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Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles
Henry Sokolski

While the Pentagon deserves credit for spotlighting China’s development of
conventional intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and the recent deployment
of the DF-27 missile, which has an estimated range of up to 8,000 kilometers, it’s
all too silent as to what the military implications are of these developments.

This game was designed to tease out what those implications might be. Although the
game was one of the most complicated games NPEC has yet played, one thing was
clear: to deal with the uncertainties China’s conventional intercontinental systems
pose, it is almost certain the United States will have to emphasize the development
and deployment of its own long-range conventional strike weapons. America will,
in turn, be forced to think about how it might use them and how best to defend itself
and its allies against these systems.

The game was held in early November 2025. It consisted of three moves and five
briefs conducted over several weeks. The participants included former and current
U.S. and allied government officials, military officers, congressional staff, policy
researchers, academic experts, and analysts with experience studying nuclear
deterrence, regional security, and emerging military technologies.

Move 1 opened in 2032 with the United States, China, and key Pacific partners
engaged in diplomatic talks on limits and norms for conventional intercontinental
ballistic missiles (C-ICBMs) amid growing concerns about escalation and
misinterpretation.

Move 2 began after a sharp deterioration in cross-Strait stability, marked by
heightened Chinese military pressure on Taiwan and Taiwan’s subsequent decision
to conduct a missile strike against a Chinese amphibious naval staging base,
triggering rapid regional escalation.

Move 3 opened with the conflict expanding beyond Taiwan, as China conducted
additional long-range conventional strikes on Guam and the United States and its
allies prepared for direct confrontation, including impacts on the U.S. homeland
and wider Pacific theater.
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To helpclarify the threat that conventional, hypersonic Chinese ICBMs may present,
the game consciously put off the deployment of robust U.S. space-based missile
defenses until sometime after the war scenarios played out. The implications of
such missile defenses are discussed in the findings below.

1) America must clarify how it will defend its Pacific allies in new ways
once China deploys conventional ICBMs.

One contentious issue raised in the game was whether or not the United States
should prioritize saving Taiwan or, instead, its formal security allies against Chinese
military assaults. Another was what would a proportionate U.S.-allied response be
to a Chinese strike against the Lower 48 with conventional ICBMs? Yet another
was can the United States credibly assure its Western Pacific allies’ security if it
lets China military absorb Taiwan? In the game, America’s allies were ambivalent
about lending support for America’s defense of Taiwan but also worried that — if
America failed to prevent Taiwan’s military absorption - they would be next.

As for conventional long-range strike systems, the game demonstrated that they could
not only serve China’s strategic purposes, but America’s. If Washington committed
to militarily blocking China from assaulting Taiwan, American conventional long-
range strike systems could help deter a Chinese assault on the island. One option
highlighted in a pre-brief was the U.S. Navy’s conventional prompt strike system
(~2875 km range), which the Navy plans to deploy on submarines and surface
vessels later this decade. As the United States deploys more of these deep-strike,
hypersonic systems, it may want to expend some diplomatic capital to promote talks
with Beijing and Moscow on how best to distinguish nuclear long-range missiles
from conventional ones.

In the game, the United States team did not initially commit to Taiwan’s defense.
Instead, it insisted on being ambiguous. It also refused to negotiate with China
to distinguish between conventional and nuclear ICBMs. The United States team
hoped it could somehow convince its Western Pacific allies that — even if Taiwan
fell - America would defend them. The Pacific Partners team was unpersuaded.

Today, the United States still clings to strategic ambiguity when it comes to Taiwan.
The game play suggested this is unsustainable. Strategic ambiguity may have
worked when America was a dominant military power in the Western Pacific. It
no longer is and will not be, even if it increases its number of conventional strike
systems in the Western Pacific.

Maintaining a policy of strategic ambiguity regarding Taiwan’s defense also
introduced other headaches. The China team did all they could to keep America out
of the region. Meanwhile, the United States team had difficulty determining how
much risk it was willing to take to counter China’s moves against Taiwan.
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The China team consciously made all of its strikes against the United States and
its allies as discriminate as possible in hopes it would deter further U.S. and allied
engagement in the fight over Taiwan. It succeeded in this. In the game, America
was unwilling to commit forces to Taiwan’s defense until the Pacific Partners team
made it clear U.S. defense of Taiwan was critical to maintain their tight alliance
relations with the team members. America delivered on this commitment, but
perhaps too late to be effective.

