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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

Black Hills Facility, Mount Rushmore

South Dakota

 

The faces of Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and Lincoln stood against the early light, carved into the Black Hills as a memorial to history. Tourists on the viewing platforms saw only the monument, unaware of what lay hidden beneath it. Behind Roosevelt’s stone features, cut deep into the mountain, was a facility few outside the highest levels of government knew existed.

Deep within the rock, reached only through hidden service corridors, a command station glowed with screens and equipment. Banks of monitors displayed satellite arcs and launch trajectories spanning continents, while the air carried the low, constant hum of servers—the cooling systems and moving parts sustaining encrypted communication lines that linked the facility to the Pentagon and Strategic Command. To those few with clearance, this was far more than a monument—it was one of the country’s most sensitive military outposts.

The station operated under a cover so complete that its true purpose had remained hidden for decades. Officially, it was an archive space—unused, classified, and restricted to maintenance crews whose clearance never extended past locked steel doors. In truth, the men and women inside worked in twelve-hour rotations to monitor hostile nuclear capabilities abroad. Every blip on a radar screen, every change in satellite telemetry, was measured and catalogued here before reaching Washington.

Behind reinforced doors, another layer of the station came into focus. Satellites disguised as communication platforms and imaging systems were in constant orbit overhead. Their real purpose, hidden beneath layers of defense and misdirection, was nuclear. Each could be repositioned at will, each carried payloads the world had never been told existed. From this chamber inside Mount Rushmore, those satellites were watched, calibrated, and made ready for deployment at a moment’s notice.

Here, national security was not debated but managed. And above it all, the four faces kept their silent watch, the stone giving no hint of the arsenal it concealed.

Inside, the chamber spread wide and deep, a command center dug into the granite heart of the mountain. Rows of consoles stretched across the floor in a grid, each position glowing with shifting displays. Walls that might once have been bare concrete were now faced with seamless panels alive with the projections of satellite composites, infrared overlays, and real-time feeds of weapons facilities scattered across Russia, China, and the Middle East.

On the central wall, a mosaic of data rotated in continuous sequence: geometric schematics of nuclear reactors, heat-mapped missile depots, coded strings of encrypted glyphs that denoted locations, status reports, and algorithmic risk assessments. Colored vectors shifted with each update as artificial intelligence recalibrated its models, interpreting streams of surveillance that poured in from orbital satellites, drones, and signal intercepts.

Technicians sat at their stations in standard-issue jackets, headgear and lip mics in place. Their voices were low and concise as they spoke in rapid dialogue with the AI systems assigned to them. Commands summoned magnifications, new angles, or time-compressed reviews of movement on a tarmac half a world away. Some consoles called up schematic overlays of bunkers, others mapped radiation signatures against weather currents. Each workstation was both autonomous and part of the whole, feeding the networked intelligence that made the command center pulse with constant awareness.

At one of the consoles sat David Accord. His shoulders rounded slightly, the posture of a man long accustomed to hours in front of the same screen. He leaned forward with his thumb and forefinger pressed briefly to the corner of his eyes, rubbing away the redness that had begun to form after a night of uninterrupted surveillance. The monitors before him carried shifting layers of activity: satellite relays from Central Asia, a cluster of timestamped signals around Tehran, and scrolling AI annotations that flagged anomalies for review.

Around him, the low chorus of technical exchanges continued. One operator instructed a system to trace the path of a transport convoy leaving a facility near Novosibirsk. Another requested a twenty-four-hour compression of satellite captures over the Gobi Desert. No one raised their voice, as urgency here lived not in pitch but in precision, each phrase a direct instrument meant for a machine’s parsing.

David’s gaze remained steady on a heat map recalibrating in a small window on his left monitor until he blinked, refocused, and quietly exhaled through his nose. Fatigue had a way of turning symbols into noise, and he had learned to guard against it. Leaning back, he tugged gently at the cord of his headset before sliding it from his ear.

He rose with one hand pressed to the desk for balance and smiled faintly at a coworker three consoles down, who had been focused on her display but looked up when his chair scraped.

“I’m taking ten,” David said.

She nodded without turning her head fully, already calling up the protocol that swung his data stream to her terminal. The handoff was seamless: his feeds restructured themselves into her array, her AI system issuing a soft tone of acknowledgment as it assimilated the additional inputs. Should any anomaly arise, it would flag, analyze, and demand her review. Nothing would be left unseen.

David gave a short nod of thanks, though she was already absorbed again in the cascading displays before her. He stepped away from his console with the subdued conversation of operators falling behind him.

Beyond the chamber doors, the contrast was immediate. The command center’s muted gray-blue glow was replaced by a corridor bathed in antiseptic light. The hallway extended in clean geometry, every surface white—the floor, the walls, even the ceiling, all washed evenly under a continuous bank of fluorescents. The atmosphere was clinical and stripped of shadow, designed less for comfort than for clarity.

David rubbed his eyes once more with his thumb and forefinger, tracing the corners with mechanical care, then let his hand drop to his side and moved deeper into the corridor. Walking without thought of pace, his muscles and balance on autopilot, his mind wandered to the tasks that had defined him for the last two years.

