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         “Vampire, Vampire!  Bearing 290!”



“Weapons free,” snapped Captain Grayson.  “Hard right rudder, set course two five degrees, all ahead flank.  Set General Quarters.”



The bellow of the USS Cooperstown’s gas turbines ramping up to full speed came almost instantly, a tribute to many hours of drill time the captain had put his mismatched crew through en route to their dangerous mission.  It still would not matter one bit if the ship did not fight its way through this attack.



“Missile away,” called out the Air Warfare Officer, a fuzz-cheeked young Japanese boy with the tragic nickname of Junebug, who looked like a child in his baggy navy uniform.  His age did not affect the speed at which his fingers danced over the controls before the roar of the departing missile had died away, priming a second shot in case the first one missed.  Launching without confirmation was far from normal Navy procedure, but Grayson was operating about as far away from the staff pukes who had written the manual as was earthly possible, and he would rather waste a missile on a false contact than have some Chinese fighter jockey paint a US flag on the side of his jet.



“What have you got on that vampire?” growled Grayson while trying to hold onto something solid to compensate for the tilt of the ship in the tight turn.



“Range twelve klicks, speed subsonic, missile locked and closing,” snapped Junebug, followed almost instantly by the Electronic Warfare Operator by his side.



“EWS says it’s a Chinese TL-10, dropping down to sea-skimming… damnit!  No contact!



“That’s a miss,” said Junebug, his voice dropping to something closer to calm.  “It’s still out there, closing.  Time to impact one minute.”



“Course nine zero degrees,” snapped Grayson.  “Chaff and flares ready.”



“Second vampire detected,” rattled off the AWO as if it were a video game.  “Missile away.”



“No ship on radar other than a fishing boat,” said the Surface Warfare Officer, who was as old as the missile jockey was young.  “Told you we should’a Harpooned it the minute we saw it.  Brace for impact?”



“Brace for impact,” called out Captain Grayson, shocked out of his momentary mental paralysis by the grizzled old veteran.  “All hands, brace for impact.”



“All hands,” shouted the duty officer into the intercom, “brace for impact, port side.  This is not a drill.  Repeat, this is not a drill.”



“Yes!  Second contact destroyed,” snapped the AWO.  “Take that, you chinks.  First contact should be above radar horizon in ten— NOW!”



The Rolling Airframe Missile launcher coughed, sending a streak of red fire out against the ocean just moments before the countermeasure launchers thumped, both driven by the video-game reflexes of a sailor who most probably had not been born when the ship’s keel had been laid down.



“Right full rudder,” snapped Captain Grayson before the tactical officer grabbed him and dragged him to the deck.



“Everybody down!” bellowed Petty Fuentes.  “Hit the deck!”



The sharp ‘Blaaaat’ of the CIWS punctuated an explosion to the aft of the ship, making the armored windows of the bridge shake, but not burst into deadly fragments that would have shredded every person who had not flattened.  Captain Grayson staggered back to his feet with the rest of the bridge crew, barking out a quick, “Damage?”



“Radar good,” said the teenaged AWO over the ringing in Grayson’s ears.  “No contacts.”



“Minor shrapnel damage to the flight deck, no fire.”



“Do you want to kill that Chinese fishing boat now, Captain?”  Command Master Chief Petty Officer Fuentes punched in the coordinates of the mentioned boat with experienced fingers that had most likely done the task a hundred times in drills.



“The missiles didn’t come from the fishing boat,” said Seaman Dikes at the electronic warfare station, which shared a display with his young friend.  “See that, Hiro?  They came in with a fishhook turn from behind the island.”



“That’s not much of an island,” said Seaman Junebug.  He poked one thin finger at the display and traced a circle.  “If they were more than a few hundred meters back, they could shoot over it, but if they’re huddled up to the side—”



“Yeah, that’d give SSM’s a fit.”  Dikes grabbed a post-it note off the stack next to her and scribbled a ship-shape on it.  “I’d stick a missile boat at anchor against the shoreline here and use the fishing boat to spot for it.  There must be a few hundred Chinese PTs with T-10s still floating.”



“Most of ‘em carry four,” cautioned Junebug, who turned his attention back to the radar screen with an abrupt jerk.



