
  
    [image: Global Strike]
  


  
    
      GLOBAL STRIKE

    

    
      
        ANDREW WATTS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Severn River Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      GLOBAL STRIKE

      Copyright © 2020 by Point Whiskey Publishing LLC.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Severn River Publishing

        www.SevernRiverBooks.com

      

      

      This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-951249-84-7 (Paperback)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Andrew Watts

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

    

    
      
        Readers Also Enjoy

      

      
        Sample of FIREWALL

      

      
        FIREWALL: Chapter 1

      

      
        FIREWALL: Chapter 2

      

      
        FIREWALL: Chapter 3

      

      
        Also by Andrew Watts

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ANDREW WATTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The War Planners Series

        The War Planners

        The War Stage

        Pawns of the Pacific

        The Elephant Game

        Overwhelming Force

        Global Strike

      

        

      
        The Firewall Spies

        Firewall

        Agent of Influence

        A Future Spy

        Tournament of Shadows

        All Secrets Die

      

        

      
        Max Fend Series

        Glidepath

        The Oshkosh Connection

        Air Race

      

      

      
        
        To find out more about Andrew Watts and his books, visit

        severnriverbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Therefore he who desires peace, let him prepare war.

        VEGETIUS

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        History teaches that wars begin when governments believe the price of aggression is cheap. To keep the peace, we and our allies must be strong enough to convince any potential aggressor that war could bring no benefit, only disaster.

        PRESIDENT RONALD REAGAN
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      The inverted bow of the USS Michael Monsoor cut through the dark waters of the Pacific Ocean, the ship’s distinct silhouette nearly invisible on the moonless night.  A thin layer of scattered clouds allowed the occasional window of starlight to illuminate patches of sea.

      “Any sign of them?” Captain Harris asked.

      “Nothing yet, sir,” replied the officer of the deck.

      The captain stood in the center of the dark bridge with a small watch team. They were surrounded by flat-panel video feed that provided them with an artificial 360-degree view of the outside world, dimmed down to the lowest level so as not to affect their night vision.  Two petty officers steered the ship with a trackball, keyboard, and the click of a button.

      The officer of the deck touched his headset.  “Captain, the TAO requests your presence in combat.”

      “On my way.”

      Captain Harris hustled into the ship’s combat information center, the envy of most modern warships.  Nearly a dozen personnel sat in four rows of multi-screen computer terminals, monitoring the electronic signals, passive sonar, and communications.  The captain and XO had hand-picked the combat watch team, and the varsity players were on duty tonight.

      As the captain entered the space, someone announced his presence.  “Captain in combat.”

      Captain Harris approached the Tactical Action Officer, or TAO, who managed the ship’s combat systems and sensors.  “What’s up, TAO?”

      “We’re starting to get some ESM hits.  Chinese commercial surface search radars.”

      “Got any fixes yet?”

      “Not yet, sir.  They just started showing up.”

      “Bearing?”

      “Two-four-zero to two-seven-zero.  Sure would love to illuminate with the SPY, make sure no surveillance aircraft are out there…”  The TAO gave him a frustrated look.

      “You know we can’t.”

      “I know, sir.”

      All electronic emitters, including radar, had been powered down.  Task Force Bruiser, which included both the Monsoor and its embarked special operations team, was a covert assignment.  However much the captain would love to use his surface search radar to detect contacts in their vicinity, he wouldn’t risk it for fear of detection.  Their destroyer was well below the equator, further into the Chinese-controlled South Pacific than any American ship had operated for more than a year.

      “How are we doing on fuel?”

      “Getting close to our bingo, sir, as the aviators like to say.”

      “Might have to move our RAS further to the south if these guys don’t show up today.  Talk to the Navigator.  Have him come up with a plan and run it by me tonight.”

      “Roger, sir.”  The TAO looked up.  “Sir, the SEAL commander has an update for you.”

      Captain Harris glanced up at the second-level balcony, where a row of men were overlooking the combat information center.  The SEAL commander and a few intel officers were embarked with them.  Usually the SEALs would run this type of mission off a submarine like the USS Jimmy Carter, but in the year since the war began, US submarines had more missions than they could handle.  And their reconnaissance deployments were significantly closer to Chinese shores than the Michael Monsoor could get.

      But the Monsoor, one of only three stealthy Zumwalt-class ships ever made, was almost invisible on radar.  And when she went dark, she could be forward deployed to places like this, where the Chinese were suspected to be operating, but not in such significant numbers that the American stealth ship couldn’t avoid detection.

      Captain Harris climbed the ladder to the upper-level combat space, where the SEAL team commander and a DIA officer stood behind a mustached submarine tech rep.  The submarine expert was monitoring a dashboard of numbers and technical data.

      The SEAL commander turned to face Captain Harris.  “Sir, good evening.  We just received a short-range burst transmission.  They’re on their way.  Should be about thirty minutes.”

      “Excellent.  Please let the TAO know to prepare for recovery.”

      A half-hour later, the captain watched from the internal bay’s peripheral platform at the ship’s aft.  The massive, cavernous space had a central track normally used to deploy and recover the ship’s rigid hull inflatable boats.  Waves sloshed up onto the angled deck below.

      A silent, black monolith surfaced from the deep, barely visible at first but growing larger as it drove up the ship’s wake.

      Members of the ship’s crew, the SEAL team leader, and intelligence personnel watched as the newest mini-submarine lodged itself onto the rear of the ship’s ramp.  Specially trained enlisted men attached lines and then used electronic devices and the moving tracks to pull the submarine into the bay.

      The whole operation took about twenty minutes, as fast as they could safely go.  When they were finished, the rear bay door closed, the submarine’s hatch opened, and four SEALs exited.  One of them handed an object to the SEAL team leader.

      Moments later, the captain, along with the SEAL commander and intel officers, listened as the SEAL team reviewed the reconnaissance data.

      “That’s the first rocket, right there,” one of the men said, pointing at the image on the screen.  “The next one comes a few minutes later.  They recovered about twenty of them, I think.  One crashed into the water.”

