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GLOSSARY OF MILITARY ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

ADIZ -AirDefense Identification Zone - Air defense identification zone. Airspace in which a state requires all aircraft to be identified for reasons of national security.

AIM-120D - American air-to-air missile with active radar guidance, known as AMRAAM (Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile). Operational range in excess of one hundred kilometers. Standard armament of the Taiwanese F-16V and the F-35.

APL / PLA -People's Liberation Army /People's Liberation Army. Armed Forces of the People's Republic of China, under the authority of the Central Military Commission. The acronym APL is used in French-language texts, PLA in English-language contexts.

B-1B - Rockwell B-1B Lancer.American supersonic strategic bomber with variable geometry. Capable of long-range conventional strike missions from Guam or Anderson Air Force Base.

B-2 - Northrop Grumman B-2 Spirit.American strategic stealth bomber. Capable of penetrating defended airspace without radar detection.

B-21 - Northrop Grumman B-21 Raider.US Air Force new-generation stealth bomber. Capable of launching long-range cruise missiles without penetrating the enemy's defense zone.

B-52 - Boeing B-52Stratofortress. American strategic bomber in service since the 1950s, modernizedseveral times. Main vector of the American conventional nuclear deterrent on alert.

Beidou - Chinese satellite navigation system, equivalent to the American GPS. Used by PLA missile and drone guidance systems. Full name:Beidou Navigation Satellite System (BDS).

CBASS -Combat BladeAcoustic Signal System. Acoustic discrimination system on board US torpedoesMk 48 ADCAP. Distinguishes between real targets and acoustic decoys.

CIA -Central Intelligence Agency. U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, responsible for foreign intelligence and clandestine operations.

CMC - Central Military Commission of the People's Republic of China. Supreme commanding body of the Chinese armed forces, chaired by the General Secretary of the Communist Party.

CSIS -Center for Strategic and International Studies.American Center for Strategic and International Studies, producer of benchmark geopolitical analyses and simulations.

DEFCON -Defense Condition. Defense alert level of the U.S. military system. Five levels, from DEFCON 5 (peace) to DEFCON 1 (imminent nuclear war). DEFCON 2 corresponds to the state of maximum alert before actual engagement.

DF-5B - Dongfeng-5B. Chinese intercontinental ballistic missile with multiple independent warheads (MIRV). Range over twelve thousand kilometers, fixed silos in inland provinces.

DF-16 - Dongfeng-16. PLA short-range ballistic missile. Range 800 to 1,000 kilometers, terminal precision guidance.

DF-17 - Dongfeng-17. Intermediate-range ballistic missile equipped with a hypersonic maneuvering glider. Flying at Mach 10 in terminal phase, unpredictable trajectory makes interception extremely difficult.

DF-26 - Dongfeng-26. Intermediate-range ballistic missile. Range of four thousand kilometers, capable of striking Guam from the Chinese coast. Nicknamedaircraft carrier killer for its anti-ship variant.

DF-41 - Dongfeng-41. Chinese multi-warhead intercontinental ballistic missile. Range in excess of fourteen thousand kilometers, deployed on mobile launchers and in silos.

DIA -Defense Intelligence Agency. U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency, specializing in military intelligence for the Pentagon and National Command.

F-16V - Lockheed Martin F-16V Viper.Modernized version of the F-16Fighting Falcon in service with the Taiwanese Air Force. Equipped with AESA radar, advanced electronic warfare systems and compatible with AIM-120D missiles.

F-35 - Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II.Fifth-generation advanced stealth fighter. In service with the US Air Force, US Marine Corps, Royal Air Force and Japanese Self-Defense Forces, notably at Kadena Base, Okinawa.

GPS -GlobalPositioning System. American satellite navigation system. Used by the majority ofworldwide military and civilian guidance systems. Vulnerable to electronic jamming.

HIMARS -HighMobility Artillery Rocket System. American precision-guided rocket system mounted on a light all-terrain vehicle. Range from seventy to three hundred kilometers, depending on the type of ammunition. Delivered to Taiwan in the months preceding the invasion.

Hsiung Feng III - Taiwanese-designed supersonic anti-ship missile. Low-level flight at Mach 3, two hundred and twenty-five kilogram warhead. Main armament of Taiwanese mobile coastal batteries.

IFF -Identification Friend or Foe / Identification ami-ennemi. Electronic system on board military aircraft that automatically identifies whether a radar contact is friendly or enemy. The PLA's compromise of the Taiwanese F-16V's IFF codes is a central issue in the novel.

J-16 - Shenyang J-16. Chinese twin-engine fighter-bomber derived from the Su-30. Capable of air superiority and ground strike missions. General Zhang Rui's son's aircraft-feng.

J-20 - Chengdu J-20. Chinese fifth-generation stealth fighter. China's first operational aircraft of this type, designed to challenge US air superiority in the Western Pacific.

JDS -JapanDefense Ship. Prefix designating the combat ships of the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Forces.

Mk 48 ADCAP - American heavy torpedo. VariantAdvancedCapability modelMk 48. Speed of fifty-five knots, range of thirty-nine kilometers, two-round warheadone hundred and ninety-seven kilos. Standard armament for Virginia-class submarines.

MLRS / PCH-191 -Multiple Launch Rocket System / Multiple rocket launcher. The PCH-191 is the Chinese version of this type of system, with long range and precision guidance. Used for saturation strikes on Taiwanese defensive positions.

NSC -National Security Council / National Security Council. Coordinating body for U.S. national security policies, chaired by the President of the United States.

ONI -Office of Naval Intelligence. U.S. Naval Intelligence Service, specializing in the analysis of foreign naval capabilities.

PL-15 - Chinese long-range air-to-air missile with active radar guidance. Estimated range in excess of one hundred and fifty kilometers. Main armament of the J-20.

PLA -People's Liberation Army - People's Liberation Army. Armed Forces of the People's Republic of China.

HQ - Headquarters.