“If you children are done,” cautioned Petty Fuentes, “we have a spotter to kill.  If I can get the radar to lock onto it.”



“Shit!”  Seaman Dikes jabbed at her EWS console.  “They’ve changed their transponder to squawk a Greenpeace code and turned off their radar.”



Several months ago in the middle of the on-again-off-again Wet Firecracker War, Greenpeace had triumphantly announced how it had hacked both forces and introduced viruses into their weapon systems so that China and the US would be forced to declare peace.  The Americans blamed the Chinese for using Greenpeace as a proxy for their military.  China remained quiet.  A month later, Greenpeace’s headquarter in the Netherlands vanished in a truck bombing with radioactive waste sprinkled in the explosives, but that did not help the chaos left behind.



“Harpoon’s are out,” said Fuentes.  “They’re all Block Three and got corrupted firmware updates, so they won’t lock on with the surface radar giving them targeting cues.  Transponder gives us a clean target, but I don’t have anything for you to hit it with, sir.  Should I arrange a boarding party again?”



“Not with that potential patrol boat out there.  We’ll take it out with Sea Sparrows when the time is right.  Set course two eight zero, slow to full speed so we don’t stress the engines.  How long to launch an observation drone?”  



Captain Grayson bit his bottom lip while staring out the bridge window, wishing that he could just get to where he needed to launch the helicopter rescue mission instead of screwing around with the scattered remnants of the Chinese coastal forces.  It would be nice to have a task force sweeping into the assault with a few hundred Marines, a wave of cruise missiles to take out any fixed defenses, and the air cover of a carrier battle group, but the only carrier that had survived so far was the USS Vinson tied up in a dock in the radioactive ruins of San Diego, and Grayson felt confident that it would remain there until it decayed into rust before Fleet would get up the courage to put it out to sea again.



“We’ve got the Blackjack stowed to make space for the chopper,” said his executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Stack, who had been arranging things for their primary mission during the initial attack and just stumbled onto the bridge.  “There’s some concussion damage in the area, but we can’t bring it out and the helicopter both.  We can get a Wasp up right now if you want.”



“Do it.  Our helo has top priority once we get clear.”  Grayson forced himself to breathe slower, waiting for the sound of another incoming missile or torpedo—  “Spotters to the sides,” he relayed to his XO.  “Watch for torpedo tracks.  It’s not much, but we’re nearly deaf at this speed, and I don’t want to loiter.  And ready the Nixie.”



“Aye, sir.”



The blue-green underwater laser plotter on the bow should be able to pick up an incoming torpedo track or an unexpected underwater mountain, but Grayson was not feeling very lucky.  The US Navy had left far too many state-of-the-art hulls littering the seafloor around China’s coast to make the aging ship he was in command more than just another statistic if he got sloppy.  The buzz of the launching drone was at least a little comforting, although it left his EWS operator doing double-duty with the Apple laptop tied down to the side of her station.  There should have been an official Navy installation for the device with a Navy guide and Navy procedures to follow involved in every shipboard system, but the first nuke that had gone off in the San Francisco harbor had scattered the US forces in order to not give the unknown enemy a concentration of forces to hit.  The important Navy ships had gotten first pick of the replacements and supplies after that.  The older and more slipshod ships with flakey electronics systems and patchwork weapon systems had to scrounge for what they got, which was how Grayson wound up with a pair of Japanese teenagers working the Cooperstown’s digital eyes and ears.



“Drone aloft and relaying,” said Seaman Dikes.  “Headed for the fishing trawler, ETA four minutes or so.”



“Negative.  Take it over Quinpeng Island.”  Grayson moved over to the laptop and looked over Dikes’ shoulder.  “Keep it high.”



“Too high and we won’t see the patrol boat,” said Dikes, but she did raise the nose of the drone and gained altitude.



“I don’t think that’s a patrol boat up there.  Commander Stack, remember that report we had of the Chinese welding one-shot missile tubes to their Kilo class subs to make up for their torpedo shortage?”



“Yes, sir.  That’s awful shallow water for a sub, though.”