      The DIA officer said, “That’s their new series 8 rocket.  They’re launching about forty mini-satellites from each one of these babies.  Times twenty…”

      “That’s a lot of satellites.”

      “Why are they recovering them here?”

      “Based on the trajectory, this must be the optimal spot.  Then they’ll have about a fifteen-day haul back to Hainan.  Their space launch facility is right near there.”

      A phone on the wall rang.  Captain Harris picked it up.  “Captain.”

      “Captain, TAO, sir, we’ve got a problem.”

      Captain Harris looked out the glass window and onto the watch floor below.  The TAO was holding the phone to his ear, looking up at him.

      “Sir, we now have at least twenty electronic fixes on what I think are Chinese warships.  Sonar is picking up corresponding noise.  Some merchants.  But also what we think are Type 52 destroyers.  Sir, if those are here, they’ll be flying surveillance helicopters…”

      The captain hung up the phone and headed toward the ladder.  “Make a hole!”  Two seamen scattered from the ladderway.  The captain slid down on his palms, his steel-toed boots landing with a thud, and then headed over to the TAO’s station, glancing up at the tactical display at the front of the room.  Nearly two dozen red tracks were dangerously close to their position, the speed indicators all pointing toward the USS Michael Monsoor.

      “What’s their ETA?”

      “About thirty minutes until they’re in visual range, based on our tracks, sir.  Hard to say without radar…”  The watchstanders surrounding the TAO glanced up, listening intently to the conversation.

      “Any indication they’ve detected us?”

      A chief manning a nearby display said, “TAO, ESM hit bearing two-six-zero.  Looks like a Chinese helicopter radar.”

      The TAO looked at the captain in alarm.

      “Maneuver us northeast.  Give me twenty-five knots.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The TAO relayed the command to the bridge, and the ship’s deck listed beneath the captain’s feet as it turned.

      The captain walked over to the air defense team.  “Do we have a track on that helicopter?”

      “Yes, sir, but it’s pretty sketchy since we don’t have radar up.  It’s somewhere over in this area.”  The petty officer pointed at the red hostile air track on his display.

      Captain Harris felt his pulse racing as he calculated a half-dozen options.  He had a lot of firepower on board, but he wanted to avoid detection…

      “Sir, the helicopter looks like it’s headed our way.  The electronic fixes are getting closer.”

      Captain Harris said, “Ready the laser.  No radar.  Use visual aiming only.”

      The TAO looked at him.  “Sir?”

      “Hurry.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The TAO ran over to an Operations Specialist manning the newly-installed laser weapons system.

      “Throw the video feed up front, please.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The right front screen flashed to a green image external of the ship. A small dark object was visible in the distance.  A white reticle centered over it.

      “Power coming online.  Ready to lase, sir.”

      The Michael Monsoor’s electric drive and integrated power system generated over seventy megawatts of power, enough for a small city.  Now, that power was about to be directed into a small, focused energy beam aimed at the Chinese helicopter heading toward their position.

      Inside the helicopter, the Chinese aircrew studied their tactical display, trying to determine if the small radar return to the northeast was really a ship, or merely a pod of whales breaking the surface of the ocean.  It was too small to be a ship, wasn’t it? They decided to fly closer to gather infrared video imagery to be sure.

      On board the Michael Monsoor, Captain Harris said, “Open fire.”

      The men and women in combat fell silent, staring at the screen, as thousands of watts of power flowed through the laser weapon and focused on a moving target.

      The helicopter’s silhouette on the monitor exploded into a liquid-black ball of smoke, flame, and metal remains now tumbling to the sea.  The approaching Chinese fleet, still unaware of the American ship’s presence, knew only that they had lost communications and radar contact with their helicopter.

      The USS Michael Monsoor’s inverted bow continued cutting silently through the water, speeding away from the Chinese in stealth as it headed northeast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      David Manning walked down the steps of a CIA Gulfstream IV jet and onto the hot tarmac at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, the Washington Monument and Capitol Building visible in the distance.  He flanked his boss, Susan Collinsworth, head of Joint Task Force Silversmith, as they walked toward a waiting black Chevy Suburban.

      The SUV was escorted by two armored US Army security vehicles, blue lights flashing, as they took the Arlington Memorial Bridge across the Potomac River. What little traffic was on the roads quickly moved out of the way as they passed.  That had been one of the few good things about the war.  Less traffic, everywhere.  Thanks to Russia and China flexing their muscles in oil-rich countries, gas prices had skyrocketed and few could afford to drive to work anymore.  The war had decimated international trade, and the country was still reeling from the effects of Chinese cyber and EMP attacks during the conflict’s opening days.  The economy had tumbled, and never fully recovered.

      Most people now worked remotely via the North American Secure Internet or took lower-cost public transportation to the office.  Many of the new jobs supported the war in some way or another, and those employees were the lucky ones.  Others didn’t have work.  Movie theaters and restaurants had shut down, and small businesses declared bankruptcy in droves.  The times were tough.

      The war had several names.  Most Americans called it World War Three, or simply The War.  The “neutral” international community often referred to it as the Chinese American War.  To Chinese state-sponsored media, and the news organizations wishing to receive favorable treatment from China, it was known as The War Against American Hostility.  David and his colleagues at the CIA sometimes used that term tongue-in-cheek.  Dark humor to get through dark times.

      Susan glanced at him from across the SUV.  “Nice to be back in DC.  I was getting tired of Raven Rock.”

      David hummed agreement, studying his notes before the brief.  Within twenty-four hours of the Chinese EMP attack that kicked off the war, the Washington DC-based government leadership was physically decentralized.  Congressmen and generals alike were shipped off to a pre-identified collection of bunkers and military bases across the nation.  But people hated living like that, and now that the hot war had cooled, the power players who controlled America’s military, intelligence, and political leadership were returning to their original locations.

      The highly secretive Silversmith task force remained at Eglin Air Force Base near Destin, Florida.  Silversmith was a joint CIA-DOD organization tasked to analyze Chinese military strategy and lead covert programs designed to counter Chinese activities.  While the number of personnel involved in Silversmith was small—only a few hundred—its output was very influential in shaping US war policy.