SOSUS -Sound Surveillance System. American network of ocean-bottom hydrophones for the detection and passive tracking of submarines. Operational since the Cold War, since modernized.

SSN -Submarine,Nuclear-powered,attack - Nuclear attack submarine. Official US designation for the USS Missouri, Texas, Hawaii, Delaware - all Virginia-class vessels.

SWIFT -Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication.International interbank network offinancial messaging system enabling transactions between banks in different countries. The exclusion of a country from SWIFT is a major economic sanction.

Tien Kung III - Taiwanese air and missile defense system. Taiwanese equivalent of the American Patriot, capable of intercepting short- and medium-range ballistic missiles.

TSMC -TaiwanSemiconductor Manufacturing Company / Taiwanese semiconductor manufacturing company. The world's leading advanced chipmaker, supplying around sixty percent of the world's pre-war production of advanced semiconductors.

USINDOPACOM -United States Indo-Pacific Command.U.S. military command responsible for the areaIndo-Pacificheadquartered in Honolulu, Hawaii. Commanded in the novel by Admiral Rebecca S. Harlan.

USS -United States Ship. Official prefix for U.S. Navy ships on active duty.

ZBD-05 - Amphibious combat vehicle of the PLA Marine Infantry. Twenty tons, capable of swimming at eight knots from an amphibious ship to the beach, carrying ten soldiers and armed with a thirty-millimeter cannon.

ZTD-05 - PLA amphibious light tank. Armed variant of the ZBD-05, equipped with a one-hundred-and-five-millimeter gun. Designed for fire support during amphibious landings.

 


PART I - THE PREMISES (January - June 2027)

 

 


Chapter 1 - Exercising justice

january 17, 2027 - 03:14 Beijing time Underground radar analysis room, Eastern Theater Command, Fuzhou

Lieutenant Li Wei hadn't slept in fifty-three hours.

He knew this precisely because he had stopped counting the minutes from the fiftieth onwards, as if crossing this threshold meant he could no longer keep track of his exhaustion. His coffee had been cold for two hours. The radar screen in front of him projected a lightpale green on his features, hollowing out shadows under his cheekbones that his colleagues wouldn't have recognized in daylight.

One hundred and forty-seven incursions into the Taiwanese air defense identification zone this month.

This was less than in 2025, which had broken all records. But the balloons changed everything.

Li Wei brought his face closer to the screen and counted the eight points of light slowly moving eastwards over Taipei. Their trajectory was regular, almost peaceful - stratospheric balloons at twenty-two kilometers altitude, officially designated by Beijing as meteorological research devices. Li Wei knew, as did all his colleagues in the room, that there was nothing meteorological about them. Onboard sensors photographed every radar transmitter, every military communication frequency, every anti-aircraft battery position on the island in real time. Taiwanese defense X-rays, taken in the middle of the night, when electronic countermeasures were running at reduced power to save generators.

He recorded the time in his watch register and reflexively took a sip of cold coffee.

What was bothering him - what had been bothering him for three nights - wasn't the balloons. It was the fleet.

He swiveled towards the secondary screen, which displayed satellite images of the Strait, updated every ninety minutes. Four Type 055 destroyers off the coast of Pingtanjust one hundred and thirty kilometers off the Taiwanese coast. Behind them, massed in the bay like an armada awaiting a signal, were two hundred civilian roll-on/roll-off ferries - vessels normally used to transport vehicles between ports in coastal China. But in the last six weeks, their holds had been modified. Li Wei had seen photos of the shipyards. The access ramps had been reinforced.Stowage for armored vehicles.

We told him not to ask about the balloons.

He put the question in his nightly report anyway, in terms neutral enough not to attract attention, and sent it up the chain of command.

He didn't expect an answer.





january 16, 2027 - 2:14 p.m. Washington time White House Bunker, Washington D.C.

Nathan R. Caldwell had learned to read the president's moods by the way he held his coffee.

That morning, Harlan J. Whitaker held it in both hands, sitting in his robe at the end of the bunker's conference table, eyes half-closed, with the expression of a man who was convinced in advance that the news would be bad and who haddecided it was someone else's problem. Caldwell put the Defense Intelligence Directorate report on the table and waited.

"Mr. Chairman, the People's Liberation Army has replaced the wording "oppose Taiwan independence" with "suppress Taiwan independence" in all of its official working documents."

Whitaker put down his coffee.

The difference between "opposing" and "suppressing" was the difference between a defensive posture and a mandate for action. Caldwell hoped the president understood this without the need for elaboration. There were mornings when developments went over badly.

This morning was one of those mornings.

Whitaker's fist slammed into the table-not very hard, but enough to make the cup jerk. "Eleven billion dollars worth of armaments in December. Eleven billion. And they're still going." He shook his head, ran a hand over his face. "We won't die for an island of chip manufacturers without Taipei first paying for its own defense. Ten percent of GDP. Not before."

Caldwell mentally noted that the president had said "we won't die", not "we won't intervene". The nuance mattered, even if - perhaps especially if - Whitaker wasn't aware of it.

He slid a second memo across the table. This one bore the stamp of the CIA, not the DIA.

"Sir, the war in the Arabian Sea is currently consuming forty percent of our stocks of precision munitions.The two carrier battle groups deployed in the Arabian Sea since March are five thousand kilometers from Taiwan. Beijing knows this."

Whitaker read the first line, then the second, then closed the file with the precise care of someone who decides the thing can wait. "I'm on the line with Tehran at three. Can't this wait for Congress?"

Caldwell retrieved the file without answering.

He thought:The lesson of Pearl Harbor is that wars break out precisely when we look the other way.

He didn't say it. He hadn't yet found the formulation that would hit the nail on the head - the one that would cut through the armor of sincere isolationism Whitaker wore as a moral conviction, not a political strategy. That was what made him hard to convince: he really believed what he was saying. He truly believed that he was protecting American soldiers by not dying for "an island of fleas". And that sincerity was precisely what Zhao Guo-ming had been calculating for the past eighteen months.