“If I’m right, that’s a good thing.”  Grayson pointed to the digital chart and the fuzzy aerial photo of the tiny island.  “Those subs are getting really old, and submerging one does not guarantee it will come back to the surface, particularly since Russia started shipping them booby-trapped spare parts.  Every time they dive, that’s more wear and tear on their batteries, and a greater chance of something rupturing.  They’re almost blind against our own subs, and the Chinese have sunk more than one of their own by accident.  So if they strip them of all their torpedoes but one salvo and leave them docked beside an island like this—”



“We should be expecting a torpedo, I presume?”  The XO measured several quick distances on the digital map.  “We’re within their range, if they dogleg it.”



“The closer and dumber we get, the more the Chinese captain will like it.  The fishing boat isn’t trying to get away, is it, TO?”



Fuentes scowled at the digital display.  “No, sir.  Our present course and speed will let us pass Quinpeng Island in thirteen minutes, and intercept the trawler in about twenty.”



“Right about there.”  The captain’s finger tapped the map display.  “Right where we go past the island.  The water’s shallow, just perfect for mines.  I’ll bet there’s a minefield laid from the edge of the beach down to the deeper water on both sides of the island.  If that is a sub laid up over there, they’ll have spotters up on the hill by now, and there’s not a darned thing they have to do but watch the big, dumb American ship go plowing into the minefield and blow up.  And if we do miss the mines, they can put a shot right into our tail when we drive by.  We’d never pick up the sub on radar with that island next to it, and our active sonar would be worthless.  They wouldn’t even have to submerge to periscope depth.”



“So, we scrub the rescue mission, sir?”  Commander Stack zoomed the display out and measured.  “Two hours until sunset and thirty kliks out from our planned position.  That’s cutting the chopper’s fuel reserves tight.  The zoomies aren’t going to last too many days out in the woods without all the luxuries they’ve gotten used to on base.”



Their primary mission resulted from the Air Force ‘quietly’ sending seven B-21 bombers into China to deal with what the Americans called a geosynchronous satellite laser swatter, but the Chinese called an ‘experimental satellite defense platform’ several days ago, but one of the bombers had caught a golden BB on its way back out and crashed.  Fortunately, the burning bomber had remained on autopilot after the two man crew ejected, crashing twenty minutes later into a forest somewhat north of the USS Cooperstown’s present position.  Unfortunately, one of the pilots of the most sophisticated flying machine on the planet managed to prang his simple parachute into a tree and break his leg, so simply hiking to the shore and waiting for a rowboat was right out.  This section of the coast was slightly less radioactive than the straits between Taiwan and China, so the pilots were not likely to glow in the dark if their rescue were delayed by a day or two, but…



“Seaman Hu, is the fishing trawler broadcasting any radio signals?”



Hu nodded, although the chubby Hawaiian kept his eyes closed, concentrating on the headset he had plugged into the ship’s radio systems.  Grayson doubted he had even moved during the missile attack, because nothing could distract the Chinese immigrant when he had his mind set.    “Their radio operator has a terrible Gansu accent, but they’re broadcasting in the clear with code words, so I don’t think they’ve got a current encryption key for their scrambler.  Did you want to challenge them, sir?”



“Standard command, heave to and prepare to be boarded, yes.  Repeat at intervals.  Try to sound German.”



“Ja, mein Kapitän.”  The young linguist turned to his microphone with statico commands while Captain Grayson held a quick bridge conference, sketching out the details of his plan of action and keeping an eye on the drone’s video feed.  Since the hacked surface radar network fed both the Harpoon missiles and the 76mm gun, accurate targeting of the fishing trawler was nearly impossible, but there was no such issue in giving the top of the small island a high-explosive massage.



Firing single shots and adjusting the fall of the shells provided enough smoke and dust to allow the drone a single pass over the island, revealing a bustle of activity around a slim shape in the water on the other side.



“I think we can arc the shells enough to scare them,” mused Fuentes.



“Kill ‘em, don’t kiss ‘em is what my old Surface Warfare instructor always used to say.  Take another pass over the peak of that island.  I think I see their observation team.”  Grayson waited until the drone lined up on the stubby peak and pointed with one finger.  “Target laser and set up fire mission, five rounds rapid.”



