
        
            
                
            
        


 
   
    [image: ]

  


   
    TIPPING POINT: INVASION 

    Book VIII of Tipping Point series 

    A Novel by John O’Brien 

    Copyright © 2024 John O’Brien 

    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in review, without permission in writing from the author. You may contact the author at John@John-Obrien.com 

      

    Cover art by: J Caleb 

    http://www.jcalebdesign.com 

      

    

  


   
    Other books by John O’Brien 

    A New World Series 

    A New World: Chaos 

    A New World: Return 

    A New World: Sanctuary 

    A New World: Taken 

    A New World: Awakening 

    A New World: Dissension 

    A New World: Takedown 

    A New World: Conspiracy 

    A New World: Reckoning 

    A New World: Storm 

    Companion Books 

    A New World: Untold Stories 

    A New World: Untold Stories II 

    The Third Wave: Eidolon 

    

  


  
   Ares Virus 

    Ares Virus: Arctic Storm 

    Ares Virus: White Horse 

    Ares Virus: Phoenix Rising 

    Red Team 

    Red Team: Strigoi 

    Red Team: Lycan 

    Red Team: Cartel Part One 

    Red Team: Cartel Part Two 

    A Shrouded World 

    A Shrouded World: Whistlers 

    A Shrouded World: Atlantis 

    A Shrouded World: Convergence 

    A Shrouded World: Valhalla 

    A Shrouded World: Asabron 

    A Shrouded World: Bitfrost 

    A Shrouded World: Hvergelmir 

    A Shrouded World: Asgard 

    

  


   
    Lifting the Veil 

    Lifting the Veil: Fallen 

    Lifting the Veil: Winter 

    Lifting the Veil: Emergence 

    Lifting the Veil: Risen 

    Tipping Point 

    Tipping Point: Opening Shots 

    Tipping Point: Escalation 

    Tipping Point: OPLAN 5015 

    Tipping Point: Penghu 

    Tipping Point: Korea 

    Tipping Point: The Fifth Tunnel 

    Tipping Point: The Crossing 

    Tipping Point: Invasion 

    

  


   
    Author’s Note 

    So, here we are eight books into the series. First, I want to thank you for all your support. It means so much to me that the story is being enjoyed, and all the previous series. I know I’ve mentioned this a few times, but this is far more than I expected when I first started writing. I like telling stories and am glad you are reading and listening to them. 

    I had opted to take a slightly different approach with the last book, The Crossing. Rather than having another overarching strategy book, I chose to detail some of the scenes and take a deeper dive into individual stories. I wanted to engage in a little close-up carnage for a while. I just as for your indulgence as I do some of the same in parts of this book. Not to worry, the strategy will return. 

    Writing is not an easy process. There are ups and downs emotionally, and times when a storyteller second guesses his or her ability. That was the case with the last book, and this one to some degree. I dove down into the carnage to make the scenes more visceral. My reasoning is that when the story is told from a larger perspective, those scenes will come to mind with what is happening on the ground, in the air, or on the sea; that they become part of the higher level descriptions as well. It was also meant to illustrate the war on a more personal level from a multitude of perspectives, not as character development. Maybe I failed in this endeavor, or perhaps not. 

    On a completely different tangent, I was reminded of a personal story while writing one of the scenes in this book. I thought I’d share it with you. 

    So, I was flying a T-38 to some airfield in Texas. I don’t remember which one. The weather was pretty cruddy with a ceiling close to mins, meaning about three hundred feet. I had asked for a received a PAR. This is a precision approach using radar guidance and radio directions from the approach controller. This is a military only precision approach to a runway in which the controller gives course and glide path guidance rather than the pilot using onboard instrumentation. 

    The controller will tell the pilot, “Going left of course,” “Going farther left of course,” “Proceeding back to course,” “On course,” “On glidepath,” “Going above glidepath.” You get the idea. The pilot, myself in this instance, will maneuver accordingly, making small corrections until back on course and glidepath. It’s a continuous series of instructions without the pilot responding, only reacting. 

    So, I was flying down this approach. The controller had told me that he had radar contact and proceeded to give instructions. I was backing this up with instruments set to the ILS for the runway I was approaching. He was telling me that I was, “On course, On glidepath.” That was NOT what my instruments were telling me. 

    I thought I had set up the wrong approach and checked, but I had my hands full listening to the controller and flying down this approach at nearly two hundred knots. I was thinking my instruments were really messed up or I had seriously dialed in the wrong frequency. 

    I was told that I was going left of course, so nudged the aircraft heading to the right. “Going farther left of course.” So I made a larger correct to the right. “Going farther left of course.” 

    What kind of winds am I dealing with up here? I thought, turning farther to the right. 

    I then received word that I was on course and continued down. Near the bottom of the clouds, I caught glimpses of the ground below. I was about to break out of this weather, see the runway off my nose, and land. 

    “On course, On glidepath.” 

    Whatever winds I had been dealing with had apparently calmed and I was able to keep the 38 flying down a precision path to the runway. 

    I broke out of the clouds only to see farmland in every direction. Normally during bad weather, the runway and approach lights would be lit. Nope. I saw nothing of the sort. 

    “Approaching mins. Runway should be at your twelve o’clock, one mile.” 

    Again, big nope there. There was only a patchwork of fenced-in ranches and a scattering of farm houses. Sometimes the runway environment can be difficult to see, so I strained hard, searching for this elusive runway. Still nothing. 

    All the while I was still descending at speed toward the ground. 

    “Negative on the runway,” I radioed, now looking to the left and right. 

    “It should be right off your nose,” the controller stated. 

    This was all happening rather quickly. The ground was coming up fast. No runway. I again radioed that I did not have the runway in sight. 

    “It’s right in front of you. Tower states that they have you in sight at a half mile.” 

    I don’t see it and I’m now three hundred feet off the ground and descending. I’ve reached my mins and it’s time to make a difficult decision. Because I can’t see the runway, I’m going to have to go missed approach and come around for another one. I can’t tell you how embarrassed I was that I couldn’t find two miles of runway that should be almost right underneath me. I’d never live it down. 

    “I don’t know what they’re looking at, but I don’t think it’s me,” I radio. 

    I nudge the throttles up and at least level off in case the runway should suddenly materialize out of the ether. I have only a few seconds before I’m going to declare a missed approach. I hear nothing from approach control. It’s gone completely silent. 

    I have to mention that I’m flying at a forty-five-degree angle to the runway heading and know that something has gone horrible wrong. Either my instrumentation has taken a dump, or the radar has somehow shown me to be in a location that I’m not. Now, there are some of you who will question my judgement at this point in time, but I was a relatively young pilot at this time and young pilots are prone to questioning their abilities at times. Plus, the approach controller had told me that they had radar contact, which told me that they knew exactly where I was. 

    “State your type of aircraft,” a call finally comes through. 

    “T-38,” I reply. 

    “Conduct a missed approach immediately,” the radio blares, with a sense of urgency that carries through to my hands. 

    I punch the throttles up and climb back into the clouds. The problem now is, how do you follow missed approach instructions when you’re not at the airfield. Those are given to avoid terrain and obstacle clearance around the airport and, well, I’m not there. 

    At any rate, the controller gives me an altitude and vectors to the airfield. I was asked to “ident” which is a way of showing up brighter on the radar screen. 

    “Radar contact,” he radios, giving me my position. 

    Yeah, I’ve heard that before. I had been twenty miles east of the airfield, flying an extremely wonky approach down to where several cows were anxiously watching my landing lights grow brighter. 

    “Would you like vectors for another PAR?” 

    “No thank, I’ve already had enough excitement for one day, thank you,” I replied. 

    I flew an ILS to the runway and landed. I’ll never forget breaking out of the clouds and seeing nothing but farmland, and the panicky feeling of not being able to see the runway. The panic wasn’t from fear of crashing, but from the embarrassment of not being able to find the runway. I have a ton of other wonderful stories involving controllers. Now, I have the highest regard for controllers as they’ve also pulled my ass out of the fire on numerous occasions as well. 

    I don’t list call signs here as I don’t remember what they were. There’s a scene in the book involving INS and its accuracy in military settings. When I was flying special ops 130s, we hadn’t had a GPS update to the INS system for a while. After a 17-hour flight, most of it in the weather, we flew a self-made approach to a landing site. We broke out of the weather at long last with the landing zone only twenty feet off to the side of our nose. This was years and years ago, so I can attest that the INS systems are quite accurate even after long periods of not updating. 

    Anyway, enough of a walk down memory lane. I hope you enjoy this book and next part of the story. Thank you all! 

      

    John 
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    What Went On Before 

    China pushed to become the global economic power, engaging in a trade war with the United States. At the same time, they sought to expand their empire into the South China Sea by creating manmade islands and building military bases. The territorial waters China claimed was challenged in the World Court and ruled that they had no basis for making the claims. China ignored the ruling and continued to claim the waters surrounding the Spratly Islands. It was a claim that was continually challenged by warships of the United States, who conducted FONOPs (Freedom of Navigation Operations). 

    Along with their attempts to push into a world economy, China sought to establish the Yuan as world currency. Nations balked at using the Yuan as a trading currency, thus keeping China relegated as the world’s second largest economy. Although many of the nations in Southeast Asia were swinging in China’s direction, the Chinese government sought a quicker remedy to their sluggish economic gains. The devised a virus which would run rampant throughout the world and disrupt the various economies. China’s goal was to emerge from the crisis as the number one economy. Markets fell as the highly contagious virus spread throughout the world. However, other events soon overtook China’s attempts. 

    One general was fed up with the constant intrusion of the United States into what China viewed as territorial waters. One warship was targeted, but in a procedural lapse, the defensive systems were left in automatic mode and missiles launched. The USS Preble and the USS Pinckney fought valiantly but just didn’t have enough time to fend off the sudden swarm of missiles. Hit several times, the USS Preble sank rapidly. Only twelve survived. 

    China rescued the twelve survivors and kept them hostage, claiming them as prisoners. The United States sortied their submarine fleet in case matters turned south. Fed up with China’s refusal to release the twelve sailors, United States SEALs conducted a rescue. This rescue was coordinated with a follow-on attack which levelled the island of Fiery Cross, the Chinese military installation from which the USS Preble was fired upon. In response, China devised a response along many fronts and sortied their own submarine fleet. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As part of their response to the American attack on the Chinese base on Fiery Cross Island, China fire submarine-launched cruise missiles at Anderson Air Force Base situated on Guam. Undersea battles ensued between LA-class fast-attack subs and the Chinse vessels who fired the cruise missiles and their accompanying escorts. Backed into corners and not wanting to show signs of weaknesses, both nations reinforced their presences in the South China Sea. 

    After much deliberation, the United States launched attacks against the remaining Chinese military installations located in the contested Spratley Island Chain. The destruction of those two bases prompted China to strike out against the two American aircraft carriers operating in the South China Sea, resulting in the sinking of one carrier and a cruiser. This ignited a regional war between the two superpowers, expanding into the East China and Philippine Seas. Most of the preliminary battles were conducted undersea between fast-attack submarines. 

    In the ensuing battles, the United States sank one of China's aircraft carriers while damaging a second. China damaged a second American carrier as it was departing San Diego, thus limiting the firepower that the United States could bring to the Far East. 

    Nudged by China, North Korea mobilized its forces and began a march toward the demilitarized zone separating North and South Korea. There were also signs that China was gathering an invasion fleet pointed toward Taiwan. Although the United States destroyed much of China's submarine fleet, they now found themselves facing attacks on many fronts. They urgently needed to eliminate a second surge of Chinese submarines so they could bring their carriers within striking distance. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The undersea war continued unabated as China prepares for its invasion of Taiwan. The threat from North Korea built as men and equipment were sent south to staging areas near the DMZ. Meanwhile, the United States was slowly building its forces with Guam, Japan, and Okinawa receiving a massive influx of reinforcing aircraft. 

    As tensions built in the region, Taiwan sortied its naval fleet in anticipation of China sending invasion fleets. An encounter with a Chinese nuclear fast attack submarine and Taiwan anti-submarine assets led to a rapid escalation of events. In a night filled with hostilities, fighters from both sides took to the skies. Before long, the strait separating the two nations became a warzone as cruise missiles crossed the narrow waterway. 

    Dawn arrived with Taiwan’s navy no more than pieces of twisted metal lying at the bottom of the East China Sea, and their air force decimated. However, the island’s forces were able to damage China’s ability to wage war. Cruise missiles flying out from Taiwan destroyed a number of China’s mobile launch platforms. In a mad dash north, under constant fire from China’s land-based anti-ship batteries, Taiwan’s navy managed to send volleys of missiles into the ships China was planning on using for their invasion. When morning arrived, funeral pyres dotted the countryside of both countries. 

    The next evening, China ramped up their invasion plans by initiating cruise missile attacks against Taiwan’s defenses and communications. The island was pummeled by hundreds of low-flying missiles. Having been forced back to the defensive, Taiwan waited for the invasion ships from China to arrive. 

    With North Korea ignoring warnings, the United States initiated one of their contingency plans against the secretive state. OPLAN 5015 called for a preemptive strike against the north if war seemed imminent. The resulting attacks focused on North Korea’s command and control structure, their artillery and anti-aircraft platforms, along with their ability to use weapons of mass destruction.  

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The USS Nimitz sustained damage from China’s hypersonic missile attack, forcing the United States to enlarge the Rules of Engagement. In order to preserve the carrier groups waiting in the western Pacific, the ROE scope allowed for the intercept and destruction of Chinese ballistic missiles above the nebulous sixty-thousand-foot vertical boundary. 

    The subsequent destruction of Chinese missiles pushed China into action. Amid doubts of pursuing his conquest of Taiwan, President Hao ordered the invasion to proceed. Previously undetected by western intelligence agencies, a small flotilla of ships set sail for a grouping if islands off Taiwan’s western coast. Airborne battalions boarded an armada of helicopters which stormed across the Taiwan Strait, landing at the Penghu Islands main airport. Facing the thousands of Chinese soldiers was the Penghu Defense Command, consisting of two Taiwanese battalions with attached units. 

    The main island of Penghu was quickly overrun. However, demolitions by Taiwan set back China’s timeline. The main port and airport were quickly put out of action, forcing China to alter their plans. Ensuing battles, ambushes set by the Taiwanese forces, slowed China’s takeover of the island chain. 

    China’s firepower eventually wore down the Taiwanese defenses, forcing the remains of the Penghu Defense Command into a headlong retreat. Being chased by a Chinese push to envelop the second largest island, and pinched between opposing forces, the Taiwanese commander opted to force a breakthrough. Threatened by the loss of his entire command, Colonel Wen-hsiung had no choice but to cross the long expanse of the Penghu Great Bridge. As the Chinese forces were closing in, Mother Nature intervened, closing the door to China’s push to eliminate the last of Taiwan’s defense. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As events were transpiring on Penghu Island, The Korean peninsula began heating up. OPLAN 5015, the Republic of Korea and the United States operational plan called for preemptive strikes in the event North Korea showed imminent signs of an attack south. 

    American aircraft swept over the North, effectively decimating their Air Force. Cruise missiles and long range bombers attacked the strategic infrastructure, disrupting communications and the air defense network. Also targeted were the launch and known storage facilities for North Korean weapons of mass destruction. 

    With their forces massed and poised for an attack south to reunite the two countries, North Korea waited for China to make their move against Taiwan. The hope was that China’s invasion would draw off American forces, making the drive south easier. However, the preemptive strikes by the United States set the Democratic People’s Republic of Korean forces in action. 

    Armored and mechanized columns began their march south along the few roadways leading south. General Carswell, the 8th Army Commander, opted to continue attacks against the miles long columns. In particular, the attacks focused on major river crossings where bottlenecks occurred. 

    Leading the attacks, F-16s punched holes in the air defense networks near the DMZ. Follow-on attack fighters surged across the DMZ, at first firing standoff weapons and then closing in. Streaming out of narrow valleys, A-10s swooped down onto the armored columns. Defensive fire, in the form of MANPADS and mobile radar guns, ate into the attacking Warthogs. 

    North Korea opted to send their remaining fighters aloft. The antiquated fighters, not well suited for night combat, were essentially eliminated by the F-15s flying cover. South Korean F-16s and F-35s joined in on the fray, achieving air supremacy over the battlefields by the time the sun again rose. Allied long-range artillery and loitering munitions in the form of drones also aided in the attacks, relieving some of the pressure against the American attack fighters. 

    When the American and South Korean attacks started winding down, North Korean artillery emerged from their hardened artillery sites. Punishing fire was delivered toward designated targets south of the DMZ. Of note was the chemical attacks against Seoul, Camp Humphreys, and Osan Air Base. This opened the door for escalatory measures, but the United States and South Korea opted for constraint, waiting to see if the North would continues their NBC attacks. When dawn rose, North Korean forces poured from hardened bunkers all along the DMZ. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Anger dominated the American landscape with North Korea’s usage of chemical weapons. While many clamored for a response in kind, President Winslow opted for a more moderate response for the time being. Many resources were directed to locate and destroy the North Korean long-range rocket batteries capable of firing the deadly weapons.  

    Meanwhile, artillery duels between the north and south ranged across the DMZ. The counterbattery barrages conducted by the south had a telling effect on the Northern guns. In addition, the southern allies continued to interfere with North Korea’s ability to effectively communicate. Just as the two forces were about to collide south of the DMZ, American technology hit at regimental and divisional headquarters. The carefully coordinated actions of the North Korean mechanized forces started to unravel. Fires from supporting artillery never materialized or were sporadic at best.  

    With North Korean ballistic missile launches, the mobile launchers in the various zones were attacked by American and South Korean attack fighters with telling effect. The North’s chemical weapon storage sites were located and destroyed. 

    The main ground forces of both sides collided. The southern defenses held against a multitude of northern attacks. Equipment losses and casualties on both sides were immense. Out to sea, South Korea won an impressive naval victory in the Sea of Japan, keeping North Korean submarines from interdicting supply routes from Japan to the southern ports. It was a different story in the Yellow Sea. Although South Korean managed to destroy a number of North Korean naval vessels and submarines, it wasn’t without cost. The South Korean warships had to pull back, where they could only support operations from a distance. 

    North Korean also launched an amphibious invasion toward two South Korean islands to the west of Incheon. This was to force their way onto the shores and be able to interdict southern bases and supply routes. In a fight that saw incredible losses, North Korean managed to get a foothold on Gyodong-do Island. The South Korean 1st Corps was able to beat back the attempt on Ganghwa-do Island. However, only a thin waterway separated the two. 

    As the ground forces battled it out in the west, North Korea prepared a surprise in the central mountains. Brigades were staged underground, springing forth in an attempt to catch the South Korean 2nd Corps in a trap and march behind the allied main line of resistance in the west. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Two Chinese invasion fleets departed their ports, one from the north and one from the south. Hugging the eastern shores, the convoys remain within their territorial boundaries. Taiwanese missiles launched from the island harassed the formations during their journeys toward the Taiwanese Strait. 

    Reaching a point near the shortest crossing route, these two massive flotillas turned east and made for the Taiwanese shores. Departing the twelve-mile limit, bombers and submarines from the United States unleashed swarms of anti-ship missiles. Chinese anti-air defenses rose up in reply, downing many of the hundreds of inbound weapons. Some of the American projectiles made it past the defenses and hit several Chinese destroyers and frigates. With reduced capabilities, Taiwanese missiles targeted the transport ships and managed to sink a few of the slow-moving vessels. 

    One submarine, the USS Greeneville, managed to sneak inside the perimeter during the ensuing chaos. Their torpedoes sent many other merchant ships to the bottom of the strait. China, reeling from the onslaught, sent additional warships as replacements and were able to stabilize the situation. Now poised on runways, Chinese bombers and attack fighters were ready to take off into the nights skies to deliver devastating attacks of their own. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Prologue 

    Chun Wang carefully set down his pen, making sure that it aligned with the sheet of paper he’d been writing on. It was one of his small OCD actions he’d picked up early in life. His heart rate increased minutely as he read the message he’d just finished decoding. 

    The Blue-Tailed Bee Eater breeds in April to May. Recently, eight mating pairs were observed on the fourth before dawn in the dunes of Sri Lanka. 

    To any casual observer who had access to the codes used, the message would appear innocuous, although the fact that it was coded might raise some eyebrows. To the Chinese agent, it meant the beginning of a sleepless night, and the anticipated culmination of his years’ long mission. 

    He thought back over his time in Taiwan. Eleven years ago, he’d been quietly inserted into the mainstream, securing a low-level job as an accountant. He’d worked up to middle management over the years, being extremely careful not to do too well, nor too poorly. Mediocre was his goal, and he’d achieved it with flying colors. Few at the office knew him by name, and only a scant few would even recognize him on the street. 

    Staring at the message, he wasn’t sure whether to be pleased that he was being called up, or disappointed. Even though his loyalties lay with China, he was doing well; his average life suited him. He was making far more than he could ever hope to reach with his government salary alone, and enjoying benefits he could never hope to experience in his homeland. All of that was now coming to an end. 

    He sighed. He’d known that this time would come sooner or later. In truth, he was a valuable asset, more than just an agent, having been trained in China’s special forces. During the intervening years undercover, he’d also become a reservist in the Republic of Taiwan’s Special Police Corps so he might keep up his skills. 

    Chun Wang reread the short message. Each Taiwanese location of importance had been given a name. The Blue-Tailed Bee Eater referred to the residence of the Taiwanese president, Shu-ching. April to May meant to look for the following number to signify the month. Eight breeding pairs meant August. The four following was obvious. The rest of the message referred to the details of his new mission: he and his team, scattered throughout Taipei, had been ordered to penetrate the primary residence and eliminate Shu-ching on August 4 before dawn. 

    Chun Wang was sure that other agents had been ordered to other locations in case the Taiwanese president wasn’t in her home. With the invasion close, the Chinese agent felt that it was possible that the president was secured in a situation room under the residence. However, she was more likely to be found in the Heng Shan Military Command Center. 

    In the middle of the night, with explosions reverberating throughout the city, Chun Wang doffed his nighttime clothing and pulled his reservist uniform from his closet. In moments, he was on his way through the wartime streets of Taipei to meet with the rest of his team. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With eleven other men, all of them wearing the uniforms and insignia of the Republic of China’s Special Police Corps, Chun Wang pulled up to the eastern gate in the lead Humvee of four. The small guard shack out front had one security officer with two other armed military police standing at the closed gate. It was the only entrance that hadn’t been heavily barricaded. 

    Coming to a stop just outside the gates, Chun Wang rolled down his window on the passenger side and waited for the security officer to approach. The two other armed men didn’t have their weapons pointed toward the four, lightly armored vehicles that had suddenly appeared at their doorstep, but their posture didn’t convey a relaxed attitude. 

    “We were ordered here for additional security,” Chun Wang stated as the security officer came next to the idling vehicle. 

    “I was not told of more men arriving,” the man answered. 

    He then leaned back and addressed the two, armed military men. “Hey! You guys hear of more security being dispatched?” 

    The two looked at each other and shook their heads. 

    Chun Wang handed the officer a set of orders. “As I said, we were told to go here. With all that is happening, it would not surprise me that someone forgot to call. Just tell us where you want us, and we will be out of your hair.” 

    The man took the papers and perused them. “I will have to check with my commander. Wait here.” 

    The man went into the small shack and picked up a phone. The conversation was short, the officer coming out to signal for Chun Wang and the others behind to wait. He then walked to a side entrance and stood. Soon, a small portal opened in the door and the security officer started having a conversation with someone on the other side, showing the papers Chun Wang had presented. 

    The Chinese agent worried that his papers wouldn’t see them through, and a fight would soon break out. If that happened, his hopes of accomplishing his mission would rapidly diminish. He forced himself into patience, radioing the others with him to do the same. He didn’t need to add for them to be ready in case violence broke out. 

    It wasn’t long until the officer nodded toward whomever was inside and strode over to Chun Wang. He handed the papers back. “Take the first left and pull into the main parking lot. You will be told where to go from there.” 

    “Thank you,” Chun Wang replied, taking back the falsified orders. 

    The red gates began sliding back on their tracks, the spikes meant to flatten tires lowering into slots. Chun Wang motioned the driver forward. As they cleared the gates, the Chinese agent noted an armored vehicle crossing the main road that led across the compound. The tracked CM-21 APC chassis rocked forward then back as it came to a halt at an intersection ahead. 

    A side road led into a parking area serving nearby offices. Chun Wang motioned for the driver to take a left, as the way forward was now blocked by the armored vehicle. As the Humvee swung into the lot, he noted a second APC parked at another lot entrance, opposite to the one they entered. 

    His gut warned him that something wasn’t right. He forced himself into a calmer state of mind, telling himself that it was completely appropriate for armor to be positioned at the president’s residence on the eve of an invasion. It was only that his nerves were frayed, and everything was going according to plan. After all, they were inside the compound and only a few moments away from completing their objective. Once inside the residence, they would search for the president and fulfill their mission. If they couldn’t find any sign of her, they would merely pull back, feigning other orders, and report. 

    The four Humvees were guided into empty parking places by armed soldiers. Chun Wang dismounted once the vehicle came to a stop and was immediately met by a captain, his patch reflecting that he was attached to the Republic of China Military Police Special Services Company. 

    This is unexpected, Chun Wang thought to himself. 

    According to the intel he had received, the security was to be handled by the National Police Agency, operating under the Ministry of the Interior. The fact that there were instead special forces units under the Ministry of Defense was unsettling. Chun Wang felt a building panic, but again forced himself into an outward calm. The implementation of the new special forces guards as security meant that his deployment was wildly inappropriate. NPA units wouldn’t necessarily be stationed alongside Military Police Special Services, especially given the current situation. 

    He was torn. He could continue the charade and try something along the lines of an order SNAFU, attempting to talk his way out if confronted. Another option was to wait; perhaps the man believed that his orders were valid, and he and his men had been sent to back up the current security. Or he could command his men to engage and force their way through to complete their mission. He was inside the compound and the president was possibly only a few meters away. 

    But there were the two armored CM-21s between him and the residence building. He noted their positioning and realized that they’d be under fire the entire way. If he chose to continue his mission and force his way into the residence, he doubted that he or any of the others with him would make it ten steps before they were cut down. So, if the captain opted to confront them and an attempt to talk his way out of it didn’t work, his mission would effectively be over and he’d be forced to surrender. 

    Going further, Chun Wang knew that being captured wearing Taiwanese uniforms would remove any chance of being jailed. They’d be tried as spies and executed. That narrowed his choices considerably. If their orders were questioned, they would have to talk their way out or they would die. Given the options, he knew he’d rather go out on his own terms, shot trying to fulfill his purpose, rather than swing from a lamppost as a warning to others. 

    “Where would you like us, sir?” Chun Wang said to the officer as the man halted in front of him. 

    “I would like for you and your men to drop your weapons and lie face down on the pavement,” the captain stated, drawing a handgun. 

    Chun Wang’s shoulders sank. That was it, then. Eleven years of waiting gone in an instant; eleven years of his life wasted. He should never have decoded that message. He could have continued with the life he had created in Taiwan. He might have been found later, but he had a knack for disappearing. Perhaps he could have gone to America. But that was all moot now. A small lapse of intel had doomed him and his men. 

    The officer saw the hesitation in Chun Wang’s eyes and stepped backward, never lowering his weapon. 

    “I said down…NOW!” he shouted. 

    With an inward sigh, Chun Wang raised his carbine. 

    Under the glare of portable lights, the bright flash blossoming in the night didn’t really register before a 9mm round from a Glock 17 put an end to the mediocre accountant’s life. .50 caliber rounds spat out from an M2 Browning atop the CM-21s, cutting down the Chinese special forces operatives like wheat chaff. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Across the length and breadth of Taiwan, the National Police Agency security forces were pulled away from their duties and replaced by the Republic of China Military Police Special Services Company units. This was an attempt to prevent the government and military decapitation that Chun Wang and other Chinese operatives were attempting. Dozens of Chinese special forces were captured and killed on the eve of the Chinese invasion. 

    In other parts of Taipei and in other cities, sleeper agents emerged from their deep cover. Drones lifted from balconies and rooftops, flying through havoc-strewn streets to crash into communication centers, power substations, and other strategic targets. Some of the civilian-made UAVs became hampered by electronic warfare countermeasures put into place, but several penetrated the screens and added their small explosions to the devastation being inflicted by arriving Chinese cruise missiles. 

    

  


   
    Chapter One 

    China had absorbed a beating, with no choice but to take everything the enemy had thrown at them. They were pinned against the ropes, yet they survived without falling to the canvas. Bloody and bruised, they answered the bell when it again rang. Now it was their turn to take the offensive. 

    From airbases scattered along the eastern shores and throughout the interior regions, the roar of jet engines echoed across the sky. Their exhaust pipes glowed fiery orange, a sign of the intense fires combusting within. On the taxiways, attack fighters waited in formations, ready to take off at a moment's notice. Underneath their wings hung lethal weapons, sleek and menacing in their outlines. 

    Soaring unseen thousands of feet above, streams of bombers were already airborne, flying steadily eastward from their bases farther inland. They were a formidable sight, though their silhouettes were barely visible against the dark sky. Each carried a heavy payload of cruise missiles, ready to penetrate Taiwan’s defensive line and strike hardened targets. This was but one arm of a deadly onslaught prepared to unleash a torrent of hellfire against a long-time adversary. 

    Near one of the runways, a backlit control tower rose like a pillar of rock jutting from a desert floor. Behind its darkened windows, controllers sat at their stations, eyes glued to screens displaying radar images and flight data. They wore headsets with microphones attached, ready to communicate with pilots. On one board, arrayed in order of takeoff, was a list of callsigns. Occasionally, the ground controller would adjust the sequence based on radio calls from flights checking in for clearance to taxi. 

    The room was quiet except for the occasional rustle of papers or tapping on keyboards. The control tower supervisor stood in the center of the room, overlooking his team like a general surveying his troops. He’d been through several large-scale exercises before and had taken part in the takeoff and landings from the previous battles, but this was the first time he’d seen the base completely emptied of airworthy aircraft. 

    He knew that the current calm inside the high room would change when the seconds of the digital readout hit double zero. It would then be time for his team to act, sending the aircraft roaring down the runways flight by flight, off to meet their destinies. The controllers peering at radar screens or eyeing the line of traffic arrayed on the taxiways would set the quiet atmosphere into barely managed chaos. The room would be a hubbub of swift movements and a flurry of short radio calls. 

    In minutes, the base would empty of all available aircraft, the only sign of their existence coming in the form of busy radio traffic. But until then, they waited in silence, preparing themselves mentally for what was to come. 

    Green flares rose high into the night sky, signaling the commencement of operations. From control towers situated along the eastern coast of China, soaring flares powered aloft, unmistakable signs for the pilots waiting on the ground. 

    Cleared for takeoff, the air bases became beehives of activity as the first attack fighters rolled into position, their tailpipes spewing long tongues of fire as their afterburners kicked in. The pilots were eager and determined, ready to unleash their fury upon the enemy. 

    One by one, the aircraft shot down the runway, their wheels leaving the ground after short takeoff runs. As they lifted off, their engines roaring with power, their progress could be visually followed until their engines were taken out of afterburner and they were swallowed up by the night. 

    The first wave of attack fighters was airborne and now becoming part of a much larger operation as they climbed to join their brethren soaring high overhead. Once they formed into mission packages, they would be directed toward their targets. Their tasks were simple—to rain destruction upon key enemy targets. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    One of the first planes to takeoff was a J-16 special purpose attack fighter. Its wings sliced gracefully through the night air as it gained altitude. The mission at hand was a dangerous one. As part of the vanguard headed toward Taiwan, it was to locate and take out Taiwanese radar stations to clear the way for the rest of the attacking force. 

    As the plane disappeared into the darkness, the rest of the squadron followed, each one armed with YJ-91 anti-radiation missiles and ready to carry out their part of the mission. The dangerous game was for the pilots to edge close to the defenses to force the enemy to light up their radars. That put the aircraft in the precarious position of being painted by the radar stations and fired upon. Running the chance that they’d be targeted themselves, their job was to strike at the radars before they themselves were hit. Being bait to such a deadly predator took guts that few possessed. 

    Many of the island’s permanent radar stations had been eliminated by the numerous cruise missiles sent by China. Power stations, communication centers, and radar installations were priority targets for the waves of missiles previously fired against Taiwan. These missions had mixed results, with many of the low-flying weapons taken out by Taiwan’s air defense network. As it currently stood, the island nation’s radar network relied predominantly on a series of mobile platforms that moved frequently, rotating in and out of service at given intervals. However, Taiwan’s main source of radar coverage was provided by the American E-3C Sentry orbiting to the east, which in turn was receiving much of its information from the RQ-180 and the X-47C stealth drones. 

    It was a game of cat-and-mouse that both parties played. Radar stations couldn’t remain operational for long lest they be targeted and destroyed, thus making it hard to maintain gapless coverage. But their mobile function also made it difficult for China to target them with any degree of reliability, the missiles sent against the mobile radar platforms often striking empty plots of land or falling victim to Taiwanese surface-to-air weapons sent up against them. 

    The J-16s climbed dramatically from their air bases, their noses pointed toward the twinkling heavens. Leveling off well within their territorial boundaries, the SEAD-mission aircraft began their assignments. Receiving targeting guidance from one of the KJ-2000 airborne command posts, the pilots armed the YJ-91s slung on their hardpoints. 

    As they approached Taiwanese airspace, the pilots began to detect a flurry of activity on their radar screens. The Taiwanese were aware of their presence and had activated their air defense network in response. The J-16s flew as low as possible to avoid detection, but it was only a matter of time before they would be located by Taiwan's advanced radar systems. 

    Several radar stations were emitting from along Taiwan’s highlands, the frequencies transmitting for seconds at a time before shutting down. This gave the mobile stations two sweeps of their radar; the information they received during those brief scans was then analyzed during the downtimes. 

    When the targeting radars of the Chinese J-16s were able to achieve lock-ons to the radar frequencies of the Taiwanese transmitting stations, either via their own radars or through datalinks from the KJ-2000 in charge of the mission, the pilots pulled their triggers. Missiles shot away from their pylons, momentarily highlighting cockpits as they streaked into the night skies. Dozens of YJ-91s sped from along China’s eastern shores, marking the start of this next phase of operations against the island nation. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Air raid sirens wailed through the streets of Taipei, the shrill sound cutting through the otherwise peaceful evening. This was a routine that had become all too familiar, one that sent residents scurrying to take cover in the nearest shelter, and one which served as a constant reminder of their precarious situation. Across the breadth of Taiwan, similar sirens echoed, warning of impending inbound missiles. 

    As the sirens continued to blare, startled people rose from their beds, knowing that they had little time to reach safety. Some moved with calm and practiced efficiency, having gone through these routine countless times before. Others stumbled and panicked, their fear evident in their movements and in the rapid darting of their eyes. 

    But regardless of their reactions, everyone had one common goal: to reach the shelter before it was too late. For in these moments, when sirens wailed and missiles flew, there was no guarantee of survival. And so they hurried, their hearts pounding and their minds racing with thoughts of loved ones and the possibility of never seeing them again. 

    This was what life had become in Taiwan, a constant tug between fear and resilience, between the likelihood of a violent end and the determination to survive. As the populace stumbled into streets echoing with the blare of sirens, they were greeted by the sight of rockets streaking above local buildings as they rose to defend their nation. With white smoke trailing behind streamers of fire, these air defense weapons would attempt to shield valuable installations and citizens alike. 

    When China’s first salvo of air-to-ground missiles launched, the Taiwanese military sprang into action. Sky Bow I and II (TK-I and TK-II respectively), Taiwan’s indigenous surface-to-air missiles, were quickly deployed from their mobile platforms and underground silos. The Sky Bow III weapons, which were designed to intercept ballistic missiles, were also deployed against China’s short and intermediate range rockets. 

    As the missiles soared into the sky, they appeared as bright flashes of light against the dark backdrop of the night. With their advanced radar systems and powerful engines, they quickly locked onto targets. 

    These air defense missiles sped toward their inbound targets at Mach 4.5. With the Chinese YJ-91 weapons traveling at Mach 3.5, the closure rate was impressive. The interceptions happened quickly. The two projectiles flew at each other rapidly and within seconds, they clashed across the night sky. 

    The American stealth drones flying high above provided crucial data links to the Taiwanese interceptors, permitting operators to provide mid-course guidance. This allowed for precise course corrections and increased the chances of a successful interception. As the missiles entered their terminal phase, they switched to onboard radar systems and homed in on their respective targets. 

    Flashes of light popped in and out of existence over the Taiwan Strait from successful intercepts, removing several of the Chinese inbounds from radar screens. Improved HAWK SAMs were the next to leave their rails, launched from their mobile platforms on a course to take out any remaining incoming missiles. However, as older weapons, these surface-to-air weapons were more susceptible to current Chinese jamming endeavors and thus mostly unsuccessful against their high-speed targets. 

    When the Chinese anti-radiation missiles drew closer to the island, Chaparral, Skyguard, and Antelope systems activated. Each Chaparral system consisted of four AIM-9X Sidewinder infrared-homing missiles mounted on a tracked vehicle. These short-range air-to-air missiles were highly maneuverable, locking onto heat signatures emitted by enemy targets. As soon as a target was identified, a missile was launched and sped skyward. 

    The Skyguard system, also mounted on a tracked vehicle, was armed with AIM-7M Sparrow medium-range air-to-air missiles and a 35mm anti-aircraft gun. The Sparrow missiles had a longer range than the Sidewinders, but they utilized semi-active radar homing to guide them towards their intended targets. Having to remain locked onto a target placed the radar station at a much higher risk. 

    The Antelope system was a Taiwanese-manufactured project based on the American Chaparral design. It also consisted of four missiles, but instead of Sidewinders it carried Sky Sword short-range infrared missiles. These were also highly maneuverable and equipped with an advanced infrared seeker for guidance. 

    As the Chinese anti-radiation missiles closed in on their targets, the different air defense systems worked together to defend against them. While some systems focused on taking out the incoming threats directly, others provided electronic jamming to disrupt the targeting systems of the Chinese weapons. Flashes of light continued filling the night sky as missiles streaked away from their launchers and raced towards their intended targets. Explosions could be seen as incoming threats were successfully intercepted by Taiwanese defenses. 

    The Sidewinders and Sky Swords proved to be more effective, able to home in on the heat signatures coming from the YJ-91 exhausts. Even though some of the Taiwanese air defenses were outdated, few of China’s anti-radiation missiles made it through the layered defenses. However, it came at an exhausting resource expenditure from the Taiwanese surface-to-air batteries. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As the radar information came down from American assets, the skies over China began filling with aircraft, all pointed like hurled javelins at the tiny island nation. Alerts of a different nature rang through the halls of Taiwan’s remaining air bases. Pilots hastily donned G-suits and grabbed helmets before scurrying from equipment rooms. They then rushed toward waiting cockpits as missiles and aircraft were checked and rechecked by ground crews. 

    Nerves were on edge as the pilots strapped into their cockpits and prepared for the impending attack. With the information coming down, they knew that they now faced the day they had dreaded and it wouldn’t be long now until the enemy sent over their attack aircraft in droves. They’d be badly outgunned, their numbers having been reduced from the numerous air battles over the past several days. 

    Despite their fear and apprehension, each pilot cinched down their harnesses and ran through their final checks. When the time came, they would start their engines and answer the call, again rising to defend their homeland as best they could. 

    It was a little unnerving knowing that they might not return, that this might be their last flight, that they had seen their last sundown. The number of incoming cruise missiles had increased over the past hours, seeking to destroy runways. That was the one weak link, easily targeted, and absolutely necessary. Each time they took off, there was a question hanging in the back of their minds of whether they’d be able to land upon their return. 

    Although the air defenses arrayed around the airfields kept them relatively safe, it only took one or two enemy weapons to make it past to effectively put the air base temporarily out of operation. This was a constant threat that loomed over the pilots as they waited for orders to take off. They knew there would come a point when China would send planes in greater numbers and further reduce the ever-decreasing size of Taiwan’s air force. And with the intel now coming in, that time was now. 

    As the pilots had attended hasty briefings, they’d been informed to be prepared to fly to the American base at Okinawa. With the expected wave of looming Chinese attacks, it was doubtful whether there would be any runways available following their next sortie. They would then fly any subsequent missions from the foreign airfield, provided the Americans granted that ability. That very conversation was being held in conference rooms thousands of miles to the east. 

    As the first alarms sounded throughout the base, signaling the imminent arrival of enemy aircraft and missiles, each pilot started their engines and prepared to take to the skies. They knew that they would be facing insurmountable odds, but they also knew that they couldn't back down. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As if the aircraft firing their anti-radiation missiles were a skier testing a cornice with a pole, the SEAD launches seemed to unleash an avalanche. A steady succession of attack fighters rose from Chinese airfields. Forming into flights and being arranged into mission profiles by operators aboard the KJ-2000s circling over the Chinese mainland, a vast array of aircraft was readied to strike Taiwanese strongpoints ahead of the invasion fleets’ arrivals. 

    Chinese bombers flew in wide streams, winging their way through the night skies as the eastern horizon began to marginally lighten in the pre-dawn. American F-22s, having taken off from Kadena Air Base and others in Japan, plugged into tankers, taking on fuel for their greedy engines. The crew aboard the E-3C pulling duty saw the building force stemming from China and readied their side for the upcoming confrontation. It was apparent that a sizeable air war was brewing. The Taiwanese pilots sitting in their cockpits, safe for the moment in their underground hangars, and the American Raptor pilots flying to the east of the island, were outnumbered by the increasing number of Chinese planes taking to the skies. 

    To the operators, who were able to see a bigger picture than the pilots and were also farther removed from the action, it seemed as if the prior operations had only been a warmup for what was about to occur. Every calamitous event of the conflict so far—the clashes between Taiwanese ships and Chinese cruise missiles, the air battles as Taiwan sought to cripple the launchers, the unseen warfare of submarines hidden beneath the waves, the countless American anti-ship missiles fired—was nothing compared with what was brewing in the distance. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As the moon dipped toward the dark horizon line and the east gave the first hint of dawn, the Chinese invasion ships were rounding the northern and southern headlands of the island. They would be in position to launch their shore invasion within a matter of hours. With the possibility of Taiwan losing the remainder of their air force, the island appeared to be in dire straits. Their demise would leave only the ground forces, with their ground-based air defenses, to deter the might of China steaming for their shores. 

    The peaceful solitude that night usually brings was completely absent to those residing on the island. The streets were mostly deserted with very few of the populace emerging from government shelters, while most fearfully hid behind closed doors. Emergency vehicles rushed to and from scenes of urban destruction. The only other movement came from military vehicles and personnel en route to complete their reassignments. 

    Determined to defend their homeland, Taiwanese ground forces were preparing for what seemed to be an inevitable invasion. At air bases, ground crews prepped fighter jets while pilots sat strapped in, waiting for the signal to proceed. The remaining fighters were nearly all that stood between Taiwan and complete air superiority by China. It was likely to be the last time many took to the air. 

    At Kadena Air Base in Okinawa, additional American F-22s began taking off one by one as they headed toward Taiwan to provide support for the Taiwanese Air Force. As they flew closer to their waiting tankers, they could see Chinese aircraft filling the skies ahead of them. Far from the frontlines, operators aboard the AWACS watched intently as the situation slowly unfolded. They communicated with commanders on both sides and directed their forces accordingly. 

    With the carriers forced away from the action due to the overwhelming presence of Chinese anti-ship missiles and aircraft, there was little the United States could do to prevent China’s domination of the skies over Taiwan. The plan was to use F-22s along the periphery of the action, remaining on the margins of China’s ship-based air defenses while firing on Chinese aircraft within range of their AIM-120Ds. Electronic warfare, and the fact that China didn’t seem to be able to target the F-22s from extreme ranges, would allow the American pilots to creep a little closer to the island. But they were still fighting with one hand tied behind their backs. As more and more Chinese planes launched from their mainland bases, it became apparent that keeping China from achieving air supremacy would be an insurmountable task. 

    With Chinese aircraft forming up in their holding patterns and attack profiles, the stealth drones over the South China and East China Seas observed heat plumes originating from the Chinese mainland. These were quickly determined to be cruise missile launches from China’s mobile platforms. In other areas farther inland, additional heat signatures were recorded coming from launch centers. China was pulling out all the stops with these extensive cruise and ballistic launches. As the ballistic launches exceeded the five cited in the current rules of engagement, the American ship-based defenses were cleared to fire without having to first receive orders from Hawaii. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The phone call had been brief, and Rear Admiral Chip Calhoun wasted no time in hanging up, though he was ninety-nine percent sure that the DESRON 15 commander was still talking when he had clicked the receiver, most likely giving his closing salutations. Calhoun didn’t have time to render such pleasantries at the moment, not when China had just launched a barrage of short and intermediate range ballistic weapons. 

    Admiral Calhoun ran his fingers along his scalp, the worry lines on his forehead deepening. He understood the gravity of the situation, and he knew that time was not on his side. He glanced at the clock. He hadn't slept in what seemed like days, and he knew that he wouldn't be able to properly rest until this crisis was resolved. His life was now sandwiches and caffeine—copious amounts of it—between catnaps when and where he could get them. All signs pointed to it being a long night, and possibly an even longer day once morning broke. 

    The call had been to task the destroyer squadron commanders, ordering them to intercept the Chinese missiles. Given the short distance the enemy projectiles had to travel, he gave the defense about a fifty-fifty chance of success. But something had to be done, and he was tired of sitting on his thumbs while a war raged in the distance. At this point, Taiwan could very well be overrun by the time he could take Task Force 70 closer. It was frustrating to say the least, but he understood the reasoning. Until those damned Chinese bombers could be taken out, he didn’t dare risk his carriers. Each dawn marked another day that he sat on the sidelines, and one more day that Taiwan had to withstand China’s onslaught without him. It was a reminder that he and his fleet had been just sitting around uselessly, and he didn’t like feeling impotent. 

    Calhoun saw that the staff officers in his combat center were gathered, analyzing the data from the Chinese missile launch. He quickly joined them, studying the trajectory and potential targets of the missiles. 

    “Sir, it looks like they’re going after Taiwan’s infrastructure. We’ve also identified their air bases as potential targets,” one of his officers stated. 

    Calhoun's jaw clenched even more. China had put Taiwan’s fleet out of action, and it appeared they were about to do the same to their air force. If China gained air dominance over the island, it would be a tough slog to wrest it away from them. As it currently stood, only the Air Force planes out of Okinawa could do anything. And that added to the admiral’s already mounting frustration. 

    He had been stationed in this area for some time, tasked with protecting Taiwan from a Chinese invasion. And while his ships were armed and ready to engage any incoming threats, his planes ready to leap from their carrier’s decks, here they stood, still waiting for the commencement of Phase 3 of operations. 

    Calhoun’s exasperation was reaching its boiling point. He understood the implications of getting involved too early, but that knowledge didn’t help his growing feeling of powerlessness. At least in this instance, they could hope to do something to aid the defense of the island nation. 

    Outside, The USS Milius rolled gently through the waves as the first of the SM-3 anti-ballistic missiles streaked away from her deck. The Arleigh Burke-class destroyer sailed through the resulting cloud of smoke as if emerging from a portal. The three-stage rocket rode a long tail of fire as it ascended, powering away with a thunderous roar. 

    Onboard, Commander John Stevenson stood inside the destroyer’s combat information center. His was one of those tasked with the interception of the incoming Chinese missiles. As the missile departed the Vertical Launch System, it established communication with the Milius. The solid-fuel first stage motor soon burned out, detaching from the rest of the rocket and falling back towards Earth in a spectacular display of light and smoke. It crashed into the ocean in a fountain of water. The MK 104 dual thrust motor of the second stage ignited, propelling the rocket higher into the atmosphere. 

    One of the officers sitting at a console was rapidly typing, his fingers flying across a keyboard as he sent mid-course guidance instructions to assist the SM-3’s internal GPS in staying on target. The data was constantly being updated by sensors on ships and satellites in orbit, giving him real-time information about wind speed, trajectory changes, and any other factors that could impact the success of this mission. 

    When the fuel of the second stage burned out, the third-stage rocket motor fired, carrying the SM-3 above the atmosphere as it flew southwest. Establishing itself in a low earth orbit, the weapon’s motor pulse-fired as it streaked toward its intended target. When it was thirty seconds from intercept, the third-stage motor detached. This activated the onboard lightweight exo-atmospheric kinetic warhead, which began searching for the target provided by the Milius. 

    Commander Stevenson felt the pressure as they were running out of time. The radar system on board had detected more Chinese missiles launching towards Taiwan and rapidly closing in. This meant that not only did his ship have to guide this single SM-3 to a successful conclusion, but there were multiple intercepts to be coordinated at once. Trajectories were quickly calculated for all enemy missiles and different SM-3s assigned to each one. 

    The kinetic weapon’s sensors found what they were searching for. The throttleable divert and attitude control system allowed for the SM-3 to make minute adjustments to its course, aligning itself with the target. The onboard system identified the most lethal part of the target, which had also shed itself of its own rocket stages. Both exo-atmospheric objects were now stripped down to their basic component warheads. 

    The impact of the SM-3 anti-ballistic missile on the Chinese ballistic weapon was a bright burst of light in the darkness. The kinetic energy from 130 megajoules obliterated the target, sending particles and debris hurtling outwards in all directions, sparkling in the sunshine as they flipped over and over. 

    Admiral Calhoun watched the successful intercept on his screens and allowed himself a brief moment to savor the success before quickly refocusing on the next task at hand. It was only one less threat to worry about among many heading towards Taiwan. 

    Scattered around Task Force 70, additional SM-3 missiles rose into the night, their fiery streaks bending toward the west as they sought out additional targets. Admiral Calhoun watched the incoming data. Although not a hundred percent, he was satisfied that many of their anti-ballistic weapons had managed to successfully intercept the Chinese missiles. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The skies above Taipei were a blazing inferno as streaks of fire from multiple defensive batteries lit up the night. The sharp crack of weapons being fired echoed across the city, sending fear coursing through those huddled in shelters. These were not unfamiliar sounds. For days on end, the city had been under constant bombardment from Chinese forces as their precision strikes hit targets within the capital. 

    But still, the sight of missiles launched from Taiwan's Patriot batteries was enough to make even the bravest tremble in fear. The PAC-3 missiles shot into the sky, racing towards unseen targets. The people below could only watch in awe and terror as the weapons meant to protect them streaked overhead, their trails of fire illuminating the darkened landscape. 

    For the men, women, and children still making their way to shelters, the sight was a reminder that they were fully at war and that their lives hung in the balance every day. They had grown used to the booms and explosions that reverberated through the city, but the constant fear and uncertainty never truly faded. Every day, they lived with the knowledge that each second could be their last. But while the sound of air defenses firing was nothing new, the number rising on this night was different, and parents ushered their sleepy children more urgently. 

    Darkness had settled upon the city like a blanket. People retreated from their homes, hustling toward bunkers. As they guided their children and loved ones through thick steel doors, they were mostly oblivious to events that were unfolding miles to the west. There, cloaked in the same darkness, Chinese bombers had started dropping their loads over the mainland. Air-launched cruise missiles detached from external pylons and internal bays, their engines igniting and propelling them over a friendly populace tucked in their beds, completely unaware of the violence being initiated above their storm-tossed dreams. 

    Several of the weapons failed to track correctly and tumbled toward the ground, falling out of the darkness onto quiet Chinese villages and towns. One slammed into the concrete side of an apartment building, shattering windows and biting deeply into the structure. The subsequent blast rumbled through the neighborhood. Weakened, part of the side that was hit sloughed away like charred skin, concrete chunks tumbling onto the walkways and parked cars below. Rudely awakened from their slumber, several families found themselves tossed about in a churning chaos of darkness, noise, and falling debris as their bedrooms suddenly ceased to exist. Their screams didn’t register above the grinding noise of the structure crumbling, their bodies becoming part of the rebar, concrete, and steel beams plunging toward the street. 

    Dust spilled outward from the collapse like the breath from a desert god. Muted car alarms bleeped from under piles of rubble, drowned out by the rising sound of screams and wailing. Water streamed down the now opened building side from broken water pipes, mixing with blood and debris in an eerie red tint. Stunned families who hadn’t been dragged down stood in their nightclothes near the edges of broken flooring, staring down at their buried loved ones, shying back from the precipice when chunks of concrete let go from their precarious holds and hit the rubble pile below with loud thwacks. 

    Those in the neighborhood who were still awake or had been awakened by the sound of explosions rushed to their windows to see what had happened. The streetlights flickered on and off, adding an eerie glow to the carnage that lay before them. Panicked residents emerged from their homes, some still in pajamas and others tightly clutching their children. They stared wide-eyed at the damage, unsure of what to do next. Some started screaming and crying while others frantically ran to try to help those buried under the collapse. 

    One man, his face streaked with tears and sweat, clutched a small child to his chest as he screamed for help. No one could hear him above the chaos and destruction. A woman in a neighboring building leaned out her window, calling for someone to come to their aid. A few moments later, several brave souls came running over to assess the situation, trying to help those trapped in the debris. 

    As they searched through fallen walls and broken furniture, they found a woman trapped under a heavy beam but still alive. With trembling hands and straining muscles, they managed to lift it off her enough for her to be pulled free. 

    The volunteer rescuers continued their search until they heard someone calling out weakly from under another section of collapsed flooring. The faint cries silenced as the workers carefully dug through piles of debris. After a time, they finally managed to uncover a young girl who had been trapped under a large piece of furniture. She was unconscious but alive, barely breathing. One man scooped her up into his arms while others helped clear a path for them to escape. Rescuers laid survivors along streets littered with destruction, covering them with blankets until emergency crews could arrive. 

    Meanwhile, other Chinese cruise missiles barreled through the night sky, their path set, unaware of the abrupt losses and destruction happening below. But halfway across the strait separating China from Taiwan, some of these were intercepted by a wall of defensive fire as a barrage of surface-to-air missiles erupted from various points on the island’s mainland. The long-range weapons reached out with fiery trails and struck many of the inbound Chinese threats. 

    As they had been many times since the hostilities began, the skies over the Taiwan Strait were filled with brief flashes as proximity fuses detonated warheads. Fragmented shards tore into cruise missiles, shredding systems vital to the operation of the Chinese weapons. One by one, they exploded in midair or fell into the sea as the ground-based missiles found their marks. Towering geysers rose across the strait like a herd of migrating whales surfacing when the ALCMs hit the waves at nearly Mach 1. As some fell victim to the Taiwanese air defenses, others adjusted their flight paths, zigzagging through the sky and evading certain death. 

    Shrapnel rained down on the Taiwanese held portion of the Penghu Islands, hitting the war-torn tops of the underground bunkers and falling among the Chinese artillery crews on the other side of the water as they hoarded their remaining shells. The stalemate on those lonely islands had become a forgotten footnote in the larger battles being waged around the seas and in the air over Taiwan. 

