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Commanders no longer define the battlegrounds by large-scale troop movements or traditional air, land, and sea confrontations, but by the 
swarms of unmanned drones that fill the skies. (AI-generated image by NCO Journal)

Chapter 1

The Dawn – Prelude to Conflict

In the year 2045, warfare had evolved into something 
that Army warfighters of the early 21st century 
had begun to conceptualize and pursue through 

continuous transformation efforts. Advancements 
in technology like autonomous systems, artificial 
intelligence (AI), robotics, materials, and cybersecurity 
that were made during the ’20s and ’30s directly informed 
applied military strategies and improved operational 
effectiveness as the Drone War began in earnest.

Lessons learned through earlier persistent 
experimentation ensured leaders maintained their 
lethal edge in the ever-evolving tech-heavy combat 
environment they faced in 2045.

For example, commanders no longer define the 
battlegrounds by large-scale troop movements or 
traditional air, land, and sea confrontations, but by the 
swarms of unmanned drones that fill the skies.

These drones vary in size from tiny insect-like 
reconnaissance units to massive, tank-destroying 
behemoths controlled by ground force commanders. 
Nations had invested in adapting to this new reality, and 
their investments paid off.

Troops on the ground witnessed autonomous or 
remotely controlled machines dominate the battlefield, 
and the Army platoon adapted to an entirely new 
mode of combat to survive and win in a technology-
dominated world.

Rival nations invested heavily in unmanned vehicle 
technologies, both for reconnaissance and combat, 
and their investments drove the rapid production of 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs).



NCO Journal provides a forum and publishing opportunity for NCOs, by NCOs, for the open exchange of ideas and information in support of training, education and development. 

March 20262NCO Journal

By the early 2040s, it became clear that future war 
would no longer involve thousands of Soldiers fighting 
face to face, but instead, a more hybrid condition 
featuring human machine integrated formations. 

The U.S. Army, known for its ability to adapt, 
rapidly shifted its strategies and doctrines, embracing 
the new reality of integrated warfare and training its 
Soldiers accordingly.

Chapter 2

Change Was on the Horizon – Adapting the Army
The modern Army underwent a drastic 

transformation to prepare for a war involving human 
combatants and machines operating side by side.

Infantry Soldiers expanded their skills to include 
specializations like drone operation, software 
manipulation, and autonomous combat systems 
maintenance.

The Aviation branch expanded its training curriculum 
to include cyber warfare, AI management, and anti-
drone tactics.

Instead of practicing with only rifles and artillery, new 
recruits in infantry platoons also learned how to launch, 
control, and defend against an onslaught of unmanned 
systems. As a result, their roles in combat became more 
like those of tacticians and systems operators rather than 
traditional close-combat forces.

Indeed, in such complex conditions, human judgment 
and creativity were as paramount to success as the optimal 
operation of the supporting machines on ground. 

Aviation squads transformed gradually, and by 2040 
most consisted of drone pilots, analysts, and cyber 
warfare experts. Soldiers trained in controlling multiple 

unmanned systems simultaneously, able to conduct 
precision strikes using semi-autonomous drones 
operating independently, seeking out and neutralizing 
enemy threats with deadly efficiency.

On the battlefield, human physical presence 
diminished, but human leadership and strategy remained 
crucial. Resource management was a particularly difficult 
challenge for leaders.

Power conservation 
had to be strictly 
controlled and 
monitored due to 
the increased use of 
machines in combat 
operations. The work 
of military scientists in 
innovation units helped 
increase efficiencies in 
power consumption, 
and Soldiers cleverly 
deployed technologies 
to sustain and maintain 
their systems.

Teams learned how to 
deploy robots to share or 
steal power from nearby 
generation sources, such 
as car batteries, and 
recharge even under 
austere conditions. 

Chapter 3

In the Still of the Night, the Conflict Began
The Drone War, launched by a rogue nation, began 

with a sudden, widespread attack on military command 
and control networks. The enemy had developed 
advanced drone swarms and used them to launch 
an unprecedented cyberattack against the U.S. and 
its allies. In the first hour of the conflict, the enemy 
successfully disabled critical satellite communications 
and grounded many U.S. drone systems, leaving key 
positions vulnerable.

The Army was surprised, but they had prepared  
for such an event. Within minutes, commanders 
activated reserve communication protocols, allowing 
localized drone networks to function independently of 
satellite control.

Aviation and ground units established battlefield 
Wi-Fi networks through alternate means and relay 
drones, enabling uninterrupted communication between 
commanders and unmanned assets.

Army cyber formations launched a critical 
counteroffensive, hacking into enemy drone systems and 
disabling many of their swarms before they could reach 
their targets.

Rival nations invested heavily in unmanned vehicle technologies, both for reconnaissance and combat, and 
their investments drove the rapid production of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). (AI-generated image by 
NCO Journal)
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At the same time, quick 
response force (QRF) drone 
units deployed from ground 
formations, flying in dense, 
shifting patterns designed to 
confuse enemy systems and 
break through their lines.

Infantry squads sent out 
remote-controlled low-
profile robots to safely repair 
unmanned systems which 
went down in the field. These 
robots were equipped with 
advanced solar panels and 
fuel cells, which allowed 
them to generate power for 
extended periods of time. 
They were also equipped with 
manipulator arms, which 
allowed them to repair and 
maintain drones and other 
unmanned systems, reducing 
downtime and increasing 
operational effectiveness.

Chapter 4

The New Battlefield Was the Drone Battlefield
The battlefield was unlike anything seen before, with 

drones of all shapes and sizes filling the skies, sensor 
systems detecting enemy movement and friendly 
responses, and robotic systems rolling side by side with 
close-combat forces.

