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Synopsis
When satellite communications start failing worldwide and a kinetic strike destroys a Los Angeles skyscraper, Dave and his Agency team discover a Cold War relic called SOKOL has awakened. This Soviet-era orbital warfare platform, capable of hijacking satellites and turning them into weapons, appears to be under the control of cybersecurity expert Elena Baranova, who demands billions in ransom.

As Dave's team races across remote deserts and frozen mountains to neutralize SOKOL's ground control stations, they discover the system is more sophisticated than anyone imagined. With each facility they infiltrate, they learn that SOKOL wasn't just designed to control satellites - it was built to evolve, adapt, and eventually operate autonomously, potentially unleashing catastrophic global strikes.

With time running out and satellites positioning for coordinated attacks on critical infrastructure worldwide, Dave must use his extraordinary abilities to reach the hidden master control facility. But as the true mastermind behind SOKOL's activation is revealed, Dave faces a devastating threat even his invulnerability might not withstand.
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  Prologue: The Man Who Couldn’t Die

Anya watched Dave phase through the warehouse security like a ghost. Four years of working together had transformed him from a clumsy battering ram into something else entirely. The sight still struck her as incongruous - this middle-aged IT professional with his rounded belly and tired eyes, moving with the practised grace of a martial artist.

“Security hub, two floors up,” she whispered into her comm. “I’ve got three heat signatures.”

“Copy that.” Dan’s voice was tight, and Anya knew he was favouring his left side. The bullet wound from the Kazakhstan operation still hadn’t fully healed. “Satellite feed is stable for now. Local security channels are quiet.”

Dave’s voice came back calm and measured. “Moving to engage. Status on the server room?”

“Still clear. Serj’s in position.” Anya kept her eyes on the thermal imaging display. The warehouse complex sprawled across her screen in shades of blue and black, punctuated by the warm bodies of the security team.

Her throat tightened as she remembered Kazakhstan. The antifungal agent had dropped Dave like a stone, his enhanced systems shutting down one by one. For terrible hours, she’d thought they’d lost him. The memory sparked an unexpected wave of emotion. Dave wasn’t a romantic interest - that had never been their dynamic - but he’d become something she’d never had: family. The thought almost made her laugh. A former Russian operative finding family in an overweight British IT worker with impossible abilities.

The first guard never saw Dave coming. One moment the man was at his post, the next he was unconscious, Dave catching his weight and lowering him silently to the floor. The second guard turned at the wrong moment, reaching for his sidearm. Dave closed the distance in a blur, redirecting the weapon and using just enough force to disable without permanent injury.

Four years ago, that guard would have been dead. Dave had struggled with his strength then, like a teenager learning to handle a growth spurt. Now he moved with surgical precision, neutralising threats without taking lives. She’d seen him survive things that defied explanation - swimming in Arctic waters, diving into an active incinerator, even a bizarre encounter with a polar bear that still made her shake her head in disbelief. But his most impressive feat was learning restraint.

The third guard managed to trigger an alarm. Red emergency lights flooded the corridors as metal shutters slammed down across windows and doors. Anya’s fingers flew across her tablet, fighting the security protocols.

“Dave, you’ve got company. Full tactical team coming up the east stairwell.”

“Numbers?”

“Six. Military-grade equipment. These aren’t rent-a-cops.”

“Satellite feed shows two more vehicles approaching from the south,” Dan reported, his voice strained. “Five minutes out. I’ve got a clear view of- wait, something’s wrong with the feed.”

Dave positioned himself at the stairwell entrance. “Acknowledged. Anya, status on those shutters?”

“Working on it. Their system’s more sophisticated than intel suggested.” She split her attention between the hack and the thermal feed, watching the tactical team ascend. Their formation was tight, professional.

The first man reached the landing. Dave waited until half the team had committed to the floor before moving. A burst of gunfire echoed through the stairwell. Bullets pinged off Dave’s chest, tearing holes in his tactical gear but leaving him unmarked. There was no rage in his response, no flicker of anger at being shot. He simply moved through the team with precise efficiency, each strike measured to disable without permanent damage.

“You know,” Dave’s calm voice came over the comm, “the shooting really isn’t necessary.”

Four years ago, a scene like this would have ended in broken bodies and shattered walls. Now Dave disabled the entire team without a single fatality. The man who’d once dropped from near-space without a parachute had learned something far more difficult - control.

“Shutters are down. You’ve got a clear path to-” Anya’s tablet screen flickered. The thermal imaging feed dissolved into static. “Dan? We’ve lost the satellite link.”

No response.

“Control, do you copy?” Still nothing. Her backup channels showed only dead air. The memory of Kazakhstan flashed again - Dave collapsed on the ground, systems failing. But this was different. This time it wasn’t Dave that was compromised - it was their eyes in the sky.

Through the security cameras, she watched Dave secure the last of the tactical team. He moved like a shadow in his torn gear, each strike measured to incapacitate without crippling. The man she’d first met would have left a trail of broken bodies. This Dave had learned the harder path of measured response.

“Comms are dead,” she broadcast on their local channel. “All satellites dark.”

“Confirmed,” Dave replied, sounding for all the world like he was discussing a minor computer glitch. “Serj, maintain server room position. Anya, get me those files. We’re on our own now.”

Anya’s fingers returned to her tablet, working through the facility’s network. Around them, the warehouse hummed with tension. More forces would be coming, and now they were blind. But as she watched Dave take up a defensive position, his ordinary appearance belying his extraordinary nature, she felt an odd calm. The man who couldn’t die had learned to do something far more difficult - he’d learned to live with his power.

Through the cameras, she caught his slight smile as he checked his torn vest. “Well,” he said on their local channel, “this is going to be interesting.”

The real fight was about to begin.
Under the Microscope

Dr. Kessler adjusted the electrospectroscopic imager’s calibration, frowning at the readings on his tablet. “The integration is remarkable. The fungal structure has created a precise geometric matrix throughout your cellular system.”

Dave sat on the examination table, his plain t-shirt and jeans making him look more like an office worker at a routine check-up than a man who’d recently survived a forty-thousand-foot fall through sub-zero temperatures. “Is that good or bad?”

“Fascinating, actually.” Kessler shifted the device, capturing another set of readings. “The nanobots aren’t fighting the fungal presence. They’re maintaining it, reinforcing the pattern. It’s as if they studied the fungal network’s efficiency and adapted their own distribution systems to match.”

“Like upgrading from a single-core to a multi-core processor?” Dave asked, falling back on his IT background.

Kessler nodded. “That’s… surprisingly apt. The fungal matrix has created new pathways for energy distribution. The nanobots are using these pathways rather than having to create their own routes. Much more efficient.” He gestured at the display. “Before, they had to maintain their own network infrastructure while also handling energy distribution. Now they have a dedicated system architecture - the geometric matrix handles the basic pathways, letting the nanobots focus on optimisation and response. Like having a proper bus system instead of point-to-point connections.”

“So they’re not fighting the fungal infection - they’re using it,” Dave said, understanding dawning.

“Exactly. They recognised a more efficient pattern and adapted to it. Your entire system just got a significant upgrade in processing capability.”

The doctor pulled up a complex three-dimensional display, showing the geometric patterns that now permeated Dave’s cellular structure. The image rotated, revealing an intricate hexagonal network that threaded through tissue and bone.

“Speaking of efficiency,” Dave said, running a hand through his short-cropped hair, “there’s something you should know about Kazakhstan. Several things, actually.”

“The cold resistance?”

“That, yes. And the hair thing.”

Kessler looked up from his tablet. “Hair thing?”

“It didn’t burn off in the incinerator this time.” Dave gestured to his head. “Had a moment of panic thinking I’d end up looking like some invulnerable caveman, unable to cut it. Fortunately, regular scissors still work.”

“Fascinating.” Kessler made a note. “The fungal integration must have enhanced your control over your defensive adaptations. You’re unconsciously maintaining normal hair properties while still being able to activate full protection when needed. What about the cold resistance?”

Dave shifted on the table. “Forty thousand feet, negative sixty degrees Celsius. I felt it - bloody freezing - but it didn’t shut me down like before. No need for electrical charging to keep functioning.”

“Any physical effects?”

“That’s just it. Mentally, I was freezing. But physically?” Dave shook his head. “Nothing. No loss of function, no reduced strength. Just the sensation of cold without the actual effects.”

Kessler studied the readings. “The geometric matrix is providing more efficient energy distribution. Before, extreme cold would force the nanobots to divert significant energy to maintain basic functions. Now, with this enhanced distribution network…” He manipulated the image, highlighting the intricate patterns. “You’re getting maximum efficiency even under extreme conditions.”