Recommendations:

1. America does not need to build conventional ICBMs. Instead, its existing
hypersonic conventional missile programs — ground-launched and sea-
launched — should be sufficient to reach into China and Russia. Unlike ICBMs,
these intermediate-range hypersonic systems have a distinctive flight pattern
and a dedicated, conventional mission. They can be exercised at full-range in
peacetime and used to establish the norm of their non-nuclear character. This
is not possible with an ICBM. In the hot wash, commentators also emphasized
the desirability of complementing any sea- or ground-launched hypersonic
ballistic systems with low-cost hypersonic cruise missiles that can be built in
large numbers.

2. To optimize its deployment of long-range conventional strike systems in the
Western Pacific, the United States should clarify its commitment to defend
Taiwan or cut it loose. If America commits to Taiwan’s defense, it would
want survivable conventional long-range strike options so that it could act
more freely without allied help. In this case, the United States would need to
convince Beijing that, in a conflict over Taiwan, the United States might use
its conventional long-range strike systems against critical Chinese targets —
including civilian infrastructure.

3. No matter what position Washington takes regarding Taiwan’s defense, America
will want its own conventional long-range strike options to counter China’s.
Towards this end, the United States should clarify how threatening the use of
conventional long-range strike systems might deter Chinese aggression against
other allies and friendly nations.

2) China’s deployment of conventional ICBMs initially will advantage
Beijing in diplomatic negotiations to restrict these and related systems.

In the game, China was first to propose negotiations to distinguish conventional
ICBM from nuclear ones in a verifiable fashion. China could demand a quid pro quo
for any verification concessions China made. One reasonable demand would be to
have the United States withdraw all or some of its forward-deployed conventional
strike systems from the Western Pacific. Beijing also could exploit Washington’s
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cultural abhorrence of on-site inspections of American conventional and nuclear
systems to keep any agreement from ever being reached.

In the game, the United States team understood all of these points and essentially
decided not to negotiate. The Pacific Partners team supported U.S.-China talks and
viewed the United States team’s decision to not negotiate as a mistake. The Pacific
Partners team understood that if the United States refused to negotiate, China could
pocket a psychological victory internationally. Beijing would not only be the first
to deploy these systems, but could assume the moral high ground of proposing
reasonable restraints over their deployments. This would make America look weak.

Without survivable, conventional long-range strike options of its own, the United
States will have little leverage to constrain China’s conventional ICBM deployments.
Instead, China could use arms control to stall U.S. deployments of similar systems.
In the game, the China team was willing to selectively discuss where it based its
conventional ICBMs, but only if the United States was willing to make major
concessions that would disadvantage the United States and divide it from its allies.

Although tempting, the United States should not counter China’s diplomatic
advantages by developing a conventional ICBM force of its own. In fact, not doing
so has clear diplomatic advantages. As already noted, the United States will have a
number of survivable, sea-launched hypersonic prompt conventional strike systems
later this decade. Russia has not yet deployed a conventional intercontinental
ballistic missile. In any post-New START arms negotiations, the United States
should spotlight the destabilizing character of China’s conventional ICBMs.
Washington should argue that America’s conventional intermediate-range strike
systems should not be covered, as they are much shorter in range, do not have a
ballistic trajectory, and have already been exercised at full range to demonstrate
their dedicated conventional mission.

Recommendations:

1. The buildup of U.S. and allied hypersonic conventional strike systems will take
several years to complete but that’s no reason to delay negotiations, trusting that
(in time) the buildup will constitute real diplomatic leverage. It would be useful
to begin publicly discussing how the United States and its allies might exercise
survivable, conventional long-range strike options against China and Russia.
Trying to conduct diplomacy and military planning entirely in secret regarding
these systems would be a mistake.

2. The United States needs to clarify now how it and its allies might use their
own technical means to distinguish conventional Chinese ICBMs from nuclear
ones and identify what new intelligence capabilities might help accomplish
this. Washington also should clarify what forms of on-site inspection the
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United States and its allies could accept. This effort should include Track 2
conversations with our Western Pacific allies. Any serious negotiation about
these conventional missiles will undoubtedly involve not just China, but Russia.
This could be a plus: the United States and Russia don’t commingle their nuclear
and conventional systems; China does. This point would be worth emphasizing
to pressure China’s troublesome practice of entanglement. As already noted, the
United States should try to work with Russia to draw a line against conventional
intercontinental ballistic missiles altogether.

