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Grace worked far behind the front lines within Italy’s External Information and
Security Agency. She never experienced a pitched battle, but she never hesitated
to accept her position as Italy’s leading CONTRA officer.

Her appointment irked many in the Italian chain of command who questioned
her credentials. Most were surprised the “Holy Princess”—as they called her—ever
accepted. They said she was too soft. In the midst of the chaos surrounding her
team, Grace appeared beatifically calm. She marveled at the colors darkening the
sky. Sunsets moved her. Behind the slope, the setting sun’s tranquility inspired her,

even in the midst of war.

At a very early age, Italian literary circles recognized Graces as an extraordinary
talent with adult-like insight and wisdom. At fourteen, in an interview with Italy’s
primary online news source, Corriere della Sera, Grace had been asked to
describe her gift. She rejoiced at the question, saying, “God provides inspiration
to any man or woman, so I am only as talented as He decides.” A smiling snapshot
of the young Italian phenomenon accompanied her quote and she became an
Internet sensation.

Another Chinese personnel carrier exploded—the target of Gideon’s second
shoulder-fired missile. The concussion rocked Grace back into the moment,
away from the postcard-pretty crimson sky. She met Justice’s stare.

“It’s time we leave, sir,” she pleaded.
“Gideon, make the call now,” Justice ordered.

At the front, Xxplosive watched that same darkening sky fill with plumes of
smoke. To him, it looked disastrous and the situation on the ground was
worse. Wreckage of burning Chinese army vehicles littered the roadway. Bullets
traced across the forest—one hitting its mark. The bullet in Xxplosive’s upper
bicep cut through his battlesuit armor and drew blood.
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“I don’t have time for this,” Xxplosive muttered, wrapping medical tape around
the bloody mess covering his black skin. Five years as a Navy Seal, and the last six
with the Naval Special Warfare Development Group, had taught him to deal with
pain. The thin white tape would do just fine.

A large chain of PLA vehicles in the distance moved toward the Blue Team’s
position. Next to Xxplosive, Nightscope let off clip after clip, ducking while reloading
conventional ammunition, venting his anger. The night their team was chosen for
the Taiwan mission, Nightscope let loose in a way Xxplosive was now accustomed.
Four shots of Jack Daniels and Nightscope opened up on why America had fallen
from its perch. He blamed China.

“You name it: the espionage, our satellites, the Great Deception, and now—The
Revolution. It’s on them. I bet we’ll uncover some serious shit over there.”

According to Nightscope, everything was on them. “They stole everything from
us. They lied and tricked. I can’t wait to get there.” His words were sincere, and
drunk. Only a fool wanted to get into Taiwan, where assimilation campaigns read
like horror stories. Nightscope reflected the disorientation of America’s descent.
Most of the country blamed its downfall on someone else.

Xxplosive accepted the world changed. The West had to find a way to keep pace.
China used capitalism to build its wealth. Its wealth fed its military machine. After
becoming an economic juggernaut came diplomatic weight. Finally, the emergence
of a Chinese military superpower arose capable of taking on any nation—and it
did.

Bullets snapped overhead as more Chinese troops took positions in the lightly
wooded forest opposite Xxplosive’s flank near the dirt road where the patrol spotted
CONTRA.

“They’re coming in hard. Tough shit for us,” Nightscope seethed, inserting
another clip. He was a Delta Force operator and had been in tighter situations. “I
can’t hit'em all. Check off down the road. On the path there’s a platoon-sized unit
creeping on the tree line.”

“I got more off my side.” Xxplosive let off a barrage of gunfire. “They’re gonna cut
around and split the team.”
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“If we let them. We wouldn’t be able to reach the rest of the team.”
Nightscope sprayed rounds into the midsection of an advancing soldier hiding
behind the trunk of a thin tree. The bullets peeled the man away from his ill-
selected spot. He fell backward, dropping his weapon in a horrified gasp.

Xxplosive turned toward the rest of the CONTRA unit on the slope behind
them. Two incoming mortar shells exploded nearby, catapulting hot showers of dirt
overhead and sending fragments of shrapnel into the torso of a Resistance fighter
next to him. The man shrieked in pain grabbing at his side in anguish.

“Light’em up with laser and let’s go,” Nightscope said picking up his battlepack,
loading a final clip, and moving backward.