03:29 a.m. Taipei time Underground headquarters of the Ministry of National Defense, Taipei

Captain Grace Y. Lin hadn't been afraid of the dark for a long time.

She'd grown up with it - the night-alert drills since childhood, the simulated blackouts, the bunkers that smelled of concrete and burnt rubber. At the age of thirty-four, commander of a mobile Hsiung Feng III missile battery, she had come to terms with the fact that her professional life was spent mainly underground, in front of the enemyscreens, in an artificial light that made everyone look slightly greenish.

What still bothered her was the distance.

Three kilometers. The Xinyi district, the glass towers where his six-year-old son slept in a fourth-floor apartment, in a bed too big for him since he'd decided that safety gates were for babies. Three kilometers as the crow flies, seven minutes by car, an eternity in an underground command post at two in the morning.

She put this thought down where she always kept it - in a mental box whose door she had learned to close - and returned to the satellite images.

The four Type 055 destroyers off the coast of Pingtan. Behind them, the compact mass of ro-ro ferries. Lin knew the numbers by heart: two hundred modified civilian ships, each capable of carrying several dozen tanks, unloading directly onto a beach with no port infrastructure. She had studied the Mission Justice 2025 exercises. She had compared the numbers.

The double.

They had taken out twice as many ships.

"They don't play anymore," she said in a low voice, addressing no one in particular.

His deputy, Lieutenant Cheng, looked up from his screen. "Mission Justice 2027, Captain. Officially."

"Officially." Lin looked again at the bright dots on his screen. "You know a lot of exercises that need two hundred civilian ferries requisitioned and boarding ramps welded into the holds?"

Cheng didn't answer.

Her secure military phone vibrated once. She unlocked it and read the encrypted message from the National Security Council: U.S. intelligence confirmed that Zhao Guo-ming had approved an operation plan at a meeting of the Central Military Commission's Select Committee on January 5. Tentative code name: Unified Island. Probable execution window: July 2027.

July.

Five and a half months.

Lin put the phone down on her console and stared at the reinforced concrete ceiling above her. She thought of the thousand destruction drones ordered in a hurry, of the smart mines laid the night before in the channels of the Strait by naval engineering teams, of the mobile batteries repositioned forty-eight hours ago according to the new maps of probable landings. She thought of the hedgehog strategy - the hundreds of missiles, the swarms, the obstacles - the doctrine that the island would become too costly to take for it to be worth the effort.

She thought of a hedgehog facing a dragon.

Then she closed the mental box, reopened her deployment files and got back to work.





03:31 Beijing time Situation room of the Central Military Commission, Zhongnanhai

Zhao Guo-ming didn't like flat cards.

He found them deceptive - they smoothed out reliefs, abolished distances, transformed the complexity of reality into reassuring geometry. The holographic map projected onto the center of the meeting table was different. It showed the Taiwan Strait in volume, with its seabed, currents and areas of coastal mud that would render certain beaches impassable at low tide. It showed the twelve viable beaches along one hundred and eighty kilometers of west coast. It showed Pingtan and its one-hundred-and-thirty-kilometer crossing - eight to ten hours at cruising speed for loaded civilian ferries.

It also showed Hsinchu.

Zhao let his gaze linger on it while General Deng Yong-kang finished presenting its annual reports. Hsinchu. The world's most advanced semiconductor manufacturing complex. The factory that produced sixty percent of the world's advanced chips, the processors that equipped every computer, every weapons system, every critical infrastructure of the industrial democracies. The capture of Taiwan without the capture of Hsinchu intact was a military victory and an economic disaster.

our Type 055 destroyers can saturate Taiwanese anti-aircraft defenses with four hundred anti-ship missiles in twenty minutes," continued Deng. J-20 fighters will ensure local air superiority. Modified civilian ferries will carry three leading divisions in the first wave. Estimated losses in the crossing: fifteen to twenty percent."

Fifteen to twenty percent. Zhao made a mental note of the fact that Deng never specified what fifteen to twenty percent of a first wave of fifty thousand men represented during presentations at plenary meetings. He never specified it either. There were calculations that we made alone, at night, that we didn't name out loud.

"The factory falls intact," says Zhao. That's the non-negotiable condition."

He turned to the head of Cyber Command, a fifty-something general with thick glasses who looked more like a math teacher than a senior officer. "Is the guidance system neutralization protocol validated?"

"On D-Day, Taiwan will be blind before the first missile hits the ground. Power grid, secure military communications, local GPS guidance systems."

Zhao nodded. Then he said, as if in an aside, with the casualness of certainty: "Whitaker is distracted by Oman."

It wasn't a question. Since March 2026, the war in the Straits of Oman - the Iranian strikes on American tankers, the retaliation, the gradual stalemate that looked more and more like what the Americans would have recognized, had they been willing to face it, as a new low-intensity war of indeterminate duration - had absorbed two naval air groups, stocks of precision munitions and most of the attention of the American National Security Council. Zhao had followed every step of this escalation with the interest of a strategist who sees a door opening in a wall he had been trying to break through for years.

Washington couldn't fight on two oceans simultaneously. Not with public opinion traumatized by the coffins of the Gulf. Not with a president convinced in advance that Taiwan was not a cause for which American soldiers deserved to die.

we strike fast," says Zhao. We take the island. We offer peace. Before Washington has time to decide."





03:47 a.m. Taipei time In flight over the Taiwan Strait

Twenty-eight-year-old Lieutenant Wang Hao loved night patrols.

There was something about the absolute blackness over the Strait - the lights of Fujian on the western horizon, Taipei at his back, and in between that dark, empty strip of water that had always been the world's most precise and uncertain frontier - that made him acutely aware of his exact position in the scheme of things. Pilot. Soldier. Taiwanese. In this order, or in another depending on the night.

Its holographic viewfinder displayed an automatic update of radar contacts.

He looked at her twice.

Forty-seven unidentified aerial contacts in a ninety-degree arc to the northwest.

