yeah,” said Larry, “it’s just a pissing contest.”
“How close to the Islands will they get?” asked Kaminski.
“Depends on what’s going on topside. A few miles, a few hundred yards,” said Larry.
“Joe Chinaman might bring some air down from the mainland.”
“He might have it here,” said Nikki, “he has two kilometre plus airfields on those reefs. He’ll have boats down here too.”
Nathan leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. “I’ll bet some Goddamn REMF in the Pentagon thought this one up.”
Nikki frowned. “REMF?”
“Yeah,” Nathan grinned, “Rear Echelon Mother Fucker. A desk driver.”
Kaminski sipped her coffee, then stood and started to pace the room.
“I hate it when she does that,” said Larry, watching her. “You just know the shit’s about to hit the fan.”
“What do we do?” she asked.
“Lie low till she’s gone by,” said Larry. “Go on Princess Leia, what would you do?”
“We take advantage of the confusion and chaos the Destroyer’s presence will cause, to climb up their ass.”
“I like it Nikki,” smiled Nathan, “bring up the Johnson’s Reef South info on the tablet. Let’s take a look at our options.”
THE SPRATLY ISLANDS. The incident.
USS KIMBERLEY PEER.
CAPTAIN JANE BROCKMAN took a last look at the azure sea, and the wind ruffled her red brown hair. She put her peaked cap on and opened the hatch, stepped inside, and headed for the control room amidships.
It would be a grand tour; Mischief, Johnson’s Reef South and Fiery Cross Reef, then up to the Paracels and Woody Island. Get ‘em stirred up, and give ‘em the finger.
The control room was gloomy; men and women stared into monitors and spoke into the headsets they all wore.
Brockman listened in to the Principal Warfare Officer ASW.
“PWASW from blue dog one, blue dog one, we are at datum two, pass one. The MAD is streaming, no contact. Radial search on you over.”
“Copy blue dog one. Good hunting.”
He was speaking to the Airborne Tactical Officer. Blue dog one would be a Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk helicopter, capable of dropping sonobuoys and towing a MAD — a magnetic anomaly detector. If a submarine contact was made, then Mk 46 torpedoes would be dropped.
Hours later, the USS Kimberley Peer sailed two miles off the south coast of Mischief Reef, to a diatribe of threats and accusations of violating Chinese waters. Patrol boats flying the red flag sailed between them and the island a couple of hundred yards away.
She picked up the microphone and broadcast to the Chinese.
“We are the United States Navy ship USS Kimberley Peer exercising our right to sail through international waters.” She replaced the handset. That was enough for now. “Discharge the ship’s waste.” Sewerage, dirty oil and waste food were pumped out, in view of the watching Chinese patrol boats. “Have some of that.” She smiled. “Navigator, course to Johnson’s Reef South?”
“Two six three sir.”
“Helm, make that your course, fifteen knots.”
The Destroyer sailed off and left Mischief Reef behind.
“Sir PWOA, we have two contacts heading our way. AN/SPY 1D radar reports two bogies, speed 480 knots, altitude 500 feet and dropping. Range three point four miles. Activating AN/SLQ 32 countermeasures.”
The Principal Warfare Officer Air, came over as clearly concerned by the tone of his voice.
“PWOA, don’t activate the fire control radar.”
“Bogies closing low to our starboard. Closing, closing, mark. Five hundred twenty knots.” Captain Brockman heard the two jets rushing by, even in the control room.
“Sir, Officer of the Deck reports two Shenyang J-11s passed low to our starboard.”
“Ok, maintain course. Monitor them for fire control radar emissions. If they do, paint em and get a RIM 162 SAM locked on.”
“They’re coming in again sir.”
“Aren’t you going to paint them with the SPG 62, just for a warning?” asked the XO.
She smiled. “No, this is all just one dick measuring contest. Good job I’m a woman.”
THE GEORGE WASHINGTON and Jefferson National Forest. West Virginia.
SHE STARED OUT OF THE wide full height window door, looking over the forest slopes below. The sun had risen, dispelling the faint ethereal fog.
Zhi Ruo smiled it was, simple yet beautiful.
It was a soft haunting, painted land. But it was not her land. Paul had left several days ago, but he’d be back soon.
She’d contacted someone, a diplomat who posed as a heating engineer, of all things.
There was a surprisingly good cell phone service here and she’d used one of her alternative SIM cards to make contact. Her package would arrive today. She’d be able to rig up the surveillance bugs and cameras. It wasn’t difficult; she’d been trained well. Zhi knew she’d be pin up of the week among the dirty bastards of section 3, padding around naked, fucking her CIA client. But she knew her friend Tang Tian would remove them quickly.
She admitted to herself, she did like him. He was quite caring and kind. Paul could be funny in that western way. He knew how to use his man stick on her. But they where from different lands and served different masters.
First, that day, it would be a walk, get to know the area better, get to know escape routes if needed. She’d take her Pentax out and take some pictures. Zhi slid the door open and walked out into the beautiful West Virginia forest.
* * *
LATER SHE RETURNED, after lunch the UPS truck arrived, she signed for the package, opened it and set to work, then surveyed the cameras and bugs.
It was time for a test.
“Living room. Text if you see and hear.” A double ding sounded.
“Kitchen.” A double ding.
“Hallway.” A double ding.
“Bedroom.” A double ding.
“Bathroom.” A double ding. Soon all were checked out.
Early evening she called the Chinese takeout delivery, Great Wok in Harrisonburg, pretending to speak poor English.
“Hi, I wan hot soup, sour. Treasure Szechuan Garlic Style. Egg rol. No, rol, rol. Egg rol. Ya roll. Ju-long to bring. Only Ju-long. I pay him dollar.”
An hour later, Ju-long knocked on the door and handed over the delivery. She paid him in dollar bills.
“Xiexie.”
First things first, she tucked into the meal. Not bad, not bad at all. A bit of home cooking, not up to her favourite Niu Dian on Kunming Street, but quite good. The hot and sour soup was very Kekou.
Then she returned to the delivery box, lifted away the covering paper and took out a flat plastic pack.
She opened it and took out the documents. The heading of the Ministry of State Security was clearly visible to anyone who knew what they were looking at. Zhi read it and smiled. Nice one.
* * *
THE NEXT NIGHT PAUL was due around eight. She changed into a bathrobe and let her silky black hair down. She heard his car rolling up the drive and then the car door slamming shut. Zhi turned her body to face a camera and gave it the finger. “You dirty bastards.”
The door opened.
“Hi, Paul, I’ve something for you.”
“Oh, what’s that? Is it nice sweetest?”
She approached him, undid her robe and let it fall to the floor.
“That’s for you to decide.”
She took his right hand and placed it palm towards her, between her legs. She rubbed herself with his hand.
“Well, is it nice?”
“Yes Zhi, it is.”
“Then give her the attention she wants.”
He watched her the next morning as she got up and padded into the kitchen, pouring him a coffee. She was as hot and sexy a girl as he’d ever known.
Then he remembered. He peeped into the bathroom; she lay up to her neck in the warm water with her hair up.
He walked softly back to her bag, found the document, took it out and quickly photographed it. He smiled, more MSS info, it was there for the taking and all he had to do for it, was what she wanted. This gorgeous Eastern beauty just wanted him balls deep in her.
It was a hard life. The work was tough, but someone had to do it.
* * *
HALF A WORLD AWAY IN the South China Sea, the USS Kimberley Peer drew within a few miles of Johnson’s Reef South.
Captain Jane Brockman turned to her Weapons Officer.
“Weaps, what’s the story on that Luyang III class DDG?”
“We’re still picking up H/LJQ-364 search radar. He knows we’re here. But there’s no fire control radar.”
“Ok. Helm come to three one zero degrees.” She smiled. “We’re going to skirt the south end of this reef real close. Let’s watch Shanghai Sally get her panties in a twist.”

Chapter 6

THE SOUTH CHINA SEA.
“SONAR. THE TAIL’S GOT contacts. To the east, we have an Arleigh Burke class Destroyer heading this way. Range 15 miles. Out to the northwest we have a PLA Destroyer, type 052D Luyang III class. The PLA library gives 80 percent probability of it being the Yinchuan. Range 12 miles. Closer in, range eight miles, we have a PLA boat. It’s a nuke attack sub, type 093 Shang class. He’s doing nine knots, heading east. I’m picking up sounds that could be the Arleigh Burke class bird, an SH-60 Seahawk, dropping sonobuoys. I can’t say for sure, it’s several miles off.”
“Kaminski, what’s our position relative Johnson’s Reef?”
“Three miles to our northwest, we’ll need to turn north soon.”
“Planesman come to zero degrees.”
“Zero aye sir.” The boat tilted to the right, and the crew hung on. Something clattered noisily on the deck, back aft. Nathan gave the aft companionway a black look.
“COB, go and sort that.”
“Yes sir.”
The COB walked quickly down the companionway. You could hear his shouts in the distance.
“Who did that? Who did that? Show me the brain fucked idiot that shit on my submarine. I’ll kick ass until I find out. Who shit on this man’s submarine? Who? Derbez? That mother?
Bring me Derbez, I want some ass, and I want it now. Derbez, you worthless fuck. You know what you are? You’re ten pounds of shit in a five pound bag. Get down on the deck and give me sixty now. Get the fuck down. That’s it, you shit. From now on, any A-Ganger will call on you if they get a turd-chasing job. Attention, all hands, all hands. Let it be known that Seaman Derbez is chief turd-chaser now. Everyone inspect your area for loose shit now, including you sir, we’re not doing angles and dangles now. Listen up ladies, and listen good. Stonewall Jackson is the finest boat in the PAC fleet. Make me fucking proud of it.”
Nathan smiled, that wouldn’t be happening again any time soon.
The channel into Johnson’s Reef South was from the north side. It was only about 150 feet wide at the start and about half a mile long. The base would be on the port side of the boat. The depth of water was unknown, but a type 055 Destroyer was almost 23 feet in draft, so you’d need to clear that by a good margin. Nathan thought a minimum of 30 feet, probably more. USS Stonewall Jackson was 82 feet from the base of her hull to the tops of her masts. The channel could be that deep, but maybe not.
One advantage that the boat had was that it was fitted with a computer-controlled, Swedish-designed X rudder, increasing the submarine’s manoeuvrability when operating in shallow waters close to the seabed. The boat was excellent at executing small turns over a topographically complex seabed. There was no radar on the reef, but it would have to be a night entry and probably a long swim for Innes and Alves.
“XO. Get the dive team, we’ll meet in the Wardroom.”
Several minutes later his intercom flashed.
“We’re in the Wardroom sir.”
“You have the Conn, Weaps.”
“I have the Conn. Aye sir.”
Nathan walked in and sat. “Ok, this could be more complex than Mischief was. I guess you two have been planning the dive?”
“Yes sir,” said Alves, “the cable connects on the east side of the channel around here.” He pointed to the northwest side of the base.
“We intend to swim west to east about 60 yards north of the base, we should pick up the cable before we get to the edge of the reef.”
“You ok with that, Innes?”
“Yes sir.”
“We don’t know what you’ll see in terms of defenses like last time. But we need an Exfil plan in case it all goes to rat shit.”
“We’ll be carrying our mini-echo locators sir,” said Innes. “We intend to swim north on the east side of the channel and stop from time to time to sweep the locators to the west to pick up the boat.”
“That’s good. But what if we have to leave the channel, what then?”
The Intercom came to life. “Captain to the control room.” Nathan and the XO got up and left the room.
“What’s going on Weaps?”
“It’s that Shang class nuke. Sonar?”
“Sir, she’s flooded a tube. But she’s still heading east. She doesn’t seem to know about us.”
“How far is she from our DDG?”
“Slightly more than 20 miles. She’s south of us, around four miles.”
“Do you want me to lay in a firing solution Sir?” asked Weaps.
“No, not yet.”
“She’s blowing a ballast tank, she’s coming up to periscope depth. Now at periscope depth. She’s slowed to five knots.”
Long minutes went by.
“Sir, our DDG is now one mile south of the reef. Aspect change on the Sheng, it’s stern on to us, it’s lining up to face our DDG. She’s eight miles astern of the DDG. Outer doors have opened. Sir, he’s going to do it.”
“I can lay in a firing solution Sir,” said Weaps, “we can put a fish in him. He’s going to launch.” The Weapons Officer turned to Nathan. “Sir?”
It was one of hardest decisions he’d ever had to make. There was a sitting duck out there. He had to just give the word, and it would be history. He waited.
“Sir, do I have permission to lay in a solution and put a fish into him?”
Nathan sighed. “No. Permission denied. Operation Skirmish comes first.”
The sonar operator CPO Benson groaned and shook his head.
“I don’t like it any…”
“Sonar. We have a launch from the Sheng. We have a launch. It’s gone quiet, breaking surface now. It’s a missile launch, there go the boosters. The bird will be airborne.”
“It’s probably a Y-82 Saccade,” said Weaps. “Warhead, 365 pounds of high explosives. God help them.”
* * *
THE USS KIMBERLY PEER’S Principal Warfare Officer Air raised his voice excitedly.
“Missile running in from aft starboard, 40 degrees. Range six miles.”
Captain Brockman pressed a button on her console. “Whoop, whoop. Battle stations, battle stations, whoop, whoop.”
“Activating SM-32 countermeasures. Phalanx CIWS is up and looking.” Personnel all over the ship donned white anti flash hoods and scurried to their stations.
“Helm, come to 220 degrees.” Captain Brockman turned the Destroyer’s stern to the incoming missile, presenting the smallest target possible.
“Countermeasures have selected Saccade mode. Range three miles.”
She knew it was launched from a sub; there was no ship out that way. The wind was light from the southwest.
“Ready Chaff to starboard. PWASW launch ASROC at the launch point.”
The Destroyer fired rocket-launched torpedoes at the submarine; these would drop into the sea from parachutes and search for the sub. At least the Kimberly Peer was fighting back.
* * *
A SOLID ROCKET PROPELLANT booster accelerated the speed of the missile to Mach 0.9 in a few seconds. Its booster burned out, the missile's turbo jet engine started. Controlled by the radio altimeter and inertial autopilot system, the missile flew at a cruising speed of Mach 0.9, the altitude reduced to 10–20 metres.
As it entered the terminal phase of flight, the missile switched on its terminal guidance radar to search for the target. Within a couple of miles of the target, the missile dropped to 17 feet above sea level. The ship’s electronic countermeasures forced the missile upwards; the missile countered this and dropped again. The countermeasures forced it up again and an undulating flight path resulted as the two sides fought an electronic duel. The missile tried to manoeuvre sideways to make it a more difficult target for shipborne air defense systems. Countermeasures fought to stop this. When approaching the target, the missile would try to dive to hit the waterline of the ship to inflict maximum damage.
“Range one mile.”
“Launch Chaff to starboard.” The chaff cloud bloomed, tempting the missile away.
A ruckus buzzing sound came from the rear of the ship as the Phalanx cannons poured a hail of lead into the missile’s path at a rate of 3,000 rounds a minute.
In the last few seconds of the missile's flight, the countermeasures deflected the missile upwards. The missile slammed into the hanger and exploded, blowing the hangar and the rear half of the ship’s superstructure away. It failed to hit its target at the waterline. The USS Kimberly Peer was ablaze and in serious trouble, but she was still afloat.
* * *
THE DAMAGE CONTROL team extinguished the small fire at the control room’s rear. Operators coughed at their consoles.
“XO, what’s the sitrep on damage?” asked Brockman.
“Aft is a wreck, half of it’s gone. We’ll struggle to get the Seahawk down, but we’ll do it. The engine room has been damaged but can be repaired in a couple of hours. We got off lightly there.”
“Bottom line. Lieutenant Commander?”
“Bottom line. Our damage control teams are on top of their game. We’re out of the fight but she’s salvable, I’d say head for the Philippine Navy base at Puerto Princesa City, Palawan Island.”
She looked down. “Casualties?”
“Thirty eight dead, fifty six injured. Some critical, sir. They need help, more than we’ve got.”
Captain Jane Brockman didn’t like it, but it had to be done.
“Ok, Thanks. Helm, come about, head southeast. We’re going to Palawan.”
THE PENTAGON.
GENERAL COTTON BROUGHT the meeting of the joint chiefs to order.
“Ladies and gentlemen, The USS Kimberly Peer. What do we do?”
Present, was the Chief of Staff of the Army General Sally Weingarten, USA.
Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Nicolaj Kamov, USN.
Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut, USMC.
Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Neil L Cooper, USAF.
National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen.
“Right, we’re here to discuss the situation in the South China Sea,” said General Cotton.
“Can you share your thoughts?”
“Not really,” said Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut. “I’d make a Gunnery Sargent blush.”
“We have that sub over there,” said General Cooper, “so sink the Chinese sub.”
“No,” said Admiral Kamov.
“Why?”
“Her mission is too important, she’d give herself away. No one must suspect that she’s there. She’s a ghost of the deeps right now.”
“They’ve reclaimed and expanded islands all over the South China Sea. We must be able to do something,” said Stockhaisen.
“We should keep away from Mischief, Johnson South and Fiery Cross, let our boat do her thing,” Kamov threw his hands in the air.
“Neil, can the Air Force do something?” asked General Cotton.
“We’ll need a base. Guam’s one, but we could do with something closer,” said General Cooper, “we can forget the Philippines with Duterte in power.”
“I may have a solution,” said General Sally Weingarten, “Vietnam. They’re in dispute with the Chinese over several of the islands. There’s no love lost between them. In 1988 they lost sixty four men in a skirmish with the Chinese on Johnson Reef South. I’ve got good connections over there. I can get in contact with General Le Cang in Da Nang. We’ve a chance.”
“Anybody got any objections?” asked General Cotton. A chorus of no’s came back.
“Ok Sally, do your stuff. Fly over there.”
* * *
NATHAN, THE XO, INNES and Alves sat at the table in the Wardroom.
“Ok, so that’s it,” said Nathan. “Are you fine with the Exfil plan?”
Alves nodded. “Sir.”
“Yes sir,” said Innes.
“Good, we’ll enter the channel at oh one hundred hours tomorrow, so three and a half hours’ time. Oh three hundred hours is H hour. Good luck.”
The two divers left.
“It’s gonna be tough out there, Nathan.”
“I know. Another night time swim into who knows what. At least they’ve already got a mission done together.” Nathan shook his head. “I wish I knew how deep that damn channel is.” He wondered too about company in the channel, would ships or boats use it in the night? It could get tricky. What would his old mentor Captain Franks of USS NYC have done?
Nathan walked into the control room at midnight.
* * *
“CONTROL ROOM. RIG FOR red.” The room was bathed in a dull red light, it would be easier for his eyes to adjust to the night vision display in the periscope. He’d be using the monitor screen at the Conn and night vision viewer in the scope. But, you never knew. Besides, red was what you used for night operations, it was traditional. Just before H hour, he unhooked the microphone.
“All hands, all hands. We are just outside the northern entrance to the enemy’s naval base. We’re going to try sneaking in tonight. It’s going to be very tricky and shallow, we don’t really know how deep the channel will be. Rig strictly for silent running. At the right point, we’ll deploy our divers, Chief Petty Officers Michael Innes and Hugo Alves. They’ll carry out our task tonight. We’re here to get intel from the enemy, we’re here to find out things about him he’d rather nobody know. We’ll know. The Joint Chiefs wanted someone to take a dump on Joe Chinaman’s dinner. Who did they ask for? Who’s the meanest ass in the fleet? The USS Stonewall Jackson, that’s who. They got the best. Now let’s go do it. Commander out.” He placed the microphone on its hook. “Come to periscope depth, up bubble ten.”
“Periscope depth sir.”
Nathan set the controls for a pop up and 360 sweep. He looked at the night vision display, all clear.
“Enter the lagoon, forward five knots.” After a few minutes, he tried another pop up and sweep. There, visible down the channel in the distance, were the lights of the base.
“Come to starboard, I want to face due north.” The boat turned about.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft, stern ballast one quarter. Reverse, speed four knots.” The boat reversed slowly into the channel with her stern raised off the bottom. She dragged her bow behind her. After two minutes he raised the periscope and looked astern, he lowered the view to look at the channel and the sea immediately behind the boat. Could they be making a disturbance in the sea?
“Looks good, XO. Come to three five five degrees.” He was trying to keep to the eastern side of the channel.
This way, backing into the channel would mean the boat would be bow low and trailing if the bottom became too shallow. It would also mean if a quick exit was required, the boat would be facing the correct way. After two minutes, he popped the scope up again.
“Come to zero degrees.” A few minutes later a dull scraping sounded through the hull. The boat had bottomed.
“That’s it XO, we’re on the bottom. I’m going to drag us along for a while with the prop.”
“Increase revs, to 50 percent.”
The XO looked at Nathan with wide eyes. He wanted to shake his head but didn’t. They should get away with it for a while at least.
After a while, he popped up the scope again. He looked at the vertical travel meter on the monitor. It hardly moved. He selected down scope, but maintained the view. The periscope was now permanently above the surface, the hull still dragged on the seafloor. Nathan gauged the distance to the base. It was 300 yards to the sea wall. A tanker, and what looked like a frigate were anchored up.
“All stop.” The revs fell away and the scraping sound stopped.
“Flood stern ballast. Open and trim vents fore and aft.” The boat came level. “XO, tell the divers we’re 300 yards out, it’s up to them now.”
* * *
INNES AND ALVES PUT on their rebreathers, helped by the two seamen. One of the seamen spun open the lower hatch, and Innes and Alves climbed up into the sail and the bug was passed up to them. The lower hatch was closed and the seawater started to fill the chamber. Soon it was full, just a red light filled the chamber. The outer hatch was opened and Innes swam out. He had a surprise, he broke surface. The top of the sail was just about level with the surface. All her periscope and transmission masts were up there in fresh air. He rolled into the sea. Alves and Innes manhandled the bug over the sail’s edge. They vented buoyancy and dropped down into the channel on the starboard side of the boat.
The two divers switched on their head torches and set off to the southeast. Eventually, the channel wall appeared to their left, and they pressed on, and it wasn’t long before they saw the cable. It was still shielded here, so the bug couldn’t be deployed. Ten yards further on Alves put a hand up and stopped. It was a trip line again, no doubt leading to a spear gun. They carefully passed over it. Soon they found a diagonal line, just like the one at Mischief. They found the intersection point and crossed as low as they could.
A few yards further on, Innes stopped. What the hell? There was a row of spear guns cocked and pointing upwards, spaced about nine inches apart. They were attached to a metal strip on the seabed. How the hell were they set off? It was tempting to cross over them but they must be triggered somehow. You could end up with two harpoons in your chest.
Innes tried using his knife to lift the metal strip, it lifted but didn’t set off the spear guns. He had an idea, he tapped Alves and pointed to the left and they swam to the wall. At the channel wall the strip ended; the last gun was six inches from the side. He took his lifting bag from his leg pouch pointed to the strip and gave Alves the thumbs up. Alves gave him the ok; he understood. Soon the lifting bag was fixed to the strip. Innes added gas from the seven-litre bale out tank on his chest and the bag did its job, it lifted the strip of spear guns from near the wall. When he thought the gap was big enough, he took a bow and gestured Alves through, then passed the bug through.
Within twenty careful yards, the shielding ended. They placed the bug three yards to one side. Alves set the activator and Innes unscrewed the tap and laid the line out. Finally, they covered the bug with silt and small rocks. The two divers high fived each other and set off back the way they’d come. When they reached the strip of guns and the lifting bag, the strip was let down and the bag removed and stowed. They could leave no sign that they’d been here.
They began to head back through the 3D harpoon minefield. Innes heard it first, and knew instantly what it was. Oh, shit no.

