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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE NEXT WAR is set in 2032, close enough to the present to feel immediate and far enough to allow for the plausible acceleration of trends already visible today. The technology it describes—AI-driven threat intelligence, automated defensive systems, bilateral military de-escalation channels—either exists in early form or is in active development.

The conspiracy at the novel’s center is fictional. The vulnerabilities it exploits are not. Military AI systems can be modified. Intelligence assessments can be shaped by how they are weighted. The institutional pressure to accept a confident analysis over an uncertain one is real in every organization that has ever existed.

Major Sarah Chen is not a hero in the conventional sense. She is a trained professional who notices something wrong and follows it. What makes her unusual is not capability—the military is full of capable people—but a specific refusal to accept a comfortable explanation when the evidence doesn’t support it. That refusal is the novel’s central argument: that in any institution, the protection against manufactured reality is the person who will not stop looking.

General Hartley is not a monster. He is a man who concluded, after forty years of service, that the civilians he served were incapable of the decisions that survival required, and who chose to make those decisions for them. His logic is coherent. His conclusion is catastrophically wrong. The distance between coherent logic and catastrophic conclusion is the moral distance this novel explores.

The war that nearly happened. The war that didn’t. The distance between those two things is the people who noticed, and the systems that let them notice in time.

— Mike Vex, 2026

ACT I: FIRST LIGHT

* * *
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Chapter One
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The war room never slept.

That was the first thing Sarah Chen had understood when she arrived at the Pentagon's Joint Operations Command center fourteen months ago — not as a philosophical truth but as a physical one. The overhead fluorescents burned at the same intensity at three in the morning as they did at three in the afternoon. The screens never went dark. The communications consoles cycled through their rhythms of uplink, downlink, and confirmation without pause, and the people who managed those rhythms rotated in and out in eight-hour shifts with the mechanical efficiency of a machine that had been designed to run without stopping because stopping, in this context, was not an option.

Major Sarah Chen arrived at 0530 on the fourteenth of March, 2032, with a paper cup of coffee from the hallway machine and a briefing packet she'd been reviewing since 0430 in her apartment on the third floor of the officer housing block four blocks east of the Pentagon's E Ring. She badged through security at the outer door, then the inner door, then the access-controlled corridor that led to the JOC's main floor, each checkpoint registering her credentials against the morning shift manifest.

The floor was already populated. It always was.

She stood for a moment in the doorway the way she had every morning for fourteen months, performing the habit she'd developed without deciding to develop it: a full sixty-degree scan of the room before entering. Left to right across the primary display wall — six massive screens showing a composite of global military dispositions, satellite imagery feeds, and real-time intelligence overlays in green and amber and occasionally red. Then the analyst stations in their curved rows, faces lit from below by their individual screens in the specific way of people who have been at their monitors for hours and have stopped noticing the light. Then the communications section on the far right wall, headsets and keyboards and the constant low murmur of transmissions being received and routed. Then the glass-walled offices along the rear, some dark, some lit, General Hartley's office at the far end already showing his desk lamp.

She entered.

"Good morning, ma'am." Sergeant First Class Torres, on duty at the access log, without looking up. He'd been doing this for three years longer than she had.

"Torres." She moved to her station — third row, second from the left, positioned to have clear lines of sight to both the primary display wall and Hartley's office. The habit of positioning herself in rooms for maximum situational awareness was something combat had given her and fourteen months of intelligence work had refined.

She settled in and opened her briefing packet.

The overnight summary was what it was most mornings: significant but manageable. Russian naval exercises in the Barents Sea had produced three vessel movements that warranted monitoring but not response. Chinese air defense radar in the South China Sea had gone active during the night in three locations, consistent with their standard testing protocols. There'd been a significant cyber probe of NATO communications infrastructure in the early hours, origin attributable to state-level actors, impact assessed as minimal. A drone incident near a U.S. forward operating base in eastern Syria had been resolved without casualties.

Nothing that constituted a crisis. Everything that constituted the persistent background radiation of a world that had been running at low-level emergency for approximately four years, ever since the Taipei Strait Confrontation of 2028 had nearly become the Taipei Strait War and the subsequent reorganization of global military posture had left every major power in a state of aggressive watchfulness that diplomats called strategic vigilance and soldiers called waiting for it to kick off.