The laser weaponry issued to Xxplosive was untested in live battle. The Pentagon
stopped waiting to deploy next generation weapons. Too many designs had been
stolen before they ever got used. China and Russia penetrated the U.S.
defense industrial base and downloaded enough blueprints to reverse engineer
everything from Air Force missile guidance systems to Navy railguns. Like much
of the high-tech gear CONTRA equipped itself with, weapons testing took place in
the field.

Xxplosive preferred traditional ammunition, but lasers packed precision killing
power at the speed of light. Dropping his M4 to the ground, he unlatched the high-
powered laser rifle from his back shoulder and gripped the trigger.

“All right, last call for alcohol,” he said glancing at Nightscope.

The two officers stood up and let their weapons negotiate.

An eternity in anticipation, mere minutes in real time. Justice scanned the
horizon for the two Shadowhawk gunships dispatched to rescue them. The gunships
were inbound from the north where the USS Obama patrolled off the coast of Japan.

“Shadowhawks will be here in seven,” Grace reported. “They need us to move
to the rendezvous now.”

“Resistance fighters will have to hold their line,” Justice said. “Let’s get our team
over the other side of the slope before this gets ugly.”
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“It isugly,” Gideon retorted.

Justice ignored the comment and looked down at the Resistance commanders
CONTRA had been working with. He had grown close to one of them, Chiang Chen,
the leader of the Resistance. “I have to tell Chiang.”

Grace nodded. She watched the rebel commanders shouting orders twenty yards
below. Used to waging a guerilla war, Taiwan’s rebels were scrambling from the
direct exchange. Five years of occupation had taken its toll. The Resistance was
much smaller than CONTRA estimated. Numbers depleted in the ranks due to
attrition of all types. Hungry, tired fighters returned to their villages in droves over
the past two years, trying to hide from the watchful eye of the Chinese military
units and secret police hunting them.

The Resistance welcomed CONTRA upon arrival, though the mission confused
them. They did not care about The Revolution——they never heard of it. Taiwan was
fading into a forgotten history they bled to save. The Resistance needed the new
weapons CONTRA delivered, but were reluctant to join in any reconnaissance or
intelligence gathering against fortified Chinese outposts. They supported CONTRA
because they wanted more help from the West. The NATO officers listened to
constant prodding for assistance.

Justice descended the grassy hill toward Chiang. A former major general in
Taiwan’s Sixth Corps, Chiang’s commitment to repel the Chinese occupation did
not waver. It was all he had left. Chiang’s entire family was killed in the initial
onslaught. Justice never told Chiang the realities shaping the outside world.
Mainland China blocked all cyber and telecommunications out of the island.
Misinformation was fed through Xinhua, China’s state-run media.

Justice felt responsible for the frantic situation. Chiang saw him coming and
paid no heed. He continued directing the Resistance with the distinct authority of
an active general.

“My friend,” Justice said, forcing the issue. “We have to go.”

Chiang paused and held Justice in his gaze. He reached inside his vest and
removed something. Chiang grabbed Justice by the arm, opened his palm and
placed an object within it, then clasped the American’s hands shut.
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“You look at that ... what I give you ... in America,” he said in broken English.
“Do not forget.” His eyes stared hard for a moment. Then the general turned and
continued to bark orders as if Justice already left.

Justice found it hard to go. Over the past two weeks, he grew close to Chiang.
The rebel commander passed along critical intelligence about China’s activities
in Taiwan. He told stories of execution, detention, and escape. China had
planned its post-invasion strategy years in advance, in the days when the Red Army
grew ominous across the Strait. The Resistance could do little other than annoy
Beijing’s powerful military machine.

Justice tucked Chiang’s gift into his vest and ran back toward Grace.

“We’re inbound. Hold on and get to the zone,” said the voice of a pilot from the
incoming Shadowhawks over the radio.

Grace slung her battlepack across her shoulders and trudged up the slope ahead
of Justice, coordinating CONTRA’s exact location. Having grown up a stone’s throw
from the Vatican, it was fitting Grace looked angelic. Her soft complexion, bright
green eyes, and warm smile always accompanied the cross hanging around her neck.
She never removed it. Blessed by three Popes and passed down over generations
in her family, she cherished the cross. Traditions held strong for fewer in Italy, but
they fulfilled Grace and gave her peace in the continuum of time.