Chapter 7

“HI PAUL, HERE’S MARIE.” Stockhaisen introduced her.
“Hi,” he shook hands with her. She was Hispanic, dark hair, elfin looks, brown eyes. Good looking, he had to admit.
“Hi Paul, I’ll tell you straight, I’m a bit nervous. The blind date thing is new to me.”
“Me too, so we’ll just have to wing it.”
“Have you been here before? Do you like Chinese food?” asked Marie.
“I’ve not been here before, no. But Chinese is fine. I was told Peekaboo picked it, it’s her birthday,” he smiled.
He’d not wanted to do this. A blind date. It was not his style, but Stockhaisen had insisted.
It had been a call he’d taken at Langley. “You’re coming to the dinner Paul, no ifs, no buts. It’ll be me and Carla, Peekaboo and this guy she’s started seeing. You and this girl that Carla knows.”
“But…”
“Don’t ‘but’ me Paul, it’s happening.”
“Mr Stockhaisen, your table is ready. If you would follow me.”
Paul followed the Chinese waitress with the swaying hips, which were clad in a long red skirt with gold symbols. The six of them sat and the first course was served.
After the meal, Stockhaisen and Paul were stood off to one side by the bar.
“Yeah, I’ll be there, the skins need this one. The Bronco’s do too, it sh…”
A Chinese waitress in a red and gold traditional costume approached them. “Mr Stockhaisen, your whiskies.” She held up a silver platter with two glasses of amber liquid on it.
“Thank you. Help yourself, Paul.”
She smiled and walked away.
“Pretty isn’t she? May something or other, that’s her name.”
Paul nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”
“At least we know she’s not the MSS agent.”
Paul tried to act disinterested. “Yeah.”
“The real one apparently is out of the city now, somewhere out in a house west of here. The FBI are closing in. I don’t know…”
Marie and Carla interrupted.
“Come on you two. I’ll bet you’re talking shop. Stop it and join in.” Stockhaisen rolled his eyes at Paul and walked off. Marie put her hand on Paul’s back and pushed him towards the rest of the group.
Paul was flushed with adrenaline. The FBI were closing in? Shit. Zhi Ruo, God, what are we going to do?
* * *
PAUL SAT AT HOME THAT evening with a glass of wine, he’d wanted coffee but he knew sleep was needed too.
He wrestled with the tangled web he’d woven. It was a quandary; to step up her protection he may have to tell her that he knew she was MSS. That would probably turn the tap off with the information he was getting. She didn’t know he was CIA either, she’d run a mile if she knew.
Just to add spice to the broth, and to totally put the whole thing in shit street, he had to admit it, as hard as it was to face it, he knew it was the truth.
He had fallen for her. He couldn’t lose Zhi. But, could he save her unless he did?
JOHNSON’S REEF SOUTH.
“SONAR. WE HAVE ACTIVITY at the base, prop sounds. It’s running quite fast but the ship’s not moving much. Stopped. Now in reverse. There’s a lot of echo from the bay. Stopped, now forward.”
Nathan frowned and looked at the XO.
“It’s a ship manoeuvring to come away from its birth. Something’s coming out of the base. ID, Benson?”
“There’s too much echo sir, but if you want my best guess, it’s that frigate.” He knew Benson well enough to know he was probably right. Nathan knew his upper mast works and maybe even the top of the sail was above water. The frigate wouldn’t suspect a hostile submarine in the channel. It would probably sail on by in the dark and there were two divers in the water. Then again it may spot them. To be trapped in here by an enemy frigate would be a nightmare. He hated to do it but he had to leave the divers behind.
“Forward ten knots.” He’d leave a wake, but there was no choice. USS Stonewall Jackson made her way toward the open sea, and when he judged the time was right he’d dive.
Nathan waited.
“Flood forward one half, down bubble ten, dive to periscope depth. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth.”
The boat dived below the surface. It was time to head out of the lagoon.
“Planesman, come to 30 degrees. Speed 15 knots.”
“Thirty at 15, aye sir.” After five minutes he decided it was time. He looked over at her. She was visible in the dull red light, apart from the headset, she could be plying her trade in a red light zone.
“Kaminski, I’m going to do two 360 pop ups, get a satellite position fix.”
“Aye sir.”
Nathan set the controls on his Conn station. The periscope rose above the surface, did two brief 360 scans, and withdrew below the surface.
“You get a fix?”
“Yes sir, I’m adding it to the chart now.”
He looked at the scans, they were in night vision mode. He zoomed in, and the frigate was visible behind them. He zoomed in again.
“Weaps, take a look at my view. What’s its type, and what does the dummies guide say?”
“Sir, it’s a Jiangkai II class. I’ll look up its threat profile.” It only took him a minute to find the info he needed. “MGK-335 active/passive sonar. SJG-206 towed array sonar. Armament; Yu-8 ASROC equivalent system. Yu 7 ASW torpedoes. Type 87 ASROC equivalent. Ka-28 Helix helicopter.”
Nathan frowned. “So, she’s a pretty heavy hitter then. Kaminski, get me a course to E1.”
She performed some calculations. “Sir, I recommend ten knots, due to reef proximity. Three minutes at 45, then four minutes at one eight zero.”
“Planesman, do it.”
“Three minutes at 45, then four minutes at one eight zero. Ten knots. Aye sir.” The planesman carried out the courses, and the boat leaned hard to the right on the course change.
“In position sir.”
“Reverse full.” Nathan waited twenty seconds. “Reverse off. Revs for three forward. Come to zero degrees. Then all stop.”
The boat was at rest, just outside the reef at the northeast corner. They were at the Exfil position; it was all up to Innes and Alves now.
* * *
INNES LISTENED TO THE prop somewhere out in the blackness. Thrum, thrum, thrum. It was getting closer. Underwater sound travels too fast for your ears to gauge the direction it was coming from. It was just out there. He’d seen the tanker and the frigate in the harbour. It sounded more like a warship than a tanker; the prop was faster.
Now, what would Commander Blake do? Innes knew how shallow it was in here. He could stay or go. Innes decided that he’d probably go, the mission came first and if the boat was discovered, that was it. But he may have stayed. He decided to make for the Exfil position but still sweep with the mini-echo locators just in case. He made a sign to Alves with crossed arms; Exfil. Alves nodded. The two men soon came across another of the blasted wire trips, they’d have to get past it first. Take your time, Innes told himself, nice and slow.
Then it was one of the crossed types. Another 50 feet and no trip wires. Thank God they were through. Two hundred yards, and Innes signalled a stop. They both switched on their mini-echo locators and swept back and forth to the left and centre of the channel. The LCD display showed no return. They pressed on. It was black out there, they just followed the slope of the wall to the right, the only sound the hiss and pop of the rebreathers.
They stopped another three times to search for the boat, but there was no sign of it. They’d need a bearing to make the swim out of the lagoon, they knew the approximate course, but it was best to get a bearing. Alves gave a thumbs up signal, Innes nodded and they ascended, surfacing in the dark. Out here nobody would see them, and Innes and Alves both took bearings. Alves pulled out his mouthpiece. “Twenty five.” Innes nodded. They descended and followed the bearing. Innes set his timer. After six minutes Alves tapped him on the shoulder, and he pointed out into the darkness, Innes couldn’t see anything. He made a shrug with his hands. Alves placed his hand on top of his head with fingers pointing upwards.
Oh, right, he’d seen a shark. Just after, two Grey Reef sharks made a pass by them. Innes knew what to do. He knew they could sense fear somehow. It was time for some bluff and intimidation. He got Alves’s attention, pointed at the sharks and made a chopping motion with his hand. Both divers swam after the sharks as fast as they could and the sharks disappeared but reappeared thirty seconds later. Innes knew this was a game of bluff. The divers changed direction and swam directly for them again, this had to work, he suppressed his fear as best he could, the sharks sped off into the black. The two divers resumed their course, checking for the sharks from time to time. Innes knew that Sharks could be intimidated; to the shark, a diver is an unknown large creature. If this creature shows no fear and appears threatening, they’d often back down. Innes had seen it before, Sharks have the mentality of a dangerous chicken, they’re more cautious than most people think. After twelve minutes, they should be about there. It was time to ascend to check and get a new bearing. At the surface, Innes took his mouthpiece out. “Eighty for five minutes.” Alves nodded, and when they got to the spot, they surfaced again. They were now outside the lagoon at the northeast tip of the reef. The plan was that every three minutes the boat would raise her periscope and flash twice, facing north, away from the base. The divers would get her location and return aboard. Innes looked to the north, there was the bulk of the frigate making its way slowly west. He knew that was unwelcome, the boat would know by sonar that the frigate was there and wouldn’t flash from the periscope. Somebody may see it. Damn. They used the mini-echo locators, no contact. It got worse as the unmistakable sound of helicopter blades clattered their way over. It was the ship’s Ka-28 Helix ASW aircraft. It was just visible against the sky. About a mile away it slowed, lowered, and let down its dipping sonar. Oh fuck, thought Innes. If the boat’s down there the Helix may detect it and the boat would be forced to leave the area. The two men watched helplessly as the Helix hovered.
“Sonar. We have faint sounds just over a mile west northwest. It’s a Helix hovering; I’ve heard similar sounds from our birds. He’ll be lowering his dipping sonar, sir.”
“Flood fore and aft two thirds. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth. We’ll sink to the bottom, it’s fairly shallow here.”
They all felt the hull bottom, stern first.
“Let’s hope he doesn’t go active and ping.” What a bastard, why here? He was taking a risk, but it was a risk to head away with a spinning prop.
* * *
INNES SAW THE HELIX raising its dipping sonar and it flew off to the west. He removed his mouthpiece. “Could be a rooky being given some night training.” Alves nodded. The two divers waited, the frigate was further away to the west now. Around seven minutes later Alves saw it. Two flashes. He pointed and took a bearing. The two men swam for the location. There again. Innes swept with his mini-echo locater, it was 30 yards away. The two men submerged and switched on their helmet lights. There it was! It was a swim towards it, then into the sail, close the hatch. Knock out the signal. Soon the water started to drain away. There was no need for decompression. The bottom hatch swung open and they climbed down.
Nathan stood there looking at his wristwatch. “What time do you call this? Have you been ashore? Trying to get to first base with a couple of Chinese broads?”
Innes grinned. “Damn, you guessed it sir. We were in the bar knocking back a few Tsingtao beers, with two hot ladies. The bug is in place sir. Mission accomplished.”
“Well done guys. Two down one to go.”
PHAN RANG AIRBASE VIETNAM.
RUNWAY LIGHTS WERE visible in the predawn darkness. Major Pete ‘Soup’ Campbell, and Mission Commander and Lieutenant Kip ‘Slippy’ Clay, sat side by side in the cockpit of the powerful B1-B Lancer.
“Phan Rang, from Rooster flight leader. We have an eight ship inbound, requesting permission to land on your runway 04L/22R.”
B-1B or the ‘Bone’, as it was affectionately known, was a fast, heavy, low-level bomber. Slippy had logged over 1000 hours flying the B-1B, Campbell a little less.
The strike package was part of a flight from the 28th Bomb squadron, on detachment from Dyess AFB Texas. They’d flown there from their forward operating base at Andersen AFB Guam.
“Here we go, good morning Vietnam.”
Sat in a separate compartment to the rear of the cockpit was Lieutenant Donna ‘Fangs’ Farra. The Defensive Systems Officer, she controlled the B1-B’s sophisticated defensive systems. Linda ‘Razor’ Seraisi, the Offensive Systems Officer, sat next to her. A black girl from Louisiana and cool as ice, Razor was competent and seemingly unflappable.
“You are permission land, Rooster flight.”
Slippy turned to line up with the runway, pulled back on the power and came in down the glide slope. They touched down on 10,500 feet of concrete and turned off towards the apron they were allocated. The other seven aircraft banked in when their turn came. Another four ship was due later.
“Well here we are then, the first US forces to be stationed in Vietnam for a long time,” said Fangs.
Linda Razor Seraisi looked over at her colleague clad in her bone dome, she was breathing from her respirator.
“I don’t think you’ll get the red carpet, Donna,” said Razor.
“As long as we get a fuel load and some chow.”
* * *
MORE AIRCRAFT ARRIVED later in the day; the crews were made welcome. Aircraft also landed at Than Son Nhut airbase. A flight of F22 Raptors flew from Alaska and deployed on Guam.
That night the Vietnamese cooks at Phan Rang served a local feast of exotic foods on spacious open-air patios. Trees covered the tables and must have provided useful shade in the daytime.
At 05.00 hours the next day, Rooster flight roared into the air from Phan Rang.
“Roosters check in,” called Soup Campbell.
“Rooster two, green board.”
“Rooster three, green board. Package for Mr Chang.”
“Rooster four, green board. Loaded for Bear.”
“Lay in a course for W1.” Rooster flight was at 9,000 feet, heading to the southeast.
After thirty minutes the call came in.
“Rooster flight, rooster flight. This Buzzard one. Looking glass two is picking out trade 28 miles to your north. I’m going to prosecute. Call stud five for trade.”
“Copy Buzzard one, will maintain track.”
An AWACS on patrol had informed Buzzard one, a flight of F22 Raptors that potential Chinese fighters were on patrol to the north.
“Buzzard two, suspected trade, vector two five five. Select AMMRAM.”
“Copy Buzzard one.”
Buzzard flight engaged their twin Pratt and Whitney F119-PW-100 turbofans with 52,000 pounds of dry thrust, and the two F22s went supersonic without reheat.
They didn’t want to engage onboard radar, and risk alerting the opposition.
“Looking glass, Buzzard flight. Give me a sitrep.”
“Buzzard, Looking glass two, IFF negative. Flight profiles in the red, four bogies, you are weapons go. Repeat weapons go.”
“Copy Looking glass.” The Raptors were racing inbound on the Chinese fighters, their radars off.
“Buzzard flight, Looking glass, you are four zero miles to trade.”
“Copy.” Major Zinny called it. He selected the AMRAAM AIM120D active radar homing missile. “Buzzard two go active scope, AIM 120D, lock em, load em and release.”
“Copy.”
They switched on their ASSEA radars.
“Going for tango one.” He selected launch; the underbelly weapons pod opened, the AMRAAM AIM 120D launched and the pod closed, maintaining its stealth approach.
“Fox three,” called Zinny. The missile raced in, and the Chinese fighter detected it at the last minute. He pulled hard to the left and activated his countermeasures, and flares ejected quickly into his Jetstream. It was to no avail, the missile struck in the rear fuselage and the fighter erupted into a fireball.
Zinny’s eyes flicked down to his radar display; he was six miles away from the wingman and racing in at high speed. It was going to be a turning fight. The tracking box appeared in his HUD, and he caught a glimpse of the Chinese fighter as it passed. It was a J20. Zinny pulled back hard on the stick, the G force pushing him down into the seat. He used the voice activated arming system. “Select Sidewinder.” The short range Sidewinder AIM9X flashed red on his weapons display. The missile acquired its target. A warbling became an undulating scream and Zinny pickled a button on the joystick. The underbelly weapons pod opened, the missile launched and the pod closed. It was now a turning fight with an unknown enemy. Zinny tensed.
“Warning, missile launch.” It was Bleating Betty, the aircraft’s verbal warning system.
What would it be like going up against the J20? He knew that in the next few minutes he’d find out just what it was that he was made of. “Holy Mary, Mother of God.”
He gripped the stick and moved his thumb.