He searched his memory for a training exercise, a nighttime civilian air group pass, any ordinary explanation for forty-seven contacts who hadn't been there twenty minutes earlier. He found none.

"Control, this is Viper Seven," he says into his mask. I have forty-seven unidentified contacts at bearing two-seven-zero, distance one hundred kilometers or so. Configuration not in accordance with exercise records."

Silence on the radio. Then the controller's voice, measured but a semitone higher as usual: "Roger, Viper Seven. Maintain watch."

Wang kept watch.

He thought: they don't play anymore.





09:52 Honolulu time USINDOPACOM headquarters, Honolulu

Admiral Rebecca S. Harlan had three screens and the habit of looking at all three simultaneously without reading any of them, in that state of diffuse alertness one developed after twenty years of operational command that looked like distraction from the outside.

The first screen showed satellite images of the Strait updated over the last forty minutes. The second, intercepted communications feeds from Eastern Theater Command - raw analysis, not yet processed. The third, the deployment map of its own forces in the Western Pacific: four nuclear attack submarines in position, the two naval air groups still in the Arabian Sea for the past nine months, the bases on Okinawa and Guam.

She looked at the two hundred roll-on/roll-off ferries off the Pingtan and said to his deputy, "Send the briefing to the president with the following wording: probability of actual invasion in the next six months, thirty-five percent."

His assistant noted.

Harlan didn't say what she thought - that thirty-five percent was the figure her analysts would agree to write in an official document, and that her personal estimate was considerably higher. Nor did she say what she thought about having two naval air groups in the Arabian Sea at the precise moment when an invasion fleet was forming a hundred and thirty kilometers from Taiwan. Some thoughts had no place in a briefing.

She added, in passing, "Also ask analysts to look at Chinese purchases of heavy diesel equipment over the last three weeks."

His deputy looked up.

"A junior analyst," says Harlan, "reported to me last night ten thousand diesel generators on emergency order. I want to know what they're used for on an invasion fleet."

The answer was obvious: if you neutralize the power supply to Taiwanese ports before landing, your ships must be self-sufficient to unload armor and troops directly on the beaches, without infrastructure. But she wanted someone else to write the answer in an official document. The obvious, in this business, only really existed when it was recorded.





04:03 a.m. Taipei time Beach Zhuweitaoyuan district

The patrol of reservists advanced in line along the wet sandy strip, flashlights lowered.

Forty-one-year-old Sergeant Chen, an electrician by trade who had been mobilized for three weeks, inspected the row metal piles planted at regular intervals in the sand - high-strength steel anti-tank obstacles, screwed into the reinforced concrete floor poured the previous week beneath the beach. Behind the stakes: inverted V-shaped tank rails, pointed towards the sea. Behind the rails: the buried wires of intelligent, heat-sensitive, silent mines.

He squatted in front of a pile and checked the weld joint at the junction with the concrete slab. Solid.

His neighbor, a nineteen-year-old high-school student in his first week of reserve service, was looking out to sea.

"They're really coming this way he asked.

Chen stood up and looked out to sea. Fujian was invisible in the dark, but we knew it was there - that coast on the other side, with its lights, its ports, its shipyards that had been working day and night for six months.

"That way or somewhere else," says Chen. But I'd rather go that way."

He didn't explain why. The geography was implacable: behind this beach, a plain of flat rice paddies with no cover for four kilometers, then Taoyuan City, then thirty-eight kilometers to the northeast, Taipei. This was the shortest route. Strategists on both sides knew it.

They set off again in silence.





04:41 a.m. Taipei time Underground headquarters, Taipei

Grace Y. Lin was drinking her third coffee of the night when the analysis report arrived.

Ten thousand diesel generators. Orders placed in November and December, staggered deliveries to the ports of Xiamen, Fuzhou and Ningbo. Stated destination: merchant navy floating fleet.

She put the cup down.

Merchant navies didn't need diesel generators in series. They had their own built-in generators, serviced at regular intervals and complying with international maritime standards. Ten thousand additional generators were installed on ships that didn't have them - requisitioned and rapidly modified civilian vessels, which were to be given complete energy autonomy to operate far from any port infrastructure.

She called the Chairman of the National Security Council at 04:43. Dr. Mei-ling Chao picked up on the second ring, which meant she wasn't asleep either.

"The generators," says Lin without preamble.

- I see the connection," says Chao. It confirms what we thought about the mud beaches.

- If we cut the electricity to Taiwanese ports before landing -

- Their ships unload with clean energy. Yes. "

Silence.

"They've thought of everything," says Lin.

- They had time," says Chao. Eighteen months."

Lin hung up and looked at the map of the strait on his screen. Taiwan's western coastline. The twelve viable beaches, numbered in the defense plans, each with its own mud depth, tide window and pre-positioned obstacles. The beach at Zhuwei taoyuan was the most likely place for a main landing - one hundred and thirty kilometers of crossing from Pingtan favorable high tide in July at 9.28am, flat rice paddies behind with no significant natural obstacles before the first national road.

Thirty-eight kilometers away: Taipei. His son. The fourth-floor apartment in the Xinyi district.

She closed that thought.





04:58 Taipei time

The last balloon exploded at precisely 04:58.

Li Wei, in Fuzhou, saw the disappearance of the eighth point of light on his radar screen. Not a gradual extinction - an instantaneous disappearance, the signature of a detonation. He looked at the time, noted it in his logbook, and waited for orders that never came.

Above Taipei, in the still dark early morning sky, an orange ball of fire briefly blossomed at an altitude of 22 kilometers - invisible to the naked eye from the ground, but captured by a camera infrared sensors american, Japanese and Taiwanese surveillance satellites. The detonation was tiny at this altitude. Three pieces of glowing debris fell in long, luminous parabolas over the Xinyi district, bright enough to be visible from the windows of the glass towers.

The explosion was not accidental.

It was a signal.

In the network of sleeper agents activated in November, everyone had the key: a balloon that exploded over the Xinyi district, between 04:00 and 05:00, in the week of January 17, means that the caches of pre-positioned weapons are active. That the jamming equipment buried in the basements of three buildings in the industrial district of Neihu are operational. That the final preparation phase has begun.