      A fusion center for the vast American and allied intelligence collection organizations, Silversmith was made up of elite military and intelligence personnel.  Top-level experts on technology and China.  Spies.  Strategists.  Special ops.  Susan and—until recently—General Schwartz led them all.

      David had become one of her most prized team members.  She realized early on that he had a talent for strategy and analysis that few others could match.  And having lost his own father in the war, he was highly motivated to perform.

      Susan glanced at David.  “Try not to give the president too much detail.  Just enough to make a decision.  Keep it short and sweet.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he said.

      David hated these types of meetings, where he had to speak to a bunch of high-ranking politicians and flag officers.  The type who often came with massive egos and hardened points of view.  They would second-guess his facts and make decisions based on ulterior motives.  Sometimes they would just try to crush the briefer to make themselves look smart and score points with the boss.  It was even worse when the boss happened to be the President of the United States.  Higher stakes.  Olympic-level boardroom battles.  But David had learned long ago that the most powerful weapon in the world was information in the hands of someone who knew how to use it.

      The column of vehicles came to a halt under a long security tent designed to obstruct the view of snipers and surveillance.  US Secret Service agents directed David and Susan through security before escorting them into the West Wing and, finally, the Situation Room.

      Most seats were already filled.  The CIA Director nodded to David and greeted Susan by name. David greeted General Schwartz, now the Director for Operations, J3, of the Joint Staff at the Pentagon.  General Schwartz had been promoted out of Silversmith after they’d successfully orchestrated the Battle of Johnston Atoll.  David recognized the other faces around the table as cabinet members and intelligence agency heads.

      The President of the United States walked in, and the group stood. He sat in the conference table’s head seat and the others followed his lead.  James Roberts, age forty-five, had been considered a rising star in his party, picked as vice president in an attempt to bolster the late President Griffin’s appeal to younger voters.

      President Griffin died when Air Force One was shot down by Chinese special forces.  The assassination sewed chaos in the US chain of command during a brutal first strike.  In the fog of that opening salvo, EMP weapons detonated across the US and over American naval fleets. Thousands of Chinese missiles were launched at American aircraft carrier strike groups in the Pacific.  Simultaneously, North Korea invaded South Korea, using poison gas to devastate civilian and military targets alike.  And a Chinese cyber-attack, using deep fake technology to simulate a US Presidential national TV announcement, deceived most Americans into thinking that nuclear ballistic missiles were hurtling toward the US.

      That was the moment when President Roberts was sworn in.

      During the opening hours of his presidency, President Roberts learned that his predecessor had ordered a limited nuclear strike on Chinese targets, and that missiles were already airborne.  The order had been issued under the false belief that Chinese missiles were headed toward the United States.  What he didn’t know was that China was trying to get the US to launch a limited number of nukes.

      And they succeeded.

      American ICBMs hit dozens of Chinese targets, eliminating their land-based nuclear capability, while American fast-attack submarines simultaneously sank the majority of Chinese nuclear ballistic missile submarines.  Chinese nuclear offensive capability was severely depleted.

      But the political fallout America suffered after using weapons of mass destruction was severe.  The unthinkable infliction of self-harm on his own country had turned out to be one of Chinese President Jinshan’s best strategic moves.

      The week after America used nuclear weapons, Russia announced the infamous “Russian Ultimatum.”  Any further use of nuclear weapons by the United States would henceforth trigger Russia to enter the war, fighting on behalf of China.  The Russians then led a multi-nation coalition calling for an economic embargo on all US goods.  America, already struggling to recover from the Chinese’s devastating attacks, watched as much of the international community turned their backs on them right when it mattered the most.

      Several nations continued to provide support.  But with the Russian ultimatum, even the staunchest American allies had to hide their assistance, lest Russia have more of an excuse to spread its wings.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” said the president.

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” came the scattered replies from around the table.

      David had only met the president a few times, but he approved of him.  A veteran himself, the president had spent five years as an Army JAG after law school, deploying to Iraq twice.  He was analytical and decisive.  And as far as David could tell, he did things for the right reasons.

      The Director of National Intelligence motioned to the screen at the far end of the room. It displayed reconnaissance imagery that David had reviewed the previous day.

      The DNI said, “Mr. President, these are self-landing rockets.  Approximately twenty-four hours ago, the US Air Force detected a mass-launch of Chinese satellites from their Wenchang Space Launch Facility.  We had intelligence that they were trying something new with this launch and had a reconnaissance team waiting.”

      “A reconnaissance team?” the president asked.

      “Yes, sir.  Task Force Bruiser.  A SEAL team operating from one of our stealth Navy ships, the USS Michael Monsoor, forward deployed to the South Pacific.  Shortly after the US Air Force detected the Chinese satellite launch, the SEAL team observed two dozen rockets landing on platforms in the center of this uninhabited atoll.”  The DNI motioned to the screen, where a thin, circular sandbar surrounded several platform barges floating in the water.  “The Chinese had a ship-based team collecting the rockets after they landed.  We estimate it will take them two weeks to transit back to the Wenchang Space Launch Facility.  Maybe another week to load up for their next round.”

      The president rubbed his chin. “What’s the significance?”

      “Two things, Mr. President.  One, this is a new space warfare capability.  And a distinct Chinese advantage for the moment.  With these reusable rockets, the Chinese can greatly reduce the cost and cycle time of launching new satellites into space.  As you know, sir, after the war began, maintaining space-based systems has been a major challenge for all countries.  The US has attempted to replenish our satellite reconnaissance, communications, and navigation systems, but the Chinese are launching attacks on every new satellite we send up.  Usually within a matter of hours.”

      “Their anti-satellite capability has really improved, Mr. President,” the National Security Advisor chimed in.

      The president sighed. “I recall you saying that our anti-satellite capability is on par with theirs.”

      “That’s correct, sir.  We shoot down theirs about as quick as they shoot down ours.  But right now, we’re only able to launch one or two satellites at a time.  And without a reusable rocket system like this, it takes us much longer and costs a lot more money.”