Chapter 8

WEST VIRGINIA.
“SO, WHEN WILL YOU KNOW sir?”
Paul Wicks looked at the girl seated at the desk, rubbed his chin and looked out of the log cabin’s window.
“I’d say later today. I’ll leave you a deposit and I’ll either be back to pay the balance or collect the deposit. Are you ok with that?”
“Ok sir. Leave $150 and we’ll see you later.” She stood and pointed to the map behind her.
“So this cabin here number 12, just north of the Big Run creek?”
“Yes, that’s great. There’ll be two of us.”
“That’s ok, it sleeps four. You’ll need propane, we’ve got that. Get some food from Saul’s just down the road. It’s on the way.”
“Ok great, thanks.”
“No problem, Mr Cainly.”
* * *
PAUL WICKS LEFT THE cabin, got into the Buick and headed off towards Harrisonburg.
Half an hour later he arrived at the house where he’d placed Zhi Ruo as a refuge. Except it wasn’t a refuge now with the FBI closing in. He paced to and fro in a paddock a distance from the house. How would he do this? This was going to be very, very difficult. He was reluctant to enter the house; it would be the most difficult conversation he’d ever had.
“You’re a damn fool Wicks.”
He climbed the few steps to the house with a lifetime’s weight on his shoulders. He knocked even though he had a key.
She opened the door and beamed.
“Hi Paul, come in.” She threw her arms around him, kissed him, then withdrew.
“What’s up?”
“I’m ok Zhi.”
“No. Something’s wrong. Tell me. What is it?”
“Make us both a coffee, ok?” She gave him a questioning look and walked off into the kitchen.
He sat on a couch in the lounge; she sat next to him. “What is it Paul, I’ll help if I can.”
What do you do with this kind of thing; blurt it out, work your way into it?
He took her hand in his.
“Zhi. Know, that whatever I say or know, whatever you find out, I’m with you. Your wellbeing is my wellbeing.”
“Paul?”
He held his hand up. “I know you’re MSS. The FBI is closing in on you. They know you’re somewhere around here, maybe exactly where.”
“The FBI? What? How do you know?”
“I know, because I’m not Department of Energy. I’m with the CIA.”
Her face was a mask of shock. “CIA? You?”
“Look, Zhi. I want to help you. Our Governments may not agree, but we have something. I don’t want to lose it.”
Zhi thought through her options, it was a conflict. But going along with him was her only chance. Was it? Was she thinking straight? She didn’t have much option, he was CIA.
“What do we do Paul?”
“There’s a chain of hunting lodges, log cabins. I’ve put a deposit on one, under a false name. I’ll pay cash. You could hole up there.”
She held her head in her hands, CIA, he was proving more complex then she thought. Zhi looked up at the celling and tried not to shake her head. Finally, she knew it had to be done, she reached out and stroked his hand, smiling faintly. “Ok Paul, let’s do that. Thanks.”
“I’m going to get help.”
She looked up quickly.
“What? Help?”
“A CIA protection team. They’ll stay nearby.”
“Paul!” she said shocked.
“It’s OK, I have the rank. It won’t be questioned.”
“When do we go?”
“Now Zhi, as soon as you’re ready.”
Zhi shook her head and looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. She gave herself a searching look. “Who could have thought it?” She’d need to be especially careful now. Her fate now rested largely on one man; and a CIA man at that.
They packed, left and drove to the log cabin rental business. He asked her to stay in the car out of sight, while he sorted out the booking and paid. ID trace, he’d said. They picked up a propane cylinder and got food at Saul’s and made their way to the cabin. It was simple functional and cozy. Later that day Paul sat up at the edge of the bed and dressed. He leaned back to kiss the sweet naked beauty.
“I’ll be back in the day after tomorrow, the protection team will be here soon, they won’t disturb you.
“Ok thanks Paul. I appreciate it. See you.” She let the bed clothes slip away and hugged him. Once he’d left she got dressed and went out for a walk, to get to know the area she found herself in.
That evening she called the Chinese takeout delivery, Great Wok in Harrisonburg, speaking poor English.
“Hi, I wan hot soup, sour. Spicy Mussels. Dragon and Phoenix. Ju-long to bring. Only Ju-long. I pay him good dollar. Me speak to Ju-long.” She described the directions to him.
An hour or so later Ju-long arrived, knocked on the door, he smiled and handed over the delivery. She paid him in cash, dollar bills.
“Xiexie.”
She ate her food, it was quite good, not quite the real thing she knew, but still good. She took the bottom sheet away from the box and pulled out the document.
She smiled. At the top was the logo of the MSS. Zhi read the contents; good, good. It was building up. And now the CIA had her under protection. Zhi grinned at the irony.
* * *
THE CHINESE STEALTH fighter was out there and hunting for him. Zinney searched the sky through his head up display and flicked his eyes down to the scope. He desperately rolled the aircraft, trying not to bleed too much speed off. In air to air combat energy is power; it hadn’t changed much since World War II. There, yes; there it was, an undulating scream started. He pickled the stick. “Fox two, said Zinny. The 9X fell and sped away towards its prey.
“Warning, missile launch.” Bleating Betty, was doing her job, warning him.“PL-12 acquired. ADS engaged.” The PL-12, Thunderbolt 12, was the Chinese equivalent of the AIM120. The aircraft’s countermeasures were under the control of the Automatic Defense System.
“PL-12 inbound, inbound red.”
“Ok, Betty.” Zinny rolled and pulled to the right; if he needed to release another bird he’d be in the right place. He saw the enemy bird flash by. “Bird has taken the bait.” Zinny smiled. He saw the fireball explode three miles away.
Zinny saw another Chinese J20, and he dived after him and pulled hard to the right, feeling the G force. The warbling turned into an undulating scream. “9X has contact. Buzzard one, fox two.” The missile flew after the J20, like a polecat with a rocket up its ass. The missile flew into a rear engine exhaust; there was a flash, followed by black smoke. The bogie rolled inverted and dived into the sea. The pilot must have frozen.
“Buzzard one, splash one bogie.”
“Rooster flight, the bogies are down.”
“Rooster one. Thanks Buzzard.”
* * *
ROOSTER FLIGHT DROPPED towards the sea on their final approach to Subi Reef, northwest Spratly Islands.
“Roosters three and four go east for Tango two. Rooster two on me for Tango one.”
The Bone did what the Bone did best; it came in high-speed, low level.
“Razor. Come right 15. Engaging Tango one, target objective Bronze.”
“Copy Razor,” replied Lieutenant Kip ‘Slippy’ Clay, who was on the flight controls.
“Fangs. Mud spike, mud spike. Scrum half G/H band radar, source is HQ-17 SAM. The HQ-17 is a local version of the Russian Tor-M1, a lethal killer with a range of seven and a half miles and a speed of 1,900mph.”
“Streaming the tail,” called Fangs.
The B1-B was equipped with the ALE-55 towed repeater jammer, millions of dollars’ worth of sophisticated electronics, and capable of emitting signals to confuse enemy radar. It also acted as a missile countermeasures decoy, known by crews as ‘Little Buddy’. On the B1-B Lancer, it was integrated into the ALQ-184/9 Electronic Counter Measures pod. The two together formed an integrated threat protection system.
“Rooster two. Engaging Tango two, target objective Zinc.”
Through his night vision goggles, Slippy became aware of the long three kilometre runway to his right. His objective was a large boomerang shaped spur of reclaimed land on the north side of the reef. He knew it was all built up areas, ammunition stores, fuel dumps, radar sites and a known SAM site. The HQ-17 SAM lifted off, but the electronic fog emitted by the tail was just too much, it flew vertically upwards and off into the night.
“Bomb doors open, selecting, 83s,” said Linda ‘Razor’ Seraisi, the Offensive Systems Officer.
The B1-B flew along the spur at four hundred knots, dropping Ballute, balloon and parachute, retarded Mk 83 1,000 pound bombs. These flashed off into the night sky, objective Bronze was a carpet of smoke, death and destruction. Slippy flew off over the sea and entered a right turn. He lined up for another pass, sighting with his goggles.
Linda ‘Razor’ Seraisi laid in the target line. “Roll up Joe Chinaman, get your plates at the ready, second helpings are here.” More retarded bombs blasted the northern installation.
At the south end of the reef Rooster two powered in, blasting a path with 82s across a built up area. He turned left over the sea for a second pass.
“No pushing, stand in line there, get your ass handed to you on a plate.”
Fire, smoke and debris blew off, and a fuel dump went up in a cloud of smoke and flame. Rooster one lifted up off the deck, up to 1,000 feet off the south of the reef. Secondary explosions kicked off. “Razor’s” hands flew across the controls on her weapons console.
“Selecting JSOW; sorry about your runway, boys.” JSOW C was a GPS Infra-red guided glide bomb, and would fly down the runway blasting the surface open with a BROACH two stage warhead. Two more JSOW Bs would follow, carrying six BLU-108/B sub munitions, each of which carried four explosively formed penetrator warheads. Twenty four per missile.
“Weapons release.”
The JSOW blasted a gaping hole in the runway.
Next, it was the JSOW Bs turn. Linda ran a commentary.
“Here you go boys, introducing the NBA’s finest. They’re bouncing that sucker in just for you. Let’s hear it for LeBron James. Yeah, slam dunk! Now, your very own, Kevin Durant. That’s a slammer, boys. Now it’s that man, Stephen Curry. Shit man, slam that mother home.”
With Subi Reef a devastated ruin, both aircraft headed off west back to Phan Rang.
FIERY CROSS REEF.
THE CHINESE SEA FORTRESS that was Fiery Cross Reef lay to the south of a large lagoon. There were two ways in. Both where about three miles northeast of the reef proper, one east, one west.
Nathan chose the eastern one, the most direct route.
“That’s it, we’re here, outside and East of the Lagoon. We wait for night now. What’s for chow tonight?”
“Mexican, sir,” said the COB.
“Ok, good. XO, Kaminski, it’s coffee time and then the wardroom.”
The three of them settled into the wardroom.
“Right, detail planning of Operation Tea Leaves. So we’re north side of the channel for the cable access?” said Nathan.
“Yes,” replied Kaminski, “all the way down the long channel.”
“It’s going to be a long swim if we drop them outside the channel,” said Larry.
“The cable termination is near the northwest light,” said Nikki. “They have lights northwest, southeast. Either side of the channel.” She pointed to the locations on her tablet.
“It’s a big setup in there.” Nathan shook his head.
“I’d say, it’s the HQ of these reefs, Nathan.” Nikki smirked at him. “Fiery Cross is the big one, it’s kinda the PLAN Pearl Harbor of the South China Sea.”
“Ok, so we put them out on the northwest side of the channel right,” said the XO.
“Yeah,” said Nathan, “it’s quick and direct. Exfil the same way? Sit deep on the northwest side of the channel?”
“Yeah,” Larry agreed, “quick in, quick out.”
They looked at the layout for a few minutes. Nathan lay back. After a while, he sat up and stared at the screen.
“You know what? I like it but…”
“You don’t like it, do you Nathan?” asked Nikki.
“No, how do you know?”
“Coz you’ll only lie back and take it for a while. You have to do something,” she smirked at him with a flirtatious glint in her eye.
Nikki, he thought, go easy girl.
“Backup Exfil position, we need one,” said Nathan. “Let’s go back to the future. Have them go deep across the channel then up, over the shallow reef, and off the southeast arm of the reef. We pick them up there, southeast of the southeast arm. Any thoughts?”
“There’ll be that southeast channel light flashing all night.”
“Yeah,” said Nikki, “but it’s a double edged sword; good for positioning, bad for its light.”
“That’s it. We’ll go for it. Let’s get Innes and Alves in here, run it past them and get their take.”
* * *
USS STONEWALL JACKSON inched her way down the channel towards Fiery Cross Reef. She kept to the northeast side, her right. There was plenty of room for her to turn and face outwards. Nathan raised the periscope manually until it almost broke surface… there was the western harbour light; he counted the flashes. Quick flashes three in a row, pause and then a further three. That meant hazard to the west; of course the channel wall.
“Ok, let the divers out here, 150 yards to go.”
Innes and Alves were helped by their assistants to don the warm undersuits and then dry suits. They set up the CIS Lunar rebreathers, checked the valve settings and the assistants helped them put them on. Everything was clipped shut. The assistants double-checked that all valves were set as they should be, and that the gauges and LCD computer displays checked out fine and clean.
Alves and Innes climbed upwards into the sail. Shoulders pushed the bug up. Innes closed the hatch. Water filled the sail, he switched on a helmet light. He spun the wheel and lifted the hatch, Innes pulled himself out into the gloom. Alves followed, pulling the bug behind him. It wasn’t long before they encountered another devil’s cat’s cradle. They carefully negotiated it. Alves could see the channel light above the surface at times. They found the cable and laid down the bug nearby; both men did their jobs of priming and laying the cable out. The bug was covered in silt, rubble and pieces of coral. It had almost become routine, a dangerous time. The two men slowly worked their way through the 3D harpoon maze. They vented buoyancy and sank to the bottom of the channel, 140 feet deep, and made their way towards the waiting submarine.
* * *
“THEY SHOULD BE ON THEIR way back now,” said the XO.
“Yeah, with a bit of luck, that should be it. Tea Leaves, Skirmish and Clipper complete.” It shouldn’t be long before Innes and Alves return, he thought.
“Sir,” said Lieutenant Kaminski, “could the war committee meet in the Wardroom?” He raised his eyebrows; she hadn’t called a war committee meeting before but it was within her unofficial rights.
“Yes, of course, XO. You have the Conn Weaps.”
“Aye sir, I have the Conn.”
They gathered in the Wardroom.
“Go ahead Nikki.”
“Sir, what did you have in mind after we recover the divers?”
“Retire to a safe distance and call COMSUBPAC for orders.”
She nodded. “Nathan, we can assume that the PLAN will be mighty pissed at the air attacks.”
“No doubt they will.”
“It seems reasonable that they’ll flood the South China Sea with all that they’ve got. Air, surface and sub-surface units. They’ll be down here and all over the place like a rash, and they’ll be loaded for bear.”
Nathan nodded.
Kaminski stood and paced the room, and the XO rolled his eyes and groaned.
“Oh, fuck.”
She smiled. “What’s the last thing Joe Chinaman will expect us to do? Remember, he knows nothing of the bugs.”
“Compromise, apologise I suppose,” said Larry.
“Yes,” said Nikki, “but we play to our strengths. We use our initiative. You know how it is, Joe Chinaman doesn’t. Put a sailor in a room with three steel balls. Come back an hour later: one will be missing, one will be broken, and one will be pregnant.”
Nathan grinned, he’d not heard that one for a while. She raised one arm and brought it down.
“We’ve one good bug left. Let’s take advantage of the chaos and bug the big one.”
“Where?” said Larry.
She grinned. “Fucking Hainan Island.”
The XO tried to spit something out. “What? Hainan?! Their main nuke base?! Shit. You don’t ask much.”
She grinned. “Come on Larry, we’ll be balls deep in ‘em before they know it.”
Larry looked to Nathan for some sense. It wasn’t forthcoming.
“I like it. With this air raid, they’ll be running around stupid. They won’t know whether they want a shit, shave or a shampoo.”
The intercom sounded. “Commander to the control room.”
Nathan walked into the control room.
“What’s going on Weaps?”
“It’s sonar sir.” Benson turned to him.
“Sir, we have noise outside the lagoon, it’s more than one warship. They’re headed this way. It’s confused sir.” A few minutes passed by, and there was no sign of the divers.
“Sonar. Breakthrough. Wait one, refining. We have two type 052C Destroyers entering the Lagoon. Wait one, wait one. Tracking, they're turning this way. Wait one.” Nathan was on the edge of his seat but he knew Benson was the best. He just had to be patient and give him time.
“Confirm, type 54 Frigate following them. Also heading this way. They’re all heading for the channel, not sailing line astern, sir. They seem to be line abreast or something like that.”
Shit, the channel was wide enough for a staggered line astern. They could be coming in like a flight of migrating birds, half an arrow formation. That would mean they’d fill the channel’s width. It was 980 feet wide. It meant that a Destroyer could be just feet away, or even collide with the boat, they weren’t that deep. Shit, that was it. It was the last thing he wanted to do, but he couldn’t risk a collision.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft, one half. Come to depth 100. Forward six knots.”
“Six at thirty aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson was heading into the dragon’s lair, right into Fiery Cross harbour itself. He looked over at the XO, who crossed himself. What an almighty goddamn mess they were in.