Sarah drank her coffee and read her briefing and watched the screens and noted the absence of anything anomalous.

The absence would not last.

* * *
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AT 0615, GENERAL THOMAS Hartley emerged from his office.

He had the quality of high-ranking military officers who had been at their posts long enough to have become institutional furniture — not in the diminishing sense, but in the sense of weight and permanence. He was sixty-four, six-foot-two, with gray hair cut to regulation length and the kind of posture that had never required maintenance because it had been built into him during his West Point years and had remained structural ever since. He wore his uniform the way he wore his authority: as a fact rather than an assertion.

People noticed when Hartley moved through a room. They noticed and adjusted — stood straighter, spoke more precisely, brought the quality of their attention up a level. This was not fear and it was not sycophancy; it was the specific deference that genuine competence commands in environments where competence is the primary currency.

He stopped at the primary display wall and studied it for a full minute without speaking.

"Chen," he said, without turning.

She was already moving. "Sir."

He pointed to the Barents Sea display. "The Severodvinsk moved fourteen nautical miles northeast at 0200. That's outside the exercise pattern."

She looked at the track. He was right — she'd noted it in the overnight but attributed it to exercise variation. "I saw it. My assessment was drift within the exercise parameters, but—"

"Your assessment was wrong." He said it without heat. "The exercise parameters are a box. That movement put her outside the box. Why?"

"Could be mechanical," she said. "Could be a change of orders. Could be the exercise parameters shifted and we weren't notified."

"Or?"

She looked at the track again. The Severodvinsk was a Yasen-class submarine — one of Russia's most capable nuclear attack boats, with a combat systems suite that put her in the same tier as the Virginia class. Moving outside an established exercise pattern was either an error or it was deliberate. "Or the exercise parameters aren't the real parameters," she said.

"Good morning, Major." He almost smiled. "Get me a revised assessment of all Russian naval exercise movements in the last seventy-two hours against their announced parameters. I want to see where else they're outside the box."

"Yes, sir."

He moved on down the line, asking questions, making corrections, running his morning diagnostic on the room's collective attention. Sarah had watched him do this every morning for fourteen months and she'd come to understand that this was not performance — it was genuine. Hartley brought total alertness to the war room because he believed total alertness was what the situation required, and he was probably right.

She pulled up the Russian naval feed and began her analysis.

* * *
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CAPTAIN MARCUS RODRIGUEZ arrived at 0700 with his own briefing packet and a protein bar he ate while reading at his station. He was thirty-eight, compact and precise, with the physical economy of someone who'd been an infantryman before becoming a staff officer and who'd never lost the infantry habit of not wasting movement. He was Sarah's second in command at their JOC section, which handled coordination between NATO allies and U.S. strategic operations.

"Anything overnight?" he asked, settling in at the adjacent station.

"Barents Sea submarine movement. General wants a revised assessment of Russian naval patterns." She slid her preliminary analysis toward his screen. "I also want your eyes on the cyber probe from 0230."

He pulled it up. "What am I looking for?"

"The entry vector is wrong." She'd been thinking about this since she first read the overnight summary. "If this is GRU — and the initial attribution is — their standard NATO probe would come through the Baltic exchange point. This one came through a commercial fiber junction in Brussels. GRU doesn't do commercial fiber."

Rodriguez looked at the technical data. He was not a cyber specialist, but he'd been in the intelligence community long enough to understand routing. "Could be a spoofed origin."

"That's what I thought. But if they're spoofing the entry vector, that means they're putting extra operational security around something. Which means they're either hiding a more significant operation or—" She stopped.

"Or someone else is making it look like GRU," Rodriguez finished.

"Possibly. Probably nothing." She turned back to her screen. "I'm going to flag it for Dr. Vasquez in cyber operations."

"Dr. Vasquez thinks everything is someone making it look like someone else."

"Dr. Vasquez has been right about that three times in the last year," Sarah said.

Rodriguez acknowledged this with a small nod and turned to his own work.

* * *
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THE 0800 MORNING BRIEFING was held in the JOC's secondary conference room — a windowless space with a long table and screens on three walls that could replicate any of the main floor displays. General Hartley ran it personally. Attendance was mandatory for section leads and optional-but-expected for their deputies.