“There’s something else.” Dave leaned forward. “During the mission, I knew people were coming before they arrived. Felt someone behind me before they attacked. Pulled Serj out of the way of a shooter I couldn’t see.”

“Enhanced senses?”

“Not exactly. I couldn’t hear through walls or anything like that. It was more like… awareness. Like my brain was processing things before I consciously registered them.”

Kessler nodded, pulling up another set of readings. “Look at this pattern here.” He pointed to a particularly dense section of the geometric matrix. “The fungal network isn’t giving you new senses. It’s processing your existing sensory input more efficiently. Air pressure changes, subtle vibrations, micro-changes in temperature - your brain is now processing all of this environmental data in real-time.”

“Like background processing on a computer?”

“Exactly. You’re not gaining super-hearing or x-ray vision. You’re just processing normal environmental cues far more efficiently than a regular human could.”

Dave absorbed this. “And the cold resistance?”

“That will need more testing.” Kessler held up a hand as Dave started to protest. “Controlled testing. We need to understand if this is a permanent adaptation or something that could fail under specific conditions.”

“Wonderful,” Dave muttered. “More cold exposure tests.”

“On the bright side, you won’t need the electrical charging stations this time.” Kessler set down his tablet. “The geometric matrix is providing much more efficient energy distribution. The nanobots have essentially upgraded their entire operating system.”

“Any idea why they adapted to the fungus this way? Seems odd they’d incorporate an invasive organism rather than fight it.”

Kessler brought up a comparison of Dave’s cellular structure before and after the fungal exposure. “The nanobots appear to be learning systems. They recognised the efficiency of the fungal network and rather than fighting it, they adapted it. It’s actually quite brilliant engineering.”

“Brilliant engineering that almost killed me in Kansas,” Dave reminded him.

“The initial exposure was traumatic, yes. But the end result…” Kessler gestured at the displays showing the geometric matrix. “You’ve gained significantly improved energy efficiency, cold resistance without needing external charging, and enhanced sensory processing. The nanobots didn’t just survive the fungal exposure - they used it to evolve.”

Dave watched the rotating display of his enhanced cellular structure. “Any other surprises I should know about?”

“Hard to say.” Kessler began shutting down the imaging equipment. “The geometric matrix appears to still be optimising itself. The nanobots are maintaining and adjusting the pattern. We’ll need regular monitoring to track any further developments.”

“As long as I don’t end up with an invulnerable beard,” Dave said, standing. “The hair thing really had me worried for a bit.”

“I’m more interested in testing the limits of your cold resistance,” Kessler replied, making another note. “The improved energy distribution could have significant implications for your other abilities.”

“Just please don’t suggest another Arctic swim.”

“Nothing that dramatic. Yet.” Kessler looked up from his tablet. “Though we should discuss what happened with that polar bear at some point.”

Before Dave could reply, both men’s phones buzzed simultaneously. Priority alert from Control. Dave read the message and frowned.

“Sorry, Doctor. Cold resistance testing will have to wait. We’ve got a situation developing in Algeria.”

Kessler nodded, already saving his data. “The fungal integration analysis can wait. But Dave?” He held up his tablet showing the geometric matrix. “Whatever this evolution is, it’s not finished yet. Be careful out there.”

Dave headed for the door, his ordinary appearance masking his extraordinary nature. Another mission, another chance to test his evolving abilities. Behind him, the displays still showed the intricate geometric pattern that now threaded through every cell of his body - a testament to technology that was still learning, still adapting, still becoming something new.
Desert Whispers

The Agency’s new facility smelled of fresh paint and new carpeting. Dan Carter stood at the head of the conference table, one hand pressed against his injured side, the other gesturing at the projection behind him. Satellite imagery flickered across the screen - or rather, the lack of it.

“Forty-three minutes,” Cecilia said, her voice carrying its usual warmth despite the tension in the room. She stood beside Dan at the command centre’s main display, reviewing satellite coverage maps. “That’s our longest outage yet.”

Dan twisted, shifting to take pressure off his injured side. “And the largest affected area. Previous incidents were localised, easy to write off as equipment malfunctions. This was different.”

“Different enough to get NASA’s attention.” Cecilia showed a series of reports. “They’re baffled. The redundancies built into these systems make simultaneous failure practically impossible. Each satellite has multiple backup systems, different frequencies, separate control channels.”

“Yet they all went dark at exactly the same moment.” Dan studied the perfect circle of signal loss on the map. “What do we know about the smaller incidents?”

“Five confirmed events in the past month. All initially classified as technical glitches.” Cecilia pulled up each report. “But looking at them together, there’s a pattern. Each incident was slightly larger than the last, as if someone was testing capability.”

“Testing and refining,” Dan mused. “Any leads?”

“Just one, and it’s circumstantial.” Cecilia activated a video feed. “Three days ago, the International Space Security Conference in Geneva. Elena Baranova gave a presentation on satellite vulnerability.”

The video showed a sharp-featured woman in her late thirties addressing a crowded auditorium. Her manner was confident, professional, but there was an intensity in her eyes that caught Dan’s attention.

“She specifically discussed the world’s over-reliance on satellite technology,” Cecilia continued. “Posed some interesting hypotheticals about solar flares, coordinated attacks, system-wide failures. Nothing overtly suspicious - these are common topics in security circles.”

“But?”

“But within six hours of that presentation, she vanished. And I mean completely vanished. Her social media accounts, financial records, digital footprint - all gone. Not deleted, not hidden. Gone as if they never existed.”

Dan straightened, wincing at the movement. “That takes serious capability.”

“She has it. Former RSB cyber warfare specialist, then private sector consulting on satellite security. She knows the systems, knows the vulnerabilities.” Cecilia paused the video on a clear shot of Baranova’s face. “The timing of her disappearance and the escalation of satellite disruptions… it’s too neat to be coincidence.”

“Have we traced her last known location?”

“Anya’s working on it now.” As if summoned, Anya appeared in the doorway, tablet in hand.

“Got something,” she said, striding to the main display. “Baranova’s presentation wasn’t in Geneva.”, Anya pulled up location data, “She delivered it remotely, from Algeria.”

“Algeria?” Dan’s eyebrows rose. “That’s specific. Can you narrow it down?”

“Working on it.” Anya’s fingers flew across her tablet. “But here’s something interesting - there’s a blind spot in our satellite coverage over Algeria, specifically around Tamanrasset. Has been for weeks. I almost missed it because it looks like routine gap in coverage, but…”

“But?” Cecilia prompted.

“But it’s too perfect. The gap is exactly the size needed to hide significant ground activity. And…” Anya paused, bringing up historical data. “There’s an abandoned Soviet tracking station there. Cold War era, officially decommissioned decades ago.”

Dan and Cecilia exchanged looks. “Could be worth checking out,” Dan said carefully.

“If we’re looking for Baranova in Algeria anyway,” Cecilia agreed, “it makes sense to verify the station is as abandoned as it’s supposed to be.”

“Especially since we can’t see what’s happening there,” Anya added. “Whatever’s causing these satellite disruptions, that blind spot around Tamanrasset isn’t natural. Someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to hide that area from observation.”

Dan nodded slowly, decision made. “Get the team together. Full briefing in twenty minutes.”

“Found it,” Anya announced as the team gathered around the conference table. “Last satellite pass over Tamanrasset before the blind spot appeared.” She brought up grainy footage on the main display. “This is the tracking station three weeks ago.”

The aerial view showed a sprawling complex of weathered buildings and rusty antenna arrays. Desert sand had encroached on the perimeter, partially burying the outer fence line. No vehicles were visible, no signs of activity.

“Not much to look at,” Dave observed, still in his bullet-riddled vest from the previous night’s operation.

“That’s the point.” Serj moved closer to the screen, studying the layout. “Soviet facilities were designed to look abandoned even when operational. These stations could go from dormant to active in hours.”

Dan shifted in his chair, grimacing. “What’s the latest from other agencies?”

“ESA has redirected two observation satellites to investigate the disruptions,” Cecilia reported, reading from her tablet. “They’re coordinating with ISRO - the Indians are taking this very seriously after losing contact with their weather monitoring system.”

“And China?” Dave asked.

“Pointing fingers.” Cecilia’s tone was dry. “They’ve formally accused both India and Japan of testing satellite disruption technology. The Americans denied involvement before anyone even asked them.”

