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DISCLAIMER

This book is a work of non-fiction based entirely on publicly available information, including published news reports, government statements, academic research, international organisation reports, and open-source intelligence as of March 2026.

The conflict described in this book is ongoing. Events, casualty figures, territorial control, political leadership, and diplomatic status may have changed significantly after the manuscript's completion date. Readers are strongly encouraged to consult current, credible news sources for the most recent developments.

The analysis, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this book are solely those of the author, Clouds Micheal, and do not represent the views, positions, or policies of any government, military organisation, intelligence agency, political party, religious institution, or publisher.

This book presents multiple perspectives on a deeply contested conflict. The inclusion of any government's stated position, any military's official account, or any political leader's public statements does not constitute the author's endorsement of those positions, accounts, or statements.

Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information contained herein. However, given the fast-moving nature of this conflict and the inherent limitations of open-source reporting from active war zones, the author and publisher cannot guarantee the completeness or absolute accuracy of all information presented. Where facts are disputed, contested, or unverified, this is explicitly noted in the text.

No individual, group, ethnicity, religion, or nationality depicted in this book is presented as collectively responsible for the actions of governments or armed forces. All peoples discussed — Iranian, Israeli, Arab, American, and others — are recognised as complex communities with diverse internal

views, and no generalisation about any people as a whole is intended or should be inferred.

This book does not constitute legal, political, military, or security advice. Readers who have legal concerns about specific factual claims are encouraged to consult the bibliography and, where appropriate, seek independent legal or specialist guidance.

The author has made every effort to identify and acknowledge all sources. Any errors of attribution are unintentional and will be corrected in future editions upon notification.




For everyone caught in the crossfire of other people's wars.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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On the night of April 13, 2024, Iran fired more than three hundred drones and ballistic missiles at Israel — the first direct state-on-state strike in the history of the two countries’ confrontation. Most of those weapons were shot down over Iraq, Jordan, and the eastern Mediterranean. A handful reached Israeli territory. Nobody was killed. And yet something had ended that night, something that had held — barely, precarious as a thread — for four decades. That moment made the writing of this book feel necessary.

This book is the result of sustained research into a conflict that has unfolded in public, documented across thousands of news reports, official statements, satellite imagery analyses, and institutional assessments. The author is not affiliated with any government, intelligence service, military organisation, or political party. What follows is an attempt to make sense of a fast-moving and consequential conflict using the best publicly available evidence — to give the reader a clear, honest account where the noise of daily coverage has sometimes obscured the underlying shape of events.

That is why this book exists.

Not because I have answers no one else has reached. Not because I have access to classified intelligence, private conversations between heads of state, or the unredacted cables that pass between intelligence services. I do not. Everything in this book comes from publicly available sources: the work of wire agencies and broadcasters, official government statements, IAEA inspection reports, UN Security Council transcripts, military communiqués, academic research, and the testimony of people whose names appear in the pages that follow. I am affiliated with no government, no military organisation, no intelligence agency, and no political party. I have no financial interest in any outcome of this conflict. What I have is the

journalist's stubborn insistence on trying to understand, as clearly and honestly as possible, what is actually happening — and why.

The Iran-Israel war is not a regional story that happens to affect the rest of the world. The closing of the Strait of Hormuz, through which roughly a fifth of the world's traded oil passes on any given day, is not a regional event.

The risk of nuclear escalation in one of the most volatile regions on the planet is not a regional risk. The fracturing of the international security architecture that emerged from the ruins of the Second World War — the system of treaties, institutions, and norms that, imperfect as it was, kept the worst possibilities at bay for eighty years — is not a regional concern. This war is everyone's war, whether or not a single bomb falls anywhere near where you are reading these words.

