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PROLOGUE

THIRTEENTH-CENTURY CHINA — THE YANJING PLAIN ...

Far from the smoldering and charred remains of the town, the smell of death still lingered, hanging like a sickly reminder of all that had happened during the last three days. The ponies, uncertain of what the wind had brought, whinnied and started, stamping the ground as if beating out a summons to the dead.

Nearby, on the brow of the grassy hill, the squat but nonetheless imposing figure of a warrior, clad from head to foot in finely tooled and bloodstained leather armor, gazed at the distant battlefield, his generals maintaining a respectful distance around him.

The warrior on the hill, Chengiz, to be known centuries later as Genghis Khan – the Great Khan – was a man of great curiosity, a quality not inconsistent with an absolute belief in his mission to bring the known world under the Mongol boot.

How easy it was, he mused, to ravage and ransack, to terrorize these myriad Chinese, grown weak and effete in their stone cities. But, he thought, what he could not destroy, and what he prized in spite of their defeat was the culture and sense of order, their ability to organize their society according to a rigid hierarchy which placed the Emperor on a divine level. To be able to ensure obedience at any point, and at any place in the empire – what a dream! But the Chinese court was riven with petty intrigues, the loyalty of outlying fiefdoms could not always be certain, and renegade warlords posed a constant threat to the serenity of the empire.

His mind continued to wander. What, he thought, if the quarrelsome factions of this populous race could be united under a common allegiance? What if the vast numbers were to sacrifice their individual welfare to the common good – surely the Chinese would be an irresistible force, achieving what he, Genghis , was instead only about to embark on…

“My Lord – what troubles you so?”Jolted out of his reverie, the Khan fixed Subodai, his paramount general and loyal deputy, with a steely grimace. “Nothing, my young pup,” he barked, turning abruptly on his heel.

“I was just reflecting on what might be…”




STIRRINGS




CHAPTER 1

JANUARY 2027 — MINAMI AZABU, TOKYO

The sky above was funereal. The recent storm had left pools of leadcolored water on the ground, reflecting the somber bulk of the gray buildings that housed the headquarters of the Kaijyo Jitai – the Japan Maritime Self Defense Force, generally known by its acronym JMSDF. Stepping smartly from his official car and returning the crisp salutes from the entrance guards, Vice Admiral Keiji Shigiya’s sprightly step belied his irritation. Missing his daughter’s fifteenth birthday party had not proved popular with his family – Sunday was no day for the Deputy Chief of Staff to be poring over force deployment reports.

As he hustled into his office and settled into his chair, a sharp knock on the door signaled the arrival of his aide, Commander Akira Inoue.

“Admiral – you’re here already,” he cheerfully, but respectfully, observed.

“Well, I figure the quicker I get this response out, the quicker I can get back to Michiko’s party,” shot back Shigiya. “Why in the name of heaven does Sasaki think the presence of a couple of Chinese frigates require us to move a carrier group away from its assigned station?”

But the tone of his comment didn’t reflect any disrespect for Junichi Sasaki, Chief of Staff of the JMSDF. Shigiya scanned the reports that lay on the interactive chart table, reading the contents with rapidly mounting unease. He stared at the glowing purple icons on the chart screen – relayed from the surveillance aircraft that had first spotted the Chinese warships. “Admiral Sasaki must know something we don’t – what do you make of this, Inoue?”

The countenance of Shigiya’s aide darkened. “Sir, it isn’t just those vessels – we’ve had reports of no fewer than six Shang- and Jin-class attack subs deploying in the last forty-eight hours, all converging around the Senkaku Islands. That would give them a lethal advantage against any additional surface forces we can bring into the area. In addition to that, our American friends at Yokosuka report that the sonobuoys their Poseidon aircraft dropped in the area have started transmitting returns from heavy underwater traffic – signature unknown,” he continued, with increasing urgency.

“We know where our boats are, and so does Yokosuka – so that leaves our Chinese friends. It could be they’ve deployed additional subs out there. Plus, it isn’t just a coincidence that two of their Amphibious Assault ships are only a hundred and fifty miles from Uotsuri Jima,” Inoue added, visibly agitated. “Between them they can put a brigade of their marines ashore before we know what’s happening.”

By now, Inoue was conveying alarm rather than his normal detached demeanor. He bent over the chart screen, jabbing his finger at the images on the glass display. “This isn’t the usual exercise for the benefit of the press and the public, Admiral – there’s something serious brewing up here!”

This clearly wasn’t a minor deployment, Shigiya realized. Inoue’s primary concerns revolved around the Senkaku, a cluster of rocky outcrops barely a hundred miles from Taiwan and over a thousand miles from Tokyo. Uotsuri Jima, the largest of the islands, was home to a Japanese defense installation manned by over two hundred commandos and communications specialists. Their presence there had grown over the last ten years, from an original garrison of merely five maintenance personnel. The reinforcements had been a reaction to Beijing’s insistence that the Diayou Islands, as they called them, were Chinese, and had been for hundreds of years.

Shigiya considered Inoue’s words carefully. They had seen this scenario many times before over the past decade, usually incidents involving Chinese vessels that were fishing illegally in Japanese waters. These were frequently accompanied by vivid TV scenes of impounded fishing vessels and popular outrage in the streets of China’s major cities. Even more than the incidents in the Senkaku, however, it was the constant tension generated by Chinese naval activity that attracted international attention, particularly when American naval patrols tested the self-declared limits surrounding the South China Sea reefs that had been seized by Beijing.

He stabbed his finger at the display screen. “OK, let’s see what the carrier group rousts up – but make sure the force commander is reminded of the rules of engagement. Absolutely no armed aircraft launches without my authorization. Remember, Inoue – if we start shooting and the Chinese respond, we’ve got a major incident on our hands.” Inoue blinked. “But Admiral, we don’t even recognize their air defense zone,” he countered. “We didn’t do a damned thing except thump the table when they sank the Shinyō Maru last year, and now we’re in danger of letting them seize the Senkaku.

And they won’t stop there!”

Shigiya’s composure began to slip. “Dammit Commander – it’s a hell of a lot easier to start a war than to stop it. Don’t forget, even Admiral Sasaki can’t call Beijing’s bluff, only the Prime Minister and the Cabinet can do that!”

“Yes sir,” retorted Inoue, the lack of conviction written all over his face. “Should we at least let the Americans know what’s going on, if they haven’t spotted it already?” “You’ve got your orders, let me worry about the Yanks,” snapped Shigiya. “Now get on with it!”

***

As Shigiya issued his terse order, half a world away, as the sun sank over Washington D.C., Admiral William Cranborne, Vice Chief of Naval Operations, heaved his considerable frame out of the vehicle depositing him in front of the CNO staff entrance at the Pentagon.