“Aye, Captain.  Seeker, five rounds rapid on the way.”  The slow, steady thumping of the 76mm gun abruptly turned into a staccato thumpathumpathumpa, followed by a brief pause as the ammunition feed switched back to standard high-explosive.  The top of the island fairly erupted in flames on the screen, with the distinct image of a human being, or at least most of a human body flying up into the air before the signal was abruptly cut by a piece of flying debris.



“That should do it,” said Grayson.  “Ready the decoy, Dikes.  Junebug, give me two Sea Sparrows on that target up ahead.”



The words had barely left his mouth before the roar of two RIM-162 ESSM missiles filled the bridge, streaking downrange to the fishing trawler like bright dots, then big puffy clouds of airburst detonation.



He did not expect the massive explosion that followed, a blast so strong that Grayson blinked and turned away with the instinctive motions of somebody who had seen one nuclear explosion and did not want to see another.  The detonation was far too small to be a nuke, but the tower of flame and smoke rising from the target could probably have been seen in Taiwan.



“Holy shit,” murmured his XO.  “Glad we didn’t board that ship.”



“Take a memo, Commander Stack.  As of this point, we no longer board enemy fishing vessels in the vicinity for resupply, no matter how low on fuel we are.”  Grayson checked the course plot, and took a judging look at the nearness of the island.  “Dikes, drop the decoy.  Helm, bring us around to two five degrees, slow to twenty knots.  Go to ECM blackout state.”



“Course two five degrees at twenty knots, aye.  Powering off all radiation sources,” echoed the XO.  



Behind them, the crew rolled what looked like a fifty-five gallon barrel off the fantail, but on hitting the water, it rapidly inflated a huge mylar balloon with several small flares, making an oddly-shaped heat source that was boosted by a digital recorder squawking on both radio frequencies and through several speakers in the main body.  It never would have passed through the Navy procurement system, and it only lasted five minutes or so, but the captain had approved making several of them out of scrap at the last port call, and certainly no enemy would ever anticipate seeing a giant inflated dog or mouse bobbing in the ocean.  Besides, it had turned into a bit of a creativity contest for the stressed Americans, who were halfway around the world and needed something to distract them.



“Twilight Sparkle is broadcasting,” said Dikes, taking a look at the rear camera on the bridge and watching the glittering silver alicorn bob in the waves of their passage.  “No other signals detected.”



The island crawled by at the slow headway the Cooperstown was making on traveling to the other side of the island, but the activity on the bridge more than made up for the slow pace.  Another Wasp drone was prepared for launching, the VLS system was programmed for an ASROC launch, and the surface warfare computer system was being purged and reset to clear the lockouts that the Greenpeace hacks had activated.



“Seems a little overkill to use an ASROC and a Harpoon on the same target,” said Seaman Junebug once he had the system set up.



“There is no overkill,” said Hu, “there is only Open Fire and Reload.”



“Amen.”  Captain Grayson checked the surface plot again.  “Launch the Siren.  Let’s give that sub something to watch other than its ass.  And prep the gun with laser seeking rounds.”



The countermeasures launcher gave a solid thud and the British rocket popped up into the air, rocketing to a spot a few kilometers further west and deploying a parachute before broadcasting a radio signal designed to look like the Cooperstown’s radar.



“Coming up on the intercept point.  Launch the Wasp but don’t turn on the camera until it clears the island.”



“EM free launch, aye.”  Seaman Dikes tracked the dot on her laptop screen while the XO counted down the time.  “Coming up on signal in fifteen.  Fourteen.  Thirteen.”



“Harpoon set to Vector Launch,” said Fuentes.  “Main gun loaded with seeker rounds.”



“ASROC programmed and set,” said Junebug.



“And… we’re live.”  The Wasp drone’s camera began transmitting, and an image of the rocky nitche where the sub had been resting filled the screen, only the submarine was moving away from its safe anchorage with a few crewmembers still scrambling to get down the hatch before it dove.



“Launch,” said Captain Grayson.  “Surface action, no radar.  Bring the gun around, just in case they miss.  Ready with guided rounds, slow to ten knots.”



The thunderous double-whoosh of launching shook the bridge, one missile roaring up at a low angle before it dropped the solid-fuel booster and extended its wings, while the other shot nearly straight up.



“Harpoon approaching programmed turn,” said Fuentes.  “Radar active, homing on any target it can find.”



“ASROC is still falling,” said Junebug.