Present: Hartley at the head of the table, Sarah and Rodriguez representing strategic coordination, Colonel James Wei from signals intelligence, Colonel Patricia Okafor from cyber operations, Lieutenant Colonel David Barnes from NATO liaison, Commander Anna Petersen from the Navy's Pacific operations desk, and General Hartley's aide, Major Gregory Walsh, who sat at the corner and took notes on a tablet.

The briefing moved through the overnight items methodically. Hartley asked pointed questions about each item and received precise answers, which he processed with the quality of a person for whom no piece of information was too small to be potentially significant.

When they reached the Barents Sea movement, he looked at Sarah. "Your revised assessment."

She presented it. Twelve Russian naval vessels operating in the published Barents exercise zone, one operating outside it. Cross-referencing seventy-two hours of movement data against announced parameters produced four additional instances of vessels operating outside declared exercise patterns — all minor, all consistent with either mechanical issues or unannounced modifications to exercise parameters.

"Bottom line assessment?" Hartley said.

"Anomalous but not alarming. The exercise is within its announced envelope ninety-one percent of the time. The remaining nine percent could be explained by standard operational variation." "However, if I were Russian Navy and I wanted to use an exercise as cover for something else, this is how I'd move the non-exercise assets."

"So: consistent with routine variation and consistent with deception."

"Yes, sir. The data doesn't discriminate between them."

Hartley's gaze moved around the table. "What it tells me is that we need better discriminators. That's a standing problem." He moved on.

The cyber probe came up last. Patricia Okafor, as head of cyber operations, presented it. Her assessment: GRU origin, minimal impact, consistent with ongoing pattern of NATO infrastructure probing.

"Major Chen flagged the entry vector," Hartley said, looking at Sarah.

Okafor glanced at her. "Commercial fiber junction, Brussels. We noticed it."

"Your assessment?"

"Could be spoofing. Could be that GRU is using new pathways to vary their signatures. We're looking at it." She didn't sound particularly concerned.

Sarah said nothing. She'd noted the concern and passed it up the chain; what the chain did with it was not her role to force.

The briefing concluded at 0850. People filed out. Hartley caught Sarah's eye as she reached the door.

"The entry vector," he said. "You flagged it before Okafor. Why?"

"Because the routing was wrong," she said. "GRU doesn't do commercial fiber unless they have a reason to."

"And that reason is—"

"I don't know yet. I want to look at it with Dr. Vasquez."

He studied her for a moment with the specific attention he brought to people he was evaluating. "Follow it. Report back."

"Yes, sir."

* * *
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Chapter Two
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Dr. Elena Vasquez's office was in the sub-basement of the cyber operations wing, technically the same building as the JOC but felt like a different facility — lower ceilings, different lighting, a persistent background hum of server infrastructure that made conversation feel slightly private. Vasquez had been in this office for eleven years, and in that time she had decorated it in the specific way of someone who had decided their workspace was their real home: three whiteboards covered in diagrams that had apparently evolved too rapidly for the underlying erasures to fully disappear, two standing desks with four monitors each, a cot against regulations that no one had challenged, and a collection of coffee cups that represented, she'd once told Sarah, an archaeological record of her eleven years in the facility.

She was fifty-two, with dark hair going gray at the temples and the particular physical quality of someone who had been sedentary for so long that the sedentariness had become a form of intensity. She moved quickly when she moved. She was almost always at her screens.

"You saw the Brussels routing," she said, when Sarah came in.

"I flagged it upstairs."

"Okafor says it's within standard variation." Vasquez's tone communicated what she thought of this assessment without requiring her to state it directly.

"What do you think?"

She turned from her primary monitor. She had the eyes of someone who had been staring at data for eleven years and had learned to read it the way other people read faces. "I think the Brussels routing is the third routing anomaly in eleven days."

Sarah went still. "What were the first two?"

Vasquez pulled them up. Eleven days ago: a NATO secure channel experienced an unusual latency spike, origin attributed to infrastructure maintenance in the Netherlands. Eight days ago: a packet loss event on U.S. Pacific Fleet communications, attributed to undersea cable degradation. And now the Brussels routing on what appeared to be a GRU probe.