    The once-peaceful shores now resembled a desolate wasteland, with craters littering the landscape and buildings reduced to rubble. Bodies lay strewn across the ground, both Chinese and Taiwanese soldiers who had fought until their last breath. The constant barrage of missiles and artillery fire had taken its toll on both sides, leaving behind scenes of devastation. 

    Despite their advanced technology and maneuverability, many of China’s cruise missiles still perished in this initial wave of response from Taiwan’s air defenses. But those that survived continued onward toward their intended targets, determined to cause as much destruction as possible. 

    As the remaining ALCMs raced over the Penghus and neared the western shores of Taiwan, they ran into another wave of Taiwanese defensive missiles. This second wave tore through most of the remaining Chinese cruise missiles, leaving a trail of smoke and fire in their wake. The Taiwanese air defense systems had been greatly improved over the years, thanks to the constant supply of military aid from the United States. But there were still limitations—only a finite number of missiles could be fired at one time, and with each ALCM that was destroyed, Taiwan’s stockpile dwindled. 

    There were just too many Chinese missiles. Even though there had been a steady stream of supplies flown in from the United States, Taiwan had to be frugal with their expenditures. They knew that there was more to come in the form of aerial attacks, and they knew they couldn’t let Chinese aircraft roam unmolested above the upcoming battlefield. 

    Despite their best efforts, some Chinese missiles managed to slip through. The air-launched cruise missiles shot across the shorelines, the roar of their engines fading as they sped inland. The skies over Taiwan became a chaotic battlefield. Anti-aircraft guns opened fire from the ground and explosions rocked the island as both sides unleashed their arsenal. 

    Then the enemy missiles began hitting their targets, striking several key installations across Taiwan, causing significant damage and casualties. As each one approached their target, they climbed, lofting to strike with more force at a downward angle. 

    In cities up and down the length of the island, waves of explosions ripped through the air, sending shockwaves in all directions. Dust and debris rained down on Taiwanese streets as buildings crumbled and burned. The Chinese aerial assault had begun in full force, targeting key installations and infrastructure across Taiwan. 

    Power substations that had already been hit numerous times were slammed again, the explosive power of the warheads tossing fencing as if it were made of popsicle sticks. Steel pylons bent and toppled, dragging newly strung high-voltage cable along with them. Sparks showered from inside dust clouds as insulators broke and from arcing lines. Power, only recently restored, went out across neighborhoods and villages alike. 

    Communication centers were priority targets. Some of the previously damaged buildings fell in on themselves. Booming explosions followed columns of smoke and dust rising above industrial centers and central downtown areas when telephone exchanges and civilian communication centers were hit. Much of the military-oriented traffic had already been rerouted, but the Chinese command sought to derail any form of communication which might aid Taiwanese forces. 

    In the city of Kaohsiung, located on Taiwan's southwestern coast, a cruise missile struck a large oil refinery on its outskirts. The explosion was immense, causing secondary blasts as it ignited storage tanks filled with gasoline which then set tanks of crude oil ablaze. Flames leapt into the sky and thick black smoke billowed out, creating a massive plume that was visible for miles. The shockwave from the blast shattered windows in nearby buildings. Emergency sirens wailed as firefighters rushed to contain the inferno. 

    Meanwhile, in Taipei, Taiwan's capital city located in the northern part of the island, another wave of Chinese missiles rained down on key government buildings and military installations. The Presidential Office Building was hit by multiple strikes, damaging its iconic, blue-tiled roof and shattering its windows. Debris from the blasts rained down on the darkened streets below, creating a fan-like scene of destruction. 

    In other parts of Taipei, hospitals were targeted by Chinese missiles as well. Explosions tore through these vital institutions, sending patients and staff scrambling for safety amidst collapsing walls and ceilings. At Taoyuan Air Base, just outside Taipei, the air defense systems sprang into action, launching missiles and firing guns, tracers streaking aloft. In underground command centers, military personnel frantically coordinated defense efforts, scrambling to intercept incoming Chinese missiles anti-aircraft weapons. 

    President Shu-ching sat in her war room, watching footage of the devastation unfolding across her country. She knew that this was only the beginning—that China would not stop until they had total control over Taiwan. She thought back to all those years ago when she had taken office—full of hope and optimism for her country's future. Now, as she watched her people suffer at the hands of an invading force, she couldn't help but feel a sense of deep regret and failure. 

    Explosions continued to rock the cities along the shorelines. For the civilians inside shelters, the dull booms rode on the shoulders of dirt and concrete pebbles falling from the ceilings. Lights flickered, plunging the bunkers into darkness, threatening to keep those cowering within sightless until the bulbs suddenly flared brightly once more. Their domain had been reduced to fearful moments of wondering if they’d be buried alive. 

    For those few still running through the streets seeking shelter, the world was a mix of echoing blasts, sirens, and the sound of glass shattering from office buildings. Faint screams from the injured and the keening wails from heartsick survivors followed the thump of their footfalls as they ran for cover. Sirens howled constantly in the background, rising and falling as emergency vehicles passed intersections, their red lights blinking brightly off building walls in the darkened streets. 

    In some places, civilians worked frantically alongside firefighters to put out blazes caused by missile strikes. In others, injured individuals lay on makeshift stretchers awaiting transport to hospitals already overwhelmed with casualties. 

    Situated on the high point along ridges and the central mountain chain, bright flashes momentarily highlighted slender towers upon which cell phone repeaters were mounted. The explosive power from the detonating warheads shook the steel structures from their mounts. With groans of metal twisting, they slowly toppled, crashing down hillsides like old growth timber succumbing to a windstorm. 

    Near military installations, however, it was a slightly different story. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A spectral moon cast its silvery glow over a hive of activity. The very air beat with the heavy thumping rhythm of rotors, a sound that had become synonymous with war to many. The stench of diesel and spent jet fuel permeated everything. Clouds of dust hung in the night air, clogging the throats and nasal passages of all who breathed it. 

    Grinding gears added to the tumult as trucks drove to and away from hastily constructed helipads. The throaty roars of their engines added additional bass to the mechanized symphony as they maneuvered through encampments and defensive strongpoints. 

    Soldiers, having long ago discarded any notion of sleep, scurried here and there, loading and unloading supplies and equipment from choppers that seemed to be in a never-ending cycle of takeoffs and landings. There was no rest for the weary as they pushed themselves to the limit of exhaustion, driven by a sense of purpose. In just a few short hours, Chinese soldiers would storm the beaches on the eastern side of the island and attempt to wrest their homeland away. 

    Soldiers eyed the arriving trucks, their headlights cutting through the darkness like beacons. The strain on the drivers’ faces, their weariness evident even from a distance, showed the same determination that fueled everyone. As the trucks came to stops on the edges of the helipads, crates upon crates were offloaded onto waiting choppers, supplies that would be needed to stave off China’s invasion attempt. 

    The commotion was deafening, and yet there was also an eerie silence amidst it all. It was what it seemed: a mass exodus, reminiscent of an apocalyptic scenario depicted in a hundred different movies. Soldiers, many wearing sweat-soaked bandanas across their lower faces, scurried back and forth. They ducked under rapidly spinning blades, themselves just a blur reflecting the partial light under which the troopers were working. 

    The pre-planned defense of the western coast had been upended by China's refusal to cooperate. The military units stationed there had been caught off guard, their carefully coordinated plans rendered useless. Now, everything that could be carried was being choppered to the east. Equipment, supplies, and personnel were being hastily evacuated from the west in a desperate attempt to regroup and establish a new defensive line. And with the Chinese fleets rounding the northern and southern points of land, it was imperative that the forces get moved and set up prior to China’s expected arrival. It was a non-stop process with the brigades getting little rest. Those who made it would arrive exhausted, if they made it at all. 

    As the night wore on, more and more troops landed at the makeshift helipads. They were greeted by chaos and confusion as they tried to locate their assigned units amidst the sea of activity. Some had been separated from their original brigades during the evacuation and now found themselves scrambling to join any available unit. 

    Occasionally, a flash overhead caught their attention, momentarily pulling them from their exhaustive labor. Some glimpsed shapes speeding past at low level as they flew north to south, momentarily caught in the light seeping from the bases. This both raised their lagging spirits and caused consternation. With the lack of defensive fire rising from surrounding positions, they knew it was one of theirs, most likely an anti-ship missile racing through the night to take on the Chinese fleet only a few miles away. The low-flying streaks also served as a reminder that they were about to be invaded. 

    Periodically, a few soldiers would see a bright flash emanate from the hills to the east. They would follow the fiery trail until it vanished in the darkness before resuming their heavy lifting. Each time, the sight of those missiles streaking through the dark sent a shiver down their spines. They were fighting back, but they knew that if those weapons failed to do significant damage to the enemy ships, they would soon be facing the full might of what China could throw at them. 

    As uplifting as the sight of Taiwan’s strength was for many, there was no denying the underlying sense of desperation that hung over them like a dark cloud. Each passing minute brought them closer to potential defeat and death. 

    Each time, following the passage of the missiles, the soldiers would refocus on their work to the backdrop of engines revving, the hiss of air brakes, tires screeching, and soldiers shouting to one another. Arriving trucks towing artillery would park adjacent to the helipads and disconnect their load. Harnesses and cable would then be attached and, before long, a heavy-lift helicopter would descend like a giant bird of prey, its powerful rotors beating against the darkness. Dust clouds flew as the chopper then hovered, hooking up to the attached lines, and in moments the piece of equipment would be whisked away, ascending into the night. 

    It was a carefully orchestrated system that seemed chaotic to most of those participating. Even though the movements had been hastily planned, for those in charge, the process ran like a well-oiled machine. Choppers darted in and out of the area, some coming to hover over outlying positions where pieces of equipment had already been emplaced. As one helicopter left with its cargo, another would land. The process continued in a never-ending cycle as more and more troops arrived with their equipment. The sheer number of helicopters required for this mass evacuation was astounding. 

    The air traffic controllers were the unsung heroes of the base, tirelessly working in their cramped quarters to keep the skies above safe, and to keep the supplies moving. Some sat in the midst of helipads, a pile of radios in front of them, their eyes darting back and forth between screens and dials, issuing a constant stream of instructions to incoming and outgoing helicopters. It was a delicate choreography, as timing was crucial and each chopper had to be carefully positioned to avoid collisions in the crowded nighttime airspace. 

    Slowly but surely, the bases were being stripped down to their bare bones. Empty fortifications stared blankly out at sea, now devoid of life or purpose. The once bustling hubs of activity were gradually becoming quieter, almost eerily so, as everyone prepared for their final evacuations. 

    When fiery streaks sailed into the air from surrounding positions, soldiers paused in their work, staring aloft as they tried to pierce the surrounding darkness. The base’s point defense weapons were firing. That caused many hearts to jump as adrenaline was pumped into already tired systems. 

    The air traffic controllers frantically waved off inbound traffic, directing them into holding patterns to the east. The base was coming under attack, and they didn’t want to lose precious resources. Not to mention that each chopper could turn into a lethal weapon of its own, should it be hit while in the air. 

    The number of streaks rising from the perimeter increased, each missile trailing fire and accelerating quickly as it bent toward the west. The fact that they were engaging meant that the enemy threats were only a few miles distant, which also meant the defenses had only seconds to bring down whatever was heading their way. 

    Soldiers, briefly mesmerized by the short-range missiles taking to the air, recovered and scrambled for cover in nearby bunkers and trenches. They had all come under fire from Chinese missiles before and had witnessed firsthand their destructive power. As they ran, they could see flashes erupt in the western skies from successful intercepts. In many instances, those flashes would be followed by an object falling earthward, trailing fire and sparks which then vanished when it crashed into the sea. 

    The air was stilled by tense silence as soldiers huddled in their makeshift shelters, holding their breath as they waited for the enemy missiles to arrive. Suddenly, a loud explosion rocked the base from within. Soldiers jumped and shouted in fear as debris rained down from above. Frantic voices called out, some seeking reassurance that they were still alive. 

    Another missile struck just outside the perimeter of the base. This time it hit an emplacement where heavy artillery shells were parked. The explosion set off a chain reaction, sending shrapnel flying in all directions. Soldiers huddled deeper into their cover as debris fell around them. The air became thick with smoke and dust, making it hard to see or breathe. 

    The nearby skies were filled with numerous flashes and additional fiery trails falling toward the waters offshore. Still more point defense missiles rose, these coming in back-to-back waves as computerized systems analyzed the defensive results and retargeted inbound threats. 

    Some soldiers brave enough peered over the lips of their trenches, their fear and survival instincts overridden by their desire to witness what was happening. Even though their hearts raced with terror, they felt it better to see what was coming than to lie blind in the bottom and wait for death to strike. 

    Suddenly, a loud explosion rocked one corner of the base. Soldiers scattered as debris flew through the air. The ground shook violently, and fires erupted in several different locations. Amidst all this commotion, more enemy missiles rained down from above. Explosions rocked the already damaged base and soldiers caught in the open desperately sought cover. 

    A fiery ball of smoke and flame rose from the far end of the base, rising above silhouetted tents and vehicles. The intensity of the fire faded as a sharp boom rolled over the line of trenches. Fires in the vicinity flickered after the blast, gaining intensity. 

    Soldiers peering out from their trenches, their faces glowing yellow from the growing conflagration, fixated on the source of the explosion. They could see figures running through the flames, some hopelessly engulfed while others desperately tried to put out the fires that clung to their clothes. 

    Another violent blast shook the helipads, sending soldiers diving for cover once again. A Chinese missile had hit a dusty lot filled with stored ammunition. Flames erupted and spread quickly, consuming everything in their path. From within the inferno, streaks of light flew out in all directions. 70mm rockets ignited and launched into the air, whizzing past soldiers and exploding in various locations around the base. Chaos ensued as nearby soldiers frantically looked for better cover amidst flying debris and detonations. 

    The explosions continued throughout the night as ammunition dumps ignited, sending a shower of sparks and embers into the air. The soldiers hunkered down in their trenches, watching as part of their base became engulfed in flames and smoke. Sergeants shouted for their troops to stay low and wait for further instructions. 

    The Antelope systems continued to fire at incoming threats, their deadly accuracy visible in the flashes of light that lit up the sky. As the last of the enemy missiles were successfully intercepted and destroyed, the anti-aircraft batteries settled back into their vigilant state of operations. 

    Slowly, soldiers emerged from their shelters, their eyes wide with fear and adrenaline still coursing through their bodies. When no new enemy weapons arrived, the base started humming with activity again. The chaos had subsided, but the danger was far from over. The enemy was still out there, poised to strike again. Controllers again radioed the choppers back in and the relocation east continued. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Two 

    Chinese warplanes were stacked in holding patterns at almost every altitude, waiting to be called forward. Inside each cockpit, pilots sat with their hands steady on the controls, their minds focused on their part in the upcoming mission. They were eager to finally launch their long-awaited attacks, to prove themselves in the face of the enemy. But for now, they waited for the controllers sitting in airborne command posts miles to the rear to issue the orders. 

    On the KJ-2000s, operators sat at their stations, studying carefully detailed schedules. Outside, the sky was filled with the roar of engines and the crisscrossing paths of fighter jets. After a long delay, they were also impatient to move ahead with their plans. Despite the readiness and eagerness of the Chinese forces, the need for additional fleet protection had held up their aerial assaults against Taiwan for hours. 

    By the time the ships had reached their current locations north and south of the island, enemy strongpoints were supposed to be piles of smoldering wreckage, their airfields nothing but craters and rubble. But the defense against the American attacks had been crucial lest the fleets be reduced to nothing. Now, the Chinese commanders orchestrating the attacks could almost taste the victory which was in their reach. 

    From the vantage point of their command centers on the KJ-2000s, the Chinese operators watched with satisfaction as their carefully constructed plans began to unfold. The growing collection of fighters and bombers on their screens represented a massive concentration of firepower, a formidable offensive capability that would be difficult for any enemy to withstand. 

    From their perches high above, the operators could see every plane in detail, tracking their movements and monitoring their fuel levels and weapons systems. They were like puppet masters pulling strings from afar, directing a complex battle plan that would soon be put into motion. 

    As they watched their forces grow in strength and numbers, the operators felt a sense of pride. They knew that this was a historic moment—the end to the revolution that was started almost seventy-two years ago. They were confident in their abilities and in the overwhelming firepower at their fingertips. 

    But despite this confidence, among some of them there was also a touch of unease. They knew that their mission of unifying Taiwan wasn’t without risk—they were going up against one of the world's most powerful militaries…if not in the immediate future, then at some point down the road. After all, America and her allies weren’t just going to stand by and let China overtake the island without putting up a fight. 

    The wave following the SEAD aircraft consisted of a wide array of planes carrying different weapons. There were attack fighters loaded with precision-guided bombs, fighter jets equipped with air-to-air missiles, and even some drones carrying smaller munitions. The operators had carefully planned and coordinated this diverse mix of aircraft, knowing that each one would play a crucial role in the attack. As the planes flew towards their destination, they were accompanied by a protective umbrella of J-11s, J-20s and Russian-made fighters, including Su-27s and Su-35s. This formation ensured that the heavily laden attack aircraft would have air superiority over their target, deterring any counterattacks from Taiwan's air force. 

    Despite this advantage, time was still of the essence. The limited aerial tanker support meant that the planes had to conserve as much fuel as possible for their return journey. Therefore, it was imperative for the operations to begin on cue so that everything could be synchronized efficiently. 

    Taiwanese long-range radars still in operation began to probe the skies with more frequency. Radar screens that had been filled with returns from circling enemy aircraft were now inundated with course arrows pointed toward the Taiwan Strait and beyond. 

    Air Traffic controllers directed the remnants of the Taiwanese Air Force from their underground hangars. As the night gave its first indication that it would soon depart for a while, massive steel doors inched apart. As they opened to the night air, the low roar of a multitude of jet engines grew more incessant. Directed by ground personnel, the sleek airborne hunters began emerging. Rolling quickly over repaired tarmacs, they took little time to get to the runways dotting the island. 

    Once each fighter arrived at the hold line, they barely slowed to make the turn to align with the center stripes. Applying power, the jets leapt down the runway one after another. It was like watching the last charge of the light brigade as they lifted into the nighttime skies. Directed by an E-2K flying to the east, they formed into their flights and turned west. High overhead to the east were American F-22s, their fuel at maximum after just coming off their tankers. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The dark of the night held foreboding as Dong Bao scanned the heavens around him. After his previous sortie, where he had lost most of his flight in an intense engagement with American fighters, Dong Bao was feeling a little gun shy. He had barely managed to land his jet after his near-death experience with the waters of the Taiwan Strait. He had sat in the cockpit long after coming to a stop and shutting down the engines of his J-16 fighter, the eerie silence only broken by an occasional sound echoing across the base or the roar of a jet taking off into the night. Ground crew members had climbed the ladder to see if he was okay, only to be waved off. 

    His mind raced with thoughts of his fallen comrades and the close call he had just experienced, and it had taken a while for the shakes to subside enough to where the Chinese captain could fully unbuckle and climb out of his aircraft. Under the lights shining down on the ramp, he looked up at the plane as his boots touched ground. The sleek jet, which he had once been proud to fly, now appeared alien. It no longer caused the heart-stirring sensation that it had in times past. Dong Bao turned away from the aircraft, marching across the dimly lit tarmac, wondering if he’d ever be able to climb into the cockpit again. 

    Fellow pilots greeted him. 

    "We heard about what happened," one of them said, placing a hand on his shoulder in a show of support. 

    "Are you alright?" another asked, concern evident in his voice. 

    Dong Bao shrugged off their affectations, unable to handle their pity or sympathy, or even their curiosity. He knew they were just trying to be helpful, but all he wanted was to be alone with his thoughts. 

    "I'm fine," he muttered before walking away from them. He needed to clear his head and figure things out on his own. 

    That feeling had changed as the minutes passed, but had never fully vanished. When the time for his current mission had come, he went through the motions with a measure of unease. It was with some trepidation that he had climbed back up the ladder, which seemed taller than before, and again settled into the cockpit. 

    He remembered the first time he had laid eyes on a fighter jet, how its sleek design and powerful engines had captivated him. He had always wanted to be a fighter pilot, and when he was accepted into flight school, it had been a dream come true. But as he strapped himself in, Dong Bao couldn't help but wonder if this was what he truly wanted. The feeling of fear that had crept into his heart after his last mission lingered within him. Was this still the life he wanted for himself? 

    As he went through the checklists, the feeling of familiarity returned. He had almost returned to his usual self by the time he made the runway and lifted off, but the previous fight was still an acorn buried in his mind. 

    The number of friendly radar blips on his screen gave him an increased sense of security and reassurance. He wasn’t alone over the seas. He was in one of the world’s best air superiority fighters, flying with other well-trained pilots. That was the boost he needed. They would win this conflict with Taiwan and emerge victorious. That last episode with the Americans was just a hard lesson, that was all. 

    He felt the vibration of the jet engines through the stick as he soared across the night sky. The familiar sensation of flying washed over him, and he again felt a sense of comfort in its embrace. The plane responded to his every input without hesitation, and he began to feel his confidence returning. 

    Dong Bao checked his instruments. His hands gripped the controls tightly as adrenaline coursed through his veins. This was it—another chance to prove himself and make up for his last mission. He felt his doubts slip away. This was where he belonged—in the cockpit of a fighter jet. 

    As he went feet wet, flying out over the Taiwan Strait, he began scanning the darkened skies and his radar for signs of the enemy.               1`2 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Captain Chia-wei was pushed back into his seat as he moved up the throttles of his F-CK-1 fighter. Pushing them over the mil power detent and into afterburner, he felt the familiar rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins. This time, however, he sensed that it might be his last flight. With air defense missiles being launched alongside his jet, he doubted that there would be a runway left for him to land on after this mission. 

    The rush of accelerating down the runway was mostly lost among a multitude of other thoughts. He was barreling once again into the night to take on the seemingly endless hordes that China was throwing against his homeland. But Chia-wei had never been one to dwell on thoughts of impending doom, so he tried pushing all other worries to the back of his mind. It was hard to ignore the overwhelming odds that they were facing; China seemed determined to crush their tiny island nation. 

    As he sped down the runway, he took comfort in the sheer power and grace of his aircraft. The roar of the engines drowned out all other sounds, including the thundering booms of distant explosions. The ground beneath him began to blur as he lifted off, climbing higher and higher into the dark sky. He could see the lights of the city below, a stark contrast to the pitch-blackness of the ocean to the east. In the distance, he could see the glowing trail of another jet, one of his comrades heading towards their assignment. 

    Chia-wei took a deep breath. Rumors floated in abundance and it was odds on among his fellow pilots that they’d be flying east toward the American base on Okinawa following this flight. The thought of leaving his loved ones on the island while he flew to safety didn’t sit well. He couldn’t imagine being separated from them during such a difficult time. On the other hand, there was a glimmer of hope in knowing that if he could make it to Okinawa, he could continue to fight for his homeland from there. It was a strong enough tonic for him to hold on to. 

    With his aircraft cleaned up and out of afterburner, he turned out over the waters lying off the eastern shore, just as he had a hundred times before. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Other than the stars twinkling above and the shimmer of the waters below, the hum of the aircraft's engines felt through the stick and throttles and the faint roar of wind streaming past the canopy were the only sensory indications that he was flying. As he listened to the radio chatter from the E-3C controller, Captain Steve Victors felt a sense of weariness wash over him. His body ached from the tight confines of the cockpit, and his eyes were heavy from the strain of back-to-back sorties. 

    As he flew, his thoughts drifted back to where he had come from and where he was going. He had followed in the footsteps of his father, going to the Air Force Academy straight out of high school. Flying had always been his passion and becoming an F-22 pilot was a dream come true. 

    But now, he missed home. He missed his family and friends. He missed simple things like being able to sit down for a meal without worrying when he’d have to get back into the air. And above all else, he missed feeling alive. Flying used to give him that rush—that feeling of pure adrenaline pumping through his veins. But now, with the number of hours he’d put in recently and what little rest he’d had, it just felt routine—almost mundane. 

    He’d been flying for more hours than he cared to guess over the last few days. The days and nights blurred together in a haze of exhaustion and adrenaline, leaving him feeling old and tired. 

    Squirming to get more comfortable, his thoughts turned to the short turnaround. He had barely landed from his last mission when he was informed that he would be going out again. 

    “I guess the eight hours of flight time per day is a thing of the past,” his element leader had said on hearing that they’d be turning around for another mission. 

    The adrenaline from the fight they had just returned from and the kills they’d achieved had worn off somewhere on final. 

    “I’m pretty sure I’ve logged twenty-five hours of flying since this time yesterday,” Steve had tiredly replied. 

    His thoughts were interrupted by a sudden spike in adrenaline as he heard the controller's voice crackle over the radio once again: 

    “Cobra six-one, Yukla three-one. Turn left heading two-eight-zero. These will be vectors for intercept.” 

    Captain Steve Victors didn’t respond, instead relying on his change of heading informing the E-3C controller that he had heard and understood his radio call. Rolling out on the new heading, he tilted his head, stretching his neck back and to the sides. The familiar vibrations and sounds of flying became a dull background noise. 

    Now, high over the Philippine Sea, he could feel exhaustion creeping up on him, threatening to pull him into a deep sleep. He glanced at his watch, astonished to see how little time had passed since he had last checked it. The adrenaline had once kept him going, but now it was wearing off. His eyelids were heavy and drooping despite his efforts to keep them open. The soft roar of the wind rushing past the cockpit was lulling, as were the dimmed lights of the cockpit. All he needed to fall asleep was some soft-talking controller murmuring in his ear. 

    Oh shit!!! 

    Steve jolted upright, his brain taking a moment longer than it should have to analyze what his instruments were telling him. The signals slowly filtered down, telling him that his F-22 was still upright. He’d damn near fallen asleep while thinking about not falling asleep. Steve shook his head slightly, trying to clear away the drowsiness that threatened to overtake him. The small rush of adrenaline from his near mishap allowed him to stay awake, at least for the moment. On a direct course to an air battle was no time for a nap. 

    “What the hell am I doing?” Steve muttered to himself, shaking his head and attempting to clear the fog from his mind. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With Chinese cruise and ballistic missiles slipping through Taiwan’s defense network and slamming into various installations scattered throughout the island, attention was focused west as new threats were aimed toward the nation. The first to respond to the Chinese attack planes heading across the strait were the long-range Sky Bow IIIs (TK-3s). With a range exceeding a hundred and twenty miles, the batteries of newly built or converted mobile platforms began engaging the enemy aircraft. 

    With loud booms and flurries of smoke and fire, the TK-3s flew from their boxed launchers. Long tails of fire allowed those on the ground to observe their flight path as they accelerated to their top speeds of Mach 7, the deadly projectiles quickly fading to miniscule points of light before vanishing altogether. Although the island wasn’t quite protected like Israel’s vaunted Iron Dome, Taiwan had been building its missile defense systems as quickly as possible, answering China’s increased production of offensive rockets. 

    As the Sky Bow III missiles soared high above Taiwan's airspace, they were quickly followed by another layer of missile defense. The Sky Bow II surface-to-air missiles were older models, but still highly effective in taking down enemy aircraft. These projectiles raced aloft, tearing through the night skies at Mach 4.5. With their hypersonic speeds, the TK-3 weapons were traveling at over a mile per second, covering the distance to their targets in just over a minute. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A missile warning sounded in Dong Bao’s headset. In the vanguard of the squadrons of aircraft heading across the Taiwan Strait, he knew he would be targeted by Taiwan’s air defenses. He had been eyeing the darker-than-night Penghu Islands lying quietly atop moonlit waters. He had thought that the first of any threats to rise against them might come from the Taiwanese-held portion of the island chain. 

    He gripped the controls tighter, his heart pounding with anticipation. He knew that he would have little time to respond to any threat coming from the nearby islands. And as he flew over the strait separating China from Taiwan, his mind raced with a thousand different scenarios and strategies. He visualized how he’d respond to a missile alert coming from the horseshoe-shaped archipelago. So far, though, all indications seemed to point to the main threat coming from farther east. 

    He checked that his countermeasures were set to manual. He didn’t trust the effectiveness of the automatic feature of the system, which was supposed to deploy at set intervals or when the missile launch warning activated. His experience had been a mixed bag as he had personally witnessed the deployment of canisters without any threat activating, much to the surprise of both himself and one of his wingmen who had been tucked in close. He had also observed it remaining completely dormant when his warning system had notified him of a missile launch. So, he preferred to activate it himself. In this crucial moment, he couldn’t afford to rely on faulty technology, even if it meant that it might take some of his focus away from whatever engagement he might be in. 

    Taking a deep breath, he reminded himself to stay calm. As he flew closer to the Penghus, his eyes again scanned the islands. The moonlit waters were almost eerily still, with only the occasional flickers emanating from the surface of the islands. He thought the lights must be the ground forces clashing as China attempted to take the last island in the chain. 

    As the warning system in his cockpit screamed at him, he looked back to his radar screen. The Chinese captain saw blips closing rapidly, faster than he had observed anything moving before. Each sweep, or rather updated data transference coming from the airborne command centers, showed the threats jumping from one place to the next. Dong Bao felt a twinge of fear. He looked out of the cockpit, staring off the nose of his J-16. Somewhere out there in the darkness, missiles were speeding toward him, climbing from their sea-level origins to the thinner air at his altitude. 

    In as many seconds as it took to complete those thoughts, the hostile returns were inside the ten-mile arc of his radar. At the speeds indicated, he had just over a second to react. He quickly scanned through his options and made a split-second decision to ascend higher. Pushing his throttles up to mil power, he began to climb. Thumbing the countermeasure button for all he was worth, Dong Bao yanked his J-16 into a hard bank to the right. With the shining waters below his right wingtip, he pulled the stick back hard into his lap. 

    Maneuver in three dimensions, he heard his instructor yell. 

    The G-onset was abrupt. He was pressed down in his seat as his fighter entered a tight turn, and his vision began to blur. With the warning system blaring into his ears, he strained for all he was worth to keep the blood from draining from his head. All the while, he kept his thumb pressing the countermeasure button. The trailing edge of his wings were lit from flares being ejected into the slipstream, the canisters also dispensing chaff into the nighttime air. 

    Just into the hard turn, the stick in his hand jumped. It nearly flew from his grasp as the plane shook. A bright flash briefly illuminated the cockpit. In that millisecond interval of time, Dong Bao thought he had been hit and was going to have to eject over the sea and the vague foreboding he had carried the back of his mind surfaced. With his experience fighting the Americans and now this, he thought that he perhaps wasn’t meant for this life as a fighter pilot after all. 

    Unbeknownst to him, the bright flash had been caused by the fragmentation warhead of a Sky Bow 3 exploding, sending a cloud of metal fragments outward. Fortunately for Dong Bao, he had turned away from the attack just in time, and most of the shrapnel flew harmlessly past his aircraft. 

    The shockwave from the explosion was enough to momentarily disrupt his control inputs. His plane rocked back and forth as if it had been punched, causing Dong Bao to tighten his grip on the stick and throttle. Still straining against the G’s, and with the bright flash of light gone as abruptly as it arrived, the cockpit seemed just as it had before. There weren’t any warning lights flashing incessantly, nor were any steadily illuminated. There also weren’t any tones sounding in his helmet of things gone horribly wrong. There was only the noise of his gasping as he sought to breathe through the high G’s. 

    As he fought to steady the aircraft, he looked out over his shoulder. The night sky was filled with the flashes of missiles exploding in mid-air. He couldn’t tell exactly how many there were, but there appeared to be dozens of the miniature explosions sparkling in the night. 

    In that frantic moment, Dong Bao realized that his previous foreboding may have been right all along. As a fighter pilot, he had always known that death could come at any moment while flying high-speed aircraft and engaging in combat. But now, with the added stress of fighting against an unseen enemy and feeling completely outmatched, he knew it was just a matter of time before his luck ran out. 

    Still turning hard, his heart raced as he scanned his instruments for any sign of damage or malfunction. Everything seemed to be working properly, but there was no guarantee that another missile wouldn't find its way to him. 

    Pushing the stick forward, Dong Bao rapidly reversed his turn, pulling hard into the opposite direction. Through the rapidly increasing G-load, his eyes passed over his radar screen, which was a mass of returns. He felt like he was paddling hard among sharks circling his life raft. 

    Looking downward at the water, now on the other side of the cockpit, he witnessed another flash as it ripped past his hard-turning fighter. It appeared to be mere feet below, and then it was gone. It had moved so fast that he wondered if he had really seen anything. 

    Perhaps a reflection of light from his instrument panel? 

    Then a second flash lit up the sky but without the corresponding shake of his J-16 that the previous one had carried. Pulling nearly 9 G’s, Dong Bao felt an explosion of sweat roll down his side. It felt as if his flight suit was now soaked. His legs were pressed hard against the rudder pedals, his thigh muscles tightly contracted. 

    The J-16 was built to withstand high G forces, but pilots had their endurance limits and Dong Bao was approaching his. He could feel the pressure building in his chest and head, could hear his own heart pounding in his ears as he held onto consciousness with all his strength. He continued taking in and expelling gasps in measured intervals. 

    Gazing in the direction of his hard turn, he saw a streak of light in the distance. Like the others he’d observed, it moved impossibly fast. A bright flash also flared in the night sky. The brightness faded, leaving behind an orangish-yellow glow that quickly grew in both size and intensity. Sparks flew from an object hidden in the dark, trailing behind something still moving at high speed. Then the trail of fire began arcing steeply downward. Dong Bao followed the fiery object until it disappeared behind the nose of his still turning jet. He realized that he had just witnessed the demise of yet another wingman. 

    Reversing his turn yet again, the Chinese captain wondered if he would get the reputation of being bad luck to fly with. He’d lost two wingmen in the previous fight, and now at least another was plummeting toward the dark waters below. With that thought in mind, he rolled upright, heading more or less in the same direction he’d been flying before he’d started to violently maneuver. 

    The G forces abated, and he found himself gasping for air as if he had been holding his breath for far too long. The cockpit was eerily quiet except for the sound of his heavy breathing. He searched for the fiery trail that he had observed only the moment prior. His gaze tracked downward toward the surface of the water. Dong Bao strained his eyes to try to see where it hit, but all he could see was shimmering water reflecting the moonlight. 

    With a sigh, he returned his focus back inside the cockpit. Except for blips near the edges of his radar, the screen showed that the area around him was clear of hostile threats. Others hadn’t been so fortunate. The skies were littered with streamers of fire, marking where the enemy missiles had been successful. A quick visual sweep of his surroundings showed a dozen or more aircraft going down in flames. 

    One of them, which he had been watching closely, suddenly blossomed into an explosive display. The sight was both mesmerizing and terrifying. Pieces of the destroyed plane were flung in all directions, each fragment starting its own blazing downward descent toward the dark waters below. Dong Bao felt a twinge of sadness as he realized that some of those fire-streaked trails were likely friends of his. 

    Quickly checking on his wingmen, Dong Bao saw that he was indeed missing one of them, likely from the explosion he’d seen while maneuvering hard. The other two were in position a mile or so off his right wing. 

    “Láng flight leader, Láng four. I have lost my number two engine and am returning.” 

    Dong Bao cursed. He’d thought too soon. For a moment, he wrestled between allowing his number four wingman to return to base, or keeping him here for a little longer. He could maintain formation with only one engine. If he allowed his wingman to depart, then he’d be losing the eight PL-15 long-range weapons the plane carried. Those missiles could very well be crucial to the fight with Taiwanese fighters that were already airborne and on the fringes of the radar. 

    Staring at the area where his lost wingman should have been, Dong Bao’s thoughts wrestled between both sides of the decision he was facing. A flash of light, followed by a long tongue of fire, belched from his crippled wingman’s location. It was a short-lived event as the night again consumed every shape and form. Dong Bao knew he had no choice but to let his wingman return. He couldn’t risk losing another pilot. 

    “Láng four, you are cleared off,” Dong Bao radioed. 

    “It might be too late for that, but we can hope. See you back at home. Láng four returning to base.” 

    As the injured jet gradually pulled away from the formation, Dong Bao chided himself for even considering keeping his wingman with him. He kept an eye on his radar screen as his wingman flew to the rear. He was now down to two aircraft. The air defenses from Taiwan had taken their toll. 

    But he wasn’t the only one having to make adjustments. With the loss of aircraft, the staff aboard the Chinese KJ-2000s were also having to alter their plans. The radios came alive, the attack fighters carrying glide bombs and shorter-range missiles receiving new targeting information. 

    As he flew farther out above the strait, the radar picture solidified somewhat. There were still blank spots, which alluded to enemy electronic warfare attempts. But the island was covered with hostile blips. Some were heading east over the island’s spine, while others had turned west toward Dong Bao and the vast contingent of Chinese warplanes. He wasn’t sure what those heading away at slower speeds might be, but there was no mistaking the ones heading toward him. Taiwan had sent up their fighters. That was the mission that he and the other air superiority fighters were there for. 

    “Láng flight, new target information. You will target the slow-moving aircraft over the central part of the island. You are cleared to engage.” 

    Dong Bao was confused as he listened to his new orders. His flight had now been tasked with going after the slow-moving aircraft over the central part of the island, instead of the enemy fighters heading straight for them. It didn’t make sense. The purpose of their mission was to establish air superiority and take out any enemy aircraft that posed a direct threat. So why were they being told to target slower-moving planes that didn’t seem like they were a danger? He was about to question his new orders but couldn’t find a pause in the radio traffic. The operators were already issuing instructions to other flights, hogging the airwaves with their unending monologue. 

    Dong Bao’s confusion turned into frustration. He wanted answers, but he also knew that the middle of a battle wasn’t the time to question orders. He looked at his radar screen and again saw several blips moving over the central part of the island. They were moving too slowly to be fighter jets, or transport planes for that matter. They seemed too small and insignificant to waste his missiles on. But orders were orders, and he adjusted his course. 

    Shrugging, he moved the cursor with a button on his throttle. The crosshair rolled over a distant target and locked on. Dong Bao checked his armament panel, ensuring that the PL-15s hanging on his wing pylons were selected and armed. With another “what the hell” shrug, he pulled the trigger. 

    A missile shot ahead of his J-16, the fire trailing behind turning night into day for a brief second as it passed the cockpit. The weapon began a slow, arcing descent. His wingman had already launched other missiles, their distant streaks of light following the same path as his. Selecting a second target, he sent another projectile flying toward Taiwan. He wondered what the slow-moving targets were, and why they were considered a priority ahead of the more deadly enemy fighters streaking in his direction. But, as he’d thought many times since hearing his new instructions, orders were orders. He then sent a third missile to rush ahead of his jet. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Chia-wei looked out from the cockpit of his F-CK-1. To the west, the pitch-black mass of Taiwan stood out. Not only because it was darker than the surrounding moonlit waters, but from the multitude of flashes emanating from its surface. Fiery streaks flew away from varying points, all heading toward the west. Over the strait separating his homeland from China, sparkles sprang into being and vanished just as quickly, as if they were matter and anti-matter particles eliminating each other in bursts of energy. The scene was like something out of a science fiction movie. 

    The analogy wasn’t far from the truth as missiles and anti-air missiles collided over the glistening waters. Occasionally, larger bursts of light would erupt from the island, followed by balls of fire roiling skyward. Pillars of smoke rose from a dozen locations. To the Taiwanese captain, it looked like the island was suddenly becoming an active volcano. 

    He shook his head in disbelief. Normally, Taiwan was a peaceful island where people went about their daily lives without fear or conflict. But now, it seemed like all hell had broken loose. 

    Listening for his callsign amid the busy radio traffic, he was convinced things were now moving far too fast. As a fighter pilot, he had to maintain his thoughts miles ahead of his jet. 

    “You have to be far ahead of your plane,” his instructor had hammered into his head when he had been a student pilot. “If you’re only thinking about where you are presently, you’re already behind the curve. Think about what’s coming up far in advance, because if you wait until its arrived, you’ll be so inundated with tasks that you’ll become a danger to yourself and others.” 

    Looking west, that’s how Chia-wei felt. That he was way behind the curve and struggling to catch up. War had come to his home, and although they had been fighting against the threat of invasion for some time, it had now arrived. That dread was holding him hostage to where he no longer felt ahead of his aircraft. Staying aware of the overall situation via radio traffic and his radar seemed too momentous. 

    Chia-wei's mind was racing as he flew over the Philippine Sea. There were so many things to keep track of—the constant chatter on the radio, his radar screen filled with blips representing enemy aircraft and missiles, and the ever-changing situation in the skies to the west. Not to mention the overwhelming fact that his country was at war with China. He had never felt so overwhelmed in all his years as a fighter pilot. 

    He took a deep breath and tried to focus. He knew that he couldn't afford to let himself get lost in the chaos. Lives depended on him to stay sharp enough to make quick decisions. 

    The radar screen showed a plethora of targets. China looked as if it was sending every aircraft it had against Taiwan. They were spread across the screen in seemingly endless waves, like an unrelenting swarm of locusts. Chia-wei’s heart sank at the sight. How could they possibly defend against such overwhelming numbers? It was well known that the Chinese had a massive air force, but seeing it all together on his radar was daunting. 

    Looking at the pitiful number of friendly fighters airborne was equally disheartening. The Taiwanese Air Force was outnumbered and outgunned, with only a fraction of what China had. What hope did they have? But he also knew he didn’t have much of a choice. They couldn’t just sit back and watch as China invaded their home. They had to fight back, no matter how hopeless the situation seemed. The only way to succeed was to whittle down their numbers one by one until either the enemy gave up or Taiwan had nothing left to send. 

    Rolling into a turn in his current holding pattern, Chia-wei’s sightline through his windscreen passed across the northeast. Somewhere far over the horizon were the American carriers and one of their task forces. With the radar screens being filled with Chinese attack planes, he wondered just where the Americans were. The firepower carried on those decks could surely deter the Chinese and force them back to their own shores. 

    He scanned the dark horizon, hoping for any sign of the American ships. What were they waiting for? They had to know what was happening here. Surely they weren’t afraid to involve their carriers against China. Were they scared? Hell, he and handful of others had done pretty well, coming out ahead in their engagements so far. At least in his estimation. Was this some political maneuvering by the West? 

    Sure, he knew there were American fighters heading their way from their bases in Okinawa and Japan. But those planes didn’t carry anti-ship missiles or bombs, as far as he was aware. Looking out from his own jet, flying high over an island under siege, he wondered just how effective those vaunted carriers really were. 

    Chia-wei shook his head, attempting to force the negative thoughts away. The Americans had sent help in the form of their subs and bombers, firing hundreds of missiles against the enemy fleets. The burned-out husks floating in the night were a testament to their assistance. He just wished they were here to fend off the multitudes now arrayed against him and the meager few taking wing alongside him. 

    “Candy flight, come to heading two-eight-zero. These will be vectors to intercept.” 

    That was the Taiwanese E-2K operating northeast of his position and controlling the upcoming fight. They were supplying the radar data that was currently on his screen. 

    “Alright, it is go-time,” Chia-wei breathed into his mask. 

    He checked his armament panel for the hundredth time, assuring himself that his four TC-2 Sky Sword radar-guided missiles were selected and armed. He carried a TC-1 IR missile on each wingtip in case the fight turned to close quarters. 

    Bringing his aircraft around to the new heading, he checked his radar. His wingman, flying in an extended trail position, had followed. A mile to his left, his second element had also turned with him, crossing behind and speeding back into formation line abreast. 

    Chia-wei finally felt like he was getting back into the groove he usually felt when flying. Although explosions were still rocking the island now off his nose, the negativity he had previously felt was fading away. And the sense that he was far behind events was also waning as he focused on the fight ahead. 

    “Candy flight, accelerate to six hundred knots. You are cleared to engage.” 

    Chia-wei knew that the plan was to dart in, fire, and retreat. There had been discussion about flying in at Mach speeds. Their missiles were certainly built for Mach-speed launches, but the limited range of the TC-2 meant that the Chinese fighters held a significant distance advantage. He had hoped to be armed with the American AIM-120s, but the few in their inventory were loaded on the F-35s and F-16s also heading into battle. The need to get closer immediately put them on the defensive, as it meant that they would be fired upon first and they’d need to run that gauntlet of Chinese fire before they could themselves launch their missiles. If they flew in at Mach speeds, they wouldn’t be able to conduct the high-G maneuvers necessary to defeat the enemy missiles. 

    He pushed his throttles up. He was sucked back into his seat as his jet quickly responded and the airspeed increased. At the same time, he pushed the nose over. With the sixty-mile limitation of his missiles, they had briefed that “clearance to engage” also meant they would head toward the wavetops. The plan was to lose themselves in the clutter near the surface and come in underneath the Chinese radars. It was a move that had served them well in the past. 

    Diving toward the surface, Chia-wei pulled back his throttles when he hit six hundred knots. Across the Philippine Sea, dozens of aircraft began losing altitude as they received their clearances to commence attacks. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Moonlight streamed downward, illuminating his cockpit and highlighting the nose and upper surfaces of the jet. Dai Jun was again aloft, having quickly jumped into an already armed and fueled J-16. He had aided in the efforts to defend the invasion ships against the multitude of missiles the Americans had sent against them. The entire night had been a confusing and chaotic one, and the events had unfolded rapidly, leaving his mind reeling with the constant changes in orders and objectives. 

    Initially, he had been armed for a ground attack role, ready to go against Taiwan’s defensive strongpoints. At the last minute, as he had sat inside the cramped confines of his cockpit, his orders had suddenly changed. Instead, the attack aircraft loaded with bombs and air-to-ground missiles had been ordered to assist with the defense of the armadas. So, as he waited, ordered to remain with his aircraft, his and other planes were stripped of their loadouts and armed with air-to-air weaponry. 

    But now, as he guided his air superiority fighter through the night skies, that felt like ages ago. The delay and subsequent missions had taken their toll. He was fatigued and wanted nothing more than to collapse onto his bunk and fade away into a days-long slumber. He reached down and flicked his oxygen mixer switch to 100%, hoping it would help him stay focused. The effect was immediate as cool, rich air flowed into his lungs. He became instantly more alert, the tiredness washing away like dirty suds under a shower. 

    The radar picture showed a tale of two antagonists lining up, rival gangs armed to the teeth and battling for territorial rights. This one would be to the death, with no mercy shown by either side. Taiwanese aircraft were poised over the waters east of the island, while friendly aircraft were waiting over the Chinese mainland. 

    The announcement to attack went out over the airwaves. Dai Jun brought his aircraft around, arming his long-range PL-15 air-to-air missiles. Dozens of planes headed east toward Taiwan as the Strait was about to become yet another scene of intense aerial battles. Lying on the bottom of the sea were countless destroyed airframes, there to rest until the waters finally disintegrated any vestige of what they once were. 

    Locking onto enemy planes which were even now disappearing from his radar screen, Dai Jun let loose projectile after projectile, depleting the stores tucked under his wings and fuselage. There wasn’t any return fire shown by his computerized systems. 

    The sea between the two nations was now a hot zone. The sky was a myriad of incandescent trails from planes and missiles alike, the heavens above the strait filled with the light and sound of explosions and the resultant fiery debris raining down from the night sky. Still retaining some of his PL-15s, the Chinese captain resumed his patrolling screen over the masses of attack planes flying toward Taiwan. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Flares arced away from the low-flying jet, glowing brightly in the moments before falling into the sea only a few feet below. Chia-wei grunted as the G-forces pressed him firmly into his seat, causing him to grit his teeth and tightly grip the controls. His heartbeat pounded in his ears as he rolled his F-CK-1 sharply in the opposite direction, trying to evade the enemy's missiles. 

    Looking through his night-vision enhanced HUD, Chia-wei watched the waves streaking by unbelievably fast. He briefly thought that they looked like the USS Enterprise entering warp speed. But there was no time for such thoughts now. He had to focus on surviving the next few moments. 

    Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he pushed his aircraft and himself to the limits, engaging in a deadly dance with the inbound threats. Despite the danger and inherent fear enveloping him, there was a certain thrill to what he was doing. That was the adrenaline junkie part of him speaking. His prior doubts were but hushed voices whispering deep in the recesses of his mind. This was what he lived for, the rush of flying and the intense thrill of combat. 

    The stick shook in his gloved hand as he pulled the jet through another hard turn. Sweat soaked his flight suit from the enormous effort of pulling sustained G’s. His leg and stomach muscles strained as he sought to remain conscious. Any lapse in concentration at this low altitude meant certain death, whether from colliding with the unforgiving waters or being hit by the dozens of Chinese missiles attempting to down him and the others with him. 

    He desperately wanted to glance at his radar and see how much farther he had to fly before he could launch his own missiles, but he knew that even a split second of distraction could mean the end. Suddenly, a streak of fire shot past his cockpit, the unseen object slamming heavily into the wavetops at tremendous speeds. He felt the shockwave from the impact reverberating through his control stick as an enormous fountain of water erupted. 

    For a brief moment, Chia-wei feared that the force of the water might engulf his fighter, causing it to crash into the ocean. He also worried that some of the water might enter his air intakes and cause his engines to flame out. He thought that it all might be over. And then he was past, a few droplets of water splashing briefly against the side of his canopy, which were quickly whisked away in the wind. 

    He released his held breath and sucked in another one, holding it fast. He rolled his jet again, putting the ocean on the other side of his cockpit. At ninety degrees to the horizon line, his wingtips were almost brushing the rolling swells. His thumb madly smashed at the countermeasure button, sending another series of flares and chaff to illuminate the night. 

    Another missile whizzed past him, its exhaust trail lighting up the darkness for a brief second before slamming into the ocean. As he pulled hard, yet another brighter flash of light flared in his windscreen as his nose tracked across the horizon line concealed in the dark. The brilliant, fiery light blossomed for a second before extinguishing. Chia-wei feared that one of his wingmen had been hit by the volleys of Chinese air-to-air missiles that were arriving. 

    That one was followed by another, and then another, each appearing briefly before vanishing. They were being torn apart before being able to fire a single missile toward their adversaries. Determined to at least get a shot off, he focused all his attention on evading the barrage of missiles that seemed to be coming at him from all directions. 

    He gasped again, exchanging one breath for another. His threat warning system was still showing that enemy missiles were locked onto his aircraft. It didn’t seem fair that the enemy was able to get in the first punch, hell, the first two or three punches, before he was able to strike back. But that was what he was facing, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. 

    The ocean below him was a dark abyss, only its wavetops reflecting faint moonlight. A flash illuminated his cockpit as if someone had passed a high-intensity flashlight across his windscreen. In a high-G turn, just feet over the tops of the waves, he felt his aircraft jostle like running through a patch of clear air turbulence. In tune with his jet, he tried to anticipate what his plane might do and counter it before it could do anything adverse. Flying fighters in extreme environments meant having to live a millisecond or two in the future, knowing what the jet was going to do in advance and correcting it a moment before it happened. 

    But there was also fear lurking behind every move he made. Fear of getting hit by enemy fire or crashing into the unforgiving ocean below. He had no choice but to push those thoughts aside and keep flying, trusting his instincts to keep him alive. 

    Suddenly, another flash lit up the sky followed by an explosion near one of Chia-wei's wingmen. His heart sank as he watched the trail from a rocket motor zoom upward from the doomed jet as a pilot ejected and descended into the water below. It was yet another grim reminder of the reality of war. 

    Pressed hard against the rudder pedals, his legs were trembling from the constantly contracted muscles. He pushed forward on the stick, only far enough to ease the G load. At zero G’s and feeling light in his seat, he again rolled his streaking fighter. His other wingtip seemed to almost graze the sea’s surface. Occasionally, a glimmer from the fading moon highlighted a wave top, but his only reliable visual reference was through his HUD. 

    The constant threat warning alarms and flashing lights were starting to become background noise as Chia-wei focused all his attention on flying and evading enemy missiles. He knew that any mistake or lapse in concentration could be fatal, and he couldn’t afford to let up for even a second. 

    Yanking his jet through yet another hard turn, he took in one more deep breath and contracted his muscles. He felt sweat stream from his pores, his metabolism burning three times the normal calories. His body was trembling and he could feel his joints protesting the physical strain. He had been yanking his jet through sharp turns for what felt like hours, though in reality it had only been a few minutes. The sweat pouring from his pores made his flight suit stick to his skin. 

    A bright flash suddenly illuminated the cockpit, followed by a jolt as turbulence rocked his fighter. In the middle of a high-G turn, it felt like time had slowed down as Chia-wei struggled to keep his fighter from plunging into the sea. 

    In his ninety-degree turn, with the waves only a few feet below his left wing, he pressed on the top rudder pedal to keep the nose from dropping. At the angle of flight he was at, the vertical stabilizer acted like a stabilator. The bright flash illuminating the cockpit and turbulence was brief. 

    While still in a high-speed, high-G turn, Chia-wei quickly glanced inside. The engine instruments were all reading in the green. Releasing his held breath and quickly drawing in another while turning at high G’s, he scanned the warning indicators. They were blank and there wasn’t any aural warning in his helmet. 

    He punched out another series of flare and chaff canisters. That last missile had been close. Too close. While maintaining most of his concentration outside his aircraft, he kept glancing inside to assure himself that the engine instruments were still in the normal operating ranges. He had a thought that his wings might have been perforated with shrapnel, but the fuel gauge was only decreasing at a normal rate. 

    With his heart beating rapidly from the constant onset of G’s, and from the adrenaline of evading Chinese missiles, especially that last one that had come close to downing him, Chia-wei felt almost euphoric. In the background hovered the fear of being hit and crashing violently into the wavetops rolling past only a few feet below. 

    Being so close to death, he’d never felt so alive. In this chaotic dance that verged on being out of control, he felt more in control than he’d ever been. It was almost enough to make him feel invincible. The rush was addictive, and he couldn't imagine anything else that could compare to it. Still, he knew enough not to let this feeling take charge of his thoughts or actions. He knew that it could all end in an instant, with one hit from a missile or one wrong move on his part. Any loss of focus could send him into the waves, and as he’d thought previously, he wanted to at least get a chance to fire the missiles tucked underneath his aircraft, resting patiently on their pylons. 

    The Chinese captain breathed a sigh of relief as he rolled his fighter upright, quickly unloading the G-forces. He panted, trying to catch his breath after having pulled prolonged G’s. Glancing at his threat receiver, it didn’t show any incoming dangers. The tone in his earphones was also absent. However, he knew that these systems weren't always reliable. They weren’t the magic eight ball that could foresee all. 

    He quickly looked around the star-lit skies, searching for the telltale plume of fire moving through the heavens that would signify an incoming threat. The night was quiet and still, with only the sound of the wind whistling past his canopy. 

    Feeling a little safer, he began to relax. His fingers loosened their grip on the controls. It was then that he noticed a slight rumbling through the stick. It was something that couldn’t be ignored. He quickly scanned his engine instruments, but they were still showing normal readings, the needles steady within the green operating ranges. 

    Chia-wei worried. The vibration wasn’t decreasing. It was obvious that his jet wasn’t the perfectly tuned machine it had been. With the waves rolling quickly past, disappearing underneath the nose of his jet, he turned his head to look out the canopy at the outboard section of his wings. The last vestiges of moonlight glimmered upon their surfaces.  