My aim in writing this book is not to tell you what to think about it. I have tried, genuinely and with full effort, to present the perspectives of every party to this conflict: Iranian, Israeli, American, Gulf Arab, European, and the voices of the millions of ordinary people — Maryam the schoolteacher in Isfahan, the family sheltering in a Tel Aviv safe room, the shipping captain watching his GPS track a course nowhere near the Strait — whose lives are the real subject of every line that follows. Where I believe the evidence points clearly in one direction, I say so. Where the record is disputed, incomplete, or contested, I say that too. I have tried at every point to distinguish between established fact, reasoned analysis, and editorial judgment, and to label each clearly.

A caveat the reader deserves to have upfront: this book covers an ongoing conflict. I completed this manuscript in March 2026. The war was not over. Events that seemed settled when I wrote them may have shifted by the time you read them. Casualty figures, territorial positions, diplomatic talks, and the identity of the people making decisions in Tehran, Jerusalem, and Washington are all, at the time of writing, still in motion. I ask you to hold what follows with that in mind — and to keep following credible journalism

as the story continues to develop. The bibliography at the end of this book will point you to the sources I found most reliable. They will be better placed than I am to tell you what comes next.

What I hope, when you close the last page, is simply this: that you understand something you did not understand before. Not that you agree with any particular government's position. Not that you feel sympathy for any one people over any other. Just that the events of the past two years — the strikes and the counter-strikes, the diplomacy that failed, the human cost that accumulated, the order that cracked — make sense to you in a way they did not before you opened this book. That strikes me as the only honest thing a journalist can hope for.

The rest is up to the people making the decisions — and to the people, everywhere, who will ultimately be held responsible for holding those decision-makers to account.

Clouds Micheal March 2026
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THE LONG WAR BEFORE THE WAR
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A History of Iran-Israel Enmity

On the afternoon of February 17, 1979, a small group of Iranian revolutionaries climbed the outer wall of a building in central Tehran that had, until very recently, served as the Israeli diplomatic mission. They tore down the Star of David flag, rolled it under their boots, and raised a Palestinian flag in its place. The building was handed over to the Palestine Liberation Organisation within days. The gesture was symbolic, swift, and total. A friendship that had lasted a generation — strategic, transactional, and real — ended in an afternoon.

It is tempting, looking back from 2026, to treat that moment as the inevitable origin point of everything that followed: the proxy wars, the assassinations, the cyberattacks, the nuclear standoff, and finally the open conflict that now burns across the region. But history rarely works that cleanly. The enmity between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the State of Israel was not written in the stars in 1979. It was built, piece by piece, by specific people making specific choices under specific pressures.

Understanding those choices is the only way to understand why, four decades later, those choices produced a war.
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Map 1.1 — Iran, Israel and the proxy network, 1979–2023. Key locations and armed-group relationships discussed in Chapter 1.



Before the Revolution: The Unlikely Alliance

To appreciate how completely the revolution of 1979 transformed the Iran- Israel relationship, you first have to understand how close the two countries once were. In the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, Israel and Iran were not enemies. They were, in all but formal name, strategic allies.

The foundation of this alliance was the doctrine known as the Periphery Strategy, developed by Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion and his advisers in the late 1950s. The logic was straightforward: Israel sat in a hostile Arab neighbourhood. Its neighbours — Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Iraq — were at varying times committed to its destruction. The solution, Ben- Gurion's strategists argued, was to build alliances not with the Arab states surrounding Israel but with the non-Arab states at the edges of the Arab world: Turkey, Ethiopia, and above all Iran under Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, historical archive).

The Shah had his own reasons to cultivate Israel. He was pursuing a modernisation programme that required Western technology, military equipment, and investment. Israel, with its close ties to the United States, was a useful conduit. The two countries cooperated on intelligence sharing, military training, and agricultural technology. Israeli Mossad officers helped train SAVAK, the Shah's feared internal security service. Iranian oil flowed to Israel. Israeli engineers and agronomists worked in Iran. There were no embassies — both governments understood that formalising the relationship publicly would inflame Arab opinion — but behind the diplomatic veil, the relationship functioned as a genuine partnership (Trita Parsi, Treacherous Alliance: The Secret Dealings of Israel, Iran, and the United States, Yale University Press, 2007).

