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| A US. 3rd Infantry Division deception using a fake field hospital during a future war spares a command post but ignites a global firestorm, proving

that a tactical victory can lead to a strategic and moral defeat. (Al generated image by NCO Journal)

Tangled Webs
Sanctuary Betrayed

Command Sgt. Maj. Matthew T. Spangler
188th Medical Battalion, 32nd Medical Brigade, Joint Base San Antonio-Fort Sam

Houston, Texas

Authors Note: The author conceived this story with the assistance of a Large Language Model. The term Mere, used in the name
of the operation, refers to a traditional Pacific Islander war club associated with the Mdori and other Polynesian cultures.

Dec. 5, 2029

A nondescript Laos fishing trawler bobs on the waves
as it cruises the South China Sea; seagulls swirling in the
winds above. The Lao lettering of the ship’s name reflects
the sun’s bright glare back into the atmosphere.

The vessel appears to be a modestly proficient fishing
vessel. The crew constantly checks the fishing nets and
routinely hauls chub mackerel, the most popular fish
species in East Asian markets. The deck crew strain
their eyes, passively scanning the skies between tosses of
loosened fishing nets.

An unseen and unmanned U.S. aerial surveillance
drone searches the sea for signs of adversaries. It
doesn’t detect the boat’s satellite and high-fidelity radio
communications antennae disguised as masts and
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outriggers, or the array of battle command systems sifting
through terabytes of data every second deep in its bowels.

Below deck in the lower berth, Captain Zhang Wei of
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) navy toils relentlessly.

Fang, PLA’s admiral of the navy, personally assigned
Wei the extraordinary task of hunting American
command posts hiding among the thousands of islands
that make up the Philippine archipelago and gave him
the requisite authority to order simultaneous and instant
strikes from sea, land, air, space, and cyberspace.

For two years, the Americans successfully struck
Chinese military forces from the Philippine archipelago
since the start of the war, officially termed Operation
Pacific Mere by the American government.

Intricate deception operations successfully thwarted
every PLA deep-fire mission to destroy the American

August 2026



presence. Countless Chinese attacks yielded nothing
more than destroyed empty tents, decoy supply depots,
electromagnetic emitters, radio towers, simulated missile
launchers, expendable electronics, and empty ground.

The admiral fired three flag officers before choosing
Wei, an up-and-coming Electronic Warfare/Signals
Intelligence (EW/SIGINT) officer with more than 25 years
of service. Wei developed the PLA’ seventh generation
artificial intelligence (AI) large language model (LLM)
and successfully deployed it to the Chinese military’s
battle command systems.

Fang and the entire Chinese government expect
Wei and his AT to cull the ruses and accurately identify
American command posts. The Americans should
not be able to overwhelm the human in the loop with
their deceptions.

However, Wei had run the AI for two months and
nothing had changed. Either the Americans weren't there,
or the AT was missing something from the massive
collection of data gathered from radio, network feeds,
electromagnetic signatures, thermal blooms, and
intercepted drone feeds.

The U.S. 3rd Infantry Division’s command post was
hiding on an island in this sector and Wei was under
duress to find it.

“Zoom in on island Bravo-four,” Wei ordered, his voice
cracking with frustration.

The display shifted, revealing a cluster of signals:
encrypted radio bursts, faint infrared traces, thermal
signatures, and a tangle of networked nodes.

“This has to be it,” he muttered, pointing at a dense
concentration of activity. “High-bandwidth traffic, mobile
emitters, it screams division headquarters. Why isn't the
Al identifying it?”

Lt. Commander Li, his chief of intelligence, shook
his head.

“Sir, we thought the same about island Delta-four
yesterday. We struck it, nothing but a decoy;” Li said.
“Burned-out transmitters and dummy servers. They’re
flooding the spectrum with fakes.”

He pulled up a spectral analysis, showing overlapping
Electromagnetic Spectrum (EMS) signatures.

“Look here: these nodes mimic a command post’s
profile, but the patterns are too perfect, almost scripted.
It’s a trap; the AT is doing its job,” Li explained.