3. Inanticipation of Chinese demands that the United States and possibly its allies
withdraw conventional ground-launched systems from the Western Pacific,
Washington should determine which reductions might be tolerable and which
ones would not. A major factor in making this determination will be how robust
air and missile defenses — both for America and its regional allies — might
be. Another key question is the extent to which the United States and other
nations base long-range conventional, hypersonic systems on naval platforms
(especially submarines). To get the answers, the Pentagon and State Department
should game how strong America’s negotiating position would be if A) the
United States decides it will only deploy robust air and missile defenses in the
region if our allies pay for them (i.e. Golden Dome) or B) the United States
subsidizes — or at least cost shares — any such deployments.

3) American diplomatic and military planning is currently behind the
curve regarding the Chinese conventional ICBM threat. Public discussion
of U.S. strategy and plans in dealing with this threat is needed.

A China armed with conventional ICBMs was able to threaten American territories
and the continental United States with strikes that fell short of any nuclear attack.
America’s strategic forces currently, however, are geared to respond to nuclear — not
conventional — attacks. In the game, key Cold War nuclear warfighting protocols
— launch on warning or launch on alert of nuclear strategic forces against a missile
attack on CONUS — were not credible options because it was unclear how much
damage a limited Chinese conventional ICBM strike would inflict.

Meanwhile, China’s theater strike systems cast a heavy military shadow over
the Western Pacific. In contrast, American and allied ground-based conventional
strike systems were relatively thin and vulnerable. This allowed China to threaten
U.S. and allied ground-based strike systems in theater, knowing that any similar
American response would require allied consent and were relatively vulnerable
to Chinese counterstrikes. The United States team did not utilize American naval
conventional prompt strike systems — either from surface vessels or submarines. In
an actual conflict, the United States would likely use such systems.

The game’s play reflected China’s relative advantages in the Western Pacific. In
Move 2, the United States suffered unattributed attacks (cyber, drones, missiles)
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against its critical civilian infrastructure. Although these strikes were characteristic
of previous Chinese probing, the United States team did not blame China or escalate.
After China struck Guam with a C-ICBM in Move 3, the United States team still
did not mount a response. Only after Chinese C-ICBMs struck a limited number
of electrical substations serving CONUS military sites did the United States team
react. The United States team then used forces in the region to mount massive
strikes against a variety of targets on the Chinese mainland, including China’s
C-ICBM fields.

In the hot wash, game participants contested the plausibility of the United States’
conventional strike against China. Would the United States have sufficient
intelligence on the location of China’s conventional ICBMs to risk targeting them
without also hitting nuclear missiles? Would America have enough precision deep
strike ballistic, hypersonic, and cruise missiles forward deployed to pull off such
a strike? Unless it did and was able to suppress China’s air defenses with them,
would America risk using bombers in follow-on attacks? Finally, would America’s
Western Pacific friends permit U.S. troops to mount attacks from their soil?

In the game, Beijing not only had a reserve of conventional ICBMs it could fire
against the United States, it retained its nuclear strategic forces and still had
conventional dominance over the Western Pacific. The United States team had
difficulty dealing with these disadvantages not only because it lacked the weapons
to neutralize China’s advantages, but because it lacked clarity as to what targets it
should retaliate against and how.

Recommendations:

1. As the United States deploys more sea-launched long-range conventional
strike systems, it should consider moving some of its most vulnerable forward
deployed, ground-launched conventional strike systems from the Pacific to the
Middle East and Europe. Redeploying the ground-launched systems would not
only get them out of harm’s way, but help check Russian and Iranian regional
adventurism and their direct and indirect support of China. At the same
time, the United States should make ground- and sea-launched long-range
conventional strike systems available to as many of its friends and allies in
the region as possible for their own protection and for additional, redundant
counters to China’s threat envelope in the Western Pacific. Washington should
utilize the AUKUS program to encourage the deployment of these systems on
Australian surface vessels and submersibles and encourage the South Koreans
and Japanese to do the same.

2. The United States should also clarify and game how it might respond to limited
Chinese conventional intercontinental strikes against the United States. In the
game, the United States team also was unable to distinguish between Chinese
conventional and nuclear ICBM incoming strikes. This uncertainty made a
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hash of the presumption the United States would launch its nuclear ICBMs on
warning or under attack. It also forced the American team to consider retaliating
against novel, non-military Chinese targets — police command and control
nodes, energy systems, space systems, etc. U.S. war planners need to game
out what that target set would look like both with and without American long-
range conventional strike options. A separate analysis needs to be conducted to
answer these questions, assuming America could distinguish between Chinese
conventional and nuclear ICBMs.