Chapter 9

FIVE HUNDRED MILES above Hingol National Park. Southern Pakistan.
THE EVOLVED ENHANCED CRYSTAL reconnaissance satellite USA-181 received the command. It performed its on board calculations, then burned its motor, lowering its orbit to a perigee of 132 miles over South Eastern China. The burn occurred over the Hub River in coastal Pakistan, followed by the longer burn to correct the orbital inclination of the satellite to pass over the correct north-south position required. The exposures would be in infra-red and enhanced light conditions, they’d be taken over Yulin Naval base, Hainan Island off the South East coast.
Each of the frighteningly expensive Bigbird satellites could resolve an image down to a couple of inches. Bigbird passed over its target at 17,000mph, shooting multiple times. The motor burned again to return it to a higher apogee. In minutes, it crossed the Pacific and was over CONUS, its onboard computer linked up with the classified NRO station area 58, a classified location, but it was likely to be Fort Belvoir, Northern Virginia.
The processed files were transferred and stored securely by the NRO, then the results passed to COMSUMPAC Pearl Harbor. They could be picked up, but would be impossible to translate.
Vice Admiral Sutton in Honolulu looked the reports over twenty minutes after they were taken. He composed a message and took it into his outer office.
“Kelly, could you get this off to Nathan Blake right now please?”
“Yes sir.”
“Sir, we have a postcard,” said Lieutenant Commander Lemineux.
Nathan looked up, surprised. “We’ve no comms mast up.”
“We’re so shallow that we can pick it up.”
He handed over the document.
PRIORITY RED
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COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
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NAVAL OPS/02
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THE HORNETS NEST HAS BEEN STIRRED. DEPLOYMENTS FROM JANJANG, YULIN, GUANGZHOU, HAIKOU. PLAN SOUTH SEA FLEET IS FANNING OUT INTO SOUTH CHINA SEA. EXPECT COMPANY. YOU ARE ROE FREE, ADVICE WEAPON RELEASE ONLY IF UNDER DURESS.
MSG END//

Nathan read it again and smirked. “I see the signal acknowledge system is down, Lieutenant Commander.”
“Sir?”
He tapped the side of his nose. “Maybe we can do the acknowledgement later?”
Sooty was giving him a free reign, but Nathan would have to decide what ‘duress’ meant. It could have a wide or narrow interpretation. Sooty was playing a game.
Nathan knew he’d be the one in the dock being questioned at any enquiry, and ‘duress’ was a vague term.
“You sneaky bastard, Sutton.”
He picked up the microphone.
“All hands, all hands, we have been forced deep into enemy territory. We’re under strict silent running. Be sure that we do so, check your working and sleeping quarters for any hazards. With your help, I expect to be in the open sea soon.”
WEST VIRGINIA.
THE ROAD BECAME MORE track than metaled road. It was still maintained though; you didn’t need a 4x4 to get there. Paul pulled up at the cabin. He got out, knocked and entered. Zhi had the gas fire going; the cabin was snug.
She ran to him and hugged him. “I know it’s smaller and less grand than the other house, but I prefer this place. I’ve been for a walk and it’s more rugged country around here. I’ve seen Deer, long rat-like animals in the trees, maybe polecats? And a big cat of some kind, in the distance.”
“Be careful.”
“I am.
I’ve made some soup, would you like some?”
“Love some.”
She spooned it out, and he ate quickly.
“That is a great soup, spicy, what do you call it?”
“Hot and sour.”
“Is it a recipe from where you’re from?”
She nodded.
“Zhi, tell me about where you’re from.”
“Why?”
“I want to know about you. Is that a crime?”
“Ok. Daomeicun. Near Quanzhou city. It’s a small port, there’s shipbuilding but fishing too. You can walk by the trees by the water. Summers are kind. It is peaceful, away from the main city. So, I was raised on the coast.” She gave him a sweet smile.
“It sounds a good place to grow up in.”
“It was. You look tired Paul.”
He sighed. “There’s a lot going on at the moment.”
“Come here, let me give you a massage.” She laid him out on the bed. Zhi stood and undid her robe, letting it fall to the floor. She had a body to kill for. She pulled his clothes off one by one and threw them across the room. She was flaunting herself.
“Lie back.” Zhi picked up a bottle of body oil, poured a hand full of it and smeared it over her lady parts. Slowly working it in and staring at him. Then she mounted him and started to rub his chest with it in a circular motion.
“Mmmm, ohh.”
He pulled her towards his groin.
“Not yet, Paul. She wants you good and ready. Mmmm.”
Later they lay on the bed.
“You’re naughty Zhi.”
“You didn’t complain, did you? Anyway, I’m going for a shower.” She got up, he watched her cute bum as she walked off into the shower.
He puffed his cheeks out. He felt guilty but it had to be done. Any MSS documents she may have were of interest. She’d probably moved them now that she knew he was CIA. They were in a more obscure place than before, but they weren’t that hard to find. He took out his cell phone and photographed the MSS documents. Paul sent them to Langley via an encrypted line, and then deleted them.
FIERY CROSS REEF.
“KEEP ME UPDATED ON the movements of these Chinese ships, ok?”
“I’ll try sir, it’s full of echo in here.”
He checked out the reef on Kaminski’s display. It was 2,600 feet long and 900 feet wide. He headed dead centre at six knots.
“Sir the Destroyers are heading for the far wall, as far as I can tell.” He gave it three minutes.
“Sitrep Sonar?”
“Same sir, dead ahead.”
Nathan looked at the display; there were two mooring piers at the far end; they may be heading for them. “Planesman come to one two zero.” He’d keep to the left, the trick would be knowing how far away it was to the wall. Come on, when do I stop?
“Sonar the left most Destroyer is nearly on top of us. I think he’s just to the right of us.” Nathan didn’t need sonar to hear the beating of the Destroyer’s props. The hull vibrated schumm, schumm, schumm. Would he impact, tearing away at the hull? It was a nightmare. For God’s sake. Where the hell was he?
Slowly, the noise and vibration started to reduce; the Destroyer must have passed by.
“All stop, all stop.” The boat came to a halt.
“Sir, I can hear him going into reverse. Now forward. All stop, reverse. Forward. That’s it sir, he’s stopped. The far Destroyer’s doing the same. I can’t hear the Frigate.” The harbour fell silent. He breathed again, and looked at the XO.
“I don’t like it but I’m going to risk a 360.”
“Sir.”
“They won’t expect it in here Larry. Periscope depth.” The boat rose several feet. He set the controls for a 360 scan. The scope rose above the surface, quickly scanned 360, and retracted.
He looked at the monitor screen. The two Destroyers were side on to the southwest wall and the Frigate had docked at the northwest corner of the harbour. He did a double take; they were just 70 feet from the southeast harbour wall. It had been close, too damn close.
It was time to carefully, quietly make their way out into the open sea.
Innes and Alves had heard the Chinese ships entering the harbour. Down where they were it had been a cacophony of prop throbbing and threshing. The boat wouldn’t wait through that. They knew it would be the backup Exfil now. They were heading for the far side of the deep channel, bearing 140 at 130 feet depth. It was a smothering blackness down there. Presently they came to the far wall and started their ascent. After reaching the shallows, they pressed on out of the lagoon. The reef fell away and they followed the bearing out into free water. They both knew that the boat would have to get between the reef and them to signal safely away from it.
They reached where they thought was a safe distance by counting fin strokes. Alves surfaced for a look and came back down. He gave Innes the OK sign. They both used torches at 18 feet; they should be fine down here. It was now a wait for the boat. After a time Alves tapped Innes and pointed. A tail flicked out in the blackness. Then another. Innes saw a head with a jaw full of teeth. Thresher sharks. The two of them formed a back to back stockade. The sharks circled for some minutes before one of them made a close approach; Innes hit it as hard as he could on its sensitive nose area. The shark kicked away with its tail and disappeared.
Eventually, the Threshers vanished; why? Innes and Alves surfaced.
“I think they’ve gone,” said Alves.
“Yeah, it didn’t like the punch it got.” They looked towards the island; a few lights were visible. After two minutes there it was, a flash from a periscope. The two of them headed for it, dived and swam into the sail. It must have been the boat’s prop disturbing the sharks. Innes removed his mouthpiece and kissed the lip of the sail. They both entered the hatch and closed it behind them.
The two divers stood in the main companionway; Nathan approached them.
“It’s good sir. In place. We have Fiery Cross bugged. That’s the last one.” Relief washed over him.
Nathan patted each man on the shoulder. “Well done guys. Remember, we do have a bug left.”
Innes frowned.
“Ask Kaminski,” said Nathan smirking, “she’s had an idea”.
He returned to the control room.
“Kaminski, get me a lazy zip zag course up toward the Paracel Islands. Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, make this message to COMSUBPAC.”
“Aye sir.”
* * *
PRIORITY RED
R 271365Z SEP 86 ZY10
STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
TO COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/STONEWALL JACKSON 479/ ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
OPERATIONS CLIPPER, SKIRMISH AND TEA LEAVES COMPLETE. BUG LOCATIONS TO FOLLOW. PATROLING TO PARACELS. SEEKING DURESS.
MSG END//