Project Flower, as the Israeli-Iranian joint defence programme of the 1970s became known, included plans to develop a surface-to-surface missile system that both countries could use. The project never reached completion

— the revolution intervened — but its existence illustrates just how deep the cooperation had grown. Israel transferred military technology to Iran that no Arab state could access. Iran provided Israel with oil at a time when Arab states had declared an oil embargo following the 1973 war. Each country was, for the other, a resource that offset Arab hostility in ways neither could fully achieve alone (Parsi, ibid).

The Jewish community in Iran, one of the oldest in the world with roots stretching back to the Babylonian exile in the sixth century BCE, lived under the Shah with a degree of security and integration that was exceptional by regional standards. Iranian Jews served in the military, in the professions, in commerce. The relationship between the Iranian state and its Jewish citizens was not without tensions, but it was, by the measure of its time and place, relatively stable. Estimates placed the Iranian Jewish population at approximately 80,000 to 100,000 at the time of the revolution (Jewish Virtual Library; Encyclopaedia Iranica).

None of this survived the revolution.

The Revolution and the Theological Break

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini returned to Iran from exile in France on February 1, 1979, to a crowd of millions. He was seventy-six years old, and he had spent the better part of fifteen years in exile thinking, writing, and teaching a vision of Islamic governance that was radical in its implications for virtually every aspect of Iranian political life — including its foreign policy.

Khomeini's hostility to Israel was not primarily strategic. It was theological and ideological. He regarded Zionism as a form of imperialism — a Western colonial project implanted in the heart of the Muslim world with the specific purpose of dividing and weakening the Islamic community. His writings portrayed Israel as a bridgehead of American power in the region and described its existence as an affront to Islamic dignity that could not be accommodated or negotiated with. The phrase most often attributed to him

— that Israel should be wiped from the page of time — was, in the original Persian, a rhetorical formulation closer in register to a prophetic declaration than to a military threat, though this distinction has been hotly debated by scholars ever since (Juan Cole, University of Michigan; the debate over translation is documented extensively in academic and journalistic sources including The Guardian, the BBC, and academic Persian-language scholarship).

What mattered in practice was not the precise translation but the political direction it set. The new Islamic Republic severed all ties with Israel immediately. The Palestinian flag flew over the former Israeli mission. Anti- Israel rhetoric became a foundational element of the Islamic Republic's identity — not a peripheral foreign policy position but a core statement of what the revolution was for and what it stood against. This was institutionalised in the Iranian constitution, which explicitly identified Israel

as an illegal and illegitimate entity and committed the Islamic Republic to the liberation of Palestine (Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979, as translated and analysed by the Wilson Center, Washington D.C.).

For Israel, the revolution was an unambiguous strategic disaster. An important partner had been replaced by a government that regarded Israel's existence as illegitimate. The Periphery Strategy had lost one of its two most important pillars. And within a very few years, the new Iranian government would begin doing something the Shah had never done: actively funding, arming, and training militant organisations dedicated to attacking Israel.

For Iranian Jews, the revolution brought anxiety, restriction, and ultimately, mass exodus. The new government formally distinguished between Judaism as a religion, which it tolerated, and Zionism as a political ideology, which it declared criminal. In practice the distinction was often impossible to maintain and many Iranian Jews chose not to test it. By the early 1980s, the Iranian Jewish population had dropped from an estimated 80,000 to approximately 25,000, as tens of thousands emigrated to Israel, the United States, and Western Europe (Jewish Virtual Library; United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, historical records).

The Birth of Hezbollah: Iran's Most Powerful Weapon

The catalyst came from an unexpected direction. In June 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon. The stated objective was to destroy the Palestine Liberation Organisation's military infrastructure in southern Lebanon, which had been used as a base for attacks on northern Israel. The invasion succeeded in its immediate tactical aim: PLO forces were evacuated from Beirut by August, and PLO chairman Yasser Arafat fled to Tunis. But the invasion produced a consequence that would ultimately cost Israel far more than the PLO ever had.