U.S. military planners also need to determine now what the most desirable
sword-to-shield ratio might be. The game presumed the United States had Next
Generation Ground-Based Interceptors and additional THAAD systems, but
nothing else. If America had robust Golden Dome missile defenses, it would
likely reduce the demand for offensive strike forces generally. If the Dome was
extremely robust, America could conceivably dispense with intercontinental
strike forces altogether. Obviously, any attempt to make the Dome “leak proot™
would make it extremely expensive. It may also be strategically unnecessary.
To deter a large, first-strike knockout blow against the United States, being able
to defeat a large percentage of the incoming missiles would be sufficient. In
this case, the United States could employ long-range conventional and nuclear
strike options alongside its robust missile defenses to maintain an effective
strategic deterrent force. It is imperative that the Pentagon begin to calculate
what this new balance might be and update its findings routinely. In addition,
the Pentagon needs to take the lead in developing passive and active defenses
for critical civilian infrastructure. A national critical infrastructure protection
program and strategy also needs to be publicly articulated as soon as possible.
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Move Summaries
Caitlyn Collett

Opening Scenario: 2028-2032

In 2028, Taiwan reelected Lai Ching-te, reinforcing Beijing’s belief that Taipei
intended to move further from the mainland. Around the same time, the United
States elected a conservative, isolationist president, whose public comments about
Taiwan’s responsibility for its own defense unsettled U.S. allies and gave China
reason to believe Washington’s willingness to intervene might weaken over time.
Meanwhile, China began deploying conventional intercontinental ballistic missiles
(C-ICBMs) — fielding 50 by 2032. These missiles looked exactly like China’s nu-
clear systems, which made their launch signatures impossible to distinguish from
nuclear launches during the brief early-warning period. The C-ICBMs created new
uncertainty for both the United States and its Pacific partners, especially because
China offered no clarity about whether the missiles carried maneuverable reentry
vehicles, hypersonic glide vehicles, or experimental drone-swarm payloads.

The United States struggled to match this development. Although Congress urged
the Pentagon to compete directly, domestic political fighting and unexpected tech-
nological issues slowed progress on an American C-ICBM deployment. By 2032,
Washington still relied on stealth bombers, cruise missiles, and forward-deployed
standoff weapons, many of which required allied approval to use in theater. This
lag increased frustration within Washington, especially as China’s doctrine framed
the new C-ICBMs as an essential way to target U.S. infrastructure without crossing
the nuclear threshold.

With these tensions in play, Washington and Beijing agreed to meet in May 2032
to explore possible arms control limits on conventional long-range systems. China
insisted that any agreement must also constrain U.S. forward-deployed strike ca-
pabilities, while the United States hoped to focus on conventional-ICBMs, crisis
stability and risk reduction.

Move 1 — 2032: Diplomatic Negotiations Over C-ICBM Limits

Move 1 opened with the China, United States, and Pacific Partners teams preparing
to articulate their diplomatic positions on conventional intercontinental ballistic
missiles. The exercise required teams not only to define their preferred outcomes
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but also to decide what they would communicate publicly to the other teams.

Inside the China team room, discussion focused on how to configure China’s
C-ICBM force and how much information to reveal. The team decided internally
on a force composed of twenty-five missiles equipped with eight maneuverable
reentry vehicles and twenty-five missiles equipped with four maneuverable reentry
vehicles. The China team explicitly agreed not to share any technical details of this
configuration with the other teams. In parallel, the team debated how to describe the
capability publicly without narrowing ambiguity. Participants emphasized framing
China’s missiles as comparable to U.S. capabilities and rejected proposals to offer
unilateral transparency.

That approach was reflected in China’s message to the other teams. In its written
communication, the China team stated that China possessed an unequivocal capa-
bility to strike the United States with its C-ICBM arsenal but would refrain from
further clarification. The message explicitly framed this posture as non-escalatory
and described it as an effort to achieve parity with the United States rather than to
provoke confrontation. The statement did not reference missile numbers, payloads,
basing, or operational concepts, consistent with the team’s internal decision to pre-
serve ambiguity.

The United States team entered Move 1 expressing skepticism about whether ne-
gotiations focused on C-ICBMs could produce meaningful limits. In their internal
discussion, participants questioned China’s incentives to accept transparency and
emphasized the risks created by launch ambiguity and compressed warning time-
lines. At the same time, the team expressed reluctance to offer major concessions,
particularly reductions in forward-deployed forces or bomber capabilities. Rather
than proposing specific numerical limits, U.S. participants focused on general prin-
ciples such as crisis stability, communication, and risk reduction.

