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            Epigraph

         
         
            “Beautiful, beautiful. Magnificent desolation.”

            —Buzz Aldrin, Apollo 11 astronaut, stepping onto the moon

            “. . . for countries that can never win a war with the United States by using the method of tanks and planes, attacking the
               U.S. space system may be an irresistible and most tempting choice.”
            

            —Wang Hucheng, Chinese military analyst (quoted in CSIS Space Threat 2018: China Assessment)
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            Real-World News Excerpts

         
         
            HELIUM-3 MINING ON THE LUNAR SURFACE, European Space Agency, 2007—. . . Unlike Earth, which is protected by its magnetic field,
               the Moon has been bombarded with large quantities of Helium-3 by the solar wind. It is thought that this isotope could provide
               safer nuclear energy in a fusion reactor, since it is not radioactive and would not produce dangerous waste products. . . .
            

         

          

         
            CHINA THREATENS TO FURTHER FORTIFY ITS MAN-MADE ISLANDS IN DISPUTED REGION AS TENSIONS WITH US ESCALATE—The Independent, 9 January 2019—China may seek to further build up its man-made islands in the South China Sea if it feels the outposts are
               under threat, one of the country’s senior naval officers has said.
            

            The country reserved the right to do as it pleased on the islands it has created in the strategically vital waterway, which
               it claims virtually in its entirety, according to Senior Captain Zhang Junshe, a naval academy researcher.
            

            “If our on-island personnel and installations come under threat in future, then we necessarily will take measures to boost
               our defensive capabilities,” he said during a briefing with journalists. . . .
            

         

          

         
            UNITED STATES SPACE FORCE—Military.com, 2018—On June 18, 2018, President Donald Trump directed the Pentagon to begin planning
               for Space Force: a 6th independent military service branch to undertake missions and operations in the rapidly evolving space
               domain. The U.S. Space Force would be the first new military service in more than 70 years, following the establishment of
               the U.S. Air Force in 1947.
            

            Vice President Mike Pence and the Department of Defense released more details about the planned space force on August 9, 2018,
               citing plans to create a separate combatant command, U.S. Space Command, in addition to an independent service overseen by
               a civilian secretary. . . .
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            Taurus-Littrow Valley, the Moon

            December 14, 1972

         

         For more than three and a half billion years after lava flows and fire fountains marked its birth, the Taurus-Littrow Valley,
            surrounded by gray hills and massifs, slumbered in airless silence. But over the course of seventy-five hectic hours, two
            men from Earth, Apollo 17 astronauts Gene Cernan and Harrison “Jack” Schmitt, broke in on its age-old isolation. On foot and
            aboard a four-wheeled rover, they explored the mountain valley’s slopes, impact craters, and boulder fields, carrying out
            experiments and collecting more than two hundred and fifty pounds of priceless geological samples.
         

         
         A remotely programmed television camera mounted aboard the abandoned rover vehicle showed their four-legged Lunar Module,
            Challenger, starkly outlined against the smooth, rounded peaks rising along the western edge of the Taurus-Littrow. For long minutes,
            radio channels to Earth and to the Command-and-Service Module, America, high overhead in orbit, were full of chatter as the two NASA astronauts ran through their final pre-liftoff checklists. Then,
            abruptly, it was time to go.
         

         
         “Ten seconds.”

         
         “Abort Stage pushed. Engine arm is Ascent.”

         
         “Okay, I’m going to get the Pro . . . 99. Proceeded. 3 . . . 2 . . . 1—”

         
         Bright blue, red, and green sparks cascaded away from the midsection of the spacecraft as four explosive bolts detonated,
            separating its upper ascent stage from the four-legged lower half. Almost simultaneously, its Bell Aerospace rocket engine
            lit in a flash of searing orange flame. “Ignition.”
         

         
         Propelled by thirty-five hundred pounds of thrust, Challenger’s ascent stage leapt into the black, star-filled sky. For the next twenty-six seconds, the camera followed the small spacecraft
            as it climbed rapidly toward its planned orbital rendezvous and docking with America and its pilot, Ron Evans.
         

         
         And with that, an era came to an end.

         
         In the course of forty months, six separate Apollo missions had successfully landed a total of twelve American astronauts
            on the desolate surface of the moon. All twelve men returned safely home to Earth. A scattering of footprints, rover tracks,
            emplaced scientific instruments, and jettisoned gear remained—offering silent testimony to a time when humans had, however
            briefly, lived and worked on another world.
         

         
         For more than half a century, there would be no manned presence on the lunar surface.

         
         But that was about to change . . .

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            USS McCampbell (DDG-85), South of Woody Island (Yŏngxīng Dăo), Among the Paracel Islands in the South China Sea
            

            Spring 2022

         

         Sunlight glittered on the azure waters ahead of USS McCampbell’s wide, flaring bow. Except for a patch of low-lying clouds on the distant northern horizon, the sky was clear in all directions.
            About two thousand yards to the southwest, a flash of white and gray showed where a small, twin-boomed, propeller-driven UAV,
            a drone, slowly orbited at low altitude—silently tracking the American destroyer as it drew closer to the heart of the Chinese-occupied
            island group.
         

         
         “We’re coming up to Point Bravo, Captain,” the quartermaster of the watch announced. The young Navy petty officer kept his
            eyes resolutely fixed on the glowing integrated navigation display at his station. With the ship’s captain on the bridge acting
            as officer of the deck, this was no time to slack off. “Steady on course three-four-five. Speed twelve knots.”
         

         
         “Very well,” Commander Amanda Dvorsky said calmly, keeping a tight rein on her own expression. Point Bravo was a purely notional
            spot in the sea. But it marked a moment of decision for the two ships under her command today—her own McCampbell and another Arleigh Burke–class destroyer, USS Mustin, trailing along a thousand yards behind. Turning back to the west or southwest would keep them out of waters illegally claimed
            by the People’s Republic of China, the PRC. Turning north would take a well-deserved poke at Beijing’s puffed-up territorial
            pretensions. Doing so, however, was sure to set off a diplomatic firestorm . . . or worse, if the communist nation’s notoriously
            touchy military overreacted.
         

         
         Inwardly, she shrugged. Her orders to conduct a FONOP, a Freedom of Navigation Operation, were clear. She turned to her conning
            officer, Lieutenant Philip Scanlan. “All right. Let’s go trail our coat, Phil. Bring her to course zero-zero-zero.”
         

         
         He swallowed once and nodded. “Aye, Captain.” He raised his voice slightly. “Helm, come right, steer course zero-zero-zero.”
            Aboard a U.S. Navy ship, only steering orders issued by its conning officer could be obeyed.
         

         
         The helmsman, a wiry sailor barely old enough to be out of high school, reacted instantly, spinning McCampbell’s small steering wheel with practiced ease. “Come right to course zero-zero-zero, aye, sir,” he repeated loudly. “My rudder
            is left three degrees, coming to course zero-zero-zero.”
         

         
         Dvorsky felt the deck under her feet heel only slightly as her destroyer swung north. The wide-beamed Arleigh Burkes were incredibly stable ships, especially when moving so slowly. One corner of her mouth twitched upward in a fleeting smile.
            McCampbell ordinarily cruised at twenty knots. Steaming straight through the middle of the Chinese-claimed Paracel Islands at just twelve
            knots was the naval equivalent of moseying onto a rival street gang’s turf with your hands buried deep in your pockets and
            a smart-ass grin on your face.
         