Cranborne’s irritation mirrored his Japanese counterpart’s annoyance. He’d been obliged to interrupt his customary Sunday game of tennis on a particularly beautiful day. “Dammit – why are those ONI types in Yokosuka so worked up about Chinese naval movements near the Senkaku. Beijing’s been in a pissing contest with the Japanese about that area for years!” he’d rasped over the phone to the duty officer.

Bursting into the signals suite deep below the main Pentagon building, he grabbed the one-page printout that his deputy, Martin Kelly, offered him.

“OK, Marty – what’s the panic here?” he blurted, reproachfully.

Kelly was not in the least intimidated by his burly superior’s manner. “Bill – the Fujian’s heading for the Senkaku on its first open water deployment. We thought it was going to be staying in the waters around Hainan Island for at least six months, but our ISR guys are telling me the exercise is for real. There’s a whole battle group assembling around her.”He paused, then continued as he saw he now had Cranborne’s unwavering attention. “In addition to that, one of their two other carriers, the Liaoning, has been loitering around the southern Ryukyu Island chain for the last three months. I don’t have to tell you, that’s Japanese sovereign territory and it includes Okinawa. It doesn’t seem to faze the Chinese, though – our latest intel indicates they’ve got several squadrons of J-31 stealth fighters flying long-range simulated attack sorties in the region. The air activity everywhere around the islands is intense – we’re damn near bumping wingtips with ’em! ”

Considering Kelly’s comments, Cranborne became more thoughtful. The Chinese Navy was also sending the newest of its three operational carriers back out to sea after granting only minimal shore leave for its crew. Two years previously, the Chinese had declared an Air Defense Identification Zone extending over all the Senkaku Islands. They had talked up a big game – only to back down when it became clear that the Japanese would pull the trigger over the issue. This time, Beijing was sending a second carrier and its screening force to the disputed islands, in complete defiance of Tokyo’s public declarations.

The Admiral knew that he had no alternative but to assume the worst. In recent weeks the tone of the Chinese press had become volcanic over Japanese announcements of joint naval exercises with the Vietnamese navy.

If the Chinese Politburo had decided that it could no longer accept shows of force from the Japanese, Cranborne’s tennis game would be indefinitely suspended. Worse still, he feared that his imminent retirement would be put on hold for a while. It wasn’t even worth thinking about his wife Debbie’s reaction if that happened. In contrast to the wives of many of his senior colleagues, Debbie Cranborne was nobody’s timid service spouse. She had long wished for her husband to leave the Navy and take advantage of his sterling reputation to secure a comfortable board position in the world of industry. Unfortunately, that wasn’t likely to happen any time soon, the Admiral reflected, ruefully.

The situation in both the East and South China Seas was a tinderbox. He thought about the crises caused by the sinking of one of China’s newest destroyers, and by an even more recent incident. Washington had misread Chinese intentions, and as a result the U.S. Navy had almost lost one of its advanced Arleigh Burke destroyers. Cranborne didn’t want his command to fall into the same trap again.

“Right!” Slamming his fist on the table, he turned to Kelly. “Let’s get the CNO on the blower and let him make the decision. I’m damn well not diverting any more 7th Fleet assets to the region before we have certainty on what the immediate Chinese intentions are. All the messaging from Washington says these naval movements are simply a diversion from the real target – Taiwan.“Hell, look what the Chinese did by seizing the Pratas rocks. It was a message to the Koreans – stay out of the East China Sea. Plus, they wanted to send a clear signal – don’t think for a minute that we’ll hesitate to seize some of Japan’s offshore islands if we think Tokyo’s going to intervene militarily on behalf of Taipei!”

***

Ten minutes later, Kelly reported back. The Chief of Naval Operations, John Kelsoe, on a visit to Pacific Fleet headquarters at Pearl Harbor, had been enjoying a game of golf with his host – only to have it interrupted by Kelly’s call. Kelsoe, never one to show consideration to his subordinates, had responded with a series of expletives making it clear that yet another China-related scare would have to wait until tomorrow morning.

It wasn’t wise to buck the CNO, concluded Cranborne ruefully. Apologetically dismissing Kelly, he withdrew to his office to reflect on what he was going to tell Kelsoe at breakfast. In front of him lay a series of folders containing Office of Naval Intelligence estimates that presented an alarming picture of Chinese fleet movements. In the last seventy-two hours, the naval base at Ningbo, headquarters of China’s East Sea Fleet, had been the scene of frenetic activity, with the carrier Fujian being the first of over twenty major vessels to sail from their berths, some without full crew.

Leaving furloughed sailors in the port and casting lines off in great haste was a good litmus test of their intentions, thought Cranborne. Someone in Beijing had pushed the button on the big play.

How do we assess their intentions? he mused. What were the imperatives that drove the Chinese leadership? With their blue-water navy, the largest in Asia, China had established a zone of influence over the sea lanes from the Yellow Sea to the South Indian Ocean. De facto Chinese annexation of the Spratly Islands, the Paracels, the Scarborough Shoals, and numerous other rocky outcrops that peppered the South China Sea had created a springboard for seizure of Japan’s southern island chain, the Ryukyus.

Was it the energy and mineral resources underlying the disputed waters? That didn’t explain it all – several of the oil and gas deposits under the South China Sea were accessible through lateral drilling from the Chinese side of Japan’s maritime zone. Other considerations were probably more important, he thought. The Ryukyus certainly presented a formidable barrier to the Chinese navy’s access to the western Pacific.

At this point, Cranborne remembered his conversation with the Chinese commander during their fleet visit to Pearl Harbor the previous year. The two officers had downed more than a few beers together and the talk had been loose. “What we are now doing, we do for many reasons you in the West cannot fully appreciate,” his visitor had remarked, cryptically.

Great, thought Cranborne. How the hell do I tell Kelsoe my instinct is that the Chinese are bent on a confrontation for historical and cultural reasons he won’t understand, or which he would simply ignore? All the CNO will want to know is whether our force disposition is sufficient to deter an immediate confrontation with Chinese naval forces – not whether we’re heading for a major shooting war with a historical backdrop. Leafing through ISR reports that were barely three hours old, he slowly realized that he was an actor in an unfolding drama that could soon engulf tens of thousands of people, at the very least. Cranborne also realized that the outcome was far from certain – a prospect that filled him with uncharacteristic fear.

***
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CHAPTER 2

EARLY FEBRUARY 2027 BEIJING

A copper-colored sun rose slowly over the already teeming streets of China’s capital city. Its warm light filled the cavernous office of Vice Admiral Ding Shengli, Deputy Commander of the People’s Liberation Army Navy, or PLAN as it was commonly referred to. Admiral Ding was trying hard to focus on the briefing folder he had been reading since five that morning.