The Pacific Partners team were most concerned with regional exposure and col-
lective security. Participants emphasized that the use of intercontinental missiles
would likely affect allied territory through overflight, escalation dynamics, or mis-
calculation. The team stressed that allies would bear immediate risks despite having
limited control over escalation decisions. In a message to the China and United
States teams, the Pacific Partners stated their opposition to strikes in the region and
urged peaceful solutions. The message highlighted that both short-range nuclear
weapons and C-ICBMs posed a particular threat to Australia and noted that this risk
should concern the United States in light of collective self-defense commitments.
The statement focused on regional vulnerability rather than on technical arms con-
trol measures.

The Move 1 plenary discussion revealed a clear divide between the United States
team and the China team on whether a meaningful diplomatic framework around
conventional intercontinental ballistic missiles was even possible. Members of the
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U.S. team repeatedly stated that they did not believe negotiations would succeed,
emphasizing that China had little incentive to constrain a capability that gave it
new leverage over U.S. territory. When pressed to articulate what the United States
would actually want from such talks, U.S. participants hesitated and returned to
general concerns about ambiguity, escalation risk, and misinterpretation rather than
proposing specific limits or tradeoffs. Facilitators pushed the U.S. team to move
past skepticism and define an ideal outcome regardless of feasibility, but the dis-
cussion repeatedly circled back to doubt about China’s willingness to reciprocate.

The China team framed the issue differently. They described China’s C-ICBMs as
a response to U.S. forward-deployed strike forces and argued that any agreement
would have to address those systems as well. China-aligned speakers rejected the
idea that Beijing should accept unilateral transparency or limits and emphasized
that the missiles were intended to restore balance, not destabilize it. When the Unit-
ed States team raised concerns about ambiguity and warning timelines, the China
team did not dispute the technical risk but treated it as a consequence of U.S. mil-
itary posture rather than a Chinese responsibility to fix. The China team did, how-
ever, express a vague willingness to share the location of China’s C-ICBMs (for the
purpose of distinction) but did not offer it seriously due to the United States team’s
lack of meaningful negotiation or concessions.

The Pacific Partners team continued their focus on the regional consequences of
China’s C-ICBM capability rather than possible bilateral bargaining positions.
They reiterated the points from their written correspondence about consultation
timelines, intelligence sharing, and whether allies would have any meaningful input
before long-range systems were used. Participants representing Taiwan highlighted
the risk that China could use missile ambiguity as a coercive tool short of invasion.

The discussion ended without agreement, but with clearer articulation of how dif-
ferently each team understood both the problem and the purpose of diplomacy in
this space.

Move 2 — 2034: China Moves on Taiwan

Opening Scenario

Move 2 opened in a far more volatile environment. In the scenario, Taiwan had
elected an even more independence-oriented president. China had intensified mil-
itary pressure through daily flights across the Taiwan median line, cyberattacks
on Taiwan’s grid and media, staged amphibious drills in Fujian, and maritime ha-
rassment that pushed Taiwan toward negotiations. The United States still appeared
externally hesitant to get involved, despite intelligence that China was staging its
largest amphibious force in years.

The conflict sharply escalated when, despite U.S. pleas for restraint and patience,
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Taiwan struck Xiamen Naval Base with short-range missiles fired from U.S.-sup-
plied launchers. The strike killed hundreds of Chinese personnel and civilians. Tai-
wan’s retaliation shocked Beijing, electrified domestic Chinese outrage, and shat-
tered any remaining diplomatic restraint on the mainland. The scenario tasked the
China team to execute its first C-ICBM strike. This is where Move 2 game play
began.

Game Play

Early communications reflected growing concern among the Pacific Partners team,
with South Korea representatives signaling that it opposed all forms of military
action but warning that any attack would compel a response in kind. Philippine rep-
resentatives requested continued information sharing and U.S. assets to protect its
territory, underscoring allied anxiety about spillover risk. The United States team
replied by reaffirming its commitment to the defense of the Philippines and to re-
gional security, condemning China’s hostile actions, deploying additional land, air,
maritime, and missile defense assets, and requesting basing and overflight rights
while expressing continued hope for diplomatic de-escalation.

The situation escalated sharply when the China team notified all parties that it had
decided to strike Taiping Island (a Taiwanese-controlled South China Sea target
with only a military presence) using eight MaRVed C-ICBMs. When asked by the
United States team whether this indicated a decision to forcibly unify Taiwan, Chi-
na replied that it was responding in kind to a Taiwanese attack, asserted that Taiwan
had chosen to escalate, and stated that no option was off the table. Taiping Island
lacked missile defenses capable of intercepting ballistic reentry vehicles and the
eight MaRVs arrived unopposed, reliably destroying runways, radar, communica-
tions, fuel and ammunition stores, and key facilities, rendering the island com-
bat-ineffective and causing severe casualties among the small Taiwanese garrison.
Later on in the plenary session, the China team explained that Taiping Island was
an ideal target - it kept the conflict isolated to Taiwan, created little motivation to
draw the United States or its allies into the fight, and showcased China’s conven-
tional ICBM capability. If the scenario had not explicitly called for a C-ICBM shot,
the China team probably would have used its plentiful shorter-range systems to
conduct the strike.