    His heart sank as he saw what was causing the vibration. The metal skin of his jet had been ripped and shredded by shrapnel from one of the Chinese missiles. He could see a large hole in the wing, exposing some of the internal wires and hydraulic lines. The last near miss had been closer than he had first thought. 

    Panicky thoughts raced through his mind. How severe was the damage? The jet was still flying and responding to his inputs. But what was he to do? Safety said that he should abort his mission and return to base. Structural damage was a no-brainer. Or at least it was supposed to be. But he didn’t want to just abandon his mission, especially after surviving the last few moments. He desperately searched for a solution but couldn’t come up with one. There was the supposedly “right thing,” and then there was what he wanted to do. 

    He knew that any further damage to his already compromised wing could lead to disaster. One wrong move and he could lose control of his jet, plummeting into the dark waters below. Flying feet over the rolling swells, he knew that he should climb. But that would make him more vulnerable to the Chinese threats, exposing him to their long-range radars. He had to do something, had to decide soon. He couldn’t just fly long the wavetops and do nothing. Either he made a decision, or one would be made for him. 

    He looked again toward the damaged wingtip. The vibrations weren’t getting any worse. He checked his rearview mirrors for the briefest of moments. He couldn’t discern any damage to the vertical stabilizer, or what he could see of his stabilator. 

    Sweating now with anxiety, he felt chilled trickles run down his side. He gingerly moved the controls again, expecting the jet to suddenly spin out of control and plunge into the sea. Nothing unusual happened. He then tested the rudder. The controls appeared to be functioning normally. But he knew that with structural damage, that could change in an instant. 

    This was all accomplished in mere seconds. Chia-wei’s heart raced as he checked his radar screen again. One of his wingmen was missing. He couldn’t tell if it was Wingman Three or Four, but one of them had disappeared from his formation. His mind instantly went to the last explosion he saw during their high-speed maneuvering. It was highly likely that it was his missing wingman who had been shot down. His number Two was still in trail behind and to the side, if not a bit farther away than he’d normally be. 

    He bit his lip in frustration. Things were not progressing his way. Taking a deep breath, he made a split-second decision. He’d stay in the fight. He didn’t think he really had any choice in the matter. Two planes worth of missiles being lost was a substantial reduction in firepower. 

    With the vibrations remaining constant, he inched a few more feet above the surface. He couldn’t risk going much higher. Already, the enemy airborne command post operators were likely analyzing their successes and failures and getting their pilots ready to conduct more attacks. He knew that the current lull in the action was only the eye of the typhoon. It wouldn’t be long until he was again being buffeted on all sides. 

    The sky was filled with aircraft. Chia-wei could see them on his screen, numerous blips grouped just inside the edges. Those were Chinese aircraft heading toward Taiwan, which were now within range of his Sky Sword II missiles. Other Taiwanese fighters were scattered around and behind him, the remnants of friendly forces arrayed against the Chinese invasion. Their numbers seemed meager in comparison to the horde approaching their shores. 

    Checking again to reassure himself that there wasn’t an imminent threat, he began adjusting the cursor on his screen with small pressure movements from his finger. The crosshairs locked onto a blip on his radar screen, a tone sounding in his helmet. He confirmed the lock-on and eased back on the stick, bringing his F-CK-1 up several more feet to allow extra room for his missile to fire. 

    With his finger on the trigger, he hesitated. What would the force of the weapon leaving the rail do to his damaged wing? Would the shaking of the Sky Bow II cause enough stress for the outer edge of his wing to separate? Would the trigger press cause his jet to plunge into the sea, or to wing over so his canopy would hit first? 

    He’d fought this hard to get into a position to fire. He wasn’t about to let fear dictate his actions. This was the moment he’d been praying for throughout his ordeal. Knowing that it could be the last act he ever took, he pressed the trigger. 

    The stick in his hand shuddered as a flash of light shone just outside of his cockpit. The wing wobbled and held steady as a weapon flew off the rails and streaked forward. Chia-wei watched as the missile disappeared into the night. The tail of fire quickly became a small dot as it rose heavenward, blending in with the stars millions of light years away. Without worrying whether he’d live or not, he selected another target and sent a second missile flying away in the darkness. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Three 

    Kaohsiung, Taiwan 

    3 August, 2021 

    The strand of beach shone under the bright rays of the moon, separating land from water. On the very edge of sight, waves broke in a crashing roar as they washed up on shore, taming to a hiss of water rolling over wet sands. Like the thread of the shoreline, the breakers caught the glow of moonlight and reflected their rhythmic tumbling back to those watching. 

    Gazing toward the darkened horizon, Sergeant Chih-ming felt a chilled breath of air sweep past, bringing the salty scent of the sea polluted by the oily smell coming from the machine gun mounted beside him. He stared out from the lip of his bunker, peering into the darkness, searching beyond the lines of surf for any hint of something out of the ordinary. He knew that somewhere out there were the ships of the Chinese invasion forces, unrelentingly driving for this very shore. Or at least that’s what everyone was expecting. He took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. 

    The moon, illuminating the beach in an eerie glow, cast long shadows over the sand and revealed every detail. The waves continued to crash against the shore, their regular, unending sound somehow soothing amidst the nervous chaos that was roiling inside him. 

    But as he stared out into the darkness, all he could see were the gentle movements of nature. He couldn't shake off his feeling of unease, though, as if something was lurking just beyond his line of sight. He glanced back at his fellow soldiers who were also scanning their surroundings with tense expressions. They appeared to be much calmer than him, like they were ready for whatever came their way. Rather than drawing strength from their confident postures, they only made him feel less sure of himself. 

    The sergeant turned back to face the ocean once more, taking in its vastness and power. He knew that tomorrow morning would be a significant moment in history. He wasn’t sure what to think about his part in it. All he could do was wait and try to be ready for whatever came. The thin filament of beach was a defining line between him and the enemy, a symbol of hope in an otherwise dark and uncertain time. As long as it remained a barrier, he thought they stood a chance against the approaching armada. 

    A faint noise rising above the surf caught his attention. The sound grew louder by the second. He looked up to see a rocket tearing past his position, heading out to sea. He glimpsed the low-flying object as it caught the moon's rays before disappearing into the darkness. The roar of its engines clashed with and then blended into the crash of waves, breaking the ocean symphony into momentary chaos before fading quickly out. As fast as it appeared, it vanished into the gloom of the unknown. This had become a near continual event throughout the night, although the intervals between each occurrence were growing farther apart. 

    Chih-ming felt a sense of awe and fear as he followed the path of the missile into the dark ocean. He knew that these were rockets being fired toward the enemy ships that lurked out in the dark. While gazing out past the sandy strands, he thought about when they had first appeared. Dozens had shot past his position, each rumbling roar that faded into the night reminding him of a thunderstorm crackling in the distance, the noise suddenly everywhere and then the echoes fading away. Each had been a reminder that war was approaching their shores and would possibly arrive before the next sunrise. 

    He checked his rifle one more time before turning back towards the ocean. He wondered what was happening on the enemy ships. Were the enemy soldiers feeling as scared as he was as they prepared for the inevitable battle? The waves continued to crash against the shore, but now there seemed to be an added sense of urgency in their movements. 

    He imagined what the morning might look like with hundreds of ships lined up along the horizon, their shapes glistening in the glare of the rising sun. He could hear the distant sounds of ships moving through the water, their engines rumbling as they drew nearer to the shore. In his mind’s eye, he saw smaller boats powering for the beaches amid towering geysers from artillery shells. He felt the chill of metal against his skin as he gripped his machine gun tighter. 

    In his imagination, he saw tracers streaking out from his position, slamming into the sides of landing craft, causing them to explode in fiery infernos. He could feel the staccato hammering of his weapon as he mowed down enemy soldiers. 

    The smell of gunpowder and burning metal filled his nostrils as he fired round after round into the fray. His barrel glowed with heat as sweat trickled down his face and blurred his vision. But amidst all this destruction, there was one sound that stood out above all else: the deafening crash of large shells from enemy ships offshore. 

    That was what his future held. Short of deserting, there was nothing he could do to alter it. It was inevitable. And yet, he didn’t think about his death. He was the hero in the story being played out in his mind, or in the company of heroes. He knew the defenses arrayed around him and could not see how China could break through them, no matter how many soldiers they threw at them. 

    The artillery in hidden bunkers along the higher ridgelines overlooking his position would positively hammer any who encroached. The feet-thick concrete he was secreted behind would stop any shells or bombs China was likely to send his way as they attempted to kick him from his defensive location. He knew it wouldn’t be easy, but he just couldn’t see how they could lose. 

    The Chinese would be in the open, having to slowly motor their way. Waves crashed around the offshore obstacles, which would slow any inbound boats, if not stop them entirely. As the enemy floundered in the waves they’d be sitting ducks, unable to get closer. And Chih-ming’s battalion would send such a volume of fire into those slowed vessels that no one would make it to shore alive. It was such an easy thing to see. 

    He wasn’t under the illusion that it would be a cakewalk. But he also didn’t understand why his company commander was so worried. The captain was constantly coming by to check his and other positions, moving a weapon emplacement here and there as he saw imaginary gaps in the overlapping fields of fire. 

    Focusing his attention on the beachfront, he looked for dark shapes rising from the surf to dart across the moonlit sands. One of the warnings they had received was to watch for Chinese special forces that would likely precede the invasion. Spotlights roamed the waters, the bright pools of light moving along the obstructive barriers placed offshore. Friendly gunboats often motored past, shining lights of their own on the steel beams protruding from the rolling waves. 

    Off to one side, a commotion caught Chih-ming’s attention. He heard shouts emanating from a nearby position. He quickly turned back toward the strait, expecting to see the lit silhouettes of boats appearing out of the darkness. But there was only the endless forming of breakers as they approached. 

    Pounding footfalls approached from the side. 

    “Pick up everything, we are leaving,” a breathless soldier stated as he slid into Chih-ming’s bunker. 

    “What do you mean, leaving?” Chih-ming questioned. 

    “Orders from above. We are supposed to pick up our gear and meet at the helipads. I guess we are heading east.” 

    East? What’s to the east? he thought as the other soldiers in his bunker began gathering their gear. 

    “Sergeant, are we supposed to take the machine gun as well?” one soldier inquired. 

    Chih-ming turned toward the soldier who brought the news, about to ask that very question. But the man had already sped away, racing in the dark toward the next position to deliver the news. 

    “How in the fuck am I supposed to know?” Chih-ming replied. “I guess so. No, hang on a minute, I will go find out.” 

    Perturbed at having to leave, he trudged across the soft sand. It was always work having to traverse it. Arriving at the company headquarters, he found that he wasn’t the first to arrive. Platoon leaders were gathered as they sought additional information, the scant words from the runner about what was going on causing more confusion than clarity. 

    “Why are we moving?” 

    “Are the Chinese already landing?” 

    “We cannot be moving with them so close?” 

    “What in the hell is to the east?” 

    “Are we being pulled off the line? If so, why?” 

    These questions were run closely together amid a babble of speculation. Chih-ming knew those wild guesses were fueled by anxiety. 

    “Everyone just calm down,” the company commander stated as he stepped from his tent. “We are being pulled away and being sent east to Hualien.” 

    “What is in Hualien?” one junior officer voiced. 

    “Our new home for a while,” the captain answered. “It appears that the Chinese ships are sailing around the island. We are repositioning to the east. Grab everything you can. Strip your positions of all equipment and ammunition. We will then meet at the helipads for a ride across the mountains. You have one hour. Now go!” 

    The junior officers and sergeants ran away like a live grenade had been dropped. Chih-ming thought about finding his platoon leader among the rapidly dispersing crowd but then thought better of it. He turned and started back toward his position, thinking that the question he had come to ask had been answered. They’d strip the bunker of the mounted machine guns and ammunition cans, hauling them back to the helipad to leave in a pile. 

    Walking past open mortar pits, one of the crew called out: “Do you know what is going on?” 

    “Only as much as the next guy,” Chih-ming returned. “I think we are being pulled away to Hualien.” 

    “What in the fuck is in Hualien?” 

    “Your sister is giving a two-for-one special,” Chih-ming replied. 

    “Fuck you, asshole.” 

    Chih-ming continued, thinking how lucky he was that he didn’t have to tote those mortar tubes everywhere. Or more to the fact, those heavy base plates. As he faded in the darkness toward his forward position, he heard the mortarman, “When the fighting starts, I swear I am going to drop a short round on that bastard first.” 

    Geez, man, learn how to take a joke, Chih-ming reflected, his boots digging deep into the soft sand. 

    “Well?” one soldier asked upon his return. 

    “We are clearing everything out…guns, ammo, everything. Haul it back to the landing pads. It looks like we are relocating to Hualien,” Chih-ming answered. 

    “What is in Hualien?” 

    “That appears to be the question of the evening,” he said. 

    “Seriously, why are we going there?” 

    “Because that is supposedly where the Chinese are headed!” Chih-ming stated. 

    “Huh?! I thought they were going to be here in a few hours.” 

    “Well, they have apparently changed their minds. I am going to start carrying the ammo cans out of the bunker while you guys start dismounting the guns. When we are done, we will carry the lot back. Make sure to pack up your gear as well,” he said. 

    The others grumbled as they turned away. They knew that unit movements involved a lot of time and effort. No one was looking forward to the hurry up and wait that the evening was turning into, nor the chaotic spectacle that was beckoning. 

    Bending down, Chih-ming picked up two metal ammunition cans. The weight was familiar, comforting even, and he started out the door without a second thought. Leaving the bunker that had become like a second home to him, the roar of the nearby surf intensified, rising and falling as the breakers rolled ashore. He followed a well-worn path, searching for a convenient spot to drop his load and to serve as an interim storage place. 

    As he walked, he noticed fiery lights in the distance, streaking into the sky. They were coming from the northern edges of their defense lines, distant, but still visible in the darkness. Trails of fire arced out over the sea, quickly becoming dots of light before disappearing into the endless expanse. 

    Chih-ming knew outgoing fire when he saw it. He dropped to a crouch on the path, placing the ammunition cans to either side of him. Were the Chinese already here? No—oh wait—that’s why they were moving. Was that anti-aircraft fire then? 

    A bright flash highlighted everything around him in stark detail. The yellow and black writing on the ammunition cans, the shiny metal showing through gouges and mars in the olive drab paint, the dull metal of the worn handles. He could see the shadows from the cans, the line between light and dark sharpened like the edge of a razor. He saw his own shadow crouched against the sand and tall strands of sea grass, crouched like some primordial monster. 

    His world was then suddenly upended as a violent wave of hot air rushed past. He felt his feet leave the ground as he was thrown forward and knocked to the ground as if a truck had slammed into him. He then felt a scorching, searing hot mass of air boil over him. He tried to take in the breath that had been knocked from his lungs, but was unable to. A thunderous roar bellowed past, the sharp concussive wave threatening to crush his skull, break his bones, and cause his heart to burst. 

    A loud-pitched whine grew impossibly loud, like a speeding train approaching, and then it was gone, seemingly squelched by a loud thud from nearby. It felt as if he were on fire, and the time seemed to pass so slowly. Chih-ming didn’t think the heat would ever end, that he was to be forever cooked in whatever stew was happening. 

    And then the light blinked out. He could see that even through his tightly closed eyelids. The searing heat he had been surrounded by began to cool, although he still felt hot, as if he’d been sunburned. For a moment, Chih-ming was disoriented. He lay on the ground, struggling for breath. The sound of his own heartbeat pounding loudly in his ears drowned out all other noises. 

    Slowly, he began to regain his senses and realized that he was still alive. His ears rang like he’d been sitting inside a massive bell when it had been struck. He didn’t dare move, lest he bring on more of what had transpired or discover a wrenching pain that had so far been held at bay. 

    Spitting sand from his mouth, he took in a breath, inhaling deeply. First one, and then another. The air was warm at first, but then became cooler until it felt like it had before he’d been hit with a wrecking ball. He pushed himself up onto his knees, coughing and gasping for air and then collapsed back toward the ground. His first thought was that the mortarman who’d threatened to shell him had gone ahead and done so. That man wasn’t going to like what the company commander would do to him when he found out. 

    He then remembered the massive heat wave that had passed over him. The continued feeling of being cooked made him think he was still on fire. He sat up, swatting at imaginary flames engulfing him. He felt strong hands suddenly grasp and hold him tight. 

    “You are fine…calm down, you are fine!” 

    Someone was yelling, loud enough to penetrate the ringing in his ears. He continued trying to fight the flames he was sure were engulfing him but couldn’t move his arms. Opening his eyes, he saw the man he had joked with staring down at him. Flickering yellow danced across the man’s uniform. 

    Chih-ming relaxed. While seated, he looked himself over. His uniform was sliced open in places, some of the edges still exuding wisps of smoke. The mortarman knelt, opened a trauma kit, and placed a bandage on a bleeding cut showing through a hole on his sleeve. The Taiwanese sergeant didn’t know what to think. Here was the man who’d dropped a mortar round on him, now tending to his wounds. 

    More men ran up from the beach. The mortarman looked up and Chih-ming saw the new arrivals shake their heads. 

    Were his men dead? Was it only the bunker that was destroyed? 

    “That missile came out of nowhere,” one man stated. 

    Missile? Were they trying to distract from what really happened? 

    Chih-ming struggled to his feet, fending off hands that were trying to help him up. Tripping over one of the ammunition cans he’d been carrying, he noticed that the cannisters were pierced in several places with gleaming metal showing where they’d been newly dented. Looking toward the beach, he saw that the path behind him was now destroyed. The grass was charred and flattened, with chunks of earth scattered everywhere. The bunker he’d recently been in was gone. It had just vanished. In its place was a ring of sand piled high. And at its center was a smoking crater, a thin plume rising into the sky, illuminated by flickering flames. 

    His heart dropped as he realized what must have happened. From the size of the crater, he knew that the blast hadn’t come from a mortar round. Panicked thoughts raced through his mind as he looked for any signs of life coming from the direction of the crater. He couldn’t see anyone from his team. What if everyone in the bunker was dead? What if there were more bombs coming? 

    And through these myriad thoughts streaming through his head, he wracked his still fuzzy mind as to what could be burning. The bunker had been mostly concrete. And then he realized that it had to be the belongings of those he’d been with. In that instant, he knew they were gone. That was the meaning of the shaking heads. Those he had just spoken with had been erased from this world. Standing in the middle of the path, with his ears ringing and clothes smoldering, Chih-ming wished that he had spoken to and treated the others a little kindlier. 

    Gathering his wits, Chih-ming stumbled towards the bunker, still hoping that some of his comrades had survived. The ground shook beneath him with each step as more explosions sounded in the distance. As he approached, he smelled the acrid odor of burning metal and flesh. Cresting the hill of sand surrounding where the bunker had been, he looked down. The entire emplacement was obliterated, crushed by a direct hit from a Chinese missile. 

    In the light from the flickering flames and the moon traversing a clear night sky, the scene was horrifying. Bodies in pieces lay everywhere. In one place, he saw a leg with the tattered remains of a uniform wrapped around it. It still had a boot laced around the foot. In another, there was part of a uniformed body that had been dug up by rescue crews. Chih-ming’s heart sank even farther. The men had been right; there were no survivors. 

    He felt helpless and lost in this hellish landscape, saddened as faces he knew flashed inside his head, those who had been ripped away in an instant. Chih-ming fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face as he looked at the remains of his comrades. Their bodies were scattered and broken, unrecognizable in death. He felt a wave of guilt wash over him as he realized that not long ago, he had bickered and argued with these men, teasing them incessantly. Now they were gone, never to return. 

    Chih-ming was in a daze as he walked away from the decimated bunker, his mind still reeling from the devastation he had just been part of. He couldn't believe that all his comrades were gone, their lives cut short in an instant. 

    As he approached the small group of soldiers that had gathered, Chih-ming noticed something shiny embedded into one of the trees. His heart skipped a beat as he realized it was a piece of shrapnel. Something had whizzed out of the bunker and sailed at head level, narrowly missing him. He shuddered at the thought of what could have happened if he hadn't been bent over at that moment. He would have likely become another casualty like those he had shared the bunker with. The image of his headless corpse lying on the pathway flashed through his mind, a wave of nausea washing over him. 

    Glancing down at the ash-smeared bandage on his arm, Chih-ming approached the mortarman who had fixed him up earlier. The man looked up with weary eyes, clearly exhausted. 

    “Thank you for this,” he said, holding up the injury. “And sorry for that remark about your sister. I was an asshole.” 

    The mortarman nodded silently, too tired to speak. Chih-ming could see tears glistening in his eyes and knew that this man had also lost friends in the blast. 

    “Well, I guess I had better get these to the landing pads,” Chih-ming said, bending over to pick up the two ammunition cans. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    At the landing pad, Chih-ming dumped his load of ammo in a pile of other miscellaneous gear. He then stood and looked around. Still recovering from his ordeal, he didn’t know what to do. Around him, soldiers and civilians were bustling about, unloading gear and supplies from various helicopters that had recently landed. The piles of equipment and supplies grew larger by the minute, creating a maze of boxes, tarps, and crates next to hastily erected helipads. 

    He felt overwhelmed by the chaos and confusion. He had just narrowly escaped death, and now he was thrust into this hectic scene, not knowing where to turn or who to trust. But then, something caught his eye. A familiar face in the crowd, a fellow soldier from his company. Chih-ming made his way towards him, hoping that at least in this sea of strangers, he could find some semblance of familiarity and comfort. As he tried to force his way through the crowds, he lost sight of the man. 

    A bright light stabbed through the night, illuminating the white-painted symbol of a helipad nearby. A heavy thump of rotors was heard behind the brightness as he was buffeted by gale force winds. Grabbing his helmet with one hand to prevent it from flying off, he shielded his face from the sudden dust storm with the other. His tattered sleeves and pants legs were whipped by the frenzy. Dirt briefly settled on his bandage before being whisked away. Still smelling gunpowder, which now seemed to be a permanent part of each inhalation, he caught a whiff of jet fuel exhaust. 

    Turned away from the helipad, he could see the familiar, white-painted symbol of a medical tent nearby, and he briefly wondered if he should go get his wound checked out. Then something dark descended out of the night sky, whipping the dirt even more and causing it to swirl outward, hiding his view of the medical tent. Ducking as a helicopter settled onto the makeshift pad, the Taiwanese sergeant felt a hand grasp his arm. Looking up, he saw another soldier standing next him, his mouth moving. With the high-pitched sound still ringing in his ears, Chih-ming couldn’t hear what the man was saying. 

    “What?” he shouted, trying to be heard above the sound of the chopper. 

    The man shouted again and Chih-ming still couldn’t hear him, but the accompanying gestures were unmistakable. He was being told to help load up the chopper now idling on the helipad. He glanced at the man’s rank. They were equals, but he didn’t question the instruction. After all, he didn’t have anything else to do and was frankly at a loss. Surrounded by the chaos of the sudden move, he found himself eager to be doing something. If left to himself, the sensation of being on fire, or at least that’s the way it had felt, and the image of the severed leg and dug up torso would surface. He’d rather not ever see those pictures in his mind again, although they now seemed forever seared into his brain. 

    Chih-ming quickly followed the man's gestures and began loading boxes onto the helicopter. The man grabbed a few nearby soldiers to help, and soon they were transferring supplies from the piles on the ground into the waiting chopper. Despite being exhausted and still reeling from his recent experience, he was glad to be doing something productive instead of standing around feeling lost. 

    He glanced at the other soldiers who had emerged from the darkness, just as lost and disoriented as he was. He noticed a group gathered near a stack of wooden crates, some conversing while others were just standing around. He gestured toward one of them and grabbed one end of a wooden crate. The man shrugged off his pack and set down the carbine he was carrying. 

    Chih-ming realized that his own weapon was buried under tons of sand. Most of his gear had been in his previously assigned quarters. Carrying the heavy crate to the chopper and heaving it inside, he searched among the dropped gear. There were weapons stacked in a semi-neat pile. He grabbed one and tested the action before pulling several magazines from another part of the heap and refilling the empty pouches of his vest. He’d hopefully get a chance to gather other gear before being pulled out. He went back to help fill the helicopter. 

    He finished loading the last of the crates. Turning to better shelter himself from the ensuing dust storm, he heard the blades spinning overhead increase in pitch as the helicopter departed. Another beam of light shot out from the dark skies and settled downward. The landing choppers weren’t the only lights penetrating the night. The road leading up to the landing pads was bright with the headlights of trucks motoring up a small incline. They were lined up like commercial airliners at a busy airport waiting for takeoff. 

    Helping fill another bay full of gear, Chih-ming gradually fell in with others of his unit as they wandered in from their posts. His company was assigned load duty. As the night wore on, they filled the empty compartments of utility helicopters and watched as soldiers boarded troop transports, to be whisked away and ferried east. The chaos of his first few moments turned into a semi-orderly, but exhausting night. Being busy helped keep the terrifying images from taking hold, although his arm had begun to ache. 

    After a long while, A string of empty trucks showed up. Under the order of his platoon leader, Chih-ming climbed aboard one of them and settled onto its hard bench. He had recovered his gear and set the heavy bag at his feet. 

    They were told they were being transported to another camp and from there, they’d be choppered to their new location near Hualien. He shook his head at the usual ability of the army to work as least efficiently as possible. They were at a helipad, yet they were being driven to a different helipad to be flown away. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    It had been a long night for the soldiers, filled with moments of hurried excitement followed by hours of sitting around waiting for the next order to move. The air had been thick with the smell of diesel fuel and sweat, the soldiers huddled in their trucks, trying to get some semblance of rest while they waited for further instructions. 

    The constant delays and confusion had been wearing. They had driven to their assigned landing pad only to find out that they needed to be somewhere else. So, again, they had loaded back into the trucks only to be told that they’d have to wait for another column to arrive. The one they’d ridden in was heading elsewhere, leaving them to wait in the dark and uncertainty. It was a classic case of hurry up and wait, a routine they were all too familiar with. 

    The soldiers had tried to pass the time by talking in hushed voices, sharing stories and jokes to keep their minds off the tension and anxiety that built with each passing minute. But even that hadn’t been enough to overcome the exhaustion and frayed nerves. They had all been ready to finally get moving, regardless of where their final destination might be, and what it might involve. 

    The sound of the wind whipping jet exhaust through an open doorway was deafening, but Chih-ming was grateful for it. It helped to drown out the chaos inside his head. He looked around the cramped interior of the helicopter, taking in the other soldiers who were sitting with their gear piled in their laps. Some were trying to doze off, while others stared blankly ahead. 

    Even given their destination and inevitable fight, Chih-ming was glad to finally be aboard a helicopter and on his way to their destination. He was so tired, but each time he closed his eyes, he relived the moment the Chinese missile had slammed into his position. He could see in stark detail the devastation, the broken bodies, and feel the heat wave roll over him again and again. So, he strove to stay awake. 

    He let his eyes wander over his fellow soldiers once more before settling on the distant landscape below. He knew that in just a few short hours, they would be facing off against the Chinese landing forces. He knew now that it would be a brutal battle, not the heroic scene from a film he had earlier imagined. 

    Staring out through the door into the open night, he saw other choppers nearby as their metallic hulls reflected vestiges of the moon’s rays. Even though the signs of battle rose into the night skies, he admired the beauty of the mountainsides as they flew over them. The trees foresting the hillside glimmered silver on the western slopes, with the valleys and east sides of the sharp ridges hidden in deep shadows. 

    He knew the peace he was observing wouldn’t last long. In a very few hours, those very hills, now portraying serenity and calm, could host scenes of war and bloodshed. Far to the east and west shone some lights from the coastal cities. He thought they were supposed to be blacked out but imagined that their illumination was caused by the hasty movement of troops and supplies. Almost lost in the night were long trains of dim lights as convoys shuttled equipment along the coastal highways. 

    Chih-ming leaned against the bulkhead. He knew they’d be given no quarter when the Chinese landed. He’d grown up in the shadow of the Chinese threat all his life, as had his parents before him. The beginning had been a civil war in China, ending with an effort to reunite with what it saw as a lost island province. Now, just like decades earlier, the two sides were squaring off for a rematch. This time China was bound and adamant they would have Taiwan. 

    As they flew east, he was reminded of the saying “yield a foot of soil and lose a league of your land.” Taiwan was determined not to let any Chinese soldier set foot on their homeland. It was imperative that they stop them on the beaches and send them limping back to China. If they could achieve that, it would be a long time before China thought to invade again, earning Taiwan a much-needed era of reprieve, and perhaps greater international recognition. 

    As his mind drifted further away from reality, Chih-ming recalled stories of how his grandparents had lived through some of this before in 1947. Their history began with “a peasant revolt” on mainland China that had eventually become known as the White Terror or Zhongshan Incident. That bloodbath cost millions their homes or lives on both sides. 

    Startled from his reverie, he realized they were cresting the peaks of the mountainous spine. The thought of being at a high point made him want to get up and get a better view of the southern coast. Feeling an overwhelming desire to see the enemy ships as they ghosted along the shimmering waters, he wondered if they were high enough to see that far and wanted to find out. 

    As he shifted to move, he caught sight of the darkened silhouette of another helicopter as it flew nearby. It was so close that he could see the light from the instrument panel reflecting on the visor of the pilot nearest him. He paused as he caught this moment in time, briefly wondering what the man or woman was thinking. Then something streaked down from high above, moving so fast that it appeared and then struck, seemingly in the same instant. 

    The bright flash of an explosion blinded Chih-ming momentarily as he watched the helicopter be hit by something moving so fast that he couldn’t be sure what it was. The object had appeared and the brilliant flash occurred simultaneously. A fireball hid most of the nearby helicopter as it roiled upward through the rotors, and then just as quickly dissipated. The image of the bright yellowish streak lingered in his mind’s eye as the darkness returned. 

    Stunned, he watched as the darkened shape of the seemingly indestructible helicopter emerged from the other side of the now-fading aftermath. It flew on as if barely bothered by the sudden explosion. The sergeant was incredulous that anything could survive what he had just witnessed and he was beyond relieved to see that the helicopter was still flying. He had been expecting to see the transport fall toward the mountain ridges below, or at least blow up, killing everyone it carried. 

    As he looked closer, he could see the outline of a pilot as they moved in the cockpit, frantically trying to control the aircraft. Smoke and sparks erupted from one of the engines, and he knew at that moment that the chopper next to him was indeed going down. He watched as the cockpit seemed to suddenly hit a net, abruptly slowing as it started fading aft. Unable to pull his eyes away, he saw it take a nose down attitude. A cough of flame sprouted from atop near the rotors. That belch then grew more intense, like a blowtorch flickering in a dark room. The chopper dove steeper and then was lost from sight behind the doorway as his helicopter flew past. 

    Chih-ming couldn’t move. He wanted to scramble to the open door to see what befell the helicopter, but also hesitated, lest the sight of it crashing prove to be too much. That last thought must have been the one in charge of his legs because he couldn’t move, no matter how much he tried to. 

    His heart pounded as he imagined the dark shape of the helicopter plunging into the mountains below. In his head, he could hear screams and shouts coming from those within, and he felt a wave of guilt wash over him for witnessing the problem and not being able to help; the scene was reminiscent of his experience at the bunker. 

    “Oh my god!” another soldier shouted. 

    The man was nearer the door and was staring out and aft, his face betraying the horror of what he was witnessing. Chih-ming looked farther out into the darkness beyond his chopper. Had something mechanical gone wrong with the helicopter that had been flying next to his? What had caused it to just explode in mid-air? His mind refused to acknowledge the obvious. 

    As he was staring into space, trying to come up with a solution to the questions racing through his mind, he glimpsed the wreckage of another downed chopper. It was a scene of charred metal and smoke rising from the midst of a forest. It was a chilling sight that sent shivers down his spine. 

    Another fast-moving streak of light came screaming out of the skies. It crashed into another darkened silhouette flying nearby. He couldn't believe what he was seeing, and his mind struggled to make sense of it all. The explosion that followed obscured his view, but he could still see the silhouette of the other helicopter spiraling down towards the ground. 

    In another location, light blossomed from a point of impact, swallowing up the form of yet another friendly helicopter. The chopper staggered and then spun around. It continued rotating faster and faster as it dropped out of the air. Fascinated, but also horror-stricken, he stared at it until it dropped out of sight below the doorway. This time he moved, observing it as it fell all the way down. A fireball rose from atop a sharp ridge, boiling into the night air. 

    Oh shit! Are we being shot at? How?!? a voice screamed in his head. 

    In the distance, yet another large ball of flame materialized. The chaos of explosions and helicopters spinning out of control filled the sky around him. It finally dawned on him that they were truly under attack, but he couldn’t tell from who or what. Chih-ming then saw dozens of lights appear, shooting away from unseen objects to arc downward. The fireworks show grew as more helicopters began dispensing countermeasures, the bright lights cutting through the night like angry stars. 

    He was surprised when he went light and found himself floating for a moment. And then, just as suddenly as it had started, the dizzying sensation stopped and he crashed heavily to the deck. From his semi-prone position, he saw his chopper diving sharply toward the trees below. Light seeped in through the open door, bathing the interior in an eerie reddish glow that made everything look like a hellish nightmare. 

    Have we been hit? Are we going down? 

    Chih-ming’s mind was bordering on panic, thinking he’d escaped a direct missile hit on his bunker only to be hit while flying. Having to live through and see his final moments in slow motion, he was sure this was the worse of the two ways to go. His heart raced as he tried to brace himself for impact. The helicopter continued its sharp descent, the trees getting closer and closer. He clenched his eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable crash. 

    Peeking through almost closed eyelids, he saw that the glow coming in through the door fluctuated, growing stronger and then fading in regular intervals. When he saw a flare arc away from the helicopter, he realized that he was witnessing the pilot ejecting countermeasures, just like the other flares he saw erupting in the night sky. The rapid descent was meant to get the craft close to the ground, hoping to lose themselves in the clutter. 

    The relief Chih-ming felt with the realization that he wasn’t going to die—well, at least not at the moment—was short-lived when he saw another helicopter get hit. A billow of fire followed the chopper as another missile came streaking in and detonated. The helicopter hit the forested slopes and cartwheeled, leaving behind a long trail of flickering fires. He knew that no one could possibly live through that. In the short time since being told to pack up and leave, he’d witnessed far too many deaths. 

    The helicopters continued to dispense countermeasures, but it seemed like a futile effort against the relentless barrage of missiles coming their way. Every few seconds, another explosion would light up the sky and another chopper would spiral out of control. He saw one helicopter manage to escape by flying low through a valley and disappearing behind a ridge, as the missile chasing after it exploded against a rocky outcropping. 

    Chih-ming was pressed into the floor as the pilot pulled up, his hand tightly gripping the hand guard of his carbine. He could hear branches scraping against the exterior of the chopper and several loud thuds as they hit something more substantial. When he was finally able to look up, he saw the tops of trees flashing past while peering through the open door. Whereas they had looked peaceful and inviting from altitude, with the moonlight caressing their shapes, they now appeared downright menacing as they whipped by. 

    He thought about how a small mistake by the pilot could send them crashing into one of the branches. They seemed to reach up with twisted limbs, vying to pluck soldiers from the air at any moment. Feeling completely helpless, Chih-ming again closed his eyes.  

    His eyes popped open when the chopper banked sharply. If it wasn't for the influx of G's holding him in place, he was sure he would have slid right out of the open door and plunged headfirst into the forest flying past. He tried to catch his breath and was so terrified that he thought his fear was gluing him into place. 

    He glanced up toward the pilot. Behind the clear visor, the man seemed completely calm and focused, his gloved hands making continuous, minute movements to guide the chopper through the dense trees. He couldn't believe how he appeared so collected when he himself felt like a quivering wreck. If it weren’t for the pilot’s skills, they would have surely crashed by now. The thought terrified him even more. 

    They continued to weave through the forest, dodging trees and narrowly avoiding collisions with branches. Chih-ming's knuckles turned white from gripping his weapon so tightly. He tried to calm himself by taking deep breaths and repeating a mantra in his head: "I'm not going to die." But every time he saw a flare light up or heard another helicopter get hit by a missile, he tensed up again. 

    The chopper rolled. As it was passing level flight, on its way into a turn in the opposite direction, Chih-ming saw something flash past. It moved like the other streaks he’d seen coming out of the night skies and it hit the mountainside hard. Although he couldn’t hear the resulting explosion, his brain inserted the sound into the scene. He felt the impact in his very bones and heard the concussive blast wash over him. He knew deep down that it was an illusion, but it felt so real. 

    And then he was staring at the stars as the helicopter reversed its turn. He’d barely had enough time to register them when the floor under him rolled again. He rose above it and was then again slammed into it. They were on the backside of the mountain chain, fleeing down the slopes leading to the tall ridgelines. 

    Chih-ming wanted to push himself up from his precarious position but didn’t dare move. He was afraid of what might come next. As he lay there, he wondered if this wasn’t karma for his being somewhat of an ass to his fellow soldiers. He thought his brand of humor brought attention, but in the aftermath of his bunker being destroyed, he realized in that instant what it truly was. 

    And as he lay helpless in the back of the helicopter, he further realized just how wrong he had been. He found himself apologizing silently to everyone at whom he had directed his sarcasm toward, even if he didn’t know their names. He wished that he could take back all the snide remarks and jokes that had made others roll their eyes or cringe in discomfort. 

    He didn’t move from his position on the floor, even after the helicopter ceased maneuvering. He flinched when the chopper flared, thinking he was in for another round of violent maneuvers or an imminent hit from an enemy missile. He was even hesitant when the wheels finally touched down, but when the saw that the ground beyond the open doorway wasn’t moving, he launched from his prone position and jumped from the doorway. He’d never been so happy in all his life. He also felt freer, like something dark had been lifted from his spirit. 

    Chih-ming landed on the ground with a thud, his legs wobbling as he struggled to keep his balance. He took a moment to steady himself and then looked back at the helicopter. It was still hovering in the air, but its wheels had touched down on the ground. The pilot was speaking into a radio, likely reporting their progress to headquarters. 

    Feeling relieved that they were finally on solid ground, he took a deep breath and looked around. They were in a clearing surrounded by tall trees and rugged mountains. He saw flashes of light in the distance and could hear faint sounds from explosions. 

    He turned back to look at the helicopter, which had now powered down its engines. One of his fellow soldiers emerged, looking just as shaken as Chih-ming felt. The soldier stumbled toward him, collapsing to the ground. He was about to make a snide comment and caught himself. 

    “Are you okay?” Chih-ming asked instead, concern edging into his voice. 

    The soldier nodded weakly. “Yeah…just a bit dizzy,” the man replied. 

    Chih-ming nodded in understanding. He wasn’t the only one who was feeling the effects of the fright-filled flight. 

    “Thank goodness we made it out,” another soldier said as he joined them on the ground. “I thought for sure we were goners.” 

    Chih-ming couldn’t agree more. He felt like he’d cheated death once again. At the same time, he felt guilty for doing so, remembering the horrible scenes of helicopters being hit and going down. Why had he been the one to survive twice? What gave him that privilege when so many others hadn’t? 

    Just then, their platoon leader emerged from the surrounding gloom with a grim expression on his face. “Get your things together. We need to move out, pronto!” he said sternly. 

    Without hesitation, Chih-ming and his fellow soldiers got up from the ground and began gathering their gear. Reaching in to pluck his gear from the floor of the chopper, he knew there would be so much more death to deal with when the sun again rose over the horizon. They followed their sergeant’s lead as they started trekking down a winding path in the middle of the forest. 

    As they walked, his mind raced with questions about what lay ahead. Would he make it out of this war alive? Would those around him? If he did make it, would the images inside his head ever fade? 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The Chinese operators aboard the two orbiting KJ-2000 airborne command posts had been busier than ever, constantly reconfiguring plans and strategizing to maintain control over the battlefield. They had realized that their positioning, deep behind the frontier, was limiting their influence. In response, they had called for and received a pair of Wing Loong-10 high altitude long endurance drones. These drones were equipped with advanced ISR (intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance) technology, and so were able to provide a more detailed picture of the combat zone. 

    Instead of risking the valuable—and limited in numbers—KJ-2000 aircraft by flying closer to the battlefield, the operators had positioned these drones within Chinese territorial boundaries north and south of the Taiwan Strait. From this vantage point, they were able to closely monitor the movements and actions of both their own forces and those of the enemy, providing crucial information for the ongoing conflict. 

    As the drones circled high above, the operators onboard the KJ-2000s worked to analyze the data streaming in from the drones' sensors. They relayed this information to adjust their tactics and inform strategic decisions. The KJ-2000s, along with the drones, were the eyes and ears of the Chinese invasion forces. 

    However, the one disadvantage to this system was that the drones had to be controlled by a ground station, and the data then routed through there and back to the aerial command posts. It was much the same solution as the Americans had instituted, the exception being that American stealth drones could be directly controlled by the E-3C personnel and the data quickly routed from there. Although the delay and subsequent longer method of tasking orders was merely an inconvenience to Chinese forces at this stage of operations. 

    With this enhanced picture now being received by Chinese personnel, they were able to see the low-level flights being conducted by the Taiwanese forces. Analyzing the speeds and altitudes of the airborne traffic, they concluded that Taiwan was conducting numerous helicopter flights, and after some quick calculations, they also deduced that they were engaged in low-level movements near several central hubs along both sides of the island. 

    Rapidly interpreting this new information, Chinese analysts concluded that Taiwan had figured out their plan to land on the eastern shores. If this was the case, they knew that Taiwanese forces were likely repositioning men and equipment hastily in an attempt to counter the new threat. If left unchecked, this could greatly impede China’s ability to quickly seize control of key targets. 

    As the Chinese command staff aboard the KJ-2000s analyzed the situation presented by the high-altitude long endurance drones, they concluded that this was an opportunity to strike at the enemy forces while they were in transit. It would be a bold move, and one that would significantly reduce the effectiveness of their initial plan to hit the remaining planes of the Taiwanese Air Force and thus establish air superiority. But the loss of Taiwanese troops and equipment before they could be deployed would greatly hinder Taiwan's ability to defend itself as China pushed ashore to establish their beachheads. After much deliberation and discussion, it was decided that taking out the enemy forces in transit would be worth the risk. 

    Besides, it was widely accepted that domination of the air over Taiwan was going to happen anyway. Their plan to eliminate the Taiwanese air bases, or at the very minimum make them untenable, would likely force the majority of the enemy aircraft that survived to be either grounded or fly to American bases farther east. 

    The exception to that were the few F-35B attack fighters that Taiwan possessed. However, it wasn’t likely that they would be able to find locations where they could refuel or rearm without China discovering those emergency bases. They’d then hit them with the myriad of weapons at their disposal. There was also the fact that the underground hangars where the Taiwanese aircraft could shelter were mostly on the easterly side of the island. It would be difficult for them to operate under the nose of the ships which were about to infest that side. Any aircraft continuing to fly out of the airfields there would be caught between Chinese aircraft coming from the west and the fleet air defenses operating to the east. 

    With a different plan formulated, the airwaves buzzed with instructions from the controllers directing aircraft to their targets. The KJ-2000s were now focused on a new set of objectives—taking out the enemy transport and helicopter fleet. Many of the fighters tasked to engage the Taiwanese planes were being vectored away from their initial routes and redirected to start targeting the slower-moving helicopters and transports. 

    The skies lit up with fiery streaks as PL-15 missiles flew from the wings and fuselages of the J-11s and J-16s. These long-range weapons sped over the intervening waters, unseen as they transited high over the battle-torn Penghu Islands. With mid-course adjustments made by the staff in the aerial command posts, the projectiles started arcing downward as they approached Taiwan’s western shorelines. 

    They then smashed into the unsuspecting Taiwanese helicopters transporting soldiers and the gear they’d need to stop the Chinese landing forces. Having switched to their internal radars after reaching their terminal range, they sought out individual targets struggling to clear the tall spine of the mountains running the length of Taiwan. 

    Proximity fuses signaled warheads to detonate. Fragments shot out from the missiles and smashed through fuselage skins at high rates of speed. White-hot shrapnel sliced through hydraulic and fuel lines, igniting the resultant vapors from the flammable liquids. Choppers belched fire as their systems became compromised, with other systems becoming destroyed as moving parts disintegrated. 

    Helicopters full of soldiers spun out of control when their tail rotors ripped from their mounts. Centrifugal forces propelled many personnel from open doorways where they flailed helplessly in the night until they fell violently into tree tops. Pilots of choppers that were hit fought against their suddenly unresponsive controls in attempts to autorotate in. Most were still frantically trying to bring their machines back under control when they slammed into rocky hillsides. 

    Several of the Chinese missiles targeted and hit main rotors as they sped in and many helicopter loads of personnel were spared when the heavy blades chopped through the projectiles traveling at Mach 4-plus speeds. Others weren’t so lucky, the high-speed weapons coming through the spinning blades and detonating alongside. 

    When rotors were torn away, the choppers suddenly vibrated violently from the imbalances created. As the heavy blades were ripped free and flung into the night, pilots suddenly felt their cyclic stick go completely loose. Without any means of producing lift, the birds fell like dropped stones. The mountains erupted in fireballs as helicopters crashed among their forested slopes, becoming graveyards. 

    Seeing their comrades fall victim to the Chinese missiles, other pilots began ejecting countermeasures. In addition to the flashing explosions dotting the skies over the mountains, arcing trails of fire sprouted. Flares burned hotly as they descended, mixing with bundles of chaff also being dispensed. 

    A carpet of metallic strips drew many of the Chinese threats away from their intended targets. Descending flares marked the paths of the remaining transports as they suddenly nosed toward the ground, seeking to escape the dangers the open air posed. The alertness and quick reactions from the pilots saved many as they flew only feet above the treetops, becoming lost in the ground clutter. 

    The initial barrage from the Chinese air-to-air missiles had taken out a considerable number of Taiwanese helicopters. However, subsequent attacks slowed substantially as the Chinese operators turned their focus back toward the Taiwanese fighters speeding in their direction. That was another risk of splitting resources. Although casualties occurred, the knockout blow that was hoped for wasn’t to be had. 

    The end result was that Taiwan’s operation of moving their brigades to the east was slowed, in part due to the loss of transports and in part due to the increased caution taken to reduce casualties. Instead of proceeding directly to the eastern bases being set up, helicopters were redirected through valleys and ordered to fly along the contours of the terrain. The turnaround times were also increased at both ends as it became necessary to rearm the countermeasures expended during the flights. The longer routes also necessitated more refueling operations. It was a race to get the brigades and their equipment moved in time to meet the encroaching Chinese invasion fleets. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The E-3C had given the signal, and the F-22s from Kadena Air Base wasted no time in surging forward. The engines of the sleek fighters roared as they accelerated towards the Taiwan Strait, their pilots bracing for their imminent showdown with the Chinese fighter jets. As the F-22s approached, the radar showed a flurry of activity on the Chinese side. Their aircraft were leaving their holding patterns and heading east, directly towards the contested airspace. The timing was crucial—the rules of engagement strictly prohibited any engagement within China’s territorial boundaries. 

    That was a more difficult requirement than it seemed on the surface. At the limits of their range, the AIM-120Ds took a little over two minutes to reach their targets. With the enemy planes able to accelerate to Mach 2, they could travel around forty miles by the time the air-to-air missiles reached them. It would be easy for them to dodge back inside protected territory if the F-22s fired too soon. The escalation potential, should Chinese warplanes be shot down over Chinese airspace, was incalculable. 

    But waiting too long also presented significant risks. The current glide bombs thought to be in use by China had a range of up to forty miles, and their air-to-surface missiles had even greater reach; they could drop or fire their weapons from over the strait. The Taiwanese fighters needed to take out as many Chinese planes as they could before they reached their launch points. 

    The E-3C operators busily calculated speeds and distances to determine when best to conduct their attacks. With little leeway for error, the controllers concluded that they had to wait until the vanguard of the Chinese attack planes were halfway across the strait before giving the order to fire. The rules of engagement had placed a major restriction on their operations and placed an incredible burden on the F-22s tasked with defending Taiwan. These conditions also left a very small window of opportunity for the American aircraft to get into range and fire before the Chinese planes could release their weapons. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Falling asleep at the stick had been a wakeup call, so to speak. The adrenaline rush was enough to keep his eyes open for a while longer, but he knew he couldn't afford to let his guard down again. As he looked out into the darkness beyond, Captain Steve Victors wondered if any of the other pilots in his squadron were having the same struggle. 

    Normally this was highly unlikely, considering they normally flew in a rotation, each taking turns to complete missions and then rest. But lately, that rotation had been almost continuous, with constant takeoffs and landings, leaving too little downtime. With the Korean peninsula going to war again, there just weren’t enough planes to go around. After all, there were still other commitments overseas that had to be upheld. 

    As he flew west, and the Chinese aircraft were heading east, the radar returns on his screen were drawing rapidly closer. He and his flight, and the other flights, for that matter, were well within the much longer range of the Chinese PL-15 air-to-air missiles. But the threat warning remained clear, although there had definitely been launches by both the Chinese and Taiwanese jets. Fortunately, the stealth attributes of the F-22 were such that they couldn’t be painted by fire control radars at such distances. That allowed them to come within range of their own weapons without first having to run through a gauntlet of enemy fire. 

    That would change momentarily once they reached their launch positions. But for the moment, Steve drove his F-22 through the night. Far off, he could see sparkles of light sprinkled across the surface of Taiwan. The diminutive explosions had to be from Chinese missiles that had survived the swarms of anti-air defenses. In addition, streaks of fire shot away from the darkened landmass, heading north, south, and west. The ones heading north and south were only visible for several short moments before vanishing. He surmised these had to be anti-ship cruise missiles heading toward the Chinese fleets. 

    He gazed farther out, searching for any telltale fires or explosions that might denote where the invasion ships were, but there was only the shimmer of the moonlit seas. The trails of fire heading west were visible for longer. Steve thought these were missiles sent to intercept the inbound Chinese missiles or aircraft now over the strait. 

    His mission was a simple one: to engage and destroy any incoming Chinese aircraft and provide air cover for the Taiwanese defense forces. As they closed in on their targets, he ensured that his wingmen were in position, ready to fire at the Chinese aircraft and assist each other in the event the fight was brought to closer quarters. 

    A glance at his radar showed the leading edge of the Chinese aircraft were now within range. The glowing numbers on the armament panel showed that his F-22 was fully armed and ready to engage. He selected six targets, coupling each with one of the AIM-120Ds sitting in the internal bay. Normally he’d select two AMRAAMs for each target, but with the numerous Chinese aircraft out there, he thought that more kills would be scored by one-on-one engagements. Besides, the AIM120Ds could be sent retargeting information in case they missed. Confirming the armament panel was configured correctly, he waited for the clearance to fire. 

    “All Cobra flights, execute. Repeat, all Cobra flights, execute,” came a radio call from Yukla three-one, the E-3C’s callsign. 

    The threat warning system came alive when the doors of his internal bay swung open. A radar was illuminating his jet. In rapid sequence, six missiles dropped from his Raptor and sped away into the dark. As soon as the missiles dropped from his internal bay and the doors shut, Steve shoved his throttles into mil power and rolled into a steep bank. With his weapons expended, it was time to turn for home. He sank into his seat as he pulled back on the stick, the Raptor turning quickly. 

    Steve felt a sense of relief as he and his flight turned away from the Chinese aircraft and headed back towards Kadena Air Base. The threat warning system had silenced when the doors to the internal bay snapped closed, but he knew that their enemy would now be aware that they had fired. Luckily, with the plane’s advanced stealth capabilities, there was little chance for retaliation. 

    Steve made sure his flight had seen his reversal and were with him for the return to base. He wondered how much time he’d get to himself after the debrief. He badly needed to sleep and thought about the deep coma he’d fall into upon landing.... 

    Oh Shit!!! 

    He snapped his eyes open and reached for the oxygen lever. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Captain Chia-wei was again rushing along at wavetop level. His gaze flickered between the heads-up display and the wing of his plane. The stick was still vibrating from the damage sustained from the near-miss—or near-hit, depending on one’s perspective. After firing his second Sky Sword II long-range air-to-air missile, he had decided that he would be better off holding on to his remaining two so he could get back toward the surface and into the low-level environment more quickly. Any climb higher than wavetop level seemed to trigger the threat warning. The last thing he needed right now with a damaged plane was to have to start conducting high-G, high-speed maneuvering. His wingtip could easily be ripped free if any stress were applied to it. 

    But he was still in the fight, pushing his fighter low and fast as he skimmed over the waves. He was also near the eastern shore, just miles from his base. Being close to the runway—or any runway, for that matter—was a comforting thought, especially with a damaged plane. In addition, the mountains rising from Taiwan provided a radar shadow to some degree, making it harder for the Chinese flying to the west of Taiwan to target him. 

    At the moment, he was being vectored around the southern end of the island, flying low over the dark waters of the Formosa Strait. The E-2K controller thought he’d seen something flying low in that direction before it disappeared off radar. Chia-wei and the remaining two others of his flight were being sent to investigate. 

    The dark mass of the island he was flying around was a mad scene of tracers rising as they chased after some unseen threat. Missiles flared briefly on the ground, followed by fiery trails that screamed into the night. Then there were the larger eruptions of flame from where enemy weapons had made it through the defensive gauntlet. Balls of fire boiled into the sky, turning from yellow to orange and then to red as they cooled. 

    Farther out to sea, Chia-wei could see flashes of light from the lower altitudes as his fellow pilots continued launching whatever missiles they had toward the enemy fighters on the other side of the mountains. And there were still other brief explosions that dotted the night sky, coming from successful intercepts either from surface-to-air fire or from air-to-air engagements. 

    He scanned his radar again, his eyes roving from his instrument panel to outside ahead, and then sparing a glance toward the damaged wing. Bits of shredded metal around the holes quivered in the slipstream, threatening to rip free at any moment. He was trying to keep track and stay ahead of a constantly shifting situation. 

    The monitor still showed numerous Chinese aircraft near the middle of the strait, most of them closing in on Taiwan. But he could see that some of them were starting to break off and head back toward China. He thought those had already fired off their contingent of missiles and were returning home to rearm and refuel. They’d eventually be back.  

    He noticed there were also quite a few that had been shot down by Taiwan’s fighters. The enemy numbers weren’t depleted, but they were being slowly whittled down. It was only a matter of whether he and his compatriots could stay alive long enough to shoot down a sufficient number of the enemy to make a difference in defeating the invasion. 

    However, those weren’t Chia-wei’s concerns at the moment. His focus was on another possible group that wasn’t showing on radar. What he was being sent to investigate could have been an anomaly or part of China’s electronic warfare efforts. But, if China was sending low-level aircraft around the current aerial battlefield, it could be devastating for the remaining Taiwanese planes, should enemy fighters suddenly materialize in their midst. Or, if those mysterious bogeys were attack fighters loaded with bombs, they could effectively chase off Taiwan’s fighters by destroying the runways. Chia-wei and the other pilots would have no choice but to turn around and make for Okinawa, hopefully picking up some tanker support along the way. 

    But nothing was showing south of the island on the data being replicated from the E-2Ks. It could be that the amount of chaff being dispensed in the area where Taiwan’s fighters were operating was interfering with the Hawkeye’s ability to see in some locations. On the edges of his screen, Chia-wei could see larger blobs where the Chinese aircraft had deployed their countermeasures. 