Anya pulled up architectural plans of the tracking station. “These are from public archives. Three main buildings, connected by underground passages. Primary operations would have been here.” She indicated the central structure. “Backup power systems, equipment storage, and personnel quarters in these wings.”

“Assuming the layout hasn’t been modified,” Serj noted.

“Assuming anything’s even happening there at all,” Dave added. “We’re working on pretty thin evidence.”

“Thin evidence that fits a pattern,” Dan countered. “Baranova’s expertise in satellite security, her sudden disappearance, and now we can’t see what’s happening at an old Soviet tracking station? Too many coincidences.”

Anya zoomed in on the facility’s perimeter. “These approach vectors would provide the best cover. Natural wadis here and here, plus the sand dunes have shifted since construction. Satellite blind spots or not, basic geography works in our favour.”

“If there is anyone there, they’ll have ground security,” Serj said. “Modern equipment won’t need line of sight to detect movement.”

“Omar’s already on site,” Dan confirmed. “He’s been observing from long range for the past twelve hours. No visible activity, but he’s detected vehicle tracks. Someone’s been there recently.”

Cecilia brought up a news feed. “China’s defence ministry is holding another press conference. They’re calling for an international investigation into ‘hostile acts against satellite infrastructure.’”

“Perfect cover for someone to operate,” Anya noted. “Everyone’s too busy accusing each other to look closely at an abandoned station in the desert.”

“Time frame?” Serj asked.

Dan glanced at his tablet. “You’ll insert at 0200 local time. Omar will guide you in. Primary objective is reconnaissance only - we need to know if anyone’s using that facility and what they’re doing there.”

“And if we find Baranova?” Dave asked.

“Observe and report,” Dan said firmly. “We don’t know enough about what we’re dealing with to risk direct confrontation. If she’s found a way to disable satellite coverage, we need to understand the technology before we move against it.”

“Equipment list?” Anya was already typing.

“Pack for desert conditions and extended observation,” Dan replied. “Comms need to be fully independent of satellite systems. We can’t risk losing contact if another disruption occurs.”

“I’ll modify our radio gear for direct line-of-sight transmission,” Anya said. “Old school, but reliable.”

The team spent the next hour going over equipment needs and tactical approaches. Without current satellite imagery, they’d be working largely blind once they passed the last known perimeter.

“One more thing,” Dan said as they prepared to break for mission prep. “We’re not the only ones interested in these satellite disruptions. If other agencies track this back to Tamanrasset, things could get complicated fast. Speed and discretion are essential.”

“When do we leave?” Dave asked.

“Transport to Algiers leaves in four hours,” Dan said. “You’ll do an initial sweep of Baranova’s last known locations, then move south to In-Salah if nothing turns up. Omar will have intel on the Tamanrasset site by then.”

As the team dispersed to prepare, Anya noticed Cecilia pull up Baranova’s conference presentation again, studying the woman’s face with intense focus.

“What are you thinking?” Anya asked.

“That someone clever enough to make satellites disappear probably isn’t hiding in the most obvious place we’d look,” Cecilia replied. “Unless that’s exactly what she wants us to do.”
The Final Night

Xinjiang Desert 1991

Colonel Mikhail Chernyakov stood at the master control station, his reflection ghosted in the dark glass of the massive display screen. Behind him, the command centre hummed with the sound of dozens of computers processing the final orbital calculations. On the screen, twelve green dots aligned in perfect formation against the backdrop of space, while secondary platforms maintained their assigned positions with clockwork precision.

“Full alignment achieved on Array Seven,” Marina reported from her station, her voice carrying the quiet pride of five years’ work. She pushed a strand of greying hair back from her face, the gesture familiar after countless nights of calibration work. “Drift is nominal at zero-point-zero-three degrees.”

Chernyakov nodded, watching as the last satellite settled into its geosynchronous orbit. The system was a masterpiece of Soviet engineering - a network of satellites that could coordinate with unprecedented precision. Each platform contained redundant systems, hardened against radiation and debris, designed to operate for decades with minimal maintenance.

“Power consumption metrics are optimal,” Viktor added from the engineering station. His fingers moved across three keyboards simultaneously, monitoring the complex interplay of systems. “All platforms are reporting green on solar efficiency.”

The television in the corner drew Chernyakov’s attention again. The sound was muted, but the images told their own story - crowds in Moscow’s streets, protests growing larger each day. The world they’d built SOKOL for was crumbling around them.

Dmitri appeared at his shoulder, tablet in hand. “Secure line from Moscow, Colonel.” His face was drawn, eyes shadowed from too many late nights. “They’re asking for you specifically.”

Chernyakov had been expecting this call. He’d seen the signs, read the political winds. In his office, away from the buzz of the command centre, he lifted the handset and listened to the carefully worded directive that spelled the end of everything they’d built.

When he returned, his team looked up expectantly. They were the finest minds Soviet science had produced - Marina with her orbital mechanics expertise, Viktor’s mastery of power systems, Dmitri’s computer architecture innovations, Svetlana’s breakthrough work in satellite communications. They’d given years of their lives to this project, working in secret at this remote facility.

“Begin Protocol Zero,” he ordered, keeping his voice steady.

They moved with practised efficiency, like a well-rehearsed orchestra. In the archives, Svetlana supervised the systematic transfer of data to specialised storage devices before wiping the original drives. Marina and Viktor coordinated the packaging of technical documentation, carefully organising years of research into weatherproof containers.

The most critical materials - command codes, orbital calculations, system architecture specifications - Chernyakov handled personally. He worked methodically, ensuring each document was properly preserved before being sealed.

“The Americans will demand access,” Dmitri said as they worked, voicing what they all knew. “They’ll send teams to strip everything bare.”

“Let them come.” Chernyakov sealed another container. “They’ll find an empty shell. The heart of SOKOL will sleep until it’s needed again.”

The records facility in Kashgar provided the perfect hiding place - a massive warehouse complex filled with the Soviet Union’s endless paper trail. Countless failed projects, geological surveys, and bureaucratic records filled identical boxes on identical shelves, stretching into the darkness.

“Third floor, Section 47-D,” Marina confirmed, consulting her meticulously prepared manifest. “Between the mining surveys from ‘82 and the geological studies from ‘79.”

They worked systematically, placing containers throughout the facility. Each box appeared unremarkable, marked only with standard archival codes. The critical materials were distributed across multiple locations, filed under different project names, their true significance hidden in plain sight.

“Even if someone found part of it,” Viktor mused, placing the last box, “they’d need to understand how it all fits together. The system design itself is the key to understanding the documentation.”

Svetlana appeared, her breath visible in the cold air of the warehouse. “Transport is ready, Colonel. The storm is getting worse - we need to move now to make the rendezvous.”

Chernyakov stood alone for a moment in the warehouse aisle, surrounded by the physical record of their achievement. In these boxes lay something extraordinary - not just technology, but a testament to what they’d accomplished together.

The storm had intensified by the time they left the facility. Snow drove horizontally across the compound as they made their way to the waiting vehicles. Behind them, automated systems executed their shutdown protocols, sealing each section of the facility level by level.

At the airstrip, thirty kilometres across the windswept plateau, a Yakovlev Yak-40 waited with engines running. The pilot, Captain Yegor Volkov, had been with the project for three years. He frowned at the weather conditions during the preflight briefing.

“Visibility is below minimums,” he reported. “The pass will be completely obscured.”

“We have no choice,” Chernyakov replied. “The timetable is fixed.”

The passenger manifest listed eight names. Multiple vehicles arrived through the storm, their occupants boarding quickly through the swirling snow. In the chaos of the weather and the darkness, even the ground crew couldn’t say with certainty who actually boarded.

When the plane crashed that night in the Tian Shan mountains, the wreckage was scattered across three kilometres of treacherous terrain. The weather delayed search teams for weeks. The official report listed Colonel Mikhail Chernyakov among the dead, but when recovery teams finally reached the site, the evidence was inconclusive.

In the facility deep in the Taklamakan Desert, SOKOL entered its dormant state. Backup systems maintained minimal power, keeping the core infrastructure alive but dormant. The satellites continued their silent dance overhead, maintaining their precise orbital positions, waiting.

Years later, analysts would debate the details of that night - the exact number of passengers, the cause of the crash, the fate of the colonel. But none would connect the unremarkable boxes in a Kashgar warehouse to one of the most sophisticated satellite networks ever created. And perhaps that was exactly as Colonel Chernyakov had planned.
Sand and Steel

The Tamanrasset tracking station loomed against the pre-dawn sky, a collection of weathered buildings and rusted antenna arrays casting long shadows in the moonlight. Dave crouched behind a sand dune, watching Omar’s hand signals as the infiltration specialist completed his perimeter sweep.