In the aftermath of the strike on Taiping, Taiwan representatives app

ealed for U.S. intervention, asserting that China had unilaterally started the war.
Taiwan representatives also requested additional intelligence on missile activity
and warned that Taiwan’s hands would be forced within a week absent U.S. action.
The China team countered by framing its actions as a response to Taiwanese hostil-
ity, emphasizing that civilians had not been targeted, discouraging outside interfer-
ence, and condemning Taiwan’s hosting of additional U.S. troops.

In addition, Taiwan attempted to message Russia to hold Beijing back before direct
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U.S. intervention. Moscow responded that it was prepared to discuss peaceful re-
unification if Taipei wished to pursue that path, but that Russia would not intervene
or restrain China and would limit its role to dialogue. Meanwhile, the China team
announced the implementation of an enhanced maritime security area around Tai-
wan, requiring all vessels bound for Taiwanese ports to dock at a Chinese port first
for inspection. When asked whether humanitarian shipments would be impeded,
China responded that all shipments would be subject to inspection.

Throughout this period, the United States team held back and avoided escalatory
action. Washington informed Beijing that it did not intend to conduct kinetic attacks
against Chinese satellites or space assets so long as China refrained from attacking
U.S. space assets. China replied that it had no intention of attacking U.S. space
assets and reiterated its readiness to engage in comprehensive arms control negotia-
tions aimed at demilitarizing space. In parallel messaging, the China team called for
the Taiwanese ruling party to step down, accused it of losing its mandate through
indiscriminate killing, discouraged other states from meddling in China’s internal
affairs, and reiterated that while it retained the capability to respond to escalation,
it did not seek escalation.

Separately, the United States privately conveyed to Japan, Korea, Australia, and
Philippines representatives that it was no longer confident Taiwan could be saved
and assessed that China was prepared to carry out forcible invasion and occupation.
At the same time, the United States team reaffirmed its commitments to defend
allied sovereign territory. Washington proposed deploying additional forces and
missile defenses to allied nations and requested their views. The Pacific Partners
team held discussions between the United States, Japan, Korea, Australia, and the
Philippines regarding further U.S. deployments, noted that contingency planning
for strikes against Chinese staging areas was underway, and emphasized the need
for diplomatic intervention before further escalation.

As these discussions continued, the Pacific Partners team asked whether the United
States team would provide support to Taiwan short of direct military involvement.
Shortly thereafter, the Control team reported a major, coordinated disruption to
U.S. critical infrastructure, including rolling blackouts in multiple cities, natural
gas pipeline shutdowns, and the manipulation of a large water treatment facility.
Surveillance indicated small commercial drones operating near affected sites prior
to explosions, and Chinese nationals were arrested near several facilities, though no
confirmed actor was identified. China condemned terrorism in principle, cautioned
against racial profiling, suggested the possibility of a false-flag operation intended
to undermine U.S.—China relations, and reiterated its desire for dialogue.

In closing communications of the move, China invited regional actors (i.e. the Pa-
cific Partners team) to engage in dialogue on eradicating terrorism, extremism, and
splittism, framing this outreach as a continuation of red-phone conversations and
emphasizing cooperation in support of Indo-Pacific stability and territorial integri-
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ty. When pressed to define those terms, China declined to do so, stating that such
definitions would require extensive work, but reiterated its intent to cooperate with
regional actors. Throughout these exchanges, China consistently maintained that it
did not seek escalation while asserting its readiness to respond to any further esca-
lation, leaving the move unresolved but significantly more volatile than it began.

In the Move 2 plenary, the discussion focused on how bad the damage actually
was and what decision-makers were supposed to do with incomplete information.
Members of the United States team kept asking about China’s electronic warfare ca-
pabilities: were U.S. missile-warning radars disabled, partially degraded, or just in-
terfered with prior to China’s strikes? United States team members wanted to know
if U.S. command-and-control systems would still be usable or if leaders would
effectively be operating blind when China’s C-ICBMs were in flight. If warning
systems were truly failing, U.S. leaders might feel pressure to act immediately. If
systems were only degraded, they might still have time to wait, verify information,
or de-escalate. The U.S. team was worried that unclear or partial system damage
could force leaders into making rapid, high-stakes decisions before they fully un-
derstood what was happening.

