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Dedication

Dark Moon China | By JC Alva

Flower in the Desert | Zamir, sitting in his six-wheeled armored desert dweller, parked on a high rocky ridge overlooking the vast red sand desert plains, was looking through his binoculars searching for any movement. Sarik, his gunner, was busy dusting desert sand off their overhead twin guns. Sarik had his shirt uniform off and hanging on his waistline, using
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A cold morning at the U.S. Military Intelligence Office. Most of the men and women have only begun to punch in with fresh coffee in one hand, and with their Govt. issued work pads in another. Some of them clumsily, still groggy from their weekends’ binge drinking. 

Jackson’s phone had been tuned into the international news, with a robotic newscaster on screen. He could faintly hear the news as it was talking about the Japanese genetic breakthroughs in food development. It was reporting about how they have managed to make supersized marine animals that can grow in half the time, a development that could help the world’s food supply.  

Jackson has started to go through last week’s reports on international military movements, monitoring all satellite images, and recording any new activity of ground and naval forces. Large Floating Military Posts, armed with anti-Air and anti-ship ordinances, scattered the shallow reefs, while large exploratory stations of different nations were drilling the sea bed for oil and natural gas. 

Large commercial fishing vessels crisscross overlapping sea lanes, forcing different coastguards to intercept vessels that wander into claimed sea routes by other countries. 

Jackson runs his finger on his work pad, skipping through reports that, in his opinion, had no significant changes that would cause concern. He switches to a different satellite scanning another part of the globe. Particularly interesting to him were the naval and commercial movements in the South China Sea. He focuses on some of the floating exploratory platforms that have been moved in from the southern Chinese shipyards.  He further enlarges the images and notices structural differences from the new platforms compared to his image files of other civilian-built platforms. He runs his fingers again on the enlarged image and rotates it, presses a function key and the small built-in printer on his 

desk starts printing the enlarged image on his work pad. He then moves his satellite image further South-East, at the Edge of the West Philippine Sea, where the US has stationed a Floating Military base, and has been assisting other Navies in securing their Exclusive Economic zones. Matters only got worse with the discovery of large gas and oil deposits sitting in the contested waters.

The dominant country in the region learned its lesson when its ships started firing at destroyers anchored near a group of small islands several years back when other naval vessels were implementing freedom of navigation exercises. The one-day naval encounter was a wake-up call to them when the Surface-to-Surface missiles made easy targets of their attacking vessels and have backed down on their military island-reclamation projects since then.

“Hey, you! Good morning! Have you had your Americano already?” It was Sgt. Claire Davidson. Her usual cheerful self on Mondays. 

“Must you always creep up on me like that every week?”  

“Well, you know how I love to see you jump up your seat and...” Before she could continue, everyone stood at attention as Col. Collins came through his door with his usual glass-jawed no expression marine haircut. In Jackson’s 7 years in this unit, he never saw the colonel blink or smile. 

“Stone!” 

He yells across the room, while some of the men barely looked at Jackson because they wouldn’t dare piss off the Colonel. He noticed some of them only moved their eyes while the others were busy tucking in their uniforms. 

“In my Office in 5 Minutes!”

“What Did you do this time?” Claire said with her big blue eyes sarcastically looking at Jackson.

“Must be about my telling off that CIA operative last week in Pakistan. He was trying to give General Daniels a stupid report on rebel units in the north.”

“Yeah! and you probably did it, you know, the way you usually do...”

“What! No! I Just....”

“There you go again Jackson, always making excuses for yourself and that bad temper of yours. We should give an award for how treated that CIA field agent. Anyway, better get going Stone, you know when he says five minutes, he actually means now.”

Jackson reaches for the printed paper, tears its end off his built-in desk printer, and hands it to Claire.

“See anything different about that platform?”

Claire turns the picture around, brings it closer to her face, and says

“It’s a Class Xie83G, the latest Chinese-built Exploration platform, What about it?”

Jackson, busy arranging his work pad report for the Colonel says

“Check the corners, see anything different?”

Claire takes a closer look at the picture and her surprise is seen in her widened eyes.

“I see it, are those anti-ship rockets!? Wow! You’re really good at this! I wouldn’t even have noticed until you mentioned it!”

Jackson smiles at Claire as he adjusts his collar and straightens his shirt.

“Do me a favor Claire, get me an americano.”

“Is that an order...Sir...?”

“You want it to be?”

Claire stands up and puts her hand on Jackson’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze 

“You know how I Love to take orders from you, Stone.”

She turns around, pulls down her tight skirt, looks back at Jackson, and gives him a wink. Jackson then fixes his desk, picks up his work pad, and while walking to the colonel’s office, buttons up his shirt.

“Permission to Enter Sir.”

“Come in Stone”

The colonel, standing behind his desk, finishes his conversation on speakerphone and grabs a folder with a red line across its cover. Jackson knew what that meant, it’s an intelligence report that usually means they need boots on the ground for verification.

“Sir, I haven’t had the opportunity to explain what occurred in the meeting with Gen. Daniels and the CIA....”