Iran, eighteen months into its revolution and fighting a grinding war with Saddam Hussein's Iraq, saw in the Israeli invasion of Lebanon an opportunity. With Syrian acquiescence, approximately 1,500 Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) personnel deployed to the Bekaa Valley in eastern Lebanon. Their mission was to train, organise, and arm a new Shia militant force that would resist the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon. That force was Hezbollah — the Party of God (Augustus Richard Norton, Hezbollah: A Short History, Princeton University Press, 2007).

Hezbollah in its early years was a loose coalition of Lebanese Shia groups, student networks, and clerics inspired by Khomeini's model of Islamic governance. The IRGC provided weapons, training, financing, and ideological direction. Iranian ambassador to Syria at the time Ali Akbar Mohtashamipur later confirmed publicly that Iran played a central role in Hezbollah's founding (Reuters archive). By the mid-1980s, Hezbollah had evolved from a militia into something more complex: a political party, a social service provider, a military force, and the most capable non-state armed organisation in the Middle East.

Hezbollah's early operations signalled the organisation's willingness to use tactics that went far beyond anything conventional armies attempted. The October 1983 bombing of the US Marine barracks in Beirut, which killed 241 American service members, and a simultaneous attack on French paratroopers that killed 58 — both widely attributed to Hezbollah with Iranian direction, though formal attribution was contested at the time — forced a Western military withdrawal from Lebanon and demonstrated to Iran and Hezbollah that mass-casualty attacks on Western forces could achieve strategic objectives (Reagan administration investigations; House Armed Services Committee report, 1983; the attribution question is examined in full in the 9/11 Commission Report's discussion of Iranian state sponsorship of terrorism).

For Iran, Hezbollah served multiple strategic purposes. It was the forward arm of the Islamic Republic's ideological project — a model of Iranian-style political Islam transplanted into the Arab world. It gave Iran a direct military reach into the heart of the Levant, on Israel's northern border. And crucially, it gave Iran what strategists call strategic depth: the ability to threaten Israel not from Iranian territory, where Iran was vulnerable, but from Lebanon, where Iranian deniability was always possible and Israeli retaliation always complicated by proximity to civilian populations.

Over the following decades, Iran invested heavily in Hezbollah. By 2006, when Hezbollah fought a thirty-four-day war with Israel that ended without a decisive Israeli victory, the organisation had developed precision missiles, anti-tank capabilities, tunnel networks, and command-and-control systems that outmatched most Arab state militaries. By 2023, Hezbollah's arsenal was estimated to include over 150,000 rockets and missiles — the largest stockpile of any non-state actor in history (International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2023). The cost to Iran of building and maintaining this capability over four decades has been estimated by various analysts at tens of billions of dollars — a figure that puts Iran's investment in Hezbollah in the same order of magnitude as some countries' entire annual defence budgets.

Iran's investment in Hezbollah was the template for what would become known as the Axis of Resistance: a network of armed groups across the region — in Lebanon, Gaza, Yemen, Iraq, and Syria — that shared a common orientation toward Iran, a common hostility to Israel and American influence in the region, and a common reliance on Iranian funding, weapons, and political support.

The Axis of Resistance: Ideology and Pragmatism

The Axis of Resistance is a term that requires careful unpacking. Western commentary sometimes treats it as a monolithic Iranian-controlled network,

a single organisation with Tehran pulling every string. The reality is more complicated and, in some ways, more troubling.

Iran's relationships with its various proxies and partners are not uniform. Hezbollah in Lebanon has the deepest ideological and organisational ties to Iran — it was created by Iran, its senior leadership has historically maintained close coordination with IRGC commanders, and the relationship is in some respects more of an alliance between allied parties than a simple patron-client arrangement. Hamas in Gaza, by contrast, is a Sunni Islamist organisation whose theological orientation is closer to the Muslim Brotherhood than to Iranian Shia Islam; its relationship with Iran has been transactional, sometimes warm, sometimes strained, driven by shared hostility to Israel rather than shared doctrine. The Houthi movement in Yemen — formally known as Ansar Allah — has its own roots, its own leadership, and its own agenda; Iranian support has been significant but the Houthis are not Iranian puppets (Council on Foreign Relations, Global Conflict Tracker; Al Jazeera analysis, 2023).

