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# Chapter 1  -  Briefing Room

The frost came in off the Trondheim Fjord sometime after three in the morning and by the time Erik Lund reached the flight line at half past five it had silvered everything  -  the tarmac seams, the blast deflectors, the stenciled warning triangles on the hangar aprons  -  with a thin, even coat of white that would be gone by nine. He paused at the edge of the hardstand and watched it catch the first light from the eastern tower and thought that it looked almost clean, this place, in the dark. Before the day got into it.

He had been stationed at Ørland Air Base for eleven weeks. Long enough to have a locker, a coffee mug with his name on a strip of masking tape, and a mental map of which heads of section went to the canteen before six and which ones were best avoided before eight. Not long enough to feel at home. He wasn't sure he wanted to feel at home. Feeling at home had a way of making you stop paying attention.

A ground crew was already active in the apron area north of Hangar 5, running pre-checks on a pair of sensor pods mounted to what Erik recognized as a modified Reaper airframe. The Reaper sat on a low maintenance cart with its landing gear splayed wide and ungainly, like a wading bird that had decided to stop wading. It had been painted over in a flat grey that matched the base's operational scheme  -  no tail markings, no unit designation. Three men worked it in near-silence, their breath coming in short visible bursts. None of them looked up.

Further along, toward Hangar 7, the real activity was concentrated. Hangar 7 had been reassigned four weeks ago to the CASSIAN program's ground support unit, and since then it had accumulated the specific kind of clutter that came with a system still being integrated rather than operated: cable reels stacked at the entrance, a diesel generator on a trailer parked beside the main door, three contractor vans from Nordic Systems Engineering in a row along the eastern wall with their side panels open to reveal racks of communications equipment. The lights in the hangar burned all night. They were burning now.

Erik had been inside Hangar 7 twice. The first time, Neumann had given him the engineer's tour  -  pointing at each subsystem component with the proprietary fondness of someone who had designed it, which she had. The second time he'd gone alone, early morning, and just stood at the center of the space looking at the three LANCER airframes on their stands. They were smaller than most people imagined. That was the thing that always struck him about unmanned platforms when he encountered them close up  -  the absence of the cockpit collapsed the scale entirely. Without the pilot's seat, without the canopy, without the bubble of crew space that everything else was arranged around, the aircraft became the hardware it had always been. Just a machine. No borrowed human dimension.

He'd stood there looking at them for about ten minutes. He wasn't sure what he'd expected to feel. What he'd felt was the specific absence of anything conclusive.

He kept walking now, past the contractor vans, heading for the operations building. One of the van doors opened and Henrik Vahl stepped out with his phone already at his ear and a travel mug in his other hand, and for a moment he and Erik looked at each other across twenty meters of frost-covered tarmac. Vahl raised the travel mug in a brief acknowledgment. Erik nodded. Vahl turned back to his phone call and moved toward the far end of the building where the executive liaison offices were.

Erik watched him go. Then he went inside.
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The briefing room was on the second floor of the main operations block, and it smelled of new carpet and recycled air and the ghost of several previous briefings that had left their coffee rings on the long table. The room seated twenty-four. By six forty-five it held eighteen people and a full complement of wall-mounted displays that someone from the CASSIAN technical team had been configuring since before Erik arrived. He took a seat two-thirds back from the front, on the right side, with a clear line to the central display and to the door.

He recognized most of the faces. The base intelligence section, three of them, with the contained alertness of people paid to notice things. Two Norwegian Air Force liaison officers from NORAIR, who had been observing the CASSIAN program for six weeks on behalf of the Air Staff and who wrote everything down. Captain Alina Petrov at the far end of the room by the ATC liaison terminal, already running live feeds, her posture straight and her expression calibrated to the neutral professional that ATC people wore the way infantry wore armor. She and Erik had spoken twice, briefly, at the canteen. She was precise and somewhat remote and clearly very good at her job.

There were four people from the contractor's team, Nordic Systems Engineering, two of whom Erik had not been introduced to. They sat together near the back in the compact self-sufficient way of people who were there to observe rather than participate.

Colonel Marta Ionescu arrived at six fifty-three, which was seven minutes early, and the room arranged itself around her arrival with the practiced efficiency of a crew that had been working together long enough to know what she expected. She was a compact woman, mid-fifties, with grey-threaded dark hair cut short and the specific quality of physical stillness that Erik associated with experienced commanders  -  the kind of stillness that was not passivity but rather the absence of wasted movement. She'd run three NATO exercises before this posting. She had been combat-deployed in Kosovo, Iraq, and the Baltics in an advisory capacity. She had, by reputation, a perfect memory for operational detail and a zero-tolerance policy for vague answers.