He thought of the mission; not the daily monitoring, the shift rotations, or the endless scrolling of satellites and data, but the reason he was here at all. He had been installed in the facility with a background that existed nowhere outside of carefully constructed records, a history so meticulously forged that even the most detailed inquiry could never find fault. His existence had been manufactured by his principals to the smallest degree of plausibility.

David had grown up in a home that had never existed, attended schools that had no students or staff beyond the files, and carried identification that would withstand scrutiny at every level. Every credential, every school transcript, had been backdated and distributed across multiple systems. Addresses were precise. Phone numbers existed only long enough to be verified by a trace, then silently retired. Hospital records, tax filings, library registrations—each layer installed with careful redundancy. The architects of his life had anticipated every potential search, ensuring nothing inconsistent could be flagged.

Beyond his own background, they had prepared peripheral identities—neighbors, distant cousins, former classmates—all with histories integrated into countless digital repositories. Some lay dormant, others could be activated without raising suspicion.

Walking past a series of sealed doors, he found that the artificiality of his life did not feel like fiction. He had learned to embrace it completely. Each procedure, each step in monitoring satellites and nuclear assets, each interaction with AI, had become second nature—the physical and mental synchronized into a rhythm requiring neither thought nor effort, the illusion now complete.

As he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a wall panel, David studied the blank neutrality he had learned to carry—an expression that suggested nothing. Moving forward, his hand brushed the wall rail as he approached a door standing illuminated under the white lights at the hall’s end. With each step, his mind catalogued both the world that existed and the one carefully engineered around him, knowing his mission was now entering its final phase.

David pushed open the door to his office, a narrow chamber tucked between corridors, its walls lined with whiteboards, small cabinets, and a standard-issue shelving unit cluttered with manuals and binders. Normally, this room was a pause, a place to clear his mind between shifts. Today, he bypassed the chair and desk, reaching instead for the components he had secreted away.

His fingers found the first piece tucked inside a false bottom of a pen holder. The barrel, a lightweight composite, fit snugly inside the hollow cylinder. A second component slid from a stack of laminated folders—a slide assembly, its surface matte to avoid any gleam that might attract attention. From a hollowed-out stapler, he retrieved a firing pin, the spring made from a carefully bent segment of high-tensile polymer wire, designed to function without triggering metal detectors. Composite extractors and ejectors emerged from the spines of old technical manuals, each piece indistinguishable from everyday office clutter, and laid them on the desk, letting the desk lamp catch each part on full display.

Even the ammunition had been engineered for concealment—small, non-metallic rounds, each cartridge meticulously crafted to match the firearm’s composite mechanisms. Over the two years, David had brought each component piece by piece, storing them in places designed to be ignored.

The gun’s components lay across the desk, neatly arranged beneath the lamp’s glow as David’s eyes, already tired from hours monitoring satellites and nuclear assets, traced each piece. In his mind, he ran through the assembly thousands of times. At his residence in nearby Keystone, he had practiced the motions repeatedly, memorized every alignment, every fit, until muscle memory was perfect.

With nimble dexterity, he began—first locking the slide into place, then seating the barrel, and finally aligning the extractors and ejectors with seamless precision, the firing pin sliding home without resistance, its spring already set. He glanced at the small desktop clock—twelve seconds, exactly, and the weapon was fully assembled; a final rack of the slide confirmed smooth operation.

He picked up the composite magazine and slid it into the grip. The weapon was now complete, functional and ready.

David paused for a moment with his hand tightly around the grip, feeling the balance and weight engineered for efficiency. Outside, the facility maintained its constant surveillance—satellites tracing trajectories, monitors streaming data with the world’s secrets. Inside, David’s chamber was a small area of controlled preparation, a private space where patience and precision converged into readiness.

The desk lamp glowed, the only light in the room, though enough for David to see the sleek design of the weapon, the routine of piecing it together now completed.

After taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, David tucked the weapon in his waistband behind his back and opened his desk drawer. Hidden underneath, inside a grooved slot he had carved out with a penknife, was a ‘Rubber Ducky’—a USB device that resembled an ordinary flash drive but was deceptively powerful and restricted from general facility use. When he turned it over in his hand, he noted the image of a cartoonish rubber duck and the Russian symbols: Секретно (Classified) written underneath it.

Tucking the device away into his shirt pocket, he left the room and made his way back to the master chamber.

 

* * *

 

Claire Monroe sat poised at her console, her back straight as the glow of monitors painted pale light across her angular features. Numbers and sequences scrolled steadily along the screens, mapping every orbital vector, every nuclear facility she had been trained to monitor. Nothing blinked red—no anomalies, no irregular movements.

Middle-aged and single, Claire had long since traded the distractions of a personal life for an unwavering devotion to her job. After two decades of operational rigor and no personal connections, she had honed her movements to near-mechanical precision, her sharp, unblinking eyes catching patterns unseen to others and granting her a level of insight that few could match—making her a vital asset.

She glanced up at the wall clock, her jaw tightening. David was six minutes past the ten-minute mark he had promised. The irritation was brief—a controlled tick of impatience that registered, nonetheless. Still, she returned to the screens, scanning the ever-changing data for hotspots or movements that could signal a breach.

Her fingers hovered over the controls, ready to redirect the AI-assisted tracking systems at a moment’s notice. There were no warnings, no alerts—everything appeared normal.