         
         Part of her enjoyed imagining the heartburn and indignation this exercise was going to cause her Chinese counterparts and
            their superiors. But what she didn’t like was going into this situation without better intelligence. Reports claimed that
            the PRC had significantly beefed up its military forces in this region recently, especially on Woody Island, or Yŏngxīng Dăo as the Chinese called it, the largest of the Paracels. Unfortunately, those same reports contained almost no detail on the
            new Chinese sensors, combat aircraft, and missiles her ships might face. Equally unfortunately, those fragmentary estimates
            were the best the U.S. intelligence community could currently provide.
         

         
         Up to a few months ago, information gathered by America’s network of radar, spectral imaging, and signals intelligence (SIGINT)
            reconnaissance satellites could have painted a clear picture of the PRC’s current force structure in the Paracel Islands.
            Now those satellites were gone—systematically destroyed by an armed space station, Mars One, that the Russians had rapidly
            and secretly deployed into orbit. Although a daring and desperate spaceborne commando attack had succeeded in capturing Mars
            One, it had come far too late to save any of the U.S., allied, and commercial surveillance satellites in low Earth orbit.
         

         
         Dvorsky knew replacements were being lofted into space, but that was a slow and extremely expensive process. Spy satellites
            were essentially handcrafted, painstakingly assembled by specialists with intricate precision. So it would be years before
            America and her allies regained full global situational awareness. Until then, they were forced to rely almost entirely on
            whatever imagery could be collected by astronaut crews aboard the captured Russian space platform, now designated Eagle Station.
            The trouble was Eagle’s orbital track allowed only occasional observation of limited swaths of the world as it swung overhead . . .
            and its movements were predictable. Hostile powers like Russia and China could easily conceal or camouflage anything they
            wanted to keep secret before the space station came into view.
         

         
         Which left old-fashioned reconnaissance by aircraft and ships as the fastest and most efficient means of intelligence-gathering
            left to the United States. Hence her orders to carry out a “freedom of navigation” operation right past this heavily fortified
            Chinese island base. Of course, pushing in up-close-and-personal like this could be dangerous, especially against adversaries
            with itchy trigger fingers. Back during the Cold War, before the advent of satellites, nearly forty U.S. aircraft on intelligence-gathering
            missions were shot down by Russian and Chinese fighters and antiaircraft weapons. And no one in the U.S. Navy could forget
            the fate of the USS Liberty, accidentally bombed and strafed by Israeli jets during 1967’s Six-Day War, or the USS Pueblo, attacked and captured by North Korea in 1968.
         

         
         Well, Dvorsky thought, she sure as hell had no intention of being caught off guard by any level of Chinese reaction to this
            unannounced intrusion into what they considered their own territory. She turned to the boatswain’s mate standing next to the
            controls for the ship’s 1MC public address system. “Sound general quarters.”
         

         
         Shrill warning horns sounded throughout McCampbell. Her crew, briefed thoroughly during the run-up to this operation, rapidly and efficiently donned their protective gear and
            then headed for their battle stations.
         

         
         On the bridge, Commander Dvorsky finished putting on her own anti-flash hood and gloves. With a nod of thanks, she took the
            Kevlar helmet a young sailor offered. “Okay, everyone stay sharp,” she said firmly. “Now let’s go see what our pals from the
            PRC are up to out here.”
         

         
          

         
            People’s Liberation Army Navy Garrison Command Post, Yŏngxīng Dăo (Eternal Prosperity Island)
            

            That Same Time

         

         Navy Captain Yang Zhi studied the televised pictures of the two American warships as they turned north toward the island under
            his command. The images came from a small Yinying or Silver Eagle drone flying less than two kilometers from the lead ship, USS McCampbell. It had been shadowing the enemy vessels for more than an hour, ever since the Americans steamed past a floating surveillance
            platform anchored at Bombay Reef, on the outer edge of the Paracel Islands Defense Perimeter.
         

         
         His jaw tightened. This sudden northward turn plainly signaled the U.S. Navy’s intention to violate China’s territorial waters.
            These so-called freedom of navigation operations were a constant irritant—proof that the arrogant Americans did not see the
            People’s Republic as an equal. In the past, the PLA Navy’s own warships would have harassed them, crossing their bows at high
            speed and maneuvering close alongside to force the intruders to alter course . . . or risk collision. But for some unfathomable
            reason, his superiors in the South Sea Fleet had recently recalled the pair of Type 052 Luyang II–class guided missile destroyers that normally patrolled these islands. By now those ships were rocking uselessly at anchor
            at Zhanjiang Naval Base, more than five hundred and fifty kilometers to the north. And before the Luyangs could return, the Americans would be long gone.
         

         
         Yang tapped a control on his console, zooming in on the aft section of the leading enemy destroyer. A large, unmarked shipping
            container was tied down on her helicopter pad. Thick bundles of what looked like power and fiber-optic cables ran across the
            deck between the container and the ship’s hangar. That was strange. This improvised installation made flight operations by
            McCampbell’s embarked SH-60 Sea Hawk helicopters impossible. He turned to his chief of staff. “Your evaluation?”
         

         
         The other man leaned in closer. “I suspect that container is crammed full of intelligence-gathering equipment, Comrade Captain.
            New devices to spy on us. And the Americans have adopted a crude but effective means of concealing this equipment from our
            view.”
         

         
         Yang nodded. That was his own guess as well. Besides humiliating China by steaming unmolested through its territory, the enemy
            also intended to collect vital information on Yŏngxīng Dăo’s defenses. He frowned. They were probably hoping to taunt him into turning on his surface-to-surface missile tracking and
            fire control radars or sortieing the Shenyang J-15 fighter-bombers concealed in hardened shelters adjacent to the island’s
            2,700-meter-long runway.
         

         
         If so, that was a game he would not play. At least not without direct orders from those higher up in his chain of command.
            “Has there been any response from Vice Admiral Zheng?”
         

         
         “Not yet, sir,” his chief of staff said. He shrugged. “Our data is being relayed in real time to Zhanjiang, though, so the
            fleet commander must be aware of this situation.”
         

         
         Aware and quite probably sitting on his immaculately manicured hands, too afraid to make any decision that Beijing might disavow
            later, Yang thought bitterly. Like too many in the PLA Navy’s upper reaches, Vice Admiral Zheng was more a political animal
            than a naval strategist or tactician. Having foolishly stripped away the patrolling Chinese warships that were his subordinate’s
            best hope of dealing with this latest American provocation, Zheng probably saw no benefit in involving himself directly now.
         

         
         To Yang’s surprise, the command post’s secure phone buzzed sharply.

         
         His chief of staff picked it up. “Yŏngxīng Dăo Command Post, Commander Liu speaking.” He stiffened to attention. “Yes, Admiral! At once.” Eyes wide, he turned to Yang
            and held out the receiver. “It’s Beijing. Admiral Cao himself is on the line.”
         

         
         Yang whistled softly. Admiral Cao Jiang was the commander of the whole PLA Navy. What the devil was going on here? Why was
            naval headquarters in the capital bypassing not only the South Sea Fleet, but also the whole Southern Theater Command? He
            grabbed the phone. “Captain Commandant Yang Zhi here.”
         