“Filter for secondary indicators,” Wei ordered.
“Logistics hubs, medical facilities, something they
wouldn’t fake”

The Al recalibrated, highlighting a faint but distinct
signature on island Charlie-nine: a cluster of low-
power emissions consistent with a field hospital. Tents,
generators, and a steady stream of medical telemetry
flickered on the display.

Wei’s brow furrowed.

“A hospital ... they wouldn’t dare,” he said.

“Sir, targeting a medical facility violates the Geneva
Conventions. If we're wrong ...” said Lt. Chen, the
operations officer, hesitantly.

“They’re not that reckless,” Wei snapped, cutting him
off. “The Americans play by the rules. Theyd never risk a

A People’s Liberation Army (PLA) mobile battle command and intelligence-gathering naval vessel disguised as nondescript Laos fishing trawler cruises

the South China Sea sifting through terabytes of data every second in search of American command posts hidden among the thousands of islands in

the Philippine archipelago. (Al generated image by NCO Journal)
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Wei orders a missile strike on a medical facility close to an American

command post. (Al generated image by NCO Journal)

hospital in a deception; it’s too blatant and illegal. This is
real, and it’s close to their command post. They’re hiding
it in plain sight”

He tapped the display, marking the coordinates.

“Prepare a strike. We hit the hospital and the nearby
nodes. If the command post is there, we cripple them,”
he ordered.

Li remained rigid. He disagreed, but his posture and
voice would not betray him.

“Sir, the signatures are ... ambiguous. The hospital’s
emissions are steady, but there’s a faint overlap with decoy
patterns we've seen before. It could be another ruse,”
he said.

Drones would be immediately destroyed if they
attempted to penetrate deep enough into the island chain
to confirm or deny the American presence.

Another indicator the command post was close.

Li suggested re-positioning a satellite to get live
imagery of the islands.

“Enough! We've chased shadows for days. This is our
chance. I'll order the strike,” Wei snapped.

The fishing vessel continued to bob with the waves, the
crew checked nets, and seagulls rode the breeze. Business
as usual.

Hundreds of miles away, drones relayed final targeting
data to satellites, and missile silos went hot and then cold in
more than a dozen locations in an attempt to avoid alerting
the Americans of the actual source of the upcoming strike.

A submarine surfaced and opened hot missile tubes
before sinking below the surface again.

Three Chengdu J-36 6th-generation fighter jets took
off from a faraway atoll.

In contrast, two “weather” satellites fired thrusters,
repositioning to provide strike imagery.

Wei focused on the computer screen fixed on the
hospital signature.

Missiles launched, streaking across the sky.
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Less than a minute passed, but it felt like hours to Wei
and days to Li, and then ... impact.

Explosions tore into island Charlie-nine.

The Chinese officers waited in suspense for the
follow-up: disrupted comms, panicked chatter, the
telltale signs a division’s nerve center collapsing. But the
display remained eerily quiet. There were no secondary
explosions and no surge in enemy activity.

Just ... silence.

Li’s console pinged. He pulled up post-strike imagery
from a loitering drone, now strangely free to roam the
skies over the island chain. The hospital site smoldered.
Empty tents, shattered decoy generators, and a handful of
automated medical transponders still broadcasting faintly.

No bodies, no equipment, no command post.
Another ghost.

“They ... they faked a hospital,” Chen stammered,
disbelief etched on his face. “That’s a war crime.”

Wei’s fists clenched, his face a mask of fury.

“They knew we'd bite,” he growled.

The screen flickered, revealing new signatures on
island Echo-two, another tantalizing cluster of signals.
Was it the real command post or another lie? He couldn’t
tell anymore, but the AI was adapting, learning, and now
that its synthetic intelligence could decipher a maze of
signatures as possible field hospitals, it would hunt
them indiscriminately.

Dec. 6,2029

The decoy field hospital’s smoldering wreckage on
island Charlie-nine sent shockwaves far beyond the
battlefield. The 3rd Infantry Division’s deception
operation, masterminded to shield its actual command
post, had thwarted the PLA’s strike.