But that sense of normalcy was about to end.

 

* * *

 

David moved through the corridors with purpose, his stride measured and direct, his footfalls carrying him closer to the moment that had been building for two years. Faces drifted through his mind—not as memories colored with sentiment, but as details catalogued with exactness: the engineers and analysts he had worked beside; the laughter at the bar after long shifts, the clink of glasses, tequila burning the throat; Saturday afternoons watching University of South Dakota football, sharing the small rituals of friendship that made him seem one of them; dinner tables, children’s voices, the comfort of being welcomed into their homes.

But those attachments never took root. The GRU had stripped him clean of such things long ago. Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate trained men like him to see the world not as a collection of human ties but as a network of targets, weaknesses, and objectives. Love, mercy, compassion—discarded in favor of utility. He did not feel in the way others did. He only acted, and he acted with the cold fortitude of a machine.

The corridor turned, narrowing toward the reinforced door at the far end. As the space constricted, he slowed, his hand sliding behind his back to grab the grip of the composite pistol tucked into his waistband.

At the door, he keyed in the code with steady fingers, the keypad flickering red before shifting to green as the lock disengaged with a muted click and his hand settled on the gun’s handle, though he didn’t draw it. Instead, he pushed the door open and stepped into the facility’s nerve center.

No one looked up when David entered. Screens glowed, fingers tapped, and the soft murmur of processors filled the chamber. He shifted to the side with his free hand moving to the keypad housing. With a practiced touch, he slid the cover loose, pulled a short wire from his pocket, and crossed it against the circuit board. A spark flicked once. The door lock gave a muted click, disabled.

With his other hand gripping the composite handle, the weapon came free. Five controlled motions followed—silent shots, one after another. Heads dropped against screens, chairs spun slightly, bodies slumped in silence. The absence of sound was almost more striking than the act itself.

Only Claire Morris remained upright. She hadn't moved or screamed, just turned her eyes toward him, their stares firm and cold as they locked. And in that moment between them, he recognized the same vacancy in her that he carried within himself, though hers was cultivated and eventually chosen. He measured the weight of that, knowing it would make what came next more difficult. For a moment, the gun hovered, the thought flickering that she was the closest thing he had ever had to kin.

But the mission held, and his finger pulled the trigger, and in that instant a neat, dark mark appeared on her forehead as her chair tipped and her body fell backward with the muted scrape of metal legs against the floor.

Before she landed, David crossed to the central console, set the weapon down, and brought the computer to life with a key tap, the monitors flaring to color.

David slid the chair closer to the console and settled in with no wasted motion. He drew the headgear over his crown and adjusted the lip mic into place, the equipment fitting snugly, familiar. From the inside pocket of his jacket, he produced the thumb-sized Rubber Ducky device, its unremarkable design masking its capability. He rotated it once between his fingers, then found the open port and pressed it home with a deliberate push. The indicator light blinked once, then fell dark, the device already executing its preloaded script.

The computer didn't question it. To the system, it was just another peripheral, a keyboard speaking in keystrokes too fast for human hands. Windows minimized themselves, commands opened in hidden shells, processes unfurled in silence. David's screen remained unremarkable to the casual eye, showing the same set of system dashboards as before, but beneath that surface the payload nested itself in layers the operators here would never have the time to discover.

A secured channel was built in fragments—packets disguised, encrypted, routed through masking hops before converging on a remote server already primed to accept them. In that brief span of seconds, the compromised computer belonged less to the lab than to him.

David shifted in the chair, laying the composite pistol on the console at his right hand. His left hand adjusted a control on the headset. A voice prompt in his ear confirmed what he already knew: handshake established, outbound channel live.

He exhaled once, a measure to control his adrenaline rush, and fed the next sequence. The payload executed in phases. First, it interrogated the network for failover mechanisms, searching for the conditions that would prompt the migration routine. Then it seeded false flags into the system logs—tiny indicators that looked like overheating, a mounting I/O bottleneck, and sector errors. None of them were critical in isolation, but combined, they gave the appearance of a slow-building cascade toward failure.

Sitting as still as a Grecian statue, David watched the trace silently, his eyes narrowing as the system hesitated, then began prepping the live migration. As the critical moment approached, he leaned forward, resting his forearms lightly on the desk. This was the delicate part. The payload had to be in place not only to trigger the migration but also to hijack its destination. Live migration protocols were built to safeguard uptime; the system had no tolerance for visible error. The trick wasn't to break the process but to intercept it at the precise point where the memory state and execution threads were handed off.

His screen showed confirmation flags in quick succession. Hypervisor handshake initialized. Data stream negotiation. A rolling checksum began, validating each block before transfer. David’s lips barely moved as he spoke a command into the mic, low enough to be mistaken for breathing. The payload relayed it, and the command-and-control server injected its instructions invisibly between the checks.

The target network was no longer preparing to hand off to its designated redundant system. It was redirecting. Every bit of the virtual machine’s active state—process memory, session context, file pointers, open sockets—was being packaged for migration to a dark server that existed outside the expected grid, its address masked until the moment of handoff.

David watched the throughput spike on the status readout. The numbers climbed steadily, a river of system state flowing outward, encrypted and disguised, carrying with it the operational core of what these technicians had spent their hours maintaining. To anyone else monitoring, it would look like nothing more than standard continuity protocol, the system saving itself from localized failure.