    Near the southern end of the island, he saw a momentary blip dot his radar, only to immediately vanish. The controller directing his flight was right; there was something out there off his nose. His heart sank. He didn’t know what it was that had showed up, but he knew immediately that whatever it was wasn’t friendly. Taiwan didn’t have any aircraft operating there—or shouldn’t have. 

    He thought about pulling up to get a better look, but he was afraid to lose the protection of the low-level environment. If he was painted and he couldn’t see the opposing aircraft, he’d be at a tremendous disadvantage. 

    He nudged his jet to the left to get an offset towards where he visualized the enemy would be. With the moon hanging low to the horizon, the glimmer of its light off the water would allow him to see any fast-moving shadows better. In the same vein, he would remain hidden in the dark from any prying eyes. 

    “Candy three-one-three, you and three-one-four sweep around to the southeast. I am going to get a better look at whatever this is; you come around behind them,” Chia-we radioed. 

    A double click in his headset was the only reply. With the data coming from the E-2K, he saw on his radar when his two remaining wingmen started making a wide arc. If he could provide a positive location of the enemy bandits, then the others would hopefully be in an ideal position to come in behind their six and fire. 

    The absence of radar hits was beginning to worry him. There was still the chance that they were chasing after nothing but a phantom, but his gut feeling was that enemy planes were out there…somewhere. 

    There! 

    Movement over the top of the shimmering waters caught his attention. The dark shape was close to the water and moving fast. Knowing that the aircraft wasn’t likely to be operating alone, Chia-wei searched to the left and right of the speeding plane. 

    Aha…gotcha! 

    About a mile farther out to sea from the first jet was another, streaking along just above the waves. The alert controller aboard the E-2K had been right. China was trying to slip through unnoticed while attention was focused on the multitudes crossing the strait. 

    “Two bandits, wavetop level,” he reported to both his wingmen and the crew of the Hawkeye, giving their position. “Am engaging.” 

    Chia-wei continued searching the night skies. It seemed odd that only two would be attempting this maneuver, but however hard he looked, he didn’t see any others. He wanted to turn on his own radar to make sure, but that would compromise his advantage. Any radar beam suddenly showing up would alert the enemy aircraft he was hunting. 

    From his initial look at the planes, seen at night, from a distance and through the shimmering glow of moonlight, the two Chinese jets looked like they might be J-20s. However, when one banked slightly, it appeared to have a large delta wing; although, from the right angle and lighting, any aircraft in China’s inventory could look as if it might have a delta wing configuration. But in that brief glimpse at the plane’s profile, he thought he caught the flash of a forward canard wing. If so, then that would definitely make the opposing jets two of China’s latest fifth-generation fighters. 

    That would explain why the distant Hawkeye couldn’t pick them up. The stealth nature of the J-20, coupled with the fact that they were wave-hopping, would make them nearly invisible, even to long-range radars. Only the very low frequency radars would be able to see them, and certainly not any fire control radars until they flew close. 

    Chia-wei was thankful he hadn’t lit up his own radar. If he was in fact about to go into battle against a pair of J-20s, especially with a damaged aircraft, he’d need every advantage he could get. He brought his aircraft farther to the left, wanting to give the streaking pair of Chinese jets a wider berth. On radar, his wingmen had increased speed and were making an even wider arc. 

    He did his best not to lose sight of the bandits. With only brief glances toward the front, he kept his gaze locked on the enemy planes. The damage to his wing was now only a piece of information lodged in the back of his mind. While making a big circle, he selected the Sky Sword I infrared missiles mounted on his wingtips. He briefly wondered if the damage would interfere with the missile firing, or whether the launch would finally prove to be too much. He logged it in his head to be ready if the plane suddenly wanted to turn left and either counter it or hope that he could reach the ejection handles in time. Either way, he wasn’t about to give up on this enemy pursuit low over the waters. 

    He knew he’d have to hurry as the opposing jets were quickly approaching a point where they could attack his airfield, assuming that was their plan. They hadn’t turned in that direction yet; it could be that they were going after Taiwan’s airborne jets, or even the E-2K flying miles away. Whatever their mission might be, Chia-wei knew he didn’t have much time to act. 

    He let the enemy jets pass down his right side, hopefully far enough away that they couldn’t see him as he turned in behind them. 

    “Well, here goes nothing,” he muttered as he brought his F-CK-1 into a bank. 

    He kept the G’s down and the turn wide as he came around. With the change in angle, the Chinese J-20s—Chia-wei was now almost positive that’s what he was chasing—were now being lost against the dark horizon. But the Taiwanese captain was close enough that he could see a very faint glow coming from their engines against the background of black. 

    “Candy three-one three. Do you have a visual on the one to the right?” Chia-wei inquired over the radio. 

    “Affirmative,” his wingman answered. 

    “Copy. You two take that one. I will take the one to the left.” 

    Chia-wei was nervous for several reasons. The first was that he was now without a wingman. He had no one watching his back. If there were other enemies out there, he could be setting himself up and he’d have to deal with it alone. The second was that if this fight escalated into a dogfight, he doubted his wing would take the G’s necessary to turn and burn with the Chinese pilot. A third, going back to the first, was that Chinese doctrine was such that flights seldom operated in just a single element. If that was the case, then there were indeed two others out there somewhere.  

    But he was committed now. His threat warning remained silent, which meant that he hadn’t yet been discovered. Like had been the case for most of the night, his wingtip seemed to graze the tops of the swells as he banked. He rolled behind the J-20 farthest left. From directly behind, he could more easily see the glow from the exhaust. It wasn’t usually the case from this distance, but with the light at his back, the horizon made an especially dark background so that the delta shape of the enemy jet to his immediate front was visible in the moonlight, further aiding his approach. 

    He armed the Sky Sword I missile and was rewarded with a solid tone. The weapon’s seeker head had found a solid heat source and was locked onto it. 

    “Fox Two,” Chia-wei broadcasted, letting anyone in the vicinity know that he had launched a heat-seeking missile. 

    The missile tore away from his left wing, the jet vibrating over the tops of the waves from the release. It tore after the enemy plane, heading straight for the exhaust pipe. Just as it looked like the missile might fly right up into the J-20, a series of flares suddenly burst into existence, fanning away from the fighter. The missile swerved from its path and headed directly toward one of the descending balls of bright light and the Chinese jet banked sharply. 

    “Damn!” he swore. 

    He realized that he was down to the single short-range IR missile hanging on his right wing. Not only that, but now he was going to have to turn hard to stay with the opposing pilot, who now knew he was being targeted. This was the moment of life or death. Would his wing hold up under the added duress? 

    Expecting the jet to try and wing over, but without hesitation, he banked to follow the Chinese J-20. There wasn’t any corresponding attempt by his plane to bank in the opposite direction. His wing was still attached. 

    Pressed down in his seat from the hard turn, he obtained a tone and fired again. 

    “Fox Two,” he radioed. 

    He heard his wingman make the same call as he engaged the other J-20, which had now vanished from his sight. 

    The missile sped away and immediately curved toward the Chinese jet. Another series of flares shot away from the enemy to his front. Still turning, Chia-wei saw his missile start a turn toward the countermeasures. 

    Speeding only a few feet away from the waves, he followed the Chinese pilot’s turn. As his weapon closed the distance, but at an angle away from a successful interception, Chia-wei considered his options. The thoughts raced faster than his projectile as it sped through the dark. He was out of close-range missiles. He could try to go for a gun shot, but that would be difficult in a dogfight at night so close to the surface. 

    Another option would be to back off…substantially…to use one or both of his Sky Sword II radar-guided missiles. He was well inside the minimal operating range and would need to create some separation. That would be difficult to achieve. At the moment, all he thought to do was to stay on the tail of the J-20 as a defensive maneuver and hope his wingmen finished off the other one quickly and came to his rescue. All of this transpired in a second. 

    “Fox Two,” he heard his wingman call over the radio. 

    Apparently, his wingmen were still engaged with the other enemy fighter. His “rescue” wouldn’t be coming anytime soon. 

    Through his HUD, Chia-wei saw the Chinese fighter roll in the opposite direction. He had no choice but to do the same, hoping his wing didn’t snap off. The J-20 then became lit up, turning from a hard-to-see object flying in the night skies to a brilliance of flame. For some reason, the Chinese pilot had opted to go into afterburner. Perhaps it was he who wanted to gain some separation. 

    “Wrong move,” Chia-wei muttered. 

    The IR missile that had gone after the countermeasures saw a stronger heat source and corrected its path—streaking right into the flames extending from the rear of the J-20—and detonated. 

    The warhead sent fragmented pieces of hot metal directly into the J-20’s engines. The afterburner flared even brighter, as if it was a fire eater performing in a circus. The Chinese fighter climbed almost straight up. Pieces were dropping from the stricken aircraft, falling toward the sea in flames. 

    Something dark flashed past Chia-wei’s cockpit, suddenly there and then gone. A second object whisked past. He thought that this perhaps was now the absolute wrong place to be. It would be a hell of a thing to bring down one of China’s latest air superiority fighters only to have shattered parts from that plane be the reason for his own demise. 

    He rolled out of his turn and watched fires rapidly envelop his adversary. The J-20 then nosed over and headed straight down, crashing into the sea. Water droplets from the massive splash caught the fires from the explosion and the silver glints of moonlight. It looked like some fairy magic for a brief moment before the water crashed back down. 

    “Splash one,” his wingman called, just before Chia-wei’s own transmission. 

    “Warning, missile launch. Warning, missile launch.” 

    “There are jets behind us,” his wingman frantically called. 

    Chia-wei pulled his fighter hard to the right, feeling his body strain against his seat straps. His eyes scanned his tactical situation display for any sign of incoming threats. Then he saw it—a red warning triangle indicating an enemy missile launched in his direction. 

    He chanced a glance outside and saw a bright streak cutting through the sky toward him. It seemed as if it were too late to dodge, but he put all power into his engines and banked hard in the opposite direction while simultaneously deploying flares to spoof the inbound threat. 

    The missile exploded close behind him, jolting his plane with its concussive wave. But miraculously, Chia-wei’s fighter remained intact. He felt a wave of panic wash over him as he realized that this might be the end for him and his wingmen. The satisfaction of coming out ahead of the previous fight had been short-lived. 

    He chided himself for failing to fully hear his inner voice. He now recognized that he’d been right in thinking that there had to be other Chinese jets out there. During his turn into the two J-20’s, he’d thought about that possibility. He should have listened and taken his time. In his eagerness to down the Chinese planes, he’d let his excitement overrule his tactical logic. He should have verified their existence by flying longer down the first enemy jet’s backtracks. He’d still have had the advantage. But there wasn’t anything to be done about it now. 

    He was at the disadvantage he’d envisioned earlier. The enemy knew where he was, and he had no an idea of where they were. Only that they’d fired missiles. He could only hope that they were radar-guided and were thus fired from a distance, thereby giving him time to counter. 

    “Hold together just a little while longer,” he breathed, speaking to his damaged fighter. 

    From what he’d heard over the radio, he knew his wingmen still had two Sky Sword I IR missiles between them. The three of them also had two Sky Sword II radar-guided missiles tucked under their fuselages. Whether they’d get to use them was another question altogether. 

    Flames licked the surface as Chia-wei sped past the downed J-20 wreckage site. He had no idea where the missile that was fired at him had come from. The fact that he didn’t have any warning of a radar locked onto his aircraft indicated that the launch warning had come from an IR missile, and that meant his adversary was close. 

    He needed to know where the other plane was because any evasive maneuver could very well put him directly into the sights of the enemy pilot. But he also knew that he couldn’t just float along in straight and level flight. Not knowing which way to turn, he opted to bank north. This move would take him toward land where there was a slim chance that the ground-based defenses there could help him out. Plus, being over land in case his plane fell apart would be an added bonus. 

    He rolled the jet left, placing the damaged wing toward the nighttime sky. If the wing gave way, then he’d have a split-second more time to either correct it or bail out. With the stick vibrating in his gloved hand, he pulled it back toward his lap, taking in a deep breath and holding it with the onset of G-forces. 

    While turning hard, he reached down and took his radar out of the warmup/standby mode. He also started thumbing the countermeasures button. Faint lights rose, faded, and rose again as flares and chaff shot away from his jet. 

    The darker-than-night shape of Taiwan crossed in front of his nose as he skirted over the top of the waves. He released his breath and drew in another as he fought against the G’s. The vibration coming through the stick was from the damaged section of his wing and the disruption of airflow over the controls from the high-G maneuver. Chia-wei was surprised the wing hadn’t let go as yet and sent a quick, silent thank you to the designers. 

    A violent tremor accompanied a flash of light. Chia-wei rolled the jet into a hard turn in the opposite direction, watching as the silhouette of the island passed in front of him again. He wouldn’t head straight for the shoreline, but would head in that general direction. Of course, he knew that the pilot would guess his intentions and maneuver his own plane accordingly. He hated being predictable, but he didn’t see any other way out of this fight. 

    Pulling hard through the turn, he saw that he had a radar return from the enemy chasing him. He was fairly close behind, at his seven o’clock. Not an ideal situation at all. 

    “Candy three-one four is down,” his wingman called. 

    They were down to two aircraft, each one engaged in a one-on-one dogfight and at an extreme disadvantage. 

    “I have one on my tail,” the wingman added a second later. “I cannot shake him.” 

    “I am engaged with one on my six,” Chia-wei radioed, letting his wingman know that he was unavailable to help, and that he was on his own for the time being. It also let anyone else in the area know that they needed help.  

    He rolled back to the left and pulled. If he could get the Chinese pilot’s nose outside of his track, he could potentially keep him from obtaining another lock-on. He might even be able to draw the enemy into a scissors maneuver, thereby negating the advantage he held and possibly even allowing him to gain the upper hand. But that would be difficult to do as the enemy was in an ideal position, just as the Taiwanese captain had been in the previous engagement. 

    Chia-wei thought about climbing, but all that would give him would be a little more altitude and an extra moment to get out, should he get hit. The island’s air defenses might have a better shot at the jet on his tail, but that would only be if his adversary also climbed. The only advantage he had now was that he was inside of the other’s radar-guided missile minimums. 

    A quick peek at the radar showed the plane behind him tracking outside of his current turn, but the nose of the jet was coming around. 

    “Warning, missile launch. Warning, missile launch.” 

    Chia-wei sent more flares arcing into the night as he reversed his turn. Having to open the internal bay doors to fire caused the Chinese jet’s radar return to flare brighter. The Taiwanese captain could feel fatigue starting to set in as the G’s again forced him down into his seat. The constant high-G maneuvering was taking its toll. Not to mention that he thought the vibration coming through the stick seemed to be increasing. 

    The shoreline streaked past as he turned. The white line of the breakers passed underneath in a heartbeat. In a right-hand turn, he was heading toward his airfield. The defenses there should be able to see the J-20 chasing after him. He continued punching out countermeasures, hoping they would be enough to lure the enemy missiles away from the heat of his exhaust. 

    “Warning, missile launch. Warning, missile launch.” 

    “Fuck this guy!” Chia-wei muttered. 

    With his nose pointed east, he again reversed. The vibrations were getting worse. Chia-wei was now running on a timer; he just didn’t know exactly when his time would be up. A flash of light streaked above him, heading in the opposite direction. He didn’t know what to think. Was it a Taiwanese missile? Was there another enemy jet ahead of him? A friendly one? 

    The only radio traffic he’d heard was from the E-2K directing other flights to the north and south of the island to counter the attempted infiltration by China’s stealth planes. Other than the Chinese J-20s, the radar didn’t show any other planes around him. That wasn’t a good thing, as his wingman wasn’t showing on radar either. Had he also been shot down? 

    He thought that might be the case as the second J-20 had turned toward him. He doubted whether he’d survive this encounter, especially in a jet that wasn’t operating at a hundred percent. Another streak of light flashed through the night above him. He observed other launches coming from the darkened landscape. 

    A flash of light suddenly illuminated the cockpit, its brilliance dominating everything else. At the same time, a heavy jolt shook the jet, nearly ripping the controls from his hand. The nose shot upward as if the fighter was going to attempt a low-level loop. 

    Chia-wei initially thought that the climb was a good thing, as he needed to gain altitude to better assess the damage and come up with a plan. He then realized that the voice speaking in his head stemmed from pilot training on how to analyze an emergency situation. But he quickly understood that any “handling” of said emergency was tantamount to hoping for a miracle. 

    Any chance of saving the aircraft was gone. The damage was too severe and there was nothing he could do about it. He was pretty sure he was seeing and hearing warning lights that hadn’t been present in the cockpit moments ago. These thoughts occupied his mind, the internal conversation taking place in milliseconds. The jet then started to roll hard to the right. 

    Sitting in a jet that was quickly coming apart, Chia-wei knew that it was over. He needed to get out—and get out now. His proximity to the ground wasn’t his friend. He reached back in the near-tumbling jet, and after fumbling for what seemed like too long, found the handles at the top of his seat. 

    The F-CK-1 was pointed nearly straight up and starting a hard roll to the right. A sharp pop sounded as the canopy flew from the aircraft. Now open to the slipstream, Chia-wei heard a loud roar. His mind was trying to process a thousand things at once, and he was becoming confused in the chaotic maelstrom. Was the roar from the slipstream? Or was it from the massive conflagration his fighter was quickly becoming? 

    None of that mattered as he was catapulted upward, the G’s slamming him down in his seat harder than any flight maneuver he’d ever attempted. As he rocketed into the night, he saw his jet shoot past. It trailed a sheet of flame as it spun heavenward, looking as if it might be trying to escape the Earth’s hold on it. 

    Things became more silent as he was propelled away from his seat. It was a terrifying feeling, suddenly finding himself free-falling through empty space. He imagined this is what it might feel like to fall from a tall cliff, with only air between him and the certain death of jagged rocks below. 

    And then there came the welcome tug of the chute opening, although the cost of it doing so wasn’t very pleasant. A blazing object fell from the night, crashing heavily into the ground with an explosion of fire. Flaming pieces shot away from the crash site, landing to burn and smolder in a line of debris. Chia-wei wondered if the wreckage wasn’t the J-20 that had been chasing him. Or could it be his wingman? Dangling below the chute, he didn’t have an answer. 

    As he glided down, swaying like a pendulum, he saw more trails of fire race aloft from places around him. Beams from spotlights moved back and forth through the night, like they were beckoning observers to some event. He knew from experience that they were from ground crews searching the skies for long-range enemy drones. China was pulling out all the stops prior to their invasion. 

    All of this happened in a second, and already Chia-wei knew he had to switch his focus to staying alive. Somewhere in the dark below was the ground, and he had to find it. If he just continued to fall, then the chances of a serious injury increased. His parachute training came to mind and he knew that it was hard to judge perspectives at night. 

    He stared hard through his clear helmet visor, but there wasn’t any reference he could locate. The missiles firing from nearby weren’t any help, nor were the occasional explosions rocking the surrounding countryside. 

    And then it was all taken from him as his feet hit the ground. Any chance of executing a proper parachute landing went out the window. He still tried, though, as soon as he felt that he’d hit a hard surface. But rather than look like some coordinated athletic move, it looked like a series of comedic accidents. The bent knees to back of the shoulder roll described in manuals came out more like a knees-to-face maneuver. 

    Chia-wei lay there, breathing hard and trying to determine how many bones were still unbroken. He figured that would be an easier and shorter count. When he lay there for a moment and didn’t hear a chorus of angels descending to claim his soul, he thought perhaps he might live a while longer. 

    But still he didn’t move. He had transitioned from an environment of sporadic radio calls and the soft roar of the wind whipping past his canopy into one of sharp blasts and the longer roars of missiles firing. Perhaps it wasn’t angels that were coming to claim him, but emissaries from the lower levels. 

    Still face down, he saw a bright beam of light come to rest on his position. It highlighted individual blades of grass, the shadows they created darker than anything he’d ever encountered. Lying there, he thought that the deepness of the black wasn’t even a color and marveled at discovering a completely new shade. Or hue? Would it be a hue? 

    He realized that the nature of the deliberate beam meant that people were here. And if there were people, then they were Taiwanese, possibly from his own base. Chia-wei started to rise. 

    “Do not move!” a voice cried out. 

    Chia-wei froze. 

    He then thought about the other plane he’d seen crash while he was under the parachute. Did they think he was Chinese? 

    “I am a Taiwanese pilot, Captain Chia-wei,” he returned, making sure to emphasize the dialect difference between Taiwanese Mandarin and the Chinese version. 

    “Rise,” the voice shouted. “Slowly.” 

    Chia-wei rose from his prone position, wondering if his body was intact enough to do so. He was rather surprised when he was able to stand all the way up. 

    Looking through his broken visor, he saw the silhouettes of several armed men with their weapons ready, all standing in a line behind one with a bright flashlight. Something hard crashed into the ground only a hundred yards away. An explosion rose, sending gouts of dirt skyward. The resultant concussive wave rolled over the small group and clods of earth began raining down among them. 

    “This is not the time or place. We need to go,” another spoke loudly. 

    “You say you’re Captain Chia-wei?” the original voice asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    The beam of light was removed from Chia-wei’s face and focused on his name tag. 

    “Very well, sir. We need to get moving.” 

    Something large flew overhead, the object seeming to suck in the very air. The passage was felt more than heard. A high-pitched whine sounded just before another huge blast rocked the area around them as a Chinese missile slammed into the rubbled remains of a control tower. That was all the men needed to find their legs. Unbuckling his parachute harness, Chia-wei followed. 

    They rushed over a grassy field pocked with craters. It was a different looking airfield from the one Chia-wei had taken off from. The buildings on the periphery of the wide tarmac had been rendered into useless piles. Charred papers swirled across the pavement, giving the night an apocalyptic sense. 

    Another whoosh fell from the night skies, exploding in the middle of the base. Chia-wei couldn’t see exactly where the weapon hit, only that the rising fireball seemed to come from deeper within, possibly from a headquarters building. Next, a detonation rose from atop where the underground bunkers were, the flames inside a wrapped cover of smoke that roiled upward. All around, the sharp crack of missiles firing preceded flaming trails rising into the skies. 

    Spotlights circled the skies over the base, stopping whenever something was caught in their beams. Then the chatter of heavy machine guns was added to the chaos of noise and light. Through this pandemonium, Chia-wei and his rescuers ran. 

    Off to one side, two C-130s rumbled toward what used to be a pristine runway. The deep roars of their engines added to the mix of noise echoing across the air base. Their darkened masses seemed out of place with everything else going on, a sense of normalcy amid the chaos. They bounced over uneven ground as they tried to avoid broken surfaces and the risk of damaging their huge props. 

    Something crashed into the ground next to one of the transports. The C-130 buckled like a prize-fighter absorbing a hard blow and going to the mat. Sparks flew as the rapidly spinning props on one side of the plane hit the pavement, the wing on that side drooping. The flickering fires coming from the wing were easily seen against the background of the dark air base. Then the 130 erupted in a gout of flame which quickly spread until the entire aircraft was engulfed. 

    Amid the crackling roar of the fires, Chia-wei heard the other 130 run up its engines. It bounced and jostled across uneven terrain as it picked up speed. He thought the 130 was taking off in the grass next to the runway, but he couldn’t be sure in the dark. After a lengthy run, the cargo plane lifted off and immediately banked east, heading out over the water. It vanished soon after, lost in the night. Only the deep-throated roar of its engines remained until that too faded away. 

    As the party reached the ramp area, a Chinese missile slammed into the ground nearby. Chia-wei was knocked from his feet, pushed forward by the blast. He felt his gloves disintegrate on the rough asphalt, the pavement then digging into his palms and sending a hundred different points of pain shooting up his arms as he slid across the tarmac. But while he was sliding, he was also trying to get his legs under him to continue running. The sight of the large hangar doors, which he supposed was their destination, beckoned. 

    He saw the others struggling to keep their feet, stumbling forward like they were the late-night lingerers at a bachelor party. Gaining his feet, Chia-wei scrambled to reach the safety of those heavy steel doors. He heard something screaming behind him and thought another missile was inbound. But the pain within the sound alerted him to the fact that it was human in origin. 

    Turning while still running, he saw that one of his rescue party was down on the pavement near where he fell. Another of their group had already turned around. Chia-wei didn’t give the notion of reaching safety another thought. Well, maybe he did, wanting more than anything to reach the underground haven in the midst of incoming Chinese weapons. But he didn’t hesitate. He ran back. 

    The man was gripping the back of his leg and rolling around, screaming in pain. The other who had turned around slid beside the wounded man. He shined his light at the man’s injury. The back of the fatigue pants was torn and darkly soaked. Blood ran freely from between the man’s fingers. 

    “This is going to hurt,” yelled the man who had turned with Chia-wei. 

    Chia-wei recognized the voice. It was the man who had first spoken to him, telling him not to move. He thought they would come up with a plan, analyzing the best way to help move the man. Would they help him walk, or would they both carry him, one taking the arms and the other the legs? 

    But he was mistaken. The man handed Chia-wei his flashlight and stated: “You lead, sir.” 

    And then he just scooped the man up and rolled him over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. Chia-wei thought it had to be the most athletic thing he’d ever witnessed. He thought the man stopped his screaming because he was so incredulous at what happened as well. But then he noticed that the man had become unconscious. 

    With the injured draped around his shoulders, the man started run-jogging toward the hangars. Chia-wei followed, the light beam focused ahead, bouncing up and down over the pavement. Quicker than he thought possible, they were at the hangar and being let in through an inset door. 

    When it shut, the noise and clamor of the night was cut off. Instead, there was the sound of vehicles moving about. Shouts rang across the vast interior. 

    “Go where you need to, sir. I am going to get this man to medical.” 

    “Thank you…for everything,” Chia-wei returned. 

    The man nodded and then strode briskly toward a cart that was towing an empty missile trailer. After a brief conversation with the driver, they drove away. That was the last Chia-wei ever saw or heard from his rescuers. 

    He saw that there was another C-130 inside the immense hangar with forklifts carrying long, rectangular crates into its interior. He searched for anyone from his squadron but found that most had loaded up in other 130s and had already been transported to Okinawa. The base was in the process of being evacuated. Some personnel were heading west to smaller underground hangars located there. 

    Someone he spoke to mentioned that they thought the remaining F-35Bs had flown to one of the bases on the west side of the island. The rest were departing, or already had. As he looked around, Chia-wei saw what he thought were people placing charges. It made sense that the base would be demolished ahead of the Chinese landings. But it wasn’t promising news. It all spoke to the lack of confidence that Taiwan’s soldiers were going to be able to keep the invasion forces from pushing their way onshore. 

    Now carrying his helmet, Chia-wei wandered over to the 130 and found that it was going to follow the others to Okinawa. The Taiwanese pilot was able to hitch a ride, but as he waited, the images of the burning transport on the other side of the protective doors kept cropping up. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Four 

    The next wave of Chinese fighters, flying ahead of the attack planes, drew closer to Taiwan’s coastline where they were met with a barrage of anti-aircraft fire from both the Sky Bow III and Sky Bow II missiles. The pilots dispensed countermeasures in attempts to escape the speeding projectiles. The skies were again filled with arcing flares and clouds of chaff which spread in upper-level winds. When the two came together, attacker and defender, the orderly lines of Chinese aircraft became a tumultuous mess as they maneuvered to escape the threats. 

    The Chinese pilots strained from the G-forces, their eyes searching the heavens for any sign of an incoming threat. Tones and voices rang in their ears from alerts. All they could do was to use three-dimensional maneuvers to confuse weapons sensors. However, many of the pilots were unable to outmaneuver or outrun the relentless barrage of missiles coming at them. 

    Explosions echoed from the heights above the Taiwan Strait as multiple waves of surface-to-air missiles successfully brought down Chinese aircraft. But even with their airplanes carving burning paths toward the shimmering waters, enough survived to continue an onslaught of missile launches towards the Taiwanese fighters east of the main island. 

    With the multifaceted aspect of the long-distance aerial battles, Taiwan’s remaining missile defense systems continued sending more and more projectiles into the sky. Those responsible for the defense of the island sought to create an impenetrable barrier against the incoming threats. 

    When many of the leading Chinese aircraft began turning around after they expended their air-to-air armaments, the crews of the various systems scattered across the length and breadth of the island began targeting the follow-on attack planes now coming over the strait. 

    Chinese air defense suppression planes still hunted for Taiwan’s radar sites. The island’s mobile stations would become active for only moments at a time, quickly feeding targeting information to the batteries under their control. In an effort to defeat those seeking their demise, the stations would then go offline and attempt to hastily move before they could be destroyed. In the meantime, other mobile platforms would activate, thereby keeping a constant feed to the hungry launch vehicles. 

    This strategy produced a mixed bag of results. The ones that worked best were the bunkers housing surface-to-air weapons. They could be reloaded in relative peace and safety, their radars able to extend into the open when needed. Any attacks against these installations usually met with failure as the anti-radiation missiles didn’t have the penetration power to do any damage past scarring the landscape. 

    Seeing that the same radar facilities kept coming online, the Chinese operators circling high over the Chinese mainland retargeted some of their ballistic and cruise missiles to strike at these locations. However, the tremendous wall of anti-air missiles that Taiwan was putting up limited the number of strike missiles that were getting through. Even when some did manage to land on the deep underground installations, the fortifications were able to withstand the hits. 

    Some problems did arise when bombs damaged the machinery that allowed the radars to extend. Crews exited and ran the gauntlet to fix the problems, resulting in very few of Taiwan’s underground air defense bunkers being put permanently out of action. Thus they were able to keep up the rate of fire against the Chinese swarms crossing into the strait. 

    The problem on the horizon was the availability of anti-air weapons. Taiwan had stockpiled a vast number of their domestic-built missiles, but the rate of expenditures was rapidly drawing those numbers down to worrisome levels. Even with the successes they were having downing Chinese aircraft, many in the chain of command were anxious about running out. However, as long as the Chinese aircraft kept coming, there was little they could do except keep up a wall of fire. 

    The continuous volleys coming from the island against those being fired from Chinese aircraft made previous aerial battles seem like child’s play. The fiery streaks speeding across the heavens made it appear as if hell’s gates had opened and nightmares had been released. With the sheer number of explosions on both sides of the playing field, it was clear that victory by either side would come at a great cost in terms of troops and equipment lost. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    After expending the long-range missiles he had been carrying, Dong Bao was headed back toward the west. The straits had become a dangerous place to fly, and he was thankful to be headed back to base. Although, that reprieve would be a short one as he’d most likely be returning to continue striking at Taiwan’s defenses, either in a ground attack role or to establish air superiority over Taiwan’s handful of fighters. That was the arena in which his J-16 performed the best. 

    Bright sparkles and fiery streaks continued to dominate the heavens as he flew over the eastward-bound attack fighters. Explosions dappled the night as enemy missiles hunted down their targets, with flame trails falling in long, curving arcs or sometimes spiraling straight down. He’d already lost half his wingmen to the enemy planes, returning now with only two planes when four had raced down the runway only a short time ago. 

    He checked his radar. The downloaded data showed numerous aircraft in the vicinity, many of them flying east while a few, like himself, were heading back inland. There were spots on his screen that were less than solid, translucent, like a thick window. So much chaff was being carried on the higher-level winds that it was creating a screen of sorts. While the countermeasures were needed to give the planes a chance at evading the volleys of fire Taiwan was sending their way, the same defensive actions were creating havoc for Chinese radars attempting to penetrate the growing mass to see what was on the other side. 

    This was causing the controllers aboard the KJ-2000s to vector the fighters around this area, and to move their surveillance drones to be better able to target Taiwan’s fighters. Their very act of defending was creating a veil behind which the Taiwanese fighters could hide. But that had to also be hindering the ability of enemy planes and ground forces to target the attack fighters heading toward Taiwan. 

    Dong Bao thought that if the hindrance became too much, the two sides would soon be reduced to throwing sticks and stones at each other. Looking at the continuing destruction in the skies around him, the Chinese pilot doubted that possibility would come about anytime soon. 

    Suddenly, a warning tone sounded in his helmet, accompanied by a light flashing on his instrument panel. His heart skipped a beat as he realized that another enemy missile had locked onto him. 

    Instinctively, Dong Bao pulled back on the stick and rolled hard to the left. Looking back over his shoulder as the jet rolled into a climbing turn, he searched the skies behind him for the threat. The view behind his J-16 filled with flares as he added to the growing pool of chaff. 

    With him heading back toward home, he had mistakenly thought himself safe from enemy fire. But he hadn’t even departed the waters within distance of Taiwan’s long-range missiles. He chided himself for having allowed his thoughts to meander, but wondered what he could have done differently if he had been focused. 

    A continuous stream of red lights arced away as he slammed the throttles into afterburner. Aside from the countermeasures streaming behind him, distance was going to be his greatest advantage. 

    Keeping the maneuvers coming, he became inverted as he executed the first half of a barrel roll. Upside down, Dong Bao halted his roll and pulled hard, putting the stick back into his lap. The nose of his J-16 tracked downward through an invisible horizon line. His orientation was kept by his instruments, the attitude indicator showing that he was inverted and descending. 

    With an extreme nose down attitude, he rolled the jet upright. The transition from pulling G’s to unloading the aircraft caused his stomach to drop. With the afterburners rocketing the aircraft forward, he accelerated toward the surface. He thought the maneuver had worked against the American missiles, so why not attempt it again. The Chinese pilot sent his fighter into a steep dive toward the ocean below. 

    Heading past Mach 1, he hoped that he had enough distance between him and the enemy weapon to outrace it. If he was against one of Taiwan’s later surface-to-air missiles, which had a much greater range and speed than its predecessors, well, then he hoped he had enough time to reach the surface and hide in the weeds. 

    A loud bang and sudden flash of light blinded him. He heard a loud whistling sound as a deep cold crashed into his senses. Then he felt a searing pain shoot through him, the fire coming from his left shoulder. He cried out in pain. His hand instinctively released the stick as he clutched at the wound. As he did so, the J-16 veered into a more severe nose-down angle, heading straight for the dark waters below. 

    The bright light that had burned a hole in his vision dissipated, leaving behind a glowing smudge that interfered with his sight. That then faded. Dong Bao was in agony. It felt like a red-hot poker had been stabbed into his shoulder, the seared flesh still aflame. 

    Glancing to his side, he saw that blood had soaked his gloves and was dripping from them onto his flight suit. Just as shocking was the fact that a cold wind was chilling him to the bone. He felt like he was both freezing and on fire. 

    He realized he was still in the cockpit of his jet and would be dead soon if he didn’t do something. The thought of ejection wasn’t anywhere in his confused mind. If it had been, the thought of losing one his country’s jets would still have made him hesitate. 

    He released the grip on his wound and found the stick. Disoriented, he couldn’t tell if he was still in the dive or not. The darkness outside of the cockpit windows gave no indication of whether he was level or banked. The instrumentation was equally useless. Part of the panel was missing, the edges of one side just a jagged line of twisted metal. Some of the other instruments were spinning madly and of no use. 

    Gaining a little coherency, he pulled the throttles out of afterburner. He saw that his canopy had a gaping hole to the front and side. Finally able to determine that he was in a steep dive, he placed the throttles all the way back to idle and pulled back on the stick. The onset of G’s he’d been expecting to feel didn’t materialize. The confusion as to what had happened still addled his mind, and the resultant series of events, coupled with the adrenaline coursing through him, had made him momentarily forget that he was flying at Mach speeds. 

    He continued pulling back, but eased off as he had no idea of when he’d come back through the speed of sound. If he had the stick in his lap, then he’d over-G the plane and it would disintegrate in midair. 

    Trying to forget the pain lancing through his shoulder, he was able to see that the nose of his J-16 was rising, albeit slowly. He was thankful that the controls were responding and wondered what other damage his aircraft had taken. It had become obvious to him that he’d been hit by the missiles his system had warned him about. 

    Using the shimmer coming off the water below, which was substantially closer than it had been, Dong Bao managed to regain control of his fighter. It wasn’t quite the close-run affair that the previous time had been, but he still found himself very near the waves once he was finally able to bring the J-16 back to level flight. 

    Breathing heavily and shaking from fear and pain, he did his best to assess the damage the missile strike had caused. A quick scan of his shoulder revealed a deep gash where a piece of shrapnel had pierced through both his flight suit and his harness on that side. Blood was flowing freely down his arm, turning the flight suit a much darker shade of red and green. 

    Given the pain and cold sweat his injuries brought, it was difficult to hold the throttles. With effort, he determined that his left engine was also out. With much of his instrument panel gone, and the rest dark and useless, he couldn’t determine if there was a fire or not. If there was, that meant he had precious little time. 

    Dong Bao struggled to maintain level flight as he searched the skies ahead for any sign of land. He needed a place to touch down, and soon. He climbed away from the waters. Altitude would enable him to see farther and allow more height in case the jet started giving him additional problems. 

    “Altitude is gold,” his instructor used to say. 

    His fingers were slick with blood as he adjusted the controls, trying to compensate for the loss of power from one engine. Finally he saw a darker-than-night strip on the horizon. Land was in sight. Even if he had to bail out, he’d much rather that be over solid ground than having to deal with his issues while floating endlessly up and down in the swells. 

    When he crossed over the eastern coast, he tried to figure out exactly where he was, and more importantly, where the nearest runway might be. His shoulder was becoming stiff, and it was increasingly hard to move his arm. Throttle adjustments had to be done in longer and longer time increments. Not only that, but he was getting colder, and he wasn’t sure that was completely due to the five hundred mile an hour wind sweeping into the cockpit. 

    Coherent thoughts were coming slower; he was having to concentrate harder to make the simplest of decisions. 

    I am dying! 

    That thought burst through the increasing confusion in his mind. 

    I have lost too much blood! 

    Dong Bao panicked. He realized that he hadn’t thought about flying the jet, well, since he didn’t know how long. His time was rapidly coming to an end. 

    I need to get out of here! 

    Taking a deep breath and ignoring the pain shooting through his body, he reached for the ejection handles. His left arm didn’t move, but his right groped once, twice, and then found the hanging loop. Without further thought, he pulled down hard, and the remains of the canopy flew away from the plane with a loud bang. 

    He was barely aware of being launched upward. Free of any input, his J-16 nosed over and careened into a field, flipping end over end several times and leaving behind a fire-strewn trail of debris. 

    He was alone in the air, barely coherent. In his rush to bail out, he’d forgotten about the severed harness. Instead of riding upward with the rocket-powered seat, he’d been thrown to the side, partially coming out. The shift of weight tossed the seat off balance, but the gyros inherent in the system tried to right it. It began a series of oscillations that further threw the Chinese pilot out of position. 

    His right arm came free from where it had been secured in the harness and he was flung away. The single connection to his seat was now the strap meant to arm his parachute. In this, it did its job. Nearly unconscious and confused by what was happening to him, he tumbled through the air. When his chute deployed, he became partially wrapped in the cords. 

    He instinctively fought against the restraints now enveloping him, making the situation worse. The parachute wasn’t able to open properly and became a streamer trailing behind a body kicking madly to free itself. 

    Dong Bao, in a moment of clarity, stopped struggling and stared at the glittering stars overhead. 

    “They are so beautiful,” he declared, wondering briefly why he felt so light. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The early morning hours saw the melee over the strait continuing. The initial leading wave of J-16 jets was followed by a swarm of J-11 and Su-27 aircraft. They were to pave the way for follow-on J-16 and J-10 attack fighters. These initial Chinese planes were met by Taiwan’s F-16s and F-CK-1s with a sprinkling of Mirage 2000s thrown in. 

    Taiwan was defending with almost everything they had remaining in their inventory. The exceptions were the F-35Bs. These aircraft were kept in reserve, shuttling to bases in the west with smaller underground hangars. The idea was that these planes would assist with defending Taiwan’s shores. Their short takeoff and landing capabilities allowed them to operate without an extensive length of runway. That, coupled with their stealth abilities, gave them an advantage in the hostile environment that the skies over Taiwan were becoming. They’d be able to refuel and rearm in the relative safety of the shelters, emerging to conduct quick strikes and returning before coming under fire. 

    As the Chinese jets flew closer to Taiwan, they encountered stiff resistance coming from the island’s airborne and ground-based air defenses. The E-2K received information from its own systems, and from those coming from the American E-3C. In turn, the Sentry was getting its intelligence from the RQ-180 and X-47C drones loitering near the edges of the combat zones. 

    As the battle raged on, the long-range engagements lasting minutes as opposed to the longer aspect of land battles, both sides suffered losses. The Chinese operators aboard their airborne command posts attempted to gain an edge by sending in several of their precious few J-20 fifth-generation stealth fighters. The goal was similar to their previous mission: disrupt the Taiwanese battle plan and destroy their fighter jets in a surprise attack. 

    Flying in low and skirting the aerial battlefield, these aircraft managed to evade detection. That was until the E-2K saw a single blip on their radar coming from the southern end of the island. An alert operator informed his supervisor, who then correctly surmised that China might be sending aircraft on an end run. Instructions went out to Chia-wei’s flight to circle south, and to another to circle north in the hopes of flushing out any surprises the Chinese might have in store. 

    Although prepared for the eventuality with the single return on the radar, the arrival of these stealth fighters caught Taiwan off guard. They struggled to defend against this new threat as they’d lost several of the jets they’d sent and only downed half of the enemy planes. During the subsequent maneuvers while the two sides engaged in dogfights, the high-altitude drones had been able to pinpoint more of the J-20s. But it proved to be too little, too late. The Chinese stealth aircraft were already in the backyard. 

    The remaining J-20s, after having fought through Taiwanese fighters sent against them, performed the mission they were assigned. With the data being received from the KJ-2000s partially compromised by the extensive chaff floating in the upper atmosphere, the Chinese J-20 pilots were ordered to conduct their attacks via their own radars. Returns filled their screens when the switches were moved into their operational mode. 

    Each of the pilots selected targets. They knew they didn’t have long until they would be forced to return their radars back to standby as their emissions made them visible to the enemy. PL-15s fell from underneath the aircraft, accelerating briskly ahead. One pilot saw a larger return coming from farther away, behind the wall of Taiwanese fighters. He selected that as his target and fired two of his long-range air-to-air missiles. 

    The Taiwanese response to the intrusion inside their borders was immediate. The radio traffic coming from the E-2K intensified as the controllers aboard directed aircraft to target the trespassers. The Chinese pilots, now on the defensive, shut down their radars and reconnected with the KJ-2000s, far away. They closed their internal bay doors and turned back toward the west. 

    The staff aboard the E-2K knew they were in trouble. Not only because of the surprise attack, but because they were alerted to the fact that multiple threats were now inbound. The pilots ejected countermeasures, turned east away from the incoming projectiles, and nosed over toward the ocean below. They could only hope the electronic warfare systems and countermeasures proved effective. There was little time to do much else. 

    The first PL-15 exploded just inside the number two engine. Flames shot to the rear as shrapnel tore into vital engine components. With the increased drag from the fire and loss of thrust on that side, the Hawkeye lurched to the right. Pulling the fire handle, the pilots tried to silence the alarms that suddenly blared in the cockpit. The expulsion of fire retardant stymied the flames, snuffing them out. The fire alarm was silenced. 

    Remaining was the fact that the weapon had inflicted damage to the fuselage, decompressing the interior. Donning emergency oxygen masks, they continued diving to reach lower altitudes where the crew could breathe easier. 

    Hit, the controllers knew they were out of the battle, and there weren’t any other Taiwanese AWACS aircraft available. They were in the midst of transferring control to the American E-3C when a second missile exploded nearby. Hitting in nearly the same location as the first, hot shrapnel penetrated fuel tanks. The self-sealing nature of the tanks themselves proved effective at preventing the gas from detonating. 

    However, severed lines sprayed volatile fuel, which then caught fire. Flames erupted and extended far to the rear of the stricken plane. The pilots fought with controls that wanted to send the aircraft plummeting to the right. Fuel shutoff valves had already been closed on that side, containing any gas in separate sections. But the ruptures were too widely spread and severe to be fully contained that way. 

    The damage proved too much, and the wing broke in two. The detached section fluttered briefly, held by a part of the main spar. This increase in drag was too much for the pilots to control, and the fluttering wing pulled the plane right. It flipped over onto its back, the wing finally letting go. Trailing a long streamer of fire, the E-2K spun downward. 

    With the loss of the command post, chaos among the Taiwanese fighters ensued until the E-3C stepped in to take charge of the ongoing aerial battles. Command was restored in short order, but the J-20 intrusion had drastically altered the nature of the fight. 

    In addition to taking out the Taiwanese E2K, the J-20s managed to target and damage two American KC-10 tankers orbiting far to the rear. This had been a great concern of the US planners when China unveiled their PL-15. It could effectively push back the forward areas in which the fighters could loiter. With the loss of these valuable assets, American commanders immediately instituted a doctrine of having electronic warfare aircraft accompany any tankers sent in support of the fighters defending Taiwan. And with intelligence coming in of China developing an even longer-ranged air-to-air missile, capable of reaching an estimated two hundred miles or more, this policy would shape tanker operations for a long time to come. 

    Due to these accumulated factors, the Taiwanese aerial defense was close to collapsing. Loss of aircraft and the expenditure of missiles were two reasons, but fuel was another concern. In today’s aerial combat environment, and with thirsty engines powering the modern aircraft, fighters weren’t meant to remain in the air for extended periods of time. 

    Conformal tanks for the F-16 increased range and loiter times, but they didn’t increase it enough that planes could remain in combat for hours. Plus, with the limited number of weapons each could carry, the missiles were depleted quickly, given the number of Chinese aircraft assaulting across the strait. The Chinese aircraft could turn around and land quickly to rearm, but with the destruction of their runways, that wasn’t an option Taiwan had anymore. 

    When the Taiwanese jets ran out of missiles, they were sent east, rendezvousing with tanker support that had flown out of Kadena. Similarly, when the fighters reported low on fuel, they were sent away from the battle zone. The aerial defenses were being whittled down from attrition and the need to refuel and rearm. But China could more easily replenish their losses. 

    While the island nation had managed to hold its own against a superior force for some time and even inflict significant damage, the intense aerial battle ended with Taiwan on the losing side. With their air force depleted and the remnants forced away from the island, coupled with the fact that their navy had been previously decimated, China now owned the skies over the Taiwan Strait. 

    American F-22s prowled along the edges of the battlefield, and the Taiwanese ground-based air defenses were still active inside the underground bunkers, so China didn’t completely dominate the air over the island. It remained a contested zone for the time being, at least partially so. China would be able to take control in limited measures and held the advantage in air power. 

    The news wasn’t all bad. The information that came from the stealth drones was positive. Not only had they proven their worth by being able to operate effectively over hostile environments, but the data they sent back was priceless. 

    During the engagements between the Taiwanese F-CK-1 fighters and the Chinese J-20s, the E-3C staff continuously analyzed radar returns. Although analysts found an L-band search frequency where they could track the Chinese stealth aircraft, like the Chinese pilots engaging the F-22s, they were having a difficult time finding a narrow-beam fire control frequency so they could engage the J-20s from longer ranges. They knew the fire control radars could see the stealth planes from closer in, as evidenced by the Taiwanese SAM sites being able to target and destroy at least one J-20. 

    But a breakthrough came while the J-20s had their weapons doors open, and while they had their radars turned on. The specialized operators onboard were able to direct specific frequencies to acquire the precision necessary for missile guidance toward the enemy fighters. And using search radars in conjunction to verify accuracy, they found a frequency that sent a resonating pattern in return. With some small adjustments, they felt like they could accurately target China’s newest generation of fighters. Little did they know that the knowledge they gained was nearly useless in the short term, as China’s stock of J-20s was now down to just nine. 

    But the knowledge was useful in the long run as they had just rendered the stealth capabilities of the J-20 next to meaningless. The one short-term benefit was that they could prevent ChineseJ-20s from conducting other surprise attacks, or at least limit the possibility. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Five 

    Surface-to-air missiles continued to fly out from Taiwan, but their rate of delivery slowed. Reloading the various systems took time, and the stored inventories were starting to become depleted. It was impossible for Taiwan to keep up with the initial rate of expenditures. And as the Taiwanese fighters began to withdraw to the east, the number of projectiles being directed toward the Chinese planes coming over the strait were further reduced. 

    Although several of their frontline jets were shot down or damaged, China still possessed hundreds of J-10, J-11, and J-16 attack fighters, along with a smattering of Su-27 and Su-30 planes purchased from the former Soviet Union and the Russian Federation. Their J-20 fifth-generation fighters had been reduced to just a handful—only nine remained flyable. But even those few were causing chaos in the ranks of the Taiwanese jets. 

    Sustaining tremendous losses, the air superiority planes that China had sent ahead of their attack formations had done their job. They had chased off or destroyed the majority of Taiwan’s F-16s and F-CK-1s. The threat from the ground was still present and a force to be reckoned with, but the aerial threat had been reduced to a negligible one. Except for the American submarines operating in the East and South China Seas, China owned the waters and airspace surrounding the island. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Chinese specialized aircraft continued their suppression of air defense missions, attempting to stifle Taiwan’s ability to engage Chinese attack planes. On a signal from the KJ-2000 controllers, flights of J-10 attack fighters advanced their throttles and surged across the Taiwan Strait. As they reached the halfway point, another wave of Taiwanese missiles rose from the island to meet them. 

    As had happened before, so many times it seemed commonplace, a clash of aircraft and defensive missiles occurred over the waters separating the two countries. The night became even more cluttered with narrow strips of foil as countermeasures were released, and the skies hinting at dawn were alive with arcing flares. Small detonations dotting the heavens evolved into larger flames, those curving earthward as Chinese jets fell from their lofty perches. 

    But many evaded the threats and sped across the waters. The first of the J-10s to release were those carrying the lighter weight LS-6 glide bombs. With attached adapters, these one hundred and two hundred-plus-pound weapons could glide nearly eighty miles when dropped from higher altitudes. Chinese attack fighters stacked from thirty thousand to thirty-five thousand feet sent hundreds of the precision-guided munitions plummeting through the dark. 

    These small-diameter bombs were directed against open area encampments identified by Chinese intelligence. They weren’t any use against hardened sites, so open air ammunition dumps, unit headquarters, and any motorized parks were among the most prevalent targets. 

    As these weapons whistled down from the heights and the jets releasing them turned back toward their bases, other Chinese aircraft continued toward their release points. These unlucky few had to close to within thirty-five miles of their target. Not only did they have to withstand additional flight time within Taiwan’s long-range defenses, but they came within reach of additional medium-range surface-to-air missiles. 

    As China had yet to penetrate these defenses, except for their cruise missiles, Taiwan still had these weapons in abundance, ready and loaded. The result was another wall of fire thrown against the Chinese intruders. The J-10s closing in on Taiwan’s shores were at another disadvantage. In order for the glide bombs to achieve their maximum range, they had to be released from over thirty thousand feet. This put the Chinese jets in the heart of Taiwan’s radar envelope. They also were on the other side of the chaff cloud that had formed over the strait, putting them in clear air. 

    The blistering fire that rose from the western shores of Taiwan slammed into the older J-10s. Although the aircraft were the mainstay of China’s attack fighters and had gone through several upgrades, their avionic and electronic capabilities lagged behind those seen on the J-16s; dispensing chaff and flares was their primary method of evading missiles. 

    The path of the J-10s were easy to see, even though they soared high overhead. Each plane leaked a trail of flares behind. Taiwan’s medium-range missiles were also older in origin, thus paring the advantages down to near par levels. The Chinese airwaves became filled with short bursts of radio traffic as the pilots gave each other warnings of impending threats. 

    “Laohu three-two-three, break right.” 

    “Xióng flight lead, missile at your eight o’clock.” 

    “Shīzi two-one-two, pull up.” 

    “Huān flight two-three-two, Eject! Eject! Eject!” 

    Despite all the aerial maneuvering, many of the Chinese aircraft were still able to arrive at their release points. With many of their targets inland, they had to fly nearly directly over the shores of the island before they could drop their larger glide bombs. Thousand-pound K/YBS500 fell from wing pylons and fuselage racks, the aircraft shaking from the released weight as if feeling relieved with the shedding of their burdens. 

    Because of Taiwan’s width of eighty-plus miles, and the fact that China didn’t want to risk its aircraft over the mainland at this time, the targets were mainly situated on the western side of the mountain range. The K/YBS500s with single warheads were aimed at underground military headquarters and hardened artillery sites, which were also being used as shelters for air defense missile launchers. 

    The plan was to use the suppression of enemy air defense missions to attack the radar sites facilitating the launchers, while the bunker buster glide bombs were utilized to go after the hardware hidden inside fortified shelters. 

    The K/YBS 500 glide bombs could be fitted with a single conventional warhead or be packed with submunitions. These were designed to be lethal against airfields, and along with their smaller, five-hundred-pound counterpart, the TL500, were dubbed “airfield killers.” They could fly along revetments and rows of aircraft, dispensing small munitions meant to devastate a wide area. In addition, they were used for troop and vehicle concentrations. 

    The LS-6 lightweight bombs arrived in clusters, saturating areas with explosions. From the higher ridges, it looked like strings of firecrackers had been tossed by giants. Small eruptions of fire bloomed in concentrated areas, the echoing cracks of their detonations arriving seconds later. The noise of the blasts came in continuous waves, each obscured by the sound of the next and then the whole lot fading until another series began some distance away. 

    With Taiwan’s movement of troops and equipment toward the east, many of these fell on empty compounds. Headquarters that had been fully staffed on the eve of the invasion now only housed skeletal crews who were responsible for cleaning up the remains of a brigade’s move. 

    Lines of explosions marched through vacated areas which housed only a few tents. Gouts of dirt and flame rose, blowing crates and other flotsam discarded in the haste of the moves. The few tents left behind were obliterated by the lines of marching explosives with only tattered remnants clinging to splintered poles left in the aftermath. 

    The few who had remained behind wandered about, stunned, through dozens of fresh craters, dirt streaks marring their bloodied faces. They stumbled through splintered debris and across dismembered bodies of those they had spoken with only minutes before. Some appeared to meander aimlessly while others sifted through the wreckage, moving broken file cabinets or other debris like owners searching for valuables among the remains of their homes in the aftermath of an F-3 tornado. Most of the emergency services had moved to the other side of the island, so the wounded and stunned prowled the apocalyptic landscape without the hope of aid arriving anytime soon. 

    In other places, the carpet-bombing style of the lightweight LS-6 bombs hit ammunition storages that were in varying stages of being emptied. In one, personnel and vehicles were frantically working to place crates of ammo onto trucks, trying to beat the sunrise and the subsequent arrival of Chinese forces. The ammunition was needed eighty miles from its current location, and time was of the essence. 

    When the bombs started landing on the far end of the site, soldiers immediately stopped whatever activity they were engaged in. Hoisting crates between them, or carrying smaller ones on their shoulders, they paused to stare at the eruptions. In the blaring glare of portable lights and the rumble of generators, they thought perhaps part of the ammunition dump had gone off. 

    Their fight or flee response was triggered as they eyed the blasts, judging whether or not they were safe. An explosion in the middle of an ammunition site rose every eyebrow of anyone who heard it. As the detonations grew rapidly closer, adrenaline took over and those working the far side of the field dropped their loads and fled. 