In the Xinyi district, a six-year-old boy was awakened by the light.

He was at the window before his consciousness had quite returned - standing on the bed, forehead against the cold glass, watching the small column of orange smoke rise and disperse into the gray morning sky. He wasn't afraid. He thought it was beautiful, like the fireworks on New Year's Eve, but higher up, quieter, farther away.

Little did he know that his mother, three kilometers away in an underground bunker, had seen the same explosion on her infrared screen and had her hands clenched on the edge of her console.





2:02 p.m. Washington time Oval Office, Washington D.C.

The alert reached Caldwell at 2:02 pm.

He entered the Oval Office two minutes later. Whitaker was on the phone - the conference with Teheran was ending, apparently in the usual recriminations. He motioned to Caldwell to wait. Caldwell waited.

"A Chinese balloon just exploded over Taipei," he said when the president hung up. Three minor civilian injuries - debris. This is the first time an incident has occurred over the capital."

Whitaker took his glasses from the desk, put them on, looked at Caldwell. "Accident or test?"

"Our analysts are leaning towards a deliberate test. They're evaluating our reaction time."

Whitaker removed his glasses. "Reaction time to what?"

Caldwell says, "To an incident over Taipei, sir."

There was a silence in which Caldwell could only hear the air conditioning in the Oval Office and the very distant, almost inaudible sound of the city outside. He waited for Whitaker to make the point himself-that the incident over Taipei was perhaps a rehearsal for another, larger incident to come.

Whitaker finally says, "Summon Caldwell and Marwood for four o'clock."

Caldwell left without correcting the error - the president had just called him to a meeting himself. He noted the time in his notebook. In the archive of what he had and hadn't done in January 2027, that hour would become important later.





10:08 a.m. Honolulu time

In Honolulu, Admiral Harlan received a report of the explosion at 10:08 am.

She read the report twice, then called her senior analyst. "How long does it take for Washington to respond to an aerial incident over Taipei?"

The answer came after verification: seven minutes. From satellite detection to Caldwell's entry into the Oval Office. Seven minutes.

Harlan says, "Write that down."

She put down the report and looked at the deployment map. The two naval air groups in the Arabian Sea. The four nuclear attack submarines in the Western Pacific. The Okinawa bases.

Seven minutes of reaction.

And aircraft carriers five thousand kilometers away.

She says in a low voice, to no one: "They have their answer."





04:59 a.m. Beijing time

Zhao Guo-ming received the report at 04:59 - fifty-nine seconds after detonation.

Seven minutes of reaction in Washington. Aircraft carriers in the Arabian Sea. Whitaker distracted by Tehran.

He told Deng Yong-kang the window is open. Confirm the date fifteenth of July. "

Deng nodded and left.

Zhao remained alone in the situation room. The holographic map of the Strait rotated slowly, projecting its blue lights onto the walls. He looked at Hsinchu, Taipei, the twelve viable beaches, the hundred-and-thirty-kilometer crossing line.

He thought, as he always thought at this stage of planning, of the phrase he would never say in a plenary meeting: that victory had no fixed price, only a cost that one either accepted or refused to pay. That he'd accepted the cost a long time ago. That the question was not whether China was ready, but whether the time was right.

The time had come.





The sun rose over the Taiwan Strait at 06:43 local time.

The winter wind carried the smell of salt and diesel from the ferries at anchor off Pingtan. On the beach of Zhuwei sergeant Chen and his reservists were returning to their quarters, their boots heavy with wet sand. In the clear skies above the Strait, Lieutenant Wang Hao completed his patrol and began his return to Chiayi, his mind still occupied by the forty-seven contacts that had dissipated as if they'd never existed.

In Taipei's underground bunker, Captain Grace Y. Lin was giving her nightly report to her successor on morning watch.

She doesn't say what she was thinking at 04:59, when the infrared images had shown him the fireball above Xinyi.

She didn't mention that she had spent the next two minutes checking that her son's apartment was in the area sheltered from the trajectory of the debris.

She didn't say that those two minutes had been the longest of her professional life, and that it had taught her something about the difference between knowing you have a son and not understand, viscerally, in the darkness of a bunker at three in the morning, what it means when war begins.

In the Xinyi district, the six-year-old had finally fallen back asleep, his forehead still warm from the cold window he'd been leaning against.

He had dreamed of fireworks.

In Beijing, Washington, Taipei, Honolulu and Fuzhou, in five bunkers and five command rooms, men and women who knew too much hadn't slept.

Because each of them knew, without yet being able to name it out loud, that the explosion above Xinyi was not the end of something.

That was the first signal.

 


Chapter 2 - Alarm signals

January 18, 2027 - 07:30 Washington time National Security Council Conference Room, White House

Caldwell hadn't slept.

He had realized this at around 4 a.m., not because he felt tired - he was beyond tiredness, in that particular state where exhaustion becomes a form of acuity - but because when he looked up at the window he saw that the sky was still black, and he had no memory of having seen the previous day's sky. He'd been working continuously since the balloon burst - twenty-three hours and a few minutes - and the three whiteboards that now covered the walls of the conference room bore witness to this.

Arrows. Dates. Amounts in billions.

The main arrow linked two dates: March 2026, the start of hostilities in the Arabian Sea, and November 2026, when satellite images showed the doubling of Eastern Theater Command's amphibious exercises off the coast of the Arabian Sea Pingtan. The correlation was so obvious that it had taken him about ten seconds to accept it, because obvious things that sounded like traps had always scared him. But there was no trap. There was a strategy.

Beijing had waited.

They had waited for Washington to be absorbed in a war in the Persian Gulf, for the two naval air groups to be five thousand kilometers from Taiwan, for stocks of precision munitions to melt by forty percent in repeated strikes on Iranian ballistic sites, for Congress to be split down the middle on the question of funding operations, for American public opinion to start counting coffins and asking questions about the definition of the word "national interest". They had waited until the window was exactly the right size.