         
         “Listen carefully, Captain,” Cao said in short, clipped tones. “The orders I am about to give you come from the highest possible
            authority, from the president himself. You will immediately contact the senior officer aboard those U.S. Navy ships. Once
            in communication, you will—”
         

         
         Yang listened to his instructions in mounting astonishment and exultation. Far from catching his country’s leaders off guard,
            it was clear that this high-handed American incursion into Chinese territory had instead set in motion a carefully prepared
            and long-planned response.
         

         
          

         
            Aboard USS McCampbell

            Minutes Later

         

         “Attention, McCampbell, this is Captain Commandant Yang Zhi of the People’s Liberation Army Navy. Your ships have illegally entered territorial waters of the People’s Republic of China.
               Accordingly, you are ordered to withdraw immediately, at your best possible speed. Acknowledge the receipt of my transmission
               and your intention to comply without delay. Over.”

         
         Commander Amanda Dvorsky listened coolly to the strident voice coming over the bridge loudspeakers. The Chinese officer’s
            English was excellent. Too bad his language skills weren’t matched by a grasp of diplomacy or tact. She keyed her mike. “Captain
            Commandant Yang, this is USS McCampbell. Your transmission has been received. However, we will not, repeat not, comply with your demands. Under international law, your country has no valid claim to these waters. Nor do you have any right
            to interfere with our freedom of navigation on the high seas. We are proceeding on course as planned. McCampbell, out.”
         

         
         Dvorsky ignored the nods and pleased looks from the rest of her bridge crew. Yang’s demand and her refusal were only the opening
            moves in this confrontation—like the ritual advance of pawns in a chess game . . . or the first tentative attack and parry
            in a fencing match. Now they would see what else, if anything, the Chinese had up their sleeves.
         

         
         The radio crackled again. “Yang to McCampbell. This is your final warning. Your ships are now inside a special defense test zone. You are in imminent danger. Unless you
               obey my previous directive without further delay, the People’s Liberation Army Navy cannot guarantee the safety of your vessels.
               Yang, out.”

         
         “Well . . . that’s interesting,” Dvorsky muttered, more to herself than to any of her officers or crew. It looked as if all
            those highly classified briefings she’d received before McCampbell departed her home port in Japan were about to come into play. She swung back toward the boatswain’s mate at the 1MC system.
            “Patch me through to our passengers on the helicopter pad. I think they’re about to earn their keep.”
         

         
          

         
            Scion Special Action Unit

            That Same Time

         

         Blue-tinged overhead lights glowed softly inside the converted shipping container tied down on the destroyer’s aft section.
            Like the subdued lighting used in warship combat information centers, this made it easier for its occupants to read the array
            of computer-driven multifunction displays and other electronic hardware crammed into virtually every square foot of space.
         

         
         “Your analysis matches ours, Captain,” Brad McLanahan said into his headset mike. “We’ll stand by.”

         
         The tall, broad-shouldered young man tapped an icon on one of his large displays, temporarily muting his connection to McCampbell’s bridge. He swiveled slightly in his seat so that he could see his two companions. “Standing by is one thing,” he said with
            a quick, edgy grin. “But I sure wish I didn’t feel so much like a sitting duck in this crate.”
         

         
         “Too bloody right,” Peter Charles “Constable” Vasey murmured from his station. Like the others, the Englishman was an experienced
            aviator, ex–Fleet Air Arm in his case. Working for Scion, a private military and defense intelligence company, had accustomed
            them all to flying high-tech aircraft and single-stage-to-orbit spaceplanes that could get into, and just as important, out of trouble at supersonic and hypersonic speeds. Compared to that, heading into possible action aboard even this sleek, thirty-knot-plus
            destroyer felt like they were strapped into a lumbering bus.
         

         
         Perched between the two bigger men, dark-haired Nadia Rozek only shrugged. In one action after another against the Russians
            with Scion’s Iron Wolf Squadron, the former Polish Special Forces officer had proved herself tough-minded, focused, and fearless.
            “This is why they pay us so well, correct?”
         

         
         Brad raised an eyebrow. “We’re getting paid?”

         
         “Well, I am, at least,” she said, thumping him gently in the ribs. The diamond engagement ring on her left hand glittered briefly in the
            dim blue light. “Did you forget to sign your contract again?”
         

         
         Vasey laughed. “Come now, you two. You can’t fight in here. This is a war room, remember? Save that for later, when you’re
            married and it’s all aboveboard and legal.”
         

         
         Abruptly, the sophisticated electronic detection system mounted in their container broke in. “Warning, warning. Multiple I-band and S-band surface and air search and tracking radars detected. Bearing zero-zero-two and
               one-seven-five degrees. Sources evaluated as land-based Type 366 naval-grade radars, JY-9 mobile radars, and unknown-type
               associated with Bombay Reef Ocean-E anchored surveillance platform. Signal strength indicates positive identification and probable target lock-on.”

         
         “Well, that ups the ante,” Brad said quietly. He swung back to his displays and unmuted his connection to McCampbell’s bridge. “Special Action Unit, here, Captain. Our Chinese friends are lighting up everything they’ve got.”
         

         
         “So I hear from my CIC team,” Commander Dvorsky replied curtly. “Recommendations?”

         
         “That we carry on as planned. I’m contacting RANGE BOSS now.”

         
         “Very well,” the ship’s captain said. “Keep me in the loop.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Brad punched another icon, this one activating a secure satellite video link to a location nearly seventy-five
            hundred nautical miles and twelve hours’ time difference away. A window opened immediately, showing a man with a square, firm
            jaw and a heavily lined face. Automatically, he straightened up in his seat. “Sir.”
         

         
         “Y’all ready to proceed, Major McLanahan?” the other man asked quietly. “Because from the data we’re getting on this end,
            I’d say this thing is just about ready to kick off.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” Brad confirmed. “We’re ready.”

         
         “Well, all right, then,” John Dalton Farrell, president of the United States, told him. “You have the green light. I figure
            it’s time to send the powers that be in Beijing the kind of message those sons of bitches will understand.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Command Center, Central Military Commission of the People’s Republic of China, August 1st Building, Beijing

            That Same Time

         

         A brisk northerly wind had temporarily freed Beijing from its near-perpetual blanket of thick, choking smog, and the August
            1st Building’s tall white walls and columns gleamed in the spring sunshine. The whole enormous edifice, with its faintly pagoda-style
            roofs, loomed over its neighbors in the capital city’s western reaches as a reminder of the state’s power and authority. Named
            for the Nanchang uprising of August 1, 1927—a bloody clash between Communist and Nationalist forces later celebrated as the
            founding of the People’s Liberation Army—it was the headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party’s Central Military Commission.
         

         
         In a command center buried deep below the surface, the commission’s seven permanent members and an array of other senior PLA
            officers had gathered to control the events unfolding thousands of kilometers away in the South China Sea. In both law and
            current practice, the Central Military Commission exercised complete authority over China’s armed forces. Its chairman was
            always the Party’s general secretary, the man who also served as president of the People’s Republic. And now, more than ever,
            the ruling communist elite was determined to keep the levers of military power firmly in its own hands.
         

         
         Several years before, the machinations of an ambitious chief of the general staff, Colonel General Zu Kai, had threatened
            the Party’s absolute authority over the nation. Once his coup was quietly quashed, China’s shaken civilian autocrats had tightened
            their control over the armed forces. Purges disguised as anti-corruption campaigns had systematically eliminated a whole generation
            of senior officers tainted by what was labeled “inappropriate interest in politics.”
         