    As the bombs marched onward, rockets and other ammo was set off. Streams of fire arced away from the site to explode when they hit the ground. Mortars went off with coughs of sound to come whistling down among soldiers who were on the run. Lines of men and women were felled in groups as shrapnel tore into their legs, cutting them down like corn stalks in Autumn. 

    Grinding gears signaled desperate actions from the drivers as they sought to flee from the quickly approaching peril. Some managed to get away, picking up speed as drivers floored their accelerators. Others came to a lurching halt as they stalled out. Some of the drivers attempted to quickly restart their vehicles only to give up as the explosions registering in their side mirrors drew closer. They fled their vehicles only to be caught up in the waves of bombs that fell among them. 

    Trucks that were being loaded were blasted as the LS-6s hit them, the ammo in their beds erupting. They crumpled as if stepped on by a giant ogre, the subsequent fires quickly gutting them and setting their fuel tanks ablaze. 

    One ammunition dump, which had lagged behind the others in being relocated east due to an indecision over how many assets needed to be redirected to the new front, provided proof of the accuracy of the laser guided LS-6s. 

    They struck in the heart of a large field where supplies had been gathered. The first explosions kicked off a devastating set of chain reactions. Bright, explosive flashes started fires which quickly spread. As if they were a mediocre band opening for a legend, the low-grade flames then erupted into a maelstrom of fire. 

    The resulting explosions compressed the air to such a degree that a concussive ring of vapor rolled quickly outward. Flaming debris was tossed in a wide circumference, starting fires in the outlying verges of the supply site. Pyrotechnics filled the heavens above the field as a variety of ordnance types ignited. 

    105mm shells detonated, sending flaming pieces blossoming skyward. The ground shook as heavy caliber shells exploded in a series of massive blasts. The scattering of flammable material should have slowed down the rate of the fire’s progress, but it only served to feed the firestorm. Smaller caliber ammunition sent bullets whizzing through the developing inferno; it was as if China had landed a fully weaponized battalion. 

    Rounds perforated the fuel tanks of a nearby depot. Some of the storage containers were empty except for the accumulated vapors inside. When the fires from the ammo dump and flaming debris came crashing downward, they hit these tanks that were leaking fuel vapors. The resultant blasts ruptured several other containers. 

    More hard explosions were added to the building conflagration. Flames licked high into the night and pillars of dark smoke were driven to great heights by the hot pyres below. Reds, oranges and yellows glowed from the bottom sides of the thick smoke, giving the scene an eerie, hellish atmosphere. 

    The intensity of the fires grew white-hot in the center, vaporizing anything flammable in an instant and melting everything else. The flames from this ammunition site could be seen for miles around. 

    The submunition LS-6s were dropped into camps that had housed the soldiers manning forward positions in the west. As the bombs descended over their targets, side panels peeled away and the submunitions stored in their receptacles were released as the canisters spun up, flinging the individual bomblets outward. 

    Multiple explosions rolled through the encampments, ripping apart all structures left behind in the wake of the mass exodus. Taiwan had been prepared, however, so even with all this devastation, little damage was inflicted on the nation’s ability to defend itself. 

    The K/YBS 500 and TL500 heavier glide bombs arrived. The conventional warheads plunged deep into the earth, seeking the shelters housing Taiwan’s commanders. Some of these weapons fell off target, whether due to faulty coordinates or Taiwan’s jamming efforts. Only a few hit their targets, and of those, even less penetrated deeply enough to damage the hardened bunkers. But those that did manage to hit headquarter units caused temporary chaos among the Taiwanese forces they commanded. 

    Thankfully, the plans put in motion for the mass movements had already been implemented. It was the reconciliation of difficulties during confusion of assignments where the pain was most felt. One company arrived where they thought they’d been ordered only to find a company from another brigade already in place. Calls to settle the matter went unheard, increasing confusion among the incoming company as to where they should go. Up and down the eastern defense line, localized disorder reigned among several units until the chain of command was restored. 

    At airfields, the submunition type of the heavier glide bombs rolled across tarmacs, dispensing their bomblets along the length of the air base. Explosions dotted the already cratered surfaces. China was taking no chances in ensuring that Taiwanese aircraft could not operate against them and interfere with their imminent landings. 

    Thousand-pound bombs crashed into the tops of the heavily reinforced underground hangars. The dirt, trees, and grass planted on top of these hardened sites, there to help hide the nature of them, were tossed into the air. Massive craters formed atop the hangars, but no Chinese weapon was able to penetrate into where the remaining F-35Bs were housed. 

    Taiwanese pilots and personnel cringed each time one of these mammoth bombs hit, the lights far overhead winking on and off. The air exhaust and ports had been built far away, so the fear that they’d be robbed of their air wasn’t present, but each person could easily envision a bomb finally making it through the thick reinforcement to explode inside. Still, between the massive booms reverberating in the interior, they went about their work, towing weapons to their respective aircraft, checking electrical systems, and planning strike missions for when the Chinese arrived. 

    The initial strikes by China’s aircraft, while resulting in heavy losses, could potentially have been far more devastating. The redetermination of China’s invasion plans, which then led to the mass relocation of Taiwan’s forces, came at an opportune time. Although Taiwanese units arrived in the east with a degree of uncertainty and confusion and without the immense fortifications they had constructed over the years, they did reach the far shores more or less intact. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    In addition to the attack fighters and ground-launched cruise missiles engaging Taiwan’s western coast facilities, long range drones were added to the mix. Primarily relying on the BeiDou navigation system, these drones proved to be less effective. Controllers on China’s mainland attempted to keep the connections alive to their UAVs using relays through the long-range surveillance drones operating near the Taiwan Strait, but encountered difficulties as the UAVs drew closer to Taiwan’s shores. 

    Jamming and counter-UAS systems interrupted certain radio frequencies, and in some cases, Taiwanese operators were able to take control of the armed Chinese drones. As control was lost on some of the drones, they reverted to their inertial navigation systems and tried to back that up with coordinates received from the BeiDou satellites, but the efforts to receive consistent updates were marginal, with many of the drones outfitted with simpler, less secure navigation systems. 

    Without external inputs, several of the drones, relying solely on INS for navigation, fell wide of their intended targets. Water spouted upward inside of harbors as the uncontrolled drones thought they had reached their target and dove, only to hit the open waters. Others crashed into the sides of high-rise apartment buildings, collapsing walls and starting fires in the residences of many who waited in nearby shelters. 

    When a few came close to their military targets, tracers shot skyward in bursts as point defense anti-air systems came alive. Spotlights searched the skies for the incoming UAVs, the guns converging on any caught in the bright beams. Counter-UAS systems launched defensive drones of their own, spraying fragments into the path of the incoming threats. 

    The battles being played out occurred on many levels, from missiles and bombs to electronic warfare operators tucked away in small spaces, connected to arrays of antennae. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The pressure from China gradually wore down Taiwan’s defenses along the west coast. Reloading times and having to haul air defense weapons from inside vaults and storage facilities hindered the response rate. Casualties and destroyed equipment also had a telling effect on the number of anti-air defenses Taiwan could send against China’s planes. 

    With Taiwan’s fighters leaving the fight and enroute to Kadena Air Base, one leg of the aerial defenses had been taken out of action. American F-22s working in rotation still plucked away at the Chinese aircraft with little effective retaliation, but they were few, and their pilots in dire need of rest. That allowed China to focus their resources on land-based sites. 

    But China wasn’t operating with impunity. The wins they were achieving were coming at a tremendous cost in terms of aircraft lost, either downed or damaged. Like for the Americans, pilots and crews getting enough rest was becoming somewhat of an issue. It didn’t cause too many problems at this early onset, but progressively more mistakes were being made on account of fatigue. Radio calls were missed, or target coordinates were input incorrectly, numbers were transposed or wrong keys selected. Some bombs that were dropped went wildly off course, trying to reach coordinates that couldn’t possibly be attained even if they had been dropped from a low-earth orbit. 

    China was attempting to force a way for its aircraft to operate farther to the east without incurring huge losses, and thus better support its landing operations. With the armadas rounding the northern and southern points of the island and drawing closer to their final destinations, it was imperative that China’s attack fighters be able to fly farther inland. 

    They could launch air-to-ground missiles from over the strait, but like Taiwan’s armaments, those were becoming harder to find. Already, air bases in the western districts were being stripped of their ordnances. They had glide bomb attachments in abundance and were eager to be able to utilize them. But if they couldn’t directly support the landings, then the entire invasion could be placed in jeopardy. So they continued to send aircraft over the strait even though there were many empty revetments upon completion of each mission, and empty seats during pilot briefings. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Taiwan was desperately trying to survive the onslaught of aircraft being directed against them; each report of another air defense unit being taken offline was a blow. Reports of the relocation efforts being interfered with also caused consternation among the general staff. All indications were showing that they were losing ground, trying to keep the boulder from rolling downhill. 

    They had lost their navy and now their air force. While they had inflicted damage on China, reducing their mobile launchers to a number that wouldn’t dramatically affect the outcome of the war, sinking many Chinese ships in their harbors, and downing a significant number of their fighters and specialized aircraft, they couldn’t seem to overcome the vast stores that China possessed. 

    Now they were having to move a greater number of their troops to underprepared positions. And even those were being subjected to aerial attacks. The command staff eyed the ships slowly closing in on the eastern shorelines and compared the Chinese progress with their own. It was going to be a close race. And even if they managed to get their units into position in time, the soldiers manning them were going to be nearing exhaustion after spending an entire night on the move. 

    The valiant effort of the defense of Taiwan was beginning to look like it might receive a participation ribbon, but the stakes were too high for that to mean anything. If they lost, there would be no pat on the back while hearing, “Better luck next time.” They’d be obliterated and subsumed under a totalitarian regime. 

    Those on the government payroll would simply be erased, and the citizens would be subjected to lives they weren’t ready to lead. The defeat alone would send many to an early grave. All they had to do was look at Hong Kong to realize what their futures held. And considering that the number of foreign investors, a factor that kept China somewhat placated, didn’t rank up there with Hong Kong, the conditions in Taiwan would likely be much worse. 

    For that reason, finishing with a consolation prize was simply not an option. Commanders were ready to fight with all they had. They knew that Chinese bombs couldn’t strike the backside of the mountains and hills on the eastern side. So orders went out directing many of the temporary logistics sites to be placed on the eastern slopes for the initial phases of the relocation. That would allow them some protection during the staging process while they moved men, equipment, and supplies into underground bunkers being hastily erected, or into others that were already in place. 

    The unrelenting movement of the heavens wasn’t a clock that anyone could stop. When the sun at last cleared the horizon, the Chinese ships would be in position and the invasion begun. There wasn’t a thing Taiwan could do to alter that fact. And at this juncture, neither really could China. The clash on the beaches come dawn was an inevitability. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Worldwide televised media reported on events as soon as information became available, which in the modern world, was nearly real-time. A multitude of expert guests talked to an uninterrupted stream of hosts. They spoke about Taiwan’s aging military strength, only slightly augmented by arms sales from the United States, and how they were putting up a brilliant struggle...but that defeat was inevitable without direct and immediate intervention from the United States. 

    “And where was that assistance?” was a sentiment echoed on many news channels. Was President Winslow and his administration too cowardly to show its face and support an ally they said they would defend? Other broadcast stations asked if this was even something the United States should have become involved with. This was an internal matter between Taiwan and China. The number of expert opinions were as many as the number of guest reporters. 

    Many calculated that it would take three days for Taipei to fall. Those harbingers of doom worldwide questioned whether the United States’ involvement would only prolong the death and destruction. 

    Social media sites were a flurry of updates as events unfolded. Videos surfacing from the war zone were instantly shared, with many showing the destruction of Taiwan’s cities by Chinese bombs and missiles landing in the dark. Security cam footage was the most frequent of those leaked from the island. A host of bots took the field as each side sought to win the media war. 

    Regardless of the opinions broadcast, the prevailing mood was that Taiwan was in trouble. China had knocked out their navy and air force in massive blows, and two vast armadas, which had been watched worldwide ever since they set sail, were now steaming steadily for the island. The only things standing between them and victory were Taiwan’s brigades and possibly the American carriers which were sitting safely out at sea. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The mood was somewhat different inside the walls of the Pentagon. Although there were some who secretly thought that Taiwan’s days were numbered regardless of what interventions the United States opted for, there were other intelligence analysts who thought China was in the process of making a huge mistake. 

    Allison Townsend was sitting with one of her compatriots, enjoying one of the few respites she’d had in the past several days. As an NSA analyst in charge of intelligence surrounding China’s southern fleet, her days and nights had been filled with charts, communication intercepts, and shipping details—ever since her discovery that China was gathering civilian shipping. 

    Her companion and coworker, Carl Bennet, in charge of details surrounding the northern fleet, eyed a blueberry muffin sitting in the middle of a paper plate. He seemed to be studying the intricate details of the snack, wondering about the undulations and rather sparse placement of blueberries. In reality, he was pondering the latest naval intelligence assessments that China was going to hit the beaches in the east instead of the west. It went against what many, including himself, had envisioned. 

    “You’re not listening to a thing I’m saying,” Allison commented, smiling as she took a sip of her spiced apple cider. 

    She winced slightly at the sweetness of the drink, but she thought that if she downed another coffee, her insides would begin to melt…or corrode. She wasn’t sure which. All that she knew was that she could feel many days’ worth of the bitter liquid still sloshing around in her stomach. 

    “No, you’re right,” Carl replied. “I’m sorry.” 

    “What has you so occupied?” she inquired, taking another hesitant sip. 

    “Same shit that’s bouncing around your skull, I’d guess.” 

    “The landings?” 

    “What else. I mean, it just doesn’t make sense. We’ve both talked about this ad infinitum and still haven’t come any closer as to why in the hell they’d land there. Something just doesn’t make sense, yet there it is, plain as day,” Carl stated, shifting his attention to his coffee steaming in a Styrofoam cup. 

    “I know. The poor road network on that side of the island coupled with those questionable beaches makes that a bad choice. This would make our, what? Hundredth conversation about this? Do you still think they’re planning something different?” Allison asked, somewhat teasingly. 

    “No, no. Not really. I mean, before they rounded the peninsula…maybe. But now that they’ve crossed to the east side and aren’t showing any sign of turning around, I’m pretty sure they’re heading where those navy guys think they are. But it still doesn’t make any sense. Were they trying to conduct a surprise flanking maneuver? In the face of today’s surveillance technology?” 

    “Well, it seems they did catch most everyone off guard. I mean, Taiwan is scurrying to get troops and machinery in place to protect the beaches. They didn’t have time to plan elaborate defensive structures and are only now getting units into positions…mere hours before the Chinese ships arrive,” Allison contended. 

    “Wait a minute,” Carl responded, holding up a hand. “Are you now saying that it’s a smart move? Weren’t you the first one to say that China landing in the east was going to be a huge mistake? I mean, you were one of the first to suggest that they were going that way.” 

    Allison chuckled behind her steaming drink. “No, I still think they’re making a huge mistake. But if we don’t do something big soon, I think they might have the manpower to pull this off. At least perhaps manage to get a firm foothold. 

    “But,” Allison continued, holding up her own hand to forestall Carl’s next statement, “hear me out. If we do intend to come to Taiwan’s assistance, then China will have placed themselves between a rock and a hard place. For one, as you mentioned, the road network isn’t really viable for mass movements. Once ashore, the invasion forces could become trapped. If Taiwan can manage to stall their advances, then they have a chance. But, if China is able to conduct lightning advances, then they could be in Taipei in short order. 

    “If they’d landed in the west, they would have had their own country and supply route at their back. Their planes could more easily protect the resupply ships going back and forth. Stretching themselves beyond the strait extended their lifeline into dangerous territory. They’ve exposed their eastern flank to greater attacks from bases in the Western Pacific and from the task forces operating there. That extension means that there will be fewer escorts available to protect both the landing zones and ships, as well as the supply routes. If they’d stuck west, they’d have been able to do both.” 

    “Yeah. It seems so glaringly obvious that I’m surprised they’re doing what they’re doing. Either they’re not the capable strategists they presume to be or they must have tremendous confidence that they’ll end this quickly,” Carl said. 

    “Confidence…or just plain stupidity. I don’t know. If they pull this off, then it’ll be seen as genius. If not...well, then I’ll go with my last statement.” 

    “Why do you think the carriers haven’t intervened as yet?” 

    “Just as we discussed earlier, the bomber threat. Plus, maybe they don’t want to interrupt a strategic error in process. Wasn’t it the Chinese, maybe in The Art of War, that said, ‘Never interrupt your enemy when they’re in the process of making a mistake’?” 

    Carl chuckled, finally taking his muffin from the small plate. “That’s rather ironic. Have you passed your thoughts up the chain?” 

    “I just returned from a briefing where I shared…certain ideas. And now I’m heading out to get something real to eat. I’m starving and I haven’t eaten anything good in God knows how long. Want to join me?” 

    “Absolutely. Anything to get the hell out of here for a while,” Carl stated, tossing the muffin back onto the plate. 

    Allison chuckled again. “So I’m just some excuse to get out of the office for a bit and not a titillating conversationalist?” 

    Carl sighed. “You know what I mean.” 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    White House, Washington D.C. 

    3 August, 2021 

    “Mistake?! What do you mean they’re making a mistake!?” President Winslow directed this rare outburst toward Bill Reiser, the NSA Director. 

    Frank Winslow sat in a meeting room with screens that were shared by his staff. The last hours had been brutal with his administration being raked over the coals for their hesitation to intervene in the Taiwan crisis. The lack of sleep certainly wasn’t helping matters. 

    “For God’s sake, Bill! We’ve thrown everything at them and they’re still sailing for Taiwan, seemingly as strong as ever,” Frank continued. “So, I’m having a difficult time seeing how in the hell they’re making a mistake. They just kicked the hell out of Taiwan’s air force and sent the remnants scurrying for cover.” 

    “Sir, I’m only conveying what our analysts are saying. If China was heading for the western shorelines, then yes, I’d be one to agree that things are looking dim for the island. But positioning themselves on the east side puts them in a vulnerable position,” Bill Reiser returned. “And I happen to agree with the analysts. The supply lines will be stretched much thinner and will therefore be less protected along its length.” 

    Frank sighed. “I’m sorry, Bill. I’m tired.” 

    “We’re all beat, sir.” 

    “But you’ve said that for the third time this meeting, and I’m still having a hard time accepting that China is in a weakened position. They’ve managed to keep our carriers out of reach, they’ve absorbed everything we’ve sent to try and stop them, and they’re kicking the shit out of Taiwan’s defenses. What am I missing here?” 

    The NSA Director proceeded to describe the situation for the fourth time, iterating what his specialists had told him not long ago. Again, graphics replaced Bill’s image as the details of the analysis were animated. General Phil Dawson, the Chair of the Joint Chiefs, and Admiral Brian Durant, the Chief of Naval Operations, joined in the discussion. Together, they detailed China’s remaining warships and how they’d be stretched protecting both the supply routes and the forces storming the beaches. 

    Frank understood what they were saying. He’d understood it the first time. What was bothering him was that the massive attacks they’d conducted hadn’t stopped the Chinese fleets. If that had failed to produce results, then how in the hell were they going to stop this Chinese invasion and subsequent takeover of Taiwan once China was ashore? And that just couldn’t happen. The repercussions worldwide were just too awful to contemplate. But there didn’t seem to be anything the United States could do to stop it. 

    What was really bothering him, besides America’s inevitable decline economically and militarily, was the negative media attention that was being thrown his way. Now nations that were potentially swinging toward closer alignments were suddenly hemming and hawing. It was being expressed that the United States wouldn’t, or couldn’t, protect its allies. At the moment, those were hushed whispers, but that voice would grow much louder if China secured a foothold on the island and started pushing forward. 

    “I’d like to add that China hasn’t come through this unscathed,” Admiral Durant added at the end of the briefing. 

    Frank was drawn from his nightmarish envisioning of the American economy in shambles. “I’m sorry; would you mind repeating that?” 

    “Sir, I was merely adding that China has been hurt by ours and Taiwan’s attacks. You mentioned that they’re seemingly as strong as ever, but I wanted to point out that this isn’t the case. We sank or heavily damaged six of their destroyers and frigates. While that may not seem like a lot, considering the number of missiles we launched, it is still a significant reduction in their firepower. That’s the equivalent of us losing an entire carrier group of escorts, or more. 

    “Coupled with the NSA’s analysis, which we all agree with, that will place a tremendous burden on their remaining warships to keep their supply lanes open and safeguard the landing zones. Being on the east side will make that more difficult. 

    “And while Taiwan’s air force was hit hard, so was China’s. They’re having to scrape aircraft from other sectors to supplement their losses. I’d like to add that we were able to down two more of their long-range anti-submarine aircraft. That pretty much leaves our submarines free to roam the South and East China Seas. Not with impunity, but certainly with more liberty than they were able to before.” 

    “If that’s the case and they can move around, Brian, then why aren’t we hitting them with our submarines?” Frank inquired. 

    “Well sir, many are returning to their bases to reload, but they’ll be back, and we’ll hit them hard again,” Admiral Durant answered. 

    “I see. So what are we doing? What are we doing right now to stop the Chinese?” 

    General Dawson cleared his throat before responding. “Sir, we’re gathering supplies to conduct another massive missile attack against their fleets. We used most of the anti-ship missiles that were in theater, so we’re pulling in those we have stockpiled here in the US and stashed across the Atlantic. Sixth fleet has a few we’re in the process of moving west. We’d pull from Fifth Fleet’s resources, but with Iran rattling their cages, it’s best that we keep those supplies where they are. 

    “We’ve been asking for supplies from our European allies, but what with the Russians poised on Ukraine’s doorstep with almost a quarter million troops, they haven’t been very forthcoming. Their concern is that any Russian invasion could escalate into a wider European conflict, at least among those that believe the intelligence analysis we’ve been providing. Some don’t believe the they’ll invade, including Ukraine. They think it’s just the Russian Federation posturing.” 

    “But you’re still under the impression that the Russians will cross the border?” Frank asked the group in general. 

    “Absolutely,” Bill from the NSA responded. 

    “Without a doubt!” Tom Collier, the CIA Director stated emphatically. 

    “From the composition and arrangement of their forces, it’s highly likely. They’ve arranged their units in marching order with combat brigades in the van. They’re coming, sir. I just wish we could persuade Ukraine to better position their defenses,” General Dawson added. 

    Frank sighed heavily. “When?” 

    “Imminently, sir. They’ve already moved support choppers and attack fighters closer to the front and built supply depots. They have an opportunity for a quick strike now that it’s summer, but any delay and the rainy season will start. That will make the Ukrainian roads sloppy, unable to support multiple armored thrusts. If they don’t hit within the next few weeks, then they’ll have to wait until the spring thaws finish. They may also have an opportunity to launch an assault during the winter freeze, but that window is relatively short,” General Dawson explained. 

    Frank chuckled. “That’s the longest way of saying ‘anytime now’ that I’ve ever heard. Are you sure you aren’t interested in politics? You’d be a natural, General.” 

    “I’m afraid that would interrupt my fishing plans, sir,” General Dawson replied. 

    “Whew, I hear that. What I wouldn’t give to disappear for a couple of weeks and just listen to the water,” Frank said. “But we’ll have to deal with Russia when that hotspot erupts. For now, we have our hands full with our other messes. Tom, will you have another chat with our Ukrainian friends?” 

    “Will do,” the CIA Director said. 

    “Okay, so, back to China. Our subs are rearming, and we’re gathering missiles together for another strike against the Chinese ships. These items and support options you’re talking about will take time, and time isn’t something we have in abundance. They’ll be trying to force their way ashore in a scant few hours. It may all be over by the time we coordinate everything. You’ve all seen the headlines. I want to know if we’re going to be able to intervene. If not, then I need to start preparing the populace for that eventuality, and we need to start reordering our economic priorities. I want to know if we’re going to be able to do anything before it's too late! Where are we with this next phase of operations we discussed at the onset?” 

    “We’re nearing an optimal time to put Phase 3 into operation, sir. As you’re aware, that’s where we plan to lure the Chinese bombers out and destroy them, thereby eliminating one leg of their capability against our task forces. There are parts of that plan in operation as we speak that are a necessary precursor to start down that path. And unlike the gathering of supplies and the rearming of our submarines, these measures will be completed on a timelier basis,” General Dawson rejoined. “Once Phase 3 succeeds, then we’ll be able to move our carrier task forces into a direct support role.” 

    “That’s what I was waiting to hear. I want to be kept apprised of what’s happening and the expectations every step of the way.” 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Kennedy Space Center, Florida 

    2 August, 2021 

    In the early morning hours before the sun had spread its warmth across the swamps and beaches of southern Florida, spotlights graced the massive form of a Falcon Heavy rocket launch vehicle. The twin boosters were fastened to the sides like children folded against their mother. 

    Its roar was felt deep within the few who watched. Smoke and steam shot down specialized flame tunnels, towering aloft in billowing clouds at the end. Vapor streamed down its sides as the SpaceX rocket slowly lifted free from its secure mountings. A sheet of flame extended behind as the colossal monster powered skyward. The tower and support structures were highlighted in whitish yellow from the flaming plume that was nearly twice the height of the Falcon Heavy itself. 

    Angling its trajectory out over the Atlantic, the rocket was visible for a long period of time as it accelerated toward the heavens. Its massive size made it appear that the rocket was moving much slower than it was, much like when a 747 or 777 climbing away from an airport seemed about to stall out and crash. 

    The extremely long plume of fire allowed onlookers to watch the Falcon Heavy as it powered through one of the few clouds in the area. The cloud glowed from within, the brilliance fading as the rocket exited out the other side. Many wondered what the payload was. Some thought perhaps a nuclear warhead while others speculated that it was America’s attempt to place another spy satellite in orbit. 

    The secret payload that was aboard was simultaneously both near and very far from those guesses. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Looking like a miniature version of the space shuttle, the X-37B ghosted through the cold, quiet regions of a low-earth orbit. After having been discharged from the Falcon Heavy’s payload compartment, the Orbital Test Vehicle (OTV) established an oval-shaped orbit around the Earth. It didn’t mimic or establish itself on any particular path, and the programmers ensured that the X-37B didn’t come close to any of China’s network of spy satellites. 

    After its first orbit, the craft dipped lower during its perigee. Using the thin atmosphere as cover, the controllers at Schriever Air Force Base sent a series of instructions. With its position temporarily masked, the OTV established a new orbit just ahead of a Chinese Yaogan military surveillance satellite. The X-37B had to work quickly and efficiently before any interested observers could identify its new orbit. 

    Matching the speed and altitude of its target, the X-37B was sent another set of commands. From within the small, shuttle-like vehicle, a cloud streamed aft. It looked much like a spore released into the wind from fungi. In a sense, anyone seeing the similarity wouldn’t be far from wrong. The Orbital Test Vehicle had just released nanobots in the path of the Chinese spy satellite. 

    The X-37B then maneuvered away and established its previous orbit with no one the wiser. Too small to be seen even with the surveillance systems aboard the Chinese satellite, the nanobots spread out. The tiny, computerized objects slowed a touch and waited as a predator sitting beside a trail might wait for prey to come along. 

    The Chinese Yaogan satellite slowly closed the distance and then merged with the cloud of waiting nanobots. Tiny sensors within the nanobots reacted to the small magnetic field coming from the low-earth object, and with a firing from miniaturized pulse motors, they shot toward the passing satellite. The nanobots attached to the enemy orbiter like they were barnacles fetching a ride on a passing whale. 

    After another elliptical orbit, the X-37B again grazed the atmosphere and shot ahead of another Chinese spy satellite. Over the years, this type of mission had been conducted many times, with these tiny nanobots being implanted on Russian Federation and Chinese military satellites. Their purpose was known only to a very few, but one of the functions was to maintain coverage of the satellites’ positions. 

    A few who knew of their use, but not of their mission, speculated that they could house some sort of homing beacon for America’s arsenal of anti-satellite weapons. Others guessed that they were some sort of electronic collecting apparatus, sending coded enemy signals to secret facilities in the United States. These were definite capabilities of the small objects, and some who surmised their true mission had met with untimely ends, along with any who threatened to leak even their very existence. 
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    Chapter Six 

    Offshore Hualien, Taiwan 

    3 August, 2021 

    Light blazed across the open sea like a breath of fresh air. The battles of the night had been made worse by the simple fact that it had been dark. Breakers caught the oranges and yellows as they rolled toward land and hissed over smoothed sands. With the sun rising steadily above the horizon, it seemed that the horrors sweeping across the island were swept away with the dawn’s light. A temporary calm had descended, but one could feel the tension of a greater storm that could break at any time. 

    Taiwanese soldiers, dog-tired from the terror-filled events and relocations, squinted in the light of the new day as they stared out from hastily prepared fortifications. The sound of diesel engines and the smell of exhaust permeated bunkers and heavy machinery continued working to improve defensive lines. 

    MREs were torn open and their contents devoured with little relish or enjoyment. Junior officers roamed behind trench lines and bunkers, moving machine gun locations as the light revealed gaps in overlapping fields of fire. Ammunition crates were carried to emplacements and stacked. Field artillery crews registered coordinates and sight lines. 

    The few available AH-64E Apache Guardian and AH-1W SuperCobras were spread in cleared areas next to rivers flowing out from the highlands or along secondary roads leading into the hills. With the dawn, pilots sat in their cockpits, prepared to take off on short notice. Fuel and ammunition trucks were hidden in tree lines, ready to emerge to quickly conduct hot refueling and rearming operations. 

    Farther inland, UH-60M Blackhawk and CH-47SD Chinook transport helicopters were placed adjacent to reserve troops so they could be conveyed to hotspots as the need arose. There wasn’t a soul among the reservists that didn’t doubt their number would be called. The waiting and not knowing where and when was the worst, with time flowing like cold molasses. 

    On the west coast, F-35Bs were parked in underground hangars, their internal bays loaded with a variety of AGM-65 Maverick and AGM-114 Hellfire missiles. A few had the GBU-39 Small Diameter Glide Bombs, which had been snuck in by the United States, a decision made at the last moment when transport aircraft had still been able to land on the island. The plan for the F-35Bs was to attack any potential breakthroughs by the Chinese forces attempting to gain a foothold. It was expected to be a dangerous and extremely hostile environment due to China’s air dominance, with the F-35B’s stealth characteristics hopefully mitigating some of the risks. 

    The soldiers on the east, near Hualien, strained to see through the glare of the early morning sun, the light tending to play tricks with their vision. When they could at last see well enough to distinguish objects, the sight was alarming, to say the least. 

    Hundreds of ships were arrayed at sea, their silhouetted hulls reflecting the dawn’s light. There were so many that the horizon line was lost. Some were stationary while others prowled back and forth. 

    Out to sea, the sense of calm, unmoving ships belied what was happening aboard. Chinese soldiers lined up inside landing ships, their shoulders weighed down with equipment and the pouches on their vests stuffed with ammunition. They shuffled forward into waiting landing craft composed of aged, open-topped landing vessels and fast-moving hovercraft. 

    Once each landing craft was filled, the interior echoed with the sound of heavy diesel motors being gunned. The small vessels would emerge from open clamshell doors in the rear to join others in holding patterns on the seaward side of the ships. Large hovercraft would back out, their air cushions riding up and down the rolling swells. 

    In other landing ships, soldiers would cram inside the confines of armored personnel carriers and amphibious assault vehicles. The Chinese combat vehicles were arranged in columns and rows inside the landing ships, their fronts pointed toward ramps that had been lowered into the seas. Waves rolled up and receded repetitively, their presence unnoticed as steel hulls reverberated with shouts and the clanks of metal. 

    On top of other helicopter landing ships, attack and transport choppers sat with their rotors a blur. Jet exhaust permeated the tops of the decks as crewmen and soldiers moved across the barely rolling decks. The noise of the engines and spinning rotors was deafening, many of the shouts directing Chinese soldiers into their places going unheard, though the gestures by sergeants and officers were unmistakably clear. Soldiers boarded their assigned transports and settled nervously into nylon-webbed seats. Their eyes betrayed their apprehension as they held their carbines between their knees. 

    A few fiddled with grenades attached to their webbing, ensuring that the pins were secure and the explosives easily reachable. Several in the groups carried larger tubes, the anti-tank guided missiles necessary if they were to perform their missions. Although they had been indoctrinated that the Chinese army was the best in the world, some thought the odds of their survival was low. But others thought themselves undefeatable, and that victory over Taiwan was all but inevitable. After all, they had arrived at the shores with minimal losses. 

    Those last were soldiers who had been kept below decks during the passage, and even though they had heard the explosions throughout the night, they didn’t know the extent of the damage. Even when they came topside to load into the helicopters, the impressive sight of ships in every direction belied just how many had been lost. 

    And then there were those who had witnessed the attacks firsthand. The fear of not returning was much higher for them, having observed the sinking and damaged ships throughout the terror-filled crossing. They had heard the screams and seen the bodies bobbing in the waves, saw and felt the heat from raging fires billowing high into the night. But now that the light had returned, and with the vast armada spread over the sea, many felt their confidence begin to return. 

    The commanders, having lost their share of men and equipment during the dark crossing, had been forced to reorder many of the ships. Assignments had to be remade as troops assigned to certain missions hadn’t made it through the night. Regimental and battalion commanders found that their missions had changed with the coming dawn and scrambled to search out their new assignments over charts spread across cramped decks. They studied routes and drew lines, calling their company commanders together to issue new instructions. 

    Even the boatswains driving the landing craft had to be brought in on the changes in plans. After all, it was their responsibility to see that the formations were kept and their charges were delivered to the right places in order not to create a massive clusterfuck on the beaches. The precision of units and combat strength had to be applied in the right places lest the entire plan come tumbling down around their ears. The drivers studied their routes and timings until they could recite them as they had their previous ones. No one dared to be the weak link in the chain. 

    It was the same with the helicopter pilots and those they were flying ashore. Two LHA (Landing Helicopter Assault) ships had been hit during the crossing, depriving the southern assault force attacking Hualien of those choppers and men. The targets they had been assigned had to be handed down to reserve units. The priorities could have been changed, allowing for them to be taken in subsequent attacks, but at the start of the landing, every mission was deemed to be of the highest priority. Some of the reserves that were intended to be used to reinforce breakthroughs or add to stalled attacks were being called in at the outset. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With the light revealing the extent of the Chinese invasion, many of the Taiwanese defenders, seeing it for the first time, were stunned. In bunkers and trenches, they looked at the others around them, comparing the few they saw against the multitude lying offshore and wondered just how in the hell they were supposed to stop the horde. The night had held its share of terrors, but the light revealed something much worse than they had imagined. Still, they held their positions and tightened their grip on their weapons, waiting for the enemy boats to appear as they raced for the shore. 

    The morning calm that seemed to have settled over the long, curved stretch of beach to the north of Hualien, with Taiwanese soldiers positioned in tree lines and staring across popular walkways bordering the stretches of sand, was broken by the roar of low-flying projectiles overhead. To the south of the town and near the city, troops entrenched in beachfront parks also heard the passage of anti-ship missiles heading from places inland, out over the cresting waves. The opening shots of the actual invasion were now streaking on their way. 

    As the sound of the engines faded, trails of white smoke rose from warships posted near the enemy fleet of vessels. These shot upward then quickly bent back toward the surface as they tracked the inbound anti-ship missiles being fired from Taiwan. In addition, other projectiles raced away from the Chinese escorts. Trailing fire that seemed to glow brighter in the early morning rays, they traveled in a straight line across the waters. 

    Screaming from high above, the first defensive weapons struck the Taiwanese cruise missiles. In flashes barely seen against the glare of the rising sun, balls of fire and smoke materialized around the outbound weapons. Splashes of seawater rose as destroyed missiles from both sides impacted the surface. Chinese point defense HQ-10 IRs also hit the anti-ship missiles, sending many others to splash into wave fronts. 

    Taiwanese soldiers watched as tracers sped away from Chinese ships and arced across the surface as they sought threats. Some of the tracers skipped on the water and raced away into the morning skies. A scant few zipped across the shoreline to impact near fortified positions. They were the first enemy rounds from the fleet to strike the invasion beach defenses. 

    One Taiwanese anti-ship missile made it through the defensive fire thrown up by the Chinese escorts. It slammed into the side of a Chinese Type 072A landing ship and powered through the hull, exploding in the open compartment carrying ten Chinese infantry fighting vehicles. The detonation instantly destroyed four of the IFVs, sending gouts of flame shooting above the outer decks. A plume of dark smoke rose above the damaged ship, driven by the heat from the fires enveloping the armor. 

    The fires reached the ammunition compartments. Turrets were catapulted upward, spinning end over end as they fell to the sea, hitting with large splashes that encircled the smoking vessel. Crew and soldiers alike scrambled away from the building conflagration when adjacent IFVs were caught up in the fire. 

    Smoke started pouring from open hatches, growing darker as new fires took hold inside the wheeled armor. Flames licked from openings, building with each passing second. An eruption tore one of the IFVs apart, spreading burning fuel across the lower deck. Sparks flew from the interior hull as ammunition cooked off, tearing more holes in the armor and ship alike. 

    The smoke rising from the ship grew as more and more vehicles were consumed by the developing inferno. As Chinese and Taiwanese personnel looked on, the Yuting II-class landing ship shook violently when the rest of the armored vehicles’ ammunition went off. Some had been stored alongside the IFVs in preparation for the landing. The ship shook so much that it became momentarily blurred with pieces of equipment flying above the smoking ship. The surrounding seas appeared to expand in fury as pieces struck all around the stricken vessel. 

    Several Chinese soldiers riding in open-topped landing craft sustained injuries when shrapnel rained down on them or when white-hot metal sliced through the sides of the vessels they were riding in. Blood sprayed against the olive-drab colored inner hulls. Many of the Chinese soldiers were taken aback when their comrades suddenly fell or when pings of metal rose above the sound of the diesel motors powering them through the rolling waves. They had expected to be hit when storming the beaches, but not by parts of a ship exploding nearby. 

    The Huadin Shan sank lower in the waves, one of the clamshell doors in the bow open and dangling loose on its mounts. Explosions still rocked the ship, one propelling a burning IFV out through the front to roll into the waves lapping inside the open deck. The vessel lost power and steering. Although the captain and some of the crew still tried to contain the damage, soldiers and a few of the crew struggled to lower the lifeboats, their problems intensifying as explosions shook the vessel. 

    Seeing his cargo of armor destroyed and his ship slowly losing its fight against the encroaching waters, the captain finally gave orders to abandon ship. The Type 072A landing craft would continue to be a nuisance to the other ships in the invasion fleet as it drifted among them, interfering with their movements. 

    Amid the cataclysmic eruptions engulfing the landing ship, Chinese craft continued circling behind their larger ships, with more and amore joining as they departed their mother ships. The sight of one ship being hit by Taiwanese missiles was enough to spur efforts to disembark. 

    More missiles were fired from the Taiwanese shores as the launchers were reloaded, and the pattern of launches and Chinese defensive response continued throughout the morning. It was but the first layer of the battle for the Taiwanese shores. 

    As the clocks wound down toward the appointed time, the breaking of the morning’s calm intensified. Some of the ships waiting far out to sea changed course and increased speed as they set out toward the shoreline. On their decks sat older, towed artillery pieces that had been bolted onto these modified ships. 

    When they drew within range, sharp cracks resounded over the waters, reaching the distant ears of the Taiwanese defenders as the guns opened up. 122mm, 130mm, and 152mm rounds arced over the waves and began landing along the Taiwanese shoreline. 

    At the same time, rocket artillery on the backs of trucks lashed to other decks were unleashed. Smoke trails filled the morning skies as 122mm rockets arced toward land. These crashed into tree lines abutting the shore. 

    The distant cracks of heavy guns firing from over the water were answered in louder volume as Taiwanese artillery gunners returned fire. 150mm and 155mm rounds crossed the paths of the Chinese incoming rounds. Gouts of water shot skyward from shells slamming into the water, reflecting yellows and oranges as they caught the early morning rays. 

    Occasionally the shore-based weapons would hit the deck of a Chinese ship, crashing through the upper deck to explode within or detonate on top, leaving behind a dark smear. Shrapnel whined across open decks, slicing into equipment. Soldiers nearby dropped like broken toys. In no time, the decks of these Chinese ships smelled of gunpowder, the vessels trailing a fine white streamer of smoke from the continuous artillery fire. 

    Taiwanese drones hovered between the shore and enemy ships, providing intel for the ground commanders and spotting for the artillery operating in the hills inland. Gradually, using these drones and counterbattery radar, the accuracy of the Taiwanese fire grew. More and more ships were hit, but their thick decks, strengthened further in shipyards with additional sheets of steel bolted to their surfaces, absorbed much of the damage. The guns bolted to the decks, however—and the crew—sustained damage and injuries whenever a Taiwanese shell landed among them. 

    The ships were moving, albeit fairly slowly, so the accuracy of the Taiwanese gunners wasn’t as great as if they had been aiming at static ground positions. Likewise, the Chinese accuracy was degraded, but their intention was to cause mass destruction over a wide area. Although they were equipped with counterbattery radars, the older pieces weren’t as well suited for that kind of artillery warfare. When they tried to quell Taiwan’s artillery positions, they more than often hit wide of their mark. 

    A series of Taiwanese artillery struck along the length of one of the Chinese artillery ships. The crash of the Taiwanese shells landing on the ship was deafening, the blasts destroying everything in their path. Massive clangs vibrated the vessel, the tremors knocking sailors and soldiers that were away from the direct path of destruction to the deck so violently that many knees and lower limbs were shattered from the intensity. 

    Weakened by successive strikes, one of the additional armored plates gave way to multiple hits by 155mm shells. One of the large caliber rounds exploded in a compartment just under the upper deck. This happened to be where the Chinese soldiers were storing rounds for their artillery pieces. The Taiwanese detonation caused a chain reaction among the stacked ammunition rounds. 

    The previous detonations were nothing compared with the apocalyptic one that peeled the upper deck open like a can of tuna at lunchtime. The ship was forced downward, sending waves cascading away from the hull. Smoke and flame shot into the clear skies, the angry ball of smoke roiling aloft. Windows all through the ship shattered. Sealed hatches were flung open by the concussive forces as if they were made of cardboard, warping the frames and bulkheads. Debris was flung above the ship, tumbling in seemingly slow motion. 

    Super-heated flames, propelled by massive concussive waves, tore into other compartments, setting off other stored rounds. A series of catastrophic blasts tore the vessel apart. When the explosions finally tapered off, there wasn’t much left of the ship. Only the smoking bottom of the hull remained, jagged and torn along the edges. The superstructure and upper decks had simply vanished, along with every single sailor and soldier. The ship’s hull floated for some time before capsizing and sinking below the waves. 

    On other artillery ships, superstructures developed blackened smudges from artillery rounds striking their sides. Bridge windows were blown inward when heavy shells detonated against them. Glass shards and shrapnel shot into the control spaces, blinding and injuring many of the personnel stationed there. Blackened faces peered out through the destruction as wind whistled in through the openings, quickly clearing the smoke-filled rooms. 

    Gradually, the Chinese artillery shifted farther inland, seeking out Taiwanese defensive points. The 130mm and 76mm main guns of the warships joined in, adding more accurate fire. They focused on the Taiwanese artillery’s hillside positions, but there were too few to completely suppress the Taiwanese fire, especially as they were actively tasked with defeating the anti-ship missile threats. 

    Onshore, the artillery rounds crashed repeatedly into known and suspected defensive positions. Walls of fire erupted along the beachfronts which had once been filled with the laughter of children playing in the surf and the sight of blankets spread over the soft, warm sands. Trees and shrubs planted for the benefit of visitors were scythed down by shrapnel screaming through them. Fountains of sand and dirt rocketed skyward, the exploding Chinese rounds leaving behind rimmed craters. 

    Screams of Taiwanese soldiers replaced those of beachgoing families as explosives tore through their midst. In some areas, fortifications held and the soldiers there were only subjected to heavy, thudding pounds as shells hit on or near their bunkers. The horror of the night hadn’t lessened with the coming of dawn, and now it could be better seen. Sand sifted through to settle on everything, the smaller particles hung in the rays streaming through the openings. Their coordinated movement was only disturbed by the concussive force of another round hitting nearby. In response, the opposing particles became instantly still, as if a predator was sensed close by. 

    Occasionally, a louder, more forceful explosion would rise above the general tumult when a Chinese cruise missile struck after successfully making it through Taiwan’s defenses. 

    Taiwan kept up waves of their anti-ship missiles, depleting their already meager stores, and Chinese anti-air missiles left the decks of their warships. Along with this vestige of the early fighting, the sight of missile trails soared high into the air from Chinese destroyers farther out to sea. This collection of CJ-10 and YJ-18 land attack missiles streaked over the low-level battlefield, heading toward strategic points on the Taiwanese mainland. 

    Remaining Taiwanese air defenses residing in hillside bunkers and in lowlands near Hualien responded. Adding to the chaotic noise of artillery landing and that of cannons firing, the sharp cracks of missiles igniting and whooshing aloft were added to the mix. Interceptors raced into blue skies and curved as they acquired and chased after targets. 

    Puffs of white blossomed at the end of smoke trails from successful intercepts. Debris from destroyed rockets fell into city streets and onto beaches, plowing furrows in the sand. Windows shattered as missile parts slammed into buildings, the glass shards falling with the rest of the wreckage. 

    Not all the Chinese weapons were downed. One of the targets was a pair of bridges south of the Ji’an Township where Highway 11 and Highway 9 crossed over two rivers. A surface-to-surface missile slammed into one of the spans of the Donghua Bridge and tore through the structure, leaving a jagged hole outlined by broken concrete and twisted rebar. One side of the double spans leaned precariously over the river and its sandy banks, threatening to spill all the way down with the slightest provocation. 

    Another hit the Muguaxi Bridge, sending one end of a span tumbling to the rocky riverbed below. Although the land around the two bridges was relatively flat and the river itself not too much of an obstacle, the destruction of the spans would prevent easy reinforcements from the south into Hualien and the area north. The destruction of the Xialaoxi Bridge and its adjacent one on the Zhongshan Road, along with the Huaike Bridge farther south, wouldn’t completely stop Taiwanese reinforcements from being able to move. But it would make it more difficult for them to ford the rivers to cross because of the heavier foliage and deeper ravines. 

    For that reason, China concentrated their first wave toward the bridges farther south, successfully downing two of the spans. It was easy to see their plan for isolating the landing beaches, but Taiwan had too few anti-aircraft batteries to counter the Chinese attacks everywhere. The surprise choice of landing was working in China’s favor in that Taiwan hadn’t constructed as many underground bunkers as they had in the west. Those that had been transported had to be wary of operating their radars continuously due to China’s airborne threats, especially their continued suppression of air defense missions. 

    China also focused missile attacks on the bridges at the extreme northern end of the flatlands along the coastal area. A Taiwanese missile battery placed near the Taroko Bridge came into action when Chinese CJ-10 missiles attempted to swarm the defenses there and take out the major artery feeding into the coastal area from the north. One missile made it through the defenses only to miss the span by mere feet. It crashed into the rocky bed, the explosion sending deadly projectiles of stone outward, with some raining down on the military vehicles stationed at each end. 

    A nearby railroad trestle wasn’t as fortunate as it fell victim to an enemy explosive. Pieces of rail and concrete girders collapsed, the tail end of a passing train narrowly missing being thrown to the riverbed below. The Jinwen Bridge farther up the valley along Highway 8 was also spared by defenses taking out Chinese missiles. In the far distance to the east, the next set of Chinese land attack missiles took off from vertical launch silos aboard destroyers protecting the far side of the fleet. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A towering fountain suddenly erupted on both sides of a Chinese Ro/Ro ship that was preparing for a run toward the beaches. The shore and inland positions had been hammered by floating artillery ships, land attack missiles from both the Chinese mainland and from larger escort vessels out to sea, and from larger drones launched from both land and sea. The softening up phase was nearing completion, and ship captains and landing craft boatswains were waiting for orders to proceed toward shore. 

    The explosion that lifted the Ro/Ro ship wasn’t that much different from the numerous geysers fountaining among the line of ships nearest the shore. Taiwanese artillery was also delivering fire among the ships waiting for the signal to commence the next phase of operations. Several burned husks floated on the currents, bobbing up and down over the swells. Other ships had plumes of dark smoke rising from their decks as crews fought against fires caused by direct hits from 105mm and 155mm rounds. Blackened superstructures were marred by multiple strikes, but in most cases, the damage the enemy shells caused was quickly brought under control. 

    But there were certain distinctions that offered clues that these explosions were from something completely different. For one, the immense volume of water more than tripled that thrown up by exploding artillery rounds. Another was the fact that the ship was lifted from the blast, implying that whatever caused the explosion had come from underneath rather than slamming into the tops of decks. However, with preparations for the imminent landing attempt, few noticed anything unusual. 

    Those that might have recognized the source were away from the collection of civilian and military landing ships. The escorts were attendant around the perimeter and not enmeshed in the gaggle parked directly off Taiwan’s shores. Had they been closer or more observant, they would have become fearful of what they had seen and taken measures to mitigate the potential damage. 

    The Chinese ship’s captain pulled himself painfully from the floor of the bridge, his knee badly injured from his ship forcibly rising and knocking him down. In pain and worried about his ship, he suspected what had happened but became immediately involved in ascertaining the damage. A simple radio call might have alerted ASW forces in the area, but pain clouded his thoughts, and his focus became a singular one—save his ship from heeling over and sinking. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    “Reload tubes one through three,” Commander Simon Webb ordered. 

    He had taken back command of the USS Greeneville after allowing his executive officer to take the reins for a while. After narrowly infiltrating through the ASW perimeter, the LA-class submarine had been shadowing ships of China’s southern invasion fleet. In order not to draw too much attention, they had refrained from firing salvo after salvo from their store of Mark 48 torpedoes. Instead, they would release several with kill boxes near the range limit of their torps and then duck underneath one of the civilian ships they were using as cover. The numerous ships churning their way across the strait had provided excellent noise concealment. 

    Now that the Chinese ships had halted and were mostly station-keeping or slowly crawling along, the noise of their propellers had quieted. Thus, Simon had ordered a halt to the firing operations and taken back command. The period after the ships stopped had been precarious, with the only noise coming from escorting frigates prowling the shoreward side of the armada and destroyers moving along the outer perimeters. Any sound by the sub would be much more noticeable, especially in the shallower waters near the shore. 

    And then the concealment of activity began to return, with smaller boats taking to the water. As more and more emerged from within the hulls of the landing and transport ships, the waters again became noisy with the sound of churning props. As time went on, and the Greeneville station-keeping under one of the larger Chinese transports, the busy area around the attack sub again offered them relative camouflage. 

    When the Chinese artillery batteries opened up, that sound also carried underwater, further hiding the boat from the prying ears of the Chinese navy. But not until Taiwan began responding with their own shells, adding to those exploding in the surrounding waters, did Simon began to relax a little more and prepare the boat to again commence attacks against the Chinese fleet. 

    He thought it ironic, although he wasn’t sure if it was actual irony or not, that their greatest danger now came from friendly artillery rounds. Sonar became so inundated by the exploding shells that they ceased reporting on the positions. He had originally thought it amusing that they were being shelled by artillery, but when the number of shells striking the seas grew, his amusement turned to genuine concern. 

    He was sitting directly under what had to be a primary target for Taiwanese gunners, and therefore likely to attract a greater share of the fire. But to move away from under the ship would place the Greeneville in even greater danger. The ship itself, although attracting fire, was also providing a shield against rounds slamming into the sea. 

    The sonar operators, while keeping an ear on the Chinese escorts as best they could through the chaotic tumult of the fight going on over their heads, were keying in on any indication that the ship had been hit and might sink. If that happened, Simon was ready to sail his boat into the dangers of the open sea and find another ship under which he might seek shelter. 

    “Conn, sonar. Hit from number two torpedo. I’m not able to tell ship type or tonnage through all this noise.” 

    “Copy, sonar,” Simon responded. 

    Simon hoped that everyone topside was focusing on their own preparations and wouldn’t notice the difference between a torpedo hit and an artillery shell landing. He’d notice, but he was banking on a civilian captain just counting it as a lucky hit by Taiwanese gunners or a hit by one of their anti-ship missiles. But if ships started sinking left and right, then someone up there was bound to notice. 

    “Conn, sonar. Hit from number three. I think I hear breakup sounds from number one, but I can’t be certain.” 

    After replying, the XO turned toward him. “Number one and three reloaded. All four tubes showing green.” 

    “Very well. We’ll give it a moment for things to quiet down before we give them another round. Sonar, are you able to verify whether the nearest frigates have changed course or not?” 

    “It’s difficult to hear, sir, but from what I can tell, they’re still moving along their previous courses.” 

    Simon nodded. It appeared that they wouldn’t have to move anytime soon. Any exit would be as hazardous as their entry had been, perhaps even more so if it was discovered that they were in the midst of the fleet. 

    He involuntarily ducked as a rumble rode past the sub, presumably from an artillery shell exploding nearby. Simon had always wondered what it would have been like for a sub crew during World War II being chased by a destroyer. Now he knew, and he wasn’t sure which was worse: not knowing they were being targeted or sitting there waiting for a depth charge to detonate next to the hull. He thought it perhaps more unnerving having to listen to the blasts. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    When the second transport ship rolled over, the hull rolling up and down in the waves, the Chinese escort commander thought that the circumstances were highly suspect. Missiles were coming from the island, seeking the ships riding offshore, with several of the landing ships being hit. Even from afar, there were subtle differences that could be noticed between a strike by a missile and one from a torpedo. 

    He hadn’t directly observed any of the hits that had caused the sinkings, but he wasn’t certain that they were caused by anti-ship missiles. Most hits by that type of weapon caused dark smoke plumes almost instantly. There were plenty rising from the fleet, but those were much smaller and came from enemy artillery rounds that managed to strike the transports. 

    The commander stared at the situation board, trying to fathom what might be occurring. He looked to the south and southwest. He had a line of frigates and destroyers there with their ASW helicopters scouring the seas far beyond the range of American torpedoes. If any American sub was there, they would have to be inside the line of ASW assets in order to fire, and he highly doubted that was the case. 

    Still, he ordered some of the escorts working there to reassign their choppers to begin working the waters closer to the fleet. While his hands were busy dealing with Taiwanese missiles and keeping them away from the landing ships, he couldn’t afford to brush off the American threat. 

    He stared east and northeast. The Americans could be operating from the deeper waters there, but again, his ships and their respective helicopters were operating beyond the range of their torpedoes. As with the southern warships, he redirected some of the assets to search closer to the central fleet. So far, damage to the ships overall had been minimal and well within acceptable losses, although more than he anticipated had been lost in the crossing. 

    Most hurtful had been the number of frigates and destroyers that had been damaged or sunk. He and his superiors were stretching their remaining resources to the limit, and the consumption of surface-to-air missiles being used defending the fleet far exceeded anyone’s predictions. He knew he couldn’t keep up the expenditure rate for much longer. Something had to give. Luckily, Taiwan’s air force had been chased off, otherwise he wasn’t sure if they could have managed. 