She took her seat at the head of the table, set her folder down, looked around the room once, and said, "Let's begin."

Dr. Sofia Neumann stepped to the display wall.

—-
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Erik had heard parts of this briefing before  -  the overview, the system architecture summary, the intercept geometry parameters. But he listened as though he hadn't, because the way a person presented information to a room told you things about the information that the information itself didn't. He watched Neumann as she ran through the slides.

She was thirty-six, German-educated, and spoke English with a precision that suggested she thought in equations and translated into sentences as a courtesy to the room. She had designed the core probability architecture of CASSIAN's threat-classification model during her doctoral work at TU Munich and had spent the subsequent decade turning it from a paper system into a deployable one. She believed in what she had built. That was not the same as being wrong about it, but it was worth noting.

"CASSIAN," she said, bringing up the system schematic, "has completed fourteen successful simulated intercepts over the course of the program's evaluation phase. Today's exercise represents the first live-airspace deployment with full autonomous drone integration."

She clicked through to the sensor array diagram. The system ran on a distributed network of ground-based radar installations  -  three primary arrays positioned along the Norwegian coast and supplemented by two maritime sensor platforms in the Gulf  -  fed into a central processing node at Ørland. The processing node ran the probability model continuously, aggregating sensor data, cross-referencing with known flight plan databases, and scoring every contact in the designated exercise corridor.

"The exercise corridor," Neumann continued, "covers a two-hundred-kilometer zone over the southern Baltic, coordinated with Finnish and Estonian ATC. Civilian traffic has been routed around the primary corridor boundaries for the duration of the exercise window." She paused. "Within those boundaries, CASSIAN has full operational authority to classify and respond to unidentified contacts."

Erik looked at his tablet. The corridor boundaries were marked in blue. Outside them, in the southern sector, a cluster of civilian flight plan tracks ran like parallel threads  -  the routine commercial and cargo traffic that transited the Baltic daily, unchanged, unaffected. One of them, he noted, passed within roughly forty kilometers of the corridor's southern edge.

"The threshold," Neumann said, and she paused slightly before the word in a way that Erik suspected she was not aware of, "for autonomous intercept authorization is eighty-seven percent. If CASSIAN's probability model assigns a threat score of eighty-seven percent or above to an unidentified contact, autonomous intercept may initiate without real-time human sign-off."

A Norwegian liaison officer  -  the one who wrote more slowly  -  looked up from his notebook.

Ionescu said, "Dr. Neumann, please walk us through what 'without real-time human sign-off' means operationally. For the record."

"It means the intercept drones launch and proceed to their assigned intercept geometry without requiring a human confirmation command at that moment." Neumann's tone was careful and flat, the way you spoke when you were describing something accurate and uncomfortable. "Human operators are continuously monitoring the system and retain override authority throughout the intercept sequence. The four-step override process can be initiated at any time."

"The four steps," Ionescu said.

"Command authentication  -  the commanding officer provides validated credentials. Legal review flag  -  automatically routes to the NATO exercise legal oversight officer. Dual-officer confirmation  -  two command-rank officers must simultaneously confirm the override. System acknowledgment  -  CASSIAN receives, validates, and processes the override signal."

Erik put his pen down. "What's the abort window once drones are airborne?"

The room's ambient noise  -  the soft clicks of tablets, the HVAC hum  -  seemed to flatten out around the question.

Neumann said, "Theoretically unlimited. The override can be initiated at any point in the intercept sequence."

"Practically," Erik said.

She held his eyes for a moment. "The system acknowledgment step includes a ninety-second processing delay. Designed to prevent accidental abort signals from interrupting a legitimate intercept."

"And that ninety seconds runs from when?"

"From the moment Step Four is initiated."

"So the practical minimum abort time, counting the first three steps, is somewhere between three and five minutes."

"Under normal coordination conditions, yes."

"And the drone's transit time to intercept range is - "

"Variable. Dependent on hold position and target geometry. Today's exercise corridor is sized so that the hold positions allow approximately seven minutes of transit time at standard intercept speed."

"So there's a two-minute margin," Erik said. "Under normal conditions."

"The margin widens if the override process is initiated promptly."