         
         The younger generals and admirals who survived were only too aware that their careers, and even their very lives, now rested
            entirely in the hands of China’s new leader—President Li Jun. He was younger, better educated, and far more ruthless than
            his aging and ill predecessor, Zhou Qiang. Zhou’s hold on the Party had weakened steadily in the wake of the attempted military
            coup and his abject kowtowing to Russia’s now-dead leader, Gennadiy Gryzlov, during yet another confrontation with the United
            States. Last year’s orbital battles between Russia’s Mars One space station and America’s revolutionary spaceplanes had struck
            the final blow. Confronted by the shattering realization that both Russia and America had leapfrogged China in critical areas of military space technology, a cadre of Party leaders organized
            by Li had shunted Zhou aside—sending him into retirement in permanent, guarded seclusion.
         

         
         A skilled political infighter with a thorough grounding in the technologies of the future, Li Jun kept himself fit and trim.
            He moved with the athletic grace of a man in peak physical condition and perfect health, ostentatiously refraining from the
            “Western vices” of alcohol and tobacco. Part of this was from personal conviction. More of it was the result of pure, cold-blooded
            political calculation. Zhou’s growing illness had been the catalyst for his ouster, eventually persuading the Party’s top
            echelons that the old man was too feeble to threaten them. Li Jun had no intention of sending any similar signals of weakness.
            In the fiercely competitive and sometimes deadly sphere of China’s internal politics, it was essential that he remain the
            apex predator.
         

         
         With that in mind, Li studied the others seated around the long rectangular table. Most of them were relatively new to their
            posts, handpicked by him for their loyalty, competence, and eagerness to pursue innovative weapons, strategies, and tactics.
            One by one they met his gaze and nodded. If any of them had doubts about what he planned, those doubts were well hidden.
         

         
         Satisfied, Li turned to Admiral Cao. “The Americans have ignored our repeated warnings?”

         
         “Yes, Comrade President,” the stocky naval officer said. “Their ships are still continuing on course into our territorial
            waters.”
         

         
         Li shook his head in mock dismay. “Most unfortunate.”

         
         He turned to a middle-aged army officer farther down the table. General Chen Haifeng headed the Strategic Support Force—an
            organization that combined the PLA’s military space, cyberwar, electronic warfare, and psychological warfare capabilities
            in one unified command. “Are your satellites in position, General?”
         

         
         “They are, Comrade President,” Chen said calmly. He activated a control on the table in front of him. Immediately, high-definition
            screens around the room lit up, showing the sunlit surface of the South China Sea as seen from orbit. At the touch of another
            control, the view zoomed in—focusing tightly on the two U.S. Navy destroyers as they steamed northward. “This is a live feed
            from one of our Jian Bing 9 optical naval reconnaissance satellites. We are also receiving good data from a synthetic aperture
            radar satellite in the JB-7 constellation. And three of our JB-8 electronic intelligence satellites have successfully triangulated
            the radio signals and radar emissions emanating from those enemy warships.”
         

         
         Li nodded in satisfaction. Between the tracking data streaming down from China’s space-based sensors and that acquired by
            ground- and sea-based radars in the Paracel Islands, his forces now knew, to within a meter or so, precisely where those American
            ships were at any given moment. They were like flies trapped in an invisible electromagnetic web. “What is the current position
            of the armed American space station?”
         

         
         “Eagle Station is currently crossing over South America on its way toward Europe,” Chen answered. “For the next fifty minutes,
            it will be beyond our visual and radar horizon—unable to intervene with its plasma rail gun.”
         

         
         “What excellent timing . . . for us,” Li commented dryly.

         
         There were answering smiles from almost everyone else in the room. Only the high-ranking foreigner the president had specially
            invited to witness today’s “weapons test” looked unamused. In fact, the man’s broad Slavic face appeared frozen, almost as
            though it were carved out of ice. Hardly surprising, Li thought.
         

         
         Marshal Mikhail Ivanovich Leonov had been the mastermind behind the creation of the Mars One space station, its powerful satellite-
            and spacecraft-killing Thunder plasma weapon, and the breakthrough small fusion generator that powered both of them. Their
            capture by the Americans had been a disaster for Russia—a disaster magnified when a missile fired from Mars One, either accidentally
            or deliberately, obliterated the center of the Kremlin . . . killing Russia’s charismatic, though increasingly unhinged, leader,
            Gennadiy Gryzlov. Although Leonov himself had emerged unscathed from the political chaos that followed, the reminder that
            his prized weapons were in enemy hands could not be pleasant.
         

         
         Li dismissed the new Russian defense minister’s irritation from his mind. For too long, Moscow had taken China for granted,
            despite the fact that its economy was four times larger and its population almost ten times bigger. If nothing else, what
            was about to take place in the South China Sea should prove that Beijing was still a power to be reckoned with—whether as
            an ally . . . or an enemy.
         

         
         He turned to the chief of the PLA’s Rocket Force. “Are you ready to carry out our planned missile readiness exercise and flight
            test?”
         

         
         Lieutenant General Tao Shidi nodded. For the first time in decades, some of the advanced weapons he had spent his career developing
            were about to see action in earnest. “Yes, Comrade President,” he confirmed. His raspy voice betrayed the faintest hint of
            excitement. “My launch crews are prepared. They have received the updated targeting data supplied by General Chen’s satellites.”
         

         
         “Very well,” Li said flatly. “You have my authorization to fire.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Scion Special Action Unit, Aboard USS McCampbell

            That Same Time

         

         Brad McLanahan stiffened as his central display lit up with a series of red-boxed alerts and then a digital map of China and
            the South China Sea overlaid with projected missile tracks. “Well, shit. We were right,” he muttered. He turned his head toward
            Nadia and Vasey. “We’ve got a flash launch warning from Space Command at Cheyenne Mountain.”
         

         
         “Through SBIRS?” Nadia asked.

         
         He nodded. SBIRS, the Space-Based Infrared System, was a network of five missile launch and tracking satellites positioned
            more than twenty-two thousand miles above the earth in geosynchronous orbit. From the Mars One space station in low Earth
            orbit, Russia’s plasma rail gun hadn’t had the range to hit them, so they were some of the few surviving U.S. military spy
            satellites. That was fortunate since the SBIRS network was a key component in the U.S. early warning system—with sensors able
            to detect significant heat signatures like rocket launches, large explosions, major wildfires, and even plane crashes anywhere
            around the globe.
         

         
         Without waiting any longer, Brad opened his connection to the destroyer’s bridge. “Captain, this is McLanahan. Space Command
            confirms four separate PRC launches. Missiles are evaluated as DF-26s and they’re heading our way. Estimated time to impact
            is five minutes, thirty seconds.”
         

         
         “Very well,” Dvorsky said. Her voice sounded tight. China’s intermediate-range DF-26 ballistic missiles were ship killers,
            capable of carrying nuclear or conventional warheads with enormous striking power. Intelligence reports she’d read claimed
            they couldn’t score hits against warships smaller than aircraft carriers. But those claims were a lot less comforting with
            real missiles racing toward her two destroyers at fifteen thousand miles per hour. “Should we take evasive action?”
         

         
         “No, ma’am,” Brad replied. “Recommend you hold this course and speed. We’ve got this.” He muted the connection again and crossed
            his fingers below his console. “At least I hope so.”
         