    The commander pulled his gaze away from the board as a sailor strode to his side and handed him a communique. Unfolding the message, he read where a third transport had been sunk under conditions similar to the others in question. 

    He crumpled the paper in one hand. He was now pretty sure he had a submarine problem inside his picket lines. Striding to his ship’s communication center, he issued several orders that would hopefully get rid of the pest harassing the ships under his charge. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    “Conn, sonar. Active ping bearing zero-niner-zero, range eighteen thousand yards.” 

    Simon looked at the plot. Active pings meant that the Chinese were searching for a submarine. His latest salvo must have raised alarms. Of course, any naval commander worth his or her salt had to eventually surmise that the damage to the ships was in part due to submarine activity. 

    The distance to the pings were inside the ring of enemy warships protecting the fleet, so Simon concluded that someone had correctly deduced that they had infiltrated their perimeter. 

    “Well, it looks like we’ve worn out our welcome,” he commented. 

    “It appears so,” his XO responded. 

    “Very well. Let’s see if we can worm our way out of here. Reload torpedo tubes one through three.” 

    “Aye, sir.” 

    The extent of the damage they had caused among the Chinese fleet couldn’t be directly determined as noise interference from the activities on the surface had rendered much of the sound coming through the hydrophones nearly worthless at greater distances. Sonar had reported some breakup noises but weren’t able to verify those sources. It could have been that Taiwanese artillery had sunk those vessels. Simon knew that it would take careful analysis once they were back at base to ascertain exactly how many ships they’d hit. But for now, it was time to leave. 

    Simon’s plan was to strike east, even though indications were that China had their most modern warships positioned in that direction. It made sense, put your most capable assets in the toughest of places to operate. There, China would have to defend against attacks from the United States and attempted penetration by submarines. 

    As he looked at the situation, he envisioned that he was inside a huge box. Chinese ASW ships would be north and south of the strait and in a line around the island of Taiwan. That meant there simply wasn’t an easy place to sneak out. He could go back west and try to get out via the South China Sea; China would likely have their least capable ASW resources there. But their long-range planes would be searching the seas there and those were dangerous, especially with their insanely large MAD booms. 

    That would also be a longer way to travel, and the longer they were inside enemy waters, the greater chance there was of being found. Simon also thought that China might have placed layers of sonobuoys in the waters there. If he went north, toward the East China Sea, then he’d likely run into the escorts accompanying the Chinese northern armada. Reports had mentioned those ships were heading for Taiwan’s northern or northeastern shores. 

    Sitting in his present location was a no-go. A determined search, knowing that an enemy submarine was in the midst, would surely find them at some point. And the Greeneville was down to its last four torpedoes. They wouldn’t be able to put up much of fight, especially against any airborne antagonist. So that left either west or east. West was, well, that was Taiwan, and unless he wanted to beach his boat, that option was out of the equation. 

    East, he concluded, offered the best opportunity to escape, slim as it was. He planned on sneaking out toward the Japanese islands of Yonaguni-jima and Taketomi and then using the island chain that ran toward Okinawa. Providing China respected Japan’s territorial boundaries surrounding those islands, he could use those lanes of safe travel to head back to Japan to reload, or wherever else he might be ordered once he cleared the Chinese picket lines and could surface. 

    The waters along the chain of islands were also closer to the air base on Okinawa, which meant they would be protected by friendly fighters. If he could just reach the first island, nearly seventy miles away, he was fairly assured of safely reaching base. But those were going to be a treacherous seventy miles. 

    “Conn, sonar. Second active ping bearing one-zero-zero, range seventeen thousand yards.” 

    If there was any doubt that they were being hunted, the report of a second active beacon erased that. Two separate pings like that indicated that ASW helicopters were involved, and possibly laying down lines of passive buoys as they moved from place to place with their dipping sonars. It was more than likely that the Greeneville was being hemmed in by lines of sonobuoys. He’d have to be careful not to rush anything, but he’d also have to move quickly before China closed the door to his escape. 

    Simon turned to his navigator. “How certain are we of our position?” 

    “As certain as is possible. We haven’t been able to calibrate our INS in some time, but I’d say we’re accurate to within the prescribed hundred feet.” 

    He nodded. That would have to do. He’d like it more accurate than that, but there was nothing to be done about it. He wasn’t about to raise the periscope mast to update his location and INS system with GPS. He wouldn’t be the only one who could instantly calculate his position down to the foot. 

    The depth chart showed a massive underwater ridge that ran from his current position and curved to the northeast, basically following the line of islands he was attempting to get to. There was a small plateau that ran from that deep sea ridge line to another steep ridge that connected with the continental shelf. He thought to run deep along the top of that shelf and along the second ridge, hiding the boat there. 

    But the danger was that if he knew about it, then so would the Chinese commanders. They would surely conduct extensive searches there. The active pings reported by sonar were in that general direction, if not a little farther out than where he intended to sail. The underwater ridges presented both a blessing and a risk. 

    “What’s the depth of the thermocline here in the western Philippine Sea?” Simon asked. 

    “Sir, there are two thermoclines. The surface one is anywhere from one hundred to one hundred forty feet, whereas the lower one is from five to six hundred feet.” 

    “Depth under our keel?” 

    The crew knew that he wasn’t asking for a ping to calculate his request. That would be foolhardy at best, considering their predicament. 

    “Charts indicate fifteen hundred feet, rising to just over a thousand ten miles east. That’s as shallow as it gets all the way around the island chain,” the navigator answered, knowing the route the captain was planning. 

    “Good.” 

    That was deeper than Simon was planning on taking the boat. The only way the Greenville could reach those depths was as a coffin. 

    “Turn to heading zero seven zero, speed ten knots. Ten degrees bubble down, make your depth six hundred feet.” 

    Looking at the depth chart, Simon altered his plan somewhat. Whereas he had wanted to get to the nearest Japanese island of Yonaguni-jima, he’d have to go into shallower waters long before reaching Japan’s twelve-mile territorial boundary. Instead, he’d navigate the shelf and ridge to get to Taketomi. That would extend his time in enemy waters, but he could motor under the thermocline and attempt to use the steep underwater ridges and the currents there to hide his boat. Unfortunately, once he reached the ridge and turned along it, he’d also be heading into the teeth of where he perceived the Chinese forces were pinging. After all, they were searching there for a reason. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Indeed, the Chinese commanders were all too aware of the steep-walled drop-off that marked the western boundaries of the Philippine Sea. Both American and Chinese submarines had used the underwater terrain features to move in and out of the South China Sea from deeper waters. China had long thought to deploy low-frequency acoustical arrays along the route, much like the United States and their allies had at the northern entrances to the Atlantic to track the comings and goings of Soviet subs. 

    The problem facing them was a matter of terrain. Whereas the deployments in the Atlantic were along much shallower channels and the underwater topography much more feasible for the cable deployments, the deep trenches of the Pacific presented complications. Plus, sabotage to the initial attempts at establishing a line made the Chinese project untenable. Although it was suspected that the United States and their special force units were responsible, it could never be proven. And unknown to many in the Chinese fleet, China had done the same to American efforts to establish lines of passive listening arrays. 

    The major problem facing the Chinese ASW efforts along the trench line was that the noise of the current flowing past the steep rock walls was loud and interfered with the ability to hear the passage of the quiet submarines. The escort commander would have preferred the dipping sonars of the helicopters searching for an elusive submarine inside of the perimeter to use passive means of detection. That was so that he could more easily prosecute any signal they might find. Active pings would only alert the enemy sub to the activity being conducted, yet the locale made the active searches necessary. But they might just flush the American submarine away and into the arms of other assets that were passively listening on the edges of the search zone. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    “Passing through four hundred fifty feet.” 

    As if to emphasize the report, a metallic groan from the hull being compressed ran through the control room. Sonar operators kept up a litany of the active pings emanating from ahead of the Greeneville. Occasionally, one of them would stop and reappear minutes later in another location along Simon’s intended route. 

    From what he could tell, the Chinese ASW forces were using at least two helicopters with dipping sonars. He imagined they were using more than that along the passage. The only ones he could verify for sure were the ones using active search methods, but there had to be others that were utilizing passive means, perhaps off on the flanks. 

    Simon thought the Chinese could be trying to push him off to the side and into a trap set up by ships or by choppers that were passively listening. But trap or not, it was dangerous to head closer to the active sonars. The chances of the Greeneville being located by the active devices were much greater; but the devil he knew seemed preferable, if only slightly. 

    The one advantage of being deep was that it took the ASW helicopters a much longer time to reel in their dipping sonars when they tried to penetrate the dark depths. That limited their ability to conduct searches over a wider area, or considerably slowed them. The resulting tendency was to only search the shallower depths if they intended to conduct a more widespread search. 

    “Conn, sonar. We’ve lost the active beacons.” 

    Simon confirmed that he’d heard the report. The sudden loss of the two actively pinging sonars meant that they had at last descended below the lower thermocline layer. In near silence, the dark shape of the Greeneville slid through waters nearly as black, only a couple hundred feet from the rocky cliffs of the trench. With the pressure already being exerted on the outer hull, any brush against the eons-old stones could possibly collapse the hull and send high-pressure water gushing into the interior. It would be a quick, terror-filled end. 

    He let the boat continue its descent. Leveling off might have been a good choice as well, but he wanted the extra distance between him and the bottom of the thermal layer above. It would create a different set of problems for the Chinese trying to find him, their cables having to run longer so that the dipping sonar could descend low enough to catch the LA-class sub. Although sonar operators were known for their patience, he was counting on, or more like hoping, that the operators would grow weary of their search and only prod the upper depths. 

    The risk was that the compression against the hull would create noise, which, if it happened at the wrong time, would undo all his efforts and alert the Chinese to his presence. However, given that the way ahead was momentarily clear of active searches, he opted to run that risk. 

    As if the thought of that danger might cause it to materialize, “Conn, sonar,” came through coms. “New active ping, bearing zero-one-zero, range fifteen thousand yards.” 

    “Level off at our current depth, maintain speed at ten knots.” 

    The slope of the deck evened out as the helm brought the sub back to level. 

    “Nav, conn. How far are we away from the cliff wall?” Simon inquired. 

    “According to our INS, we’re two hundred feet from the nearest outcropping.” 

    Simon knew that the INS was only accurate to within a hundred feet. That was the textbook answer. However, he also knew that the highly accurate INS system was usually good to within thirty feet, and that was after long periods without being updated. 

    He stared at the underwater plot. The Chinese had mapped the area better, with the United States relying on old surveys. These underwater trenches could shift over time, with landslides and such altering the shape of the terrain. 

    Sonar reported another ping coming from the same position. In Simon’s mind, he upped the minimum number of helicopters probing the waters ahead to three. It seemed like two were searching the upper depths while at least one was looking for them under the thermocline. His desire of incompetence or boredom on the part of the Chinese commanders wasn’t to be had. His intended passage seemed to be blocked. 

    The one silver lining was that the searches did seem to be moving in the same direction he was, and at the same pace. With a little luck, he could follow the searching helicopters until they reached whatever boundary they’d been given and flew back to the start of their search zone to begin again, completely passing over the Greeneville and allowing Simon and his crew to escape. 

    “Conn, sonar. Second active ping, bearing three-six-zero, range fourteen thousand yards.” 

    Goddammit! I have to stop having these thoughts, Simon thought, clenching his fist in frustration. I’m jinxing us! 

    He walked over to stare at the chart table. The elevation lines of the nearby trench ran nearly together, emphasizing the steepness of the cliff wall. Without being assured of the INS accuracy, driving the boat any closer was a dangerous move. But he had to do something. 

    If he continued forward, then his hope was that the Chinese would reach a predetermined boundary and move away, but he was oh-for-two with his wish list so far. Going oh-for-three would likely end in his ship and crew’s demise. Proceeding ahead into the teeth of their ASW defenses was a progressively greater risk. 

    Heading south to circumvent the probing devices ahead ran the risk of running into the previously considered trap of passive listening devices. Although his sonar hadn’t picked up the sounds of enemy screws while they were above the thermocline, that didn’t mean that there weren’t choppers or ships barely creeping along. It would be the same if they ascended and turned north. 

    He ran a finger to the Japanese Island of Yonaguni-jima. It was tantalizingly close. A quick sprint of thirty knots and he’d be inside the territorial boundary of the friendly nation within an hour. The thought was so enticing...but he knew he wouldn’t make it very far. China seemed pretty determined to locate him; there wasn’t any doubt that they were definitely trying to find his boat. Any flat out run to safety would be spotted instantly, especially considering the considerable focused search effort China was exhibiting. 

    So, Simon was left with the decision between sitting in his current location until the searches either found him or they departed the area, or trying to creep past. With the Chinese active sonars moving ahead, he thought it might be best to just park the Greeneville here and wait it out. 

    “Conn, sonar. Active ping, bearing zero-one-zero, range five thousand yards.” 

    Well, so much for staying put, Simon thought. 

    “Slow to five knots.” 

    After the XO mimicked his command, Simon continued. “Nav, conn. I want us brought to within a hundred feet of the trench wall. And the quicker we get there, the better.” 

    “Sir, with the INS only accurate to—” 

    “Nav, you have your orders. Within a hundred feet, if you please.” 

    “Copy...uh, aye, sir.” 

    The nav was quick to his charts, measuring angles and distances. 

    “Conn, nav. Come to heading zero-three-zero. I’ll call our return to the previous heading.” 

    “Come to heading zero-three-zero, maintain five knots.” 

    “Aye, sir. Heading zero-three-zero, five knots.” 

    “Sonar, conn. Any indication that they’ve made us?” 

    “Unknown, sir. The beacon is still in the same location and pinging.” 

    Simon knew that the active device less than three miles away stood a pretty good chance of identifying the Greeneville. But being close to the wall decreased those odds, though by how much, he had no idea. Getting closer to the cliff could hide their signature, the underwater equivalent of hiding amid ground clutter. 

    The tension inside the control room was high. It could very well be that the Chinese had located them and had at that very moment dropped a couple of torpedoes. They wouldn’t know until the first active pings reached them as the weapons descended below the thermocline. By then, it might prove to be too late. 

    The navigator’s attention was on the stopwatch and timer he’d set. 

    “Conn, nav. Turn right to heading one-zero-zero.” 

    “Full right rudder, come to heading one-zero-zero.” 

    Moving at slow speed, the Greeneville nosed toward its new course. The dark, rocky slope of the trench wall remained out of sight in the dark waters, but it was there, its immense boulders and sheer walls covered in eons of silt. As the boat slid toward its new heading, the slight wake of the turn washed against the sides of the towering structures. Silt was pushed from perches where it had sat since prehistoric times, gently moving and circulating in slow motion due to the immense pressures. Some of the particles were caught in the currents flowing past to create long streamers of silt. 

    Some of the ribbons clouded over the top of the sub, partially enshrouding it. As the boat moved past the disturbances, its wake and propeller further stirred up silty clouds. Although neither Simon nor any of the crew knew, the outer hull of the Greeneville had come within several feet of the treacherous walls of the trench. Had it been an earlier version of the LA-class series, the permanently mounted dive planes on the conning tower would have collided with the massive boulders and revealed their presence or sunk them. As it was, the sub ghosted along next to an outcropping of the cliff. 

    The echoes from the active dipping sonar met with the swirling sediments and returned with undefined results. 

    “Conn, sonar. The nearby active ping has vanished. I have a new active ping, bearing zero-zero-five, range sixteen thousand yards.” 

    Simon upped his estimated number of searching choppers to four, although they could be taking turns dipping above and below the thermocline. But the absence of the one nearby was good news. If they’d been found, then the active sonar would have remained in place while they dropped torpedoes. It wasn’t to say that they were out of danger, as that one could materialize next to them at any moment, especially if the Chinese continued following their pattern. 

    “Increase speed to ten knots,” Simon ordered. “Nav, I want you to keep us parked a hundred feet from this wall at all times.” 

    The propellers bit deeper into the dark waters of the Philippine Sea, stirring up sediment in their path. The sleek, dark form of the Greeneville continued its silent glide through the depths. Nearly seven hours later, with the sub chasing after the active Chinese searches, the active pings finally receded. Simon had guessed one correctly, and apparently only going one-for-three was good enough. 

    “Conn, nav, We’re near the island of Hateruma, due south of Taketomi.” They were now in Japanese territorial waters. 

    Simon breathed a sigh of relief. The past eight hours of sneaking back through the Chinese lines had been stressful. They hadn’t heard any screw sounds of the outlying pickets, but had known without a doubt they were there. 

    “Ten degrees up bubble, make your depth sixty feet.” 

    The deck tilted as the boat rose toward the surface. Metallic groans accompanied their ascent from the depths. They’d made it. Once they reached their depth, Simon had the periscope raised to at long last synch their INS system and send a long-awaited message to Pearl. They were then ordered to Japan for replenishment. 

    Once on their way, the navigator pulled the captain aside and showed him that the INS had synched, showing a discrepancy of eighty feet due to their lengthy stay underwater. Simon’s brows raised slightly at the error before the commander resumed his normal stoicism. He then smiled at his navigator, “See? Nothing to worry about all along. I knew you could manage it.” 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    While the underwater drama with the Greeneville was playing out, events topside were rising to a crescendo. While Chinese attack helicopters warmed up on decks and soldiers embarked into the interiors of transport choppers, rotors of a different sort were spinning atop the open decks of other ships riding far out to sea. 

    First Person View (FPV) drones were being prepared for their one-way trips to the shores of Taiwan. Chinese controllers who were to fly these munition-carrying combat drones were tucked away in cubicles below decks. Monitors showed the view coming from the drones’ cameras with attendant information such as altitude, distance, speed, and coordinates displayed on one side. In one corner of the screen, the drone’s position relative to its surroundings was given in a small window. 

    The controllers were arranged in sections, each governed by a junior officer. In front of each room was a larger screen depicting the landing shores, relayed by a surveillance drone that would assist in directing attacks. The drones were tied to the artillery command and targets would be given to specific sections. Others were to carry out attacks of opportunity, their job to roam the shores and inland areas for potential targets and attack on sight. 

    Spare drones were kept in storage areas below decks, to be brought up as needed to keep up a continuous wave of attacks until the stores were emptied. More of these specialized ships had started the passage across the Taiwan Strait but had fallen victim to Taiwanese missile and American submarine attacks. 

    The drone warfare plan had to be therefore altered, the zone of their missions shortened. Instead of conducting deeper intrusions, the priority had to be given to assisting the landings. That would leave some of Taiwan’s artillery units freer to engage the attacking forces approaching the shores for the initial phases of the attack. It wasn’t ideal, but there wasn’t much the Chinese higher commanders could do about it. Their priority was to get troops onto the beach at any cost and establish footholds from which to push inland. From there, they could construct better defensive fortifications and move their focus farther inland. 

    Hundreds of drones lifted off from the open, steel decks. Like a plague of locusts, these waves of remote-controlled UAVs sped over the tops of ship superstructures. It was almost biblical in the way they flew across the intervening waters, some carrying a load of grenade-type ammunition dangling from harnesses, and others with a small warhead mounted in front. There were also a number that also had warheads that could be remotely detonated to shoot hardened pellets in an arc in front of them. These were all designed to inflict the maximum amount of damage possible to Taiwan’s troops manning the shoreline defenses. 

    There were several bigger drones that packed larger warheads. These would search for and destroy armored support vehicles, tanks, and artillery pieces. Aside from the goal of killing soldiers, China sought to isolate the targeted beaches from arriving armor and reinforcements. Like the decision to target Taiwan’s helicopters conducting the mass relocations to reduce the number of enemy soldiers they’d have to face later, these Chinese UAV attacks were meant to do the same without causing casualties among their own. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Small Taiwanese shore-based radar systems saw the swarms of incoming Chinese drones. With the heavy crump of impacting artillery rounds landing all around them, electronic warfare operators, positioned in the tree lines at the edge of the foothills, went into action. They directed jammers toward the enemy UAVs, attempting to interrupt their feeds. Other Taiwanese personnel tried to hack into the individual drones and take over control, but with limited effectiveness. 

    Other soldiers, operating in bunkers shaking from nearby explosions and with dust dancing in random patterns, stared at screens of their own. They deployed counter-UAS systems which would intercept the incoming enemy swarms. Flying through narrow openings, these unmanned systems sped across war torn fields, scarred buildings, and bunkers housing anxious troops standing ready to repel the Chinese invasion. 

    At the same altitude as the Chinese combat drones, these counter drones met them head on. Sensors aboard the Taiwanese UAVs triggered when they encountered the lead craft, setting off fuses. Fragmented charges sent shrapnel flying out in an arc, tearing through any obstacle they encountered. The lead Chinese drones seemed to hit an invisible wall, debris landing in the rolling surf and sandy beaches. 

    Other Chinese drones fell victim to the electronic measures directed against them. Several lost contact with their controllers operating far offshore. The degree of technological advancement and their distance from the controllers dictated whether they survived or not. Many just fell out of the sky while others just flew on aimlessly until their batteries ran out. 

    It was these latter ones that the Taiwanese controllers had the most success in taking over and redirecting the Chinese drones back toward their masters. Many times, Chinese sailors and soldiers alike were surprised when their own drones suddenly dove at them from the blue skies. There were also instances in which the Chinese operators were able to recover control of their UAVs when the distance narrowed. After moments of confusion as they tried figuring out exactly where their drone was, they turned them back toward the shores only to lose control of them again. This back and forth became a near commonplace series of events. 

    Taiwan was successful in intercepting the Chinese UAVs in the early stages of the drone warfare, but China still managed to get a few of their unmanned combat vehicles past the defenses. The smaller drones dove toward trench lines and bunkers when the Chinese controllers found Taiwanese soldiers manning their posts. 

    Smaller explosions erupted in among larger and more powerful artillery shells landing. Taiwanese troopers fell clutching their legs and other body parts as shrapnel tore through their clothing. Localized jamming interfered with the cameras sending video feeds back to the Chinese ships, but the controllers lined up their targets from a distance and drove hard, the drones maintaining their inertia and hitting their targets even when Chinese controllers lost visual. 

    In some instances, Chinese drones chased after Taiwanese troops who tried to escape the threat from above. Bursts of laughter erupted inside the Chinese cubicles as the game of cat and mouse amused the controllers, some even toying with the hapless enemy soldiers. The game usually ended in a brutal fashion with a drone driving straight for the tired and scared trooper. Observation drones caught the moments of drama, showing the enemy writhing in agony as they clutched their wounds. 

    In other areas, Chinese drones flew over trenches and hovered as the controllers aligned their UAV over a target, whether that be a group of soldiers or an embedded armored vehicle. Commands were then issued, and grenades dropped into enemy positions. 

    It didn’t take long for the Taiwanese soldiers to begin searching the skies for these tiny demons against the wide expanse of blue. Groups of them fired at the drones whenever they caught sight of them, trying to bring them down before they could explode in their midst. If it weren’t for the heavy blasts coming from the unending artillery barrages, they could have relied on hearing the buzz of the rotors to pinpoint where the enemy drones were. As it stood, most of the sudden explosions in their midst took them completely by surprise. 

    The other group of Chinese controllers that sought targets of opportunity roamed behind the frontlines. Their larger drones were more easily identified on radar and thus more easily intercepted. However, the Taiwanese counter-UAS wall wasn’t a solid one. Chinese drones ran down roadways and searched larger building entrances for armored vehicles or artillery pieces. 

    When they found one, like the drones hunting Taiwanese soldiers, they made a long, straight-line run at it, pushing through any jamming device. Flashes of fire and billows of smoke spoke of the successes, many of the armored support vehicles shooting flames through open hatches. 

    Radar-guided anti-aircraft autocannons proved the best method for eliminating the Chinese UAV threats. Once a legitimate hostile target was identified, a short burst was all it took to down the enemy drone. Tracers rose from within tree lines and from city avenues. Dark smudges peppered the clear morning skies with pieces of drones sprinkling down like some strange alien rain. 

    Due to their effectiveness, Chinese officers directed those roaming the beaches for targets to focus attention on these Taiwanese anti-air weapons and a duel of sorts was initiated. Whenever tracers from these large caliber weapons were seen, drones would attempt to converge on the autocannon. This provided more targets for the Taiwanese guns and Chinese drones began to fall in a wide arc around the weapons systems with few penetrating far enough to destroy the guns. 

    After initially calling for their destruction, and fearful of losing their army of drones without results, the same Chinese officer then instructed the operators to steer clear of the tracers rising from the radar-guided guns. Using the arsenal of observation drones, they began calling in artillery strikes on suspected sites. But with the movement of the ships and the older artillery systems being used, any precise targeting proved marginal at best. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A nearby blast rattled Chih-ming’s teeth. Shrapnel whined over the top of the lined trench he was crouched beneath. The explosion sent a shower of dust and dirt raining down on him and those next to him. A loud crack that seemed to go on long after the concussive blast receded drew his eyes toward the rear. 

    Nestled in the tree line just back from the beachfront, the sound of trees being cut from flying shrapnel had been a part of his life ever since the Chinese began shelling. Falling trees had become just as much of a hazard as the shells crashing all around. 

    As he looked, the treetops were shaking constantly from the impacting rounds. However, Chih-ming was watching for one or several that were actually falling. He caught sight of one such top that was moving solidly in a single direction, its momentum picking up as the tree toppled farther. Seeing that it was heading towards him, Chih-ming made sure he had a firm grip on his carbine and leapt to one side. 

    It became a mad scramble as others saw the same thing and made to move away. Landing on the floor of the trench, Chih-ming curled into a fetal position, hoping to hell that there weren’t any extending branches that might crash into his position. A loud whump and the sound of branches cracking rose above a crescendoing series of blasts. 

    The ground shook and sand poured into the bottom from the tree’s impact, the grains finding their way under his fatigue top and undershirt. Debris and smaller branches were flung along the trench and he could feel the sting of them when several sliced into his cheek. 

    When it was over, he slowly rose to his feet. The tree had crashed down only a few feet away and surely would have crushed him had he stayed in his former place. As if the enemy shells tearing along the defensive lines weren’t enough, nature itself was attempting to take him out. 

    The unending series of eruptions along the entire beach was enough to drive him over the edge of sanity. He had barely escaped the missile landing on his previous bunker, had survived the terrifying night ride in the choppers to get to the east side, and now was having to dodge falling trees in addition to hoping an enemy shell didn’t land on his position. He was having serious doubts as to whether he’d live through this day. 

    It was a far cry from the heroics he’d earlier imagined. Instead of fending off hordes of Chinese troops as they tried to invade his home, he was barely able to make out the Chinese ships sitting far offshore, and then only their superstructures above the waves rolling toward the beach. Chih-ming had imagined a much more structured environment than the chaotic one he navigated now. 

    Looking down the trench line, he could see other groups of soldiers huddled just below the top. Several were peering out with binoculars specifically for that, reminiscent of some pictures of World War II he’d seen of soldiers manning long defensive lines. Rows of anti-tank guided missiles were arranged along the wall, ready to be used when Chinese landing boats and ships started streaming toward shore. 

    Chih-ming ducked as another round exploded nearby, the heart-stopping karumphs followed by hisses as sand landed back on the beach, like water falling from a fountain. Acrid smoke rolled past his position, periodically blotting out views of the waterfront and causing some to cough as it engulfed their stations. He couldn’t identify what was burning. It had a greasy, metallic odor, coupled with some other unidentifiable smells. Several times, what looked like burning pieces of paper rolled along the sand when the clouds of black smoke moved past. 

    Looking in the other direction, he saw something white flash downward at an angle and a fire-filled explosion shot upward from the trench. Screams were added to the complex array of noises. When the smoke cleared, he could see a soldier writhing on the ground, clutching the backs of his legs. Whitish smoke was pouring from his clothes. 

    Another trooper next to the wounded one was also down, but it looked like that one had a bunch of flares attached to his uniform. Orange flames shot outward in solid streams. The man was frantically swatting at his shirt, and Chih-ming was horrified to see that the action only seemed to make whatever was happening worse. He rose up to try and help the man just as he saw him collapse to the ground and stop moving. 

    Seeing several running to help the wounded man still rolling on the ground, Chih-ming looked away from the carnage. There were defensive positions closer to the water’s edge than his that were getting absolutely hammered by incoming rounds. He didn’t see how anyone there could survive and was amazed when he saw soldiers still moving around in their bunkers following successive hits. He watched as another drone chased two soldiers around who were trying to keep an object he couldn’t identify between themselves and the hunting drone. The Chinese UAV finally drove into the feet of the two. The ensuing explosion dropped one to his knees, the man grabbing at his thigh. The other was catapulted backward, landing flat on his back. He wasn’t down for long as he started moving desperately, swatting at something on his chest. A puff of smoke engulfed the man’s entire upper body and he simply collapsed like he was a puppet whose strings had been cut. 

    From his perspective, Chih-ming thought that China might be able to walk across the beaches over the corpses of Taiwanese soldiers. But the counterpart to that fear was that he saw hundreds of his fellow soldiers still holding their defensive lines. Not only that, but he observed them putting up a fight. 

    Buzzsaw sounds periodically drifted to his position and he saw tracers streak over the sands to hit incoming Chinese drones. Puffs of black dotted the skies along the beachfront, indications that very few of the enemy drones were making it to their lines. Missile fire rose on threads of white smoke, arcing toward low-flying objects. And the sharp cracks weren’t just incoming Chinese rounds impacting, but in the distance, he could hear answering artillery fire. 

    Chih-ming involuntarily ducked as another enemy artillery round slammed onto the beach, sending spinning pieces of shrapnel whining into the surrounding trees. It was unnerving just sitting under the onslaught without being able to strike back. But he knew his time would come and dreaded the moment the first landing vessels were sighted. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Seven 

    The battle for Taiwan’s beaches was intensifying. Chinese attack aircraft pushed forward from their drop points in the west. Despite anti-aircraft missile launches coming from Taiwan, jets carrying glide bombs flew around the southern edges of the island. The American attacks had delayed the plans for the initial ground support missions, and with China’s loss of their carriers, plans had to be altered. 

    Aircraft slated to directly assist with the invasion had to come from the mainland instead, and therefore had to fly through the bulk of Taiwan’s defensive network. That meant running the risk of additional losses—losses which were piling up and beginning to show. Chinese pilots had little time to rest between missions as the tasks associated with the invasion didn’t diminish with the losses and had to be shared among fewer and fewer aircraft. 

    American F-22s flying rotational missions from Okinawa and Japan kept picking away at the edges while the surface-to air missiles coming from Taiwan were still proving effective, even though their rate of fire had been dramatically slowed from their initial numbers. 

    The addition of the five-hundred and thousand-pound bombs created more havoc among the Taiwanese defensive forces, especially on the southern front near Hualien. Blasts shook the city as the weapons slammed into structures. Entire buildings fell to the city streets in clouds of dust and ash. Resort areas became entangled with wreckage and debris, the city streets echoing with the sound of car alarms adding their howls to the urgency. Dark plumes of smoke rose from a dozen places as China sought after command posts, communication centers, and defensive positions. 

    Offshore, the ships offloading the landing craft that would swarm the Taiwanese beaches and create the necessary foothold were emptying of their first wave of vessels. As the last few departed the open ramps and doors, a second wave was being readied with supplies, equipment, and soldiers. 

    Those in the holding patterns, mostly shielded from Taiwanese shelling by the tall sides of their ships, waited for the signal from their motherships. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A green flare arced away from a tall ship nearby, exploding into a shower of sparks. Other flares shot upward, making the blue morning skies portray the look of a festival more than an invasion that could result in the loss of thousands. 

    Corporal Guo Deng hugged the carbine held between his knees. Water sprayed over the gunwales of the open-topped landing craft as it drove over the swells like a rollercoaster jarring over a track with squared corners. He was jolted forward each time the older, straight-fronted vessel hit the next wave, with more water cascading down over him and those seated around him. At the top of the crests, the boxy landing craft swiveled from one side to the other as if on a pivot. 

    His senses were near to being overwhelmed. The bottom of the boat was ankle deep with water and vomit, the smell of which made him gag each time the swirling mess was stirred by the vessel’s movements. The stink of diesel fumes didn’t help him to keep down his breakfast. The noise of the motor revving to keep its place in a merry-go-round circle with other landing craft only added to the misery he was currently feeling. He would almost be glad to get on the beach and face the battle just to escape the suffering. 

    Punctuating the racket of the boat, which felt like it was fighting with the waves rather than working in harmony, was the outgoing fire from shipboard guns. The sharp cracks washed over the corporal in a continuous staccato racket. Unable to see much of what was transpiring beyond the miserable olive drab walls of his landing craft, his view upward consisted mainly of white trails from missiles drifting slowly across the blue background of the sky. The bursting green of flares edged his fear to greater levels. 

    Sitting more upright so he didn’t have to look at the stink his boots were sitting in, he was able to see more of what lay beyond. Wakes sprayed from other vessels like his, many of which were heading in the opposite direction as they circled. Guo Deng could see the tops of helmets lining the interiors and knew the wretchedness they were all feeling. 

    Beyond the circling craft, the hulls of larger ships rose above the waves. He was jealous of those who were still aboard them as they didn’t have to suffer the ups and downs that the smaller vessels were being subjected to. Still farther away, other ships were on the move, their bulks going out of view as they passed behind the hulls of those nearer. 

    Still others sat motionless with dark plumes of smoke rising high into the morning. With his view of ships on fire, his jealousy decreased somewhat. The desire for a smoother ride was lessened by the fact that he’d be sitting on a much larger target. 

    As he tried to distract himself from his situation, he saw something large streak into view from behind one of the nearby ships. His own, if he wasn’t mistaken, although he’d long since lost track. The thing was moving as fast as anything he’d ever seen and was just a few feet above the wave tops. Tracers from several ships were reaching out for the fast-moving object, most falling behind it. 

    The sea was kicked up from the heavy caliber shells with several of the tracers ricocheting upward. It seemed that the gunners didn’t care where they were aiming, and it dawned on him that he was looking at yet another danger that threatened to end his life. One part of him wanted to duck back down below the rim of the vessel, but another, obviously stronger part, was mesmerized by what he was witnessing. 

    Untouched by the rounds chasing after it, the object seemed to meld into the side of a distant ship. It was surreal to see the long, cylindrical entity penetrate the hull like it was going through a wormhole. The ship became slightly blurry as if vibrating, and a gout of smoke and flame flew out from the newly created hole. As he was looking at the Chinese ship from almost the rear, he saw a smaller flame shoot out from the opposite side. 

    He knew instantly that he had just watched an enemy anti-ship missile slam into the side of a friendly ship. Pieces of the vessel blew straight up into the air, flying upward just ahead of a roiling mass of black smoke. Debris came to a standstill before starting the downward journey, arcing away from the ship. Other flaming wreckage trailed smoke as it descended toward the water, hitting with splashes bigger than he imagined. 

    The ship staggered from the explosion, the booming thunder of it rolling over his boat. The sight of the ship being hit, and the plumes from others, brought home the fact to Guo Deng that he was actually in a live shooting war, an active battle, and was about ready to storm prepared enemy defenses. 

    True fear replaced the horror of having to ride in a vomit-ridden bucket. Guo Deng leaned over and emptied his breakfast, adding to the ungodly mess at that bottom of the craft. He then sat back up, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his fatigue shirt. The increased breeze blowing past helped somewhat with the smell of the boat’s interior, but it was still tainted by exhaust fumes. As another spray of water cascaded over the bow, he was no longer concerned about his own misery. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As a series of flares rose above the vast Chinese armada sitting off Hualien, several larger ships altered their courses and began picking up speed. The landing ships that were to accompany the smaller craft turned toward shore. They were gathering speed to push onto the beaches to unload the cargo contained within their decks. 

    Chinese Type 073 and Type 074 landing craft were in the vanguard of these heavier ships, the lighter of those destined to ride up on the sandy beaches. Inside their cargo holds were a mix of soldiers and armored vehicles. They held three to six tanks, ten smaller armored personnel carriers or infantry fighting vehicles, and upwards of two hundred fifty soldiers. The plan was for these landing ships to be dispersed along the beaches, protecting the much smaller landing craft as much as they could with their bulk. Their clamshell-bow doors would open, and the armor contained inside would push forward, adding heavy caliber firepower to suppress enemy return fire. In addition, several specially modified civilian ferries and Ro/Ro ships would make the dash to the shores. 

    This would allow for the soldiers plowing in on landing craft to come ashore and push to take up positions to pin down Taiwanese troops. Follow-on forces would then reinforce the first wave and push farther up the beach. Waves of soldiers would then secure the landing zones and push inland. Once the landing zones were fortified and safer, then the larger Type 072 landing ships of varying classes would come in and discharge their cargoes of armor. The real inland incursion could then begin. 

    On the flight deck of a Type 075 Landing Helicopter Dock supporting the invasion, plumes of exhaust were whisked away in the wind. On three of the six helipads, rotors spun in a blur as soldiers lined up to hurriedly board several Harbin Z-20 medium transport helicopters. On the other three helipads, pilots and gunners sat inside Changhe Z-10 attack helicopters, waiting for their orders to lift off. 

    On the aft decks of the Type 071 Amphibious Transport Docks, two more Z-20 choppers were poised to lift off, their cargo compartments filled with fifteen soldiers. Each of the choppers was armed with a chassis containing eight HJ-10 anti-tank missiles. Those on the Type 075 carried a compliment of ATGMs and anti-personnel rockets. These would accompany the transports as they flew to strategic points north and south of the landing beaches. 

    Once the choppers lifted off, others were waiting on the elevators of the LHD with two of the Z-20s in hangars on the Type 071. The green flares signaled the start of China’s carefully choreographed act. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Corporal Guo Deng’s knuckles were white as he tightly gripped his carbine as if it were the only thing keeping him from edging into insanity. Things were spinning madly out of his control. He was heading toward the beaches, straight into the teeth of Taiwan’s defenses and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. There wasn’t an action that would prevent a round or missile from slamming into the unwieldy craft he was riding in. 

    His other hand clutched his helmet as the boat slammed up and down. Off to either side, he saw other vessels like his punching their way through the swells as they rolled toward the sandy shore. 

    The last of the ships faded behind as they drove ahead. Fountains of water began to rise, towering high over the lip of the landing craft as enemy shells landed among the hard-charging boats. He saw the streaks of passing tracers from heavy guns firing from shore. 

    Several of the tracers intersected one of the boats adjacent his, some of the red streaks powering off into the blue. Guo Deng saw a pinkish mist rise from the top of the boat, fading into nothing as the cloud drifted to the rear. 

    While he was watching that in morbid fear for his life, he saw another vessel take a direct hit from an enemy shell. The boat was motoring along when a plume of smoke suddenly rose from within the open-topped deck. Bodies were catapulted aloft, contorting and flipping through the air like rag dolls. Smaller objects accompanied the figures lifelessly being flung from the boat. They all fell to the sea as if they’d hadn’t been living beings just moments before. 

    The craft slewed to the side, flying off the top of waves until it caught one wrong and was brought to a sudden stop. Its nose dove into a swell and was slow to rise back up. With smoke pouring from its open top, the vessel began to sink lower and lower until it vanished beneath the waves. 

    Guo Deng noticed other dark plumes rise from the long line of landing craft, more victims to enemy fire. Unable to pull his eyes away from the carnage, he saw a white trail of smoke coming from the shore rise and slam down into another landing vessel. The result was much the same as when the artillery round had struck. Bodies were flung upward ahead of a gout of flame that quickly consumed the boat. 

    Above it all, friendly attack choppers darted this way and that. Streaks of fire and smoke sped ahead of the deadly-looking machines. It gave him small comfort that return fire was being directed toward the enemy. From what he could see, it wasn’t doing anything to alleviate the volume of fire coming his direction. This was nothing like what he had practiced and been briefed on. 

    He watched as something fast struck one of the choppers. A fiery blast enveloped one side of the Z-10, the fire quickly dousing and the smoke falling behind. The helicopter staggered for a moment. Guo Deng was amazed to see the chopper fly through the strike seemingly unharmed. And then it abruptly slewed sideways, smoke pouring from one exhaust. Fire then erupted in a long streamer and the Z-10 began spinning, falling out of the sky to slam into the water. An explosion of flame with dark smoke marked its grave. 

    The corporal knew there was no way he was going to survive this carnage. The air was so thick with tracers that he felt he could walk on them. The desire to escape this coffin was overwhelming and he felt a deep urge to just fling himself overboard. However, that thought was as paralyzing as remaining onboard. He couldn’t swim very well, and the weight of his equipment would surely drag him under. He joined others of his company as they dry-heaved until he thought his gut would tear in two. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Sergeant Chih-ming’s life had narrowed to hearing one concussion blast after another. Enemy shells were tearing up the beach and the immediate area to his rear. Off in the distance, thick plumes of smoke rose from Hualien and the other smaller cities around it. It looked as though the two airfields there were completely engulfed in flame, that perhaps the Chinese shells had found the underground fuel storages. Or maybe the few planes that had remained. He wasn’t sure from this distance. But whatever it was, the towns were getting heavily hit. 

    The skies were filled with streaks of missiles that were racing toward targets, or the spreading trails of previous launches. It seemed like the defenses had been under fire for hours and he wasn’t so sure that it wasn’t China’s plan to bombard the shoreline until it just sank. Downed trees were now part of the defensive network of trenches and bunkers with more craters being dug in the sandy soil by the minute. 

    It was fascinating that the waves still crested and broke as before, rolling onto shore as if oblivious to the destruction occurring. What was even more incredulous was that he even noticed something like the tide with the volume of incoming fire all around him. And perhaps even above that was the fact that he was still alive. 

    Every so often, a Chinese drone would get through the defenses and descend on some hapless position. The number of injured being helped from the beaches appeared like an unending line of casualties. He had no idea where they were being carted off to. It didn’t seem possible that there was a safe enough place anywhere close that could tend to their wounds. 

    Chih-ming had been hammered so much that he was becoming inured to the destruction and the sound of Chinese shells landing up and down the beach. In a way and without realizing that he had come to it, and not knowing the exact moment, he had come to accept his death. He just hoped that it would be quick and painless. It wasn’t the dying that he was afraid of, it was the process of it that scared the shit out of him. He feared a death that was painful and lingering. 

    That cannot be good, he thought, seeing a series of green flares arc into the distant skies over the Chinese fleet. 

    Through the smoke and haze drifting across the beachfront, Chih-ming could see a line of distant craft emerging from around the larger ships sitting in the forefront. Splashes marked where their blunt bows collided with the waves. As they came into view, they began to spread out in a line, coming directly for him. Farther down the beach, other waves of smaller craft formed lines and began heading for parts of the shore to the south. After years of threats and tensions between the two countries, China was at long last attempting to fulfill their objective of taking over Taiwan. 

    He thought the previous hour—or hours, he wasn’t sure—had been filled with destruction and weapons flying from both sides. The sight of landing craft coming for Taiwan turned the notch up a hundred-fold. Friendly artillery began landing among the boats. One after another, gouts of smoke erupted as the smaller craft received direct hits. 

    Tracers from infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers streaked over the rolling waves. Sparks flew as streams of red converged with landing craft, the number of hits against the flat bows now actually seeming to slow them. Several vessels started smoking from the heavy caliber rounds repeatedly striking them. 

    Hunched in his trench, his hands now gripping the handle of a machine gun, Chih-ming turned to his loader and noted for the millionth time a stack of ammo cans nearby. Provided they didn’t get hit, they’d have enough ammo for a lengthy battle. 

    “Fire in bursts,” he remembered his lieutenant telling him as he reassigned Chih-ming to this new position. 

    Tattered equipment and packs lay surrounding the bunker, a testament to what had happened to the previous crew. As if the crater and the sand covering everything weren’t enough of a sign. 

    ATGM missiles flew out from positions hidden in the trees, downed and still upright. The projectiles raced across the sands and then shot upward. Coming down from an angle, they struck the aged landing craft. Balls of fire rose from the interiors. With mixed emotions, Chih-ming watched bodies tumbling through the air. On one hand, they were living beings not so different from himself. Soldiers who didn’t even want to be there or didn’t believe in the reasons their leaders had sent them to their deaths. They had merely been forced into something much larger than themselves. On the other hand, they were the enemy. They had come to take his homeland away from him and would have shot him without a thought. 

    The skies were filled with dissipating streamers of white smoke. The smell of gunpowder had become so prevalent that he didn’t notice it much anymore. There was a pungent, lingering odor of bowels, blood, and death that would periodically invade his nostrils.  

    Numerous Chinese landing craft became smoldering wrecks floundering in the waves offshore. Jagged lines formed in the ranks of enemy boats motoring closer. Between the lines of smaller craft, larger ships had picked up speed and were steaming through open lanes. Chih-ming saw several guided missiles and drones dive down to slam against the vertical walls of the superstructures below the bridge windows. The ships would sail through the dark smudges of smoke, their gray sides marred with star-shaped smears from the blasts, seeming none the worse for the wear. Some of the explosives hit the bridges themselves, but the distance was too great for him to see the extent of the damage inflicted. 

    Different explosives impacted the tops of decks with smoke plumes rising and then trailing aft. Still the ships drove forward amid the geysers from near misses. The noise of the battle began to swell, still distant but growing louder. Echoes from the far detonations mixed with the closer thundering blasts. 

    There were the dull booms of outgoing artillery, the staccato bangs of the APCs and IFVs, the distant rolling echoes of friendly rounds hitting inbound targets, and the louder blasts of Chinese shells landing. In addition, there were the almost unheard detonations from drones and counter-UAV systems that contributed to the cacophony tearing at his ears. It all added up to a vast dissonant chorus that blotted out everything else. He found it hard to think amid all the noise and chaos. 

    Black dots appeared in the air that quickly grew into the identifiable shapes of helicopters. As the Chinese choppers flew closer, shoulder-fired Taiwanese anti-air missiles left the shoreline bunkers and raced out to sea. A series of arcing flares spat out from the attack choppers, causing many of the heat-seeking missiles to veer from their path. Some, however, managed to strike their targets and sent several spinning into the sea or falling from the sky trailing long sheets of flame. 

    At a distance from the shore, much smaller flashes appeared from the Chinese helicopters. Smoke trails formed from fast-moving rockets that streaked over the waves to impact locations inland from the beaches. A series of detonations lifted dirt and debris from defensive positions. The beach was being carpeted in a blanket of explosions. 

    Other Chinese attack choppers sent anti-armor rockets against the Taiwanese mechanized vehicles providing heavier caliber fire. Additional dark plumes rose above the shell-wracked beachfront. The number of tracers racing out toward the incoming landing craft diminished momentarily. 

    Unknown to Chih-ming, the damaged armor was in a continual process of being replaced by reserves hidden in fortified underground shelters. Defending the beach against the Chinese invasion was a costly one in terms of equipment and personnel, but it had been decided among the higher command that stopping the Chinese on the beaches was the most critical operation. The brigades on the frontline were being hit hard, but if they could halt the first wave, then they would be able to move up reinforcements to defeat the expected subsequent ones. 

    Chih-ming ducked below the lip of his bunker as he saw fast-moving objects suddenly appear. It was more of an instinctive reaction than anything formed in his conscious mind. A series of concussive blows struck at his outpost. The acrid smell of gunpowder and heated metal accompanied a swirling mass of sand and smoke that blew over him. 

    Spitting sand from his mouth and shaking it from his hair, he looked to where his gunner had been. Part of the bunker had caved in and there was a sloping fan of sand which covered some of the ammunition cans that had been stacked there. Searching, he found his partner with his lower half buried. The man’s bloodied helmet was lying several feet away. It was then that he noticed that the top half of the loader’s head had been sheared off. A bloody mess of brains, hair, and skin spilled across the sand. 

    Chih-ming stared at the gory mess, realizing that he had once again escaped death by only the barest of margins. He felt for the man lying dead next to him, but that was all he could spare at the moment. His mind was threatening to shut down from all he’d seen in the past few hours. The concussive blows that had landed close by had taken their toll on any coherent thoughts. 

    He merely looked over when someone slid into his position, not comprehending who the man was or what was going on. The man saw the casualty and grimaced before turning back toward Chih-ming and grabbing his arm. 

    “Are you okay?” the man yelled, barely heard above the sound of incoming rounds. 

    Chih-ming stared at him, wondering why the man was talking to him. 

    “Are you okay?” the man asked more assertively. 

    Slowly, as if rising from being underwater, sound began to clarify. It then all came back in a rush and Chih-ming recognized his platoon leader. The man was shaking him and yelling. 

    “Yeah…Yeah, I am okay,” he finally answered. 

    Together, the two of them made sure that the machine gun was still functioning. They then dug up the sand pile covering the additional ammunition cans and put the position back in order. The lieutenant then found part of a shredded tarp to place over the dead gunner’s body. 

    “I will send someone else to you,” the lieutenant shouted before giving Chih-ming a pat on the shoulder and dashing out of the bunker. 

    Chih-ming turned back toward the beach, trying to put the image of the dead gunner’s gory mess out of his mind. The helicopters that had flown close were again just black dots as they flew away, but others were now growing larger. Not only that, but the ships closing in on the shores seemed to have doubled in size. It wasn’t long before another member of his company came running in and slid into the bunker. 

    “The lieutenant said to come here,” the man stated, out of breath. 

    “You will be my gunner,” Chih-ming replied. 

    The man looked around, caught sight of the ammo cans and spread tarp. He made to pull the tarp to him to place the cans on to get them out of the sand. 

    Chih-ming saw this and grabbed the man’s arm. “Do not move that.” 

    The new gunner turned to look at him with a confused expression. 

    “Just...do not.” 

    The gunner seemed to understand and nodded. 

    Offshore, through the swirling smoke, Chih-ming saw the ships approaching. A towering wall of water rose from the bow of one of the larger landing vessels. The sergeant could see that a giant hole had formed in front of the ship. The leading vanguard of the invasion ships had closed in on the mines that had been hastily laid offshore. 

    On closer inspection, he saw that it wasn’t a hole that had been exploded from the ship, but rather that the clamshell doors had been blown open and were askew. Smoke rolled out from the opening, but the ship still sailed forward. More ships encountered the narrow minefield. He watched as one of the smaller landing craft was hurled into the air, spilling bodies as the vessel rolled onto its back and fell. The ragged line of incoming craft grew even more so. 

    Underwater detonations rolled uninterrupted offshore. The inbound vessels became almost hidden behind a wall of water. For the first time in a long while, Chih-ming thought they had a chance of holding back the Chinese invasion. It would come at a great cost, but it looked like they may actually stand fast. 

    But then he saw one of the ships emerge from the sheets of water falling back into the sea. And then another. More and more became visible. There were noticeable gaps, even more than there had been, but the thinning of the Chinese vessels didn’t seem to be enough to weaken their force. He knew there was going to be a big fight at the beaches. 

    Tracers from .50 cal Browning machine guns were added to the outgoing fire from 30mm Bushmaster chain guns, engaging the landing craft as they drove over the waves. Grenade launchers mounted on APCs and IFVs joined in the action, as did additional 81mm mortars. ATGMs continued to fire from Taiwanese positions, now flying flatter trajectories and detonating against steel bows with reverberating clangs. 

    Chih-ming took hold of his weapon and aimed down the barrel. One of the smaller landing craft filled the frame to his immediate front. It was just now moving over the cresting waves. Fire from enemy helicopters continued to harass the frontlines. 

    The few friendly AH-1 SuperCobra and AH-64E Apache Guardian attack choppers joined in on the fight, firing their payloads of AGM-114 Hellfire missiles at the incoming ships. More landing craft floundered in the waves as they were struck by volleys of anti-tank weapons. Even the OH-58 Kiowa light observation helicopters joined in, firing their ordnance of two Hellfire projectiles before escaping to reload. 

    Several of the OH-58s remained, hovering behind what was left of beachfront trees and buildings to direct the fire from the attack choppers and to provide additional intel to Taiwanese ground commanders. The beaches of Hualien and offshore became a bloodbath as both sides threw in everything they had. 

    Amid the maelstrom of sound, smells, and flying shrapnel, Chih-ming held his fire. He had been instructed to wait until the landing craft were about to offload their cargoes of soldiers and equipment. He gripped his M2 Browning machine gun and waited. He thought it reasonable to wait so he wouldn’t reveal his position, and he was glad to have not been the focus of the enemy attack choppers. Other than the one attack, he’d been pretty much left alone. 

    The landing craft he’d been tracking to his immediate front was nearly to shore. He could almost hear its engines as they revved to push up onto the beach. The boat came to a stop and the metal ramp in front rapidly fell away, hitting the sand with a heavy thud. Waves rolled past the craft, diminishing as they crept up on the beach. 

    Chih-ming sighted toward the opening and pulled the trigger. The Browning chugged in his hands as .50 cal rounds sped across the beach. Tracers raced away, converging with the boat’s interior. The Taiwanese sergeant saw pink mist fill the entryway as his rounds pounded into flesh and bone. The heavy caliber rounds tore limbs from bodies and punched through vests. Chinese soldiers, who had been waiting at the entrance for the ramp to fall and to storm the beach, fell like a plague was running through their midst. Death’s scythe swung relentlessly as rank upon rank of the enemy were cut down, falling against the interior walls in every possible angle. 

    Chih-ming kept up the bursts, wanting to keep the trigger pulled but not wanting to melt the barrel. That would be a death knell, and he might find himself on the receiving end of the reaper’s attention. The white of the incoming waves turned a shade of red as they receded. The scene in front of him and his actions in making it a reality ended up being very similar to what he had envisioned at the western side bunker after all. 

    Just then, a series of shells landed in front of his position. Recoiling, he was surprised when they didn’t explode like the others had. Instead, they hissed and white smoke began billowing out from the small craters. He panicked, thinking that chemical weapons had been dumped on his position. But he soon realized that it was only smoke. The Chinese were attempting to build smokescreens to hide their invasion forces. 

    Chih-ming recovered and again gripped his M2. He looked through the scope and was able to see thermal images through the smokescreen, although it did hamper his ability to see the whole battlefield. His fight was now being limited to a few yards to either side of his line of vision. 

    Panning the weapon to the right, he saw the shape of another boat landing. He began placing more controlled bursts into the middle of the object. When its ramp lowered, he saw multiple thermal images appear. Those were cut down by his fire like the previous ones had been. 

    The volume of outgoing fire intensified along the Taiwanese front as the first of the Chinese landing craft came across the breakers. Amid the smokescreens, the sound of grinding could be heard as the larger Chinese landing ships that made it through the maelstrom of fire ground ashore. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    A few of China’s larger ships pushed ashore alongside the numerous smaller landing craft that came under heavy fire as soon as their ramps lowered. Smoke wreathed these larger vessels, swirling among their hulls and superstructures. With the sound of more grinding, clamshell doors were forced open, revealing gloomy interiors and the front row of armored vehicles. 

    When the initial landing craft hit the shores, Chinese artillery fire from their gunboats shifted farther inland. In an endeavor to isolate the landing zones, they started hitting pre-planned strategic roadways, attempting to slow or stop Taiwanese reinforcements from reaching the frontline fortifications. 