Henrik Vahl, from the back of the room: "Major, the system was designed with extensive safety margins built in at every stage. The probability threshold alone - "

"I understand the threshold," Erik said, without turning around. "I'm asking about time."

Vahl stopped.

Ionescu said, "Major Lund's question is noted. The operational timeline will be included in the exercise safety annex." She looked at Neumann. "Continue."
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The briefing ran for another forty minutes. Neumann walked the room through the three LANCER drone configurations, the intercept geometry parameters, the communication protocols between CASSIAN's ground node and the drones, and the exercise scenario structure  -  three simulated hostile contacts would be introduced into the corridor during the morning and afternoon sessions, each with different threat profiles and approach vectors. The drones' intercept performance would be measured against benchmark metrics established during the simulation phase. Today's live results would form a significant part of the final certification dataset.

"Certification for what?" one of the Norwegian liaison officers asked.

"Full operational deployment," Vahl said, from the back. "The evaluation board convenes in eleven days. Today's exercise is the final live-environment test before the review."

Eleven days. Erik wrote it on his tablet and drew a box around it.

The weather briefing was brief. A meteorological summary from the base weather officer: a low-pressure system moving in from the northeast, faster than the previous day's forecast had predicted. Not a flight-safety concern  -  conditions were within exercise parameters  -  but notable for electronics: the front's leading edge carried a charge-particle signature associated with minor atmospheric interference in the VHF and radar frequency ranges. The weather officer described it as a minor concern. He suggested monitoring the sensor array's calibration performance through the morning session.

Ionescu said, "Log it in the exercise record."

The weather officer confirmed.

Erik noted it on his tablet. He underlined it once.

—-
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The room dispersed by eight-fifteen. Erik gathered his things slowly, watching the others file out  -  the liaison officers comparing notes, the intelligence section moving in a quiet cluster, Petrov already back at her terminal with headphones on.

He was nearly at the door when Neumann fell in beside him.

"You were going to ask about the atmospheric compensation algorithm," she said.

He looked at her. "Was I?"

"It's the next logical question after the abort window. The sensor array's atmospheric compensation is the limiting factor in the threshold model's reliability under charged-particle conditions."

"Is it calibrated for today's forecast?"

She paused a half-second. "The calibration is within spec for the exercise parameters."

"That's not quite an answer to the question I asked."

She met his eyes. She had grey eyes that processed everything with the same undivided attention. "There was an advisory, eight months ago, recommending a recalibration before live exercises in weather-affected environments. It was scheduled. It's been delayed twice."

"When is it scheduled now?"

"Three weeks from today."

They had reached the corridor. Outside the window at the end of the hall, the tarmac was drying as the sun cleared the eastern ridgeline, the frost retreating in uneven patches, and Hangar 7 was visible at the far end of the apron with its lights still burning and the contractor vans parked in their row.

"The calibration delay," Erik said. "Who approved it?"

"The scheduling decisions involved multiple stakeholders." Her voice was precise and uninflected. "The timeline pressure for the deployment review was a factor."

"That's a polite answer."

"Yes," she said. "It is."

He nodded once. She turned and walked back down the corridor toward the technical suite. He watched her go.

He thought about the atmospheric advisory. He thought about eleven days to the certification review and the specific economics of eleven days. He thought about the gap between a weather officer saying *minor concern* and an engineer saying *I recommended a recalibration that hasn't happened*. Those two descriptions were not the same gap. The space between them was the space where systems failed.
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He went to the flight line. Not because he was scheduled to  -  his role today was observer, not pilot  -  but because the flight line was where he thought clearly. The aircraft helped. Not his specific aircraft: the general fact of aircraft, the physical logic of them, the way everything unnecessary had been designed out and what remained was simply what was required.

His assigned F/A-18E was in its hardstand bay on the northern apron, prepped and ready as a matter of standing protocol. He was not scheduled to fly. The bird was available in case of emergency intercept authorization, a provision buried on page thirty-four of the exercise handbook that he suspected very few people in the building had read.

He had read it three times.

He ran a visual inspection anyway. Gear position indicators, static ports, pitot covers, intake screens. The crew chief  -  a Corporal named Svendsen who wore the permanent squint of someone who spent his professional life looking into the sun  -  watched him from a respectful distance. Svendsen had been crew-chiefing F/A-18s for nine years. He did not need to be told how to prep an aircraft. He knew, because Erik had told him at the start of the week, that Erik would do a visual every morning whether the bird was scheduled to fly or not. He had nodded once and not commented. This was one of the many reasons Erik respected him.