         
         Nadia smiled at him. “Have a little faith. Everything is proceeding as we have foreseen.” She pushed a com icon on her own
            central display. “Shadow Two-Nine Bravo, this is Bait Eight-Five. Four DF-26 IRBMs inbound to this location. You are up and
            at bat.”
         

         
          

         
            Shadow Two-Nine Bravo, over the South China Sea

            That Same Time

         

         Two hundred nautical miles southeast of the Paracel Islands, a large, black blended-wing aircraft rolled into a slow turn
            toward the northwest. To a layman’s eye, it looked a lot like a bigger version of the SR-71 Blackbird, only with four huge
            engines mounted below its highly swept delta wing instead of two, and a fifth engine atop its aft fuselage. In order to avoid
            detection by China’s air search radars, the Scion-operated S-29B Shadow spaceplane had been flying a fuel-conserving racetrack
            pattern at low altitude, a little more than five hundred feet above the sea.
         

         
         “. . . You are up and at bat.”

         
         “Copy that, Bait Eight-Five. We’re heading out now,” Hunter “Boomer” Noble promised. He glanced quickly across the cockpit
            at his copilot. “Good grief. Now Brad’s got Nadia—Nadia ‘I can break you in half with my little finger’ Rozek!—using baseball
            jargon?”
         

         
         Liz Gallagher, a former U.S. Air Force lieutenant colonel and B-2 bomber pilot, smiled back at him. “Fair’s fair, Boomer.
            McLanahan’s picked up a bunch of Polish swearwords from her, right?”
         

         
         “Well, yeah,” Boomer allowed absently, refocusing his attention on his head-up display. As the steering cue provided by their
            navigation system slid right and then stabilized, his gloved left hand tweaked a sidestick controller a scooch, bringing the
            big spaceplane out of its slow right bank. His right hand settled on a bank of engine throttles set in the center console
            between the S-29B’s two forward seats. “Are we configured for supersonic flight?”
         

         
         “All checklists are complete,” Gallagher said, watching her displays closely. The spaceplane’s advanced computers had just
            finished running through their automated programs. A slew of graphic indicators flashed green and stayed lit. “All engines
            and other systems are go.”
         

         
         “Roger that,” Boomer said. He keyed the intercom to the aft cabin, where the S-29’s three other crewmen—a data-link specialist,
            offensive systems officer, and defensive systems officer—sat at their stations. “Buckle up, boys and girls. And stand by on
            all weapons and sensors. This mission just went hot.”
         

         
         As terse acknowledgments flooded through his headset, he advanced all five throttles. Instantly, the growling roar of the
            S-29’s LPDRS (Laser Pulse Detonation Rocket System) triple-hybrid engines deepened. These remarkable “leopard” engines could
            transform from air-breathing supersonic turbofans to hypersonic scramjets to reusable rockets, and they were powerful enough
            to send the Shadow into Earth orbit.
         

         
         Pressed into his seat by rapid acceleration, Hunter Noble gently pulled back on his stick. Climbing higher, the big black
            spaceplane streaked northwest at ever-increasing speed.
         

         
          

         
            Aboard USS McCampbell

            A Short Time Later

         

         “Bridge, Combat, new tracking data received from SBIRS. All four warheads have separated from their boost vehicles. Speed
            now Mach twenty. Estimated time to impact one hundred twenty seconds.”
         

         
         “Combat, Bridge. Very well.” Commander Amanda Dvorsky stood motionless, fighting down the useless urge to rush out onto the
            bridge wing and stare up into the clear blue sky. Those incoming DF-26 warheads were still close to five hundred nautical
            miles downrange and well above the atmosphere. And for all the good the surface-to-air missiles nestled in McCampbell and Mustin’s vertical launch tubes could do right now, those Chinese warheads might as well have been on the moon. Her two destroyers
            were armed with shorter-ranged and slower SM-2 Standard Missiles, not the upgraded, antiballistic missile-capable SM-3s deployed
            aboard newer Arleigh Burke destroyers and Ticonderoga-class cruisers.
         

         
         Another call from the Combat Information Center blared over the speakers. “Bridge, Combat! Friendly air contact bearing one-six-five
            degrees at angels three. Speed is Mach three and increasing. Positive IFF. Range sixty-four nautical miles and closing.”
         

         
         Dvorsky nodded. That must be the mystery aircraft the Scion special action unit had said was on its way. Whatever it was,
            it was moving like a bat out of hell for a manned aircraft . . . but even Mach three, nearly two thousand knots, was still
            as slow as an arthritic tortoise compared to the speed of those incoming missiles. “Combat, Bridge, understood. Weapons tight,
            acknowledge.”
         

         
         “Bridge, Combat, weapons tight, aye,” the CIC repeated. The apprehension in his voice was real and apparent to everyone on
            the circuit.
         

         
         “Get me Mustin,” she told the boatswain’s mate, took the handset he offered, and issued the same order. With that Scion aircraft moving into
            their engagement zone, she didn’t want to risk a “blue-on-blue” friendly fire incident.
         

         
         “McCampbell, this is Mustin, weapons tight, aye,” she heard Mike Hayward, her fellow destroyer captain, confirm.
         

         
         One side of Dvorsky’s mouth twitched upward for just a fraction of a second. She could almost swear that she had heard Hayward’s
            teeth grinding together over the VHF circuit. After their top secret briefing for this mission, Mustin’s commanding officer hadn’t bothered hiding his deep-seated reluctance to entrust the safety of his ship to “a bunch of fucking
            private-enterprise spooks and their crackerjack high-tech gizmos.”
         

         
         To be honest, it was a feeling she shared—only partially alleviated by the willingness of those same Scion operatives to put
            their own lives on the line. Mentally, she crossed her fingers. Right now, the lives of everyone aboard her two destroyers,
            more than 760 officers and enlisted sailors, depended entirely on a handful of civilians, some of whom weren’t even American
            citizens. That was not a situation guaranteed to make any serving U.S. military officer comfortable.
         

         
         “Bridge, Combat, we’ve got those inbound warheads on our own radar!” she heard her operations officer report urgently from
            the CIC. “Bearing three-five-four degrees. Altitude fifty-nine miles. Range is three-four-zero nautical miles. Inbounds are
            slowing a bit as they reenter the atmosphere. Time to impact now one hundred ten seconds.” There was a moment of appalled
            silence. And then, “Ma’am, those warheads are inside the upper atmosphere and maneuvering at hypersonic speeds! They’re zeroing
            in on our track.”
         

         
         Dvorsky felt her pulse kick into even higher gear as adrenaline flooded her system. She swallowed hard against the sudden
            taste of bile. All along, this was what she had feared most. Images of DF-26 IRBMs had shown four finlike control surfaces
            around their nose sections. Now it was clear those weren’t just for show. Coupled with inertial guidance systems, their own
            onboard radars, and data links to China’s reconnaissance satellites, the four enemy warheads headed her way were far more
            accurate than earlier U.S. intelligence analysis had suggested. Instead of a CEP, circular error probable, measured in hundreds
            of feet—making a miss against a smaller moving target like a destroyer far more likely than a hit—the DF-26s were true precision
            weapons.
         