USS Stonewall Jackson headed first toward Southwest Cay.
“Benson get your big ears on, I think the PLAN’s coming down to play.”
Hours later, the island was still several miles away.
“Sir, I’m picking up a contact to the north. I’d say two warships, range 20 miles. Refining.”
“Good work, keep me posted.”
He waited long minutes, then looked over to the ponytailed honey working on her chart.
Nathan felt drawn to her so he walked over. “Hi.”
“Hi, sir.”
“Where do you have us going next?”
“That’s up to you sir.”
“Yeah, but where would you go?” She gave him a mischievous smouldering smile and quickly wiped it off her face.
“I’d stay down here Sir. The PLAN will come to us we don’t need to seek them out.”
“What about your idea up north? The spare bug op. What do you want to call it, anyway?”
She thought for a while. “I think Operation Joshua would be right. He was one of the top spies sent into Canaan during the exodus.”
Nathan smiled. “Ok, Operation Joshua it is.”
Benson shifted in his seat and called out from his sonar console.
“Sir, I have info on the two northern contacts. They’re two Type 052C Destroyers, heading just to our west. Range nine miles.”
“Good Benson, well done. Come to three three zero. Speed twelve knots.”
“Sir I picked them up as one of them used an SJD-9 sonar to make an active ping.”
“How good is that sonar, Benson?”
“Not bad sir, it’s a development of a French design, hull mounted.”
“Active ping, is it? It’s playing safe, or more likely it’s a clean-up operation.”
“Clean up sir?”
“Yeah, flush out the opposition.” I wonder what else they have coming down here?
* * *
LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Lemineux, make this message to COMSUBPAC.”
“Aye sir.”
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REQUEST REPORT ON PLANAF MARITIME DEPLOYMENTS AND OPERATIONS IN THE AREA.
MSG END//

Nathan walked over to his XO.
“Larry, they must have air assets on the way. The People’s Liberation Army Navy Air Force won’t be sitting on their asses. They’ll have deployments; heck they have several local runways to use. I’ve asked for information on their deployments down to this area.
In the meantime, we have two Luyang II Destroyers to cope with.”
Nathan thought through his tactics. Come on Captain Franks, what would USS NYC have done? He weighed up the options. Use stealth, but most of all, use what you have at hand. That’s it!
“Come to 300, periscope depth, speed 18 knots. COB?”
“Yes sir?”
“Go back aft and get a bilge monkey to rap a hammer on some pipe or whatever. Make it sound like he’s making repairs. Get one to make some noise, they’ll like that.”
The COB gave him a puzzled look. “Yes Sir.”
The XO raised his palms. “What…?”
Nathan smiled. “We’re going to hang our asses out on the line.”
Several minutes later they were heading in the approximate direction of the Chinese warships. Back aft, the sounds of a hammer knocking the hell out of something could be heard. It was what you didn’t do; a submarine should be silent, stealthy and unseen.
“Sonar. The Luyang’s are turning, one looks to be heading our way.”
Nathan smiled.
A few minutes later Benson called out again.
“The other one’s heading off to the northeast, sir. I think it’s heading around the north side of the Cay.”
“Ok. COB, go tell that guy to stop his banging. Down bubble 15, make your depth 100, speed eight knots. Come to one eight zero.”
Two of the PLAN’s best Destroyers were aware of him and on the hunt. Nathan knew they’d be hungry for revenge. He hoped to hell he knew what he was doing.
CIA HEADQUARTERS. LANGLEY. Virginia.
PAUL WICKS SAT AT HIS desk; he was reading material on Chinese intel activities in South East Asia. The section director appeared.
“Paul. Come with me, we need to make a call.”
He followed him to a secure conference room. The director punched in a code on the large meeting phone. It was on speaker.
“We’re going to call the Chief of Naval staff, Admiral Kamov. Just tell him what you know, don’t disclose anything about our sources or activities. Any doubt, just shrug and nod to me. Ok?”
“Yes sir.”
The phone rang.
“Kamov.”
“Admiral, CIA Asia section Director. I have Jackpot with me. I understand you’d like a word.”
“Yeah, this Chinese Ministry of State Security document I’ve got from you, it’s a bit drastic on their part. Jackpot, this contact you’ve got; are you close to him?”
Paul thought, it’s not a man and I couldn’t get much closer.
“Yes sir.”
“So you’re confident?”
“Yes sir.”
“I wanted to ask you because I want you to know what you’ll be putting in place. Some of my people could be in grave danger acting on the causes of this situation. They’re depending on this information.”
“Sir, I believe it’s good information. It’s not first hand, of course.”
“Ok, son. It’s going to get awful hot in the South China Sea. The shit’s not going to hit the fan. It’s going to blow the living fuck out of it.”
The connection was cut.
“You did ok,” said the director. He sighed. “I hope we’re right Wicks, we have our dicks out on the chopping block.”
Paul returned to his desk. I’ve done the best I know how. I hope it’s good enough.
THE SOUTH CHINA SEA.
“SONAR, GIVE ME A SITREP,” asked Nathan.
“The Luyang is nine miles to the northwest, heading east, no sonar activity. No evidence so far that it’s operating a Helix.”
That was odd, he knew. It was classic tactics to scout out the area ahead with a Helix helicopter, sonobuoys, dipping sonar, the lot.
“Why no Helix, XO?”
Larry shrugged. “It may be that it’s unserviceable.”
Nathan shook his head. “I don’t get that lucky.”
“Shit happens to them too, sir.” He knew that was true; how many times had he been on the shitty end of it? He knew they where almost halfway along the south end of the Cay now.
“Planesman come about, head north.” The boat leaned to port as it turned; the crew leaned to the right to keep their balance. Seatbelts kept the seated officers at their consoles.
“Ok Weaps, give me an update from the dummies guide.”
“Sir, she’ll have the usual launchers for Yu-7 torpedoes. But probably no ASROC equivalent.
Yu-7, range nine miles, forty-three knots. If the Helix is down, they’re her teeth.”
“Ok, stay on our heading; let’s keep a bit of room though. Weaps, get a big fish ready.”
The Weapons Officer’s hands ran over the console. “Mk 48 CBASS ready in tube one. Firing solution laid in, designated target Tango one, sir.”
“Flood tube one.”
“Aye sir. Tube one flooded. Fish is ready in all respects.”
For several minutes he cruised slowly north as the Destroyer followed the line of the Cay and headed northeast.
“Sir. We have an active ping from Tango one. He’ll be getting a good return from that.”
“Let me know if we get a course change from him. Planesman, come to eight five degrees.”
“Active ping. Course change to our bearing, speed 27 knots.”
“Come to one five degrees, speed 20 knots.” The Destroyer would gain on them, there was no getting away from that.
“Benson. Range to Tango one?”
“Ten point seven miles and closing.”
He had to take action soon, there wasn’t much time left.
“Sir, surface impact. It’s ASROC. Torpedo prop sounds, sinking, searching.” So much for the Destroyer not having an ASROC equivalent. They’d launched a rocket propelled torpedo. It had descended on a parachute, detached it and then entered the sea above; it was now searching for them.
“Enemy fish has found us and gone active, sir. Range three miles.”
“Ready countermeasures. Stream the lure fish.”
“Closing sir. Now one point eight miles.”
The lure was towed behind the boat; the TB29/A1 was a product of the high priests of underwater deception, L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp.
“Weaps, dance the lure.”
In this mode, the lure would attempt to confuse the torpedo's sonar by emitting simulated submarine noise, such as propeller and engine noise, which was more attractive than the boat to the torpedo's sensors.
“The lure’s dancing sir.”
“Call out the range, Sonar.”
“One point two miles…point eight miles…point three miles…Three hundred yards.” Nathan counted down.
“Deploy countermeasures port side. Blow one and two forward. Come hard to starboard.”
The boat’s bow rose alarmingly and it came hard to the right. The crew hung on for life.
The Chinese homing torpedo streaked in fast, with one thing on its mind. Death.
The Jackson’s death.

Chapter 10

THERE WAS A LOUD DEEP impact to the left and the boat shifted hard to the right. Explosive gas boiled and bubbled into the sea. The crew hung on.
“Shit.”
“Damage control.” The boat wallowed in the turbulence.
“Weaps. Open outer doors tube one,” said Nathan, “firing solution status?”
“Tube one ready in all respects. We are locked and loaded, sir.”
“On my mark. Launch tube one.”
“Launch. Fish away and hungry.” The Mk 48 sped off north for its quarry.
“Weaps, program the fish for a belly shot.”
“Ready Mk 48.”
“Tube two ready sir.”
“Flood tube two.” The first could miss, a backup was a wise move.
“Aye sir.”
“Fish range one point five miles,” said Weaps. “Active, acquired Tango one. Cutting wire. Running in, running in. The fish is greedy now. Closing, closing.” Benson stood and raised his forearms.
“Goddam it. Yes. Hot datum Tango one.”
Nathan grinned. “Good shooting Weaps.”
Now it was time to take on the second Destroyer.
“Come to four zero degrees, speed 12 knots.” After cruising to the east for several minutes, Nathan called a stop.
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft. Up bubble 15. I want periscope depth. Come to zero degrees.”
“Aren’t we better out east sir?” suggested the XO. “That way we can surprise them. Get a fish in as soon as they show.”
Nathan looked at his XO with a knowing smirk. “No. I’m going to surprise them alright. Weaps. What’s our war shot?”
“Sir, tubes two to four Mk 48. Tube one is being loaded with a Mk48 right now. Tubes five and six Harpoon.”
“Select tube five, Harpoon. Firing solution. Program for autonomous search.”
“Sir?” asked the XO.
“We’re going to launch the missile over the Cay. The Harpoon will search for the target with its on-board radar. The PLAN Destroyer won’t have a chance. The missile will appear over the Cay and be on them in a minute. They use the type 730 Close-In Weapon System. It’ll throw a wall of lead out, but it needs time to acquire its target. I won’t give it that time.”
He turned to the alluring siren at the navigation station. “Kaminski, best estimate to the target’s position?”
She worked at the computer. “Twenty degrees Sir.”
“Come to 22 degrees.” Nathan left a little allowance for a delay. “Weaps. Flood tube five, open outer doors. Let the bird fly.”
“Tube five flooded, doors open. Launch tube five.” The canister was ejected and rose to the surface. The cap blew off, the missile ignited and shot off north over the Cay.
“Sonar. Get your big ears on. Report.”
Benson listened.
“Noise, sir. Sudden, indistinct. There could be gas escaping. Definite bubbles and gas.” A minute went by. “Whoa, big one. A blast sir, sounds like a secondary. I think we have a Hot Datum.”
USS Stonewall Jackson sailed around the Cay. Nathan raised the periscope; there, about a mile away, were a few life rafts. He shook his head, there were just four of them.
“It’s gone Larry.” He lowered his head. “What did the Duke of Wellington say after the victory at Waterloo? Nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.”
* * *
NATHAN DECIDED TO GET some sleep; he retired to his cabin.
Some hours later in the control room, Nikki stood.
“I’m going for a coffee sir. Would you like one?”
“Yeah,” said the XO. “Get one for the Skipper too, wake him, he’s had a few hours now.”
Nathan startled awake with her warm lips on his and her ponytail softly tickling his neck.
“Nikki, what are…?”
“Here’s your coffee sir, the XO told me to wake you with it. I went one better.” She smiled and left the cabin.
Nathan walked into the control room.
Lieutenant Commander Lemineux approached him.
“Here Sir, it came in a few minutes ago.”
PRIORITY RED
R 2314649Z OCT 89 ZY011
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
PLANAF FORCES ARE DEPLOYING SOUTH. PATROLS OF SHNAANXI Y-8, FLYING THE AREA. Y-8Q DEPLOYED SOUTH. SUSPECTED SITES ARE, SUBI, FIERY CROSS, MISCHIEF.
MSG END//