"Three separate events," Sarah said. "Three separate explanations."

"The explanations are defensible," Vasquez said. "I checked the Netherlands maintenance log. It's real. I checked the Pacific cable status. There is degradation on that route. I checked the Brussels junction. It's a real junction with real commercial traffic."

"But?"

"But if you were trying to test military communications without leaving a signature, this is how you'd do it. Small events with plausible explanations, spread over enough time that no one connects them."

"Who's trying to test military communications?"

Vasquez looked at her over the top of her glasses. "That's the question, isn't it. Could be GRU. Could be PLA cyber command. Could be—" She stopped.

"Could be what?"

"Someone domestic." She said it quietly, as though the word required handling carefully. "The packets came from somewhere in the network. I've been tracing the origins. Two of the three originate from within the network perimeter."

Sarah felt the specific coldness of a significant implication. "Inside our own systems."

"Inside or using inside access. Someone with legitimate credentials." She held up a hand. "I have no proof. I have patterns that concern me. I'm telling you because you asked and because you're the third person from the main floor to come down here in a week asking about things they've noticed."

"Who were the other two?"

"Rodriguez, two days ago, about the Pacific cable event. And a Captain from Wei's signals section, six days ago, asking about anomalous traffic on the European fiber backbone." "What's interesting is that none of you were sent by your superiors. All three of you came on your own initiative."

Sarah absorbed this. "Have you reported this to Okafor?"

"I've written three memos in the last ten days. All of them were acknowledged and none of them produced a response or a follow-up." She turned back to her screens. "I've been called paranoid before, Major. I've also been right before."

"What do you need to prove it?"

"Time and access. If someone is inside the system, the traces are there. They're just faint." She pulled up a sequence of network maps. "I'm going to find them."

"Keep me informed," Sarah said. "Directly."

"I'll keep you informed," Vasquez said, "because Okafor is apparently not interested in what I'm finding, and someone should know."

* * *
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THE CALL FROM SOPHIA came at 1115, which was 1715 Brussels time, which was after school in the small international community in Belgium where Sophia lived with Sarah's ex-husband David Chen — no relation to each other by blood; Sophia carried both their surnames hyphenated, which she had recently stopped doing in the papers she turned in at her school. She was sixteen. She had decided, apparently, to simplify her identity in ways her mother had not been consulted about.

Sarah took the call in a corridor outside the JOC's secondary access, which was the least busy stretch of hallway in the building between 1100 and 1200.

"Hey," Sophia said.

"Hey." Sarah pressed the phone against her ear and watched a pair of Navy lieutenants pass in conversation. "How was school?"

"Fine." The word doing a great deal of work that its single syllable could not comfortably carry. "Dad said you're going to miss spring break again."

"There's a situation developing. I might not be able to get away." She heard the flatness of her own delivery and recognized it as the voice she used when she'd already decided something and was delivering the decision rather than having a conversation. "I'm sorry, Soph."

"You say that."

"I mean it."

"I know you mean it." A pause that had the quality of a sixteen-year-old choosing not to say the thing she was thinking. "It's just — I was planning for it. I had things I wanted to do."

"Tell me what you wanted to do."

A shorter pause. "There's this town in the south of France. Near Nîmes. Dad was going to drive us down. There's like a Roman aqueduct that's still standing after two thousand years. I wanted to see it."

Sarah thought about a Roman aqueduct standing after two thousand years. She thought about Sophia wanting to see something that had survived two thousand years of wars and political changes and all the various catastrophes that human civilization had managed to generate. "That sounds like the right thing to see," she said.

"Yeah." Another pause. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine. Why?"

"You sound tired."

"I'm always tired."

"I know." And then, in the tone that Sophia had inherited from neither her father nor her mother but had apparently produced on her own through sixteen years of observing adults: "Go back to work, Mom. I know you need to."

"I'll call tomorrow night."

"Sure." And then, before hanging up: "Be safe."

Sarah stood in the corridor for a moment after the call ended. She thought about what it meant that her sixteen-year-old daughter had said be safe the way a soldier's family said be safe — not as a pleasantry but as a specific instruction based on a specific understanding of what the parent's days contained.