         
         Which meant that she and everyone else aboard the USS McCampbell and USS Mustin were probably well and truly screwed . . . unless the Scion team’s equipment worked as advertised. Those warheads were coming
            in much too fast for her SM-2 missiles to successfully engage. Nor was last-second, evasive maneuvering likely to save her
            ships. With the kinetic energy imparted by such high speeds and a blast effect of up to four thousand pounds of high explosive,
            four times the amount carried by a Tomahawk cruise missile, even a near-miss could easily rip one of her destroyers in half.
         

         
          

         
            Scion Special Action Unit

            That Same Time

         

         “Warning. Warning. Time to impact is forty seconds,” the threat analysis computer reported without emotion.
         

         
         Brad McLanahan forced himself to ignore its persistent alerts. Right now, his task was to make sure his sensors captured every
            possible piece of data on those incoming DF-26 warheads for later analysis by Scion and Sky Masters technical experts. Since
            this was the first time China’s most advanced ship-killing ballistic missiles had been fired in earnest, his team was being
            handed a golden opportunity to ferret out their real operational characteristics under combat conditions.
         

         
         Yeah, it’s all good right up to the point we screw up, his subconscious nagged. “Not going to let that happen,” he muttered to himself.
         

         
         “Thirty seconds. Two warheads targeted on McCampbell. Two aimed at Mustin,” the computer said. “Closing speed now Mach ten. Range fifty-five nautical miles. Altitude one hundred thousand feet.”

         
         Four windows blinked open on his right-hand multifunction display. The long-range automated cameras they’d mounted at various
            points on the destroyer’s superstructure had zoomed in on the enemy warheads as they slashed through the sky. At this distance
            and altitude, they were only visible as wavering orange blobs superheated by friction as they ripped deeper into the atmosphere.
            Streamers of ionized gas curled behind them.
         

         
         Brad whistled under his breath. “Jesus, those things must be pulling twenty-plus G’s when they maneuver.”

         
         “Excellent engineering,” Nadia agreed coolly from beside him. From her tone, she could have been commenting on the weather.
            But then he felt her warm hand slide into his. “I am crossing my fingers now, too, Brad.”
         

         
         “Trzymam kciuki,” he echoed, using the Polish equivalent of the English idiom for good luck. Smooth move, McLanahan, he told himself. Find
            the woman of your dreams, persuade her to marry you, and then haul her into deadly danger. Even knowing that she would never
            have stood for being left out of this operation didn’t make that seem any smarter.
         

         
         Their threat computer broke in again. “Ten seconds to impact. Range eighteen nautical miles.”

         
         Okay, Boomer, now would be a really good time to show up, Brad thought, feeling his stomach muscles tighten. This was suddenly a binary equation. Either their
            plan worked perfectly . . . or they were dead.
         

         
          

         
            Shadow Two-Nine Bravo

            That Same Time

         

         Through the spaceplane’s forward cockpit canopy, Hunter Noble saw the two U.S. Navy destroyers, haze gray against the brilliant
            blue sea, transform from distant, indistinct blurred shapes to close-up, razor-sharp silhouettes bristling with weapons and
            antennas. And then they were gone, vanishing far astern as the S-29B flashed overhead at more than three thousand miles per
            hour.
         

         
         High above them, he spotted four glowing specks of light ripping south across the sky with incredible speed.

         
         “Emitters locked on!” Paul Jacobs, the Shadow’s defensive systems officer, shouted over the intercom. “Firing!”

         
         Weirdly, there was no sound over the roar of their engines. No added vibration. No evidence aboard the spaceplane that anything
            had just happened.
         

         
         But instantly all four DF-26 warheads veered off course, corkscrewing wildly across the sky in widening spirals until they
            slammed headlong into the sea miles away from the American warships. Huge geysers of churning foam and superheated steam erupted
            from the center of each impact point, rising hundreds of feet into the air before plunging harmlessly back down into the roiled
            waters.
         

         
         “Nailed ’em!” Boomer heard Jacobs crow.

         
         The Chinese weapons had just been zapped by the S-29B’s four retractable microwave emitter pods—two set near its wing tips,
            one atop the forward fuselage, and one mounted under the aft fuselage. Operating autonomously, in an engagement that lasted
            only milliseconds, the Shadow’s defensive systems had sent directed bursts of high-energy microwaves sleeting through the
            DF-26 warheads, frying their electronics and flight controls, and sending them tumbling out of control.
         

         
         “Good kills, Paul!” Boomer confirmed. Smiling now, he keyed his mike. “Bait Eight-Five, this is Shadow Two-Nine Bravo. Splash
            four. Repeat, splash four.”
         

         
         “Copy that, Shadow,” Nadia Rozek replied. Her voice sounded only slightly strained. “Well done.”

         
         Boomer’s smile widened. “All part of the service package, Eight-Five. Need anything else today?”

         
         “Negative, Shadow,” she said. “We will take it from here.”

         
         “Roger, Eight-Five,” Boomer acknowledged. “See you back home in a few days.” He tugged his stick slightly to the right, rolling
            the big spaceplane into a shallow, curving turn around to the east. Then, climbing steeply, the S-29B streaked away—heading
            for the upper reaches of the stratosphere, where its engines could transition to scramjet mode and kick it to full hypersonic
            speed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         
            PLA Navy Command Post, Yŏngxīng Dăo (Eternal Prosperity Island)
            

            That Same Time

         

         Navy Captain Commandant Yang Zhi glared at the pictures transmitted by his Silver Eagle drone. The two American warships steamed
            on unscathed, still heading north as though nothing had happened. The waves emanating from each DF-26 warhead’s distant impact
            point rippled past those ships without doing more than rocking them a few degrees from side to side.
         

         
         His secure phone buzzed. “Yang here.” He straightened up to his full height as he listened to the staccato orders barked out
            from Beijing. When the furious voice fell silent, he nodded rapidly. “Yes, Comrade Admiral. It will be done!”
         

         
         Yang hung up and turned to his chief of staff. “That was Admiral Cao. This American interference with our missile test was
            a hostile act. We are authorized to engage and sink those destroyers without further warning.” He eyed the other man. “Your
            recommendation?”
         

         
         Liu’s brow furrowed in thought, but only for a moment. “I recommend that we attack using our YJ-62 anti-ship cruise missiles,
            Comrade Captain,” he said confidently. “The Americans are only twenty kilometers offshore. That is practically point-blank
            range for our weapons. By the time the enemy detects our missiles in flight, their close-in defenses, jammers, and decoys
            will have little or no time to react.”
         

         
         Yang nodded. Liu’s thoughts matched his own. His island garrison had two full batteries of YJ-62 missiles—each equipped with
            four launch vehicles carrying three missiles. Attacking each enemy destroyer with a full salvo of twelve sea-skimming missiles
            should guarantee at least three or four hits, and probably more. And each of those cruise missiles carried a 210-kilogram,
            semi-armor-piercing warhead. Even a single hit could send an Arleigh Burke–class vessel straight to the bottom . . . or leave it a burning cripple that could easily be finished off later.
         

         
         His teeth flashed in a quick predatory smile. “Let it be so, Commander. Order both coastal defense batteries to open fire
            at once. We’ll hit the Americans before they finish congratulating themselves on avoiding our last attack.”
         

         
          

         
            Scion Special Action Unit, Aboard USS McCampbell

            That Same Time

         

         “Warning. Emissions from the enemy’s land-based Type 366 radars indicate transition to fire control mode,” Brad McLanahan’s threat analysis computer announced.
         