What unites these groups is less Iranian control than a shared strategic logic. Each has genuine grievances — Lebanese Shia marginalisation, Palestinian dispossession, Yemeni poverty and the ravages of Saudi-led military intervention — that exist independently of anything Iran has done. Iran has been extraordinarily skilled at identifying these grievances, providing resources to the groups that most effectively channel them into armed resistance, and weaving those groups into a regional network that multiplies Iran's strategic reach at relatively low cost to itself. The groups benefit from Iranian support. Iran benefits from their activities. The relationship has proven resilient precisely because it is not purely dependent on Iranian instruction.

Palestinian Islamic Jihad, smaller than Hamas but ideologically closer to Iran, received direct Iranian funding and maintained direct operational ties with the IRGC's Quds Force — the unit responsible for Iran's external

operations. In Syria, following the outbreak of civil war in 2011, Iran deployed the IRGC and Hezbollah to defend the Assad government and used the conflict as an opportunity to build a land corridor from Iran through Iraq and Syria to Lebanon — a supply route that Israeli military planners described as one of the most dangerous strategic developments in the region in a generation (Israeli Defence Forces statements, 2018–2023; Carnegie Endowment for International Peace analysis).

For Israel, the Axis of Resistance posed a threat qualitatively different from anything it had faced before. Previous Arab adversaries had been states — with territory, populations, and institutions to protect, which meant they could be deterred. Non-state actors operating from multiple countries with Iranian backing presented a deterrence problem that conventional military doctrine was poorly equipped to solve. You cannot threaten to bomb a network out of existence when the network is dispersed across five countries and embedded in civilian populations.

The Shadow War: Assassinations, Cyber, and Covert Operations Between 2010 and 2012, five Iranian nuclear scientists were assassinated on the streets of Tehran. The killings followed a similar pattern: motorcycles, magnetic bombs attached to car doors, the target dead within seconds. Iran blamed Israel and the United States. Both governments declined to comment. Multiple intelligence analysts and investigative journalists concluded, on the basis of reporting and circumstantial evidence, that the operations bore the hallmarks of Israeli intelligence — specifically, the Mossad (The New York Times, investigative reporting, 2012; NBC News, 2012). The scientists killed included Masoud Ali Mohammadi in January 2010, Majid Shahriari in November 2010, Darioush Rezaeinejad in July 2011, Mostafa Ahmadi Roshan in January 2012, and Mohammad Javad Larijani's colleague. Iran held state funerals and announced that the

assassinations would not slow its programme. Whether that was true was, at the time, disputed.

The assassinations were part of a broader Israeli effort to slow Iran's nuclear programme without triggering open conflict. The same logic produced the most sophisticated act of cyberwarfare the world had seen to that point.

In 2010, a computer worm later named Stuxnet was discovered inside industrial control systems at Iran's Natanz uranium enrichment facility. The worm had been specifically engineered to cause uranium centrifuges to spin at destructive speeds while reporting normal operation to monitoring systems — in effect, destroying the centrifuges while hiding the destruction from the operators. Stuxnet set Iran's enrichment programme back by an estimated one to two years. Subsequent reporting by The New York Times and others established with high confidence that Stuxnet was a joint US- Israeli operation, code-named Olympic Games, approved under President George W. Bush and continued under President Barack Obama (David Sanger, Confront and Conceal, Crown Publishers, 2012).

Stuxnet was significant not only for what it accomplished but for what it represented. It was the first known use of a cyberweapon by one state against another state's critical infrastructure — a genuinely new category of warfare. And it confirmed, from Tehran's perspective, that Israel and the United States were engaged in a covert campaign to sabotage Iran's sovereign nuclear programme through means that fell just below the threshold of open military attack. Iran drew the obvious lesson: it needed to develop its own cyber capabilities, and it did. By the late 2010s, Iranian cyber units were conducting sophisticated attacks on Israeli water treatment facilities, financial systems, and government networks (Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, US government advisories; Israeli National Cyber Directorate reports).