She went back to the war room.

* * *
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Chapter Three
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Colonel David Kim arrived at 1400 on a commercial flight from Warsaw that landed at Dulles, took the Metro to the Pentagon stop, and walked the remaining distance with a rolling carry-on that he handled with the efficiency of a man who spent substantial portions of his professional life in motion. He was thirty-nine — young for a full colonel and that others in the room would be aware of; he led with competence rather than rank when he entered unfamiliar military spaces.

He was the NATO Joint Operations liaison, a title that covered a great deal of ground. What it meant practically was that he spent most his time at NATO's Allied Command Operations in Mons, Belgium, and the remainder shuttling between Brussels, the Pentagon, and whatever Eastern European capital currently required the physical presence of someone with his specific set of skills and clearances. He spoke Polish, Czech, Russian at conversational level, and enough Romanian to be useful. He understood the Eastern European theater in the way that people understand places they've spent years being uncomfortable in.

Sarah met him in the lobby of the JOC annex at 1415.

"Major Chen." He had a slight accent that was the product of a childhood in Seoul, undergraduate years at West Point, and professional years in Europe — a specific combination that had produced something entirely its own.

"Colonel Kim." They shook hands. She'd worked with him for eight months across video conferences and secure messaging and three in-person meetings. She trusted his reporting. "How's Warsaw?"

"Cold. The kind of cold that's late in the season and shouldn't still be there." He fell into step beside her. "I want to talk about the Baltic situation before the formal briefing."

"Walk and talk."

"The Russian exercises near the Estonian border," he said. "We've been tracking them for six weeks. The announced scope is naval — the Barents exercises you've been monitoring. What hasn't been announced publicly is an increase in ground force activity in the Pskov region."

"How significant?"

"The 76th Guards Air Assault Division has been moving elements closer to the Estonian border over the past three weeks. Not an invasion force. But closer to the border than their standard training rotations would require."

"Ground forces in Pskov plus naval exercises in the Barents."

"Plus something I flagged to Brussels two days ago that hasn't produced a formal response yet." He kept his voice low as they moved through the corridor. "We have SIGINT indicating a change in the Russian General Staff's communications posture. More encrypted traffic than the exercises would require. The encryption level is higher than standard exercise protocol."

Sarah thought about Vasquez's network anomalies. "How long has the communications posture changed?"

"The uptick started eleven days ago."

Eleven days. The same window Vasquez had identified for the network routing anomalies. She filed this without reacting to it. "I'll want to compare your SIGINT data against some signals patterns we've been tracking on the domestic side."

He glanced at her sideways, which was the question he wasn't asking yet.

"I'll explain in the briefing," she said. "What's the NATO assessment?"

"NATO's official assessment is that the exercises are within normal variation and the communications uptick is attributable to increased exercise complexity." "My personal assessment is that it's within normal variation and I'm paying very close attention to it."

"That's the right answer."

"It's the only honest answer when the data doesn't discriminate between routine and preparation," he said. "Which is precisely what concerns me."

* * *
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THE AFTERNOON BROUGHT a sequence of events that Sarah would later characterize, in the careful retrospective language of an intelligence officer, as the accumulation of precursors. At the time they felt like the normal background noise of her professional life — urgent, numerous, and individually inconclusive.

At 1530, Commander Petersen from the Pacific desk stopped at Sarah's station. "Major. Quick question. Our Pacific Fleet positioning data is showing a Chinese PLAN carrier group that's outside the track we've been monitoring near Taiwan. Have you seen anything on the NATO feed that would explain increased activity?"

"Define increased."

"The Fujian moved thirty nautical miles southeast overnight. That puts her closer to the Philippines than to Taiwan, which isn't consistent with what she's been doing for the past month."

Sarah looked at her notes. Barents submarine outside its exercise box. Chinese carrier group outside its monitoring track. Both within the last twenty-four hours. "I'll cross-reference with Colonel Kim's data and have something to you by end of day."

"I'd appreciate it." Petersen moved on, with the expression of someone managing more threads than they could comfortably hold.