Endless cups of coffee had only had a marginal effect after three virtually sleepless nights spent reviewing deployment plans for the fleet now steaming in the direction of Taiwan. A steady stream of subordinates and aides had filed through the door with various reports and updates, but these had only served to deepen his concern over the unfolding operation that he was directing.

Three weeks before, in the cavernous main conference room of the Zhongnanhai, the party leadership compound in Beijing, he had sat ramrod straight just behind his superior officer Admiral Shen Jin long, positioned at a vast oak table. He peered intently at the other participants, patiently identifying each member of the Central Military Commission and the Politburo Standing Committee – the senior decision-making body in the People’s Republic of China.

On the other side of the room, Ding saw his colleagues who commanded the North, East and South Sea fleets, assigned like himself to secondary positions along the conference room wall. At the head of the table was President Xi Jinping, as impassive as one of China’s great emperors. Beside him was his close friend, Admiral Chen Bingde, head of the General Staff Department and China’s de facto senior military officer.

Ding smiled inwardly at the image before him of the uppermost echelon of Chinese power assembled like students in a classroom. But this was no academic exercise. The hundred-odd men and the occasional woman were there to approve a plan that had been formulated following years of preparation, and decades of reflection. All that effort had culminated in a crucial Standing Committee strategy session at fleet headquarters at Ningbo in late 2020. The conclusions of that session were the reason they were all here today, he thought.

Xi nodded to Admiral Bingde, who rose to address his audience. “Chairman President, comrades – we are here today to embark on a course of action which will change the world’s perception of the People’s Republic, and in doing so will ensure China’s dominance in Asia.”

“For seventy years we’ve gradually built a powerful, modern navy, one which will ensure that the Party’s objectives are met – a maritime force which will enable us to secure the East and South China Seas and the resources which lie beneath them, establish control over Taiwan, dominate the waters within the second island chain, and—” Bingde paused and raised his voice slightly “— reclaim the disputed areas that our Ming Emperors once ruled!”

Ding understood full well what that last short phrase signified – and the consequences for the old nemesis Japan, as well as China’s maritime neighbors. He also recognized that Bingde’s words, however bellicose, reflected the consensus among those around the table. Nevertheless, Ding wondered whether his comrades truly realized what the U.S. reaction would be to an invasion of its ally’s territory? Why in the name of all our ancestors were they discounting America’s treaty obligations to Tokyo – not to mention the significant U.S. military forces stationed both on Okinawa and on the mainland of Japan? Surely, he thought, the internal popular and economic discontent that was currently racking China was not worth the risk of a war with the Americans.

Worse still, the current occupant of the White House was known to be ferociously mistrustful of China. Under White House policy, the last three years had seen not only numerous stand-offs between American and Chinese naval and air units in the western Pacific, but also a significant reduction in U.S.–China trade and investment flows. All this at a time when the domestic Chinese economy was suffering a major downturn, Ding reflected ruefully.

Relations between the two superpowers had deteriorated to the point that some in the conservative American press were already speculating on the possibility of armed conflict with China. Indeed, many in both the Republican and Democratic parties were openly calling for the U.S. to seize certain of the reefs and oil platforms that Beijing had fortified in the South China Sea.

The Admiral also recognized that most of the military and politicians in the room had been seduced by the successful projections of Beijing’s power achieved in the South China Sea. Over the past five years, in accordance with its global strategy, over twenty of the small island and reef formations in the Paracel and Spratly chains had been transformed into formidable naval and air force bases. In doing so, China had effectively extended its borders far into the surrounding waters, and had succeeded in militarizing the Nine Dash Line which defined its territorial claim over virtually all of the South and East China Seas.

Some of the reefs that China occupied now housed batteries of the much vaunted DF21D hypersonic anti-ship missile, specifically designed to destroy U.S. Navy vessels throughout the western Pacific. The missiles had already been successfully tested against full-scale models of both American Gerald Ford class carriers and Aegis cruisers in China’s remote Taklamakan desert.

Throughout this process, China had ridden roughshod over the protests of Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines, as well as the judgment of various international tribunals. But these nations had all eventually bowed to the reality of China’s vastly superior military. Their objections had simply provoked more incidents involving fishing and coast guard vessels, resulting in further Chinese dominance.

Taiwan, too, had fallen increasingly under Beijing’s influence. Although its political establishment was resistant to the mainland’s principle that the island was part of China, it recognized the reality of its strategic situation. Its military was positioned to slow rather than stop any reclamation of the main island by the overwhelmingly powerful PLA Navy and Air Force.

Despite the updates to several of Taiwan’s aircraft and missile equipment programs currently under way, Beijing’s view was that the U.S. could no longer be counted on to provide ever more advanced weapons systems to the Taiwanese. An invasion, although it would be costly in terms of blood and iron, was simply a matter of timing. With several of the minor Taiwanese islands already in China’s hands, the Splittists, as the Taipei regime was referred to by Beijing, were essentially confined to the main island.

In preparation for an eventual invasion, Beijing already had a substantial “Fifth Column” in place in Taiwan. Many were linked to the island’s extensive organized crime networks, who were generally considered pro-PRC. The “Fifth Column” could be readily utilized to support an assault, conducting assassinations and attacks on key targets throughout the island. It would be easy for Beijing to claim that the actions were motivated by popular resistance to Taipei’s moves toward independence.

Running counter to that strategy, however, was the fact that there was growing opposition within the younger ranks of the Taiwanese population to the concept of reunification with the mainland. The fate of the opposition in Hong Kong two years earlier had ensured that. Numerous military aid programs and visits by U.S. congressmen and retired senior generals and admirals had emboldened those who sought a permanent separation from the mainland.

It was therefore imperative for Beijing to reclaim its renegade province sooner rather than later. But before that happened, the threat of an increasingly aggressive Japan would have to be dealt with.

Beijing could not afford to have Tokyo deploy its military in aid of the Taipei regime. In the calculus of the Chinese leadership, neutralizing the southern Ryukyu chain, including possibly Okinawa, would substantially reduce Japan’s ability to come to Taipei’s aid.

While China had never formally claimed Okinawa, Chinese nationalists had in the past pointed to the ties between the Ryukyu Kingdom—the Okinawan state annexed by Japan in the late nineteenth century – and the Ming and Qing empires, as evidence that Okinawa should be a Chinese possession. On the other hand, Beijing was also acutely aware of Japan’s long-standing relationship with Taiwan, which had been under relatively benign Japanese rule from 1895 until 1945.

In the eyes of President Xi and the Politburo, there was no possible course of action other than striking at Japan where it was most exposed.