The Pacific Partners team focused on authority and their countries’ exposure. Par-
ticipants asked whether U.S. forces operating from allied territory required host-na-
tion approval before responding to missile threats and how quickly such approval
could realistically be obtained. One Pacific Partners team participant raised concern
that unilateral U.S. action might draw retaliation against allied territory without
prior consultation. Another highlighted the presence of sensitive infrastructure, in-
cluding reactors, near potential strike zones and questioned how escalation might
affect civilian populations.

Participants on the China team addressed escalation more indirectly, emphasizing
that ambiguity was inherent to the scenario and that not all interference or degra-
dation should be treated as crossing a threshold. Their comments suggested that
uncertainty itself was part of the operating environment rather than an anomaly to
be resolved.

The plenary concluded without a shared interpretation of red lines or escalation
thresholds, reflecting continued disagreement about how to read partial damage and

limited attacks in a high-tempo conflict.

Move 3—2034: Retaliation, Alliance Realignment, and a Homeland
Attack Order

Opening Scenario

The Move 3 scenario began with a Chinese strike on Guam with a C-ICBM. The at-
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tack destroyed a U.S. missile-defense radar and demonstrated China’s ability to hit
U.S. territory with precision. Although the strike caused few casualties, it shocked
the American public and triggered intense allied pressure on Washington. The
United States repositioned a carrier strike group east of Taiwan to signal American
commitment to countering China, and the allies privately warned that reassurance
without meaningful action would no longer suffice.

The United States and its Pacific allies responded with coordinated economic pres-
sure and military action. They tightened maritime interdiction along key shipping
corridors, restricted Chinese commercial access to regional allied ports, and initiat-
ed defensive operations outside the Taiwan Strait to protect any remaining supply
lines into Taiwan. These steps aimed to impose real costs on China without trig-
gering direct combat inside China’s immediate operating zone (the Taiwan Strait).

Inside China, these moves triggered a dramatic shift. Xi Jinping concluded that
China would lose the initiative if it failed to reestablish deterrence. He ordered
preparations for a conventional strike on the U.S. homeland. This is where Move 3
game play began.

Game Play

Early in the move, the Pacific Partners team agreed that they needed to halt hos-
tilities and pivot toward humanitarian assistance. Australia and South Korea both
conveyed adamant opposition to continued fighting and committed maritime assets
to support humanitarian relief for Taiwan, while requesting clear diplomatic rules
of engagement. Japan likewise announced that it would escort U.S. humanitarian
shipments to Taiwan but would not participate in hostilities unless its own vessels
were fired upon. These messages reflected a shared allied effort to carve out a pro-
tected humanitarian channel even as combat operations continued elsewhere.

China escalated shortly thereafter. In a formal message, the China team announced
strikes on electrical substations in the western continental United States that sup-
ported major U.S. military installations, using 8-MaRV conventional C-ICBMs.
China also confirmed a simultaneous strike on a Taiwan airfield hosting U.S. air-
craft, using 4-MaRV C-ICBMs. Beijing characterized these actions as limited, tar-
geted, and conditional, explicitly stating that it did not seek full-scale or nuclear
escalation and that commercial shipping and maritime activity in the Pacific would
otherwise continue as normal. When asked by the United States to clarify whether
“substations” referred to the civilian electrical grid, China confirmed that they did.

The Control team adjudicated that China’s strike on CONUS was successful. Elec-
trical substations supporting several major U.S. bases were temporarily disabled,
causing localized power outages lasting between six and eighteen hours. Backup
power systems preserved mission-essential functions, but sortie generation, radar
coverage, and intelligence processing were disrupted during the outage window.
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Civilian impacts were limited and rapidly restored. Despite the temporary nature
of the damage, Control assessed the strike as historically significant and the first
successful long-range conventional attack on the U.S. homeland by a foreign pow-
er. This created intense political shock and public pressure on U.S. leadership. The
Taiwan airfield strike achieved its objectives as well, heavily cratering the runway,
destroying fuel storage and support infrastructure, and causing Taiwanese and U.S.
military casualties. The loss of the airfield constrained immediate sortie options for
both Taiwanese and U.S. forces.

When the China team learned its strikes were successful, it began preparations
for an amphibious assault and activated covert influence operations inside Taiwan
to foment dissent and target Taiwanese leadership. The China team also began an
extensive information campaign, including dissemination of social media content.
This content highlighted civilian suffering in China attributed to Taiwanese actions,
protest imagery inside Taiwan opposing U.S. involvement, and warnings to the
American public against prolonged war and framing Chinese actions as stabilizing
rather than expansionist.