He handed the communication to Weaps.
“Give me the rundown on the Y-8Q?”
He studied the dummies guide. “Ok, Sir. Shaanxi Y-8. It’s their maritime patrol aircraft. A medium sized four-engine turboprop, based on the Soviet AN 12. Its range is 3,400 miles. The Y-8Q is an ASW version with search radar, forward looking infra-red, a tail boom with a Magnetic Anomaly Detector and an internal bomb bay. It’s almost certain to carry the Yu-7 air dropped torpedo, range nine miles, 43 knots. It’s one to respect, sir.”
“We’ll do that. Kaminski, put us about 20 miles south of Subi Reef.”
“Aye sir.” The boat headed off down south.
“War committee, Wardroom.” The XO and Kaminski followed him down the companionway. “Ok. I’ve been speaking to the Joint Chiefs.” It still surprised him how that sounded. Like he did it every day. “In short. The Chinese have been trying to rip them a new one.”
Kaminski snorted.
“They’ve threatened to nuke Guam and Pearl.”
“Christ on a crutch,” said Larry.
“The Chiefs and NSA Stockhaisen don’t buy it. So, they want us to keep on handing the Chinese their ass to them. I wanted you to know what’s at stake, because the Chiefs could be wrong. What we are doing down here could result in Guam and Pearl being turned into a sheet of glass. If anybody wants out, I’ll understand. It’s your call. I’m going to the control room. If you turn up for duty, I’ll know you’re in.”
Nathan left the room.
* * *
“SIR,” SAID BENSON, “we have transients consistent with sonobuoys being dropped. There’s a line moving south. The sea’s not deep enough for a thermocline, so we’ve no layer to hide under.”
Nathan rubbed his temples. “I guess we’ll be seeing a lot more of these things. It’s taken them a while to get moving but with local runways, you have to expect them to use organic ASW.”
“I read that they looked at a sail mounted SAM system for the boat, sir?”
“Yeah, I’d like one, but we have to live without one. They could be a double edged sword, in truth. As a last minute use it or die weapon, yeah. But use one and don’t achieve a kill, then you’ve just given your position away.”
“I see sir.”
“Ok, Weaps, plot the chart positions of the line.”
Weaps looked up and frowned; that wasn’t his job.
“It’s ok, I’ve got it.” Kaminski sat at her station. She glanced up at Nathan and smiled. Nathan turned; the XO stood at his post looking forward, his expression resolute. Nathan smiled. All right.
* * *
THE Y-8Q HAD BEEN SOWING its trap of sonobuoys for an hour. Nathan knew it was a matter of time until their job was done. Discovery was inevitable.
The Chinese aircraft finally picked them up, and a Yu-7 dropped into the sea.
“The fish is heading for us 43 knots, sir.”
“Come to 200 degrees, speed 20 knots.” It had been dropped well to the north.
“Range six miles,” said Benson.
“Range three miles… two point three miles.”
“Ready countermeasures port side. Stream the lure.”
“Lure streamed, sir. Do you want it to dance?”
“Not yet, Weaps.”
“Range one point two miles… range point eight miles.”
“Dance the lure.”
“Range point six miles… range point four miles. Wait one, wait one. It’s fading, the fish is slowing, dropping. That’s it. It’s gone, they launched too early.”
Nathan knew they’d been lucky. “Ok, flood one and two, two thirds. Speed three knots. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth.” The boat sank into the depths.
“Depth 980 feet. One thousand and twenty, 1,060.”
“All stop.”
There was a crump sound outside of the hull. The USS Stonewall Jackson settled quietly on the seabed in 1,150 feet of water. Alone, silent in the blackness. It would wait until the ASW aircraft gave up. The Shannxi Y-8Q would eventually give up, or more probably run low on fuel.
He decided it was time to make a move.
“One and two, two thirds, up bubble ten, make your depth 100, speed 12 knots. Bearing three six zero.”
The boat cruised north.
“Sir,” said Benson, “we have transients consistent with sonobuoys being dropped. Now two lines twelve miles apart. There’s two birds up there.” Nathan knew this would only get worse.
“Right, that’s it, we wield the big stick now, I’ve had enough. Kaminski get a course to this point.” He indicated a point on the chart.
“Yes Sir,” she calculated. “Two five five Sir.”
“You heard her Planesman.”
“Aye Sir.”
“Weaps, it’s time we got aerial.” The Weapons officer grinned.
“Yes Sir, I couldn’t agree more. I’ll wake Johansson up, we’ll check over the VPM tubes.”
* * *
THE WEAPONS OFFICER knocked on the Goat Locker door and then entered.
“CPO Johansson.”
“He’s behind his jack off curtain, dreaming about his Grotopotamus.”
Johansson was known to have a large girlfriend from the Groton area.
A voice came from the bunk area. “I heard that Twiny, going short are we?”
“Johansson,” said Weaps, “let’s take a check on the VPM tubes.”
“Sir.” The two men walked towards aft to an area forward of the engine room known as the ‘Redwoods room’, called after their namesake giant trees, as the three vertical tubes were of very large diameters. Johansson checked the current feed lines to the tubes, then opened the pressure hatch on number one. There were seven dispensers, each would be ejected up to the surface. The cap would blow off, and a Tomahawk BGN-109 cruise missile would ignite and be launched. For this operation, the nuclear warheads had been removed. The warhead was a 1,600 pound HE-FRAG round or 166 BLU 97/B bomblets. The Tomahawks, or TLAMs, have a range in excess of 1,500 miles. Twenty one terrain-following missiles could rain down on an opponent.
Weaps checked the serial numbers on each missile, and they tied up with what his tablet told him was loaded. He ran a diagnostics program on each of them from his handheld, cell phone like instrument.
There were more checks on the arming systems.
Weaps looked at the display. “Systems check complete.”
“I concur,” said Johansson.
“Do you want to sign one? Say Hi to Uncle Joe?”
“Yeah. I’ll order delivery.” Johansson took out a marker pen and paused, then scrawled on a missile: “Kiss my sour ass prawns and egg fuck you.”
Weaps smiled. “Thanks Johansson.”
* * *
WEAPS RETURNED TO HIS console.
“All birds ready, sir.”
“Ok, thanks. Oh, and Weaps…”
“Yes sir?”
“Go easy on the NFL teams, yeah?”
“Ok sir.” On the North Korean strike, Weaps had named the birds after teams and given a running commentary.
“Lemineux, we need Big Bird data from COMSUBPAC and we need it yesterday. Give them notice, and stuff a hyperactive gerbil up their ass.”
Lemineux grinned. “Yes sir, count on it.”
Less than two hours later, the files appeared.
“XO, Kaminski, Wardroom.”
Nathan led the way and laid out his plan.
“Comments?”
“Flight times, sir. Can they be tightened up?” asked Kaminski. “We need good coordination.”
“I’ll get Weaps to go over it again, but I think he’s done a good job.”
“We need it right,” said Larry, “it’s a one shot deal.” Nikki stood and paced the room and Larry put his head back and groaned.
“What the holy fuck is this cow cooking up now?”
Nathan grinned.
She put her fists on the table, arms straight and leaned forward. “I may know a way that we can kick Joe Chinaman’s ass hard.”
Nathan and Larry listened.
“Right,” said Nathan, I like it. Weaps won’t like the work but…” He smiled at her. “Name it, Nikki. You name ops lucky.”
She thought about it for a minute, and then smiled. “Operation Corleone’s Offer.”
Larry frowned. “What?”
“You know,” she smiled, “The Godfather, Vito Corleone. I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.”
Larry shook his head. “What do they feed you on in Georgia?”
“I like it,” said Nathan, “Operation Corleone’s offer it is.”
The meeting broke up and Nathan went to the galley for a coffee. The crew looked in good spirits; the banter flew thick and fast.
He knew though that Kaminski’s plan had to work. He had a tiger by the tail and the bastard was writhing. If it didn’t work, the PLAN would be on them and looking for their ass.
We can’t afford failure, the boat’s fate depended on it, that and dominance of the South China Sea.

Chapter 11

“ALL SET SIR,” SAID Weaps. Nathan looked at the boat’s clock, 20.47; it would be dark upstairs.
“Ok, H hour is 21.00. Control room. Rig for red.” The room was bathed in a dull red light, it would allow his eyes to adjust to the night view in the periscope. There was no real reason for red light, but it was traditional for night operations.
Nathan waited then picked off his microphone. “Boats Company. Battle stations, battle stations.” The crew scurried to their stations. All through the boat, hatches closed shut and were sealed.
“All hands, we’ve been hunted by enemy air assets for long hours now. They’ve been flying up there where they feel safe and invulnerable. The tables are about to turn. They’ll find that Stonewall Jackson has teeth, and believe me, they won’t like it. Tonight the hunted becomes the hunter. Commander out.”
“Weaps, four minutes to H hour.”
Weaps looked to his Commander. “TLAM strike is go. The plan of Operation Corleone’s Offer is loaded. Activating all birds Sir.
“VPM tube one. Red Wings, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T1.
Predators, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T2.
Avalanche, returns Gyro up, green board, route C, target T3.
Ducks, returns Gyro up, green board, route D, target T4.
Leafs, returns Gyro up, green board, route E, target T5.
Sabres, returns Gyro up, green board, route F, target T6.
Blackhawks, returns Gyro up, green board, route G, target T7.
VPM tube two. Bruins, returns Gyro up, green board, route H, target T8…”
The Tomahawks reported their status one by one.
“All birds up and ready sir.”
“Open outer doors, VPM one to three.”
“Outer doors open Sir.”
Nathan checked his wristwatch again. He counted the seconds down. “Weaps, I said no NFL teams.”
“Sir, they’re NHL.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Execute Corleone’s Offer on my command.” Fifty seven, fifty eight, fifty nine. “Go, go, go.” There was a faint whooshing sound from back aft. “On the surface, Red Wings reports launch, good burn. Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. People, we have a bird.”
One by one they reached the surface, ignited their motors and soared into the night. Red Wings headed for Fiery Cross Reef. Predators for Subi Reef. Avalanche and Ducks followed these four minutes later.
“Phase one away. Estimated time to target nine minutes.”
“Good work, Weaps. Ready phase two.”
Around the control room, faces were tense. Silent tension. Everyone concentrated on their station and waited.
Ten minutes later, it was time.
“Phase two launch.”
“Go, go, go.” There came a whooshing sound from back aft.
“On the surface, Leafs reports launch, good burn. Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. We have a mean bird hunting.” One by one, missiles reached the surface, ignited their motors and soared into the night sky.
The flock of seventeen Tomahawk cruise missiles flew into the night sky in their two separate waves, on the way to Fiery Cross and Subi Reefs.
SUBI REEF, PHASE ONE.
SEVERAL SOLDIERS ON guard duty and the south end of the crescent shaped reef heard them first. Aircraft, low flying at that. Odd, the runway lights were off. Men frowned.
“What the hell…”
The Tomahawk missile Predators flew into Shannxi Y-8Qs parked on the apron. A bright flash and booming blast noise was followed by huge billows of flame and metal debris flying through the air. Less than a minute later the Tomahawk Ducks arrived and added to the impacts and chaos as men ran around trying to fight the fires. The aircraft apron was devastated.
The Wing Commander knew exactly what was going on: the enemy was trying to destroy his squadrons on the ground. It wouldn’t work, he’d get them airborne. The order went out to scramble the aircraft.
The ground crew tried their best to clear the paths to the runway. Minutes later the runway was filling up with Shannxi Y-8Qs, it was time to get them away. Engines spooled up and roared as the turboprop propellers cut into the warm air.
Subi Reef, phase two.
Tomahawk missile Leafs slammed into the leading aircraft on the runway, sending balls of flame and debris into the air. Its comrades followed and the Chinese ASW aircraft were shredded.
Finally, Tomahawks Coyotes and Islanders streaked in, dropping 330 BLU 97/B bomblets. These damaged and disabled waiting aircraft and made any clean-up operation around the runways protracted and dangerous.
Within minutes, Subi Reef as an airbase had ceased operations and the vast majority of PLANAF ASW aircraft had been destroyed on the ground.
At Fiery Cross Reef it was the same devastation.
* * *
OFF MISCHIEF REEF THE SSN USS Hawaii, Stonewall Jackson’s nuclear powered Pacific fleet sister, attacked with a devastating blow.
Her tactics were outlined in a directive from COMSUBPAC, who’d ordered her skipper to name the action Operation Kaminski. Her Captain had no idea why, but complied.
* * *
“KAMINSKI. SET US A course for Hainan Island,” said Nathan, “we’ve one last bug for Joe to whisper his sweet nothings to.”
“Aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson headed off to the holy of holies: the main PLAN submarine base.
The following day Nathan sat in the galley eating his scrambled egg and sausage breakfast.
Lieutenant Kaminski joined him.
“You sleep ok Kaminski?”
“Yes sir, a good night. I have to admit, the coffee’s welcome.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Our course takes us about twenty miles west of the Paracels, sir. I just looked and we’re now about thirty five short of our closest approach.”
Nathan nodded. “Maybe we could do some scouting on our way back.” They finished breakfast and onto the second coffee, when the intercom sounded.
“Commander to the control room.”
“No rest is there? Come on.” he said.
CPO Benson looked up at him.
“We have some guys coming out to play sir. I picked up a Luyang class, a type 53C Destroyer. But a few miles ahead of him are two subsurface contacts. They’re around 75 miles away. Both Yuan Class, type 039A, conventional boats. Two hundred and thirty feet deep, bearing three four five degrees. Speed 12 knots. Heading in our general direction, I don’t think they’ve detected us.”
“Did you get some sleep Benson?”
“Enough sir.”
“Kaminski, what’s the course to the nearest Paracel Island?”
“Thirty eight degrees sir.” Maybe they could wait in the lee of the Paracels? That might work, yeah, lay a trap for them.
She spread out a chart over the table. “Sir, we have several of these.” Nathan looked at the chart it was the Parcels; it was marked up in Chinese. “They’re Republic of China Navy charts Sir. Taiwanese Navy. Very detailed.”
“Good, should be useful Lieutenant.”
The three met in the Wardroom.
“How about we sneak off to the Paracels and wait for them?”
“A trap? Yeah that might work, Nathan,” said Larry.
“We could come out behind the Destroyer; the boats are in front of it. Come up its baffles.”
“Get close,” said Nikki, “we can put a Mk 48 in each of them.”
Nathan looked at them. They were confident and riding high. It had gone well so far, but he knew the line between success and failure was a fine, taut cord. It did seem the way to go though.
“Ok it’s a plan. Let’s do it. Then it’s on to the Dragon’s Den up north.”
THE PENTAGON.
“I SEE IT’S ODD, BUT what is it?” said Admiral Kamov. He looked up and around at the Joint Chiefs.
Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Neil L Cooper sat back in his chair. “That is a new weapon. It’s a wing-in ground-effect cruise missile, capable of flying three feet over the sea’s surface with a 2,000 pound warhead. They’re low drag, so around 750 miles plus range.” The picture showed up-swept wings, forward canards and an air intake above the fuselage.
“Although the air is thick at low altitudes and drag is high, the wing-in-ground-effect design overcomes that drawback by providing high amounts of lift. It rides a cushion of air below the craft as it skims across the ocean's surface. It’s a bit like the Caspian Sea monster, the Russian aircraft. It rides a cushion of air at that altitude by staying so low throughout its flight, and the missile-drone is harder to detect than higher-flying missile systems, as it can hide from radar among the reflective clutter of the ocean's surface. Look-down-shoot-down radars are less effective here. They’re not so expensive to build either, so ‘the swarm effect’ could be employed. With a warhead, that size even one getting through would be devastating. We have indications that it’s called Hua kuai or Slider. A 2,000 pound warhead could disable or sink an aircraft carrier. This is a serious threat to our Pacific fleet.”
“Seven fifty miles? That’s all the South China Sea?”
“Yeah, it’s worse by a good margin,” said General Cooper, “Singapore, all of Taiwan and could be the southern Islands of Japan. That’s from the Spratly Islands. These satellite pictures are from two days ago in the Paracels. That means maybe as far as southern Japan.”
“Two thousand pound warhead,” Admiral Kamov shook his head. “I’d be very reluctant to deploy a carrier with these in the area.”
“How many do they have in the area?” asked General Cotton.
“We have pictures of six of them, two on Woody Island and four on Duncan.”
“We have to take them out. I know they’ll make more, but we have to set down a marker,” said Admiral Kamov.
“Hard to do,” said General Cooper, “they deploy HQ-9. With its G band HT-233 radar it can intercept targets out to 125 five miles. Maybe a B2 Spirit, but even that…”
“We have an asset in the area that can do it,” said Kamov, “by its low flying cruise missiles. We have an ace. We have the USS Stonewall Jackson, she’s approaching the Paracels now.”
“We don’t have any Tomahawks left on board her,” said General Sally Weingarten.
“I think I know a way to get her replenished,” said Kamov.
“Do we do it?” asked Cotton. “We take a risk. Not only to our submarine but there’s the nuke threat to Guam and Pearl.”
The Commandant of the Marine Corps Bruce Nanut, cleared his throat. “Let’s teach them not to fuck with the big boys.”
OFF THE PARCEL ISLANDS.
LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer, handed Commander Nathan Blake a communications slip.
“This just came in from COMSUBPAC Sir.”
PRIORITY RED
R 231347Z OCT 88 ZY09
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
IMMEDIATE TLAM STRIKE. TARGETS ARE:-
N7644.987 W237.4418
N7644.983 W237.4423
N7644.982 W237.4495
N7644.974 W237.4461
N7644.972 W237.4445
N7644.979 W237.4439
PRIORITY RED ALPHA D. CAPTAINS EYES ONLY.
BACK UP NUCLEAR RELEASE AUTHORISED IF NECESSARY.
YOUR RELEASE CODE IS NG4-92274066-PEQ83 REQUEST KEY BLAKE@U6I5T.
AUTHORITY — POTUS — CHAIRMAN JOINT CHIEFS — COMMANDER BLAKE.
REPLENISHMENT OF TLAM STORE. MSG TO FOLLOW. PROCEED WEST.
MSG END//