      The president frowned. “You said this new data meant two things.  What’s the second?”

      General Schwartz leaned forward.  “Mr. President, the Chinese have executed a mass satellite launch from their Pacific space launch facility.  We estimate their new mass-launch capability has a three- to four-week reload time.  These mass satellite launches may cost less per rocket, but when they’re launching twenty of them, each carrying dozens of mini-satellites…well, sir, it turns into a big bet.  One they can only make every so often.”

      President Roberts said, “The implication being…”

      General Schwartz placed his hands flat on the table. “That they would only do it for an important reason.  They’ll likely be timing these mass satellite launches with something else.  Think of it like a war drum.”

      “How big was this launch?”

      General Schwartz turned to one of the Air Force officers sitting in the outer row of seats.  “Approximately one thousand mini-satellites in the constellation, sir,” the officer replied.  “Oriented north-south in geosynchronous orbit over the Pacific.  As per our standing orders, we’re engaging them with our anti-satellite weapons.  But…”

      General Schwartz turned to face the president.  “That’s a lot of targets, Mr. President.  It’s going to take a few days, at best.”

      The president looked around the room.  “Let’s hear it.  What do we think they’re up to?”

      The CIA director glanced in their direction. “Sir, Susan Collinsworth and David Manning are here from the TF Silversmith team.  Would you two like to add something?”

      Susan nodded for David to speak.

      David wiped his sweaty palms on his pant legs under the table. “Good morning, Mr. President.  Sir, as stated, the Chinese would know that those satellites will get shot down.  China wouldn’t have launched that many unless they were planning something very big, and very soon.  This provides them with a robust ISR picture of the Pacific theater, but it gets less accurate after the first day or two.  So, I would expect the Chinese to take action within the next few hours or days.  The USS Michael Monsoor, the destroyer that deployed the SEAL recon team, observed a very large number of surface contacts in their vicinity.  They were forced to shoot down a Chinese surveillance helicopter to avoid detection.”

      The president nodded. “I’ve been briefed.  What’s your point, Mr. Manning?”

      “Sir, based on the position, heading, and speed of those unknown surface tracks, we think the Chinese may be mobilizing a large-scale transit of the Pacific.  This correlates with HUMINT we’ve received from inside China.”

      General Schwartz said, “What Mr. Manning said is precisely correct.”

      “So China is launching their fleet across the Pacific?” the president asked.  “Where are they headed?  What’s the target?”

      The National Security Advisor stammered, “Sir, it would be much too early to guess…”

      The president pointed at David.  “You.  What do you think?”

      David didn’t blink.  “Sir, for a coordinated space launch and fleet movement this big, my guess is that this is the push further east we’ve all been waiting for.  Their target could be the Hawaiian Islands, or our new bases at Midway or Johnston Atoll.  The Chinese have already planted a small number of troops on every land mass in the South Pacific, transforming them into PLA Navy outposts.  It’s even possible they’re making a push toward South America.  That’s a very real objective for Jinshan, and one I don’t think we should rule out.”

      The SECDEF looked skeptical.  “Mr. President, I don’t think anyone can say with certainty.  It’s also possible the Chinese fleet is just moving to increase their numbers around South Pacific islands they already hold.  After all, it’s been nine months since the last major military engagement.  Why would they make such a bold move now?”

      David looked at Susan, who nodded.  He said, “Sir, we know with certainty that the Chinese Ministry of State Security has operatives in Ecuador, Venezuela, Peru, and Bolivia.  Their infrastructure won’t be starting from scratch.”

      The SECDEF said, “Having spies in a country is one thing, but having the necessary infrastructure to move a massive military throughout the continent is an entirely different matter.”

      David said, “Sir, for years, Chinese businesses, which are all monitored and controlled by the Chinese government, have been building up infrastructure in South America.  They’ve been investing in railway lines and roads across the continent.  Chinese companies have been opening manufacturing facilities in South American nations, selling to their consumers, and using their raw materials.  Before the war began, we thought they were only making these investments for profit. If you’re going to ship more goods and products across the continent, then building railways and highways makes sense.  But these investments also provided the infrastructure to efficiently move troops, tanks, and supplies around the continent.”

      “This is conjecture,” the SECDEF declared.

      The president said, “Based on China’s actions last year, his argument appears to be on solid ground.”

      The SECDEF frowned.

      David said, “Sir, there is something else.  Cheng Jinshan is dying of cancer.  And our sources tell us that he’s taken a turn for the worse.  He has a successor in place, but he’s very young.  The PLA has been massing troops near Chinese ports for months.  We believe Jinshan’s ultimate goal is to defeat and occupy the US.  If Jinshan has received new medical information indicating that he won’t be around for much longer, that may be his motivator for taking action now.”

      The president cleared his throat.  “How long until we know for sure?”

      General Schwartz turned to an admiral sitting in the back row, who said, “Sir, based on the position of the USS Michael Monsoor’s surface contacts, it would take about a month for them to cross the Pacific and reach South America.  Maybe two weeks if their destination is Hawaii.  But that doesn’t include delays if they face US resistance along the way, or if they take a longer route to try and avoid such resistance.  They also might move slower to conserve fuel.”

      “Three to four weeks.”  The president stood up, and the rest of the room followed.  Leaning forward on the table, he met the eyes of everyone in the room as he spoke.  “Our country has been waiting too long for progress.  It’s been eighteen months since the war began.  I’m pleased that open combat has all but ceased.  I’d rather have a cold war than a hot one.  But I can’t help but think we’re stuck in a castle while the Chinese armies put us under siege politically and economically.  I’ve got unemployment up another three percent this quarter.  GDP is in the red like it’s never been.  And our increased military budget is burning a hole in the deficit.  I can’t keep asking our citizens to grow patriot gardens and buy war bonds.  I only have so much political capital left.”  He paused, standing straight and folding his arms.  “We need a way to improve our situation.”

      Then he turned and left the room, followed by a few of his staff.