He adjusted the mic again, issued another clipped instruction, and the payload kept its grip, ensuring no packets strayed, no alerts tripped. The hostile servers received each segment in order and assembled a perfect mirror of the machine’s live condition.

For a moment, David sat back in his chair, eyes fixed on the scrolling indicators. He knew the people in the outer offices would still be immersed in their own dashboards and terminals, never suspecting the quiet abduction happening across their wires. The five bodies behind him were already erased from the room’s function. Only Claire remained, folded awkwardly on the floor with the chair having collapsed under her weight, her expression frozen mid-thought.

But David did not glance back. His focus was fixed forward, on the seamless transition underway. Every passing second brought the migration closer to completion, every packet delivered widening the control now shifting outside these walls.

He keyed a final confirmation into the headset, and the command-and-control server responded in tone only he could hear. Connection integrity: maintained. Dark server synchronization: active. Host systems: compromised.

David’s right hand rested lightly near the pistol on the console, though he knew no one would walk in just yet. His left hand adjusted the display to monitor residual traces, ensuring the system’s own logs showed nothing more than a successful failover, no sign of theft or interference. To the infrastructure team, if they ever examined it, it would appear the system had rescued itself precisely as designed.

The migration continued in its uninterrupted cadence, block after block flowing outward to the hostile servers that now sat poised to assume full control. David’s role for the moment was simply to watch, to guide where needed, and to let the payload finish the work he had set in motion.

The room was quiet but for the hum of the equipment, and in that stillness David found the calm of a task aligning with its purpose. Everything else—the bodies cooling behind him, the sterile walls of the chamber, the faint residual smell of burnt wiring from the entry panel—fell into the background. His attention belonged solely to the stream of data crossing over, carrying with it the control that was no longer theirs to keep.

The connection completed without a stutter. Status windows scrolled across the monitor in sterile, green characters—lines of system verification, transfer acknowledgments, and routing confirmations. The payload had taken root, redirecting the entire stream of satellite telemetry and operational controls away from the facility. Within seconds, what had once been a secure system tied to the banks of workstations in this hidden compound now bent to another will, one far beyond the walls of this room.

The compromised network linked to its destination: a concealed server cluster, unreachable by normal tracing, maintained in silence on the far side of the world. The hostile system accepted the redirected virtual machine state, integrated it seamlessly, and began issuing its own commands. Satellites that had once responded exclusively to government instructions now awaited signals from a different hand. Control of the constellation was no longer here—it belonged to someone else.

Давид, the Russian pronunciation da-Veed, sat motionless for a moment, watching the terminal confirm that the transfer was complete. The console lights flickered once, then steadied as though nothing had changed. To the outside observer, there would be no indication that ownership had shifted, no alarm or disruption. That was the point: a quiet, invisible coup.

He leaned back in his chair, the synthetic leather creaking faintly beneath him. With a detached gesture, he slid the lip mic from his mouth and removed the headset, setting both on the desk beside the composite pistol. His reflection caught faintly in the darkened glass of an idle monitor: angular, pale, worn by years of discipline and secrecy.

For Давид, there was no surge of triumph. The work had been exacting, precise, and inevitable. Two years of calculated positioning and silence had been directed toward this single hour, and now it was finished. The purpose he had carried inside him like a constant pressure was gone, discharged into the circuit boards and cables around him. What remained was absence.

He lifted the pistol, feeling the smooth texture of the composite against his skin, the weight deceptively light. No hesitation. No pause to contemplate. His mind offered no reflections of morality or regret. Those things had been stripped from him long ago, leaving only the directness of action.

Raising the weapon to his temple, he exhaled once—not as a ritual, but simply because breath was leaving his body. Then he pulled the trigger.

The muted thud barely carried in the insulated room as the round tore through bone with the same clean efficiency as the headshots before, leaving nothing theatrical behind. The chair shifted slightly under his falling weight. The monitors continued their cycling, the systems now enslaved to distant masters, indifferent to the silence that followed.

And with that, the mission, and Давид, were over.

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

Rapid City Regional Airport (RAP)

South Dakota

 

The plane touched down with the harsh grinding of rubber against tarmac, the vibrations carrying through the cabin as it slowed. Kimball leaned back in his seat, one hand gripping the armrest until the aircraft eased to a crawl along the taxiway. A subdued chatter filled the interior—passengers talking as overhead bins snapped open.

By the time he stepped out into Rapid City Regional Airport, the sterile chill of conditioned air mixed with the faint smell of jet fuel from the runway. The terminal was bright, the late afternoon sun pushing through large panes of glass, casting reflections across polished floors. Travelers shuffled in uneven lines, pulling carry-ons, checking phones, or looking up at the arrival boards.

Kimball moved through the crowd at an unhurried pace, his backpack slung over one shoulder. Despite the weight and the fatigue from the long flight from France, he maintained his steady stride, walking past the rental counters and cafés before pushing through the revolving door at the front of the terminal.

Outside, the air carried the edge of the Dakota plains—cool and sharp with the scent of dust on wind.

Yellow cabs sat in a loose line with their engines idling, the drivers leaning on doors or watching arrivals.