Iran was not passive in the physical domain either. Iranian-backed attacks on Israeli and Jewish targets abroad multiplied through the 2010s. In 2012, a bomb on a bus in Burgas, Bulgaria, killed five Israeli tourists and a Bulgarian bus driver; a court later convicted a Hezbollah operative (BBC News, 2013). Iranian-linked operatives were arrested in Thailand, India, Georgia, Kenya, and Cyprus in foiled plots against Israeli targets. The shadow war was continuous, global, and punctuated by periodic spikes of violence that rarely made sustained headlines but collectively represented a permanent state of low-level conflict.

Israel responded in kind. The 2018 revelation that Israeli intelligence had stolen an entire Iranian nuclear archive — fifty-five thousand pages of documents and 183 CDs from a warehouse in the Shorabad district of Tehran — was presented by Prime Minister Netanyahu as evidence of Iran's secret weaponisation work and as an extraordinary operational success (Netanyahu press conference, April 2018; BBC News; The Washington Post). Whether the archive changed international assessments of Iran's nuclear intentions was disputed; Western intelligence agencies had long believed Iran had explored weaponisation designs before 2003, and the archive appeared largely to confirm what was already suspected. What it demonstrated conclusively was the reach and capability of Israeli intelligence inside Iran.


The shadow war between Iran and Israel was not a prelude to the current conflict. It was the current conflict, conducted below the threshold of acknowledged open warfare for four decades.



The Nuclear Question: From Ambition to Crisis

No single issue defined the Iran-Israel confrontation more completely than the question of Iran's nuclear programme. Understanding the origins of that programme and the international response to it is essential to

understanding why the war that began in 2024 and escalated into 2026 was, in a fundamental sense, the product of choices made across a span of decades.

Iran's nuclear programme began under the Shah, with American assistance, in the 1960s and 1970s. The Shah signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968. The revolution disrupted nuclear development, and the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s further delayed it. But by the late 1980s, the Islamic Republic had quietly resumed a covert enrichment programme, drawing on black-market procurement networks and the expertise of Pakistani nuclear scientist A.Q. Khan, whose network had also supplied Libya and North Korea (IAEA Board of Governors reports; the Khan network is extensively documented in academic and journalistic literature including the work of David Albright at the Institute for Science and International Security).

In 2002, an Iranian opposition group publicly revealed the existence of two previously undisclosed nuclear facilities: an enrichment plant at Natanz and a heavy water plant at Arak. The revelation triggered a prolonged confrontation between Iran and the International Atomic Energy Agency.

Iran acknowledged the facilities but insisted its programme was entirely civilian — peaceful power generation and medical research. The IAEA, conducting inspections under the NPT, found evidence of activities inconsistent with purely civilian purposes: traces of highly enriched uranium, concealment of equipment, and what inspectors described as a pattern of non-disclosure (IAEA Board of Governors, GOV/2003/75, November 2003).

For Israel, the Iranian nuclear programme represented an existential threat of a very specific kind. Israel had never confirmed or denied its own nuclear arsenal, maintaining what it calls nuclear ambiguity. But Israeli strategic doctrine, going back to the destruction of Iraq's Osirak reactor in 1981, held that no hostile regional state could be permitted to acquire nuclear

weapons. The 1981 Osirak strike — a surprise Israeli air attack that destroyed Iraq's nuclear reactor under construction — had established what became known as the Begin Doctrine, named for Prime Minister Menachem Begin: Israel would act pre-emptively, unilaterally if necessary, to prevent a regional adversary from crossing the nuclear threshold. The doctrine's legal standing under international law was disputed — the UN Security Council condemned the Osirak strike as a violation of the UN Charter — but its strategic logic was clear: an adversary with nuclear weapons could not be deterred in the same way as one without (Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies; Brookings Institution analysis; UN Security Council Resolution 487, 1981).