Now, in a few hours, his personal reservations notwithstanding, Admiral Ding would be issuing the initial operational orders, unleashing this incendiary process. As soon as that was done, he would fly on one of the Navy’s KJ 2000 Airborne Early Warning aircraft to the PLAN base at Ningbo, headquarters of the East Sea fleet. From there, his mission was to direct both the submarine and surface elements of the Chinese task force that would sail to retake the Diaoyu Islands.

Following on, Chinese amphibious forces would surround and occupy Yonaguni Jima and the remainder of the Yaeyama group of islands including Ishigaki Jima – territories which fell within Japan’s southern Ryukyu Island chain.

Concurrent with the seaborne strike, several elite parachute regiments of the Chinese PLA would conduct the first truly large-scale airborne assault since the Arnhem landings in World War Two. The drop on the islands depended on pinpoint accuracy – but Ding was confident the PLA troops were up to the task.

Finally, and most critically, a vast cyberattack on Japanese and American naval communications would be unleashed, with the aim of completely crippling their command-and-control structure.

The senior analysts at the Foreign Ministry in Beijing had assembled a comprehensive assessment of the possible reactions of both the Japanese and the Americans to the island’s seizure. They ranged from a vigorous but toothless diplomatic offensive, to a rapid full-scale mobilization of Tokyo’s forces with support from the U.S. Pacific fleets and air assets in Japan, Okinawa, and Guam.

In the latter scenario, the Central Military Commission was relying heavily on the effectiveness of the PLAN’s anti-ship missiles to neutralize any local U.S. intervention. The only problem with every one of those scenarios, reflected Ding, was that they depended critically on the information provided by the deep cover “mole” that Beijing had succeeded in infiltrating at a senior level in the CIA. The mole had recently assured the Guó ān Bù, China’s principal intelligence agency, that Washington was beginning to question the wisdom of risking a global conflict with China over the various disputed East Asian islands.

Relying on the mole’s input, the Guó ān Bù had concluded that some in the American administration and Department of Defense considered those islands, even ones administered by Japan, to be within Beijing’s sphere of influence, and not in any event defensible in view of the massive strength of the PLA Navy.

Whoever the Chinese covert operative was, they had an unsettlingly strong influence on President Xi Jinping and the Politburo’s thinking. The quality of the mole’s information was key. If their agent in Washington had misread the White House strategy and intentions, thought Ding, the Chinese leadership could be heading for disaster.

***

“Admiral – sir, are you OK? You look a thousand miles away!” Ding was abruptly awoken from his thoughts by the concerned tones of his deputy, Hu Huaqing, who had materialized almost silently at his side.

“More like a million miles,” laughed Ding, amused by the idea of being so far away from the action that was about to unfold. He caught himself, almost afraid of losing the plot under the stress of the moment.

“Right, Hu – make sure we’re up to date on the current disposition of American and Japanese assets in the East Sea region – and have the satellite imagery for Pearl Harbor and Yokosuka flashed to me as soon as possible. We need Admiral Bingde to be ahead of the Yanks all the way!” What Ding didn’t bother to add, and what Hu was well aware of, was that Dings’ concern for his superior’s welfare was more than just an expression of military loyalty. That concern was as much for Bingde’s adored daughter Mei, with whom Ding was conducting a passionate affair.

“Yes sir!” Hu snapped to attention and disappeared out of the room, leaving Ding to deal with the junior officers now hovering with reports from the various force commanders. His driver, Chan, a short stocky Mongolian, appeared at the door. “Admiral, we’re ready to leave in thirty minutes, the plane’s waiting for you.”

With the heightened buzz of conversation, Ding began to feel the gathering momentum that was bringing his command, and China itself, to a critical moment in their history. He glanced out of the window – the midday sun was now high in the sky. It was high noon, just like that old American black-and-white western he’d seen with Mei the first time they were alone together. But, he thought, how would this particular showdown end? Was there a modern-day Gary Cooper out there? he wondered.

And how, in the name of heaven, had it all begun.

***
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CHAPTER 3

The events that conspired to bring Cranborne, Shigiya, and Ding together on the same path were rooted in over a thousand years of history. Over that time, the Chinese empire had traveled a road of alternating glory and humiliation.

Although known more for the land-based conquests of the various Han and Mongol dynasties, China had at times been a major maritime force in the ancient world. Its greatest seaborne expansion occurred between AD 1405 and 1433, when the Ming emperor Yongle organized seven separate naval expeditions designed to impose control over the Indian Ocean trade routes, impress foreign inhabitants of the Indian Ocean basin, and extend the empire’s tributary system.

The famed eunuch and imperial counselor Zheng He was appointed as admiral in command of the huge fleet and accompanying armed forces that undertook these expeditions. Preparations were thorough and wide-ranging, including the use of numerous linguists. Zheng’s first voyage departed in 1405 from Suzhou, and consisted of a fleet of 317 ships holding almost 28,000 crew.

Zheng He’s fleets visited Brunei, Java, and Southeast Asia as well as India, the Horn of Africa and Arabia, dispensing and receiving goods along the way. The Chinese presented gifts of gold, silver, porcelain, and silk; receiving in return such novelties as ostriches, zebras, camels, and ivory

Zheng generally sought to attain his goals through diplomacy, and his fleet awed most would-be enemies into submission. But he did not hesitate to use force when necessary, ruthlessly wiping out the pirates who had long plagued Chinese and Southeast Asian waters.

In 1424, Emperor Yongle died and his successor, Hongxi, stopped the voyages during his short reign. Zheng He made one more expedition under the patronage of Hongxi’s son, Xuande, but Xuande subsequently endorsed his father’s original decision, and the voyages of the Chinese treasure ship fleets were finally ended.

Following a four hundred years hiatus, China finally contrived to resurrect her naval power. However, a bitter conflict with the Japanese in 1894 resulted in the virtual destruction of China’s “Beiyang” fleet, at the time the largest in Asia, equipped with the most modern European warships.

In a final humiliation, early in the twentieth century the enfeebled Qing Dynasty collapsed and China found itself bereft of any naval capability whatsoever. The consequences of its faded glory would ultimately permit the barbarously cruel Japanese occupation of Manchuria preceding World War Two. The bitter memory of these events would serve as a vivid reminder to China’s military leadership of the need for strong armed forces who could exact revenge for past humiliations by Japan.

Following the allied victory in 1945 the Communist leadership had initially been convinced that above all, China required a modern land army to ensure its security. Within decades, however, the fall of the Soviet Union and China’s shift to a more outward- looking foreign policy led Beijing to turn its attention to its maritime borders.