         
         He frowned. “These bastards aren’t giving up.”

         
         “Would you?” Nadia Rozek asked.

         
         “Probably not,” he admitted. “Okay, it’s showtime. Cue SPEAR.”

         
         Nadia’s fingers danced across her touch-screen displays as she brought their ALQ-293 Self-Protection Electronically Agile
            Reaction system online. Like most of their advanced equipment, including the S-29 Shadow spaceplane, SPEAR was the product
            of Sky Masters Aerospace—easily the world’s most innovative aviation, electronics, and weapons design company. When it was
            active, SPEAR transmitted precisely tailored signals on the same frequencies used by enemy radars. Altering the timing of
            the pulses sent back to those radars enabled the system to trick them into believing their targets were somewhere else entirely.
            And for this mission, Sky Masters technicians had integrated SPEAR with McCampbell’s incredibly powerful AN/SPY-1 phased-array radar—massively increasing both its speed and accuracy and the range of frequencies
            it could cover.
         

         
         Her eyes widened in delight as she realized the full range of capabilities now at her fingertips. Operating the basic SPEAR
            system was like being a highly gifted musical soloist as she single-handedly fought for the attention of an audience. But
            this merger with the destroyer’s enormous radar was like conducting an entire symphony orchestra made up of the world’s finest
            musicians—effortlessly wrapping thousands of listeners in an intricate cocoon of sound and rhythm.
         

         
         Within seconds, Nadia effectively controlled every military-grade Chinese radar on Woody Island. None of their surface search
            or fire control radars showed an accurate position for the two American ships. And not one of the garrison’s air search radars
            could offer a clear picture of the airspace anywhere within a hundred nautical miles. They were all dazzled by hundreds of
            false contacts moving along random courses on dozens of different bearings.
         

         
         She turned toward Brad with an exultant expression. “SPEAR is active. The enemy radars are completely blind. They cannot provide
            correct targeting data to any of their missile launchers or antiaircraft batteries.”
         

         
         “Nice work!” Brad felt his own eagerness for battle rising. He’d hated just sitting helpless while those damned Chinese ballistic
            missiles plunged down out of space toward their slow-moving ship. Now it was their turn to hit back. He looked at Vasey. “All
            right, it’s your turn, Constable. Go ahead and slip the leash on our Ghost Wolves.”
         

         
         The Englishman nodded, with his own fingers already blurring across his interactive displays. “Attack parameters laid in.
            Flight systems are nominal.” He tapped a final icon with deep satisfaction. “Autonomous programs engaged. The Wolves are on
            the hunt.”
         

         
          

         
            Ghost Wolf Force, over the South China Sea

            That Same Time

         

         Twenty miles south of the two U.S. Navy destroyers, a group of six black flying-wing aircraft orbited in a tight circle barely
            one hundred feet above the surface of the ocean. Abruptly, one by one, they broke out of the circle and darted north toward
            Woody Island at more than five hundred knots—accompanied by the shrill howl of wing-buried turbofan engines going to full
            military power.
         

         
         All six aircraft were covered in a special radar-absorbent coating that sucked up most of the electromagnetic energy from
            radar waves and shunted it off as heat. No windows or cockpit canopies broke their smooth lines. On radar, the entire group
            would have shown up as nothing more than a small flock of seagulls.
         

         
         These were Sky Masters–designed MQ-77 Ghost Wolf combat drones, unmanned aircraft flown entirely by remote control or under
            the guidance of their own sophisticated onboard computers. They were a larger and more expensive evolutionary variant of an
            earlier Sky Masters model—the MQ-55 Coyote—which had proved itself many times over in combat service with the Iron Wolf Squadron
            against the Russians. Significantly harder to detect, faster, more maneuverable, and with a larger weapons payload than their
            predecessors, the MQ-77 Ghost Wolves were designed to fly and fight on their own, or in tandem with manned modern jet fighters
            like the F/A-18 Hornet, F-22 Raptor, and F-35 Lightning II.
         

         
         Just four minutes after receiving their attack orders from Peter Vasey, the first Ghost Wolf drones screamed in low toward
            the tiny island. Aboard each batwing-shaped aircraft, bay doors whined open. Dozens of small, tear-shaped bombs rippled out
            and fell toward the earth along precisely calculated arcs.
         

         
         One by one these tiny, twenty-five-pound bombs detonated within a few yards of every PLA Navy radar, missile launcher, barracks,
            headquarters building, and hardened aircraft shelter on the island. But rather than exploding in a fiery cloud of lethal fragments,
            each device went off in a large and relatively harmless puff of white smoke. Instead of wartime munitions, each Ghost Wolf
            had just dropped a full load of BDU-33 practice bombs.
         

         
         Engines howling, the six combat drones banked away and flew back out to sea—vanishing as quickly as they had come.

         
          

         Watching through their long-range cameras from twelve miles out, Brad grinned appreciatively at the sight of dozens of smoke
            clouds rising above Woody Island’s tree-lined shores. “Man, I bet there are a ton of guys over there who just pissed their
            pants.”
         

         
         Nadia nodded more seriously. “And, I imagine, there are a great many more red faces, both on the island and elsewhere in the
            PRC.”
         

         
         To the Chinese military garrison and its masters in Beijing, the message conveyed by those drifting puffs of white smoke was
            unmistakable: if this had been a real air strike, the island’s defenses would have been obliterated by a single, unstoppable
            attack. And when it mattered most, every one of the advanced weapons and sensors the People’s Republic had spent so much time
            and money developing had proved absolutely useless.
         

         
         With the Stars and Stripes streaming proudly from their radar masts, USS McCampbell and USS Mustin paraded slowly past Woody Island.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five

         
         
            Command Center, Central Military Commission of the People’s Republic of China, Beijing

            That Same Time

         

         For a long, painful moment, a shocked and dangerous silence pervaded the underground command center. No one had expected the
            two U.S. Navy destroyers—which were not even the most advanced of their type—to so easily swat away China’s “accidental” ballistic
            missile attack. No one had foreseen the sudden intervention by the enemy’s hypersonic-capable spaceplane as it struck like
            a lightning bolt sizzling down out of a clear, cloudless sky. Nor had anyone anticipated the overwhelming counterstroke launched
            against the island’s defenses by a previously undetected group of stealth attack aircraft. At every turn, the Americans had
            defeated them with contemptuous ease.
         

         
         As the silence lengthened, none of the assembled PLA officers and high-ranking Party officials dared look at their nation’s
            new president. Li Jun’s loss of face was staggering, especially since this catastrophe had occurred under the cold gaze of
            his invited foreign guest, Marshal of the Russian Federation Mikhail Ivanovich Leonov.
         

         
         At last, Li made a single, curt gesture. “Get out. All of you. Now.”
         

         
         His subordinates obeyed, quickly and quietly filing out of the room. But as Leonov started to push his own chair back from
            the table, China’s president held up a hand. “A moment, if you please, Comrade Marshal.”
         

         
         With a polite nod, the Russian sat back down.

         
         When they were alone, Li sighed and took off his wire-frame glasses. Closing his eyes, he pinched the bridge of his nose hard,
            and then put his glasses back on. Wearily, he looked at Leonov. “I suppose I should have listened to your earlier warnings
            about the effectiveness of these new American weapons—their spaceplanes, manned combat robots, remote-piloted attack drones,
            and all the rest.”
         