Nathan handed to message to the XO.
“So much for a laying a trap.”
“Yeah, but we have an order. Set course bearing two seven zero.” Nathan sat back in his seat. What the hell was going on? Where are we going to get more Tomahawks? This is just about the funkiest patrol I’ve ever been on.
* * *
CPO JOHANSSON STOOD on deck with Lieutenant Commander Lemineux and a rating. It was warm with a balmy breeze, but it was black out there. The sail was just visible by a very faint cloud covered moon to their right. The distant lights of Da Nang on the Vietnam coast were faint but visible. He knew they were lucky. Good job it was a calm sea, he wouldn’t like to do this in a swell. They’d been there since 22.00. The boat was making use of her time up top by running her two Kawasaki V12 diesel engines to charge her banks of Lithium ion batteries.
Johansson spotted a flashing light. “There sir,” he pointed.
Lemineux flashed out a code. Soon the Vietnam Navy Auxiliary ship Trunong Sa-01 came alongside. The stern pole flew the Vietnam People’s naval ensign; a red flag with a yellow star in the middle. As the ship lined up alongside, Johansson turned to Lemineux. “Odd isn’t it sir?”
“What’s odd?”
“Working with these guys. My Pa was in Nam during the Tet sir. He said it was a bitch.”
“Yeah, well, time moves on I guess.”
“Hey bud, you ready?” came the shout. It was an American.
“Yeah, lift em over.” Johansson spoke into his Walky Talky.
“Open forward VPM door.” A large circular hatch swung open and a tube like object swung over the submarine’s deck from a crane on the Auxiliary.
“Forward. Aft a bit,” said Johansson, “back. Forward, that’s it, down a bit, a bit more.” The rating and Johansson helped with the lineup. “Down slow. That’s it. Ok, that’s it. Next.” After a hard fifteen minutes, all six Tomahawks were stowed in their launch tubes.
“All six done and stowed thanks. How do you like it on board that thing?”
“It’s ok, the food’s good, the slopes are ok. I’ve seen more Bombay runners than I ever have before.” Johansson laughed.
“Don’t laugh bud. I’m off for a beer, see ya.”
“It’s a hard life you lucky bastard.” The ship slowly pulled away. A Bombay runner was a ship’s cockroach.
Johansson spoke into the Walky Talky.
“Close VPM door.” The hatch closed and the two men climbed the sail. Soon USS Stonewall Jackson was back below the waves and heading east away from the coast.
* * *
THE BOAT APPROACHED the Paracels, she’d circle up from the south as her targets were in the central and northern part of the islands.
“Benson, sitrep on the Chinese squadron?”
“They’re to the north west, five miles sir. No signs that they’ve detected us. We’re opening up the distance slowly.”
“I don’t want to be detected. I’d rather be late than tangle with that lot.” The boat sailed slowly east at 130 feet depth.
Weaps returned to his console.
“I’ve been into the Redwoods room with Johansson. All the birds are checked out and connected sir. I’m going to set up the targeting allocations and attack vectors now.”
“Ok.” Nathan decided to make an entry in the log. A metallic screeching came from back aft. “What the…”
He ran aft to see what was going on and he found the Chief Engineer writhing away with a spanner.
“It’s the buoyancy bleed pump, aft port. It’s been running a bit warm but has been within limits. We have a spare, sir.”
“How lon…”
“I canna defy the laws of physics sir. I’ll get her back to ye when I can.” Nathan tried not to smile at the Scotty parody.
“Ok, Scotty, do what you can.”
“Fifteen minutes, sir. The noise will be off soon.” As if on cue, the sound ended.
What a bastard, that was a hell of a screeching. He made his way back to the control room.
“Buoyancy bleed pump, Larry. We’ll be down fifteen minutes. But we can still sail. As long as we don’t try quick up or down manoeuvres.”
Keep going; keep quiet. They had to get well into the islands to reach the optimum release point.
“Sonar. Aspect change on the two PLAN boats. They’re coming east.”
Shit, Nathan knew it had to happen; they’d picked up the noise the pump had made. They didn’t know what they were doing there or where they were going.
“XO. They’re in the dark about us. They’ll assume we’re a USN boat who knows she’s been detected. What would we do?”
“Run for it.”
“Yeah, but we could try to lose ourselves in the Archipelago, run in and try to shake them off. It’s not a bad move.” It was one against three, he knew he had to out think them.
“I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Assuming they think we’ve gone into the Archipelago, we sit and wait for the Destroyer. Then we under hull her and let her carry us in there. The two Yuan class boats are leading. We get a free ride in there and then we get rough on them.”
“Sounds like a plan. Assuming they hold formation, sir. They could let the Destroyer leapfrog them and play the stalking horse.”
“They could. It’s likely that the squadron Commander will have his flag on the Luyang class Destroyer. They’re similar to our navy, submariners are looked down on to an extent. If so, I can’t see him acting as a stalking horse for two underlings. We’ll just have to see how it goes.”
Now it was time to get in position for an under hulling.
“All stop. Flood one. Make your depth 1,300 feet. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth.” The boat started to sink into the black void.
Nikki walked over to him. “Sir.” She stood close, too close. Nathan could smell her hair. He looked into those blue pools that he wanted to swim in. “Remember, he’ll think he’s the Queen Bee. What does the Queen Bee make sure of?”
She slinked back to her console. Even in here, she was a temptress. He shook himself.
“Let me know when the Destroyer’s getting to directly north of us, Benson.”
The minutes went by. “He’s getting in position sir, bearing three four five, range four point three miles.”
“Come to 30 degrees, speed 15 knots.”
“Sonar. Target now due 25 degrees. Speed 12 knots.”
Time to close in.
“Make your depth 70. Match his speed.”
“Aye sir, twelve at seven zero,” called the Planesman.
“Sonar. Range to target, one point one miles.”
“Speed 12 knots.”
“Speed 16 knots,” called Nathan. Stonewall Jackson moved slowly closer to her quarry.
“Sonar. One of the Yuan class is slowing, it’s coming to idle speed.”
What the hell? Then Nathan knew what was afoot. The Yuan class boat was falling back behind the Destroyer. It was going to cover its six. It was covering its leader up top.
Bastard. Under hulling wasn’t going to be possible now. Now what?
“XO, I’m not playing with these guys now. Weaps, designate our contacts, no firing solutions as yet.”
“Sir. Surface contact designated Tango one. Forward Yuan is Tango two. Slowing Yuan is Tango three.”
“Come to four knots.” Nathan waited until the rear Yuan trailed behind the Destroyer.
“Flood one, down bubble ten. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make your depth 120.” The Chinese boat took up its position astern the Destroyer.
“Speed 15 knots.” Nathan would edge closer to the trailing Yuan and get in his baffles.
“Sonar. Sitrep Tango three.”
“Range two point two miles, depth 80. We have three knots on him.”
“Rig trim to ascend fore and aft one two thirds, get in his baffles.”
The boat levelled out behind the foe and edged closer.
“Tango three. Range, one point three miles.”
“Get a firing solution on him Weaps.”
The weapons officer’s hands set switches and dials over the console. The touchscreen firing computer turned red.
“Mk 48 CBASS ready in tube two. Firing solution laid in; designated target Tango three, Sir.”
“Flood tube two.”
“Aye sir. Tube two flooded. Fish is ready in all respects.”
“Where are we, Kaminski?”
“South of Discovery Reef, coming up to the south is Passu Keah Reef.”
“Open outer doors.”
“Doors open sir.”
“On my mark. Launch tube two.”
This was it; Nathan knew there was no going back now.
It was three against one.
Tango three had to be taken out.
The three he faced were some of the best vessels in the People’s Liberation Army Navy. Some of the best assets in one of the world’s top navies.
They needed to be at the top of their game. If they weren’t, then a crushing death awaited them.

Chapter 12

“LAUNCH, TUBE TWO, LAUNCH.”
“Launch tube two. Fish away and hungry.” The Mk 48 sped off east for its quarry.
“Good launch. Running in. Enemy turning to starboard.”
“Fish, range point seven miles. Enemy has flooded a tube. Fish range point three miles, closing. Enemy has opened outer doors. Fish range point one five miles pinging, pinging, cutting wire. Closing, fish terminal.”
“Sonar. Hot datum on Tango three. No fish in the water, he didn’t make it. Hull break up sounds, massive gas escape. The hull is tearing. Detonation. Secondary detonation. One of his own fish just blew. Hull break up. Tango three is terminal.”
“Weaps. Sir, I’m wiping her from the threat board.”
“Planesman come to one four five, speed 18 knots.”
“One four five at 18, aye sir.” Nathan put his hand over his forehead. They maybe an enemy but they were fellow submariners; it always got him. It was a sorrow to have to do it, but needs must.
“XO, we’re going around the outside of the Archipelago in a big right hand hook. Let them think we’re in there and after them. They’ll be chasing shadows. Every time they hear a whale humping it’ll be us.”
“What’s the next rock up, Kaminski?”
“Sir, when we clear south of Passu Keah, head four five degrees to come south of Bombay Reef; it’s 50 miles away.”
Hours later, they rounded Bombay Reef.
“Come to four zero, let’s get in there with ‘em.” USS Stonewall Jackson headed for its launching point north of Vuladdore Reef.
“Keep a big ear out Benson, we have two Tangos in here.”
It had to be discussed and decisions taken. It was the 500 pound Gorilla in the room. Nathan had waited for too long now.
“XO, Kaminski. Wardroom.”
* * *
THE THREE OF THEM SAT with their coffees.
“Our orders authorise nuclear release if necessary. When is that necessary?”
“Nukes?” said Nikki. She squirmed and shook her head. “Fuck.”
“I guess when we think we’re going to be destroyed. Then, it’s now or never,” said Larry.
“That would count, Larry. Anything short of that? Any other reason we release W80-1 warheads? Weapons six times more powerful than the Nagasaki bomb?”
Nikki stood and paced the room. Larry just shook his head.
“Failure,” she said, finally.
“Failure?” Larry repeated, frowning.
“Yes, we were told to take out these sea skimming drones. If we can’t do that with conventional weapons, either because of imminent threat to us, or a lack of capability on our part, that’s failure.” She looked at her two colleagues with a fixed stare. “We launch on failure.”
Nathan nodded. “I agree. Larry?”
“I agree. Reluctantly, but I agree.”
The three sat back and drank their coffee. Nathan felt better about the discussion he hoped he’d never have to make.
The intercom sparked into life.
“Battle stations, battle stations. Commander to the control room.”
Nathan rushed to his Conn.
“Sir, it’s Tango one, we are under attack by anti-submarine mortars.”
“Emergency deep, emergency deep. Direction of mortars?”
“To our port and starboard sir, that goddamn Destroyer was hiding north of Bombay reef.” Nathan knew it must have been a guess on the Destroyer’s part. A good guess, unfortunately. “All ahead full.”
As Stonewall Jackson sank into the black depths, to the left of the hull was a blast. The hull metal groaned and the boat was pushed to the right.
“Full speed down, depth 1,650, sir.” Another blast to the right. Nathan felt his eardrums flex as the boat pushed to the left.
Stonewall Jackson found herself caught in the devil's drum set, and the bastard was pounding away.
WEST VIRGINIA
IT WAS HIS TURN TO do a sweep across the south side. The cabin was 150 yards back. He walked to an outcrop; the woods were quite thick but with a number of clearings, there were plenty of spruce in the forest. As an assignment he’d had worse with the CIA, it beat watching some half assed politician in Afghanistan or Pakistan. Babysitting a Chinese broad in West Virginia was a top posting. He took out his binoculars and swept the arc of control. He brought up the thermal sight and swept again. He took out the walky-talky.
“Cal from Walt. All clear south sweep, over.”
“Cal. All clear north sweep. Any sign Tigress is going out again?”
“Not so far, she was sat eating breakfast twenty minutes ago.”
He advanced down to the creek and swept along the far bank. He heard a noise, it sounded like a bear, not impossible but unlikely. Cal unshouldered his Remington ACR just in case. Presently the waterside bushes parted. A figure in green parka and trousers not unlike his own pushed forward. He wore a brown woolly hat, his face was covered in CAM cream, and he had a Colt M4 assault rifle over his shoulder. He held up binoculars and started a sweep. Cal pulled back. Who the hell was this?
He took out the walky-talky. “Walt, we have an intruder wearing the kit, far side of the creek. Colt M4 assault rifle. The way he’s moving, he looks like he’s been in the game.”
Cal watched him for a few minutes, steadily slowly moving forward, and he looked like he’d been a player.
“Walt from Cal. I have one here, too. Mother’s sweeping, advancing. Like you say, ex green. This one looks like a Ranger, I can tell by that shit way they come on to you.”
“Cal. Yeah, well they’re taking on the Corps now. Must be in the pay of some bad guys. I’ll call Guard and let him know. Let ‘em get to line three then pull back a line. Over.”
Cal picked up his secure backpack mobile secure encrypted line.
“Guard this is Backstop over; come in Guard. Guard this is Backstop over; come in Guard.” Cal waited two minutes.
Paul Wicks saw the light flashing on his comms pack in the office at Langley.
The two men he’d put out into the field to cover Zhi were regular CIA operatives. Both were Ex USMC and knew their way around field ops. They’d picked up the close person protection issues through experience.
“Backstop this is Guard. Over.”
“We have two players advancing on our position. Armed and wearing CAM, look like possible Rangers.”
Fuck, fuck, thought Paul. It must be an FBI Op. What the hell?
“Do not allow yourselves to get into contact. If you need to, evacuate Tigeress. Over.”
“Copy Guard. Evacuate Tigeress if contact likely. State your orders if contact underway or inevitable.”
It can’t come to that thought Paul, just as he realised it might. Shit, the FBI and the CIA battling it out in Virginia, what a clusterfuck that would be. Some oversight committee would have his ass in a sling. He could hear some anal-retentive congressional representative now.
“So let me get this right. You deployed CIA personnel to protect an agent of the Chinese Ministry of State Security?”
Paul could only think of one option. “In that situation, evacuate Tigress, avoid contact. Over.”
Cal watched the foliage for a time, it moved; his man was moving forward.
Bastard.
“Walt, movement ahead, I’m withdrawing to line two.”
“Copy. Line two.”
Walt started his withdrawal to defensive line two; he moved carefully, this bad guy had an assault rifle. He turned and served the trees, looking for tell-tale movement. All clear. He kept low and moved back across to the next line of foliage.
The FBI operator spotted his leg and caught sight of the Remington ACR.
“Charlie one, Charlie two. I caught sight of one of the Chinese guards. He has an ACR. Over.”
“Charlie two, Charlie one advancing with care I probably have one in front of me. I’ll have no Chinese operators in Virginia. There’s an MSS agent in that cabin.”
Walt moved on his hands to get himself further back into cover. He slipped down suddenly, exposing himself.
Crack crack. Two rounds slammed into the earth near his leg. He brought his weapon to bear, aimed at the bushes, and fired.
“Contact, contact,” shouted Charlie two under fire.
Charlie one broke cover and dashed towards Charlie two.
Cal spotted the bad guy running through the bushes.
“Contact contact,” crack crack, crack. He hit the man in the lower back, and he went down. Cal ran forward and put his foot on the man’s back. “Stay down, asshole!” He heard crack cracks from Walt’s position. The guy on the deck was in bad shape and had no handgun. He picked up his M4 and ran with it, throwing it down after several yards. He saw Walt.
“I hit the fucker, but he got me in the leg.” Cal burst through the foliage. “Down, down motherfucker.” The man dropped the rifle and held his leg.
“What? You’re American?!”
“Whad’ya expect, asshole? Who are you with?”
“FBI.”
“What?” Cal moved forward.
“Check my papers top right pocket.”
“Hands up.” He checked the papers.
“What? Walt. These are two FBI mothers.”
Cal ran back to the other man and fished his papers out.
“Fuck, we’re on the same fuckin’ team. Bastard, we’re CIA.” Cal and Walt carried out what medical help they could provide.
“Guard this is Backstop. Guard this is Backstop, come in.”
“Backstop, Guard here.”
“Guard, the bad guys are both hit, not lethal but urgent. They’re FBI, sir. Advise.”
Shit, this couldn’t be any worse. Actually, it could, Paul supposed, they could be dead.
“I’ll bring in medivac.”
Cal walked back towards the log cabin; he opened the door.
“Hello, hello we’re friends. CIA.” He inspected every room. There was no sign of Tigress. Shit.
* * *
PANTING, WITH LEGS aching, Zhi ran along the trail in the forest that she’d covered on her walks, brushing aside leafy branches and leaping over tree roots. It was hard going. She’d heard the firefight and knew it was over now. Get away, that was all she could do. Zhi was making good progress and had put a fair distance between them now.
Paul, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Could she have done things differently? When you get attached, when you care, it makes things all the more difficult.
Paul, I’m so sorry.
Her immediate task was to get to the gas station she knew was down the main road, it was several miles yet, but she could make it. From there, she’d make a call to the Great Wok in Harrisonburg, and ask to speak to Ju-long. It was her only chance. He was on the same side, he’d get her away.
THE PARACEL ISLANDS. South China Sea
ANOTHER BRUISING EXPLOSION to port, and the boat lurched. The depth was increasing, 1,200 feet, 1,300. Every foot put them further away from the torture. The mortars would be spread by depth, it was all about getting below the maximum depth.
The boat rocked as another mortar blew to port. The boat sank under power and negative buoyancy. Down and down, away from the devil’s drum kit.
“Sonar. The last three explosions were all above us. We’re now at 1,700feet.” Another explosion. This was weaker and further away. Another yet further above.
“Planesman, maintain 1,900 feet. Sonar, location of Tango one?”
“Sir, all I can say is to our west.”
“Steer north, start a slow turn to our west.”
“Aye sir, north coming west.” The booming mortar attack had come to an end.
The boat came around to face its foe.
“Sir, we have an active ping. SJD-9 sonar. He’ll get a medium strong return.”
“Keep turning. Weaps, firing solution and war shot status?”
“Sir. Firing solution laid in. Tube three, Mk 48 CBASS loaded. Tube five Harpoon.”
“Flood tube three.”
“Sonar. We have sonobuoys dropping in. His Helix is hunting.” The Helix helicopter would be searching. He’d be readying his Yu-7 torpedoes, no doubt.
“Tube three flooded sir.”
Nathan wanted to get closer to Tango one. He’d hold for now.
“War shot, war shot,” said Sonar, “fish in the water. Yu-7 searching. Searching, searching. Fish has acquired us, dropping, pinging.”
“Stream the lure.”
The lure fell away towed behind the boat; the TB29/A1 sang its song of deception, attempting to draw the fish away.
“Range to Tango one?”
“Four miles sir.”
“Open outer doors tube three.”
“Outer doors open. Fish is ready in all respects.” It was earlier than he’d like to but…
“Launch tube three.”
“Launch. Fish running, fish is hungry sir.”
“Yu-7 still has us, sir.”
“Ready countermeasures, portside.”
“Fish closing. Pinging, pinging.”
“Dance the lure.”
“Dancing.”
“Yu-7 range 3,000 feet. Fifteen hundred.”
“Up bubble 20. Blow one. Come to starboard.”
“Range 300. Fish is looking at the lure, it’s pulling left. Now returning to us.”
Oh God, come on, get away, get away.
This was it; the enemy fish was running in fast. It was time for the last throw of the dice.