The aircraft was cold and perfect. Fuel at load. Oxygen system green. Canopy seals intact.

He stood at the nose and looked at it for a moment, the same way he'd stood looking at the LANCER airframes in Hangar 7. Thinking about the difference. The cockpit  -  the space for the pilot, that bubble of crew intent  -  was the thing that changed what an aircraft was. Removed it and you had a delivery system. A set of physical consequences waiting for instructions. An F/A-18 without a pilot was the same thing as a LANCER without a CASSIAN tasking  -  inert, purposeful, awaiting the human element that would complete it.

The human element. He turned the phrase over in his mind. The briefing had used it in the other direction: human operators retained override authority. The human was a check, a backstop, a corrective mechanism. Not the active agent. The active agent was the system.

He had spent eighteen years being an active agent and he was not sure he was comfortable being a backstop.

"Sir." Svendsen, from behind him. "Ops building's flagging a start time of oh-nine-hundred."

"I know. Thank you, Corporal."

He stayed at the nose of the aircraft another moment. The frost was entirely gone now. The tarmac was dark and wet and the sky above it was moving fast  -  clouds from the northeast, the leading edge of the weather front, grey and efficient. The base hummed around him with the specific energy of a complex system in the final stages of preparation.

Ionescu's words from the night before, when she'd found him here, come back to him now: *I'm counting on you to flag anything operationally unsound, Major. You're the human in the loop today.*

He'd said: "I understand, Colonel."

What he'd thought was: *That is precisely the problem.*

He picked up his tablet from the top of the intake cowling where he'd set it and walked back toward the operations building. The sky above the Baltic was the color of pewter and the clouds were moving south, and somewhere in the southern corridor a cargo aircraft was transiting toward Tallinn with three people aboard who had no idea that in approximately three hours the most sophisticated air defense system in the NATO evaluation program would begin to think about them.

He went inside.
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# Chapter 2  -  Live Simulation

The exercise control room occupied the ground floor of the operations block's eastern wing, and it had been redesigned for the CASSIAN program in a way that announced its purpose before you cleared the door: the central display wall ran floor to ceiling across the full eight meters of the front of the room, currently showing the Baltic corridor map with real-time positional feeds from the sensor array, and the smell of the room was the smell of processing heat and fresh cable insulation and the particular coffee that the technical unit brewed in an industrial pot near the comms rack and shared with everyone regardless of rank or affiliation. Erik considered this last point one of the program's more successful human integration efforts.

He took his position two meters behind the primary operator row  -  close enough to read the screens over shoulders, far enough not to be in anyone's way. The setup here was tiered: the front row held three primary system operators, each with a dedicated workstation running a different CASSIAN interface layer. Left station: sensor feed management. Center station: probability model interface, the one that showed the numbers. Right station: drone control and status monitoring. Behind them, the second row  -  four people, the base intelligence officer, a signals analyst, a Norwegian liaison, and a junior operator who appeared to be there for general support and was making good use of the industrial coffee pot.

Neumann's workstation was to the right of the operator row, angled so she could see both her own screens and the central display without turning. She had three monitors: her CASSIAN engineering interface on the left, a communications terminal in the center, and a raw sensor data stream on the right that scrolled continuously and that she read the way people read weather  -  not every word, just the pattern.

Petrov was at the ATC liaison desk along the room's south wall, isolated from the main operator setup by a low partition that separated her civilian traffic monitoring from the military exercise functions. She had her own terminal, her own comms, her own coffee. She was already running live feeds from both Estonian ATC and the Finnish Maritime Rescue Center, which maintained a secondary radar network that provided additional coverage of the southern Baltic. On her desk: a printed civilian flight schedule for the exercise window, annotated in blue ink. Erik had noticed that she annotated everything she printed.

Ionescu came in at eight fifty-two, took one pass around the room reading screens over people's shoulders without pausing, and positioned herself standing behind the center operator. She did not take the high-backed chair that had been placed in the observation gallery above the main floor. She never sat during exercises. Her aide, a young lieutenant named Halvorsen, materialized behind her with a tablet and remained there.

Henrik Vahl came in at eight fifty-seven, nodded to no one in particular, and went to stand by the east wall near the window. He was on his phone. He was always on his phone. Erik suspected he would be on his phone during the heat death of the universe, updating someone on the timeline.

The clock on the central display reached 09:00:00. The center operator  -  a Sergeant named Dahl, experienced, unhurried  -  said, "Exercise begins."