Post-strike imagery from a loitering drone showed the smoldering
hospital site. Empty tents, shattered decoy generators, and a handful of
automated medical transponders continue broadcasting faintly. (Al
generated image by NCO Journal)
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By dawn, Wei's intelligence team had plastered the images across global social media platforms and state-controlled news outlets, framed as evidence

of an American war crime. (Al generated image by NCO Journal)

Still, including a fake hospital in the ruse, a deliberate
violation of the Geneva Conventions, began a cascade
of second- and third-order effects that would haunt
American efforts.

Within hours, enemy drones captured high-resolution
imagery of the strike site: shattered medical tents,
scattered Red Cross symbols, and the faint, automated
pings of medical transponders alongside simulated
legitimate targets like command posts, tanks, and fake
ammunition stores.

By dawn, Wei’s intelligence team had plastered
the images across global social media platforms and
state-controlled news outlets, framed as evidence of an
American war crime.

The narrative was damning: the U.S. had baited a
lawful adversary into striking a protected medical facility,
violating international humanitarian law, to gain a
tactical edge.

The international community erupted.

Neutral nations, already wary of U.S. military
overreach, condemned the deception in fiery UN Security
Council sessions.

Allies, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, faced
domestic pressure to distance themselves from
American operations.

South Korea, Japan, Thailand, Australia, and
New Zealand all issued guarded statements, urging
“transparency” and “accountability,” while their publics
protested outside U.S. embassies.

The U.S. State Department scrambled to change the
narrative, insisting the hospital was a decoy, and the
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attack did not harm any real patients. But the optics
were catastrophic.

The Red Cross, a symbol of neutrality, issued a rare
public rebuke, accusing the U.S. of undermining the
sanctity of medical protections.

Back in the states, the backlash was equally fierce.

Anti-war groups seized on the incident, flooding
social media with hashtags like #HospitalHoax
and #USWarCrimes.

Congress called hearings, with lawmakers grilling
Pentagon officials about the ethics of the operation.

The division commander, Lt. Gen. David Lindle, faced
a media firestorm. Accusations of recklessness drowned
out his intent to protect troops by outsmarting the PLA.

Morale in the 3rd Infantry Division rapidly
deteriorated as Soldiers, proud of their tactical success,
found themselves vilified as pawns in a morally
dubious scheme.

The deception’s long-term consequences were even
more disastrous. On the battlefield, PLA forces adapted.
The hospital ruse shattered their trust in protected
symbols, prompting a chilling shift in tactics.

Their enemy targeting protocols loosened. The Al
no longer removed medical facilities from its tracking
but highlighted medical facilities, supplies, and medical
evacuation vehicles.

Reports trickled in of strikes on genuine U.S.
medical facilities and aid convoys. They were assumed
to be decoys. Medics and wounded Soldiers paid the
price as evacuation helicopters faced increased anti-air
fire. Real field hospitals, now forced to operate under
stricter emissions control to avoid detection, struggled
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| Congress called hearings, with lawmakers grilling Pentagon officials about the ethics of the operation. (Al generated image by NCO Journal)

to maintain care, delaying critical surgeries and eroding
trust in the ranks.

Strategically, the incident handed the PLA a
propaganda victory that bolstered their war effort.
Recruitment surged as enemy state media portrayed
the U.S. as a rogue actor, galvanizing volunteers and
foreign fighters.

Sanctions against China, previously gaining traction,
stalled as neutral nations hesitated to align with a U.S.-led
coalition tainted by the scandal. Local populations grew
more hostile in contested regions, complicating American
efforts to win hearts and minds.

Humanitarian non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), critical to stabilizing the area, withdrew, citing
safety concerns and distrust of U.S. intentions.

Back at the Pentagon, the Joint Chiefs of Staff grappled
with the precedent set by the operation. The hospital ruse,
while tactically brilliant, had exposed a vulnerability: the
weaponization of international law against U.S. forces.
Future deception operations were scrutinized, with
stricter oversight mandated to avoid similar missteps.

The Army’s cyber and electronic warfare units, key
to the division’s decoy strategy, faced budget cuts as
lawmakers questioned their ethical boundaries. Worst of
all, the 3rd Infantry Division’s command post, though still
hidden, was under renewed pressure.

Outside, the hum of drones grew louder, and the war
ground on, its moral lines blurrier than ever. B
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