      General Schwartz turned to Susan.  “We need that scientist.”

      “Our best men are on it, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lima, Peru

      

      Chase Manning stepped onto the cobblestone road of Parque el Olivar de San Isidro.  To his left, a duck pond was lined with a natural stone retaining wall.  A light wind blew through the trees, ruffling the hair of the few locals sitting on a bench overlooking the pond.  His eyes scanned them as he walked.  Split-second discreet glances at each possible threat.  Chase turned down a narrow path lined with tall trees, passing a large home with German architecture.  He was almost finished with the surveillance detection route that would ensure he was clean of any observers.

      Chase was still relatively new to these spy games.  While his background in Navy special warfare had allowed him to transition pretty easily into the CIA’s Special Operations Group, shifting over to the world of espionage was an adjustment.

      Susan Collinsworth, head of the Silversmith task force and a seasoned CIA operations officer herself, sought to expand Chase’s skill set by sending him to a months-long training course on counter-surveillance.  In her words, “You are a talented operator, Chase, but a piss-poor spook.  I’m merely trying to increase that classification to adequate.”

      After several months of the CIA’s denied areas operations training, Chase saw suspicious-looking eyes everywhere he went.  Possible Chinese agents on the park bench.  Maybe a Russian operative pushing a stroller in the park.  But Chase had to admit, he was a hell of a lot better on the streets than he used to be.

      His brother David had undergone similar upgrades, although his training was designed to improve his abilities in intelligence analysis and strategy rather than street tactics.

      Like most wars, this one was lasting longer than any of the “experts” had predicted, morphing into a cold-war-like stalemate, with neither side advancing to attack the other’s home turf.  Minor skirmishes still flared up every so often, but both sides kept their moves quiet.

      China was winning the political and economic war.  The US had been forced to cede its presence in Asia within the opening weeks, which China used to spread its sphere of influence.  Chinese diplomatic, military, and economic interests began to dominate the world stage.

      Twelve months ago, Chase wouldn’t have needed denied areas training to operate in South America.  Now, Chinese operatives were everywhere.  Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia had each welcomed the Chinese military to station a small contingent of special operations troops within their borders.  Russian and Chinese military aircraft were increasingly spotted on the military base runways of sympathetic South American nations.  For months, Chinese intelligence agents had seeped throughout Latin American streets and institutions like termites boring their way into a wood house, destroying the foundation.  Together, these moves paved the way for a future invasion that the intelligence analysts had been describing as “imminent” for months.

      Chase checked the time on his Omega wristwatch and turned down the final street of his route.  He was within two minutes of his expected arrival time.  The safehouse was a nondescript two-bedroom home with a yellow exterior, small wrought iron gate, and a single bush out front, smushed between two nearly identical homes.

      As he walked closer, he took in every inch of the neighborhood.  Telephone and power lines spread out overhead like a spider web.  The CIA techs at Lima Station had taken measures to disable many of their connections, a precaution meant to prevent China’s cyber operators from discovering or eavesdropping on the meeting.

      An elderly woman watered her plants on a second-floor balcony next door.  The CIA surveillance asset didn’t glance down as Chase walked past.  A red rose plant rested on her outdoor coffee table.  The all-clear signal telling Chase that she had observed nothing unusual.  Only the normal pattern of life for this time of day.

      A small Toyota sedan sputtered along the road and turned down the alleyway next to the house, parking in the lone covered space.  The CIA officers inside the vehicle quickly moved their guest into the house through the side door.  Chase remained outside for another few minutes, watching for any foot traffic or tail vehicles.  None showed, and so he entered the home from the same door.

      Now standing in the security room just inside the entrance, Chase recognized the guard on duty as one of the local CIA ground team members.  Former Air Force pararescue, Chase was pretty sure.

      He nodded a greeting.  “Mike.”

      “Chase, good to see you, man.”  Mike held a relaxed grip on his H&K UMP-45.

      “You too.  Everyone upstairs?”

      “Yup.  Homeboy brought some local food.  He gave me a sample.  Hope he’s not a Chinese double operative because I’m a sucker for spicy food.  Consider it worth getting poisoned for.  You like spice?  This shit’ll put hair on your chest, hombre.  Although you were with the SEALs, right?  So you’d probably just wax any chest hair right back off.”

      Chase laughed.  “Ah yes, Air Force jokes.  The lowest form of humor.”

      “Oh whatever.  Everybody wishes they were Air Force, man.  Don’t lie.  You know our secret, right?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You Navy guys, when you build a base, you start with the harbor, then you go build the runway.  Then you build the barracks and the squadron buildings and all that crap.  Then you run out of money and there’s nothing left so you have a lousy time.  In the Air Force we did it the right way, see?  First thing we build is the bar.  Then the golf course.  Then the bowling alley.  Then we run out of money for the runway and go back to Congress, and hell, what are they going to do, say no to a runway?  See how it works?”

      Chase nodded.  “You guys certainly have your priorities straight.”

      Mike smiled.  “And good looks.  Well, not me personally.  But my kid apparently has my wife’s genes, thank God.  Check it out.  My wife just sent me this.  Kiddo turned five last week.”

      Mike took a picture of his wife and son out of his breast pocket.  It looked like it had been printed from home.  Folded creases and grainy.  This was what we were reduced to, Chase thought.  No more using cell phones, which could be tracked and tapped into.  And the world’s free web capabilities had been dramatically reduced.  Each continent now had their own tightly controlled internet.

      Chase admired the picture.  “They look great, buddy.  And you’re right, he’s sure lucky he doesn’t have your genes.”

      “Damn straight.”  Mike folded up the picture and stuffed it back in his breast pocket.  “All right, have fun, traitor,” he added, teasing Chase for no longer working exclusively within the CIA’s paramilitary group.

      Chase just smiled as Mike typed in the code that unlocked the door behind him.

      “Later, bud.”

      “See ya.”

      Chase could hear bits of conversation as he walked up the narrow stairway and the security door shut behind him.  The Lima CIA station chief and his deputy sat around a dining room table with a third man.  The scientist.