The moss-covered slope made the incline tricky. Grace slipped and caught
herself, palms to the dirt. She gritted her teeth and saved herself from a face plant.

“Strength for the sake of peace. Make me worthy of service, Savior,” she muttered.

“How are we doing?” Justice asked passing Grace.

“Good, sir. ‘In the hands of the Lord,” as my mother would say.”

“I'm glad that’s comforting. You wouldn’t mind asking him to tell the Chinese
to stop shooting at us?”

“I can try, sir, but He might ask why we’re shooting at them.”

“Fair enough. Tell Him it’s about trying to save the world.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We're gonna be butchered like lambs,” Gideon said, as Grace and Justice reached
him at the peak of the slope between the firefight and rendezvous.
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“The Shadowhawks are coming,” Grace huffed, breathing hard and sweating. She
balanced herself against the trunk of a large tree.
“Gideon, let’s make sure—" Justice began.
Incoming machine gun fire hammered in, clipping bark from the tree above.
“Are you all right?” Justice looked to Grace, concerned.
“I think so.” Grace examined the bullet holes inches above her head.
“They’ll be fighting hard ’til we’re out. No rest here.”

“I wonder, sir, if the Chinese know about the Shadowhawks, or if they can
pick up the gunship stealth on radar?” Grace wondered aloud.

Designed in secret, the Shadowhawk multi-role fighter-transport entered service
three weeks earlier, in record-breaking development time, taking only two years
from inception to production. The newest radar-evading materials, electronic
warfare, and directed energy weapons outfitted the sharp one-winged crafts.
Shadowhawks could fly faster and engage more targets with their weapons suite
then any air vehicle ever made.

“Nobody’s ever coming back here,” Justice muttered, his thoughts drifting.

Before the CONTRA had arrived, no American personnel had been on
Taiwanese soil in four years. Not since the peace talks broke down. China closed
off the island from the world in an effort to bring “culture back into harmony”
officials stated. Repeated attempts to send in observers from dozens of humanitarian
organizations failed. The Red Cross, Doctors Without Borders, and the United
Nations were all denied access.

Justice watched Taipei’s fall with the world as live coverage of the attack streamed
across television sets. His Ranger regiment was on call, ready to deploy.

Missile after missile decimated Taipei and its defenses. The once thriving Asian
democracy died in smoke, rubble, and torment. The Battle of Taiwan was fierce
but mostly one-sided. It marked the first war where strategic military exchanges
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of terrestrial and space-based weapons, directed energy, and cyber-war were the
primary weapons employed. American support could not stop the mainland blitz.

U.S. fighters and joint military assets scrambled after the Chinese invasion
commenced. For an intense ten-day period, the largest, most advanced aerial
dogfight and space-war the world ever witnessed raged above the Taiwan Strait.
Squadrons of Chinese stealth fighters went up against Taiwanese, American and
Japanese fighters, unmanned strike aircrafts, and long-range bombers. The skies
and space over the embattled island, China’s coasts, southern Japan, and Korea were
the scenes of furious military combat. Advanced war technology and maneuvers
led to swift escalation by both sides. America had the political and military support
of all its major allies.

It hardly mattered.

China refused to bow out or back down. Highly coordinated counterattacks
against American military intervention were planned for decades in advance. Missile
strikes and air raids annihilated U.S. military installations on Guam and Japan.
China launched sophisticated electronic warfare and anti-satellite attacks against
military ground stations, command centers, and orbiting intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance platforms. American commanders were blinded by the attacks,
which disabled or knocked out many of the Department of Defense systems used
for communications and targeting. The Pentagon reverted to operating at a low-
tech tempo it had not envisaged since the mid-1980s.

An array of ground-launched anti-ship missiles, air-launched cruise missiles,
and fleets of hard-to-detect submarines met four American naval battle groups
dispatched to the region. After losing several destroyers and the first U.S. carrier
since World War 11, the president ordered the battle groups to retreat. The war had
already cost the world trillions of dollars. Cries for the Western allies to stand down
grew everywhere. Plans to send in the Rangers and other U.S. Special Operations
forces were rejected. Justice and his regiment were taken off standby. There would
be no deployment.