Under Admiral Liu Huaquing, the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) gradually grew to a force comprising over 150 surface vessels and 60 conventional submarines. By 1987, the Chinese navy was the third largest in the world. By 2013, the PLAN had been transformed into a regional blue-water navy, commissioning its first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, with great fanfare.

Five years later, an eight percent increase in China’s defense budget underpinned a vast expenditure in new vessels and shipborne aircraft. Beijing could aim to seek retribution while the Japanese still lacked the constitutional authority to build a truly aggressive navy.

It now possessed an imposing battle fleet that included two operational aircraft carriers, plus one on sea trials, one under construction and one in the design stage. The carriers were designed to eventually carry a complement of advanced fifth-generation fighter jets and drones, enabling China to protect its key maritime trade routes and establish sovereignty in the East and South China Seas. It would now be able to occupy many of the disputed islands and atolls that it had long claimed from Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, Taiwan, and most significantly, Japan. The message from Beijing was clear: this is our area of influence - one in which we will not tolerate interference. To further demonstrate this, China moved to establish control of the Paracel Islands, historically claimed by Vietnam. The PLA Navy expended enormous resources to create a series of artificial landfills on many of the Paracel coral reefs. By 2016, it had also completed the reclamation and expansion of seven of the Spratly Islands chain claimed by the Philippines – the Subi, Gaven, Johnson South, Hughes, Cuarteron, Fiery Cross, and Mischief reefs were now in Chinese hands. Several contained major military airfields and refueling facilities as well as advanced missile batteries.

By 2023, China’s navy was the largest in the world by number of vessels. But Beijing still sought to blunt American naval power in the region. A key element of its strategy was the seizure of the Japanese controlled Ryukyu Island chain, which lay between Taiwan and the mainland of Kyushu and which included Okinawa. It could then move to neutralize the U.S. base in Guam, as well as the numerous Pacific seamounts which Japan was transforming into military landfills.

Maritime dominance was not, however, the only priority for the Politburo. The strategists knew that the size of China’s nuclear arsenal would weigh heavily in the power game with both the United States and Russia. Between 2019 and 2022, two hundred thirty new silos were constructed for its intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) force. Two silo fields, located in Hami and Yumen in the northwest regions bordering Mongolia, totaled almost half of the U.S. ICBM force launch facilities. Coupled with its hundred or so mobile launchers, China now possessed a nuclear deterrent capable of countering any major adversary.

***

Alongside its energetic pursuit of military options, China’s leadership also sought to establish economic hegemony through its “Belt & Road” initiative - a program which provided for Chinese infrastructure investment in ports, railroads, roads, and dams in nearly seventy different countries.

After over a decade, however, many emerging nations who had originally benefitted from Beijing’s largesse had begun to have doubts about the motives and accompanying risks of the program, viewing it as a form of neo- imperialism. Several Western governments, notably the U.K., accused Belt & Road of promoting de facto debt -trap diplomacy with smaller countries in order to fund their domestic infrastructure development.

In early 2022, matters came to a head. China signed an agreement with the government of the Solomon Islands providing for major economic investment in the Pacific state, linked to cooperation with Beijing on the island’s “internal police matters.” Only after the Prime Minister was replaced in the early 2024 national elections was Australian and

U.S. influence restored.

Having long ignored the Pacific territories, America and its allies now found themselves playing catch-up in the region, including the vast island of Papua New Guinea, an area of historic influence which lay a mere hundred miles from Cape York on Australia’s northern coast.

But Beijing also had other problems. An unintended consequence of China’s aggressive expansion in the South China Sea emerged in the Philippines. The country’s new president- elect pivoted away from the policies of his predecessor Rodrigo Duterte, while inviting Washington to establish four new bases in the northern Philippine islands. As a result, the U.S. now had access to a chain of military installations in the western Pacific region extending from Misawa in northern Japan to Palawan Island in the West Philippine Sea. These events notwithstanding, help for the Chinese came from an unexpected source.

The Russian president Vladimir Putin had embarked on a campaign to restore the boundaries of Imperial Russia, launching an all-out assault on Ukraine

Ukrainian counteroffensives initially succeeded in preserving the territorial integrity of most of the Ukraine But inevitably, by the autumn of 2024 the government in Kyiv was obliged to conclude a ceasefire, effectively formalizing Moscow’s control of the Russian-speaking “Oblasts” of Luhansk and Donetsk. Coupled with Crimea, these regions gave Russia domain over almost a sixth of post-Soviet Ukraine.

Watching from afar, President Xi was less than enthralled with Putin’s Ukraine adventure and the fact that the western powers were now hyper sensitized to the threat of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan. He nonetheless concealed his concern and joined with the Russians in a series of political and trade agreements, announced with great fanfare during several official state visits between the two leaders.

Closer to home, however, the government in Tokyo had meanwhile belatedly realized that Japan’s security required a major rearmament initiative. Reacting to the perceived threat from its giant neighbor, it ordered the JMSDF to embark on an ambitious warship construction program. Although Xi feared the power of the United States, he was equally concerned with the re-emergent strength of the Japanese Navy. Combined with American carrier groups, Tokyo’s rapidly growing fleet could prevent Beijing from achieving its aims in the western Pacific, or worse still, defeat China’s maritime forces in an actual conflict. Only through a pre-emptive strike at these forces could China achieve its military aims.

***

Even as it moved forward with its military initiatives on land and sea, China faced new challenges internally. Over the preceding twenty-five years the country’s breakneck pace of development had led to the creation of a mountain of domestic bank debt, incurred both to finance construction in the housing market as well as meet the insatiable capital needs of Chinese industrial companies.

Whenever the Central Bank had mandated a reduction of corporate leverage, many of those companies had elected to refinance their debt through new share issues. The ensuing volatility in the Chinese stock markets had resulted in huge falls in the market capitalization of many domestic companies, which had led to their de facto bankruptcy. Hundreds of so-called “Zombie Companies” had been created in this way.

In parallel with the mushrooming of corporate debt, Chinese households had also been gorging themselves on money eagerly provided by mortgage banks, consumer credit companies, and payday lenders.

Fate then intervened to aggravate an already precarious situation. In early 2020, the devastating COVID-19 pandemic brought large swathes of Chinese manufacturing to a near standstill. The industrial supply chain that linked China to global automotive, technology, and aerospace corporations was seriously impaired. Output fell precipitously, with vast numbers of factory workers seeing their wages contract by almost a quarter.

Despite these developments, by early 2021 the regime was able to slowly restore the country’s industrial activity to some semblance of normality. During the same period, however, Beijing made a colossal error of judgment in its Hong Kong enclave, proposing an extradition law which effectively contravened the agreement concluded with Britain upon handover of its former colony. The territory erupted in protest and disorder. Despite a belated cancellation of the legislation, the damage to Hong Kong’s reputation as one of Asia’s prime financial centers was irreparable. Beijing’s reputation as a “wise transition manager” had suffered an irrevocable blow.