“Motion sensors,” Anya’s voice came through their direct-link radio. “Soviet-era hardware, but someone’s replaced the control board. Grid pattern, ten-metre spacing.”

“Can you bypass them?” Dave asked, keeping his voice low despite their distance from the facility.

“Already done. Created a corridor along the western approach. You’ve got four minutes before the system resets.”

Omar signalled again – two fingers, then a fist. Two guards, fixed position. Dave focused, letting his enhanced senses process the environment. The fungal network threaded through his cells picked up subtle vibrations, air pressure changes. Omar was right. Two guards, probably in the shelter of the doorway to avoid the wind.

Dave tracked Omar’s hand signals, appreciating the infiltration specialist’s methodical precision. Four years of missions together had taught him to read the subtle tension in Omar’s movements - something about this setup was making the ex-Moroccan operative uneasy. Dave had learned to trust those instincts.

“Moving,” Dave broadcast, beginning his advance. The sand shifted beneath his feet, but his enhanced balance compensated automatically. Behind him, Serj maintained his position with the long-range gear, ready to provide support if needed.

The first hint that something was wrong came from the ground itself. Dave’s enhanced processing noticed the pattern before his conscious mind caught up – the sand around the facility’s perimeter was too smooth, too uniform.

“Anya,” he whispered, “check thermal imaging. The ground.”

A pause, then: “Air conditioning lines. They’ve restored power to the underground levels. Multiple heat signatures inside.”

The guards were visible now, professional-looking in black tactical gear. No national insignia, no identifying marks. Private contractors, then. Their weapons were top-end – suppressed MP7s with thermal optics.

The first guard never saw Dave coming. One moment the man was scanning the perimeter, the next he was unconscious, Dave controlling his descent to avoid noise. The second guard started to turn, but Dave closed the distance before the man could raise his weapon. A precise strike to the vagus nerve, and the guard joined his colleague in unconsciousness.

“Clear,” Dave broadcast. “Moving inside.”

The facility’s main entrance had been upgraded with modern security – keypad, reinforced door. But the Soviets had built these stations to withstand direct assault, which meant thick walls and limited entry points. Perfect for their original purpose, less perfect for adapting to modern security needs.

“Maintenance hatch,” Omar’s voice came through. “North-west corner. They missed it during the upgrades.”

Dave found the hatch exactly where Omar indicated, concealed behind decades of sand build-up. The metal groaned as he pulled it open, enhanced strength easily overcoming years of rust and grit.

The tunnel beyond was narrow, barely shoulder-width. Emergency lighting cast everything in dim red, revealing more Soviet-era construction – concrete walls, metal conduit, chemical emergency signs in Cyrillic script.

“Getting interference,” Anya reported. “Something’s blocking signals from the lower levels.”

“Maintaining visual,” Serj confirmed from his position. “No additional movement on the perimeter.”

Dave moved deeper into the facility, enhanced senses processing every subtle change in the environment. The air grew cooler, heavy with the scent of electronics and machine oil. Modern equipment had been grafted onto the Soviet infrastructure – new cables zip-tied to old conduit, LED strips supplementing the original lighting.

The maintenance tunnel opened into what had clearly been the original control room. Banks of old Soviet computers lined the walls, their cases open, modern hardware spliced into their guts. The room hummed with cooling fans and the quiet beep of diagnostic equipment.

“We’ve got a problem,” Dave broadcast. “They’re not just monitoring. They’ve restored the old systems. Looks like they’re-”

A high-pitched tone cut through the air, setting Dave’s enhanced senses on edge. The change in air pressure came first, then the acrid smell of military-grade explosives. He processed the data a fraction of a second before the first explosion rocked the facility, but even enhanced reflexes couldn’t outpace physics. The blast wave slammed him against a concrete pillar, his invulnerability protecting him from injury but not the disorientation of having his senses overloaded.

Emergency shutters slammed down as more explosions thundered through the lower levels. The temperature spiked, making the air shimmer. Dave’s enhanced vision struggled to compensate between the intense heat blooms and the deepening shadows as emergency lighting failed.

Smoke filled the room, thick and chemical. Dave didn’t need to breathe, but the caustic fumes still stung his eyes and throat. His enhanced processing worked overtime, trying to filter the sensory chaos of heat signatures, pressure changes, and structural weaknesses developing in the walls.

“Multiple detonations,” Omar reported. “Controlled demolition pattern.”

“They knew we were coming,” Anya said. “Dave, get out of there. Heat signatures are spiking across all levels.”

Through the smoke and confusion, Dave caught a glimpse of movement – a figure in the doorway. Elena Baranova met his gaze for just a moment, her expression coolly professional, before she disappeared into the chaos.

The facility’s ancient speakers crackled to life, Soviet-era motors grinding as they pushed out sound. A woman’s voice – Baranova’s – echoed through the burning complex.

“I apologise for the theatrics, but we knew someone would investigate eventually. Consider this a professional courtesy – you have three minutes before the primary charges detonate. I suggest you use them wisely.”

More explosions rocked the facility. Dave could hear computer hardware destroying itself, drives being wiped with electromagnetic pulses. Whatever Baranova had been doing here, she was ensuring nothing remained to be discovered.

The first team came in low and fast, emerging from the smoke with practised precision. Four operators, moving in a cross-pattern designed to split his attention. Their weapons were loaded with armour-piercing rounds - someone had done their homework on penetrating hardened targets.

Dave ripped the Soviet-era server bank from its mounting with a roar of tearing metal. The half-ton of equipment became a projectile, smashing through their formation. Two operators went down as shrapnel and debris exploded around them. The others scattered, professional composure cracking at this display of raw power.

“Two minutes forty seconds,” Dave announced, his voice cold. He strode through their gunfire like it was rain, bullets pinging off his chest and face. “Who’s next?”

A flanking operator tried to circle through the smoke. Dave seized him by the tactical vest and hurled him into a bank of computers. The impact wasn’t enough to kill, but the crack of breaking ribs echoed through the facility. The man’s scream cut off as Dave grabbed his ankle and swung him into his approaching teammate. Both went down in a tangle of limbs and curses.

“Two minutes,” Anya updated. “Temperature rising in the lower levels.”

The team leader barked orders in Russian. His remaining operators tried to establish a firing pattern, but Dave was already moving. He caught one man’s rifle and crushed it, along with the fingers gripping it. As the operator stumbled back howling, Dave kicked a fallen server cabinet. The heavy unit skidded across the floor like a missile, forcing the others to dive clear as it demolished their cover position.

The operators had packed the demolition charges strategically. Each explosion sent cascades of burning debris and superheated air through the facility’s corridors. Dave’s invulnerability protected him from the worst effects, but the environmental assault taxed his senses. Every blast temporarily whited out his vision, each pressure wave shook his senses. He was physically unstoppable, but the sensory overload forced him to fight almost blind at times.

Steel groaned overhead as support beams warped in the heat. A support beam gave way with a thunderous crack. He could survive being buried, but being trapped under tons of rubble while Baranova escaped wasn’t an option.

A flash-bang arced through the smoke. Dave caught it and hurled it back in one fluid motion. The detonation sent two more operators reeling, their professional coordination shattered. Through the chaos, Dave advanced like an unstoppable force, every movement calculated to appear lethal while leaving his opponents alive but thoroughly convinced of their mortality.

The operators adapted quickly, shifting to a containment strategy Dave had seen in Kazakhstan. They weren’t trying to kill him any more - they were working to pin him down until the charges could do their job. Smart. Professional. The kind of tactical thinking that had kept Serj alive through decades of wet-work.

The team leader’s next command caught Dave’s attention - not standard Russian military protocol, but something more specialised. These weren’t just hired guns. They were a unit, probably ex-Spetsnaz or similar. The thought of Baranova having access to that level of support added urgency to his attacks.

“One minute forty-five,” Dave growled, punching through a concrete pillar inches from a operator’s head. “The next level’s charges are about to blow. Let’s see how well you all swim in rubble.”

The floor shuddered as another set of charges detonated. An operator screamed as debris pinned his leg. His teammates immediately moved to help him, their withdrawal turning ragged. Dave pursued, ripping doors from hinges and throwing equipment with devastating force, herding them toward the exit with calculated violence.

“One minute,” Anya warned. “Main entrance team is bugging out.”