Kimball approached the first in line, and the driver straightened, a man in a baseball cap who nodded once and popped the trunk.

“Where to?” the cabbie asked as Kimball slid into the back seat.

“Nearest motel,” he answered, his voice even.

As the cab pulled away from the curb, the terminal faded in the rearview mirror, replaced by the steady sprawl of highway cutting through open country. Rolling hills stretched on either side, the horizon jagged with the first signs of the Black Hills rising in the distance. The driver said nothing more, leaving the hum of the road and the soft rattle of the cab as the only sound.

Kimball rested an arm against the door, his gaze following the expanse outside. He had asked himself a hundred times why he'd come here to South Dakota of all places, a thin vein of civilization threading through miles of rock and pine. But the answer had always been simple. He wanted to disappear, to trade the noise of cities for the silence of mountains and bury himself in a cabin where no one could find him.

It wasn’t punishment in the way prison would have been, though in some ways it felt harsher. Isolation was chosen and deliberate. Each mile farther from Boston or France or Rome was another mile away from the life he had broken beyond repair. So, distance was his penance, and he wore it willingly.

Trouble, he told himself, could not live in barren places. Out here, there were no shadows to follow him, no enemies to drag him back into the cycle he had spent years trying to escape. The land stretched endlessly, stripped of everything except granite and sky—the kind of emptiness that could swallow a man whole and let him disappear completely.

But as the cab cut deeper into the landscape, the thought unsettled him. He knew enough of his past to understand that trouble wasn’t confined to cities or battlefields. It followed him everywhere and became a part of his nature, something unshakable. He could carve out distance, push away people, bury his name—but the past had always been patient, and it would find him here eventually.

The cab turned off the main road, slowing as it approached a roadside motel with flickering neon signage. The building was unremarkable—low and squared with stucco walls stained with weather. It was a place meant for people passing through, not for people looking to stay. It was Kimball’s kind of place.

As the cab rolled to a stop, he paid the fare without counting change. The driver muttered thanks, closed the trunk, and drove off, leaving him standing before the motel with his backpack in hand. The wind picked up from the west, dry and constant, carrying with it the faint resin of pine from the hills. Kimball let the sound settle in his ears, knowing this was only the beginning.

Because even here, he was wrong to believe he could be left alone.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

Black Hills Facility, Mount Rushmore

South Dakota

 

The first warning arrived as a muted pulse on the control board in the Black Hills security hub. A single light—amber, not red—flashed on the console that tracked every access point within the compound. It wasn’t a breach alarm, nor a software corruption. Just a door malfunction, the system noted: master chamber, offline.

The team lead studied it for a moment, then dispatched a two-man unit following standard protocol. It was likely nothing more than a faulty sensor or perhaps a jammed mechanism, but the chamber in question was the most critical room in the facility, so caution was mandatory.

The armed men moved quickly through the corridors, sidearms holstered but hands resting near them. Their footfalls echoed against the concrete and steel, the only sound on the otherwise quiet floor. The closer they drew to the chamber, the more that amber glow from the overhead status panels seemed to mark their path.

At the door they halted, one man placing his palm against the reinforced steel as if feeling for any give in the metal. The surface was solid and unmoving, while the panel beside it remained blank and unresponsive to touch, offering no access or override.

The small window cut into the blast-resistant door gave them their first glimpse. Through thick glass scarred by years of polishing, the chamber revealed itself.

Bodies.

Some were collapsed in their chairs, arms dangling toward the floor where blood had spread into dark pools, widening in irregular shapes across the tile. Others were sprawled beside their consoles, limbs caught in angles of sudden collapse. The air inside, though contained, carried a suggestion of final violence—the stillness, the absence of breath, the sheen of red that caught the cold light of the monitors.

One man sat slumped at the central desk with his chin pressed against his chest and a pistol lying on the floor beside his shoe. His posture left no doubt about what had happened.

The lead guard leaned closer to the window, squinting at the screens that still glowed across the chamber. Lines of script scrolled endlessly, not the expected readouts of satellites and encrypted relays but strings of Cyrillic characters. Russian text, cascading without pause, was consuming the space where their data should have been.

He drew in a sharp breath, then pressed a finger to his comm mic, his voice urgent and clipped. The order transmitted across a secure channel.

Seconds later, the alarm ignited.

The compound filled with the shrill warning that reverberated through concrete halls and metal stairwells. Lights strobed red, casting the corridors into alternating bands of shadow and glare. Doors sealed. Systems locked. Personnel abandoned their routines as every protocol shifted to crisis containment.

Behind the armored glass, the chamber remained sealed in silence, its dead attendants slumped over the controls of a facility no longer their own.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

A Few Miles South of the Black Hills Facility

 

The van sat in silence a few miles south of the Black Hills Facility, tucked against a stand of ponderosa pines where the dirt road ended in nothing but brush and shadows. At a glance, it could have been mistaken for a utility truck parked after hours—white paint dulled by weather, unmarked and unremarkable. But what the exterior concealed was something far from ordinary, as beneath its plain skin, the van had been gutted, reinforced, and rebuilt into a rolling nerve center of surveillance and interception.

The night was clear with the stars nothing but pinprick dots against the broad Dakota sky, the surroundings silent except for the whisper of the wind through the pines. No sound, no light, and no sign betrayed what lay buried within the mountain.