    This shift in fire granted some reprieve for the beleaguered Taiwanese frontline forces. Battalions that had been under heavy fire were finally able to poke their heads above the trench lines and bunkers without having to regularly duck back into cover. But the main defensive positions overlooking the beachfront were still being subjected to artillery fire. 

    Ramps were either extended or lowered from the larger ships to the sandy beaches. The first of China’s APCs, IFVs, and light tanks began nosing out from their cargo holds. They were almost immediately met by Taiwanese anti-tank guided missiles that tore out from fortified bunkers still under heavy bombardment. 

    Clangs rang out over the battlefield as the ATGMs slammed into the lead armored vehicles. Giant explosions of fire enveloped their hulls as they were struck from warheads that were designed to defeat any reactive armor and subsequently penetrate thick steel plating. Hatches were flung open and infernos of flame poured from within. 

    Chinese crews who were able to scurried from their stricken vehicles to jump over the sides, falling long distances to the sand. There they encountered heavy machine gun fire and their bodies were added to the growing mass of Chinese soldiers bobbing in the surf. 

    Burning vehicles were pushed aside, their smoldering or burning hulks tipping over the edges of the ramps to land on their sides. The dark smoke belching from them was added to that already swirling from burning landing craft. 

    More armored vehicles emerged from behind the first rows that came under fire. Their guns were already shooting as they descended, sending tracer streams to slam into Taiwanese positions. These vehicles too were met with volleys of guided missiles. Taiwanese drones entered the battlefield en masse, and operators dove their FPV drones toward the armor. These weren’t quite as effective as the ATGMs, but they served to slow or fatally damage the Chinese armor that were surging from the landing ships. 

    Multiple Chinese armored vehicles burst into flame and pieces of equipment soared aloft as sheets of fire engulfed them. But the weapons they directed toward Taiwanese defensive lines before they succumbed to drones and missiles served to slow Taiwan’s ability to keep up sustained rates of fire. The only ones not affected were the drones as they were launched and controlled from behind the lines. 

    The problem was that drones had to be launched and the operators had to take control of the UAVs before they could enter the arena. That took time. But once on task, they were proving their effectiveness as they struck Chinese armor. Although the inventory of drones Taiwan had prepared and stored in hardened shelters was diminishing at an incredible rate, the number of China’s armored forces were also taking a beating as they tried to force their way up the beach. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    As the sun continued rising, its rays warmed the land. The smokescreen the Chinese had laid down along the landside edges of the beaches began to dissipate and move inland as an onshore breeze developed. 

    Chih-ming was able to again see the beach to his front. There were burning landing craft all along the water’s edge. Hundreds of Chinese dead were lying partially buried in the sand or moving up and down in the surf, their bodies being pushed and pulled as the waves came in and receded. Blood tinged the waters red, the once-white froth tinted a deep shade of pink. 

    Even though the Taiwanese positions were still being hit hard, there came a small respite amid the exploding enemy shells that had now become a part of his life. Smoke drifted from the end of his M2, rising lazily before it was whisked away in the breeze. He’d had to replace the barrel once already when the first one had started glowing red. 

    Empty ammo cans lay upended in the bunker as the gunner had replaced belt after belt. The sound of the battle grew distant as he had become focused on the struggle to keep Chinese troops away from the beach to his immediate front. The fight had narrowed to those few yards where there was the chatter of weapons and the smell of gunpowder. 

    Dark smoke rolled over trench lines as clumps of Chinese armored vehicles sat smoking or on fire. Offshore, there was a confused mess of burning hulks moving up and down in the swells. Looking out from his position, Chih-ming felt the sting of sweat as it dripped into his eyes. 

    As trickles ran down his forehead and cheeks, he stared at the wreckage and flotsam. They had stopped the first wave of China’s landing forces dead in its tracks. Thousands of enemy troops lay dead or dying on the beaches or were left floating in the waves. He didn’t know what the cost had been on his side, but he assumed it had been pretty high. Although he had seen a number of his comrades fall victim to Chinese drones, and had watched wounded being carted away, the only casualty at his position had been the gunner. 

    Exploding rounds landed near his bunker, creating new craters of sand on top of the older ones. Another bombardment had begun. His reprieve was over. The rate of Chinese fire had somehow multiplied, whereas the sound of the outgoing artillery seemed diminished. Having been subjected to intense return fire and drones that evaded their defenses, the Taiwanese guns hadn’t been able to quickly replace their losses. However, having defeated the first batch of Chinese armor, a new wave of Taiwanese drones was headed out over the sea to seek out and destroy China’s artillery bolted to the decks of their ships. 

    Glancing over at the empty ammo cans tossed about the ground, he compared their number to those still sitting stacked near his gunner. He had enough for another battle like the previous one, but he was doubtful whether there was enough for a third. He’d have to send his gunner back for more—if they managed to survive a second wave. And there was going to be a second wave, if what he saw approaching was real. 

    More of the smaller landing craft and larger ships were inbound. Chih-ming wiped the sweat from his brow and checked that the Browning was loaded. A long belt of .50 cal dangled from the breech. He was as ready as he could be to knock back this next incoming wave. His focus was such that he had become inured to the sights, smells, and sounds of the battle, and he had forgotten to be afraid. There was only the here and now. The thought of dying no longer figured into his thinking. 

    Intermixed with the Chinese landing craft, small shapes of amphibious armor came churning in among them. When their tread reached land, their heavy caliber guns added firepower to that of the Chinese troops trying to cross the strand of beach to reach the forward Taiwanese positions. 

    Chih-ming’s machine gun chattered in bursts as he directed rounds into the open compartments of landing craft. More kept coming in continuous waves, discharging enemy soldiers faster than they could be taken down. Several times, he had to duck below the lip of his bunker as Chinese 25mm and 30mm rounds came crashing around him. The suppressing fire of the Chinese armor was taking its toll on the Taiwanese defensive lines. 

    He could hear the chuff of outgoing mortar rounds and see them land amid Chinese soldiers struggling to make headway. The soft sand made it difficult for the enemy soldiers to amass any momentum, but it also hindered the effectiveness of the landing 81mm mortars. They tended to bury themselves before detonating, decreasing their lethal radius. 

    That wasn’t the case in some sections of the beach near creek beds where the ground was stonier. There, the rocks served to increase the effectiveness of the artillery and mortar rounds. The blasts splintered the stones into smaller shards and propelled them along with the shrapnel, basically doubling the lethality of each shell. 

    More of the larger landing ships stormed ashore, deploying armor from their interiors. Armored fights between what remained of Taiwan’s APCs and IFVs broke out. Tracers streaked over the sand in both directions. Chih-ming was busy with his own front and only sporadically saw sparks showering from enemy armored vehicles as rounds struck. But he did see that they were making progress across the beaches, driving forward step by step, firing constantly until a friendly drone would finally come crashing out from the skies. 

    As Chih-ming broke open the breech and had another belt laid in, he saw a group of enemy soldiers dash from a landing craft to his north. Closing the weapon, he brought the machine gun around. He fired and saw his rounds kick up fountains of sand as they struck amid the running troops. Several fell face first as his .50 caliber rounds tore into them. Most made it through his initial burst. He fired again and watched as more went down, his tracers intersecting the rushing figures. 

    Chih-ming was worried that most of the enemy soldiers were about to make it to the forward positions. However, his fire had alerted others of the attempted breakout and other guns joined in. More of the enemy were brought down, their lives cut short as they ran and fired blindly toward Taiwanese positions. Subsequently, very few made it to cover, where converging fire then kept their heads down. 

    Unable to keep shooting on the enemy’s position, Chih-ming was forced to return his focus back to his front to engage the next batch of landing troops. He inwardly cringed at the thought that the first of the enemy had made it past the shoreline, further wondering whether it would be the start of a trend or if they would eventually be cut down and the beach eventually cleared. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Guo Deng clutched his weapon as if he might wring salvation from its cold metal and hard plastic. Over the top of his landing craft, he could see the beach in the distance. Towering mountains of green rose from near the shoreline and he wondered if he’d have to scale those heights to defeat the enemy. 

    Smoke rose from several places among the forested slopes and the Chinese corporal could see tiny puffs of smoke coming from a dozen other locations. He thought those might mark Taiwanese artillery emplacements, but wasn’t exactly sure what they represented. He could measure the results as towering columns of water rose with regularity in the seas around him. 

    The shore itself was a haze of dark smoke and eruptions which hid the immediate area. Guns from the ships farther out to sea were hammering the enemy frontlines. He didn’t see how much of anything could live through those continuous blasts. 

    To the side, larger ships surged ahead of his line of landing vessels. As he watched, he noted that it wasn’t so much that they were rushing ahead as it was that his own craft had slowed. He wondered if something had happened to it mechanically and was only too happy with the thought that they’d have to return to their ship, providing it was still afloat. He certainly wasn’t about to voice any concern about that possibility, though, as he didn’t want to be among the first that landed. 

    His relief at falling behind was immense. No one could live through what was happening ashore. He noticed other boats lagging behind the initial rush and thought that perhaps a second wave was being formed from the lead vessels. 

    As his sister craft in the lead approached the beach, he saw one lift completely out of the waves from a spout of water that suddenly materialized in front of it. Guo Deng thought that perhaps an artillery round had landed close, when the same thing happened to one of the larger ships ahead of his. 

    What in the hell caused that? he thought, his original fear returning in full force. 

    Up and down the line, explosions engulfed ships large and small as walls of water rose near their bows. Intense blasts rolled over his landing craft from each one, much deeper and heavier than the artillery rounds falling among them. It dawned on him that the lead ships were running through a minefield. He hadn’t even thought about that, and it was yet another horror that he’d have to face when it was his time to rush forward. 

    Aside from his own craft slowing as part of what he assumed was some much greater plan, Guo Deng couldn’t make hide nor hair of a battle strategy. As far as he could tell, there was just a mad rush of boats toward the beach. It was up to whomever made it there to brute force their way ashore. Perhaps that was the battle plan, pushing ahead regardless of casualties. That didn’t make him feel any better, and the fear engulfing him from the noise and destruction was nearly paralyzing in its intensity. 

    Wanting to know what would be in store for him when it was his turn to hit the beaches, he focused on the leading forces closing in. Trying to ignore the smoking vessels drifting on the swells, he watched as the craft grew smaller. A solid line of white smoke formed across the beachhead. Tracers flew from defensive lines, flying out from a developing smokescreen. He was a little relieved to see that there was something of a plan actually taking place. 

    Helicopters flew overhead in small groups, heading toward land. The thumps of their rotors were heard only briefly over the sound of the diesel driving his boat and the crash of falling artillery. They unleashed a swarm of missiles which sped landward. Where he could see them land, he saw small gouts of smoke rise. Otherwise, they flew through the smokescreen to hit unseen targets. 

    Multiple strings of flares arcing away from the attack choppers were hypnotic. Guo Deng watched with horror as several of the helicopters fell victim to enemy missiles, the white streamers of smoke lingering where the weapons were fired from. One chopper started spinning and crashed into the sea only a hundred yards away. Yet another danger reared its head: falling helicopters. 

    Plumes of dark smoke rose from the shoreline from the long line of vessels that had landed. The enemy was putting up a heavy fight. As far as he could see to the north and south, ships were landing on beaches and being met with a heavy volume of fire originating from behind a line of white smoke. He wasn’t so sure which side was responsible. Was it the enemy trying to hide their positions? Or was it his own attempting to hide the landing forces? He hadn’t been privy to any of the planning other than to be told which boat he’d been assigned to, with orders to rush ashore and engage any enemy positions he encountered. 

    He felt like a sitting duck. The ships in the vanguard had propelled forward and were hitting the beaches, and here he was, sitting idle, nearly seasick with the stern rising and falling as waves rolled past. The Chinese corporal thought it would only be a matter of time until one of the Taiwanese shells found his boat, especially as they were no longer a moving target. Of course, moving might not necessarily decrease the odds of being hit. They could just as easily drive underneath a falling round. 

    The diesels revved and the vessel surged ahead. Splashes over the gunwales increased after having taken a pause while they had wallowed in the seas. Guo Deng tensed and his stomach churned, turning into a hard ball of tangled knots. With other craft heading toward shore along with his, there was no doubt in his mind that it was now his turn to storm the beaches. 

    The fear had been so great for so long that he didn’t even know if he was fully aware of himself. It felt like he was merely a spectator watching someone else in his body go through the motions. He could feel the white-knuckled grip on his carbine, but then again, it didn’t feel like his hands were holding it. The smell of the mess swirling back and forth in the bottom of the boat was something of the past, the odor no longer reaching his sensory inputs. The chunks floating on the surface no longer caused him to gag. The sight was only that, a sight that really didn’t have much of a connection in his brain. 

    Ignoring the instinctual nature to remain below the lip of the landing craft, he rose to get a better look at what he was heading into. The beach toward which they were motoring was a hazy, confused mess. Dark smoke rising from the first wave of ships moved inland, making the forested slopes above the beaches smoky like some dark fog had formed within their midst. 

    From what he could see in the disorder, the smokescreen was also gone. Although it was hard to tell anything, really. He wondered if the first wave had succeeded in breaking through the Taiwanese defenses. There were still explosions on the beach, but the corporal didn’t know whose fire it was. He supposed it had to be Taiwanese rounds landing. If they were his own, then they’d be firing on friendlies. He hoped to hell that wasn’t the case. 

    If it was enemy fire, then he very much doubted that the vanguard of troops and equipment had made it far. That meant he and the others with him in the second wave were most likely going to run into a hornet’s nest. They’d have to fight their way ashore, something their predecessors hadn’t been able to achieve. And if they hadn’t been able to make any headway, how likely was it that this outcome was going to be any different? 

    A carpet of tracers the size of his head was flying from the hazy line at the beach. Sparks flew from several adjacent boats as some of the heavy caliber rounds struck. The altered reality Guo Deng had been living in suddenly came zooming back into focus and he realized that he was making himself more of a target. The tracers were all too real when several zipped alongside the craft, speeding farther out to sea. He could hear their buzz and physically feel their passage. 

    He ducked back down just as a solid stream of red passed directly over the boat. 

    “Are you crazy?” one of his fellow soldiers asked. “Keep your head down.” 

    Not replying, Guo Deng meekly took his seat. But the sight of what waited ahead was still very vivid in his mind’s eye. The sounds of the battle along the shoreline grew louder. The explosions echoing over the water had rolled into one continuous barrage of noise. He knew he only had a few minutes to live. He also knew there wasn’t anything he could do to alter that fact. 

    All through his brief life, he had wondered from time to time what he would do if he knew he only had a short time to live. His answer would change periodically through the years. Well, here he was, facing that exact situation and he had no idea what to do with his final few minutes, nor did he have any of the choices he’d imagined. He had always assumed that he would have some sort of control over his last moments, but here he was, meekly going to his death without having made much of a contribution, without imparting any final wisdom, without even the grace of a final meal. Instead, his thoughts were filled with just how miserable and scared he was. He almost wished that it would just end so he wouldn’t have to be so terrified. 

    The roar of breaking waves could be heard on the other side of the thin metal hull, blending in with the increasing sound of blasts and machine gun fire. Pings hit the front of the vessel, causing him to startle and cringe with each one. 

    Heavy plumes rose ahead of the boat, giving some indication of how close they were getting. The volume of noise was loud enough that the sound of the diesels was becoming drowned out. The officer at the front had turned and was yelling something, but whatever he was saying was lost. He had an idea of what it was when others closer to the officer rose and began adjusting their gear. Guo Deng rose and tightened the straps of his vest, checking that the grenades and extra mags were secured in their pouches. 

    He wondered how long he’d last. Would it be quick or would he have to lie lingering in agony? As they neared the beach, he could somehow hear, or perhaps feel, the boat hitting something heavy. There would be a thud, and then another, in a continuous series that didn’t end. The air reeked of gunpowder and a myriad of other smells. With the smoke being driven inland, there was only a hint of odors, but those were growing stronger by the second. 

    Sharp metallic pings started hitting the front ramp with more frequency. Some hit so hard that he was surprised he didn’t see indentations form. The engines revved even higher, and the front of the boat rose up over a wave. He then stumbled forward as the landing craft came into contact with the sand and drove up onto the beach. 

    The pings against the front were steady, as if someone were knocking on a fire escape door with a pair of brass knuckles. This was it. Guo Deng froze in place, expecting to see Hell in front of him when the ramp dropped. The sight of thick smoke billowing from the sides and the crackle of fires mixed with the concussive sound of detonations, the whine of bullets streaking past and those hitting the boat adding treble to the explosive bass background. 

    The first thin view of the beach shone through as the ramp started downward. It then dropped the rest of the way all at once, hitting the sand with a solid thump. The world for Guo Deng upheaved. The sides of the landing craft had muted some of the sound and it now hit the inside of the boat like a hammer. The explosions lifting gouts of sand became drumbeats that drove the beat of his heart. But that wasn’t the thing that most brutally intruded upon his world. 

    Thfffpt…Thfffpt…Thfffpt. 

    The endless muffled sound was that of bullets slamming into the flesh of the front row of soldiers. The officer and those around them immediately collapsed to the deck or were thrown to the sides. Those in the lead didn’t have a chance to take a step before they were mowed down. Blood sprayed in red globules and pink mist as limbs were ripped from bodies. Heads burst apart when .50 caliber rounds tore through bone, sending meaty chunks of flesh and hair to slap against the interior sides, there to slide slowly down the army green hull. 

    The rounds coming into the boat kept up a steady stream, hitting subsequent rows of his company as those in front fell. Guo Deng saw this in some kind of distorted view, the line of bodies collapsing or being tossed aside steadily nearing his place in slow motion. Suddenly, those around him were frantically trying to find a way from the path of those bullets, not wanting to find themselves part of the bloody piles of torn flesh lying in the vomity mess at the bottom of the boat. 

    Several tried going over the side only to be cut down as well. Unknown to Guo Deng, the landing craft had started slewing to the side as soon as it hit the sandy shore. Those on the opposite side of the vessel were attempting to go over the side, straight into the teeth of the incoming fire. 

    Guo Deng only froze for half a second before he too scrambled over the side. He didn’t even think about the action. One moment he was standing fixedly, staring at the carnage happening in front, and the next he was landing waist deep in the water. His decision didn’t account for his weak swimming skills or the fact that he weighed too much to float. It had been certain death versus a probability of it, analyzed in a split second by his subconscious. 

    Pressed against the side of the boat as it slid around toward shore, assisted by the waves, he heard screaming coming from inside. Not all of those who had fallen had died instantly. Metallic pings continued to hit the side of the vessel, some of them slamming against the interior hull where he had been standing only a moment before. 

    The incoming fire was ridiculously heavy. Mortars and larger artillery shells were hitting the beach, the shrapnel adding to the list of weapons hitting the landing craft. The vessel next to the one he was hiding behind was smoking madly, the plumes rising before bending sharply landward. 

    He turned to find a group of others who had made it over the side. He didn’t bother counting, but it looked like perhaps half had made it out. Maybe a little less. And he was in the lead, pressed against the front side. It wasn’t where he’d like to be, but he didn’t want to move away from his protection for even the half foot he would need to move farther back. Enemy rounds were still slamming into the burning LST. 

    Waves continued rolling in, washing up against the landing craft. Dead bodies bumped against both him and the boat, their faces pale from blood loss with clouded eyes that stared at nothing. The water was tinged red, and he didn’t know if this was worse than the muck that had been in the bottom of the boat. He now knew what the quiet thuds had been as their boat had driven through the waves. Guo Deng also now understood why the first wave hadn’t made it off the beach. 

    Water sprayed upward as enemy rounds struck. They were still very much under fire, and he wondered just how long the hull would last before the heavy caliber rounds punched through. 

    Turning to those lined up behind him, he yelled, “Push the boat sideways!” 

    Besides opting to go over the side, it was the first action of the boat’s survivors to ensure they lasted a few moments longer. They all pushed against the hull, forcing the landing craft to move faster and hopefully anchor it against the sand. Although he was terrified, the ability to do something was reassuring. It wasn’t relief, but it was good to be able to assert a little control over his life. 

    The fire diminished to some degree, but it was obvious that they weren’t out of danger. Mortars still struck near their position, but the corporal wasn’t sure if they were specifically aimed at them or just part of the overall attempt to put up a wall of fire. Guo Deng was finally able to take a moment. 

    There was the hot smell of burning metal, rubber, and oil. Riding amid that acrid stench was the ripe stink of bowels that had been ripped open. The fear-filled adrenaline, the smells prevailing in the breeze, and the sight of the dead proved too much. Hugging the side of the boat, Guo Deng again gagged, dry heaving until he thought his muscles would tear as the buzzing zip of rounds flew through the air only inches away, hitting the water or the sides of the landing craft. Salt water splashed in his face and entered his eyes and mouth, making it worse when he thought about what else it contained. 

    As he wiped the stringy drool from his mouth, he thought that at least he was safe for the moment. How long that would last was anyone’s guess, considering the situation he was in. Ricochets whined into the distance as he pondered his position. Should he just remain in place and wait for others to arrive? The faces on those behind him surely suggested they would be okay with that idea. 

    Three waterspouts arose from their side of the craft, showering the line of soldiers. Guo Deng heard screams from farther down the line and turned to see several soldiers clutching wounds. Blood streamed through their fingers, falling in watery drops into the waves. A couple of others were added to the dead floating in the surf. Their haven had been compromised, and he realized that they had to move. If they stayed, then it would only be a matter of time before they were all cut down. 

    He peeked around the corner. It was mayhem out there. Contorted bodies lay everywhere. Limbs in the tattered remains of sleeves and pants legs were strewn about like they were part of a predators’ feasting ground. And still enemy rounds landed, further destroying the human remains and knocking them from place to place. Armor lay wrecked and smoking, some with flames shooting out taller than the ships they came from. 

    The end of the beach seemed impossibly far. To get there, Guo Deng knew he’d have to run a true gauntlet of fire that was laid in front of him. As if to throw insult after injury, he’d have to do that while running through soft sand. He wasn’t so sure that leaving his newfound sanctuary was for the best. On the other hand, it would be by his choice, and perhaps it was better than waiting in fear for death to arrive. 

    He pulled back, the sound of the battle not nearly so intense now. He turned to the soldier behind him, completely forgetting the man’s name and not bothering to glance at his nametag. 

    “We have to move away from here or we are going to be killed,” Guo Deng shouted. 

    “Move?! Are you crazy?! Where in the hell are we going to move to?” the soldier replied. 

    “We have to get off this beach and move inland,” Guo Deng stated. “There is no other choice.” 

    The soldier leaned around Guo Deng for a moment and then pulled back just as fast. 

    “And cross that?! There is no way we will survive.” 

    The boat they were leaning against shook and vibrated heavily, the noise of the explosion ringing hard in their ears. A ball of fire and smoke rose above the line of Chinese soldiers, angrily roiling into the air. Something had detonated against the hull. Remembering the missile trails he’d previously seen, Guo Deng bet that the Taiwanese were firing anti-tank weapons in their attempt to destroy the landing craft. If that was the case, then their time was indeed short. 

    “We will not survive here either.” 

    The man shook his head, trying to clear the incessant ringing from the blast. He peeked around Guo Deng again, just as quickly pulling back. 

    “There is a small creek bed just off to the right. If we can manage to get there, it might shield us a little. They will see us, and the fire there might be worse than here.... But if we must move out, that may be our best chance.” 

    Guo Deng nodded. “Tell the others.” 

    The message that they were moving out filtered down the line. With the missile and the mortars hitting, they knew the boat offered little chance of surviving the next few minutes, let alone how long it would take for the subsequent waves to arrive. The bodies floating in the water and bumping up against their legs was a testament against waiting, but also that the shoreline offered only death. Perhaps moving inland offered no better chance of survival, but staying wasn’t an option. 

    The message was relayed back down the line. The man behind Guo Deng patted him on the shoulder. It was time to go. 

    Guo Deng took a deep breath and exhaled. He likely wouldn’t even make it past the corner, but at least it was of his own volition. His life would end the same way, but at least he had made a choice regarding his fate. For some reason, that really seemed to matter to him. He would really like to survive this situation, but as he didn’t see any way that could happen, he wanted to go out on his own terms. He cocked his head; he finally had an answer to his lifelong question of what he’d do in his final moments. 

    Even though he had a plan, instinctive terror made him hesitant to move past the edge of the landing craft. He was waiting for a break in the eruptions occurring up and down the beach, and for the tracers to wane. But even though the noise oscillated, there hadn’t yet been a defined break that screamed for him to go. He didn’t see where he had any choice but to just run through the barrages. It was one thing to contemplate, and even decide to move out into danger, but he was finding it was something completely different to turn those thoughts into movement. His legs refused to respond to their call to action. To be honest, he didn’t blame them. He shook his head, remembering that the cover he was behind didn’t represent safety, but in fact was a death trap. 

    “Come on, you can do this!” he whispered to himself. 

    Guo Deng turned back toward the soldier behind, perhaps hoping to find that the man had changed his mind. If the man at his shoulder said anything, or merely blinked like he would prefer remaining, then he would have faltered and resigned himself to stay until a round found him. The eyes staring back at him were wide with fright, but there seemed to be a hardened determination resting behind that fear. 

    The man nodded and Guo Deng’s mind was made up. He nodded in return and turned back. He knew if he hesitated again, he might not ever move. Checking that his carbine had a chambered round and that his mag was securely locked into place, he went forward. 

    It wasn’t quite the race he imagined as he was still waist deep in water. As he cleared the corner, he pushed against the numerous bodies crowding the shoreline. The sound of the battlefield erupted in full volume, and he felt like he had entered a completely different world. 

    Before, he had been a spectator to the blossoming explosions and tracers streaking across the beach. Now he was immersed in that environment, and there was no going back. In his mind, he knew with certainty that if he turned around, one of the bullets flying out from the hazy line of trees at the edge of the sand would find him. From this moment on, there was only forward. 

    Small waves rolled against the back of his legs as he trudged toward dry land. He stepped over and around bodies that were wedged in the wet sand, becoming partially buried. Washed intestines were strung out like thick nautical ropes, and one long strand threatened to become entangled in his boots like some monstrous tentacle attempting to pull him out to sea. 

    Upon reaching the shore, he was able to move faster. His legs pumped hard, but he didn’t seem to be making much headway as he encountered dry sand. His training had told him to run in zigzag patterns through enemy fire, throwing off the aim of those shooting at him. But he felt that would delay his dash to the creek bed and only place him in the direct line of fire from dozens of machine guns for that much longer. 

    Tracers reached out from a hundred different locations, the rounds whizzing past the strung-out line of soldiers. Guo Deng didn’t know how many had followed him from the landing craft and didn’t want to turn around to find out. For one, that would slow him down; also, he didn’t want to see that he was the only one who had dared risk the beach crossing. That would terrify him to no end, even more than the sight of bullets heading his direction. 

    A nearby explosion lifted a mountain of sand into the air, knocking him to the ground. He heard the hiss of sand as it rained around and over him. But he didn’t stay down for more than a second before he was up and moving forward, at first on all fours until he again found his footing. 

    Red tracers zipped past, the sound like a hundred angry bees. Sand kicked up around his feet as heavy rounds hit. Guo Deng heard more solid thuds coming from behind him, along with sounds like someone sharply exhaling. He thought perhaps that it was others with him breathing hard during their dash. He felt himself breathing hard too, even though he didn’t really feel all that winded. 

    He was surprised to find that he was screaming, the sound of it coming from his mouth seeming foreign. He wasn’t sure that he could stop it, even if he wanted to. It seemed natural and he wondered if it wasn’t perhaps some form of protection. 

    The second thing that surprised him, perhaps even more than discovering that he was yelling, was the fact that he was shooting. He saw tracers streak away from him, converging with the tree line laying along the edge of the beach. He wondered just when he’d started firing. 

    Feeling the bolt lock back, he ejected the empty mag. Struggling to pull a full one from a pouch while running, he was able to finally jam a fresh mag into the lower chamber. He released the bolt and began firing again, this time controlling the bursts as he focused on locations from which enemy tracers were coming. 

    He didn’t recognize the person running and shooting in the midst of incoming fire. It still felt like a suicide run, as he had imagined just before he left the confines of the cover, but he was still on his feet. 

    He staggered as another mortar shell landed nearby, this time managing to keep his balance, although it was touch and go for a couple of steps. Guo Deng slammed a fresh mag home as the creek bed he’d been striving to reach loomed ahead. His boots found firmer ground as he drew closer, the sand changing to stones. 

    Some of the tracers that had been angling toward him from locations farther up and down the beach fell away. There were only a couple still arcing toward him and he turned to place bursts from his carbine in the direction they were coming from. Some of his green tracers went into the vegetation next to the shoreline in the exact same place that red ones were emerging from. He didn’t pause to see whether the incoming fire slackened, keeping his focus on the creek bed. 

    Dense foliage was draped over the dry bed, the greenery ravaged by shells that had landed. He realized that the explosions that had engulfed the trees beyond the shore weren’t landing to his immediate front anymore. He supposed that was a good thing, as he didn’t want to run directly into his own artillery. It was evident that this place had been hit, but had it been enough to subdue the enemy positions? From the fire being directed toward him, he doubted it. 

    Unless he immersed himself in the jungle which lay ahead, he’d likely have to fight the Taiwanese soldiers in their bunkers or trenches. When he left his cover, seemingly a lifetime ago, he hadn’t really thought about that. He hadn’t thought about what he’d do when he reached the tree lines, as he didn’t think he’d make it that far. But he was nearing it now, and it was something he’d have to deal with very shortly. 

    There was a fleeting thought that he could just give himself up. He could drop his weapon and raise his hands. There was a good chance that he would be taken in. Becoming a prisoner may not bode very well for him, especially since he was a part of an invasion force determined to conquer a people in their own homeland, but he’d at least be alive. It was a very compelling thought, even as he was continuing to direct fire toward enemy positions. 

    As he ran through the smoky haze drifting up from the shoreline, he heard the crunch of gravel coming from behind. He knew that there were others with him who had survived the mad dash across the beach. Where the dry bed emerged from the entangled limbs and fronds that had been slashed, there was a slight rise of ground. Seeming larger than it was, that small embankment screamed at him that sanctuary could be found there. 

    In the creek, he angled toward the newfound haven. He didn’t know if he had it in him to go any farther. The adrenaline that had taken over his body and fueled his movements felt like it was coming to an end and that he’d better find shelter before his luck ran out. Sparks showered the ground of the creek bed like dropped sparklers. Ricochetting bullets whined off into the distance. 

    Reaching the ledge, Guo Deng dove against the embankment, realizing too late that the stones along the edge were sharp. he felt a dozen of them punch into his ribs as he came up hard against them, nearly knocking the breath from him. Panting, he ignored the sudden pain and pushed hard up against the overhanging bank. A second later, someone else dove next to him. Together, the two of them huddled in the cover and tried to catch their breaths. 

    Guo Deng looked at the man next to him, realizing that it was the soldier who had been directly behind him at the boat. He was glad not only to see that someone else had followed him, but to see that this man in particular had made it. Looking out from their cover, he saw a small group of Chinese soldiers struggling up the beach. Others were strung out in a line, running for all they were worth. 

    He watched in dread as the running troops were cut down by enemy machine guns. One moment they were running through the sand and stones, and the next, they flailed and fell in sprays of blood. Small explosions dropped among the stragglers with few of the soldiers still moving after the smoke cleared. Those who had followed him were being torn apart by enemy fire. He mentally urged the rest on, but he was doubtful that many, if any, would make it. He felt helpless as the watched his comrades being gunned down. 

    The path they’d taken from the boat was littered with fallen soldiers. Most of them were still, but Guo Deng saw some of them moving as they tried crawling away from their agony. He had to look away lest the pain of their suffering and the death of so many overwhelm him. 

    The haven he’d found would only provide a small respite. Once those who had followed him were downed, the enemy would turn their attention toward him and his companion. They certainly wouldn’t last long once that happened, for surely they’d been seen and their location noted. 

    Guo Deng heard a machine gun chattering nearby. He realized that the only hope he had was to have other survivors join him. For that to happen, he’d have to clear some of the enemy from their positions. Again, he didn’t feel like he was in his own body, let alone entertaining thoughts of engaging the enemy in their fortified trenches. He had left the boat to survive, and taking the fight to prepared positions wasn’t a choice that invited a lengthy lifespan. 

    Nevertheless, he inserted a fresh mag and took out a couple of grenades. He caught his compatriot’s attention. The man’s eyes were the size of saucers, the fear and disbelief that he’d made it that far evident. Guo Deng felt like his own were the same. His ears rang from the explosions he’d been, and was being, subjected to. The race across the beach was a blur of sight and sound, the memory just broken clips rather one continuous footage of events. He didn’t really remember much beyond those first steps into the open. 

    With blasts still dominating the beach, and some landing in close proximity, he motioned over the top of the bank. The man next to him nodded, readying his carbine and extracting a grenade. 

    Guo Deng armed the first of his grenades and tossed it over the embankment in the direction that he heard the machine gun firing. His partner also tossed his, the object arcing out of sight. Throwing his second grenade, he crouched. 

    The ground shook as his first grenade cooked off, a smoke cloud rising amid entangled vegetation. When his buddy’s and then his second one went off, he leapt over the edge. He was immediately confronted by the end of a trench line. The sight was unexpected, but not as shocking as the fact that it was clear of enemy soldiers. 

    Jumping into the complex, the nearby machine gun started firing again. Others had made it to the creek bed and were coming up hard behind him. The fear and adrenaline had turned them a little crazy as they jumped into the trench line behind him. 

    Reaching behind, one of the soldier’s handed him another grenade. He readied it and threw it beyond a corner in the trench. Ducking, he waited for the explosion before advancing forward. He stepped over a couple of Taiwanese soldiers that had been partially buried by artillery rounds crashing near their positions. He placed a round into each of their bodies to make sure they weren’t pretending to be dead. Making it this far, he didn’t want to fall victim to a B-movie ruse like that. 

    The blast tossed dirt into the air, and he peeked around the corner of the zigzagging trench. Several Taiwanese troopers were on the ground, some of them twisting in agony. He jumped around and sent bursts into the writhing enemy, stilling their low moans and pain. 

    He moved up to the next corner, tossing a couple more grenades toward the chattering machine gun. The bursts ended abruptly, replaced by a high-pitched keening. A couple more grenades brought silence. 

    Guo Deng expected to be pelted by gunfire when he quickly peeked around the bend, but what he saw made him realize that his grenades had demolished an enemy outpost. Bodies lay in contorted positions, their tattered uniforms smoldering in places. One of the enemy soldiers had flame shooting from his vest. Either the hot shrapnel had ignited a flare or punched a hole in a grenade or RPG round. 

    He ducked quickly back as a fiery explosion ripped along the trench. Solid thuds impacted the wall to his front from shrapnel. When he again turned the corner, the position was even more of a mess than before. Body parts were strewn along the floor with innards looped around equipment and draped from the earthen walls. 

    He moved forward, making sure that the figures lying in the trench were dead. Once he reached the machine gun position, with the weapon askew and the barrel angled skyward, Guo Deng halted. He didn’t know how much farther he should go, and looking back, there weren’t that many still with him. More had been lost crossing the beach than had made it. But they were in relative safety now, with the trench providing cover. 

    His main worry was that they would get shelled by their own, but there was no way to contact anyone to let them know where they were. The best they could do would be to ride it out. It was unlikely that Taiwan would fire on them unless word of their arrival had been forwarded. But again, even so, they were in better shape than they had been at the boat. 

    His greatest concern was that Taiwan knew that they were there and would counterattack their lost position. He had some of those behind him upright the machine gun and ensure that it was working. Not wanting to draw attention to himself and the others, he directed them not to fire unless they were under direct attack. The others searched the trench for additional weapons, coming up with several anti-tank guided missile launchers. 

    Other than that, there wasn’t much in the way of intact enemy personal weapons or grenades. Guo Deng and the small contingent with him were reliant on what they brought with them, which wasn’t much to hold off a sustained attack by the enemy. They did what they could at the moment and hunkered down, trying their best to be nothing but a hole in the ground. 

    Guo Deng had no idea that he and the few others with him were the first to reach Taiwan’s forward positions. 
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    Chapter Eight 

    In the bowels of a modified Chinese ship, monitors watching the landing zones via observation drones had witnessed the near annihilation of the first wave hitting the length of beaches fronting the areas north and south of Hualien. Their task was to look for any breakthrough in Taiwan’s lines. With the lack of success following their first efforts, it was up to the second wave to find a crack and force a wedge into the first layer of the enemy’s defenses. 

    This was the critical phase on which the entire southern offensive was hinged. Regardless of any military successes they could thus far count, failure here would mean that China’s vision to integrate Taiwan would be doomed. The two major airports around Hualien were crucial to the success of the northern push for Taipei. Without them, air support would have to come from the mainland, which would affect loiter times and the ability to provide rapid responses for requests of close air support. 

    But when the second wave hit the shoreline, it appeared that it would become a repeat of the first attempt. The supporting armor was hit as soon as they emerged from within the landing ships, their firepower only viable for a few moments. Taiwanese drones descended in swarms, damaging and then destroying the light tanks and infantry fighting vehicles sent to assist the thousands of soldiers trying to force their way ashore. 

    The staff in charge of the Chinese ground forces watched the live feeds with consternation, plotting enemy positions and attempting to concentrate artillery fire at the enemy’s identified strong points. It seemed that as soon as they located and eliminated Taiwanese armor near the beachfront, reinforcements would roll in and replace the smoldering hulks. 

    It was the same with the artillery batteries hidden in the hills. Tucked away in the folds of the land, it was proving difficult to hit their locations. This was especially true with the antique equipment bolted to the top decks of specially modified ships. On the move, it was hard to place rounds exactly where they were needed. Plus, the fact that Taiwan was effectively utilizing the backside slopes made it problematic. 

    The shoot-and-scoot principles Taiwan was using often meant that the targets were no longer there when the Chinese shells arrived. By the time it took to locate the enemy emplacements and coordinate for artillery fire, the enemy units had already departed. Those that weren’t using the narrow roads in the foothills and nested inside of hardened shelters were equally proving complicated to remove. The best the Chinese command staff could do was to keep the enemy artillery under fire in order to keep them pinned down and force those in the open to remain moving. The best they could hope for was to limit their effectiveness. 

    Considering what had happened to the first wave of men and equipment, those in charge of the overall ground operations watched the second wave approach with a heightened sense of anxiety. Their stomachs knotted when the lead vessels came under fire from missiles and the increased intensity of shells landing. 

    Boats were hit while driving over the surf, floundering in the waves. Additional craft that made it to the shoreline were hammered as they dropped their ramps. Soldiers fell as if an invisible wire had cut through them. Some in command were already wondering just how they would spin their part in the defeat so they might come out of this fiasco with their careers somewhat intact. The loss of the carriers and their supporting aircraft was telling. Helicopters drove shoreward, hoping to make up for some of the loss and provide close air support, but that was at the sacrifice of other planned missions. 

    While the Chinese command staff were concentrating on the entirety of the beach, each of the monitors had their own zone on which to focus. It was for that reason that one of the officers in charge of the surveillance teams first noted the dash of Chinese soldiers across one of the landing zones. 

    The officer was immediately on the radio, detailing the news and suggesting that artillery falling in the area be redirected. The news traveled quickly, and the supporting artillery was at first halted and then redirected to a hundred yards on either flank. Some was refocused on inland targets, keeping the area to the immediate front of the soldiers clear. 

    Both the surveillance officer and command staff had watched the desperate dash, each urging them on. The knots in their stomachs tightened as enemy machine guns hit the scattered groupings. It was a silent battle, the tracers speeding away from hidden positions buried in the fallen vegetation converging with the troops. They could imagine just how it must sound to those desperate soldiers slogging through deep sand…the chugging of heavy caliber guns, the explosions of mortars landing nearby, and the screams of those hit. 

    But the group continued forward, leaving bodies lying behind with each step they took. It was farther than anyone else had made it, though it appeared that the charge would still end the same way. But then the officer and command staff saw the lead grouping miraculously reach the thick vegetation lining the beach. The drifting smoke and haze made it hard to see what was happening, but to all appearances, the first group of soldiers had breached the frontline of Taiwan’s defenses. 

    This was what they had been waiting for, the first break in the enemy lines. It was on the narrowest part of the long, curved stretch of beach two miles south of Manbo Beach. It wasn’t an ideal location for a breakthrough, as it could be easily contained, but it was something. The Chinese commanders chose to prosecute this advantage before a counterattack swept the surviving soldiers from their positions. 

    Attack helicopters flying from the decks of Type 075 and Type 071 landing ships were redirected from their current support missions. Targets were reassigned while the Harbin Z-20 and Changhe Z-10 choppers were in the air. Their new mission orders were to safeguard the flanks of the breakthrough. 

    This wasn’t an easy decision for the Chinese commanders to make. The losses incurred had decreased the number of available attack and transport helicopters. Replacements had been ordered from the mainland and were enroute, but it would take them an hour or more to arrive. The situation could very well change in that time, and there were other priority missions that had to be accomplished. 

    For one, there were upcoming missions to carry soldiers to strategic positions on the flanks. It was imperative that the bridges to the north and south be captured to prevent Taiwanese reinforcements from reaching the battlefield. 

    The Taiwanese losses could too easily be replaced, whereas China was limited to what they’d brought. Already, more soldiers were in the process of being helicoptered in along a wide, curved route to the south of Taiwan, but there were only so many that could be brought at a time. And then there was the fact that many of China’s landing craft had already been destroyed. In the short time they’d been attacking Taiwan’s shores, they were quickly reaching a breaking point. Still, this breakthrough by a few soldiers was what they sorely needed, so they chose to focus everything they could afford on this opportunity. 

    Some of the Z-10 attack helicopters were ordered to keep a watch out for enemy armor north and south of the breech. The next set of orders went out to the air-cushioned landing craft (LCAC) already in the water and waiting just for this set of circumstances. ZUBR-class, Type 726 heavy hovercraft, along with Type 724 medium LCACs were given their orders to drive for the shore. 

    The hovercraft carried a mix of infantry fighting vehicles, soldiers, and amphibious armored vehicles. The crews pushed the throttles up, and soon the hovercraft were sweeping over the swells. The larger craft sped toward the beach at nearly sixty knots, while the smaller vessels lagged behind at their forty-knot max speed. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Taiwanese commanders, also monitoring the invasion attempt and beachfront, weren’t oblivious to the fact that one of their positions in the north had been compromised. They knew the dangers and ramifications, should China be able to gain a foothold. It was vital that they organize a counterattack as soon as possible and boot the interlopers from the beach. 

    They knew that they’d done well in halting the first wave and were in the process of knocking back the second one. That had come with heavy losses, however. Some of the brigades leading the fight had been badly mauled. The Chinese artillery had been particularly brutal, and without the time to construct better defenses, the casualties were extensive. 

    One of the shining lights was that their few attack choppers had been left relatively intact. China hadn’t been able to muster much of an air defense this close to shore, and the anti-air capabilities coming from ships offshore were light. The warships providing close-in protection were busy with Taiwanese anti-ship missiles that were being fired at the ships on the horizon. 

    Another was that the artillery was still mostly preserved. But the constant Chinese fire was keeping that asset’s usefulness to a minimum. The batteries were either having to emerge from their shelters with extreme caution or were constantly on the move to avoid counterbattery fire. 

    Their armored units had taken a beating, both from enemy artillery and from the attack helicopters constantly harassing the shoreline. Anti-air defenses had taken their toll of China’s helicopters and had mostly kept them at a distance, but they had hit many of the frontline IFVs. 

    Enemy drones were also becoming a nuisance, inflicting damage on reinforcing units. The radar-guided guns that were proving effective against this menace had to be pulled from the lines to escort arriving formations, thus limiting the effectiveness of the counter-UAS efforts. 

    All in all, the Taiwanese defenses were holding up, but at great cost. This infiltration, even though by a small number of Chinese soldiers, had the potential to upend these efforts. Several IFVs and main battle tanks, along with supporting infantry, were gathered for a counterattack to neutralize this new threat. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With the enemy soldiers vanishing from his line of sight, Chih-ming resumed his sporadic hammering of the landing craft to his immediate front. He fired at anything that moved, trying to conserve his ammunition as best as he could. He didn’t want to waste it, but neither did he want to give any Chinese soldiers that might be hiding among the wreckage along the shoreline a chance to fire back. 

    The fight resumed what it had previously been. Enemy helicopters approached and fired on friendly positions, with missiles rising in defense. Unseen, friendly choppers delivered fire into the hulks and incoming boats. All the while, artillery from both sides dominated the sounds punctuating the beachfront. 

    The Taiwanese sergeant saw more craft coming in from beyond the breakers. The white of churned water was much more significant than previous waves, and the objects grew larger by the second. They were moving at incredible speeds, angling to a point north of his position. 

    Chih-ming thought it might have something to do with the Chinese soldiers that dashed across the beach. Maybe they had made it and presented more of a threat than he’d given them credit for. It didn’t seem to him that many had made it, but from the number of hovercraft racing for a landing opposite where he’d seen them vanish, he guessed that the Chinese thought they’d been given an opportunity. 

    He glanced in that direction, trying to ascertain what might be happening to the north. After all, if they were losing positions there, it wouldn’t be long until his became compromised from the flank. 

    As he refocused back to the inbound enemy vessels, he saw lines of white smoke shoot overhead to converge with the craft. Several erupted in balls of flame as they were struck. A loud roar overhead caused him to duck and he caught a fleeting glimpse of a dark object shoot past. A dark plane was turning hard, disappearing back inland. 

    He was uplifted at the sight of his nation’s air force, or what was left of it, entering the fight. Several vessels that littered the shoreline were hit again as missiles came streaking in from above. Chih-ming didn’t know it, but some of the remaining F-35Bs stationed in the west had flown through the mountainous valleys to deliver Hellfire missiles into the contingent of Chinese landing craft and armor along the beaches and others striving for shore. Others were directed to the northern landing sites. Due to China’s air superiority, these aircraft could only be used sporadically when radars showed few enemy aircraft in the vicinity. 

    Once the roar of the aircraft faded, a loud, sharp crack came from the south. He saw another of the hovercraft take a direct hit from something. The explosion tore a huge hole in one side of the large vessel, the smoke cloud falling quickly behind the racing landing craft. Missiles shot out from the beach. Flares and chaff flew out from the inbound craft. Several of the guided missiles flew away from their path, falling victim to the physical and electronic countermeasures. 

    One of the vessels took a direct hit on one of its three aft propellers. The shroud surrounding the blade shattered and the propeller was torn free from its mount. A streamer of smoke trailed from the speeding craft, but the vessel seemed unaffected by the loss. 

    Another ATGM slammed into the front of another hovercraft. The enemy LCAC emerged from the fiery cloud of smoke, its front mangled. Chih-ming could see directly into the interior through a mass of twisted metal. A massive spray of water shot up and outward as the large vessel slewed madly to the side. Still traveling at nearly sixty knots, the large hovercraft began a wide turn back out to sea. 

    The others came onward, driving over the swells as if they were cruising over a mile-long, straight paved road. Chih-ming was shaken from his mesmerized stare as Chinese attack helicopters appeared out to sea. Rockets trailing white smoke raced toward positions to either side of the Taiwanese sergeant. He couldn’t see what they were hitting, but there were a series of loud explosions. 

    To the south, friendly armor emerged from their hideouts, turning toward him as they directed 25mm gunfire towards the Chinese hovercraft that were nearly to the shoreline. Sparks rose from several in the lead as large caliber rounds started striking. In return, pods rose up from concealed compartments on the hovercraft. Rockets raced across the waves, landing among the Taiwanese armor. 

    Other rockets streaked for nearby positions to his north. This new landing attempt was being heavily focused on where the initial batch of enemy soldiers had vanished. The LCACs also directed AK-630 30mm rounds toward the emerging armor. A battle of infantry support vehicles was taking place not far from his position. 

    An M-60 main battle tank rolled onto the beach, its treads clanking. The main gun fired with an explosive crack. A giant explosion then engulfed the tank, the fireball rising high into a sky otherwise muted by drifting smoke. A sheet of flame devoured the armored vehicle from within, shooting from blown hatches. A couple of other tanks rolled into view, along with more infantry fighting vehicles. 

    Chih-ming became alarmed at this dramatic, sudden turn of events. He directed bursts of .50 cal fire toward the hovercraft driving up onto the beach. Ricochets from his fire whined off the heavy rubber of the air cushions. However, the 25mm fire from the Bushmasters were able to penetrate, and one of the hovercraft leaned over to its side. 

    He had to duck quickly as a series of rockets started tearing up the sand to his front. The explosions upended the M2, causing it to slide down into the bunker. When the blasts subsided, he and the gunner hoisted the weapon back into position. Chih-ming looked out and saw that the hovercraft had deposited a number of Type 05 amphibious armored vehicles on the beach, with more swimming ashore. 

    Several of the large hovercraft had driven across the beach and were in the process of dropping off other larger armored vehicles. Lines of enemy soldiers were swarming out, rushing into the tree lines. Chih-ming saw hundreds disappear from his line of sight. 

    Armor from both sides was burning, with more coming into the fight. He suddenly felt very small with only his Browning and carbine. Missiles and cannon fire tore across the front of his bunker as both sides tried to gain the upper hand in the developing battle. The Taiwanese sergeant watched as the large Chinese hovercraft drove away from the beach and entered the surf like giant turtles leaving their island after laying their clutch of eggs. He knew they’d return with more forces. 

    The confusing mess had risen above his ability to interfere with. The beating sound of rotors thumped down from the smoky skies as friendly attack helicopters delivered anti-tank missiles and anti-personnel rockets. In return, Strela 3 and Strela 2 anti-air missiles rose from pods mounted on the larger Chinese hovercraft. Looking up, he could see the hazy light from flares arcing overhead. 

    Explosions rocked the beach on both sides. He was caught up in the middle of the fight and was in danger of receiving fire from either side. Amid the detonations, he heard the clank of treads coming from the south. Tanks and IFVs rolled in front of his shelter, blocking any view beyond.  

    The noise of a cannon firing threatened to wreck his ears. He had thought the previous battles were loud and dangerous, but they were nothing compared with this current experience. He wondered if he should gather up his weapon and ammo and move to a location where he could lend some supporting fire. 

    A series of sparks erupted against the infantry fighting vehicles parked directly in front. He swatted at the sparkling shower that was falling into his position, wanting to have nothing to do with them going down the back of his shirt. Rounds fell away from the armored vehicle as it spat out rounds in return. Chih-ming kept his head down lest the armor take a hit from an anti-tank round. 

    A loud blast shook both the ground and armor as a shell hit. The squeaking of treads announced that the IFV was moving. Chih-ming looked up to see the behemoth rolling backward, the clanking treads and squeal of the cogs obnoxiously loud. The armored vehicle was still firing when it ran out of tread, the links having become separated. 

    Another blast exploded against the front glacial shield of the CM-32. Hatches turned end over end as they blew away. Dark smoke started pouring out with the figures of the crew coughing as they emerged one by one. The last of the soldiers was nearly cut in half as enemy 30mm rounds slammed against the smoldering wreck. Other bodies fell off the sides like water and dropped into Chih-ming’s position. 

    Smoke-stained and still coughing, the men slumped against the walls, their eyes registering the shock of what had just occurred. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Corporal Guo Deng was amazed that he was still alive. There were pitiful few soldiers who had survived the mad dash across the beach and made it to the trench line. The way he saw it, it was them against the entire Taiwanese defensive force. The counterattack that he’d been expecting hadn’t immediately materialized. Not that he was complaining, but the tension he felt amid the continued blasts and war-torn beach while waiting for an assault that would end his life was almost more than he could bear. Coupled with what he’d experienced driving for the shoreline, he just didn’t know how much more his heart, or sanity, could take. 

    The others with him had compiled the little bit of captured equipment and were lining the lip of the zigzagged trench. Mortars kept landing nearby, along with the occasional heavier 105mm and 155mm artillery rounds. 

    Guo Deng watched as helicopters from his fleet approached, sending rockets and missiles against enemy positions to the north and south. Friendly artillery also sent mushrooming columns of smoke rising around his tiny sanctuary. He realized that he and the others were nestled in their own little pocket. He also realized that their mad rush had been noticed. 

    He didn’t know if he should be relieved or more worried by that piece of information. The support he was receiving on the flanks might be holding off any Taiwanese attempt to retake the position, but it could also mean that they were about to receive more than their fair share of attention from the enemy. 

    A series of explosions showered him and his comrades with sand, validating his fear that the latter was happening. Shaking grit from his hair, uniform, and what he thought was nearly every orifice, he again leaned against the lip of the trench and aimed his weapon to the south. Others were safeguarding the northern approaches, but they could do little to stop a determined push by Taiwanese infantry. And with only one anti-tank weapon, they would fare even less against any armor. 

    With a glance past the burning craft and vehicles lining the shore, he saw other boats heading their way. They were different from the landing ships and craft that were smoldering as waves ran along their sides, and they grew larger with every second that passed. The sight was a relief, as he’d be grateful for any help he could get, even if it did draw greater attention to his meager position. 

    Guo Deng was able to see that the approaching vessels were hovercraft, their thick, black bottoms easily distinguishable as they rode over the swells. Enemy missiles streaked out across the beach, and he watched as several slammed into the closing reinforcements. One, hit dead on, emerged out the other side, veering off its path, circling back out to sea as if to say it had had enough. 

    Others came through smoking but still driving for the shoreline. Trails of whitish smoke streaked from out of the skies, adding more fire against the speeding hovercraft. Additional smoldering wrecks were added to the hulks floundering in the waves offshore, their pyres being blown inland and adding to the general haze covering the beachfront. 

    The Chinese corporal saw several of the craft halt just behind the breaking waves. He thought perhaps they’d run into underwater obstacles, before remembering that the hovercraft should be able to ride right over any. Maybe they had been damaged by the heavy Taiwanese defensive fire being directed toward this new landing attempt. 

    If what he was witnessing had happened to the first of the landing waves, it was no wonder barely anyone had made it. There was no possible way he had run through that wall of fire and made it. Perhaps Taiwan had brought up reinforcements. 

    Smaller craft, much lower to the water, emerged from the rear of what he thought were the stalled vessels. Their wakes slowly powered toward shore and Guo Deng realized that he was seeing amphibious armor driving for the beach. Now that would indeed be a relief, if his small group had that kind of firepower to help defend their position. 

    A sharp crack rose above the crescendo of noise filling the beach. A chunk of hovercraft was blasted away, but the boat continued even though it was smoking heavily. Looking south, there was a long cannon far down the beach as it protruded from behind a tangle of vegetation. The barrel grew longer, and the blunt shape of an enemy tank rolled into view. 

    Other armored vehicles came behind just as the friendly amphibious IFVs swam through the last of the waves and drove up onto the beach. The line of them started firing their 30mm cannons at the emerging Taiwanese armored thrust. Sparks flew from the fronts of both sides. Smoke began pouring from one of the friendly vehicles as it skewed to a halt just past the rolling waves. Gouts of sand from enemy shells obscured the line of Chinese IFVs. 