The team leader was dragging one of his wounded men, another limping beside them as covering fire sparked uselessly off Dave’s chest. He seized a steel support beam, tearing it free with a shriek of metal, and swung it in a devastating arc that forced them to stumble faster toward escape.

Through gaps in the smoke, he caught glimpses of the facility’s dying moments. Ancient Soviet hardware mixed with modern electronics, all of it destroying itself. Something on one of the screens caught his eye - a diagram of orbital paths, trajectories plotted with military precision. Then the monitor exploded in a shower of sparks.

“Thirty seconds,” Anya said. “You need to move.”

The facility was coming apart faster than even his enhanced senses could track. Smoke filled every corridor, so thick it was like swimming through fog. The heat had intensified to the point where Dave’s fungal network was working overtime to maintain his thermal regulation. He could survive any of these conditions individually, but the combination of extremes taxed his systems. Each new explosion added another layer of sensory data to process, forcing him to constantly recalculate escape routes as structural supports failed.

Dave drove them back with calculated violence, but part of him admired their discipline. Even wounded, they maintained unit cohesion, covered their teammates’ retreat. It reminded him of Dan’s lectures about professional respect - you could fight someone while still acknowledging their skill.

The image of Baranova’s cool professionalism flickered through his mind as he threw another server rack. She wasn’t just escaping - she was protecting something. The question was whether she was protecting it for herself or someone else. The difference mattered. It always mattered.

A massive blast from below sent a shockwave up through the floor. Dave’s enhanced balance compensated, but the sudden shift in air pressure momentarily disrupted his spatial awareness. In that split second of disorientation, a section of ceiling came down. He rolled clear, feeling the impact through the floor even as his invulnerability protected him from harm. The near miss was a stark reminder - he might be unstoppable, but he wasn’t immune to the laws of physics.

“Heat signature spiking in the lower levels,” Anya reported, and Dave caught the subtle strain in her voice - the same tone she’d had in Kazakhstan when they’d nearly lost him. “Dave, I mean it. Get out. Now.”

He pushed through the smoke, hearing Serj’s steady breathing on the comm as the man maintained his overwatch position. Even with the facility coming down around them, Serj wouldn’t move until everyone was clear. That kind of loyalty went both ways.

The last operators reached the exit, half-carrying their wounded. Their escape had none of the precision they’d entered with - now they were simply running from the monster in the smoke. Dave waited until they were clear before plotting his own route out, his enhanced senses mapping the safest path through the destruction.

He emerged into the pre-dawn air just as the final demolition sequence began. The facility collapsed with engineered precision, burying decades of Soviet secrets beneath the desert sand. In the distance, vehicles were already moving away at high speed, their occupants no doubt nursing broken bones and shattered confidence.

“All teams clear,” Serj reported. “No fatalities.”

Dave watched the dust cloud rise above the ruined facility. The operators had escaped with their lives, though they’d never know that had been his intent all along. But those fragments he’d glimpsed through the destruction suggested this was far from over.

Whatever Baranova had awakened here was worth protecting with professional soldiers and calculated demolition. The real question was: what were they so determined to hide?

“Target is gone,” Omar reported from his position. “Two vehicles, heading north. Professional drivers, counter-surveillance patterns.”

“Let them go,” Dave said, watching the facility burn. “We need to salvage what we can from this site before everything’s destroyed.”

In the end, they recovered precious little. Fragments of Soviet manuals, pieces of modified hardware, shell casings from the guards’ weapons. But as Anya began analysing what remained, one thing became clear – whatever Baranova had restored in this facility, it was part of something much larger. The satellite disruptions weren’t just tests.

They were a wake-up call.

“Tell me we got something useful out of this mess,” Dan’s voice crackled through their comms as the team regrouped at the extraction point.

Anya was already analysing data from her tablet. “More than Baranova intended to leave us. The demolition was thorough, but rushed. Some of the diagnostic equipment was still running when the charges blew.” She pulled up fragmentary data streams. “They were using the old Soviet hardware as a foundation, building modern interfaces on top. But the core system - that’s pure Cold War engineering.”

“She knew we were coming,” Serj observed, scanning the horizon where the vehicles had vanished. “Had an exit strategy ready, complete with military-grade support team.”

“Professional operators,” Dave noted, recognising the slight tilt of Serj’s head - the tell that meant the ex-Russian had already identified likely units. “Spetsnaz-trained, maybe?”

“Former 45th Guards,” Serj confirmed quietly. “Their close-quarters pattern was distinctive. Very few units train that specific protocol.”

Anya’s hands paused briefly over her tablet. “The 45th? That’s your old unit.”

“Yes.” Serj’s single word carried weight. The operators they’d fought weren’t just professionals - they were his former colleagues. That added another layer to consider.

Dave watched Serj’s expression, remembering similar moments when the man’s past had surfaced during missions. But Serj simply returned to scanning the horizon, professional as always. Some histories were better left unexplored.

“Which suggests serious backing,” Cecilia interjected from their command link. “The question is whether Baranova is running this operation or just providing technical expertise.”

“The way she moved, how she carried herself…” Dave recalled the brief glimpse he’d caught of her. “She was in control. Those operators were following her orders, not the other way around.”

Anya’s tablet beeped as new analysis completed. “The equipment they couldn’t destroy in time - it’s all focused on satellite control systems. But not modern protocols. They rebuilt Soviet-era command and control capabilities, then found a way to bridge them to current satellite networks.”

“Why use obsolete Soviet tech at all?” Omar asked, returning from his final perimeter sweep. “Why not build a modern system from scratch?”

“Because the Soviets built back doors we never knew about,” Anya replied, her fingers flying across the tablet. “Hidden protocols and override capabilities that are still valid because no one knew to patch them. They’re not hijacking modern satellites - they’re using old Soviet systems to make the satellites think they’re receiving legitimate commands from ground control.”

Dan’s voice was thoughtful. “And Baranova found a way to interface modern equipment with these old systems. Clever. Any idea of the scope?”

“This wasn’t the only facility,” Anya said firmly. “The power requirements, the data throughput - they needed multiple sites for this scale of operation. This was just one node in a larger network.”

“The Soviets were always thorough,” Serj noted dryly. “If they built one tracking station with these capabilities…”

“They built more,” Cecilia finished. “And they hid them well enough that we’re only finding them now because someone else got there first.”

Dave watched the last wisps of smoke drift away from the ruined facility. “Baranova expected to be found eventually. Had the whole exit planned - controlled demolition, professional backup, even a prepared escape route. But she didn’t expect to be found this quickly.”

“Which means we’ve disrupted her timeline,” Dan concluded. “Good. Anya, start looking for similar facilities. Focus on abandoned Soviet installations in remote areas. Omar, see what you can learn about Baranova’s support team - equipment, tactics, anything that might help us track their movements.”

“Already on it,” Anya replied. “But Dan? The Soviets built these stations in the middle of nowhere for a reason. If there are more, they won’t be easy to find.”

“No,” Dan agreed. “But neither is Baranova. And she just showed us exactly what we’re looking for - old Soviet architecture with new power signatures. Start with satellite imaging of likely sites. Let’s see if we can get ahead of her next move.”

The desert wind was picking up, already beginning to erase their tracks. Soon there would be no sign they were ever here, just another abandoned Soviet facility slowly being reclaimed by sand. But somewhere out there, Baranova was working to reclaim more of the USSR’s hidden legacy. The only question was: what else had the Soviets left behind for someone like her to find?
Dead Drop

Colonel Marcus Walsh stared at the orbital tracking display in US Space Command’s operations centre, watching the impossible happen in real-time. “Confirm that trajectory.”

“Verified on three separate systems, sir.” Lieutenant Rodriguez’s fingers flew across her keyboard. “Yaogan-35 has deviated from stable orbit. Rate of descent increasing.”

The Chinese military satellite’s track carved an angry red line across the projection. Initial descent looked like a standard de-orbit burn, but the trajectory was wrong - too controlled, too precise.

“Get me Beijing Control.” Walsh moved to the main communications station. “And someone wake up the Secretary of Defence.”

“Sir, Chinese military channels are going crazy.” Senior Airman Thompson looked up from his monitoring station. “They’re claiming this is a false flag operation - that we brought down the satellite to justify an aggressive response.”

“Of course they are.” Walsh watched the trajectory calculations update. “Because they’ve lost control and need someone to blame.”

The emergency line to Beijing crackled with static and rapid Mandarin. Walsh’s limited Chinese caught fragments - accusations of American aggression, threats of retaliation.

“Trajectory update,” Rodriguez reported. “Impact projection narrowing. Southern California, Los Angeles metro area.”