Inside, the glow was harsher. The cramped compartment droned with the low hum of electronics, punctuated by the whir of cooling fans. A wall of racks pressed against one side, loaded with stacked servers, coiled fiber spools, and a row of lithium battery units capable of sustaining power long after the van’s engine was shut down. In the center, bolted consoles faced lit monitors filled with cascading data streams, shifting maps, and lines of code.

Two men worked there, both hunched close to their stations in padded chairs.

Sergei Volkov sat in the rear position, a large man in his forties with a square jaw and clipped black hair that was beginning to gray around the temples. His clothing was civilian—jeans and a dark jacket—but the way he carried himself spoke of rank, discipline, and an economy of movement born from years of field work. He wore a black headset, the kind with padded ear cups and a boom mic that bent close to his mouth, though he rarely spoke. His task was not to manipulate the hardware but to oversee, to calculate, and to make judgments, his calm eyes moving from screen to screen. Every so often his thick fingers drummed lightly against his thigh in thought.

Dmitri Sokolov sat forward, almost pressed into his console. Younger, leaner, mid-twenties at most, and he carried the kind of energy that belonged more to an engineer than a soldier. His headset was sleeker, custom, and patched into a bank of processors that fed him system tones and packet confirmations in real time. With practiced ease, he moved over the keyboard, checking lines of code, triggering diagnostic sweeps, and adjusting signal filters.

On the roof above them, a pair of high-gain antennas slowly tracked the horizon, linked to a directional receiver aimed toward the facility. From the outside, they could pass as ordinary satellite domes, but their purpose was surgical: capture, isolate, and receive.

“Signal lock,” Dmitri said in Russian while tapping a line of green text scrolling across his main display. “The payload just came alive.”

Sergei leaned slightly forward, his chair creaking. “Confirmation?”

“CRC checksums consistent. No corruption. We’re in.” Dmitri’s eyes stayed glued to the cascading lines of data. “The Rubber Ducky delivered.”

For a moment, the only sound was the low whir of fans and the subtle clicking of Dmitri’s keys. Across the screen, structured packets began to appear as rows of alphanumeric strings that flowed like water. Each line confirmed the success of the device embedded inside the Black Hills Facility.

On Sergei’s monitor, a relay map opened—three nodes in red, two in green, showing traffic as it left the facility’s internal servers, bounced through the planted device, and tunneled into their waiting system. Lines pulsed as data transferred.

“Rate?” Sergei asked.

“Two hundred and fifty megabits per second,” Dmitri replied without looking away. “Plenty of headroom. They don’t see it yet.”

The elder man’s lips curved into a smile. “They won’t. Not tonight.”

The Rubber Ducky—the small USB device planted by David before extraction—was performing exactly as intended. What looked like a mundane thumb drive had embedded itself into the secure enclave, where it injected malicious code designed not to crash the system, not to draw alarms, but to quietly open a backdoor and begin streaming data outward. To the facility’s own intrusion detection, the traffic would look like system maintenance chatter, low-level handshakes between harmless protocols. Nothing to trigger red flags.

But here, inside the van, it painted the screens with raw brilliance.

Dmitri's fingers danced over the keyboard as he parsed directories that appeared on screen, each data block compressed, verified, scrubbed, and queued. “They compartmentalized heavily,” he said. “File systems are masked. They don’t want even their own analysts seeing the whole picture.”

“Which is why we will,” Sergei said. His voice carried no boast, only certainty.

Dmitri nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Checksum integrity holding. Payload is stable. We have continuous data flow.”

The young man toggled another screen, and suddenly a lattice of graphs unfolded—latency, packet loss, encryption layers being peeled apart by their relay processors. Keys aligned, brute-force routines churned, and one by one the green lights began to outnumber the red.

A small progress bar filled steadily at the bottom of his display. He exhaled, barely aware he’d been holding his breath. “We’re harvesting.”

Sergei settled back in his chair, the glow of the monitors cutting sharp lines across his face. “Good. Now keep it clean, Dmitri. No footprints.”

The younger man gave the faintest nod. “They won’t even know we were here.”

The van sat silently in the darkness, its interior bathed in the light of monitors, while outside, the South Dakota night remained still and indifferent. The men inside listened to the silence, watched the numbers, and knew they were siphoning away secrets meant never to leave concrete walls.

For them, it was only the beginning.

Finally, the false endpoint came online with a muted chime in Dmitri’s headset, a digital handshake that told him their cover was in place. To the facility’s intrusion detection systems, the van did not exist. Instead, it appeared as nothing more than a benign local node, a ghost workstation that belonged within the network’s own perimeter. Every packet of data the Rubber Ducky pushed out now flowed directly into that phantom machine. The facility was, in effect, only talking to itself.

Dmitri’s fingers worked lightly across the console, his eyes locked on the integrity logs as line after line confirmed receipt. “Stream is clean. No packet loss. No alerts raised,” he said in his measured tone, though his voice carried the undercurrent of satisfaction.

Sergei remained still with his arms crossed and his gaze darting between Dmitri and the monitors. He did not need to understand the code to know success when he saw it. Numbers scrolled like rain down glass; the secrets of a guarded nation reduced to digits and paths, flowing under their control.