    Through the falling sand and haze of the battlefield, Guo Deng saw the amphibious vehicles erupt in a ball of flame. Pieces of armor tumbled end over end as a sheet of fire shot out from the interior. He watched as his supposed relief was hammered from the ground and skies. 

    But the fight wasn’t entirely one-sided. Missile trails sped away from the larger hovercraft, rising at an angle as they engaged what the corporal thought might be enemy choppers. The entire fight was disorienting, and he felt horribly out of place and outgunned. There was nothing he could do that would affect the fight either way. He could fire his carbine at the Taiwanese armor, but that would be like throwing his shoe at an angry bear. 

    With mounting apprehension, he turned south again. Several of the enemy armored vehicles were also smoking or engulfed in flame. The continuous fire of friendly choppers and fire from the hovercraft were taking their toll on the enemy. 

    His fear that his position would be swamped by an enemy counterattack mounted when he saw a hazy line of Taiwanese tanks and IFVs roll out onto the beach and turn in his direction. Taiwanese infantry accompanied them. More friendly armor was being dropped off. In addition, hovercraft were driving up over the sand, but they were taking fire from this latest assault. 

    Some of the larger ones made it, their shadows momentarily blotting out the sun’s rays. Hidden in the shadows of these behemoths, he heard the squeaking of treads and shouts even as concussive explosions rocked his position. Soldiers fell into the trenches along with what was left of his men who had initially stormed the position. 

    A new line of armor formed up in front of his trench. With the increase in enemy fire landing around the trench, Guo Deng wasn’t so sure what he thought of this “assistance.” As he had thought it might, it only served to increase the amount of incoming enemy fire. The Taiwanese had left him mostly alone when it had only been the few of them, and he found himself wanting to go back to those relative moments of peace. Although he wasn’t an idiot. He knew that wouldn’t have lasted long, and he and the others would have been wiped out soon enough. 

    The sight of the enemy armor came and went as explosions hid the view of them. Occasionally, he could get a glimpse from his low position of how far they had come. The noise of the outgoing and incoming fire was deafening, the smell of gunpowder caustic as it entered his nostrils. The smoke was choking, and the sparks raining down on his place from enemy shells slamming against the front armor of a nearby IFV threatened to either catch him on fire or detonate the grenades and other explosives lying around. 

    One enemy armored vehicle poked its nose through the landing explosions, its cannon winking as it fired on the friendly forces trying desperately to hold this position. Guo Deng lunged forward and patted the shoulder of the soldier manning the single anti-tank guided weapon. 

    “Take that out!” he shouted, unable to even hear his own voice. 

    The man turned at the touch, alarmed and then relieved when he realized it was Guo Deng and that he hadn’t been hit by enemy fire. 

    “Take that out!” Guo Deng again yelled, pointing at the dim outline of the enemy armor. 

    The man nodded, turning back to the small screen of the ATGM. Guo Deng realized that he had perhaps interrupted the man’s attempt to do that very thing. 

    Pffft…Pffft…Pffft 

    Fountains of sand erupted from just in front when shells from the enemy armor began hitting the trench line. One of them went right between the soldier aiming the anti-tank weapon and him, slamming into the rear wall of the trench. Guo Deng was thrown back from both reflex and the concussive force. Time slowed as he was sailing backward, and he saw the man look up from the screen when the rounds hit. His head exploded as a 25mm round hit him dead on. The showering spray of red was inundated with chunks of flesh and brain. Guo Deng hit the rear wall, the breath forced from his lungs. Just as he was about to fall, a warm spray of liquid splashed against his face. Bloodied pieces of the man slapped against his skin and uniform, gluing into place. 

    Sickened by the sight of what he had just witnessed and by being covered in chunks of flesh and brains, Guo Deng lay there trying to catch his breath. He wiped frantically at the gooey mess covering him, making it worse as he smeared the man’s remains across his face, into his hair, and across the front of his uniform. 

    Enemy rounds continued to pepper his position as he lay there, the showers of sand falling on him assisting somewhat with his attempt to clean himself. But nothing in the known world would cleanse the image now imprinted on his mind. He clawed at that as much as at the physical mess plastered across his front. 

    Wanting to scream from being subjected to the lengthy morning filled with nothing but horror, and from being sickened by the sight of torn bodies, Guo Deng rose to his feet. In the time he had lain there, the fire from the enemy armor and artillery seemed to have shifted away from him and focused more on the friendly armor. 

    He pulled the headless corpse away from the ATGM which was lying askew. Shifting it back into position, he took aim at the enemy IFV, which was still miraculously intact. He brought the cursor into alignment with the front of the armor and received a lock-on signal. Hoping that the enemy hadn’t seen him moving, he fired. 

    The missile tore out from the front end and sped across the intervening distance. Flame and smoke shot upward with the darkened silhouette of objects sailing into the air. A short time later, he saw part of the crew scramble from the smoking hatches of the vehicle. They rolled off the top and disappeared into a line of fallen trees and vegetation. 

    To his surprise, the volume of incoming fire dissipated. To the front, there were numerous friendly armored vehicles that were burning, but others moved forward down the beach, firing as they went. More were hit as they drove farther away, but incoming hovercraft moved up onto the beach and dropped off additional tanks, IFVs, and soldiers by the hundreds. The ongoing battle was slowly moving away from Guo Deng and his position. He thought he should move with the others, but merely slunk back against the rear wall of the trench. Out of breath and in shock from his experience, he took out a canteen and poured warm water down his parched throat. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With the arrival of the Chinese hovercraft, the battle for the beaches took on a new dimension. The vessels came screaming toward shore at speeds far greater than had the previous landing ships. From Chih-ming’s perspective, there were only a few moments in which to engage the new additions to the battlefield. 

    For one, the line of burning craft and vehicles along the water’s edge prevented long lines of sight for anyone down on the beach level. Any fire the frontline defenses could manage mostly took place when the Chinese LCACs broke past the burning scraps and hurled themselves onto shore. 

    Missiles raced away from bunkers to meet with the large vessels in fiery explosions. Some of the Chinese landing craft came to a halt, sinking down to one side or the other when the bladders on which they rode flattened. Smoke belched from the alien-looking objects with both men and equipment pouring from within. But several made the short trek and offloaded their cargo of armor and infantry. 

    The initial Taiwanese counterattack meant to throw back the infiltration of a few was repelled by the addition of enemy reinforcements. Chih-ming knew he was burning through another barrel, but he didn’t see any choice but to keep firing on the continual stream of Chinese reinforcements. 

    The disabled IFV to his immediate front wasn’t helping matters. It not only served to impede his line of sight, but the smoke still pouring from its interior added to the worry that the ammunition on board could go off at any moment. The reassurances from the crew that had bailed out didn’t help his anxiety, especially when they took off south, back toward where the counterattack had originated. 

    Amid the enemy fire coming from the north, the crew had managed to pull out more boxes of ammo for his Browning. For that he was thankful. The empty cans strewn throughout his position were testimony to the unending ferocity of the battle. 

    Besides the smoldering armor and its potential for more explosions, Chih-ming wasn’t receiving much incoming fire from the Chinese landing forces to the north, other than the covering fire when more hovercraft stormed up the beach. The angle was too great. But that also meant that he couldn’t direct much of his firepower toward those who sought refuge in the first line of trenches. 

    His primary concern came from the Chinese helicopters that would dart in, firing, despite the stream of anti-aircraft missiles that were trying to hold that threat at bay. Chih-ming had had so much sand cascade over his position from anti-personnel rockets that he was wondering how his bunker hadn’t been filled in. Although the enemy hadn’t been able to knock out his position, they had succeeded in forcing him to quit firing at times. 

    Chih-ming was spitting sand from his mouth and blowing it from his nose when his platoon commander again came sliding into his bunker. Out of breath, the man paused for a moment. A dense cloud of smoke rolled through, sending them into a coughing fit. With tears streaming from his wide-open eyes, the lieutenant leaned forward and grabbed Chih-ming by the shoulder. Still coughing as he spoke, the man tried to tell him something, but the sergeant couldn’t understand half of what the officer was saying. It could have been due to the unrelenting assault on his ears with the increase of incoming and outgoing fire. 

    With one eye on his weapon, Chih-ming leaned forward to hear what his commander was saying, but the man nodded and jumped out of the position to move farther down the line. Instead of going back to the M2 to guide the belts, Chih-ming saw his gunner start gathering his gear, stuffing as much as he could into his pouches and pockets. There was no doubt that the lieutenant had imparted something important, and he had missed what was said. 

    Chih-ming caught his gunner’s attention and shouted, “What the hell did he say?” 

    The gunner paused in his collection. “We are bugging out.” 

    “Bugging out?! To where?” Chih-ming inquired. 

    “We are moving to Hualien to set up a new defensive line.” 

    That came as a shock. They were taking fire, for sure, but it seemed to him that they were holding their own. Were things to the north so bad that they thought to abandon positions that weren’t under a direct assault? It didn’t seem right to him. Perhaps the gunner had misunderstood. 

    But as he looked south, he could see men from his company doing much the same as was his gunner. They were gathering their stuff and heading south. After all that he’d been through, he just couldn’t believe that they were giving up this part of the beach so easily. Chih-ming was tempted to go back to his .50 cal and continue defending the beach. Surely there were enough forces in reserve to retake it. 

    Staring at others running behind his bunker from the north and heading south, and seeing many from his company doing the same, he realized that he’d soon be alone in defending this piece of territory. Maybe the overall plan was to regroup and counterattack in strength. That had to be it. He just couldn’t fathom that they would lose a beachhead when it looked to him that they were annihilating the Chinese forces that were trying to come ashore. They had destroyed two waves, and China couldn’t have that many more in waiting. 

    Chih-ming joined his gunner. Now that his mind was made up to abandon his bunker, he wasted no time in gathering any useful gear he could find. He hailed a small group of retreating soldiers and had them help him move the machine gun. It might need a new barrel, but it was still functioning. He, his gunner, and a few others took the weapon and remaining ammunition and began the journey south, all the while taking incoming fire from the Chinese forces situated both offshore and now shoreside. 

    As he began trotting south toward another unknown, he saw other long streams of enemy helicopters heading somewhere toward locations both north and south. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

    When the Chinese ground commanders saw the slight crack form in Taiwan’s defenses, they pushed all available resources toward expanding the small wedge they had created on shore. In a matter of minutes, they had landed thousands of troops with supporting armor. They had absorbed tremendous losses with that push, but the mission commanders didn’t mark the casualties, but rather the territory taken. 

    The Taiwanese counterattack had stalled, and China forced more soldiers and equipment into the breach. Taiwanese artillery pounded the newly taken trench lines and bunkers, the positions lost from sight under thick clouds of smoke and exploding rounds. Enemy drones penetrated that haze, seeking to hit the armor and infantry hidden within. 

    In response, Chinese artillery doubled their efforts to target enemy batteries and seal off the flanks. With the Taiwanese artillery now focused on the elimination of the developing beachhead, the artillery ships were given a small reprieve. With command of the skies and the air support being delivered from afar by glide bombs, it was felt that the tide of the invasion was turning. The hours of frustration, the hours of watching as waves of men and equipment were mowed down as they approached the beaches, were now bearing fruit. If they could only hold out, rapidly expanding the beachhead while the enemy was on the run, then they would have a substantial foothold when night again fell. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The Harbin Z-20 helicopters that Chih-ming saw heading north carried special operations forces from China’s PLAAF 15th Airborne Corps. With support from Changhe Z-10 attack choppers, they were to secure bridges to the north spanning the Sanzhan and Liwu Rivers. This would effectively isolate the north and prevent reinforcements from striking south toward the developing beachhead. 

    The initial operations against these strategic points had failed as the air defenses in the area had knocked back the assault force before they had been able to reach the shore. Now, with Taiwan’s defenses progressively stretched thin, it was thought that the opportunity to fulfill that mission had presented itself. It was vital to protect the precarious foothold. It was thought that a Taiwanese strike from the north and south could easily disrupt current operations and would have a good chance at dislodging the forces attempting to expand their meager positions. 

    With streamers of flares following the airborne armada, the transport helicopters braved the numerous portable heat-seeking missiles thrown their way. Changhe Z-10 attack choppers sent arsenals of rockets and missiles toward Taiwanese positions that fired at the inbound troops. Many of the positions were silenced, either permanently when the weapons struck the hastily prepared defenses, or temporarily when the enemy had to seek cover from rounds exploding nearby. 

    The Taiwanese embankments along both sides of the Sanzhan River erupted in gouts of flame and smoke. Lightly armored vehicles burned from anti-armor missiles launched from Z-10s darting in toward shore. The mission of the attack helicopters was to keep the defenders’ heads down while the transports thundered in at low-level to deposit their charges. 

    Many of the Z-20s tumbled out of the sky despite the best efforts of their countermeasures and supporting attack choppers. The waves beyond the shoreline became spotted with burning fuel slicks, and, looking like prehistoric bugs that had crawled from the sea, the smoldering remains of helicopters dotted the shores, sharing space with the remnants of other Chinese landing attempts. 

    But the work of the Z-10s did subdue the Taiwanese fire from the edges of the banks. Flying only feet above the top of the estuary, Z-20s stormed up the Sanzhan River. The badly mauled contingent of transports landed and hovered on both sides of the Highway 9 bridge and another smaller one to the west. Airborne troops immediately fanned out, overwhelming the few Taiwanese forces defending the bridge approaches. 

    The loss of the bridges alone wouldn’t halt Taiwanese reinforcements, as the shallow banks and rocky riverbed would allow armor to easily cross. But control of the bridges allowed for an ideal position from which the Chinese company could place firepower into the riverbed. As a depleted aerial armada flew back to their ship decks, word went out of the capture of the two bridges. The hold was tenuous though, as artillery rained down on the new Chinese positions and counterattacks stemmed from the north and south. 

    A radio call went out to flights of Y-8 tactical transport aircraft that had been circling to the south of Taiwan. Orbiting low over the wavetops and out of range of Taiwanese air defenses, these aircraft, each carrying ninety soldiers or infantry fighting vehicles, left their holding patterns and started a wide circle to the northeast. Their route would take them over the protected airspace above the fleet and then toward shore. 

    Intense battles broke out between the PLAAF special forces holding the bridges and the Taiwanese defenders. Portable anti-armor missiles struck Taiwanese armored vehicles, and in return, 25mm Bushmasters from Taiwanese IFVs hammered Chinese positions. Taiwanese mortars rained from above, and UAVs relentlessly hunted down China’s elite. In counter, the airborne special ops soldiers released drones of their own and flew them into any Taiwanese soldier groupings they could find. 

    As the Y-8s arced around, the Taiwanese forces began to push the edges of the Chinese-held positions in. Without reinforcements, the Chinese airborne troops were unable to replenish their casualties, whereas Taiwan had a bevy of reserves. Attack choppers from both sides fought, sending air-to-air heat seekers against each other while others focused on close air support for their respective sides. 

    The forested hills rising almost directly from the beach, now scarred from intense artillery bombardments, echoed from gunfire. The reverberations from the continual battle rang up the river valley, competing with the sound of heavier artillery shells. 

    Compressed as they were against their precarious positions, the Chinese soldiers held out. The narrowest part of the long, curving beach was dense with vegetation, which limited the ability of Taiwan to attack from different angles. Their only choice was to press down the four lanes of Highway 9. The undergrowth and trees allowed for some cover, but any advance had to be taken in the open. This was a disadvantage for any attacker, and gains were measured in yards. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The deep-throated roar of engines seemed to come from every direction, the noise rising and dropping as the battle for the Sanzhan Bridge raged on. Taiwanese air defenses that were engaged with the continual approach of helicopters identified the large radar returns. Only a few of the Taiwanese radars were active, with some having been destroyed by Chinese SEAD missions, and others on standby rotations to preserve the radar sites. Yet other mobile platforms were on the move, after having fired. 

    Several missiles streaked from hidden positions. One Y-8 nosed over into the sea after being struck on both starboard engines, the smoke-wrapped fireball rising into a blue sky smeared black from the extended warfare. Another erupted into a ball of flame, showering smoking parts over a wide area. 

    A few of the Chinese Y-8s made it through the barrage of defensive fire, their sides riddled from cannon and machine gun rounds. Some of the cargo decks ran in small rivulets of red, their sides splattered with blood as they came in. The screams of the wounded filled the interior compartments. Many of the remaining soldiers hastily discarded their harnesses and huddled in the middle as the sides became punctured by penetrating rounds. The survivors thought that each bout of turbulence was the end, that they had been knocked from the sky and it was only a matter of seconds until they became flaming balls of wreckage. 

    The pilots of these aircraft focused on the riverbed, trying to ignore the tracer streams racing at them from shoreward positions. Red balls seemed to converge only to streak overhead or down the sides at the last second. They felt the aircraft vibrate repeatedly as rounds struck, thankfully missing any vital systems. 

    The Y-8s came in hugging the wavetops and landed on the riverbed. The wings slapped into the dense trees lining the banks, snapping them with a sound reminiscent of the battle being waged at the bridges. Sparks rose from where the wheels dug in, and the belly scraped against the stones lining the bed. Some slewed to the sides, their noses coming to rest in the thick jungle of undergrowth. 

    This journey was always meant to be a one-way trip. Ramps lowered from the grounded aircraft and surviving soldiers stumbled from their interiors. In other planes, armor was released from their chains and emerged onto the mostly dry river. With the thickness of the vegetation, they could only power forward and come up near the bridges. This provided some cover from attacking Taiwanese forces, but also prevented them from engaging until they were at the bridges themselves. 

    Taiwanese artillery and mortars began slamming into the recently vacated aircraft and soon, each of the surviving Y-8s were either riddled or burning. But their destruction came too late as the Chinese planes had already discharged their cargo. 

    The Chinese armored support ran into a hailstorm of fire as they drove up the embankments, but they were still able to place a great deal of firepower into the advancing Taiwanese. The addition of soldiers and armor was enough to hold off the counterattacks and maintain control over the bridges spanning the Sanzhan River—for the moment. 

    China had established another foothold on Taiwanese shores, and more importantly, was preventing Taiwanese counterattacks against their first, growing beachhead to the south. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Farther up the coast, near the northern edge of the extended beachfront and lowlands near the seashore, a similar yet larger operation was taking place at the Liwu River. The wider aspect of the river and its bed allowed for the aerial and seaborne assaults to be carried out on a grander scale. The problem the Chinese commanders were facing was the dilemma of securing replacement helicopters. 

    The decks and holds of the Chinese helicopter landing ships and the transport docks supporting the southern invasion were limited as to what they could carry. Replacements were being flown from the mainland in a circuitous southern route, and even though the choppers could fly at nearly two hundred knots, it took them an hour or more to lift off and make the crossing. This was especially true as their current route took them far to the south of Taiwan, flying out of range of the island’s long-range air defenses. 

    But the reinforcements eventually arrived for the Chinese, as opposed to those for the Taiwanese defenders. With the Chinese aerial supremacy, any reinforcements for Hualien from the west were restricted. Transport pilots had to fly low level, weaving through the thickly forested ravines. The replenishment of supplies and soldiers was only a trickle compared to what was required to fend off the Chinese push to establish a foothold. 

    And without any overland routes through the southern mountains, the difficulty of sending reinforcements from outside the combat zone became increasingly problematic. The result was that there were very few Taiwanese reinforcements arriving from the west. And with Taipei being more directly threatened from the northern invasion fleet attacking Yilan and Luodong, Hualien became secondary to protecting the north. If the capital fell, all would be lost. 

    The Chinese weren’t without their own problems regarding replenishments. Men and supplies were being flown out, but they fell far short of what was being expended in both manpower and firepower. The artillery ships were riding higher as they continued burning through their supply of shells stored in their holds. Supply ships rode nearby, but the losses had been far greater than even the most extreme estimates that had come from the wargame scenarios. 

    The number of troops and armor lost storming the shores was immense. There was no way the string of helicopters could bring in enough soldiers to fully replenish the ranks. Landing ships and Ro/Ro ships quickly disgorged their interiors of soldiers and equipment and churned the waters as they immediately set out, heading back west. The Chinese ports teemed with replacement soldiers and armor impatiently waiting for the return of these ships so they could embark and head toward the eastern shores of Taiwan. 

    But the overall Chinese command couldn’t wait for replacements to arrive. The opportunity to crack the defenses was here, and the door might close if they delayed. The plan had always been to capture the bridges, but the number of lost helicopters forced them to reduce their current objectives and to reanalyze priorities. 

    Changhe Z-10 attack helicopters were pulled away from their assaults against enemy armor and hardened defensive positions in the southern sections of the beach landings. They were then redirected to provide cover for the Z-20 transports idling on the LHA deck. Flying north of the Sanzhan landing force, these were sent to take the bridges crossing the Liwu River. The Highway 9 bridge was the main objective, as the railroad bridge had already been destroyed. A secondary bridge farther up the river valley near a visitor’s center was also targeted for destruction. This would further isolate the northern coastline. 

    Instead of directly taking over the Taroko bridge environment like had occurred at the Sanzhan River, the first wave of transports flew along the riverbed and then turned into the hills west of the four-lane span. Their mission was to land and establish command of a large quarry carved out of a hillside that overlooked the river and the surrounding communities. More importantly, the position overlooked the bridge and riverbanks through which any Taiwanese reinforcements would have to pass on their way to the invasion front. 

    As with other Chinese aerial assaults, Taiwanese heat-seeking missiles rose in numbers. Chinese Z-10 choppers that had been redirected sent flares sailing from their fuselages, firing on Taiwanese positions revealed by smoke trails. The fight wasn’t one-sided, however, as attack helicopters fell after being struck. But in the end, Taiwanese bunkers started falling to anti-personnel and anti-armor weapons. 

    While these attacks were in full swing, the Z-20 transports zipped up the riverbed, then had to climb over the curved, steel beams of the Taroko Bridge. Flying low over the small town nestled against the quarry hillside, their rotors reverberating against the tree lined slopes, the helicopters zoomed up the rise. 

    A couple of Z-10s flying escort blasted the already cratered rock quarry. The shapes of warped Taiwanese artillery pieces lined the tiered excavations stretching the length of the facility. A few desultory rounds rose in response to the landings from scattered Taiwanese elements. These were handily suppressed by 25mm chin turrets. 

    Chinese transports came in with a flurry of dust thrown up by their rotors and discharged their compliments of airborne soldiers. It didn’t take long for the quarry to be subdued and under Chinese control. Taiwanese artillery then started landing on the excavation site, but the heavy machinery and prior Taiwanese fortifications provided some cover. 

    The entrance to the quarry was a small, single-lane dirt road that was easily defended. Taiwanese bunkers had been built there, and now Chinese troops manned these positions to prevent a frontal assault by Taiwanese reserves. As a second order of business, mortars were erected and firing lines established. A small number of drones had been brought and were immediately airborne to provide reconnaissance. Several were armed and sent against any Taiwanese vehicles moving in the community below or on the roadways. 

    The transports returned to their ships where they took on additional airborne troops. Chinese reinforcements were brought to the mine. With the Chinese hovercraft stretched thin from supporting two landing operations, especially given the combat losses sustained from Taiwanese ATGMs, aircraft, and drones, it was difficult decision to redirect any to support the northern landings. 

    But China’s command staff opted to hold off on the Sanzhan River operations for the time being. When the third aerial assault teams neared the coastline, they were accompanied by fasti-moving LCACs. With the quarry under control, these third landings focused on the Taroko Bridge in the north. Z-20 transports carried soldiers to the approach ends while hovercraft zipped up the channel to bring armored support. 

    Several of the hovercraft were hit by anti-tank guided missiles as they came ashore, their smoking hulks crashing into the surrounding vegetation. Survivors stumbled from their interiors, and any armor they carried emerged from lowered ramps. Many of these were hit before making it far, as Taiwanese drones came zipping out of the skies in numbers. 

    With Taiwanese artillery falling on the quarry, and Chinese artillery attempting to quell the enemy guns, Chinese mortar teams set to work. Using observation drones, they detected Taiwanese positions and directed their mortar fire. Taiwan in turn used their own drones to direct artillery fire on the Chinese positions. The land surrounding the Highway 9 bridge across the Liwu River became an embroiled mass of exploding artillery shells. 

    Amid the sudden turmoil taking place, China was able to get a couple of their landing craft ashore at the extreme northern end of the flatlands. Accompanied by IFVs, soldiers spread out and captured the Chongde railway station, a portion of the Suhua Highway, and the Coast Guard station. 

    Reinforcements soon landed and the area was secured in short order. They then began to push south to link up with the units clinging to their hold on the Liwu River. Beset on two sides, the Taiwanese forces caught between the river and the new Chinese landings were soon overwhelmed, with many fleeing into the mountains. 

    When the two forces managed to link up, China’s southern invasion fleet held a two-mile stretch of land to the very north. Reinforcements were rushed onto the now cleared beaches and the foothold secured. 

    Taiwanese units situated between the Liwu and Sanzhan Rivers were now trapped and the reinforcing operations at the Sanzhan River were restarted. Chinese commanders were hoping to bring in more men and equipment to halt an expected breakout attempt from Taiwanese troops caught between the two bridgeheads. 

    The counterattack from Taiwan wasn’t long in coming, and the Chinese bridge defenses at the Sanzhan river came under heavy fire. Guided by observation drones, Taiwanese artillery blasted craters along the approaches and other identified Chinese positions. Combat drones by the dozens drove into Chinese armor and personnel. 

    With the Chinese decision to prioritize the northern Liwu operations, their forces at the Sanzhan bridge were hard put to hold off a concentrated Taiwanese offensive with troops and supporting armor. Even though the terrain favored defensive operations, the Taiwanese breakout attempt stormed the hastily established Chinese positions and were successful in crossing the bridge. 

    Even though there was another Chinese foothold farther south, one of the Chinese landings had been thrown back. Taiwanese armor, supply trucks, and infantry crossed the Sanzhan bridge on their way south. Everyone who made the transit marveled at the broken transport Chinese aircraft that had been left burning in the riverbed. Some forces were left at the bridge to thwart a rapid Chinese advance, an assault that was following on the heels of the retreating Taiwanese brigades. 

    When the lead Taiwanese units encountered the enemy units from the original beach landings, which had since expanded, they were halted by the Chinese armor which had been placed in fortified positions formerly belonging to Taiwan. With the Chinese assault forces coming up from the rear, the Taiwanese troops, thinking they had broken out from the encirclement, again found themselves encircles. 

    China was able to send reinforcement to the northern beach areas with minimal pressure from the Taiwanese defenders. Fierce battles broke out as the encirclement began to tighten. Many of the Taiwanese soldiers were forced inland. To save some of their shrinking force, even though Taiwan commanders had focused most of their artillery to fend off the Chinese attacks, many troops were ordered into a massive bunker complex atop a hill rising above Jingmei Station and the Sanzhan River. 

    The fight to preserve what remained of Taiwan’s defenders was brutal. But in the end, it was the Chinese air superiority that broke them. The collapse of the northern section of beaches allowed J-10 and J-16 attack fighters to approach closer and drop their weapons from miles offshore. Five hundred-and thousand-pound glide bombs came crashing into Taiwanese defenses. 

    With the sun passing overhead and the afternoon shadows from the mountains beginning to stretch along the coastal flatlands, China had broken open Taiwan’s defenses and had now secured a six mile stretch of land. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The casualties China was willing to absorb were beyond belief. Every nation knew that a Taiwanese invasion would be costly, but the blood shed on both sides surpassed all estimates. With the advent of the technological age, the war could be watched in almost every living room. Where the smoke allowed, commercial satellites showed video and images that were unimaginable. The shores of eastern Taiwan had a solid red line running down the edges, a testament to the number of soldiers China had sacrificed in their desire to unify Taiwan. 

    A divided world either urged China on or mentally pushed for Taiwan to repel the invaders from their shores. The latter thought that the world would return to a peaceful place for a number of years once China’s efforts were curtailed. Although most knew with certainty that even if this one didn’t succeed, there would be another confrontation down the road. It was the intervening years of peace and prosperity that they yearned for. 

    On some level, the world knew true peace would never come with Russia poised on Ukraine’s borders and Iran once again making noise. And then there was the Korean situation. The hope was that the second Korean War would die down once China was beaten, and that Iran would again retire to their occasional temper tantrums. Russia would see what happened to China and reconsider any thoughts of invasion they might be harboring. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The concurrent Chinese operations to the south ran straight into the teeth of Taiwan’s defense. Taiwan had placed most of their defensive frontline formations in and around Hualien and the Ji’an Township. Their reserves were located in the mountains and down a major valley that ran between a small coastal chain and the interior elevations. 

    When China attempted an aerial assault with transport and attack helicopters against the Highway 9 and Highway 11 bridges south of the Ji’an Township, they ran into a swarm of anti-aircraft missiles. The countermeasures the Chinese gunships attempted managed to draw off some of the projectiles, but many others struck home. The flaming remnants of the choppers fell from the skies to crash into the rolling waves and even into backyards. 

    The Chinese coup-de-gras to isolate Hualien and the surrounding areas had failed miserably. With so many losses across the board, this was one of the sections that the Chinese high command had opted to pull back from. Their plan now was to deal with the city and its surrounding environs once they had secured the northern approaches. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    With the successes in the northern part of the Hualien invasion, larger Ro/Ro and landing ships began to drive toward shore. Several of the specially adapted vessels were lost when they ran through the remains of a dense minefield, but many made it to the beaches where they ground ashore. 

    Great clamshell doors opened from the bows. In addition, large doorways opened in the sides from which ramps extended. Lines of infantry marched onto the sandy beaches while heavy armor made its first appearance in the invasion. Main battle tanks, IFVs, and APCs clanked across the soft sand, seeking the concealment of the nearby vegetation and the railroad station. 

    Taiwanese artillery sporadically impacted among the disembarking men and equipment, causing additional casualties and losses. But these were far less than what China had suffered while storming the Taiwanese frontier positions at the outset of the invasion. 

    Some of the units were tasked with final clearing operations, and others with establishing lines of logistics and supply depots, but most were organized into their formations and sent south. As China extended its positions toward the outskirts of Hualien, they ran into stiff resistance. Artillery rounds crashed into the leading lines on both sides. Smoke plumes rose from dozens of places inside the city proper as China struck presumed headquarter locations and troop concentrations. 

    Taiwanese anti-ship missiles continued to streak overhead as they sought after their targets at sea. Chinese anti-air defenses blasted from the decks of close-in escorting warships, their stock dangerously depleting with every defensive effort. The original flotilla of Chinese frigates and destroyers were still steaming for their ports to rearm. It was going to be a close-run thing to see whether Taiwan depleted their anti-ship arsenal before the Chinese ships ran out of anti-aircraft missiles. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    On the perimeter of the Hualien and at the gates of Xincheng, China was close to capturing its first strategic target. The Hualien Airport was within striking distance, and the command staff didn’t want to give up their momentum. 

    The Chinese timeline for the conquest of Taiwan was a fragile one, relying on speed to accomplish its objective. Any prolonged fight would only weaken China’s prospects of success. Thus, the capture of the Hualien area and surrounding lowlands had been planned to occur on day one. This was because the northern invasion would rely heavily on the air support coming from the two major airfields around Hualien. And the first of them was within sight, along with the operational mission of capturing the city on the first day. 

    To accomplish these far-ranging goals, China had decided that losses were unimportant so long as objectives were attained. They weren’t foolish; they knew that extensive casualties would affect their ability to function, but they were willing to absorb what most other countries would determine to be unjustifiable losses. 

    For that reason, newly arriving formations were pressed into the frontlines and the unrelenting pressure against the Taiwanese defenders kept up. The narrowness of the flatlands was to Taiwan’s advantage, but China continued to force landing craft onto the shores, which kept a portion of the defensive units tied down to defending the beaches. 

    With the airborne units having completed their missions to the north, the helicopters were withdrawn. The Z-10 attack choppers went back to work against the Taiwanese defense in the south, while the Z-20 transports were replenished from the mainland. More airborne soldiers clambered aboard and flew from the decks. 

    With the setting sun in their eyes, the pilots hugged the wavetops and streaked toward the shore. The smoky haze kept everything past the sandy beaches hidden from view, but the IR equipment allowed them to see their targets. 

    Yet as the Z-10s swept in ahead of the transports, several were hit from Taiwanese missiles and nosed over to slam into the sea in fiery crashes. Coming in behind, the transports dropped in on the Hualien Airport. The burned remains of military and civilian aircraft littered the tarmacs, along jet bridges reaching out from the terminal areas. 

    Chinese airborne troops landed and spread out, taking the control tower and some of the terminals. Lightly armored vehicles were carried inside Y-8 transport planes that descended through the chaos and smoke. The airport was halfway taken when a Taiwanese armored counterattack knocked the assailants from their positions, killing nearly all the Chinese airborne troops. The first attempt to take the civilian airfield proved to be futile. 

    But the lead Taiwanese defensive brigades had been badly mauled by the continued Chinese artillery and aircraft. The lack of fighter aircraft was making itself felt, both in the bombs and missiles dropping on Taiwan’s defensive positions and the near inability to move reinforcements across the mountains. The trickle flowing in didn’t do much to offset the losses. 

    Taiwanese reinforcements coming up from the south ran into a gauntlet of fire from the artillery ships and aircraft. While Chinese reinforcements coming from the north ran into the same from Taiwanese guns operating in the hills and to the south, and as China pushed harder, those artillery weapons were also pushed farther out of range. The aircraft strikes also continued to diminish the Taiwanese numbers. Slowly, yard by yard and still sustaining horrible casualties, China was able to push Taiwan to the south. 

    Not wanting to get caught up in urban warfare and possibly lose the momentum they had achieved, Chinese forces focused on the fields to the east and west of Xincheng, but artillery fell in an unrelenting barrage in front of their advancing forces. 

    Although the Hualien Airport had been listed as the first airfield to take, it was actually the military airfield farther inland that was the first to fall. The runway and taxiways were terribly cratered from the numerous Chinese missiles that had landed, and the underground hangars had collapsed from charges placed by departing personnel. The fuel storage and pumping facilities were completely destroyed, as were the surrounding buildings, though the runways could be easily repaired once the area was secured. 

    This loss was a blow to Taiwan, who had managed to keep China from their shores for most of the morning and afternoon. In the end, it was the loss of the air force and the Chinese air dominance that won the day. 

    As the sun set below the mountain crests, China had pushed Taiwan back to the river running long the northern edge of Hualien. Both airports were in their possession, but were out of commission for the moment. The grounds leading to the city were littered with smoking armor and both Chinese and Taiwanese dead. 

    Taiwan scrambled to move their reserves into the city, setting up defensive lines along the river. They wanted to make the cost of taking Hualien too high for China and thus permanently deny them the use of the airfields in their possession. They may have lost a long stretch of shoreline, but they hadn’t lost the war. The longer they could delay, the better chance there was of America entering the battle and forcing China from their shores. 

    The Chinese commanders sitting offshore also knew that it would be costly to take Hualien. There wasn’t territory to flank around, like in some of the other towns they had taken. A frontal assault would be costly, but neither could they allow Taiwan to deny them the use of the airfields. 

    For the first time since landing and breaking through the Taiwanese defenses, the Chinese frontline troops established their own defensive lines. Drones crisscrossed the front and fell among Chinese and Taiwanese defenders alike. Artillery fire slowed as both sides became depleted and waited for operational reserves to be refilled. 

    Taiwan had to carry supplies across the mountains on transport helicopters and planes, both of which were vulnerable to Chinese fighters loitering to the south. The planes conducted low-altitude airdrops while the choppers came in amid arriving shells. 

    China also had its replenishment problems. Although supply ships sailed next to some of the artillery ships, the losses among the supply vessels during the crossing had been high. They too relied on helicopters, as they had no way to land larger aircraft. These, however, came under fire from loitering American F-22s miles to the east. 

    The initial burst of annihilating fire from both sides simmered as commanders sought to conserve their precious resources for an optimal moment. For China, that time was looming close. Thinking to break what looked like an impending stalemate, or at least a lengthy stall in operations, the last of their landing craft and hovercraft were brought aboard troop transports and loaded. More helicopters were sent from the mainland to help replenish the massive losses incurred. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The last of the sunlight filtered through layers of smoke blowing into the central mountains, carrying the odor of gunpowder, burning rubber and metal, and the stench of thousands of bodies lying on the beaches and in fields. Ashes drifted down like polluted snow, settling on city streets and marring windows. The sound of explosions reverberated over the countryside like distant thunderstorms. And through it all, the crack of tank cannons and artillery pieces punched through the maelstrom of noise like a crescendoing symphony. Close to the frontlines, the chatter of machine guns burst through shouted commands and the screams of wounded. 

    Now bathed in shadow, the Taiwanese defending the Hualien approaches braced for another push for their city by the Chinese invaders. Observation drones noted enemy APCs and IFVs moving forward in columns near the two airfields. The expectation was that China would strike in the east for the port and try to push around the central city of Hualien in the west. 

    During what could be called a lull in operations (although pressure was still mounted against the defenders holding the line along the creek bed that ran through the norther part of the town) reserves had been brought up the southern valley and the badly mauled troops rotated out. 

    The Chinese forces landing to the north were continually harassed by Taiwanese drones and the land between Hualien and the northern flatlands was littered with corpses and wrecked armor. But enough made it south to apply significant pressure against the frontline as China tried to find weaknesses in the defenses. 

    The increasing number of Chinese artillery and heavy mortar shells landing among the newly arrived Taiwanese battalions followed the observation of two Chinese mechanized attacks approaching from the north. The facades of structures were blown into the streets as an unending barrage fell on the city. Cruise missiles fired from Chinese ships far offshore hammered buildings that served as bunkers, while massive smoke clouds rose above the never-ending explosions from glide bombs dropping out of the late afternoon skies. 

    Taiwanese artillery began falling among the Chinese armor, with drones disabling several. Mines thrown from specialized vehicles also took their toll on the enemy formations, but still the assault forces crept toward the Taiwanese defensive lines. Chinese infantry that had survived the explosives readied themselves for yet another suicide assault against the enemy lines. 

    The Chinese APCs disgorged troops which were immediately taken under fire from combat UAVs. Taiwanese soldiers found their positions hammered by 25mm and 30mm fire as the IFVs attempted to cover the attacks. Outdated M-60 tanks dueled with Chinese Type 96 and Type 99 main battle tanks. The Taiwanese M-60s were horribly outclassed by their Chinese opponents but managed to inflict damage among the APCs and IFVs. Although terrific pressure was applied against the Taiwanese defenses, the lines held against this new push, though the effort came at a tremendous cost. 

    Offshore, with soldiers and armor aboard the world’s largest Zubr-class and Type 726 hovercraft, they motored away from the landing ships. Z-20 and Z-10 helicopters lifted off from the decks and circled while more loaded transport choppers rode elevators up from the lower decks. The skies above the invasion fleet began to fill with small black dots as a new wave was formed. 

    On a signal, the hovercraft increased speed and started moving toward their targeted shoreline. Lagging behind, the choppers broke out of their holding patterns and thundered toward the coast. The two formations pointed like an arrow toward the beaches south of the city. 

    Artillery fire shifted from the frontlines as the ground forces struck the Taiwanese defenses. The valley through which Taiwan’s reinforcements rode was heavily pounded, the rounds focusing on the two major arteries feeding into Hualien and the surrounding suburbs. Another point of focus for the descending shells was a ridgeline bordering the sea. A large military complex housing a radar facility had been a priority target and had already been struck repeatedly. 

    The site’s vantage point, overlooking both the strategic valley and city, was of great value and two assaults to take the site had already been repelled. But now the Taiwanese air defenses had been pushed back. China was using the last of its hovercraft in a risky operation to cut the city off from the south and force its capitulation. If it failed, it would leave China without a valuable resource and with nothing to show for its losses. They’d likely have to settle for a lengthier campaign to secure the airfields, and time wasn’t something they had a lot of. 

    Split into two sections, Z-10 attack helicopters flew over the racing line of hovercraft. The pilots saw the wide wakes flowing behind the air-cushioned assault craft, their speed close to matching their own. 

    The first section of Z-10s sent out volleys of flares as they approached and were met by rising streaks of white trails. It was a story repeated throughout the invasion. Some missiles veered away as their seekers followed hotter heat sources. Others missed as pilots maneuvered violently away from the incoming threats. A few closed in and their proximity fuses sent shrapnel flying into aircraft systems, downing the choppers in violent deaths as they slammed into the sea. 

    Those that made it through the waves of short-range air defenses struck Taiwanese positions with a mix of rockets and missiles as they attempted to carve a way for the following landing forces. 

    The second section split away and directed their fire at any sign of resistance at the military complex atop the ridge. Taiwan knew its strategic value and had continued to place reinforcements there. A single, narrow roadway wound its way across the top of the ridge which ran eighty miles down Taiwan’s eastern coast. Any reinforcements had to be airlifted or drive for some time to reach the facility from the south. The same road ran down the northern face and connected with the Ji’an Township. 

    One flight flew south to interdict any vehicles moving along the narrow road, while another attacked tracers rising from the complex. Rockets struck the defenders as they fought from fortified bunkers, with anti-armor missiles slamming through the thick concrete to hit the soldiers there. 

    When the first wave expended their weapons, a second flight of Z-10s descended on the complex, the artillery fire momentarily lifting while they conducted their attacks. With the attack choppers keeping the defending soldiers occupied, Z-20 transports came in low over the sea and zoomed up the steep slopes. Landing inside the large compound, they dropped off airborne troops who immediately occupied several damaged bunkers and began pushing across the ridge. More Z-20s followed, reinforcing the concentrated assault. 

    With Z-10s holding off reinforcements, the beleaguered Taiwanese defenders soon found themselves forced farther back along the ridge. Any calls for artillery support went unanswered as the batteries were already fully engaged with holding the line north of Hualien. 

    As Taiwan slowly lost the high ground overlooking the city, Chinese hovercraft came crashing ashore. Several defenders were able to send ATGMs against the speeding landing craft, but the volume of fire available wasn’t anywhere near what it had been earlier that morning. Several hovercraft were hit and disabled, but there were too many of them to fully halt. 

    Crossing over the outer sandbar, they drove up the river south of the Ji’an Township. The riverbed was nearly dry and the vessels sped up toward Donghua Bridge. Directly below the sprawling military complex, Chinese armor and troops poured out. They stormed the fields surrounding the approach ends of the long span. 

    With so many of the Taiwanese units on the frontline, few were left to guard the bridges. The quick assault had taken the Taiwanese by surprise. Vehicles carrying both Taiwanese infantry and supplies were taken under fire as they drove north to reinforce the front against continued attacks. 

    The hovercraft, after assisting the assault with their mortars and heavy caliber weapons, retired back to sea to reload with reinforcements. The Chinese command staff, seeing the success of the new assaults, ordered a new wave of infantry-carrying Z-20s into the air. Their resources weren’t unlimited, or they’d have sent thousands into the new breach, but they would use whatever they had to keep pressing this southern attack. 

    Taiwan saw this new assault and directed reserve units that had barely started recovering into the fray. Without a steady supply of reinforcements, they had no choice but to use the exhausted troops. It was a race that China won. The Taiwanese ran into a barrage of artillery fire before even thinking about engaging the fresh troops China had rushed ashore. Already having faced an entire day of constant fighting and having been up for most of the night as they relocated to the east, they had to turn around almost as soon as they arrived in the rear areas. They were spent and their exhaustion was finally starting to tell. 

    Though the fights were ferocious and violent, in the end, the attacks to dislodge the Chinese invaders failed. The armored support met with a wave of ATGMs, attack choppers, and drones. As with the Chinese mechanized assaults, the fields became graveyards for tanks and armored personnel carriers. China had now successfully formed a bridgehead to the south of Hualien. 

    With additional enemy troops being rushed ashore south of the narrow front, the Taiwanese ground commanders were faced with a crucial decision. They could either lose ground or lose their southern brigades. In the end, it was an easy choice. The war was far from over, but it would end much faster if they didn’t preserve their armed forces. They would continue to fight, and the longer they held out, the more hope they had of the United States intervening. 

    Reluctantly, they ordered the frontline formations to disengage and make their way farther south. Defenses were set along the ridge and a new line was in the process of being formed along the river north of Shoufeng. There, the thick vegetation would create a narrow defile where they could hope to stymie any farther incursion. 

    It was a bitter choice to vacate Hualien and its valuable airfields, but the preservation of the army was paramount. The retreating forces were harassed, but they mostly departed in peace. 

    When dusk settled over Hualien, China had full control of the airfields. It would take some time to move heavy equipment into place and get the fields operational, but the timeline for the invasion had been maintained. Air support for the conquest of Taipei would shortly be available. The port was taken and soon ships began arriving to offload their heavy armor, soldiers, and supplies. 

    The airfields would remain within range of Taiwanese artillery south of Shoufeng, but the air supremacy China enjoyed would minimize their impact. 
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    Chapter Ten 

    The northern invasion was different, yet at the same time, it was identical. The difference was in the scope and size of the assault. With the anticipated attack coming ashore at Yilan/Luodong areas, and its much closer proximity to Taipei, Taiwan had placed a greater number of its brigades in the vicinity to repel the Chinese invasion attempt. 

    The flatlands extending from the mountains to the sea were wider that those farther south. Much of the northern fields were flooded, making the terrain unsuitable for any kind of movement. China knew they wouldn’t be able to penetrate it, and Taiwan knew it was equally unsuited for defense. They kept units stationed along the very edge of the coastline and the estuary there to prevent China from using the river system to drive farther inland, but otherwise, the flooded lands were left alone by both sides. 

    That significantly narrowed the lanes of maneuver inland. China wasn’t interested in conquering the entirety of the Yilan flatlands. Their plan concerned only the northern sections of Yilan, and they had established a frontline to be maintained at the river north of the city. Their primary targets were the ports north of Toucheng and securing the highways through Jiaoxi. From there, they could strike along Highway 5 directly into Taipei. 

    The master plan was to secure the lands north of Yilan and leapfrog their way into the capital once a secure zone was established. With air supremacy and their aircraft operating out of Hualien, they could overwhelm any opposition. Once their beachheads had been created, the fall of Taiwan was inevitable. The air defenses would be ground down and that would allow their bomber fleet and aircraft coming from the mainland and those from the southern airfields to pulverize any resistance. It would be a bloody, but short war. First though, the beaches had to be secured, otherwise everything that was to follow would fail. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The first order of business was a massive helicopter assault on Guishan Island. The small, rocky landmass didn’t have much in the way of buildings, but there was an abandoned Japanese military tunnel that ran underneath. It wasn’t known whether Taiwan was using the tunnel, but with the island situated in the middle of the half-moon-shaped bay, its location was of strategic value. 

    A massive bombardment of the only habitable place on the western side opened from artillery ships and Chinese warships lying far offshore. Z-20 and Z-10 helicopters ran through a barrage of fire from the mainland as they made their way to the tiny spit of beach and disgorged special forces. It didn’t take too long for the island to fall into Chinese hands. Taiwan had known of its value, but also of its vulnerability if they were to defend it. In the overall scheme of things, it didn’t really matter if China placed a couple of artillery pieces on the island. A battery of them wasn’t going to make or break the defensive efforts. 

    China, however, had other plans. They used the tunnels to place hundreds of drones, along with operators poised to strengthen the endeavors of other drone ships operating offshore. In return, Taiwan kept up a battery of artillery fire on the tunnel entrances, thus minimizing the Chinese efforts. 

    Chinese recon drones were positioned high offshore to spot for artillery and Taiwanese troop movements. The artillery then began landing on supply routes and defensive positions, focusing on those in the north. Cruise missiles dropped from bombers over mainland China, along with others fired from the fleet of warships loitering out to sea were concentrated on the numerous bridges spanning the Yilan River. The objective was to isolate the defenders to the north from reinforcements arriving from the south. 

    Taiwan’s air defense knocked many of the low-flying missiles out of the air, but several managed to hit the spans. Initially, most remained intact, though damaged. Repeated hits eventually caused several sections of the major bridges to collapse, reducing the ability of Taiwan to send units north. Again, the air dominance of China was wearing down Taiwan’s ability to respond. 

    Artillery also rained down on the thin strip of land between the flooded fields and the shoreline, cratering many of Taiwan’s defenses and limiting their ability to fire on any landing craft. This created a gap in Taiwan’s defenses which China took advantage of. 

    When the landing craft departed their ships and formed up, many drove hard for Waiao Beach north of Wushih Harbor. This narrow piece of flatland offered an ideal landing location due to the landscape and the limited ability to form a complex defensive network. The rest of the invasion forces concentrated on another stretch of a rocky beach south of the harbor and directly east of Toucheng. Unlike the southern invasion fleet, which conducted an attack along miles of sandy beachfronts, the northern forces chose to focus on a three-mile section of the shoreline. 

    The fire coming from Taiwanese defensive positions along the coast was intense. Missiles raced across the wavetops and met with the concentrated fleet of landing craft swimming toward the beaches. Artillery hammered those locations, but it seemed to do little against the fortified positions. The shoreline erupted in a wall of rising smoke plumes as Chinese large caliber rounds started landing. 

    Offshore, landing craft were hit one after another, the vessels floundering as the burning hulls drifted lifelessly. But wave after wave motored across from the hundreds of ships out to sea, each surge coming closer to shore as the Chinese artillery, attack jets, and helicopters began to have a telling effect on the defenders. 

    It took hours and the loss of thousands before the first of China’s landing craft ground ashore at Waiao Beach. The stretch of vacation beachfront and a section of Highway 2 just behind fell to the thousands of Chinese soldiers who waded ashore, along with their armored support. Once they secured the beach and set up a defensive line to the north, they started moved south, quickly taking over the port before moving into the northern section of Toucheng. 

    Attacked from two sides, the defenders were forced away from the beachfront which allowed vessels to finally land. After hours of fighting and enduring relentless attacks from the air, the town of Toucheng fell to the Chinese landing forces. 

    This opened up the port as well to landing craft that raced ashore. Chinese special forces conducted intensive operations against the intersection of Highway 2 and Highway 5 behind the flooded areas, eventually taking control over the strategic junction. Without Taiwanese reinforcements coming from the south able to make it past the chokepoint, Chinese forces fighting their way south eventually overwhelmed the defenders and linked up with their airborne troops. 

    Much like it had been in the south, China’s airpower was able to carve the way for their ground units. By the end of the day, they had battled their way to the first river line south of Jiaoxi. While the plan had been to occupy all the territory north of Yilan, that wasn’t accomplished, although they had managed to create a significant foothold in the north. 

    Now China had access to a small harbor that their Ro/Ro ships could use in limited numbers. The larger port outside of the Su’ao Township far to the south was out of their grasp, but they’d continue their push toward Yilan and Ludong, and eventually attempt to capture the port areas. 

    After the first day, China had managed two major penetrations of the Taiwanese coast, substantial enough to establish heavy armor formations and mobile artillery batteries. Helicopters would soon be able to access the airfields, with the potential for using them for their attack fighters as well. Air defense units were among the first to be brought onto the newly controlled air bases, ensuring China’s ability to ward off Taiwan’s drones and missiles. 

    After decades of planning, China’s efforts to unify Taiwan, and thus bring the revolution to its conclusion, was well begun. The world watched and waited breathlessly, wondering if they were witnessing the coming of a new era. Would this change the map of the South China Sea? Several nations bordering the area worried if they would be next. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 
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    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    When the B-1 bombers landed back at Guam, ground crews descended on the behemoth aircraft as they parked in their revetments. Looking like a trail of ants, vehicles made a long line from the ammunitions storage bunkers as they brought out the remainder of the AGM-158C Long Range Anti-Ship Missiles. 

    In other parts of the base, technicians poured over their inventory of AGM-158 Joint Air-To-Surface Standoff Missiles as they attempted to convert these land-attack weapons to their anti-ship equivalents. These wouldn’t have the capability of conducting AI swarms like their counterparts, but they would enable the United States to conduct another massive attack against the Chinese fleets. 

    With the reported Chinese successes, the Indo-Pacific commanders just hoped that it wouldn’t be too late. Taipei lay only a few miles from the northern Chinese incursion, and the hope was that the Taiwanese defenses in their main urban areas could buy them a little time. 

    On B-2 bases, the available inventory of LRASMs was also loaded on the heavy bombers in preparation for other attacks. AGM-158Cs stored at European bases for use against the Russian navy were loaded onto transports to be flown to the Pacific theater. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Tehran, Iran 

    August 4, 2021 

    Ahmed Nazari walked down the carpeted hallways, unsure whether he should be thrilled or terrified. The lightly scented corridor with the tapestries of his ancestors, which he’d always enjoyed, were ignored as he strode down the wide corridors. Sunlight streamed in and he passed through the beams, the warmth on his shoulders unnoticed. 

    Having come from another meeting of the military commanders and the Supreme Leader, Iran’s president was lost in thought. It had been decided—without any of his input, yet his compliance required—that the military might of Iran was to be directed against Israel. 

    Omar Hasani had concluded that the time for the final conquest of their mortal enemies was at hand. With the United States embroiled in two conflicts, and Iran’s new partner securing footholds in Taiwan, there was little Israel’s mighty ally could do to protect the tiny country. Orders went out to the Hamas and Hezbollah that the time was nigh to execute their directives. The Quds forces in Syria were also placed on alert. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    Persian Gulf 

    August 4, 2021 

    The Israeli ELI-3150 surveillance aircraft soared high over the blue waters of the crowded shipping lanes. The sensitive sensors picked up increased transmissions emanating from Iran, stemming mainly from frequencies associated with their ground forces. There were also several coded communications originating from that country which seemed to be aimed toward Israeli enemies in Gaza and to the north. More alarming were the distinctive movements of Iran’s ground forces towards the northwestern section of the country, into what initially appeared to be staging areas. 

    Data streams filtering back to the Mossad headquarters indicated the emergence and movement of dozens, if not hundreds, of transport erector launchers. The operators aboard the surveillance plane were busy attempting to identify exactly what type of missiles were being carried, but it initially appeared that Iran was preparing for a massive ballistic launch, and the most likely target was Israel. 

    Signals intelligence also identified an increase in communications among the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps naval units stationed along the coast and along islands in the Gulf. It was obvious that Iran was preparing something major, perhaps even trying to exert their control over shipping transiting the Strait of Hormuz. 

    *   *   *   *   *   * 

    The Israelis weren’t the only ones to notice this increase in activity. The Joint Chiefs knew that with their current involvement in conflicts against China and North Korea, this would be an opportune time for Iran to conduct military operations that they’d been planning for decades. 

    Orders were immediately dispatched to warships of the Fifth Fleet. They were to establish positions along likely avenues of attack to assist Israel in fending off any missile attack that Iran directed toward them. 

    A request went out to their British counterparts, requesting assistance. They were the only ones in NATO who were reliable partners when it came to military assistance overseas. The airwaves were soon inundated with military traffic as the United Kingdom Carrier Strike Group 21 was turned around. Refueling ships were dispatched to meet the task force once it again cleared the Suez Canal and entered the Red Sea. 

    # # # 
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