“Time window?”

“Forty-seven minutes to atmospheric entry. Impact in fifty-two.”

Walsh turned to his deputy. “Get Edwards AFB on the line. I want F-35s in the air with anti-satellite loadouts. And someone find out why our ground-based interceptors aren’t responding.”

The next fifteen minutes became a brutal exercise in physics and logistics. Four F-35A Lightning IIs launched from Edwards, carrying the latest AIM-260 JATM missiles modified for high-altitude intercept. But even with fifth-generation fighters, they were racing against orbital mechanics and preparation time.

“Fighters reaching optimal altitude,” Rodriguez reported. “Twenty-eight minutes to satellite entry.”

“Too slow,” Walsh muttered. They needed hours to prep aircraft for this kind of intercept, not minutes. The right weapons, the right fuel loads, the right positioning. They were trying to hit a bullet with a bullet, and they’d started with empty guns.

The first missile launch came at twenty-five minutes to impact. The JATM streaked upward, its advanced tracking system attempting to calculate an intercept solution for a target moving at orbital velocity. Despite the missile’s sophisticated guidance, it struggled to lock onto the satellite’s heat signature against the upper atmosphere’s background radiation.

“Miss,” Rodriguez announced. “Target moving too fast for reliable track.”

Three more missiles followed. Each one failed to achieve lock-on, their advanced targeting systems unable to compensate for the satellite’s speed and trajectory. Even with state-of-the-art air-to-air missiles, they weren’t equipped for a no-notice intercept of a controlled orbital descent.

“Impact zone updated.” Peterson’s voice cracked slightly. “Financial district. US Bank Tower.”

Emergency services had cleared most of the area, but Walsh knew they couldn’t have got everyone out. Not in less than an hour. Not in the middle of a business day.

The Yaogan-35 entered atmosphere looking like a second sun. Traffic helicopters tracked its descent, their cameras capturing the superheated plasma trail as it carved through the California sky. Emergency services had cleared most of down town, but scattered figures still ran through the streets, phones raised to film the approaching fireball.

Inside US Bank Tower’s security office, Alan Martinez made his final sweep of floor seventy-one. “Clear on this level,” he reported, hurrying toward the emergency stairs. The building’s evacuation protocol had worked better than anyone could have expected, given the short notice. But he knew they hadn’t got everyone out.

Hannah Sullivan was reviewing quarterly compliance reports when the evacuation alarm sounded. Floor sixty-eight of US Bank Tower offered spectacular views of Los Angeles, but right now all she could see was the incoming fireball.

“Ms. Sullivan.” Alan Martinez, head of building security, appeared in her doorway. “We need to move. Now.”

She grabbed her laptop. “What about the cleaning crew?”

“Already evacuating.” Martinez guided her toward the emergency stairs. “But we’ve got twelve minutes at most.”

The stairwell echoed with footsteps and radio chatter. Martinez’s team had done this drill monthly - but never with an actual threat incoming. Sullivan counted floors as they descended, remembering faces of colleagues who might still be in the building.

Through the stairwell windows, she caught glimpses of the approaching satellite. Its plasma trail carved a burning line across the California sky, bearing down on them with terrifying precision.

The first indication of impact wasn’t visual but acoustic - a screaming howl that started above human hearing and descended into a thunderous roar. The satellite struck at Mach 7.3, its hardened frame puncturing the building’s curtain wall like a hypersonic bullet. Two thousand eight hundred kilograms of military-grade electronics, transformed by velocity into a kinetic battering ram.

The initial impact vaporized four floors in milliseconds. Structural columns designed to withstand earthquakes shattered under forces they were never meant to contain. The satellite’s mass, superheated by atmospheric entry, fragmented into a cloud of plasma-hot shrapnel that ignited everything it touched.

The initial shock wave knocked them both against the wall. Martinez steadied Sullivan as the building shuddered. Above them, the thunderous roar of collapsing floors drowned out everything else.

“Keep moving,” Martinez ordered, professional calm masking urgency. “Stay close to the wall.”

The stairwell filled with dust and the screech of failing metal. Emergency lights flickered as backup systems engaged. Sullivan’s world narrowed to the steps ahead and Martinez’s voice guiding her down.

Above them, the cascade of structural failure continued its devastating progress. Each impact sent vibrations through the cement stairs, marking another floor lost to physics and precision targeting.

Secondary explosions rippled through the building as electrical systems overloaded. The progressive collapse began at floor sixty-seven, each failing level transferring more load to the ones below. Support columns buckled in sequence, their failure cascading downward in a choreographed display of structural physics.

They emerged into chaos. Emergency services had established a cordon, but the streets were filled with evacuees and first responders. Sullivan turned back toward the building just as another section collapsed.

“Those reports weren’t that important anyway,” she said quietly, clutching her laptop like a shield. Martinez didn’t smile, too busy coordinating with his team over radio, confirming who had made it out.

Twenty-seven floors collapsed before the building’s core structure managed to arrest the cascade. The targetting of the building was precise, almost surgical - catastrophic enough to demonstrate the weapon’s power. Fortunately, as portions of the tower collapsed, the main stairwells maintained their integrity, allowing the few trapped survivors to evacuate.

Glass and debris rained across the financial district in a glittering deadly shower. The impact’s shock wave blew out windows for blocks around, adding to the deadly cascade. But the destruction had been calculated, precise. The debris field stayed within predictable parameters, the structural damage exactly as severe as someone had intended it to be.

Seventeen people died in the impact and subsequent collapse. It could have been thousands. That, more than anything else, proved this hadn’t been a simple attack - it had been a demonstration. Someone wanted to show exactly how precisely they could make a satellite strike.

The first ransom demand arrived three hours later.

“Initial damage estimates are in the billions.” Cecilia’s briefing carried none of her usual warmth. The satellite imagery of down town Los Angeles filled the main display, smoke still rising from the impact site. Her hand tightened on her tablet. “Seventeen dead. It could have been thousands.”

“The Chinese lost all control?” Anya’s fingers flew across her keyboard with unusual force. Each strike of the keys betrayed her frustration at not spotting this vulnerability sooner. “Complete lockout?”

“Total.” Dan shifted in his chair, pain from his injured side momentarily forgotten. “Their ground control couldn’t even initiate self-destruct protocols. Whatever took control of Yaogan-35 had deeper access than the Chinese military.”

Serj studied the impact analysis, his expression hardening. After decades of wet work operations, he recognised the signature of someone sending a message. “The targeting was deliberate. Maximum visibility, controlled casualties. This wasn’t just a show of force - it was an advertisement.”

Dave set down the ransom message. Four years of missions had taught him to read between the lines of technical threats. “Ten billion in cryptocurrency. But that’s not the real point, is it? This is Baranova showing what’s for sale.”

“And a warning that they can do the same to any satellite in orbit.” Cecilia brought up a list of known military and civilian platforms. The scrolling numbers carried the weight of potential weapons. “The Chinese alone have thirty-seven satellites with similar specifications to Yaogan-35. Add in American, European, and Russian platforms…”

Anya’s typing paused. “The Soviets built backdoors into everything during the Cold War.” Her voice carried the quiet anger of someone who’d seen technology perverted into weapons too many times. “If Baranova found a way to access those old command protocols…”

“But how is she accessing such different systems?” Dan’s tactical mind couldn’t let go of the technical contradiction. “Chinese military satellites shouldn’t share control protocols with anyone else’s.”

“The physics of orbital mechanics are universal.” Anya resumed her analysis, channelling her frustration into problem-solving. “Every satellite needs the same basic control capabilities - attitude adjustment, orbital correction, transponder systems. She’s found some fundamental vulnerability in how these systems process commands.”

“Which means no satellite is automatically safe.” Serj’s assessment cut through the technical details to the brutal simplicity of the threat. “Even if it was built with completely different technology.”

Dave watched the smoke rising on the satellite feed. “We had the pieces. The desert facility, the Soviet protocols, Baranova’s expertise. We just didn’t put them together fast enough.”

“This isn’t over.” Cecilia’s voice carried the steel that had kept teams focused through countless crises. “The ransom deadline is seventy-two hours. Anya, start cross-referencing known Soviet installation sites. Focus on facilities that were officially decommissioned but might have maintained power infrastructure.”

“I’ll coordinate with regional assets.” Serj was already moving, the need for action replacing analysis. “There will be traces of their escape routes, supply lines.”

“Work fast.” Dan gestured at the Los Angeles footage. “The next demonstration might not be so carefully targeted.”