         
         Leonov shrugged. “In your place, I would have done the same, Comrade President. Secondhand reports are never particularly
            persuasive. Seeing these war machines in action, however, is . . .” He let his voice trail off suggestively.
         

         
         “Remarkably unnerving,” Li agreed sourly.

         
         Leonov only nodded. He knew how important it was not to rub the other man’s face in this failure. After all, Russia had suffered
            its own embarrassing defeats in recent confrontations with the United States and its Polish ally—defeats made even more painful
            because they had been primarily inflicted by a private military company, Scion, and its Iron Wolf Squadron. Now it was China’s
            turn to suffer humiliation at the hands of these technologically advanced mercenaries.
         

         
         It was a matter of bitter irony for both men that English was the only language they had in common. Like that of most middle-aged
            and younger Chinese technocrats, Li Jun’s education had focused on America, rather than on the crumbling Soviet Union and
            its successor state, the Russian Federation. For similar reasons, his Russian counterpart’s early training as a fighter pilot
            and cosmonaut had encouraged him to learn the language of his nation’s most dangerous adversary.
         

         
         “It is not pleasant to see an enemy grow so strong,” Li Jun said finally.

         
         “No, it is not.” Leonov nodded toward the display screens around the room, which still showed satellite images of the two
            U.S. warships steaming on unmolested across a now-empty sea. “If nothing else, this unfortunate incident demonstrates that
            America, particularly under its current political leadership, possesses a significant military edge. One that would make it
            difficult for either your country or mine to prevail in any purely earthbound conventional conflict.”
         

         
         “A situation that Russia’s own meddling helped create,” Li reminded him tartly.

         
         “True,” Leonov admitted. “Former president Gryzlov was not always the wisest of men.”

         
         Now there was an understatement, he thought grimly. Nearly two years before, Gennadiy Gryzlov had struck against the United States
            with his own mercenary force. Using Russia’s own war robots, reverse-engineered from captured enemy equipment, these troops
            had smashed American military bases, aircraft factories, and research facilities. The then-American president, Stacy Anne
            Barbeau, had dithered in the face of this crisis, unwilling to admit her country might be under attack by a hostile power,
            rather than by stateless terrorists. But then Gryzlov had gone too far. Hoping to spark a political crisis that would consume
            the United States for years to come, he’d ordered his war robots to assassinate Barbeau’s opponent in the upcoming presidential
            election, Texas governor John Dalton Farrell.
         

         
         They had failed. Gryzlov’s mercenaries had been defeated in a bloody battle by a small covert force sent by Poland and Scion’s
            Iron Wolf Squadron. With Russia’s guilt laid bare before a furious American public, the ensuing political firestorm had cost
            Barbeau the election and carried Farrell into the White House.
         

         
         Since then, the new American president had strengthened the alliances Barbeau’s ineptitude and isolationism had weakened.
            Worse, from Leonov’s perspective, he had insisted that the U.S. military embrace the revolutionary new weapons technologies
            and tactics pioneered by Scion and Sky Masters. Slowly at first, and then faster, America’s defense establishment had begun
            to shake off the torpor and stale thinking of recent years.
         

         
         Faced with this mess of his own making, Gennadiy Gryzlov had rolled the dice again—ordering Russia’s top secret Mars One armed
            space station rushed into orbit to destroy America’s military satellites and seize control of the high ground—outer space
            itself—before the United States could react. In Leonov’s judgment, this action had been woefully premature. He had been proved
            right when Scion-flown spaceplanes and combat machines successfully stormed and captured Mars One, along with all its highly
            advanced weapons and fusion power system.
         

         
         Only Gryzlov’s death in the ruins of the Kremlin—shattered by a Russian-made Rapira ground attack missile fired from Mars
            One as it orbited over Europe—had saved Leonov himself from being arrested and summarily executed as a scapegoat for this
            latest fiasco. The attack had made Russia’s unstable leader a martyr, yet another victim of America’s brutal Scion mercenaries.
         

         
         Leonov hid a thin smile. Only a handful of others in Russia knew that he was the one who’d actually launched the Rapira, using secret fail-safe protocols built into the space station at his insistence. Years of watching Gryzlov use and then brutally
            discard competent officers he blamed for his own errors had taught Leonov the importance of striking first. On the outside,
            like most of his countrymen, he mourned the loss of Russia’s charismatic president. On the inside, he reveled in his newfound
            freedom to restore his country’s fortunes and military greatness.
         

         
         This secret visit to the People’s Republic of China was a vital step toward achieving those ends. Events had shown that Russia,
            by itself, could not defeat the United States. So a renewed and strengthened alliance with Beijing was imperative.
         

         
         Coolly, Leonov looked across the table at the Chinese president. “No matter what may have sparked the Americans’ current quest
            for absolute military supremacy, neither of our two great nations can allow them to succeed.”
         

         
         “Indeed not.” Li Jun’s fingers drummed lightly on the table. “But if the Americans have an overwhelming advantage in conventional
            weaponry, what other avenues lie open to us?” His mouth tightened. “A coordinated, preemptive nuclear strike . . . using both
            our strategic arsenals—”
         

         
         “Would be unthinkable,” Leonov countered bluntly. He gestured toward the display screens, where the waters of the South China
            Sea glimmered with reflected sunlight. “No matter how much damage we inflicted on America’s already-weakened ICBM and bomber
            forces, its ballistic missile submarines would survive, lurking deep beneath the earth’s oceans—ready to strike back with
            devastating force.” He shook his head. “Neither of us would profit from ruling over a handful of savages roaming across a
            radioactive wasteland.”
         

         
         The other man frowned. “Then what do you suggest?”

         
         “That we combine our technological and military resources—and our most advanced research programs—to open a new battlefield,
            a new arena of conflict,” Leonov said. “One where the Americans will have fewer advantages.”
         

         
         “And where is this new arena of yours?” Li demanded.

         
         “In space.”

         
         One of the Chinese president’s eyebrows rose. “In space? Are you serious?” he asked skeptically.

         
         Leonov nodded. “Space technology is an area where our two nations are much closer to parity with the United States. And in
            some areas, I believe we are ahead. The fact that the Americans were forced to capture my country’s new plasma weapon and
            fusion power system merely to match our own achievements proves this.”
         

         
         Li looked thoughtful at that. Russia’s breakthroughs in directed-energy weapons and fusion power were undeniably impressive.
            And the implied promise to share those amazing advances with an ally certainly made the proposal more tempting.
         

         
         “But even if that was not so, it would be a terrible mistake for us to surrender the exploitation and control of space to
            the Americans,” Leonov continued forcefully. “It would be a blunder which history would not forgive. After all, whoever controls
            outer space will inevitably dominate the world . . . both economically and militarily.”
         

         
         Slowly, Li nodded. The Russian defense minister’s belief was shared by China’s communist theoreticians, military strategists,
            and scientists. Watching him, Leonov knew he’d made his point. After a few more moments of silence, Li looked up. “I concur,
            Marshal Leonov. Such an alliance would undoubtedly be in the best interests of the People’s Republic.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Comrade President,” Leonov said sincerely.

         
         “But for the moment, I consider it essential that the details of any new military and scientific pact between our two countries
            remain a closely guarded secret.”
         

         
         “Absolutely,” Leonov agreed. He smiled coldly. “After all, what the Americans do not know, will hurt them.”
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