The Colonel interrupts

“Drop it Stone, that’s not why I ask to see you...”

“Sir...?” 

The Colonel takes a seat and signals Jackson to sit down. “In a way, it does have something to do with your last meeting.” said the Colonel.

“I don’t understand Sir” Jackson answers.

“General Daniels was actually impressed how you were able to  pin that CIA jerk you went up against. He actually called me up right after your meeting and he was asking me why you are not in the field doing what you are good at.”

Jackson adjusted the chair slightly so that it would be facing the Colonel’s desk. “After our short talk about your last meeting, the General gave me this file...” He grabs the folder and opened it, and handed it to Jackson.

“For years, they have had an operational base on the Dark side of the moon. They have kept their activities out of sight from our operatives, even on our own bases there. Our Lunar Satellites have taken images of their transports bringing in a lot of medical equipment, and our spies in their capital have reason to believe that they have been bringing up geneticists and virologists. There are also reports that their regular rotation of personnel to their moon station have not returned, yet they keep on sending more troops to their station.”

“Maybe they are just increasing the size of their facility...” Jackson says.

“Intelligence on this says it’s unlikely. See this image, here. It looks like there has been some damaged area in one of their science labs.”

Jackson studies the images and says

“Looks like explosions did that, sir.”

“Correct, our moon base on Delta Sector near their base captured readings of an explosion about six months ago. We have to know what’s going on up there.”

Jackson continues to read the report and says

“Sir, my assigned areas do not cover the dark side of the moon...”

The Colonel, almost interrupting Jackson says

“That’s why, as of tomorrow, you will be assigned to a new unit. How is your Mandarin?”

“I can speak mandarin well enough sir, but it won’t make a difference. I look so American.”

The Colonel starts smiling and says

“You can look as American and do the job. Every year, we have a Peace Initiative Space Program, wherein both countries send scientist, engineers, and medical professionals to space stations and, you guessed it, to the moon base every year.”

“Sir, do I get to pick my team, sir?”

“Yes Lt. Stone, the sitting arrangements for the next shuttle to the moon say you can pick two others in this unit. General Daniels has already picked two soldiers as his choice for your team. My guess is he has picked two bulldogs to keep the rest of your team safe. Find out what’s going on there.” 

The Colonel starts rubbing his sidearm with a smooth yellow clean cloth.

“That’s very reassuring sir, though I believe we can take care of ourselves.”

The Colonel looks down the sights of his sidearm and blows the remaining lint off the barrel.

“The General won’t have it any other way. Take his bulldogs on this assignment. Better to be safe than sorry.”

Inside the Shuttle, the team members were either floating around or strapped in, busy on their work pads. The almost immaculate white space suites were flexible enough for the crew to start throwing things at each other in zero gravity, just to keep away from boredom on the Two-day flight to the moon. 

Sgt. Claire Davidson, as usual, would be friendly to everyone. Sometimes too friendly. Claire is excellent with written characters. Just in case they needed to punch some buttons and switches up there. 

Sgt. George Mendez, who served with Jackson in other past missions, was his second choice. Always cool and reserved, He is an expert weapons tech, just in case they would find new weapons research on the dark side. 

Then there are the two “Bulldogs” of General Daniels. Collins wasn’t kidding! Corporal Bill Austin, a Texan. They say they make things bigger in Texas. His large-size space suit seems it could barely keep him in it. Was not any wonder why he puked his brains out right after they hit zero gravity. Jackson guessed it was one of his first off-world mission.

Corporal Ivan Romanov, a Russian by descent. Grew up in a tough neighborhood in New York.  Short, Muscular, and fast-moving. Seems like a guy who could have nails for breakfast. 

The rest of the Peace Initiative team were, by no surprise, nerds, and geeks, at least to Claire. As soon as they went to zero gravity, they would argue amongst themselves about theories in Physics and New anti-gravitational laws. The others were arguing about the effects of advanced genetic experimentation and how it would affect society and the future of Human Evolution. But Jackson thought all that talk stemmed from the fact that there was a beautiful, sexy woman, Claire, in their presence. Maybe it was their way of trying to impress her, little did they know that Claire actually, has a Masters in psychology and was once a state boxing champion. 

They had no idea they were Military and had not the slightest clue they were soldiers on a mission, and they were the Trojan Horse. Jackson had to brush up on his Engineering knowledge skills just to convince these guys they were real. 

As the shuttle passes one of the many Military Satellites orbiting the moon, the captain of the shuttle turns on the loudspeakers, almost as if to rudely interrupt the conversations on his ship. “We are now starting our landing procedures. Please go back to your assigned seats and buckle in. We will not pay for any physical damage 

you may have during this period” Jackson stretches his neck just to see the expression on the captain’s face. He was of age, looked cold, and grumpy, and seemed he has done this a million times before. Jackson could hear the other scientists whisper among themselves, as they reacted to the ship’s pilot’s unfriendly choice of words.  

Suddenly the loudspeaker
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