The team dispersed with urgent purpose, each carrying the weight of seventeen lives and the threat of more to come. Somewhere in the world’s empty places, Elena Baranova was waiting to see who would pay to prevent another satellite from falling. But as Dave watched his team move into action, he understood the harder truth - the satellites weren’t falling.

They were being dropped.
Ghost Stations

The Namib Desert facility crouched against the dunes like a forgotten fortress, its weathered concrete walls barely visible in the pre-dawn light. Inside, Dave and Anya worked through the former control room while Omar and Serj maintained perimeter security.

“Power signatures are minimal,” Anya reported, examining a bank of old Soviet computers. “But there’s activity in the sublevels. Similar setup to Algeria.”

The facility’s main control room was largely intact, original equipment still in its Cold War-era positions. But unlike Algeria, these hadn’t been upgraded. The real activity was happening in what had once been an equipment storage bay.

“Look at this,” Anya said, examining a modern laptop connected to original Soviet hardware. “They’re using the old systems as a foundation, building modern interfaces on top. But why maintain the original architecture at all?”

“Contact, south exit,” Omar reported, already moving. “Two vehicles, modified Ford F150 Raptors - desert spec.”

“Baranova?” Dave asked, continuing to examine the equipment.

“Confirmed visual,” Omar replied. “Permission to pursue?”

“Granted,” Dave said. “But observe only. We need to know where she’s going.”

Serj dropped into the passenger seat of their Land Cruiser as Omar fired the engine. The chase began on the hard-packed access road, the Land Cruiser’s headlights off, relying on night vision and Omar’s intimate knowledge of desert driving.

While Omar and Serj pursued Baranova, Dave and Anya focused on understanding what she’d left behind. The answer came from a stack of manuals on a nearby workbench. Elena Baranova’s precise handwriting filled the margins, translating Soviet-era instructions into modern terminology.

“Three-station protocol,” Dave read, holding the manual where Anya could see. “They needed multiple facilities for full system access. No single station could activate the network alone.”

“Smart,” Anya mused, scanning the technical diagrams. “Each facility provided part of the authentication sequence. Prevented any one group from seizing control.”

“Looking at the manuals, I get a sense of how they are using the ground stations, but I’m not seeing any evidence of how they are controlling the satellites.” Said Anya. “There seems to be an uplink, but to what? It’s not going to be directly influencing other state satellite systems from these ground stations. So how is it working? We’re going to need to keep this laptop powered up. If we shut it down, the data on disk is likely encrypted. I need to find a way into it whilst it’s still live.”

Hooking her own laptop up to the rogue laptop, Anya tried some basis access attempts. Going in softly to avoid any countermeasures.

“Can you get into it?” Dave asked, watching the analysis attempt.

“I’m trying, but…” Anya’s fingers flew across her keyboard, but she was already grimacing. “She’s good. Really good. The system just detected my probe and… there it goes.”

The target laptop’s screen went black, then displayed a simple message: “Nice try.” Before Anya could respond, the system began its shutdown sequence.

“That’s it,” Anya said, frustration evident in her voice. “The encryption key is gone. Everything on that drive is just noise now.”

Dave studied the Soviet manuals again. “But we know these stations are tied into something bigger. Some kind of control system that can actually interface with modern satellites.”

“Which means there has to be another piece we’re missing,” Anya agreed, already formulating new approaches. “These ground stations are just the interface points. The real system, whatever’s actually controlling the satellites… that has to be somewhere else.”

Through their comms, they heard the pursuit unfold. Omar’s calm voice reported speeds and distances while Serj coordinated their pursuit strategy. Baranova’s drivers were good - using terrain features to break line of sight, never presenting an easy target.

The Raptors were running dark, visible only as heat signatures against the cooler desert. Their wide stance and long-travel suspension ate up the terrain, throwing rooster tails of sand that glittered in the starlight. Professional drivers - they maintained separation, used terrain features for cover, never presented an easy trailing target.

“They’re splitting,” Serj noted as the lead vehicle suddenly broke right. The second Raptor maintained course, trying to draw their pursuit.

Omar didn’t hesitate. “Lead vehicle has Baranova. Second truck is running interference.” He wrenched the wheel, taking them after the first Raptor. The Land Cruiser caught air as they crested a dune, suspension bottoming out on the landing. Sand sprayed from all four tires as Omar fought for traction.

The lead Raptor was showcasing exactly what it was built for - high-speed desert running. Its long-travel suspension soaked up the terrain at speeds that would have shattered a normal truck, the specialised Fox Racing shocks allowing it to hit obstacles at full speed. Every few seconds it would launch off a dune, land with perfect composure, and accelerate away even faster.

“These aren’t standard Raptors,” Serj observed, bracing himself as their Land Cruiser struggled to follow. “Custom builds. Extended suspension travel, reinforced frames. Professional desert racers.”

Omar fought the wheel as their more modest suspension bottomed out on another landing. The Land Cruiser was tough, but it wasn’t built for this kind of abuse. Where the Raptors seemed to float over the terrain, they were fighting for control with every impact.

“Twin-turbo V6s,” Omar noted as the lead Raptor’s exhaust note dopplered past. “Probably pushing 600 horsepower. Desert race spec.” His tone held professional appreciation even as the gap between vehicles grew.

They crested another dune to find empty desert ahead. The Raptors had vanished, their superior power and suspension allowing them to pull away with ease. Omar maintained their heading, scanning for signs of passage. Fresh tracks appeared, leading toward what looked like harder ground - a natural path where centuries of wind had packed the sand into a more stable surface.

“There,” Serj pointed. A glint of starlight on metal, quickly hidden. The Raptor was running a parallel course, using the dunes for cover while following the harder ground.

Omar adjusted their heading, plotting an intercept course. The Land Cruiser’s engine roared as they accelerated across the relatively flat ground. For a moment, it seemed they might catch up - the distance was closing, the Raptor’s aggressive stance becoming more distinct in the darkness.

Then Baranova’s driver made their move. The Raptor suddenly cut hard right, its advanced suspension allowing it to transition from high-speed pursuit to technical terrain without slowing. Omar instinctively followed, but the difference in their vehicles became painfully apparent. Where the Raptor’s specialised suspension and aggressive tires maintained momentum through the soft sand, the Land Cruiser’s more conservative setup began to bog down instantly.

“Sand’s too soft,” Omar reported, already trying to back out. But it was too late. The wheels spun uselessly, digging themselves deeper with each revolution. They were stuck fast, the chassis settling onto the sand as the Raptor’s tail-lights vanished into the desert night.

Serj was already pulling recovery gear from the back. “They knew exactly where to lead us. Picked the perfect spot to shed pursuit.”

Omar killed the engine, listening to it tick as it cooled. Above them, the Milky Way stretched across the sky in impossible detail, more stars visible than either man had seen in years. The silence of the desert was absolute, broken only by the soft whisper of wind over sand.

“Recovery boards?” Omar asked, already knowing the answer.

“Recovery boards,” Serj confirmed, handing him a shovel. “Start digging.”

They worked in comfortable silence, two professionals who’d done this before. The process was methodical - dig out the wheels, position the recovery boards, careful use of the winch. It would take time, but they’d get free. That was never in doubt.

The real question was where Baranova was headed next. This escape had been too well planned, the route too perfectly chosen. She hadn’t just escaped - she’d used their pursuit to confirm her exit strategy worked exactly as intended.

“She’s good,” Omar said finally, pausing to wipe sweat despite the desert night’s chill.

“She is,” Serj agreed, already positioning another recovery board. “But now we know how she thinks.”

They returned to digging, the desert silence broken only by the scrape of shovels and the occasional clink of recovery gear. Somewhere ahead of them, Baranova’s Raptors were moving with purpose toward their next objective. But they’d revealed something important in their escape - the level of preparation, the quality of their equipment, the professionalism of their drivers.

This wasn’t just a tech expert running a cyber operation. This was a military-grade tactical team with serious backing and careful planning. And that changed everything about how they’d need to approach the next encounter.

The stars continued their slow wheel overhead as Omar and Serj worked to free their vehicle. They had a long night ahead of them, but that was fine. Sometimes the real intelligence came not from catching your target, but from studying exactly how they chose to escape.

“Status?” Dave asked, still examining the Soviet documentation with Anya.

“Axle-deep,” Omar replied. “Going to take time to dig out. Baranova’s vehicles are gone - they knew exactly where the sand would trap our pursuit.” “And I fell for it, sorry guys.” Omar offered apologetically.