The United States team responded by moving to the highest alert level short of
imminent nuclear attack, dispersed remaining bombers and airlift assets, shifted
GPS and communications to secure military modes, and transitioned from home-
land security to homeland defense under Department of War control. The Unit-
ed States team began extensive electronic warfare and cyber operations against
Chinese space assets without employing kinetic strikes and authorized the mining
of the Taiwan Strait, acknowledging later through Control Team adjudication that
these efforts achieved only partial success and were quickly detected and countered
by China. At the same time, the United States team halted Chinese communications
access via U.S. domestic social media platforms and initiated targeted messaging
toward Chinese leadership warning of escalation risks.

In addition, the United States imposed aggressive economic sanctions on China,
targeting Chinese maritime payment systems, banking, and insurance. U.S. forces
conducted conventional strikes against suspected Chinese C-ICBM support sites
(despite having ambiguous or nonexistent intelligence on the co-location of these
sites with China’s nuclear forces). U.S forces also conducted strikes on Chinese
power-projection nodes, internal security command centers (i.e. police headquar-
ters), and energy systems in Guangdong and Hainan. The United States team also
announced a targeted maritime interdiction campaign focused on Chinese-flagged
vessels and shipping assessed to support Chinese military activity. The Control
team indicated that, after the U.S. strikes on mainland China, several support sites
were damaged but China’s broader missile force (including mobile and dual-capa-
ble units) remained largely intact.

Throughout Move 3, the China team issued public statements accusing the United
States of inflicting suffering across Asia and at home through illegal regime-change
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efforts. It asserted that Washington was responsible for halted trade and regional
hardship. The China team warned that continued U.S. strikes on China’s mainland
would risk uncontrolled escalation and announced additional conventional area-de-
nial strikes against U.S. Pacific island chains and bases used to launch offensive op-
erations, again emphasizing that these actions were intended to cap U.S. aggression
rather than expand the war.

The Pacific Partners team increasingly aligned with the United States team as the
crisis deepened, though they continued to stress limits. Japan representatives re-
affirmed Japan’s naval escort role while declining offensive participation absent a
direct attack on Japanese forces. Australia and South Korea representatives reiterat-
ed that their humanitarian vessels should not be targeted. Taiwan, facing mounting
pressure, offered to conduct surrogate strikes against Chinese C-ICBM placements,
while other Pacific allies questioned whether Taiwanese naval forces could join
humanitarian convoys. The United States team responded by underscoring the im-
portance of alliance coordination and invoking Article 51 self-defense authorities.
This requests that any allied kinetic action against Chinese targets be coordinated
through PACOM to preserve consensus and manage escalation.

The Move 3 plenary discussion opened with participants reacting to the implica-
tions of China’s strike on Guam. United States team participants commented on
the limited nature of the strike and compared it to historical precedents, noting that
America’s actions outlined in the scenario (i.e. deploying a carrier strike group east
of Taiwan) were more restrained than actions taken during the 1996 Taiwan Strait
crisis. They questioned why China responded with a strike on U.S. territory despite
what they viewed as a relatively cautious U.S. posture. This was a critique of the
scenario, not any specific team action.

The China team explained the targeting logic behind its C-ICBM strike on CO-
NUS during the discussion, saying that it wanted to isolate Taiwan and limit U.S.
involvement rather than escalate to full conflict with the United States. China team
leaders described their actions as reciprocal and proportional to American and Tai-
wanese actions. When questioned about whether such Chinese signaling would
actually restrain escalation once U.S. territory had been struck, China team par-
ticipants acknowledged the risk but maintained that failing to respond would have
undermined nuclear deterrence. The Pacific Partners team raised questions about
what escalation options remained available to Beijing and whether further Chinese
conventional strikes might target U.S. carriers or the U.S. homeland.

The plenary discussion closed with several questions unanswered. Would a limited
Chinese conventional ICBM strike on U.S. territory automatically lead to escala-
tion? What targets would be appropriate for the United States to strike in a coun-
terattack? Should the United States announce what targets it might hit in advance
or keep this information secret? How could the United States and China terminate
conflict once conventional ICBM strikes ensue? This game constitutes the eleventh
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that NPEC has held. Unlike previous simulations, this game cried out for iteration.
Let’s hope that others will tackle games similar to this to parse out more and addi-
tional issues that the United States and its allies need to resolve.
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