“High-frequency screws, dopplering away.”  The sonar operator, who had been nearly silent to this point, regarded his waterfall display with his nose almost pressing against the glass.  “Looks like two torpedoes, fired at the location of the Siren decoy.”



“That was too close.  Dikes, is the sub laser designated yet?”



“Aye, sir.”



“Give him five guided rounds, standard.”



Between the gun rounds punching holes in the top deck, the Harpoon missile ripping into the conning tower, and the late-arriving torpedo from the ASROC, there was not much remaining of the Chinese submarine as it ruptured and sank.  The torpedoes were still running, so Grayson kept the Cooperstown still and silent until they ran out of fuel.  Then he brought the ship back around to the leeward side of the island and considered his next move while the ship secured from General Quarters and some of the screaming tension eased out of his nerves.



Sinking a submarine and a decoy trawler did not bring him one step closer to rescuing the Air Force pilots, because the Chinese defense forces may have been chopped up and distracted by nuclear strikes and internal rebellion, but they still had guns and bombs a plenty to pursue one obsolete US frigate once they got their act together.  Seaman Hu interrupted Grayson’s musing with a quick hand motion beckoning the captain over while holding a hand over his microphone.



“Captain, I’ve got somebody from the Chinese command calling on the same frequency as the fishing trawler was using, asking for a status report.  I don’t think they had a chance to send a message before we blew them up.”



Grayson considered his situation, weighing the survival of his ship and crew against their assigned mission and the certainly alerted Chinese forces.  “Do you think you can impersonate our exploding friends?” he asked.  “We’ve got a burning ship we can claim was us, and I’m not sure if the sub got a message off.”



Hu just grinned.  “I bet I can have them asking us to bring them some fish.”



“No glowing sushi for the Chinese military,” cautioned Grayson.  “Keep it simple, as long as they stay off our fantail for the evening.  If the helo takes off at sunset with extra jerrycans of fuel, we can have the Air Force pilots back here by sunrise and be gone.”



“Yes, sir.”  The chubby Hawaiian gave Grayson an abbreviated salute before returning to his microphone, leaving the captain to see to the rescue mission preparations.



Then came the worst part.



In combat, every order he gave could make or break the ship.  The SH-60A vanishing off into the darkness was a factor he could not control.  He had given the helo everything he could think of, from a forged transponder code the ESM operator had pulled off a military transport some distance inland to several recorded responses in Chinese in case they met one of the air-defense artillery installations.  The only thing he could do was sit and worry in the darkness, with the ship running civilian lights and Seaman Hu snoozing by the radio in case of an unexpected query.



The USS Cooperstown steamed in glacial circles, no more than two or three knots, just enough to keep the towed array from snagging on the ocean floor and the passive sonar ensign busy marking out other ship traffic in the formerly busy waterway.  He took a few short naps in the peaceful darkness, broken by a curious Chinese fighter who overflew the area shortly after sunset, and the sonar operator talking to one of the other sailors about an old Chinese nuke boat rattling and clattering in the general area of Grayson’s planned escape route back to Taiwan.



The dawning sun had just begun to paint the horizon in dusky red shades when the Coop’s helicopter skimmed into view, making the difficult landing in one smooth attempt and shutting down the rotors.  Grayson immediately gave the orders to turn for open waters at a slow cruising speed, ‘sailing casually’ as the helmsman like to call it.  There were no holes in the helo, or injuries to the disembarking crew other than the aforementioned pilot’s broken leg, so a small section of tension on Grayson’s heart lifted.  The rest would not go away until the ship was once again docked on the far side of Taiwan, and even then Captain Grayson would still have a part of his soul onboard.



Far too many ships had fallen over the last few years for Grayson to believe he was going to make it through this war alive.  Death would come for him by blazing missile or silent torpedo, and the only thing he could do until that day was do his duty to his country, his crew, and his oath.



He took a few peaceful hours to stare out across the waves and soak in the beauty of the morning before returning to his cabin.  Tomorrow there would be another mission, and he needed to rest.





O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done,

The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won,

The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;

          But O heart! heart! heart!

              O the bleeding drops of red,

                  Where on the deck my Captain lies,

                      Fallen cold and dead.



 

— Walt Whitman


      

      
   