At 1615, General Hartley stopped at Sarah's station on his way back from a political briefing. She didn't know the details of the briefing — she'd seen the attendees list and it included people from the NSC and the DNI's office — but she could read the quality of Hartley's composure that followed contact with political leadership. He always came back from those meetings more contained, as though he'd pulled a layer of insulation around himself.

"The Kremlin has issued a statement about their exercises," he said. "They're characterizing the naval and ground components as a unified defensive posture in response to what they're calling 'provocative NATO expansionism.'"

"That's new language," Sarah said. "Unified defensive posture."

"It is. Previously they've described the exercises as separate programs." He met her eyes briefing screen. "What are you working on?"

She hesitated for a fraction of a second — long enough for him to notice. "I'm cross-referencing several movement anomalies. The Barents submarine data, the PLAN carrier positioning, some signals patterns that Colonel Kim brought in." "Also some network routing anomalies that Dr. Vasquez flagged."

"Vasquez flagged routing anomalies?"

"Three of them over eleven days. She thinks they may indicate someone probing our communications infrastructure."

His expression was neutral. "Who does she think is probing?"

"She's not certain. She said the origin is ambiguous — could be external, could involve internal access."

The pause was approximately one second long and felt slightly longer. "Get me her full analysis."

"She's compiling it."

He moved on. Sarah turned back to her screens, and as she did she noticed that Major Walsh, Hartley's aide, was at the far end of the row with his tablet, and that the tablet was angled in her direction.

She filed this without reacting. She noted it the same way she noted the network routing anomalies and the Barents submarine and the carrier group positioning — as a data point that didn't discriminate yet between the routine and the significant, but that she was going to keep.

* * *
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AT 1800, SARAH ATE a meal she didn't taste in the JOC cafeteria while reading a summary report on Middle Eastern threat levels. The situation in Syria had been at a controlled low-level simmer for two years, following the provisional agreement of 2030 that had established contested zones of influence between U.S.-backed Syrian Democratic forces, Iranian-backed militias, and Russian-backed Syrian government forces. The agreement was contested at the margins continuously. There were incidents every week — drone overflights, minor artillery exchanges, supply convoy incidents that had to be carefully calibrated not to escalate.

What the summary was telling her was that the incident rate over the past two weeks had increased by approximately forty percent over the baseline.

She put down her fork.

She pulled out a notepad — paper, not digital; she still used paper for preliminary analysis because looking at data on screens, for her, did something to the way she connected it — and she wrote down a list:

Barents: submarine outside exercise box, Day -1

SIGINT: Russian General Staff communications increase, Day -11

Network routing: 3 anomalies, Days -11, -8, -1

Baltic: 76th Guards movement toward Estonian border, 3 weeks

PLAN carrier: outside monitoring track, Day -1

SYR/IRQ: incident rate +40%, 2 weeks

She read the list.

Each item had an explanation. Each explanation was individually plausible. The Barents submarine movement: exercise variation. The communications increase: exercise complexity. The network anomalies: infrastructure maintenance, cable degradation, routing variation. The Baltic ground movement: standard rotation. The carrier repositioning: routine. The Syria incident rate: contested zone instability.

All of these were the kinds of things that happened in the world as it was currently constituted. All of them were within the range of the normal.

And they were all happening at the same time.

She was trained in pattern recognition. Fourteen months of intelligence work on top of eleven years of combat and tactical operations experience had made her very good at it. The pattern recognition faculty she'd developed was calibrated to identify significance in low-signal-to-noise environments — to find the shape in the noise before the noise resolved into something too clear to be mistaken.

The shape she was finding now was one she didn't like.

She finished her meal without tasting it and went back to work.

* * *
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Chapter Four
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Rodriguez found her at 2000, when the JOC's day shift had turned into the evening shift and the room had settled into the quieter register of overnight operations. He slid into the chair beside her station without preamble.

"I've been comparing the Pacific cable event against the logistics feed for the Fujian carrier group," he said, keeping his voice low.

"And?"

"The cable event happened four hours before the carrier group altered its track. If someone was testing Pacific communications resilience — checking whether they could degrade our monitoring capability in that region — the cable event was the test. The carrier movement was afterward."

"That's a connection," she said. "Not proof of coordination, but a connection."