And now she was.

Caldwell took a sip of cold coffee, copied the date July 15 onto the central board, and drew a circle around it.





08 h 15 Oval office

Whitaker was on the phone when Caldwell entered, but he motioned for him to stay. The call ended two minutes later - a conversation with a senator about additional appropriations for operations in the Arabian Sea, to judge by the president's monosyllables and the way he looked at the ceiling.

Caldwell placed the file on the desk. Twenty pages, red stamp. Chinese purchases: ten thousand diesel generators, one hundred and forty-seven reconditioned used flight deck tractors, seventy thousand spare tires for tracked armored vehicles. Orders placed between September and December 2026, divided between dozens of shell companies in order to fragment the amounts and avoid automatic reporting thresholds.

"Mr. President," said Caldwell, "I need twenty minutes."

Whitaker looked at him. Then he looked at the file. Then he looked at his watch.

"I've got Tehran at nine.

- Sir." Caldwell laid his hands flat on the desk, on either side of the file, and said calmly what he'd been formulating and rephrasing since three in the morning: "The lesson of Pearl Harbor isn't that we didn't have the information. It's that we were looking in the wrong direction at the right time."

The silence that followed lasted long enough to be significant.

Whitaker didn't answer. But he didn't close the file, and he didn't call his secretary back to tell him Caldwell could come out. He left the file open in front of him, his eyes on the first page, and Caldwell interpreted this non-movement as the partial victory that it was.

He said, "I'll let you read it, sir And he left.

In the corridor, his deputy was waiting for him with a message that had arrived in the last five minutes via the CIA's secure link. Caldwell read it as he walked, stopped in the middle of the corridor, and read it again.

He returned to his office and called the deputy director of the DIA.





Same time - 8:17 p.m. Taipei time TSMC manufacturing complex, Hsinchu

TSMC's security director was Liu Ming-jun he was fifty-two years old, and thought he knew every possible warning scenario for a semiconductor plant with thirty thousand employees.

He discovered a new one when the secure phone rang at 8:17pm.

Dr. Mei-ling Chao wasted no time in formulating solutions. She told him that three sleeper agents had been identified among the staff of subcontractors with access to level 2 and 3 cleanrooms. She told him that their likely mission included disrupting production control systems at the time of an agreed signal. She told him that the access codes for all the cleanrooms had to be changed by the following morning.

Liu began to reply that the standard protocol for replacing access codes took a long time seventy-two hours minimum we had to coordinate with maintenance teams, check system compatibility, train staff in the new codes, and so on

Chao says, "You have tonight."

Liu hung up and immediately called his information systems manager. He'd learned in his career that people who said "you've got tonight" in that tone weren't used to being told it wasn't possible.

He found a way to do it overnight.





02:30 Honolulu time USINDOPACOM headquarters

Admiral Harlan had developed a special relationship with thermal satellite imagery over the years. Most officers looked at optical images - photos, contours, recognizable shapes. Harlan preferred heat. Heat didn't lie. It told what was working, what was on, what had been running for how many hours without stopping.

Civilian ferries fromPingtan had been giving off continuous heat for seventy-two hours.

A ferry on exercise would stop. It stopped because the exercises were over, because the crews were going home, because the engines were designed to operate with rest periods. A ferry that didn't stop was one whose crew had been instructed to maintain steam pressure at all times - because a departure order could come in the next few hours, and a cold engine would take too long to warm up.

She counted the hot spots: one hundred and eighty-seven ferries, each giving off the heat signature of an engine running at reduced but continuous speed. Alongside them, on the quayside, dozens of smaller, cooler spots – the diesel generators, whose analysis report had been sent to the company earlier in the week.

She called her military attaché in Tokyo at 02:47 Honolulu time, or 17:47 in Tokyo.

"Discreetly inform the Self-Defense Forces about what we're seeing at Pingtan she says. No written document. Ask them to check the readiness of the bases

The attaché says: "They'll ask if it's an official alert.

- Tell them it's a conversation between colleagues."

She hung up and returned to the thermal images.





09:44 Washington time

The report arrived on Caldwell's desk at 09:44, one hour and twenty-nine minutes after he left the Oval Office.

It came from a DIA analyst, a civilian in his thirties specializing in the electronic signatures of military air communications in the area Indo-Pacific. The analyst had been working all night on intercepts of Eastern Theater Air Force frequencies, and had made a routine comparison with 2019 records.

The comparison was not routine.

Friend-or-foe identification codes transmitted automatically by J-20 fighters during recent patrols over the Strait corresponded to codes assigned to Taiwanese Air Force F-16Vs. Not to all F-16Vs - to those of Wings 1, 3 and 7, assigned to the defense of the northwest sector of the island. The codes had been modified in Eastern Theater Air Force systems over the past four weeks.

Caldwell reread the report once, very slowly.

If Taiwanese radar systems and air defense batteries received the electronic signature of an allied F-16V from an approaching aircraft, they wouldn't fire. This was the very definition of the friend-or-foe identification code: to prevent fratricidal fire by enabling each aircraft to automatically identify itself as friend or foe.

A J-20 emitting the code of a Taiwanese F-16V would pass through the defenses without triggering an alert.

Caldwell laid the report flat on his desk and stood still for thirty seconds. He wasn't thinking of anything specific - he was letting the information take its rightful place in the architecture of everything he already knew.

Then he picked up the phone and made a direct call to Dr. Mei-ling Chao's office in Taipei, bypassing the three levels of protocol that would normally govern this type of communication.





11:47 p.m. Taipei time Office of the Director of the National Security Council, Taipei

Chao had spent the night in her office, something she'd done about twice a month since Eastern Theater Command's exercises began to resemble dress rehearsals. She slept on a narrow sofa in the corner of the room, a secure telephone on the coffee table within easy reach.

The secure telephone rang at 11:47pm.

She listened to Caldwell for four minutes without interruption. He laid out the problem clearly, without preamble, with the conciseness of someone who had rephrased it several times in his head before calling. When he had finished, she said: "Are you sure?