China seized on the hesitation, demanding all Western forces cease engagement at
once. They struck Western commercial satellites with high-energy lasers, claiming
they were military surrogates. Key components of modern infrastructure began
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to fail across the globe. The anti-satellite strikes coincided with massive cyber
attacks against civilian transportation and energy systems inside the United States,
Australia, Japan, and Europe. Railways, airports, and power plants were shut down,
leaving major cities blacked out and helpless for days.

Strategists argued the tide of war could not be overturned. China landed
thousands of troops on the western shores of Taiwan and thousands more were
parachuted in. America’s Congress demanded an immediate cessation of U.S.
involvement. The White House decided to pull the plug. Australia and Japan followed
suit.

The dragon had risen, and without question ended America’s century of
preeminence. That was five years ago.

“X-One to Blue Team, X-One to Blue Team, we are in the zone,” said the same
NATO pilot over the radio.

“Copy X-One, we are in the ring,” Grace replied. Standing beside Justice and
Gideon, she grasped the cross around her neck and recited the Hail Mary as she
awaited their incoming rescue angels. Still miles away—and out of sight of ordinary
human eyes—Grace saw the Shadowhawks clearly.

“While you spoke with Chiang, I instructed a dozen operators to remain on the top
slope,” Gideon reported. “They’ll defend our exit in case Resistance lines break,”

Justice scanned the horizon through high-powered binoculars. He monitored
the data links on the interior of his visor, and found the approaching bat wings.

“Here they come,” Justice said. “When the first bird lands, direct all troops
to board. Each gunship will have a cover team.”

Gideon started off. Justice grabbed him by the arm.

“We leave no one behind.”

Gideon nodded, respectful of the Ranger code.

Justice noticed Grace in prayer again, her lips moved softly between
communications with the Shadowhawk pilots. Justice figured it was a good time
for praying.
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Two Shadowhawks raced over the East China Sea at hypersonic speeds. They
crossed Taiwan’s coastline and swerved low through the Jade Mountains and
over the Nantzuhsien River Basin. Hovering to a near standstill in seconds, the
Shadowhawks vertically landed in their stealthy black skin at the rendezvous site
within the Alishan Forest.

Engraved NATO insignias marked each side of the gunships. The winged fighter-
transports were CONTRA'’s trademark vehicles. Gunners manned laser cannons
on each side of the exterior ports. A platoon of fresh CONTRA troops dismounted
from each Shadowhawk to cover the operators about to board.

The soldiers from the Shadowhawks wore full-armor CONTRA battlesuits. The
lightweight armor used nanotechnologies composed of flexible cloth that stiffened
on kinetic impact. An outer layer of fabric could change colors to match immediate
surroundings. Different lethal and nonlethal weapon systems were integrated. Mini
control panels at the forearms allowed operators to monitor battle management,
intelligence feeds, and net-centric sensors at the push of a button or a verbal
command. Strapped with the various tools used by Western Special Forces, the
battlesuits provided a formidable advantage in the field. Exoskeleton variations
offered superhuman strength.

“There’s no way we can handle the garrison heading our way,” Nightscope
shouted. “As much as the Delta Force in me wants to stay, we need out this mess

“Between the devil and the deep blue sea, the Hawks are here,” Xxplosive replied.
Turning, he squeezed off rounds and ran up the grassy path toward the rendezvous.
Nightscope trailed. Several Resistance fighters kept pace to either side of them.
The men zigzagged through a lightly wooded patch of forest.

Sweat ran from under Nightscope’s helmet, mixing with smudged dirt on his
face. Two Resistance fighters next to him took direct machine gun fire to the chest.
The fifty- caliber rounds ripped through their bodies. One man’s arm severed and
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split in two at the shoulder. Blood splattered across Nightscope’s face. He sprinted
faster, as did Xxplosive. The Chinese followed close behind.

“Let’s leave 'em a present,” Xxplosive said, sliding to his knees. He thrust a
detonator into the ground and got back up to full sprint within seconds—a move
he’d practiced often in training. “Six, seven, eight, nine...ten.” Xxplosive set off the
detonation. The shaped charge blasted back toward the trailing troops. An
instant later, a rocket struck the Resistance front line, toppling a cypress tree.
Xxplosive and Nightscope watched the tree fall ten feet away as they crossed over
the forested slope and headed down to the rendezvous site.