Chapter 13

“EJECT COUNTERMEASURES port side.” Two canisters ejected into the depths, hissing bubbling, emitting drive propeller sounds. Come to me, come to me, here I am. A huge thud and the boat violently heaved to the right. To the aft was a rushing sound. The boat pitched and heaved in the turbulence. The COB was violently thrown to the deck. The sail was pushed hard to starboard by a rising gas cloud. The crew fell to the right.
“Damage control.” Shouted the COB.
The intercom barked. “Leaks in buoyancy feed pipes R2 and 3. Rear manifold leak. We’re on it.”
“Weaps, fish status?”
“Fish climbing, range point three miles, request wire cut. It was pulled back during that hit.”
“Cut it.”
“Wire cut. Fish pinging, pinging. Range point one two miles. Tango one deploying countermeasures.”
The fish homed in and accelerated in its terminal phase.
“Fish pinging. Running in.”
“Sonar. Hot datum Tango one.”
The control room cheered.
“Secondary explosion on Tango one. Nothing, nothing. Sinking sounds, debris impacts on the surface. They’re gone sir. It’s vanished. The whole thing is gone.” Nathan picked up the microphone.
“All hands. We have a hot datum on Tango one. It’s gone, by our fish and secondary explosions. Many souls were in her. Gone. Rest in peace. Commander out.”
Nathan looked around the somber control room. Heads were held low. It was time to get back into it.
“Kaminski, chin up. We have ass to kick out there. This boat’s a hunter. Let the undertaker sort out the spoils. Course to release point?”
“Yes, sir. Three two six degrees.”
“Heading three two six. Depth 120. Speed 14 knots. We still have Tango two out there. He’ll know what happened. He’ll be mad as all hell. But he knows what he’s up against. He’ll be afraid, very afraid.”
“Aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson the meanest, most dangerous beast in this pond set forth; she was a-hunting. However, the Yuan class boat was hunting too. Only one would survive.
* * *
JACKSON MADE HER WAY through the warm, dark South China Sea.
“Position?”
“Twelve miles to run sir,” said Kaminski.
“Weaps, do you have the targeting ready for the strikes on Woody and Duncan Islands?”
“Yes sir, all ready. The data’s good and ready for upload.”
“Slow to ten knots. Let’s get quiet.”
The boat cruised on. Nathan got himself a coffee from the galley; he got a tray with one each for the rest of the control room.
“Thanks sir,” said the COB.
“Sir, I can’t be sure yet, but, I have a hint of a possible contact to the west. It’s intermittent. I’ve been heading it for several minutes now. It could be a biologic.”
“Keep on it Benson. What’s your instinct tell you?”
He looked over and shook his head. “My guess is that it’s not biologic; but it may be.”
They waited for long minutes in silence.
“Sir. I’m finding it too repetitive to be biologic, I think it’s a contact.”
“Keep on it, can you get a heading?”
“Yes sir, it’s heading this way.” After a few minutes, he was ready to call it. “Sir, I think it’s Tango two, I’m getting a spiky waveform, pre screw count.”
A few minutes went by. “Revs up. It’s Tango two, confirmed.”
“Weaps lay in a firing solution, what’s in tube one?”
“Mk 48 CBASS.”
“We’re in open water sir,” said the XO, “we’re sitting fat, dumb and happy.”
“Speed fifteen; we may as well be nearer the launch point. I’ll turn into him when he gets closer.”
“Sir,” said Kaminski, “could you look at the chart?” He almost told her he’d look at it later, but something told him no. He walked over and looked.
“Sir, look. These charts are super accurate; the Republic of China Navy has made sure of that.” She pointed to an underwater canyon. “Look, two seamounts with a snaky canyon leading away to the north. They call it Mogui de tongdao. The Devil’s Passage. We can use it. But Nathan, we need to get an accurate position fix now, before we go in.”
“Ok Nikki, I’m sold. Come to 180 feet, float the comms buoy.” The boat rose and took a position fix from a satellite.
He looked; most of the ridge tops were 980 deep with the central passage floor being 3,000. It was narrow, just 500 feet wide.
“Flood one. Make your depth 1,300 feet. We’re heading into the Devil’s Passage.”
A few minutes later, Benson called out. “Tango two’s coming in behind us. He’s speeded up. Seventeen knots.”
“Seventeen knots, we’ll match him.” USS Stonewall Jackson entered the Devil’s Passage.
“Talk me through, Lieutenant Kaminski.”
“Come to three four zero.”
“Follow her calls, Planesman.”
“Aye sir.”
She took out her digital stopwatch. “Come to zero.” The planesman steered to the right. “Come to eight degrees.” The boat leaned to the right.
Ping.
“Sir, the Yuan class is pinging to get his position and to pick us out.”
“Come to three four zero.” The boat leaned hard to the left.
Ping.
“Now ready for hard right zero four zero. On my count… four, three, two, one, now.” The boat leaned to the right, and the crew held on to whatever they could.
Ping. The boat made its winding way down the passage, pursued by the Chinese submarine. It couldn’t get a shot off, due to the twisting narrow canyon way.
“Sir, we have a side channel coming up to the left, just after the next turn right.”
“We run up it and hide?”
“That’s what I was thinking sir.”
“Do it.”
“It’ll be tight, sir.”
“We don’t have much choice, do we?”
Ping.
“Come to four five degrees. Four, three, two, one, hard full left.” The boat turned tightly, the crew hung on. Had he turned early enough? Or had he left it too late? The heading came to two seven zero. They were still there.
“Sir,” she said, “he’s still following the main passageway. We can rise up and over the north wall. Come over the left ridge wall to the north, then dive back into the passageway behind him.”
“Ok, call it. You have the helm, Kaminski.”
Adrenaline flushed her stomach. “Blow one. Up to 980 feet.” The boat rose.
“Level the boat. Come to zero degrees,” she called. Nikki waited, now it was back into the passage behind him. “Come to seventy degrees.” She waited. “Flood one, turn hard to zero degrees. Open and trim vents fore and aft. Make for depth.” The boat dived into the Devil’s Passage again.
The boat had passed up and over the left hand ridge and dived back in behind the Yuan Class. She hoped.
Ping.
“The ping is up forward,” said Benson. “He’s running to the north in front of us.”
“I have control,” said Nathan, “well done Nikki.”
The Jackson followed the Yuan north up the twisting channel.
“We’re coming to a straight run,” said Kaminski.
“Range to target?” said Nathan.
“Point three miles sir,” said Benson.
“Weaps, lay in a firing solution.”
“Target allocated Tango two. Fish laid in. Tube one, Mk 48. Fish is ready in all respects. Good track.”
“Launch tube one.”
“Tube one launched, fish is running and hungry. Closing, running in, fish now pinging. Running in pinging. Cutting wire. Tango two has blown, emergency blow. He’s climbing. Going up. Fish is turning upwards. Closing.” The Devil’s passage was a frightening, deep, dark place to be. “Tango is climbing hard, full speed. Fish climbing in pursuit. Both climbing fast. It’s a race. He has a buoyancy advantage. We’re running fast on him, but it’s close.”
“Sonar. Hot datum Tango two. Hot datum.” The hull split and a huge gas bubble escaped. The Yuan class fell back and sank deep into the Devil’s Passage. Nathan looked at Nikki and puffed his cheeks.
“I don’t want to do that ever again.”
* * *
“SIR, WE ARE AT LAUNCH point for the drone strike,” said Kaminski.
“Ok, speed three knots, up bubble ten. Rig trim to ascend fore and aft forward one third. Come to periscope depth.”
“Weaps, initiate TLAM strike. Woody and Duncan Islands. Call it, Drone strike.” Weaps spent several minutes on his console setting up the op. He looked to his Commander.
“TLAM strike is go. The plan of Drone strike is loaded. Activating all birds Sir.
“VPM tube one. Gannet, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T1.
Osprey, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T2.”
Nathan shook his head; Weaps had to get all-dramatic.
“Pelican, returns Gyro up, green board, route C, target T3.
Penguin, returns Gyro up, green board, route D, target T4.
Gull, returns Gyro up, green board, route E, target T5.
Puffin, returns Gyro up, green board, route F, target T6.”
The Tomahawks reported their status one by one.
“All birds up and ready Sir.”
“Open outer doors, VPM one.”
“Outer doors open Sir.”
Nathan checked his wristwatch again. He counted the seconds down.
“Execute drone strike on my command.” Fifty seven, fifty eight, fifty nine.
“Go, go, go.” The missiles were launched with a whooshing sound from back aft.
“On the surface, Gannet reports launch, good burn,” said Weaps. “Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. All crew, we have a bird out hunting.” One by one all six reached the surface, ignited their motors and soared into the night.
Gannet approached Woody Island, it descended and flew low over the runway, making a pass to calibrate its navigation systems. It turned and flew back down the runway and headed for the drones parked off the runway centre.
Gannet slammed into the parked UAVs, the warhead blasting and shredding the parked drones. Osprey followed close behind. Secondary explosions followed as the drone’s warheads exploded. Woody Island lit up as flames towered into the air. Fire trucks attempted to tackle the blaze but were beaten back.
At Duncan Island, it was a similar story. The bulk of the built-up area was to the east. Pelican came in from the north flying over the landscape and calibrating its navigation computers. It turned hard to the west and flew down a causeway. Pelican slammed into the drone storage area. The blast devastated the area flames leapt into the sky. Penguin, Gull and Puffin soon added to the carnage.
* * *
IT WAS OH TWO FORTY hours. USS Stonewall Jackson hung at 110 feet deep off Bamboo Wanjiaotou point, east of Yulin naval base Hainan Island, the main Chinese nuclear submarine base. Operation Joshua, the bugging of underwater communication cables, was underway. Innes and Alves had been out there for ninety minutes.
“We have a signal from the sail sir,” said the COB.
“What?” They hadn’t been out long.
A while later after decompression, Nathan walked back to the lower hatch. It opened and some water spilt on the deck. Innes and Alves climbed down and the two seamen helped them with their rebreathers and the rest of their gear. If this had been a success, then they’d gone further than anybody could expect.
“What went wrong? How did it go?”
“Fine sir. The bug’s in place. I think they were so confident, they only had one trip wire laid out.”
“So all’s well?”
“Yes sir. Operation Joshua’s completed.”
Nathan shook his head. It could be that way when you’re lucky. The crowning point of the mission had been easy. Nathan grinned. “Well, I thought it was going to be a bag of dicks out there.”
“No sir, it was easy.”
“Great. Get some chow. Let’s get out of here.”
Nathan reported that Operation Joshua was completed. An hour later, Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer, handed Nathan a communications slip.
“Message from COMSUBPAC, sir.”
PRIORITY RED
R 241347Z OCT 88 ZY09
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
CONGRATULATIONS USS STONEWALL JACKSON FROM A GRATEFUL NATION.
PROCEED TO GUAM FOR THREE WEEKS SHORE LEAVE. TRANSPORT WILL BE LAID ON TO PEARL OR SAN DIEGO FOR ANY CREW MEMBER. YOU WILL RETURN TO GUAM AS THOUGH AFTER A LOW KEY EXERCISE. THIS MISSION NEVER HAPPENED. COMPETE AND TOTAL SECRECY TO BE MAINTAINED. MISSION STATUS CODE RED ALPHA PLUS. REPEAT. CODE RED ALPHA PLUS.
MSG END//

Code red alpha plus. That meant that the release of any mission information could result in the offending crew member’s execution, followed by an official cover-up.
Nathan knew that they’d just carried out a black operation of the highest order. He rubbed his temples. Code red alpha plus, why me? Why me?
* * *
THE BOAT RETURNED TO Guam in the early hours of the morning, the crew took their breakfast and readied for departure. Nathan returned to his cabin to find a personal letter on his desk. He opened it.
“Your presence is required immediately, at the Tamuning Hotel, South Marine Drive. I need your attention and I need it now. Yours, Nikki.” Nathan smiled, then readied his bag, left the boat and took a cab from the front gate.
* * *
PAUL LOOKED AT THE airport monitor. His flight was there, listed on the Washington Dulles departure board. It had been a rush to buy his ticket, but there’d been time.
Zhi Ruo had disappeared from the cabin in West Virginia after the clash between the FBI and the CIA.
Paul Wicks hadn’t seen nor heard from her in three weeks. He’d been told under strict secrecy restrictions by his Director that nothing of what had happened in West Virginia had actually happened. Zhi Ruo didn’t exist, he’d never heard of her.
The clash had been hushed up and had officially never happened.
If he spoke about any of this to anyone, he’d be in a world of shit.
He missed her badly.
The letter had been delivered by hand to his sister yesterday morning; whoever delivered it was Asian, that much he knew. He opened it as soon as he got it home. Its contents were the last thing he expected.
Paul Wicks opened the 11 x 8.5 letter yet again.
It was a personal letter from Zhi Ruo.
She wasn’t an MSS agent at all. It turned out that she’d actually framed the Chinese Ministry of State Security.
She was employed by the National Security Bureau; her country’s intelligence service, but her country wasn’t The People’s Republic of China. Her real name wasn’t Zhi Ruo, either. It was May Hsin.
He read her letter for the hundredth time.
“Paul, I’m sorry for deceiving you, but I had to do it.
Please come and visit me in my beautiful city. I will explain everything. I miss you, May.”
He looked at the photograph of her in a green leafy park looking down over a city. She was smiling. He knew he had to see May Hsin again.
Behind her, to her left, was a tall tower looking like a series of upside down pyramids. The 101 tower had been the world’s tallest building until recently.
Paul looked at the airport departure board. It was time to leave for the gate; the flight to Los Angeles LAX would leave soon. Then it would be the cross Pacific flight. May Hsin waited for him in her beautiful city. Paul’s onward flight was to Taipei. Taiwan.
* * *
AFTER THE CONFLICT, CIA investigations had determined that the sinking of the huge Chinese container ship, COSCO SHIPPING SCHELDT, by a submarine, had been carried out by a Taiwanese boat to draw the People’s Republic into hostilities. It had meant that much to Taiwan.
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