The Begin Doctrine's application to Iran was complicated by geography — Iran's facilities were far more dispersed, deeply buried, and geographically distant than Osirak had been. But the doctrine's underlying logic was unchanged. An Iranian nuclear weapon would, in Israeli strategic thinking, permanently alter the regional balance of power, provide Iran with a nuclear umbrella under which its proxies could operate with impunity, and present Israel with an adversary it could not deter in the same way it had deterred Arab states.

The JCPOA: The Deal That Was and Wasn't

After years of sanctions, covert sabotage, and failed negotiations, the international community reached an agreement with Iran in July 2015. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action — universally known as the JCPOA — was signed by Iran, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Russia, and China. It was, by any measure, a significant diplomatic achievement.

The deal's core bargain was straightforward: Iran would dramatically reduce its enriched uranium stockpile, limit enrichment to low levels far below weapons-grade, disable two-thirds of its installed centrifuges, convert

its heavy water reactor at Arak to a less proliferation-sensitive configuration, and accept intrusive IAEA inspections including access to undeclared sites. In return, international sanctions — which had severely damaged the Iranian economy — would be lifted, and Iran would receive access to frozen overseas assets estimated at between $50 billion and $100 billion (US Treasury estimates; Iranian government statements; the precise figure was subject to significant political dispute in the United States).

The deal achieved its stated aim. Between 2015 and 2018, Iran's breakout time — the time required to produce enough weapons-grade uranium for a single nuclear device — extended from an estimated two to three months to approximately twelve months. IAEA inspectors reported Iran in compliance with its commitments. The Iranian economy began to recover. The immediate nuclear crisis receded.

But the JCPOA had significant limitations that its critics — including the Israeli government under Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu — were quick to identify. It did not address Iran's ballistic missile programme, which continued to develop throughout the JCPOA period. It did not constrain Iran's support for Hezbollah, Hamas, and other regional proxies, which also continued. And critically, it contained sunset clauses: key restrictions on enrichment capacity would expire after ten to fifteen years, after which Iran would be free to expand its programme within NPT limits. Israel argued, with considerable force, that a deal with an expiry date did not solve the nuclear problem — it merely deferred it (Netanyahu address to the UN General Assembly, September 2015; remarks to the US Congress, March 2015).

In May 2018, President Donald Trump withdrew the United States from the JCPOA. Trump and his advisers argued that the deal was fatally flawed — that its sunset clauses, its failure to address missiles and proxies, and what they characterised as inadequate verification mechanisms made it a bad deal that legitimised rather than resolved the Iranian nuclear threat.

European signatories disagreed and attempted to preserve the deal's terms. The effort largely failed: without US participation, European companies faced the threat of American secondary sanctions for doing business with Iran, and the economic benefits Iran had been promised never fully materialised.

Iran's response was deliberate and calculated. Rather than immediately withdrawing from the deal, Tehran began a staged escalation of its nuclear programme, openly announcing each step — increasing enrichment to 20 percent purity, then 60 percent, then beyond — as a form of coercive leverage. The message was explicit: restore the economic benefits of the JCPOA, or watch the nuclear programme advance. The nuclear programme became, simultaneously, Iran's most dangerous vulnerability and its most effective bargaining chip (IAEA reports 2019–2024; Reuters; BBC News).

The Biden administration attempted to negotiate a return to the JCPOA through indirect talks in Vienna and Doha. Those negotiations produced a draft agreement in 2022 that was never finalised, as each side accused the other of adding conditions at the last moment.

Four Decades of Collision: The Balance Sheet

By the autumn of 2023, the accumulated weight of four decades of conflict had produced a situation of exceptional danger. Iran's uranium enrichment had reached 84 percent purity — just below the 90 percent threshold conventionally defined as weapons-grade. IAEA inspectors had been denied access to key facilities, including the removal of monitoring cameras from Natanz. Iran's ballistic missile programme had produced weapons capable of reaching Israel, Europe, and American bases across the Middle East.