"There's more." He pulled out his own notepad — they'd worked together long enough that they'd both ended up using paper for preliminary analysis. "The Syria incident rate increase correlates with a change in Iranian militia resupply patterns that started about ten days ago. More frequent, smaller deliveries. That's a wartime supply pattern. Pre-conflict preparation."

"Ten days."

"Eleven days if I round to the Brussels routing anomaly."

She looked at her own list. "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?"

"I'm seeing something I don't want to see," he said. "Because if I'm seeing it correctly, it means someone is coordinating something across multiple theaters simultaneously. And the entities we'd normally attribute that coordination to — Russia, China, Iran — aren't talking to each other at a level that would explain it."

"What if they are and we're not seeing it?"

"Possible. But our SIGINT on communications between those parties is solid. Kim's data, Wei's signals section, NSA intercepts. If they were coordinating something this comprehensive, we'd have at least fragments."

"Unless someone's helping them coordinate in a way we can't see," she said.

He was quiet for a moment. "That's a very specific theory."

"It's a hypothesis. I don't have evidence for it." She closed her notepad. "What I have is a list of anomalies that individually are explicable and collectively feel wrong."

"Feeling is not analysis."

"No," she agreed. "But feeling is a signal that analysis hasn't caught up yet." She looked at the primary display wall. "I'm going to put together a proper cross-theater correlation analysis and take it to General Hartley in the morning."

"He's going to tell you the anomalies are within normal parameters."

"Probably." She picked up her coffee cup and found it empty. "But I'm going to tell him anyway."

* * *
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SHE WAS STILL AT HER station at 2230 when the message came through from Brussels.

It was flagged as routine — a liaison update from Colonel Kim, who had flown back to Belgium on the evening flight and was reporting from NATO Allied Command Operations in Mons. The message was in the standard format: classified level, routing code, time stamp, body text.

She read it.

Then she read it again.

Kim's message described a communication he'd received through a back channel from an officer in the Russian General Staff's international cooperation office — not a defector, not a source, but a formal military-to-military contact that existed for de-escalation communication purposes. The contact had made contact with Kim's Brussels equivalent earlier that day through a secure line that both militaries maintained but rarely used.

The Russian officer's message, as relayed by Kim, was terse and careful: We are not initiating what is being reported. Check your own sources.

We are not initiating what is being reported.

Sarah sat with that for a long moment.

Russia denied initiating military provocations constantly, in the normal course of geopolitical theater. Denials were not meaningful. What was meaningful was the channel — the de-escalation line, used when someone wanted to say something important without the noise of public posturing. And what was meaningful was the specificity: check your own sources.

Not we are behaving responsibly. Not we urge restraint. Not the standard diplomatic language of self-exculpation.

Check your own sources.

She drafted a flag for Hartley, added it to his morning brief, and cross-referenced it against the list in her notepad.

Then she set an alarm for 0500 and tried to sleep on the cot in the JOC's back room that was available for personnel pulling long shifts.

She did not sleep well.

* * *
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Chapter Five
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The morning of March fifteenth, 2032, began at 0547, which was thirteen minutes before Sarah's alarm, because her nervous system had apparently decided that thirteen minutes was the margin it needed.

She was at her station by 0600. Rodriguez arrived at 0620. Dr. Vasquez had apparently not left, or had left and returned; she was visible on the security feed from sub-basement cyber operations, at her screens, with a fresh coffee and an expression that meant she'd found something.

Sarah called her. "What do you have?"

"I've been tracing the routing anomalies backward," Vasquez said, without preamble. "The Brussels junction event last night — I've found the upstream origin."

"And?"

"It's not external. The packet origin is a node in the Pentagon's own secure network." "The access credentials that were used belong to an officer in the cyber operations section who was on leave when the event occurred."

Sarah's hand tightened on the phone. "You're sure about the leave status?"

"Confirmed against personnel records. Lieutenant Colonel Hayes has been at his daughter's wedding in Hawaii for four days. He could not have initiated that access."

"Someone used his credentials."

"Someone used his credentials. Which means either his credentials were compromised — stolen, duplicated — or someone with admin-level access assigned them to a different user temporarily." "Either of those scenarios tells you that someone inside this system is doing something they shouldn't be."