- The analyst double-checked. The codes correspond to Wings 1, 3 and 7.

- Since when?

- Four weeks at least. Maybe six."

Chao said, "Hold on." She put down the handset and called her assistant in the next room. The question she asked him - how long would it take to replace all the air fleet's identification codes - produced the answer she'd been dreading: forty-eight hours minimum hours our teams are working simultaneously on all our bases.

She picked up the handset again.

"Forty-eight hours," she said to Caldwell.

- I know."

There was a silence between Washington and Taipei that carried no comfort in either direction.

Forty-eight hours. Caldwell was probably thinking the same thing she was: they didn't know when the first missile would go off. They didn't know if the invasion window was five months away, or five weeks, or five days. Forty-eight hours could mean a lot or nothing at all.

"We start tonight," says Chao. I'll call you back in six hours."

She hung up and sat on the edge of the sofa for thirty seconds, both hands on her knees, staring at the wall in front of her without seeing it. Then she called the Air Force headquarters.





12:03 p.m. Beijing time Zhongnanhai

Zhao Guo-ming received the report at midday.

Its cyber teams had detected the start of the ID code replacement process in Taipei: the first updates had been deployed on the Chiayi and Hualien bases from 01:30 local time. The process was underway, methodical, fast - too fast to have been improvised, which meant that someone had tipped off Taipei.

Zhao wasn't surprised. He had been planning for this eventuality all along. In any sufficiently developed intelligence network, a leak was inevitable - the question was at what stage it would occur and what advantage it offered once absorbed.

He said to Xu Jian-hua, who was waiting standing by the window, "They know we have their codes. They're changing."

Xu nodded.

"How long before their new codes are deployed throughout the fleet?

- Forty-eight hours, we estimate.

- And our second layer of electronic decoys is operational?

- Since November."

Zhao nodded. The second layer wasn't about ID codes - it was an active disruption protocol for Taiwanese radar systems, designed to create false signatures and saturate operators with conflicting alerts in the first minutes of an attack. The stolen identification codes had always been a temporary measure, useful for in-depth reconnaissance phases. For the assault itself, they had other tools.

they know that we know that they know," says Zhao. It doesn't make much difference. We're still five hours ahead of their air defense."

It wasn't arrogance. It was the cold calculation of a man who had spent eighteen months building several layers of redundancy into every component of his plan - precisely so that every leak, every opposing countermeasure, every unforeseen event could be absorbed without the whole collapsing.

He says, "Move on to the final review of the cyber plan for next week."





Same time - 10:45 a.m. Washington time American Embassy, Beijing

Colonel James Park, US military attaché in Beijing, had known Colonel Chen Wei of the People's Liberation Army since they met at a regional security seminar in Singapore in 2017. They had met twice since then at similar conferences. They never called each other. They never wrote to each other.

The message arrived that morning via a civilian messaging application, from a number Park couldn't remember but whose style he recognized: brief, without header, without signature.

Visit your family this summer. Not in Taipei.

Park reread the message once. He deleted it. He picked up the embassy's secure phone and called Langley with the transmission protocol's highest priority.

The message he transmitted to the agency was longer than the seven words he received: it included his assessment of the context, his knowledge of Colonel Chen, the probable meaning of the word "summer" in the terminology of the Eastern Theater Command officers he'd had the opportunity to observe during the 2024 exercises. He concluded his report with a simple sentence: the source has an interest in warning us, and takes a measurable risk in doing so.

Langley transmits to Caldwell within twenty minutes.





1:12 p.m. Washington time

Caldwell received both documents within ten minutes of each other: the message from the Beijing attaché and, independently, a complementary report from Admiral Harlan in Honolulu on the ferries' heat signatures.

He called Harlan.

The conversation lasted sixteen minutes. They asked each other almost no questions - they exchanged information, the cross-referenced, identified convergences. When they had finished, there was something in the silence that followed that seemed less like a conclusion than an acceptance.

It was no longer a probability.

An invasion of Taiwan was planned, prepared, approved at the highest level, and the window for execution was within six months. Perhaps less. All the elements - the ferries, the generators, the stolen ID codes, the repeated drills, the Chinese officer's message, the change of vocabulary in official documents - pointed in the same direction with a consistency that ruled out coincidence.

The problem, Caldwell told Harlan, wasn't the analysis.

The problem was the president.

Harlan says, "Did he read the file?"

Caldwell says, "He looked at it."

The silence that followed was worth an answer.

Harlan said, before hanging up, "Write it down in black and white, Nathan. All of it. With dates and numbers. So that six months from now, no one can say we didn't warn."





04:00, Taipei time Office of the National Security Council

Victor K. Shen arrived at 04:00 with two cups of tea and the look of a man who hadn't slept either.

The President of the Republic of China was sixty-one years old, had trained as a lawyer, and had that special quality of calm that had nothing to do with indifference - the calm of someone who has long since learned not to let urgency distort his thinking. He placed a cup in front of Chao, sat down opposite her, and watched her work for a minute before speaking.

"How long?"

Chao didn't ask her to elaborate. She said: "Six months. Maybe less. If we continue to stand up well to their tests, if Washington speeds up arms deliveries, if the weather in the Straits doesn't give them an exceptional window before July - six months."

Shen nodded slowly. He put down his cup, stood up and went to the window. Outside, Taipei was asleep - the lights of the city, the towers of Xinyi, the night traffic on the main arteries, the millions of people who went to bed and got up believing in the stability of tomorrow.

"My people don't know," he says.

- No.

- We can't tell them.

- No," says Chao. Not now. Not without triggering a panic that would do Beijing's job even before the first missile."

Shen stood at the window for a long moment. Then he said, without looking back: "What can we do tonight that will make a difference?

- Identification codes will be updated on twenty percent of the air fleet before dawn. Sleeping agents identified at TSMC are being monitored. Mobile battery positions have been revised according to new landing maps."

She paused.