—-
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The first simulated target came in from the east-northeast at nine twelve.

It was a pre-programmed test drone  -  a small commercial quadcopter airframe modified for the exercise, stripped of its civilian ID and programmed to fly a straight-line penetration of the corridor boundary at three hundred meters altitude and one hundred and twenty knots. Slow, direct, no electronic emissions. The profile of an unsophisticated hostile: either very confident or not very sophisticated. CASSIAN began tracking it the moment it cleared the corridor boundary sensor.

Erik watched the probability score on the center display. The score appeared as a number in the corner of the contact's track marker  -  a small, functional readout that had nonetheless been given a colored background that shifted from green through yellow to red as the number climbed. The contact's track marker entered the display green.

Thirty-four percent.

The system was processing the contact against its training data: approach vector, altitude, speed, signature profile, radar cross-section. Building a picture.

Fifty-one.

The room was watching. Not nervously  -  most of the people here had seen the simulation exercises. But there was a quality of attention in the room that was different from the simulation sessions, the same quality that the first live test of any system produced: the understanding that the numbers on the screen were now connected to actual machines in actual airspace.

Sixty-eight.

CASSIAN issued its first warning tone. A clean, neutral chime, the same tone it used for all status updates, which meant it communicated information without communicating urgency and therefore communicated nothing about how urgently you should feel about the information. The Norwegian liaison officer wrote something down.

Seventy-nine. LANCER-1 received a pre-positioning command. On the drone status display at the right operator station, LANCER-1's status icon shifted from HOLD to STANDBY. The drone's engine spun up in its holding circle fifty kilometers northeast of the base.

Eighty-seven point two. INTERCEPT AUTHORIZED appeared on the central display in white text on a green background  -  the contrast choice briefly struck Erik as wrong, like a cheerful announcement about something that shouldn't be cheerful  -  and LANCER-1 launched.

The room watched. The drone's track marker appeared on the corridor map, moving clean and fast from its holding position toward the simulated contact. CASSIAN was feeding it updated intercept geometry every two seconds.

At LANCER-1's current closing speed, the time-to-contact window was showing four minutes and forty seconds. Four minutes and forty seconds from threshold breach to intercept completion: that was what the system was optimized to produce. Any human-mediated process attempting the same intercept  -  radar detection, threat classification review, command decision, weapon authorization  -  would take somewhere between eight and twenty minutes depending on the command chain's alertness. The system's efficiency was real. Erik was not going to argue with the efficiency.

He was watching the abort window.

The abort window, which nobody in the room was discussing, was theoretically open throughout. Practically: Ionescu had not initiated it, because this was a successful exercise intercept proceeding exactly as designed. But Erik ran the numbers anyway. If the override had been initiated the moment CASSIAN crossed threshold  -  nine seconds after the threshold breach, call it, allowing for human reaction time  -  the four-step process would take a minimum of three minutes and forty seconds under optimal conditions. LANCER-1 would complete its intercept in four minutes and forty seconds. The margin between abort completion and intercept completion was sixty seconds.

Sixty seconds, under optimal conditions.

LANCER-1's track marker converged on the simulated contact's marker. At fifty meters separation the drone transmitted its identification challenge signal. The simulated contact did not respond  -  it had been programmed to fail the IFF check. LANCER-1 broadcast HOSTILE CONFIRMED.

Four minutes, eleven seconds total elapsed time from threshold to intercept.

"Clean intercept," Dahl said, from the center station.

LANCER-1 banked smoothly away from the target drone and began its return arc toward the holding pattern. The target drone continued on its programmed course, unaffected, ignorant of its own simulated death.

Henrik Vahl, from the east wall: "Exactly within spec. Four-eleven against a four-thirty benchmark."

Neumann typed notes without looking up.

Ionescu said: "Log it. Prepare for second scenario."

Erik looked at the corridor map. The margin was sixty seconds. He looked at the weather feed in the corner of his tablet. The atmospheric front was three hours from the corridor.

He looked at the civilian traffic sidebar that Petrov maintained on the ATC terminal  -  not visible from his position, but he'd memorized its update frequency. She refreshed it every four minutes.

He wrote sixty seconds on his tablet. He looked at it for a moment. Then he turned the page.
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The second simulated target came in from the northeast at ten thirty-seven, and it was more interesting.

This one had been programmed with evasive behavior: a serpentine approach pattern that varied its altitude in a series of deliberate climbs and descents, its radar cross-section shifting as it banked, its speed inconsistent in a way that could be read either as evasion or as an amateur pilot struggling with conditions. CASSIAN had to work harder.