      The scientist was a plump Latino man of about fifty, clean-shaven and tan. The wrinkles around his eyes creased as he smiled. “Ah, another one,” he said as he spotted Chase.  “Good.  I’ve brought lots to eat.”

      The two CIA men nodded at Chase.  The deputy station chief said, “Chase, allow me to introduce Doctor Oscar Rojas.”

      The scientist extended his hand and Chase shook it.

      Chase said, “And here I thought we were meeting with an esteemed physicist.  But I see you’re a chef?”

      “My friend, cooking is a science.  My wife and I love to cook.  She actually made these for you today.  They are a Peruvian specialty.  We wanted to treat you right.  Our American friends.”  Chase noticed the look the man gave the station chief at that last word.  A hint of conflict?  Were there already problems?  Chase and the station chief had received the unusual orders to take this guy back to America by force if need be, but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      The plan was to get Rojas to agree to work with them today.  Then Chase was supposed to escort him from Peru through Colombia, then Panama, and eventually to the US, ensuring they didn’t get spotted along the way.

      Rojas handed Chase a paper plate.  “This, my friend, is called Rocoto Relleno.  Stuffed spicy peppers.  Here, sit.  Take a fork.”

      Chase noticed the hint of a smile on the CIA men’s lips.  Never good, when one was about to try new food in a foreign country.

      Chase used a fork to cut through the small stuffed red pepper, ground meat and a layer of white cheese oozing out.  His mother used to make stuffed bell peppers at home all the time when he was growing up.  This looked the same.  And his brain told his mouth to expect it to taste that way too.

      Then, as the food entered his mouth, a liquid magma of spice hit the inner lining on his cheeks and gums, and his teeth went numb.

      “Wow.”  He coughed and wiped the tears from his eyes as the CIA men laughed.  Soon the heat melted away into a delectable sweet and savory flavor.  Chase fanned his mouth. “Delicious.”

      He drank some water and the conversation resumed.  They spoke briefly about the technical aspects of the technology.  The CIA men verified a few facts and figures that had been cabled to them from the analysts at Langley.

      After answering their questions, Rojas said, “We need to discuss something.  I must tell you that last week I was approached by a Chinese recruiter.”

      The room went silent.  Chase looked at the CIA officers to gauge their reaction.  Each maintained a solid poker face, but Chase could tell it was forced.

      “When was this?” asked the deputy station chief.

      “Last Wednesday.”

      “Do they know you are here?”

      “With you? No.”

      The hair on the back of Chase’s neck began to rise.

      “What did they ask you, Mr. Rojas?” the station chief asked.

      “They were interested in learning more about our research.”

      “Did they ask you to work for them?”

      “They offered to invest in our research and said they are building a facility in Ecuador that we can move to.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “I politely told them that I was not interested.”  He frowned.  “I prefer not to work with them.”

      The station chief said, “We also prefer that you not work with the Chinese.”

      Rojas smiled knowingly.  “Yes.”

      Chase said, “How did they take your answer?”

      Rojas said, “It was only one man.  He didn’t seem to understand the technology.  He seemed like he was just following orders.  He said he would relay my answer to his superiors.”

      The station chief’s voice was soft.  “Mr. Rojas, it’s time for me to ask you to work with us.”

      Rojas’s face was serious now.  Sad, even.  “I know.”  He sighed.  “I told my wife this is what would happen.  I need to say that we have concerns.”

      “If we can address your concerns, will you agree to work with us?”

      Rojas shifted in his chair.  “Yes.”

      Chase knew the game at this point.  Let him talk, address every issue, keep him saying that magical word…yes.  These CIA men were both salesmen and purchasers.  Buying information.  Selling whatever the asset required: money, ego, peace of mind.

      Rojas said, “I know the technology that I have developed is extremely valuable.  If the world was not consumed by war, maybe I could have patented it and licensed the rights to a large company.  My wife and I could have lived off the profits, sipping drinks on a beach for the rest of our lives.”  The scientist looked off into the distance.  “Alas, we do not live in the world of the past.”

      “We will pay you handsomely for your work, Mr. Rojas,” said the deputy station chief.

      “The Chinese said the same thing.”

      The station chief spoke in a soothing tone. “Mr. Rojas, I understand your concerns.  There is a big difference between the two sides of this war.  Chinese soldiers are currently marching in the streets of Caracas.  It’s possible that someday soon they’ll be all over South America, including here.  Let me ask you a question.  Do you think that if the Chinese ruled this country, you would be able to patent and license your work?  Sip piña coladas on a beach somewhere?  No way.  It would go to the Communist party technology inspection division, and four factories would be producing identical materials within a year.  All of your hard work would be wasted.  Any claim to ownership would vanish as the Chinese government comes to control more and more territory.”

      The deputy station chief chimed in, “The irony of communism is that it’s the least fair system there is.”

      Rojas nodded. “Yes, yes.  I understand this.  And I want democracy to survive.”  Then he shook his head.  “But it’s not just about the money.  It’s about how my discovery will be used.  Your country and the Chinese will bring war and all the horrible things that come with it to the world.  You have already launched nuclear weapons.”

      “Mr. Rojas, that was defensive in nature…”

      He held up his hand.  “I have read American accounts about what happened.  I understand your argument.  But I also understand the enormous potential of what I have developed.  My ceramic coating has the ability to more than double hypersonic weapon speeds as they reach their point of impact, while protecting the internal components from overheating.  This, as you say, is a game-changer.  I know this.  I am proud of my work.  And I am worried.  I do not want to be known for ushering in the next era in warfare.  There are many applications for this technology beyond military use.  Killing on a mass scale is not what I want to be remembered for.”

      Chase leaned forward. “If I may say something, Mr. Rojas.  I’ve seen war on several continents now.  Eighteen months ago, I watched as North Korea invaded South Korea.  I flew out just as the North Koreans began using poison gas weapons on civilians.  I was lucky to survive.  In Japan I watched as Chinese missiles hit targets in and around Tokyo.  These so-called precision-guided missiles destroyed military and civilian targets alike.  I agree with you that war should be avoided at all costs.”