"Write it up. Everything you have. I need it on paper by 0730."

"I'll have it."

Sarah ended the call and looked at the primary display wall.

At 0617, a new alert populated on the screen — a yellow indicator over the Baltic region. She sat forward.

The overnight Baltic report had been routine when she'd checked it at 0600. Now it wasn't.

Russian fighter aircraft — multiple radar contacts, initially assessed as two to four F-16 equivalents, subsequently revised to six aircraft — had departed from Pskov air base on a vector that was bearing toward Estonian airspace. The contacts were at altitude, speeds consistent with cruise, not with an attack run. But they were moving toward NATO territory.

Simultaneously — the word simultaneously registering in Sarah's analytical processing with the weight of something she'd been expecting — an alert populated on the Asia-Pacific display. PLAN surface combatants in the South China Sea had significantly increased their speed and were moving on a convergent vector with a U.S. Navy patrol group operating near the Philippines.

She was already on the communications circuit. "JOC Primary, this is Chen at Station Three. I have two developing incidents — Baltic airspace and South China Sea. Request immediate duty officer attention."

"Copy, Major. Baltic and Pacific alerts are confirmed. General Hartley has been notified."

She looked at her notepad. The list of anomalies from last night. She added two new items.

Then she called Rodriguez on his cell.

He answered on the first ring, which meant he was watching the same screens. "I see it," he said.

"Both at once."

"Both at once," he agreed. "I'm coming in."

She hung up and focused on the incoming data.

The Russian aircraft were now six confirmed contacts. They had not crossed into Estonian airspace. They were maintaining a track that kept them in international airspace — technically legal — but their heading was pointed at Tallinn. At their current speed and heading, they would reach the Estonian border in approximately fourteen minutes.

NATO scrambled interceptors from Ämari Air Base — four F-35s, which were in the air in eight minutes, which was very good. The intercept vector would put them between the Russian aircraft and Estonian airspace with time to spare.

In the South China Sea, the PLAN surface group consisted of two destroyers and a frigate, moving at twenty-two knots toward the U.S. patrol group, which consisted of the USS John Paul Jones and her escort. The John Paul Jones was responding by altering course and increasing speed, which was the correct response, and her captain was on the secure circuit with Pacific Fleet Command.

Sarah was managing both data streams and simultaneously trying to reach General Hartley's office.

"He's in the tank," Walsh told her. "Secure briefing."

"I need to get him a note."

"Major—"

"Now, Major Walsh. I have developing Baltic and Pacific incidents plus analysis I've been compiling that may be directly relevant."

Walsh put her on hold for forty-five seconds. When he came back: "He'll see you at 0700."

"The incidents may not wait until 0700."

"Those are his instructions, Major."

She bit back the response she wanted to give and turned back to her screens.

At 0642, the third alert came through.

It populated on the Middle East display — a red indicator, not yellow. Sarah's stomach dropped before her mind had processed the information.

ALERT: ATTACK ON MILITARY INSTALLATION. AL-TANF GARRISON, EASTERN SYRIA. PRELIMINARY REPORTS: DRONE AND MORTAR ATTACK. UNKNOWN CASUALTIES.

Al-Tanf was a U.S. military training garrison in southeastern Syria, near the Iraqi and Jordanian borders. It had been a persistent target for Iranian-backed militias for years. Attacks on it were not new. What made this one immediately different was the scale — preliminary reports indicated a coordinated attack using multiple drones and a mortar barrage, which was significantly more complex than the individual drone incidents that had been the norm.

And the timing. Al-Tanf, under attack. Baltic airspace incident, ongoing. South China Sea confrontation, ongoing.

All within the span of twenty-five minutes.

Sarah looked at her list.

Then she pushed back from her station and walked, quickly but not at a run, to the door of the secure briefing room.

She knocked. This was not the done thing. She did it anyway.

The door opened after a moment, revealing Walsh, who looked at her with the expression of a man preparing to deliver a firm institutional refusal.

"Al-Tanf is under attack," she said. "Major coordinated drone and mortar assault. We have simultaneous Baltic and South China Sea incidents. All three in the last twenty-five minutes. I need to speak to General Hartley."

Walsh looked at her for two seconds. Then he stepped aside.
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