The probability score climbed slowly, testing the room's patience. Forty-two percent. Stalled at forty-two for nearly ninety seconds as the drone banked and changed altitude, presenting a different profile, giving the system new data to integrate. Then forty-seven. Fifty-three. Another stall at fifty-three as the drone descended three hundred meters and the radar cross-section shifted again.

"It's cycling," the center operator said, not to anyone in particular, just noting what the display was showing.

Neumann, without looking up: "The model is weighting the altitude variance. It's reading the inconsistent flight path as potentially non-hostile  -  mechanical problem, navigation difficulty. It'll resolve when the contact's vector progression becomes clearer."

"How long?" Ionescu asked.

"Two to four minutes, depending on the target's next maneuver."

The score reached fifty-seven. Then sixty-one. Then dropped to fifty-eight as the drone executed its next evasive turn. The contact's track on the corridor map was a gentle sine wave, unhurried, wandering southeast.

Erik watched the sensor sidebar on his tablet. The atmospheric interference reading had ticked up two points in the last twenty minutes. Still well within tolerance. He noted it and returned to the main display.

Sixty-four. Sixty-nine. Seventy-one. Seventy-four. A longer stall this time  -  nearly two minutes  -  as the drone's profile stabilized briefly at a constant heading, presenting a consistent signature that was almost reassuring, almost civilian-pattern, almost explainable. CASSIAN processed it, factored it against the approach vector, the corridor position, the absence of transponder signal, and decided it was not reassuring enough.

Seventy-eight. Pre-positioning. This time LANCER-2 and LANCER-3 both moved to standby  -  the dual-drone protocol triggered by the target's evasive behavior profile.

Erik looked at the right operator's drone status display. Both drones at standby. CASSIAN's pre-positioning model had calculated that a single drone might not achieve sufficient intercept geometry against an evasive target. Dual deployment. That detail had been in the briefing documentation. It still felt different to watch it happen in real time  -  two drones receiving movement commands from a processing node, both moving toward a target that had not yet crossed the threshold.

Eighty-one. The score jumped with the next processing cycle as the drone's approach vector locked into a consistent southeast track.

Eighty-seven point six.

Both drones launched.

Erik turned to watch Petrov's terminal. She was running a routine check of her civilian traffic feed  -  he could see her head tilt toward the secondary display, the slight focused frown, and then the micro-pause before she typed. He was too far away to read her screen but he had read the flight plan logs this morning and he knew what was there: BCA-114, Baltic Cargo Air, Latvian-registered An-26 cargo freighter, departing Riga at 09:45, transiting the southern Baltic, arriving Tallinn at approximately 12:20. Crew of three. Cargo: auto parts, medical supplies. Squawking Mode C, correct altitude encoding, in routine contact with Tallinn ATC.

Forty-two kilometers south of the corridor boundary.

Petrov typed something. He watched her.

On the main display, LANCER-2 and LANCER-3 were converging on the second simulated contact in a coordinated scissors pattern. CASSIAN was running the geometry continuously, adjusting both drones' approach vectors in real time to account for the target's evasion. The precision of it was genuinely impressive  -  two machines, coordinated through a ground node, executing a dynamic intercept with a fluidity that no human-controlled pair of aircraft could match at this speed.

The intercept took five minutes and fifty-three seconds. The target's evasion added time but the dual-drone coordination compensated. HOSTILE CONFIRMED from LANCER-3, which had achieved the better angle.

Ionescu: "Log it."

And then: the thing Erik had been watching for.

The CASSIAN display flickered. Less than half a second  -  the central display image stuttered, dropped a frame, recovered. He would not have noticed it if he hadn't been watching with that specific kind of attention. The kind of attention that came from knowing, before an exercise began, exactly which edges to look at.

He looked at the sensor sidebar on his tablet. The atmospheric interference reading had ticked up another three points at the same moment as the flicker. Still within tolerance. Just.

He looked at the civilian traffic sidebar.

BCA-114's transponder signal had, for that same fraction of a second, registered as twelve kilometers closer than its last confirmed position.

He looked at it for three seconds. The signal had already corrected  -  the sidebar now showed BCA-114 at forty-one kilometers south, exactly consistent with its filed flight plan at its current elapsed time. The anomaly had lasted less than one display refresh cycle. It was probably nothing. It was almost certainly nothing.

He wrote it in his notebook. Time
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