      “Exactly.”  Rojas’s eyes were transfixed on Chase.  “Yes, you understand.”

      “But I also know that there is justification for war, in some circumstances.  This is one of those times.  America is a freedom-loving nation.  For our country, this war is a last resort.  We fight not for the expansion of our economic well-being, as China now does, but for the preservation of justice.  All sides are not equally just.  There is right and wrong in this world.  There is good and evil.  I promise you, the technology you developed will someday be used in hypersonic weapons.  Now, whether it is you or another research team who makes that happen, is up to you.  Your research can’t prevent the war from spreading.  But you have a unique ability to help speed up the war’s end, and reduce the number of deaths.  You have a chance to help choose the outcome of the war.  And if you work with us now, you will do so knowing that you gave your life’s work to the right side of history.”

      Rojas remained silent, looking at the Americans.

      Then he took a deep breath. “If I agree, I will need to take my wife with me to America.”

      The CIA station chief nodded.  “Done.”

      Rojas said, “It is not so easy for me.  I will agree with you now.  But I will need to speak with my wife.  She doesn’t want to go.  She and I must discuss this together, but I think I can convince her.  Give me the evening to speak with her.  We can travel back here first thing in the morning.”

      Chase looked at the two CIA men.

      The deputy station chief said, “I’ll go with him and take Mike.  We’ll provide security and meet back up here tomorrow morning.”

      The station chief nodded.  Then the group stood, shaking hands.
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      Victoria's helicopter flew racetrack patterns on the port side of the USS Ford.  She glanced out her window as they passed the massive ship.  Through her tinted visor, she could just make out her father, standing upright in his admiral’s uniform on vulture’s row.  A pair of F-35s screamed overhead.  The fighters performed the break maneuver, banking hard to the left, then slowing, their landing gear and flaps coming down as they circled to land on America’s newest aircraft carrier.

      Her radios blared a warning from the other submarine-hunters a few miles away.  The American anti-submarine warfare personnel calling out information about the threat.

      Bearing and range to the contact.  Up-doppler.

      Victoria tried to talk but couldn’t.  Her lip mike wasn’t working.  She shouted out but couldn’t hear her own voice.  She tried to maneuver the aircraft, but her hands were stuck in a cement grip on her flight controls.

      She looked down at her display screen, seeing the enemy submarine closing in.  Five hundred yards from the carrier.  How had it gotten so close?  Moments earlier she had dropped her torpedo in the perfect position.  They had heard a detonation.  She had executed a textbook attack.

      But it wasn’t…

      The radio called out more warnings.  Victoria turned to look out her cockpit window again, only this time she saw something different.

      The New York City skyline at night.

      A bright white flash burst in the sky overhead, and the lights of the world went out.

      Victoria looked back down into her cockpit.  She tried and failed to move her hands on the controls, then gazed once more out her helicopter window.  The city was gone, but she could still see her father standing on the aircraft carrier’s highest bridge wing.

      He was staring up at her.

      More radio calls from the maritime patrol aircraft nearby.  She glanced at the ASW information on her tactical display.  The submarine was hiding underwater, right next to the carrier.  Hunting her father.

      From the back of the helicopter, her aircrewman cried out for her to look to her ten o’clock. White streaks of smoke raced across the sky, arcing overhead and slamming into the aircraft carrier, detonating in the place where her father stood...

      And she could do nothing but watch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Victoria woke up to the sound of her stateroom phone ringing.  She reached over and pulled the black plastic receiver off the wall mount and held it to her ear.

      “Commander Manning.”

      “Skipper, your brief is in thirty minutes, ma’am.”

      “Roger.  Thank you.”

      Victoria hung up the phone and sighed.  Her palms were sweaty.

      She kicked her legs over and rolled out of her rack.  She flipped on the LED light above her sink, and the room illuminated.  Victoria zipped herself into her dark green flight suit, wrapped the laces of her steel-toe boots once around her ankles to take out the slack, and then double-knotted them.  She splashed water on her face, looking at herself in the mirror.

      Her watch alarm began beeping, and she tapped it off before checking the time.  Zero-four-thirty.  She let out a breath.

      “Yeah, I know.  Time to go fly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Six hours later

      100 nautical miles west northwest of Lima, Peru

      
      The shadowy silhouettes of two US Navy destroyers appeared on the horizon.

      Victoria said, “Stockdale in sight.”

      “Roger, Skipper,” replied her copilot.  He was a freshly promoted lieutenant commander, and a new arrival to Victoria’s squadron.  On paper, he was one of her most promising department heads.  The perfect choice to replace someone getting fired.

      A ship controller spoke over the UHF radio.  “VIXEN seven-zero-five, Stockdale control, radar contact, ten miles out.  Flight quarters is set.”

      Victoria keyed the microphone.  “Roger, Control.  Kicking to Deck.”

      Her copilot reached over and changed the UHF frequency, giving her a thumbs up.  This allowed her to keep her hands on the controls while she flew.

      “Deck, VIXEN 705, how copy?”  By now the ship’s aviators should be manning the Landing Signals Officer shack, checking their own communications.

      “Lima Charlie, VIXEN.  Have numbers when you’re ready.”

      “Send ’em,” Victoria said.  Her helicopter was close enough that she could make out the wake of the ship, and she maneuvered to follow the trail of white water toward her landing spot.

      “VIXEN, Deck, numbers are as follows…”  The pilot manning the USS Stockdale’s LSO shack passed the ship’s course and speed, pitch and roll, and winds.  He then said, “You have green deck for landing.”

      “Roger, green deck for one approach, one landing.”  Victoria switched to the internal communications circuit.  “Landing checks?”

      “Complete,” her copilot responded, followed shortly by the aircrewman stationed in the helicopter’s rear cabin.

      She scanned her instruments, maintaining her speed until the distance measuring equipment indicated she was half a mile away from the USS Stockdale.  Then Victoria began pulling back on the cyclic with her right hand while lowering the collective power lever with her left.  Her scan switched to mostly outside the aircraft, only spot checking her instruments every few seconds.  The aircraft pitched up, bleeding off airspeed while keeping its altitude as she drove up the ship’s wake.