“Resistance is gonna have big trouble,” Nightscope uttered. A wounded
Dutch operator struggled in front of him. He and Xxplosive helped the man as
the entire CONTRA team hurried toward the Shadowhawks. Blood-soaked
shrapnel wounds in the Dutch operator’s arm drenched the Netherlands flag on his
uniform, turning it deep red.

“You're gonna be fine,” Xxplosive assured.

Justice ran up to Xxplosive and Nightscope.

“We gotta move. PACOM is picking up Chinese aircraft heading our way from
the north.”

“Got it, sir.” Nightscope replied.

Justice continued giving orders as the last troops made it down the hillside.

Blue Team operators boarded the Shadowhawks while fresh CONTRA cover
troops kept watch. Resistance fighters ran, wildly following the NATO retreat.

“It’s a long way back to the Jade Mountains for those fellas,” Justice said over
the radio. “Provide them cover where you can.”

Xxplosive dropped his battlepack and assisted the wounded Dutchman onto a
Shadowhawk. Many other wounded were already on board. Grace was strapping
herself into a seat as Xxplosive picked up his gear and climbed aboard the opposite
stealth transport, strapping himself in next to Nightscope.

“Picking up two fighters heading our way fast!” yelled one of the pilots at the
boarding troops. “Get in now! If they lock on to us here, it’s game over!”

“Everyone on! That’s it—take off!” Justice shouted, jumping in last.




B

ERISODE ENGAGEMENT

As the Shadowhawks rose, Grace looked out the open-air side of the craft. A
small group of Resistance fighters crossed the hilltop. They were heading for the
forest line, east of the landing zone, where trails would lead them back to their
hideouts. Just short of the forest, one of the rebels unfurled the old Taiwanese flag
before falling to gunfire.

“More death in another needless war,” whispered Grace in empathetic sadness.
That instant she felt a warm, tingling sensation flow throughout her entire body.
It started from her core and spread to the tips of her fingers and toes. A blinding
flash of light in her left eye followed. She plunged her head into her lap, covering
her face with both hands.

It had been several years since the last occurrence. Grace had experienced the
sensation often as a child. There was never any pain, but she could never understand
why it happened or what it meant. The tingling and flash of light had scared her. It
made Grace feel different, like something was wrong with her. She told her mother
and father about it many times. They never seemed concerned, and only smiled
back, telling her, “You are Blessed.” The sensation was more powerful this time
around, with perfect symmetrical force.

“Are you wounded? What’s wrong?” Justice asked, coming to her side.

Grace lifted her head. Her hair fluttered from winds whipping through the
interior of the Shadowhawk. The vacuum doors sealed shut and pilots prepared the
thrusters. She regained her composure, holding back the powerful emotion that
always followed the strange sensation and flash of light.

“I'm fine, sir.” Wanting to change the subject, she asked, “Where are the Chinese
aircraft? Is our escape clear?”

Justice hesitated before turning to the cockpit. “Pilot, any chance those aircraft
get to us?”

“Can’t be sure,” the pilot spoke as if determined not to show fear. Perspiration
leaked out of his every pore. Beads of sweat rolled off the back of his neck. His flight
suit had turned dark green from all the moisture. “We have word a squadron of
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F-22s and unmanned interceptors have launched from Japan. They’re nearing the
zone and are authorized to engage anyone trailing our retreat.”

“So much for covert action,” Justice whispered.

On the other Shadowhawk, Nightscope and Xxplosive slumped in their seats
and let the adrenaline rush of battle dissipate. They watched several wounded
CONTRA operators receive medical attention. Two Croatian soldiers across from
them recounted the escape in their native tongue. English was the official language
on any CONTRA mission, but the officers were too tired to enforce something so
trivial.

Nightscope looked around at his fellow teammates. Everyone was dirty, panting,
and beat. The exhaustion of two weeks of operating secretly, sleeping on the hard
earth, and having no showers had ended. If none of the wounded died, the whole
team would make it out alive. “Not bad. We could’ve all been buried down there,”
he said. His thoughts trailed off to the ground. “Wish we left on better terms.”

Sitting next to him, Xxplosive leaned back and stared at the ceiling. A tired smile
spread across his face.

“We brought some whoop ass,” Xxplosive said, rocking back a bit and putting
up a fist bump. “They’re gonna remember us at the front.”

“Yeah, until next time,” said Nightscope, meeting his friend’s fist with his own.

“Until next time.” 4