"We do what we can with what we have.

- And Washington?

- Caldwell understands," says Chao. He understands very well. The problem lies elsewhere."

Shen turned around. He didn't need her to elaborate.





07:41 Washington time

Caldwell arrived in the deserted conference room at 07:41.

The whiteboards from the night were still there. He took a marker and wrote on the center board, in neat capital letters, what he wanted to be able to show Whitaker when the time came - and also, he recognized inwardly, what he needed to see written outside his own head to measure its exact weight.

YES, HE KNOWS. YES, HE PREPARES. YES, JULY 2027.

He hesitated, then added below, with a red marker, in smaller type:

AND WE LOOK AT OMAN.

He took a step back and contemplated the three lines.

He thought of Harlan, who had said: write it down in black and white, so that in six months' time nobody can say we didn't warn them. He thought of all the reports that had existed before Pearl Harbor, before the invasion of Korea, before every strategic clash in American military history - reports read, filed, weighed and finally put away because the decision to take them seriously implied consequences no one wanted to assume.

He took a photo of the whiteboards with his secure phone and sent it to the CIA director and Admiral Harlan.

Then he fetched a fresh cup of coffee and prepared for the nine o'clock briefing.





11:15 Nanjing time Eastern Theater Command Headquarters

General Zhang Rui-feng had asked to be left alone with the card.

This wasn't a particularly widespread military habit - maps were collective work tools, made to be discussed, annotated, challenged. But Zhang had questions he couldn't ask in the presence of his officers, and a mute map was the ideal interlocutor for unanswered questions.

He looked out over the west coast of Taiwan.

Twelve viable beaches. He knew them by heart: their bottom profiles, their tide windows, their distances from the first passable roads, the rivers that cut the hinterland into segments that would have to be crossed under fire. He knew what rice paddies could do to armored columns - he'd seen it in Iraq in 2004, from aa PLA during an exchange program with the French army operating in the country at the time. He had seen tanks get bogged down. He had seen mechanized columns slow down to the speed of a man on foot as soon as the terrain ceased to be a road.

Behind these beaches: miles of rice paddies before the first roads. Then cities. Then Taipei.

Ten days, he was told. The plan was to take Taipei in ten days.

He didn't reply when he was told. He nodded and wrote down the number.

Zhang thought of his son.

Zhao Hao was twenty-four years old and had been flying J-16s for eighteen months. He was assigned to the Eastern Theater Air Force, in a ground strike wing whose role, in the first phase of the operation, would be to neutralize mobile battery positions on the Taiwanese coast. He would be on the front line in the early hours - the early hours when the opposing defenses would still be active, when the Hsiung Feng III missiles would still have fresh coordinates and rested crews.

Zhang closed the file.

He left the staffroom without saying goodbye to his officers, crossed the corridor, took the stairs to the first floor and stepped out into the courtyard. It was a cold day. The Nanjing sky in January was a slab of low, uniformly gray clouds, without shadow or depth.

Her hands trembled slightly.

He put them in his pockets and went inside.





10:55 p.m. Fuzhou time

At the other end of the chain, in the underground radar analysis room, Lieutenant Li Wei had just returned to his post after six hours of regulation sleep.

He updated his screens and noticed an anomaly in the mapping of acoustic contacts in the South China Sea: two American nuclear attack submarines that had appeared in the previous week's positioning archives were no longer detectable.

He noted the time and area of disappearance in his logbook, then searched for a logical explanation: repositioning to the central Pacific, transit to Pearl Harbor for refueling, acoustic stealth exercise in a deep area. All hypotheses were plausible.

He sent the note to his superiors without particular conviction - in the continuous stream of surveillance reports, a disappearance of two submarine units was an ordinary event worthy of routine mention.

He never knew what happened to his report.

In the days that followed, Zhao Guo-ming received it, cross-checked it with information from his own networks and concluded what he had suspected for several months: the two submarines were not repositioning towards the Pacific. They were in the Arabian Sea.

This was the last element he needed to be certain.

The window wasn't likely. It was open.

 


Chapter 3 - The Beijing trap

January 5, 2027 - 2:00 p.m. Beijing time Select Committee meeting room, Central Military Commission, Zhongnanhai

The silence lasted exactly thirty seconds.

Zhao Guo-ming had been doing this for years - opening decisive meetings with an imposed silence, long enough to be uncomfortable, short enough not to appear theatrical. In this silence, he looked at the faces. He watched hands. He watched the micro-gestures that well-trained men believe they can control, and yet that elude them: the slight tension in the jaw, the gaze that shifts half a centimeter too far to the left, the fingers that flatten imperceptibly against the edge of the table.

Six men in a windowless room.

Six men who knew what was going to be decided in the next two hours, who had all been helping to prepare this decision for months, and one of whom - Zhao was certain, though he couldn't yet say which - would pass on a report of the meeting to a rival faction before the evening itself. That was the constant of power at this level: there was no such thing as a totally airtight room. There were only leaks that one chose to accept because the alternatives were worse.

He let the silence end on its own, like a receding wave.

"Comrades," he says. The strategic window opens in July 2027 and closes in September with the typhoon season. We won't have a second comparable opportunity for another ten years, probably longer."

He didn't need to explain why. The six men knew the case. They knew the state of U.S. forces in the Arabian Sea, the stocks of precision munitions depleted, Washington's attention absorbed, American public opinion beginning to look at the coffins and ask questions. They knew the strait's meteorological window, the constraint of the tides on viable beaches, the configuration of the moon in July that favored night crossings.

They knew all that. He told them anyway, because the act of saying it together, in this room, before these witnesses, transformed probability into decision, and decision into collective responsibility.





General Deng Yong-kang spoke first, as agreed.

He was the numbers man - not by temperament, but by role. In the informal division of functions within the select committee, it was he who turned plans into statistics and statistics into presentable arguments. He took out the slides prepared by the staff and scrolled through them with the fluidity of someone who had rehearsed them enough times for the memory of the words to precede the thought.
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