The fiction of Hong Kong as a separate entity within China – “One Country, Two Systems” – had been eliminated.

The Politburo nonetheless displayed a studied indifference to protests from foreign political leaders, most especially that of the U.S. In July 2021, the Communist Party of China marked its hundredth anniversary. Massive nationwide celebrations were accompanied by defiant messages from President Xi warning of “bloody consequences” should Western powers attempt to slow the rise of China.

Among Xi’s declarations was a clear reaffirmation that China considered Taiwan an inseparable part of the People’s Republic. It was simply a matter of time, according to Beijing’s spokesmen, before the renegade province was brought to heel by either political or military means – or both. The booming and resilient economy of Taiwan’s semiconductor industry made it a clear target for the more aggressive hawks within Beijing’s defense establishment. The omens were not good for the government in Taipei, despite increasing military support from the United States.

***

But once again, unforeseen factors intervened. In early 2023, to reduce and reverse migration flow toward the major cities in the country, the Communist Party decreed that young Chinese, including university graduates, should stop thinking they were above engaging in manual labor and consider moving back to the countryside. They were instructed to “eat bitterness” in their lives, an exhortation which dated back to the days of Mao.

Far from achieving its ends, the government campaign engendered a wave of resentment among the young. Beijing could no longer count on the loyalty of a huge and volatile segment of the Chinese people.

Worse was to come. In February 2024, against the background of China’s over- borrowed financial sector, the collapse of a minor provincial lender triggered a series of bank failures reaching into the heart of China’s industrial structures. The effect was profound. Overnight, to curtail further bank lending, the Central Bank of China established stringent capital adequacy norms, simultaneously raising interest rates dramatically to protect its currency, the Renminbi.

Not unexpectedly, the latter measure contributed to a renewed slump in consumer demand. At a stroke, popular confidence in the leadership in Beijing began to weaken.

With a new mood among China’s masses came increased discontent. The Politburo saw its authority questioned and frequently found itself unable to enforce its edict at the local level.

Riots broke out in several cities. The protests were brutally repressed, further aggravating an already volatile situation. Eventually, the unrest spread to the armed forces, where the enlisted ranks of the PLA were more truly reflective of civilian sentiment than the officers who commanded them.

At the same time, the Bank of China’s upward management of interest rates had placed acute pressure on the ability of over-leveraged real estate developers to service their debt.

Eventually, one of the largest, Jinbei Land, defaulted, triggering a cascade of failures in similar firms, victims of the same liquidity trap. The regional bank lenders who had provided the credit to fuel the development boom were now in real trouble. Faced with massive write-offs in their loan portfolios, several appealed to Beijing for fresh capital infusions – only to be told that none would be forthcoming. The scenario turned ugly. Panicking depositors sought to withdraw their life savings, only to be told that the banks were temporarily closed for business.

Despite the government’s best efforts, popular awareness of the deteriorating situation spread like wildfire through social media.

The Politburo Standing Committees had a stark choice: find an issue that would resonate with the nation, or risk inevitable erosion of the CCP’s hegemony. China’s population was now riven with dissent that the party could not tolerate. Gradually, Xi and his colleagues concluded that only the threat of hostilities with an external enemy could provide a basis for restoring national unity.

The tempting target was Taiwan, considered by the CCP to be part of China. While maintaining a separate existence from the mainland, Taiwan’s government had been careful to never declared itself independent – an act that would be anathema to Beijing. Nevertheless, it continued to rely on American support to keep its military and industrial distance from China – support facilitated by the “Taiwan Relations Act,” which obliged the U.S. to supply the island with military hardware and technology. Despite its commitment, however, the United States continued to maintain a policy of “strategic ambiguity” – helping the island defend itself without explicitly committing to war with China.

An assault on Taiwan would surely unite public opinion in China, but the Politburo recognized that such an operation would inevitably lead to conflict with American forces in the region. Although a successful seizure of the island would enable China to exercise a high degree of control over the sea lanes around Japan and the Philippines, as well as project its naval and air power into the western Pacific, any amphibious assault on the island would be fraught with all manner of operational risk. It would be hugely costly in “blood and treasure”, and attract almost universal criticism throughout the world, causing major disruption to China’s trade links with its principal markets.

However, the greatest factor militating against immediate action against Taiwan was time. Time was on China’s side. Time to further build up its naval resources, time to strengthen its missile inventory, time to weaken Taiwan’s dominance of the worldwide chip industry, and finally time to pursue the soft option – to work within the Taiwanese political system to move Taiwanese public opinion toward acceptance of Beijing’s rule.

But the Politburo were dealing with the short term. They needed to mobilize public opinion with a more tangible adversary. There was but one that could be relied upon to stir up the emotions and ancient hatreds of the Chinese people.

The old enemy — Japan.

With the prospect of a looming war, even as some counselled caution, hotter heads in the Politburo Standing Committee were emboldened by the fact that American defense spending had not been able to keep pace with China in the critical sectors of munitions and cyberwarfare.

In the latter area, the U.S. found itself confronted by massive Chinese intelligence- gathering campaigns. Beijing had established a worldwide electronic surveillance network by implanting programs within electronic components manufactured in China for export. Too late in the day, the government in Washington realized that companies like Huawei had succeeded in placing its systems in the very heart of their country’s telecoms infrastructureBeijing had also been able to utilize the worldwide Chinese diaspora as a massive espionage tool, recruiting as agents everyone from local restaurant owners to Chinese American employees of the CIA and NSA. The regime’s spymasters could also lure non-Chinese into their web by dangling the prospect of significant financial reward. Finally, Xi and his colleagues were confident that the country’s position as America’s largest manufacturing supplier presented an additional dagger at Washington’s throat. They were not only able to block exports to the U.S. from Chinese factories; in the event of war, Beijing could choke off the sea lanes carrying goods to the U.S. from other Asian nations.

The planners in Beijing felt that despite the huge problems at home, they were presented with an unparalleled opportunity. Originally, 2049 had been targeted as the year that China would displace the United States as the number one global power. Now it appeared that at least military superiority could be achieved more than twenty years earlier.

In Washington, in the face of Beijing’s inexorable advance, the White House had continued its effort to maintain a non-confrontational political and economic relationship with China, while simultaneously adopting a military posture designed to contain further Chinese expansion. The reliance on diplomacy was wishful thinking on the Administration’s part - for which the United States would pay dearly.

It was the time of reckoning.

***




CHAPTER 4

MAY 2025 - CENTRAL TOKYO

Although the Chinese Politburo had not anticipated it, part of the answer to their immediate strategic challenge lay a thousand miles away in Japan’s capital.