From there, the process shifted. The raw feed did not leave the van intact — that would have been suicide. Instead, the payload was chopped into fragments, each piece encrypted again, then scattered across multiple relays. Dmitri queued the segments with practiced efficiency, his system re-wrapping every shard of data in fresh layers of cipher before dispatching it into the digital ether.

The van transformed the incoming stream into a quiet, orderly flow, indistinguishable from routine domestic traffic. To any outside observer, it appeared as though the facility was merely communicating with a local, harmless endpoint. Inside, the van’s system fragmented the payload into encrypted segments, layering each packet before holding them in temporary buffers. Only through this carefully orchestrated relay would the full data later be reassembled on Russian-controlled servers—far from prying eyes, undetectable, and safe from any NSA or defense monitoring triggers.

For Sergei, the silence was confirmation—no alarms blared from the console, no sudden spikes hinted at detection. The operation was invisible and seamless, allowing him the smallest nod of satisfaction. Then he turned to Dmitri. “What about payload integrity?”

“Confirmed,” he answered. “One hundred percent.”

They exchanged no further words since none were necessary. On the main display, a single line appeared in white letters against a dark screen:

 

Data Transfer: 100% — Secure Relay Confirmed.

 

Sergei stepped forward, toggling switches that powered down the auxiliary systems, reducing the van’s electrical footprint. The hum of servers dimmed and one by one, monitors winked into blackness until only a single status light shone faintly in the dark.

Outside, the world was unchanged — trees whispering in the wind.

Inside, the Russians sat in silence, the mission complete.

Soon enough, the van was once again nothing more than an unremarkable shape among the shadows.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

Black Hills Facility, Mount Rushmore

South Dakota

 

The National Security Agency’s largest stateside facility stood in Bluffdale, Utah, on the southern edge of Salt Lake City’s sprawl. Officially known as the Utah Data Center, it was designed to manage the immense flow of digital-traffic moving across domestic and foreign networks, a silent hub where global communications could be collected, stored, and analyzed. From the outside, the compound revealed little—low, geometric buildings surrounded by security fencing and a guarded perimeter. Inside, however, the complex housed some of the most powerful supercomputers in existence, built to sift, parse, and categorize streams of information so vast that only a handful of people ever fully grasped the scale of its reach.

But the Utah facility did not stand in isolation. Its analysts and field officers were frequently attached to other units across the country, embedding with military commands to provide specialized support where it was needed most. Ellsworth Air Force Base in Rapid City, South Dakota, represented one such post.

Ellsworth was home to the 28th Bomb Wing, one of only two bases in the world tasked with operating the B-1B Lancer, a long-range bomber capable of delivering conventional and strategic payloads deep into hostile territory. The aircraft’s speed, flexibility, and nuclear role gave the base unusual weight in U.S. defense planning. For that reason, Ellsworth carried requirements beyond flight crews and maintenance wings. It needed robust intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capacity—ISR assets that could deliver real-time insight into threats, adversary movements, and global signals environments.

That was where the NSA came in. While Air Force intelligence squadrons provided tactical and operational support, NSA personnel often filled the gaps at the strategic level. Signals analysts, cryptologists, and digital warfare specialists worked quietly among the uniformed staff, blending into the operational structure but reporting back to Fort Meade or the Utah Data Center. Their role was not widely discussed, even on base, but their presence ensured that the streams of data feeding into Ellsworth’s command posts were interpreted with precision and, when necessary, actioned without delay.

When the first reports of the Black Hills incident reached command channels, it was Ellsworth that responded. Its proximity to the site made it the logical choice, and its embedded NSA element ensured that signals intelligence officers were among the earliest to arrive. Where other agencies required clearance, travel, and coordination, Ellsworth’s intelligence detachment could move quickly, bringing both Air Force and NSA expertise directly onto the ground.

The discovery of bodies at the facility demanded a rapid but discreet response. Initial assessments could not be left to local law enforcement, not with the potential implications of classified research and military-grade security breaches. That responsibility fell to the specialists already stationed nearby. Their mandate was straightforward: secure the site, verify what had happened, and begin the process of threading the evidence back into the wider intelligence picture.

For them, the Black Hills operation was not a diversion. It was an extension of the work they carried out every day, the intersection of national defense and signals intelligence brought suddenly into the open.

Inside the master chamber, the air carried the scent of dried iron. The kill room had been sealed off, its perimeter marked and secured before anyone crossed the threshold. Now a small contingent of NSA personnel worked in silence, joined by the facility’s director, Dr. Samuel Keating, and his deputy, Laura Mendel. Both stood near the doorway as they watched the team inspect the area.

The bodies were right where David Accord had left them—slumped in their chairs, collapsed against their consoles, or sprawled on the floor in contorted stillness. The once-bright arterial spray had dulled to a tar-like sheen, tacky under the filtered light of overhead fixtures.

Special Agent Marcus Harlow, the lead from Ellsworth, stepped forward with a gloved hand sweeping across the nearest console. The screens were still alive, scrolling with streams of unrecognizable symbols that cycled endlessly—a silent record of the system’s compromise that refused to stop even now.