      Her copilot called out, “Point-four.  Fifty knots.  Point-three.  Thirty-five knots.  Twenty-five knots.  Altitude fifty feet.”

      “Crossing the deck edge,” called out her aircrewman.

      “Roger, radar altimeter hold off.”

      Her copilot depressed the switch and gave her a thumbs up.  He had the good sense to keep his hands near the controls without actually touching them.

      Victoria felt the helicopter’s vibrations grow more intense as it slowed below translational lift and came to a hover over the destroyer’s flight deck.

      The ship heaved, pitched, and rolled in the ocean below them.  Victoria kept her aircraft in a steady hover over the center of the flight deck.  She was aware of, but not reacting to, each movement of the flight deck.  Her landing spot would never remain still, and chasing it was the worst thing she could do.  Instead, Victoria used her peripheral vision to monitor the horizon, making nonstop micro-adjustments to her flight controls as she inched forward in a slow hover-taxi.  Her job was now to maneuver the 20,000-pound helicopter precisely over the trap, lining up the one-foot-long metal probe extending from the bottom of her helicopter.

      Her aircrewman began guiding her toward the square metal trap that would lock her helicopter into place.

      “Easy forward five… easy forward four… three… two…”

      A constant flow of wind whipped around the superstructure, kicking her aircraft with turbulence as the ship’s steel flight deck took another big roll beneath her.

      “Little squirrely today,” was all Victoria said as she maneuvered the aircraft to a rock-solid hover right over the trap.

      “In position,” called her aircrewman.

      Victoria kept her head on a swivel as she crouched forward while holding the controls, keeping her yaw steady with her foot pedals, and patiently waited for that perfect moment.  Timing the roll of the waves.  Wait for it… here it comes… She started her arm movement when the ship was still angled in a roll.  To the casual observer, it would look like the worst time to land.  But Victoria knew that the ship was about to swing back the other way like a pendulum.

      She reduced power by lowering the collective lever all the way down, making rapid, precise inputs with her right hand on the cyclic as she did so.  Each movement of her cyclic transferred inputs to the rotor disk above her, correcting for drift in the seconds that mattered most.  As a result, her aircraft came straight down, landing on its large wheels with a thud like a pickup truck coming down hard over a grassy hill, the helicopter’s shock struts earning their keep.

      “In the trap…trapped,” the LSO called over the radio. The beams’ metal jaws closed on the helicopter’s probe.

      “Chocks, chains,” said Victoria.  Her copilot made a rolling motion with his fists, followed by inward-pointing thumbs joining together.  The plane captain, one of the ship’s sailors who bravely stood just forward of the spinning rotor, acknowledged the signal and then directed the flight deck crew to put chocks and chains on the aircraft.  They immediately began running into the rotor arc from either side, helping to further secure the aircraft to the rolling ship.

      As she waited for the crew to tie her aircraft down, she felt two familiar but uncomfortable sensations.  One was the roll of the ship.  These smaller warships rolled a hell of a lot more than the big deck she was currently deployed on.  The second was being angled down toward the hangar.  The Arleigh Burke-class destroyers were great ships, but aviators hated their flight decks’ forward angle.  In a hover, your nose was angled up.  When you landed, your nose was actually pointing down a few degrees.  Victoria once heard that the designer wanted to make sure the helicopter didn’t fall off the ass end of the ship if the parking brake slipped.  She guessed no one worried about the rotors chopping through the hangar if that happened.

      Victoria and her copilot requested permission to shut down the aircraft and then went through their checklist to do so.  Within minutes, the aircraft engines were off, and she had applied the rotor brake, bringing the four rotors to a stop.

      “We’ll ask the 2-Ps to get the water wash,” she said to her copilot, snapping the black cord that connected her helmet to the helicopter’s internal communications system.  Carefully swinging her right leg around the flight controls so she wouldn’t accidentally kick them, she inched out the door, one hand on her seat for balance, the other on the door so it wouldn’t blow off its hinge.  The doors were made to come off easily, in case of a crash.

      She closed and locked the door, still feeling the waves rolling beneath her feet.  After being aboard a big deck ship, the USS Wasp, she needed to get her real sea legs back.  Balancing herself, she walked slightly aft, scanning every inch of the aircraft from the tail rotor gear box then forward along the tail boom, bending down to check underneath, then up to scan the main rotor, and on and on.  Her eyes took mental snapshots of every section, checking every rivet, every inch of metal and comparing it to what she had seen during her thousands of previous helicopter inspections.  Good aviators didn’t pass on a chance to evaluate their aircraft, even post-flight.

      Victoria walked forward on the flight deck, saying hello to the maintenance men, aircrewmen, and junior pilots from her squadron that she hadn’t seen in months.

      They were all smiles, happy to see familiar faces after months away from their team.  Victoria, meanwhile, couldn’t help but inspect everything she saw.  Like a mother visiting her kids at school, she intended to use this as an opportunity to spot check everything from uniforms to helicopter maintenance to the junior pilots’ knowledge of the anti-submarine warfare.  This air detachment and its ship hadn’t seen battle yet, and she wanted to do everything in her power to make sure they were ready.  She of all people knew what they would face.

      As the Commanding Officer of Helicopter Maritime Strike Squadron 74 (HSM-74), the "Swamp Foxes,” Victoria was embarked on the USS Wasp with only half of her subordinates.  The other half of her men and helicopters were scattered across a half-dozen destroyers and cruisers.  Some of her detachments were embarked on nearby escorts and remained close enough for her to meet with for an hour or two.  Other ships, like the Stockdale, were thousands of miles away on expeditionary missions.  It was much easier to communicate before China destroyed most of the US satellite communications capability.  But even in the good old days, some conversations needed to be held face to face.

      Like when the ship’s commanding officer demanded that his helicopter detachment’s Officer in Charge be replaced.

      Victoria walked inside the hangar, removing her helmet, the inner liner soaked
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