As he strolled casually through Arisugawa Park, admiring the cherry blossoms under the warm spring sun, Junichi Sato, security advisor to Himiko Nakamura, Japan’s first female Prime Minister, stared intently at the text message he had just received. The three paragraphs confirmed his worst fears. Bowing to the pressures of her military, her own party, and the will of a large part of the electorate, she would visit the Yasukuni shrine to pay homage to the country’s war dead. During the years following World War Two, successive heads of government carefully avoided traveling to Yasukuni. Japan’s pacifist constitution, combined with the sensitivities of the nations that it had brutally occupied, precluded even the smallest acknowledgment of country’s martial tradition.

How things had changed, thought Sato, dialing the number of Nakamura’s private secretary. Entering the security code into his phone seemed to take forever. Finally, he heard the lilting tones of Kimiko Yamada, the Prime Minister’s young assistant.“Ah, Sato San I thought it might be you,” she purred. “The boss isn’t here, but she told me to tell you that her mind is made up, and she’ll see you there.”

It was the answer Sato didn’t want to hear. One which would ensure that just about everybody in East Asia would be denouncing Japan the day following the visit. But Sato didn’t care about anybody’s opinion, other than the Chinese. He knew from encrypted messages from the Japanese embassy in Beijing that Yasukuni was the excuse the Chinese leadership needed.

Sato dialed another number into his phone. This time there were no soothing tones at the other end, just a crisp voice. “Admiral Sasaki’s office – Commander Morita speaking.”

“Ah Morita, Sato here from the PM’s office – is Sasaki Kaisho there?” “Yes sir,” barked Morita. “Please stand by, sir!”

As enthusiastic as always – I must remember to commend him, thought Sato wryly.

Two minutes later, he and Sasaki were deep into the requested data on current disposition of Chinese naval assets. Listening at the other end of the secure communications channel, the Admiral felt Sato’s mounting anxiety over how much of China’s southern fleet was currently deployed in open water.

PARACEL ISLANDS, SOUTH CHINA SEA

There was ample reason for concern. As the two Japanese spoke, over a thousand miles away, the Shinyō Maru, a nondescript 600-ton Japanese fishing trawler, was steaming slowly through the South China Sea, ninety miles away from the nearest of the Paracel Islands. The multiple atolls of the Paracel group, while nominally part of China’s Hainan province, had long been contested by Vietnam, who had fought a naval battle over them with China in 1974.

As the trawler’s captain, Hiroshi Yamazaki, guided his vessel through the sparkling waters, he was only too aware of having been trailed for several hours by a Chinese corvette, some ten miles astern. Its steadily mounting wake signaled that the blue-gray warship was closing in on them. Studying the warship through his binoculars, Yamazaki’s sunbeaten face creased with puzzlement. Although well aware of Chinese sensitivity about their coastal waters, fishing vessels had always been tolerated as long as they stayed well clear of the main atolls.

His first mate interrupted his thoughts. “Yamazaki san, their missile hatches are open!” Yamazaki knew that his companion’s words weren’t just an uninformed comment, especially coming from an experienced naval reservist. He rammed the throttles forward, sending several of the crew sprawling on the deck.

“Cut the nets – let’s get out of here,” yelled Yamazaki. “We’re not gonna give ’em an excuse to board us!”

Three miles away, aboard the Type-56 class corvette Qingyuan, Commander Xi Jiyang squinted at the targeting coordinates that glimmered on the fire control display in front of him. The Japanese fishing boat had clearly decided to avoid being boarded. But Xi’s orders were clear. As retribution for the Yasukuni provocation, any Japanese- flagged vessels caught in Chinese waters were to be detained. Fleet headquarters had been specific – failure to comply with instructions would be grounds for drastic action, which he now prepared to take.

“All ahead, flank speed.” Xi’s curt instruction was instantly obeyed, the Qingyuan surging forward with its diesels at maximum power.“Target is heading 094 degrees, Commander.” As he uttered the words, Xi’s weapons and tactics officer turned to await his next instruction, eager to put his months of training into practice. Alongside him, on the VHF radio, his colleague was ordering the Japanese vessel to identify itself and heave to.

“Target not responding,” the radio officer called out.

“Warning shot, sir?” came the query from the weapons officer.“No,” replied Xi, “he already knows he should stop – fire at your discretion!”The weapons officer’s finger instantly jabbed the red firing button, seconds later the Qingyuan’s hull vibrated with the shock and billowing smoke of the YJ 83 missile launch.

Scarcely a minute later, Yamazaki and his crew could only stare in horror as the faint outline of the Chinese missile grew larger and larger, until it was the last thing they ever saw. The Shinyō Maru disappeared in a red and orange ball of fire, hurling shattered parts of the hull, engines, and bodies of the crew hundreds of feet into the air. At length, all that remained were burning pieces of fiberglass and wood, bobbing about in an oily slick which stained an otherwise pristine sea.

The last frantic transmission from the Shinyō Maru’s First Mate had been heard by her sister vessel; some twenty miles distant. Any doubts about its authenticity were dispelled by the thick column of smoke visible on the horizon. It didn’t take long for the incident to be reported to the Japanese Coast Guard.

Hours later, the chain of messages regarding the sinking reached Prime Minister Nakamura’s office. Her fury could hardly be contained. As her aides clustered around the conference table, Nakamura slammed her fist against a filing cabinet. “Sato, get the Chinese ambassador in here – and don’t take any excuses from the bastard!”

***

The ambassador listened impassively to Nakamura’s blistering invective, assuring the Prime Minister that the sinking was entirely justified and that the Shinyō Maru had been on a spying mission. Chinese satellites had determined that the antenna array on the Japanese vessel was far too complex for a simple fishing boat. The following day, his response was mirrored in the statements issued by Beijing. It was clear that neither side would back down from their positions of righteous indignation.

Weeks of press hysteria in both countries followed. After a period of heightened media attention, the incident predictably migrated from the front-page headlines to half-page articles on the third page. The Chinese had achieved their aim. Their Navy had reinforced dominance of virtually the entire South China Sea. The gauntlet had been flung down to any who would seek to exercise sovereignty in the region – most particularly, the Americans.

But while the official tensions had eventually abated, in China itself, popular resentment of the Japanese took a more destructive turn. Large automotive, chemical, and pharmaceutical plants owned by Japanese interests were besieged or attacked by angry mobs, while local police stood impassively by.

In Heibei Province, the massive facilities of Nippon Steel were overrun by workers and Communist Party activists, and the Japanese management seized and beaten in front of a crowd chanting anti-Japanese slogans. Only the intervention of the local police detachment saved the unfortunate plant manager from an almost certain death at the hands of the mob.