“It hasn’t reset,” Harlow said quietly, his voice carrying more observation than judgment. He glanced back at his team, already photographing the scene, cataloging each workstation. “Whatever took control is still feeding instructions.”

Dr. Keating folded his arms, his jaw set. “This system was designed to operate in isolation. No external inputs.”

The glow of the monitors painted the dead in pale hues, each pulse of code washing over their lifeless forms as if the system hadn’t noticed their absence and continued its work without pause.

Keating’s gaze dropped to the floor beside David Accord’s body. The shape of the weapon caught his attention immediately—an odd assembly that looked more like a machinist’s project than anything recognizable from an armory.

“Resourceful . . . and disturbingly so,” Harlow said as he crouched to get a closer look.

Mendel adjusted her gloves and reached carefully, lifting the weapon with deliberate steadiness. She angled it under the light spilling from one of the overhead fixtures. The dull sheen wasn’t steel or aluminum—at least not in the traditional sense.

“This isn’t conventional,” she said, more to herself than the others. “Composite structure. Multiple polymers, ceramics . . . maybe even carbon fiber in sections. The kind of layering that doesn’t light up detectors. Clever, patient work.”

Keating leaned in. “How’d it get past X-ray? Someone had to see this.”

“Not in one piece,” Mendel replied. She rotated the weapon slowly, careful not to smudge it. “You bring in the parts—individually, harmless. A rod here, a housing there. Additive components that don’t trigger alarms. Once inside, you assemble. That’s how it slipped the net.”

Harlow’s brow furrowed. “And the rounds? Those weren’t metal either?”

Mendel nodded. “High-density ceramic composite with specialized propellant. Engineered for lethality at close range, as we’ve seen.” She exhaled through her nose. “This wasn’t improvised. This is military-grade thinking. Someone with knowledge of weapons science and logistics.”

Keating straightened, his eyes narrowing toward David Accord’s still form. “So, the question becomes—where does a man like Accord learn how to build this and why?”

“We vetted him,” Harlow said. “Start to finish. Family in Wyoming, no suspicious ties. College degree—electrical engineering. Work history—clean. Psychological profiles—no red flags. He checked every box.”

“And yet,” Mendel said softly, setting the weapon onto a sterile cloth atop the evidence case, “here we are.”

Keating’s jaw worked as he considered it. “So, what did we miss? Or what was planted?”

Harlow glanced up. “That’s where forensics is digging now. Data seeding, false trails, deliberate layering into his file. If someone wanted a ghost to walk into this place, Accord might’ve been their vessel.”

Silence held for a moment. The hum of the servers and the persistent crawl of uncomprehensible symbols across the monitors filled the void.

Mendel finally spoke, her tone measured. “If he was built for this—constructed as much as that weapon—then this wasn’t an accident or a breakdown. This was all by design.”

Keating nodded as he leaned over the workstation, his gaze falling on the terminal that still glowed with cascading lines of Cyrillic and code fragments, some already fading as automated systems struggled to scrub them clean. The USB stick protruding from the machine seemed ordinary, the kind of device anyone might carry to transfer files or patch updates. Keating reached for it, pinched the edge between thumb and forefinger, and gave it a tug, the stick pulling free. “Rubber Ducky,” he muttered. He turned it over in his palm, and sure enough, there it was: the etched outline of a small rubber duck, cartoonish and out of place against the stark black casing. Beneath the crude emblem, a series of stamped Cyrillic characters stood out faintly under the fluorescent glow. Keating tilted the drive toward the light. “’Sekretnyy,’” he said. “Meaning ‘Classified.’ A word I’ve read enough times in Russian script to know it by sight.”

Harlow frowned. “You’re saying Accord had this thing plugged directly into the system and nobody flagged it?”

Keating shook his head. “That’s the beauty—and the danger—of these things. A Rubber Ducky isn’t your standard flash drive. It’s a keystroke injection tool. The moment it’s connected, it starts emulating a keyboard. No antivirus, no firewall, no intrusion detection system catches it because, to the machine, it isn’t foreign hardware—it’s just another input. It can type faster than any human, launch scripts, open backdoors, reroute traffic. It can strip data, overwrite systems, or—like here—plant something malignant deep inside.” He turned the device once more, studying it with a practiced eye, then set it on the desk as though it might bite.

Mendel continued to hold the composite weapon in her hand. “That thing didn’t just end up here by chance,” she said. "Accord had to have known what he was plugging in.”

Harlow stepped closer, his voice low, edged with suspicion. “Russian infiltrator fits the bill, doesn’t it? You don’t stamp Cyrillic on a tool like that and then forget about subtlety. His degree, his background, even his Wyoming story—it was all fabricated. Built just convincing enough to survive clearance checks.”

Keating didn’t answer right away, his eyes still on the device. And then, “Maybe. Or maybe that’s exactly what someone wants us to think.”

Harlow looked at him. “Meaning?”

“I’m saying it doesn’t add up,” Keating replied. “The Russians are capable, yes. But they’re not sloppy. If they’d placed a man inside with access to this facility, why broadcast the breach so openly? Why leave a calling card in plain view? It’s too loud, too blatant. Moscow doesn’t telegraph a victory. They bury it. They harvest what they need and vanish. If this were theirs, we wouldn’t be standing here staring at Cyrillic scrolling across every monitor like a neon sign.”
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