Hezbollah on Israel's northern border had amassed an arsenal that dwarfed anything it had possessed in 2006. Hamas governed Gaza. Iranian-backed militias operated in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen. Iran, a country of 87 million people with one of the largest oil reserves in the world, had been

economically crippled by sanctions but had, paradoxically, used the pressure of those sanctions to centralise power and advance the very nuclear programme the sanctions were meant to stop.

Israel, meanwhile, had conducted hundreds of airstrikes in Syria against Iranian weapons convoys and IRGC positions over the preceding decade — a campaign so routine it rarely made front-page news. Israeli intelligence had assassinated senior Iranian and Hezbollah commanders. Israeli cyber operations had repeatedly targeted Iranian infrastructure. The two states were, by any operational definition, already at war. They simply had not acknowledged it.

The shadow war had produced its own peculiar equilibrium. Each side understood the other's red lines, or believed it did. Each side calculated that the costs of open conflict outweighed the benefits. Each side managed the confrontation with sufficient care to prevent the escalation neither wanted. Iran wanted strategic depth and a nuclear deterrent, not a war it calculated it could not yet win. Israel wanted to prevent the nuclear threshold from being crossed and to degrade Iran's proxy network, but not at the cost of a regional conflagration. The United States, under successive administrations, wanted neither an Iranian nuclear weapon nor a Middle Eastern war that would draw in American forces. All three interests, imperfectly aligned, produced a fragile stability.

What no historian of this period can ignore is how often that stability was tested and how often it held, despite every prediction that it would not. The Israeli-Hezbollah war of 2006 did not become a regional war. The Syrian civil war, in which Iran and Israel both operated, did not produce a direct confrontation. The 2019 attacks on Saudi Arabian oil facilities, attributed to Iranian-backed forces and Iran, did not trigger a military response. Each near-miss reinforced both sides' calculation that the equilibrium, however uncomfortable, was preferable to the alternative.

What no one had adequately accounted for was the possibility that a single catastrophic act — not by Iran, not by Israel, but by Hamas — could shatter that equilibrium in a single morning. And that the shattering, once begun, would produce a chain of escalations so rapid that the mechanisms of restraint that had functioned for forty years would prove, one by one, unequal to the moment.
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Timeline 1.1 — Key events in the Iran–Israel shadow war, 1979–2023.

By October 2023, four decades of shadow war were about to step into daylight.

CHAPTER TWO
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OCTOBER 7 AND THE SPARK
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How the Gaza War Lit the Regional Fuse

At 6:29 a.m. on October 7, 2023, the first rockets from Gaza crossed into Israeli airspace. The Iron Dome air defence system activated with its familiar percussive thudding. Sirens sounded across communities in the western Negev, the Eshkol region, and as far north as Tel Aviv. Israelis who had lived near Gaza their entire lives reached for their phones with the practiced calm of people who had heard those sirens many times before.

This, most of them assumed, was another round — a few days of rocket fire, a calibrated Israeli response, a ceasefire brokered by Egypt. They had lived through this cycle half a dozen times in the preceding fifteen years. They knew how it ended.

They were wrong. This was not another round. Within minutes, 3,000 Hamas fighters were breaching the border fence at twenty-nine separate locations using bulldozers, motorcycles, paragliders, and boats. By mid- morning, they had overrun military bases and kibbutzim and were hunting survivors at a music festival near Re'im. By nightfall, 1,200 people were dead — the largest single-day killing of Jewish people since the Holocaust — and 251 had been taken hostage into Gaza. The shadow war described in the previous chapter had stepped, in a single morning, into terrible daylight.
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Map 2.1 — The Axis of Resistance: Iran and its aligned armed groups, 2023. Arrows indicate funding, weapons, and direction of operations.



The Attack: What Happened and What It Meant

The scale and planning of the October 7 assault distinguished it categorically from anything Hamas had previously attempted. It was not a cross-border raid or a rocket barrage from a safe distance










The Hostages: 251 Reasons the War Could Not Be Simple
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