The response from the Japanese public was predictable. The perennial nationalist fringe had little difficulty in arousing the ire of the man and woman in the street. Chinese residents of Tokyo were assaulted at random, while China’s travel and trade offices were torched – the flames lighting up the city’s skyline. As in Beijing, the police were noticeably indifferent to the damage wreaked by the hysterical crowds.

The stage had been set for an even greater confrontation between the two powers.




CHAPTER 5

JUNE 2025 - WASHINGTON D.C.

Witnessing these events, the U.S. government grew increasingly uneasy. In the nation’s capital, despite the oppressive summer heat, the White House hummed with activity. On the President’s instructions, the National Security Council convened to assess the situation and formulate an appropriate course of action.

Mindful that the economic consequences of any confrontation with China could be as significant as the military effects, the President took the precaution of asking Jennie McNultey, the Secretary of the Treasury, to attend the meeting. She and her colleagues had spared no effort preparing their input for the gathering. They were all aware that the decisions taken there would have global implications. As McNultey walked up to the White House gate the sidewalk simmered. Not even eleven o’clock and the temperature already be in the nineties, she mused. But not as hot as the environment I’m about to step into.

Unaccustomed to visitors who arrived on foot, the burly Secret Service agent stood purposefully in the narrow doorway. “ID please, ma’am,” he snapped, officiously taking as much time in consulting his clipboard as he imagined his visitor merited. His eyes widened perceptibly when he noticed the entry next to the name. Why the hell don’t they tell me that there’s a member of the Cabinet who likes to just walk in, he thought, and why doesn’t she have a security detail? Returning McNultey’s pass to her, he waved the Secretary through, staring curiously as she marched up the driveway without so much as a sideways glance.

“Mr. President – Ms. McNultey is here,” President Charles Romney’s secretary announced in respectful tones.

“Morning Jennie, good to see you – over there.” The President’s outstretched arm pointed to the chair assigned to the Treasury boss.

“Thank you, Mr. President – and a good morning to you,” responded McNultey, cheerfully.

Settling into her seat, she was bemused by the row of uniformed senior officers that sat across the table from her. This was no ordinary gathering of the Cabinet, she thought. The only heavyweight missing was the Secretary of Defense, Lee Hartmann, whom she knew was in Helsinki for talks on security issues in the Baltic.

As she arranged her notes, everyone’s eyes were on President Romney, who had directed all but one of the Secret Service agents to leave the room, signaling that the meeting should start.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming at such short notice – I appreciate that several of you are tied up with some important projects, including a couple that relate to what we’re going to talk about.” He paused. “You’re all aware that there’s a major crisis brewing between China and Japan.”

The President’s stern countenance and emphasis on the word “major” left no doubt regarding the gravity of the situation.

“We need to define a strategy that responds to a possible outbreak of hostilities in the East and South China Seas. Specifically, we need to consider the military, political, and economic consequences of the U.S. becoming involved in a limited war scenario.”

The phrase “limited war scenario” jolted the civilians in the room in their seats.

Romney broke the resulting silence. “Jennie, when we’re done with the military analysis, I’d particularly appreciate your input regarding the trade and investment fallout if we back the Japanese on this.”

He gestured at the senior uniformed figure in the room to kick off proceedings. “Admiral, the floor is yours.”

The first two hours focused on the military aspects of the crisis. Admiral Henry Harrison, the newly appointed chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff – the JCS – conducted a detailed review of the strength and disposition of Chinese and Japanese forces in the southern Japanese island region, including the all-important Senkakus.

Next, James Klein, the CIA Director, and Christopher Jenkins, head of the National Security Agency – the NSA – presented their conclusions concerning potential scenarios, all of which were uniformly pessimistic. An invasion of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands was almost inevitable. All that Beijing lacked was a pretext – and Prime Minister Nakamura’s appearance at Yasukuni had given it to them. Field reports from the ONI staff at the U.S. naval base at Yokosuka were cited, reflecting several off-the-record comments from senior Japanese naval officers. These invariably corroborated the view that from Japan’s standpoint, China was the true enemy – and they wholeheartedly endorsed Nakamura’s visit to the shrine.

Finally, and ominously, the CNO reminded the room that in the event of a major conflict, China’s Hypersonic Glide Vehicle – which could deliver a strategic nuclear warhead at five times the speed of sound – was already in operational testing.

Nor was the crisis confined to waters around the Japanese archipelago. Klein took up the narrative again, emphasizing the regional nature of China’s maritime expansion in Southeast Asia. Using a light pointer, he took the assembled group through a slideshow of surveillance photographs of Hughes Reef, as well as the Johnson South and Fiery Cross reefs within the Spratly Islands group. In the space of two years, the rocky outcrops had been expanded through massive landfills to create major naval bases complete with airstrips.

“This is China’s claim to nearly eighty percent of the South China Sea writ large. It’s the logic behind the so-called Nine Dash Line identifying their zone of influence.” He slapped the table to emphasize the point. “The Vietnamese are faced with a fait accompli – the complete takeover of islands they’ve considered their own for hundreds of years.” Charles Zurcher, Romney’s Secretary of State, was next up, summarizing the cumulative input of senior ambassadors and staffers. All the feedback merely served to corroborate the existence of an organized and determined campaign to establish Chinese maritime hegemony in Asia.

At length, the President turned and faced Stuart Lehman, the American ambassador in Tokyo, seated at the far end of the table. Lehman’s bloodshot eyes betrayed the effects of an overnight flight without sleep, but Romney was in no mood for sympathy.

“OK, Stu. What can you tell us about Tokyo’s take on this?” he rasped. The ambassador slowly laid his glasses on the table.

“Well, you’ve got to consider the big picture here.” He continued as if lecturing a classroom full of Freshman students. “Japan – and I’m talking about the population at large as well as the country’s policymakers – sees this as a defining moment. The Chinese are now a major threat to Japan’s historic dominance of East Asia, from both an economic and military standpoint. They’re on a position to threaten Japan’s territorial integrity and freedom to navigate the seas around its home islands. That, from a psychological standpoint, is far more important than who between them is winning market share in global automobile or microchip markets.”

Lehman reached for his coffee mug, gulping the contents down in an effort to stay as alert as possible. “Mr. President - from what the JCS tells us, plus input from our contacts in the Japanese intelligence community, I believe the Chinese have already taken the decision to invade – and I’m not sure it’s only the Senkaku they’re targeting.”

“They may well be aiming to seize the entire southern end of the Ryukyu chain – starting with Ishigaki and Yonaguni, and maybe Miyake Jima as well ! ”

The mention of the three relatively obscure islands sent many of those assembled scurrying for
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