Aviation, infantry, and armor squads deployed 
swarms of small, agile drones that darted between trees, 
buildings, and other structures, each programmed to 
target specific enemy assets.

Army aviation deployed larger, more heavily armed 
drones that flew above, delivering precision-guided 
munitions to high-value targets.

Cyber deployed advanced anti-drone lasers, 
electromagnetic pulse (EMP) cannons, and directed-
energy weapons to disrupt enemy swarms.

Ground units set up mobile defense platforms 
equipped with jamming technologies and AI-powered 
Counter-Rocket, Artillery, and Mortar systems 
(C-RAMs) that detected and shot down incoming threats 
in real time.

These anti-drone systems created a protective bubble 
around critical assets, allowing ground forces to operate 
under the constant threat of aerial attack in the air or on 
the ground.

The Army’s Aviation and defense strategy relied on a 
new generation of AI-powered drones that could think 
and react independently within set protocols determined 
by experienced engineers, identifying enemy systems 

and launching countermeasures with minimal human-
in-the-loop intervention.

Central AI systems under mobile command and 
control coordinated these drones, enabling them to 
act like an intelligent hive mind, adapting to changing 
conditions on the battlefield. If an enemy tried to 
overwhelm one sector with drones, the Army’s swarm 
repositioned, sending reinforcements where needed.

Chapter 5

Cities in Chaos – Urban Drone Warfare
As the war dragged on, much of the fighting shifted 

to urban environments, where drones navigated through 
the cluttered and unpredictable city streets. In this 
setting, smaller, more agile drones dominated, and the 
Army used them for reconnaissance and close-quarters 
combat. These drones entered buildings, identified 
enemy combatants, and even released mini-explosive 
charges to neutralize threats.

The enemy responded by developing networks of radio-
frequency jammers, electro-magnetic pulse bursts, and 
laser defenses that could disable or destroy incoming UAVs.

In turn, the Army countered with adaptable drones 
that could rapidly change frequencies, deploy decoys, 
and even self-assess damage levels in-flight, ensuring 
that the swarm could continue its mission.

Soldiers equipped with drone-launching backpacks 
deployed waves of unmanned systems directly from  
the battlefield, providing real-time intelligence and  
air support.

Aviation squads transformed gradually, and by 2040 most consisted of drone pilots, analysts, and cyber 
warfare experts. Soldiers trained in controlling multiple unmanned systems simultaneously, able to 
conduct precision strikes using semi-autonomous drones operating independently, seeking out and 
neutralizing enemy threats with deadly efficiency. (AI-generated image by NCO Journal)
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These portable drone stations allowed commanders to 
maintain constant surveillance and enabled aviation and 
fires assets to deliver precision strikes when needed in 
chaotic, close-quarters urban combat.

Chapter 6

Eliminating The Fog of War in a Drone Era
The challenge of warfare during the Drone War was 

not just about the machines themselves, but about the 
immense amount of data they generated.

Thousands of drones, sensors, and surveillance 
systems fed information back to mobile command 
centers, creating a comprehensive common operating 
picture. The Army’s AI-driven systems sorted, analyzed, 
and prioritized battlefield data which supported leaders 
in identifying enemy movement patterns, predicting 
attacks, and making resource deployment decisions.

Commanders used these systems to stay at the helm, 
with machine learning algorithms processing vast 
amounts of information far faster than any human could.

Chapter 7

The Evolution of Combat Roles
Even with the rise of autonomous systems, Soldiers 

remained vital to the war effort. The Army incorporated 
evolving technologies into its doctrine, and Army 

Soldiers became hybrid operators, controlling drones 
and managing AI, while still maintaining proficiencies 
required for direct combat.

Leaders at all levels became experts in maneuvering 
their Soldiers, machines, and 
multiple drones at once.

Communications squads 
disrupted enemy networks and 
ensured Army systems had 
tight encryption protocols and 
counter-cyber operations, making 
every drone’s operating system 
tamper resistant.

Manufacturing and Logistics 
focused on maintaining an around-
the-clock supply of drone parts, 
batteries, and software updates to 
keep the Drone War running.

Conclusion

Reflections on a New Era of 
Warfare

The 2045 Drone War marked 
a turning point in Army history, 
and the preparations and 
investments made two decades 

prior were pivotal to success during the fight.
The conflict was defined by strategically using of 

machines and algorithms to gain an advantage. The 
Army successfully adapted to this new form of warfare, 
but the experience continued to generate profound 
questions about the future of combat and the role of 
humans in war.

The Army achieved victory through its future-focused 
preparations and investments, dedication to training 
Soldiers with leading-edge technologies, technological 
superiority, and the ability to out-think and out-adapt 
the enemy.

At the war’s end, military leaders and heads of state 
reflected on the implications of this new era of warfare; 
failing to adapt would be costly.

New technology was rarely decisive in predictive ways 
because the Army adapted. But there was no doubt that 
the technologies were disruptive, changing how military 
forces operated, organized, and equipped themselves.

The Army understood how important it was to 
prepare for whatever the future holds, knowing that the 
age of the drone had truly arrived, and warfare would 
never be the same again.   

In the first hour of the conflict, the enemy successfully disabled critical satellite communications 
and grounded many U.S. drone systems, leaving key positions vulnerable. (AI-generated image by 
NCO Journal)
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Aviation, infantry, and armor squads deployed swarms of small, agile drones that darted between trees, buildings, and other structures, each 
programmed to target specific enemy assets.  (AI-generated image by NCO Journal)
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