While Omar and Serj dealt with their stranded vehicle, Anya made significant progress analysing the equipment Baranova had abandoned. “She’s already got what she needed from here,” she reported, examining the Soviet manuals. “The three-station protocol isn’t just about sharing authentication. Each facility controls different aspects of the satellite network.”

“Divide and conquer,” Dave observed. “No single point of failure.”

“Or single point of control,” Anya agreed. “Which means we need to find the third facility before she completes the sequence.”

Through their comms came the sounds of Omar and Serj’s methodical work - the scrape of recovery boards, the whine of the winch, the low murmur of professional coordination. The desert night had closed around them, making the recovery more challenging.

“The stars are remarkable out here,” Serj commented during a break in their digging. “No light pollution. You can see the entire Milky Way.”

“Less admiring, more digging,” Omar replied, but there was warmth in his voice. “Sure, I’ll dig us out of your mess.” Serj commented dryly.

Back in the facility, Anya’s analysis was revealing more about the Soviet system’s architecture. “These stations were built in specific patterns,” she said, examining the manuals. “But without access to that encrypted laptop, we can’t determine the full scope of what they’re planning.”

“We need to get this evidence back to base,” Dave said. “The manuals, the hardware configurations - everything we can salvage. Between this and what we found in Algeria, there has to be a pattern.”

An hour later, Omar and Serj returned, covered in sand but professionally composed. Their report confirmed what the technical analysis suggested - Baranova was moving with purpose, coordinating activities across multiple sites with military precision.

“She knew we’d follow,” Serj noted, brushing sand from his gear. “Used our pursuit to confirm her escape route was secure.”

“Which means she’s confident,” Dave replied, watching as Anya carefully packed up the Soviet manuals. “She’s not just running - she’s testing her security procedures, making sure everything works exactly as planned.”

They gathered what evidence they could from the facility, knowing that every piece of documentation, every hardware configuration, could help reveal Baranova’s next move. The pursuit might have failed, but they’d gained something potentially more valuable - insight into how their target thought and operated.

The desert night was giving way to dawn as they loaded the last of the equipment into their vehicles. Somewhere out there, Baranova was moving with purpose toward her next objective. But now they had pieces of her puzzle - they just needed to figure out how they fit together.
Digital Echoes

On the main display, Cecilia’s video feed showed her in the Agency’s UK control room, the fresh paint still visible behind her. Dan sat beside her, his discomfort more evident through the high-definition link than it might have been in person.

“Still finding interesting elements in Baranova’s notes,” Anya said, not looking up from the manuals spread across the Namib facility’s makeshift command centre. “The way she annotates these systems - it reminds me of my old instructors at the FSB academy. Precise, methodical.”

“Similar background to yours?” Dave asked, his voice carrying easily through the room’s acoustics.

“We probably had some of the same teachers.” Anya traced one of Baranova’s equations. “But where I left for moral reasons, these notes suggest she left because she outgrew them.”

Through the video feed, Dan shifted position, failing to hide his wince. Cecilia’s eyes narrowed at the movement.

“Dan, how’s that injury really doing?” Cecilia asked, her concern evident even through the digital connection.

“I’ve had worse,” Dan replied, but the high-definition feed betrayed the tension in his face.

Serj, who had been quietly studying satellite maps at a side terminal, looked up at the main screen. “Dan’s stability affects operational decisions. We should discuss contingencies.”

“He’s right,” Omar added from his position by the tactical display. “You’re our coordination lead on this. We need to know what we’re working with.”

Dan’s sigh came through clearly on the audio feed. “Limited mobility on the left side. No sprinting, no hard contact. I can still coordinate from the UK facility, but…”

“Then we adapt,” Dave said. “Like we did after Mei was injured. The team’s strength isn’t in individual capabilities.”

The mention of Mei brought a moment of silence to both rooms. On screen, Cecilia’s expression shifted subtly - their tech expert’s absence was felt keenly during operations like this.

Anya spread the recovered Soviet manuals across the conference table, Baranova’s precise handwriting filling their margins with technical notes and calculations. The Agency’s new facility still carried the sharp scent of fresh paint, a constant reminder of how recently they’d rebuilt after the recent attack.

“She’s not just studying these systems,” Anya said, gesturing at a particularly dense section of annotations. “She’s reverse-engineering them. Look at how she breaks down each protocol, mapping modern equivalents.”

Cecilia poured over the documents, her dark eyes scanning the Russian text over the video link. “Can you read her notes?”

“Most of them. Her technical Russian is excellent, but these calculations…” Anya traced a series of figures with her finger. “She’s working out precise orbital mechanics. Velocity changes, re-entry trajectories, impact force calculations.”

Dan shifted in his chair beside Cecilia, still favouring his injured side. “The laptop?”

“Encrypted.” Anya pulled up the analysis on her tablet. “Military-grade protection. Even if we sent it to Mei Lin at the quantum facility, cracking it could take weeks. And that’s assuming the data survived the shutdown sequence.”

“One thing I did learn that stood out was the station construction and layouts.” Anya said.

“We don’t have weeks,” Dave paced the perimeter of the conference table, “what about the facility layouts?”

Anya brought up architectural diagrams on the main display. “That’s where it gets interesting. The Namib station’s design is nearly identical to Woomera’s original specifications. The control room layout, antenna positioning, even the underground cable routing.”

“Woomera?” Cecilia’s eyebrows rose. “The Australian facility? But that’s not even Russian.”

“Which was supposedly decommissioned years ago,” Dan added. “But if Baranova’s looking for compatible infrastructure…”

“She’s not just reviving random Soviet stations,” Anya finished. “She’s specifically targeting facilities built from stolen Woomera designs. The Soviets didn’t just copy Western technology - they replicated entire ground control architectures.”

Serj studied the diagrams. “That explains the rapid adaptation. She’s not building new interfaces from scratch. She’s working with systems that were designed to be compatible from the beginning.”

“But how is she maintaining control?” Dave asked. “We’ve knocked out two of her stations. The three-point protocol should require all facilities to be active.”

“Unless she has more than three.” Anya pulled up a global map. “Look at these satellite coverage gaps. Perfect circles of electronic silence, too precise to be natural. She’s redirecting satellites to create blind spots around potential facilities.”

“How many stations are we talking about?” Dan’s voice was tight.

“No way to know.” Anya highlighted regions on the map. “The Soviets built dozens of tracking facilities. Most were officially decommissioned, but with these designs…”

“Any of them could be reactivated,” Cecilia finished. “And we can’t see them because she’s already controlling enough satellites to hide their locations.”

Omar appeared in the doorway, tablet in hand. “Ground penetrating radar from Namib just came in. The power infrastructure is extensive - backup generators, fuel storage, everything needed for long-term operation.”

“They’re not just temporary stations,” Dave said. “She’s building a permanent network.”

Anya’s tablet chimed with an alert. “Woomera’s showing power fluctuations. Subtle, but consistent with the patterns we saw in Namib before activation.”

“If she’s following the original designs,” Serj noted, “Woomera would be an ideal control point. The architecture’s already compatible.”

“And we know she has military-grade support,” Dave added. “Those drivers in the desert weren’t amateurs.”

“Transport options?” Dan asked.

“Fifteen hours minimum,” Omar replied, checking flight plans. “Even with the Agency’s Gulf Stream G650, we’ll need to refuel. Best route would be through Dubai or Singapore.”

“That’s assuming we can get landing clearance on short notice,” Serj added. “Australian airspace is tightly controlled.”

“Let’s talk landing options,” Dan said, bringing up a map of South Australia. “Main approach would be Whyalla.”

“Closest civilian airfield to Woomera,” Omar noted, studying the route. “160 miles by road. But if Baranova’s controlling satellites…”

“She’ll see the G650 coming,” Anya finished. “Any business jet landing at Whyalla will draw attention.”

Cecilia considered the alternatives. “We could use RAAF Edinburgh in Adelaide. Military traffic would draw less attention.”

“That adds another hundred miles to the drive,” Serj pointed out. “Port Augusta’s closer, but their runway’s too short for the G650.”

Dave studied the map. “What about Olympic Dam? It handles mining traffic, corporate jets wouldn’t look out of place.”

“Still 150 miles of desert,” Omar said. “But better cover story than Whyalla. Regular business flights in and out of the mining operations.”

“And multiple approach routes to Woomera from there,” Serj added. “Gives us tactical options.”

Anya looked up from her tablet. “Olympic Dam’s also outside the satellite blind spot Baranova’s created around Woomera. She won’t see us coming until we’re already on the ground.”

“Olympic Dam it is,” Dan decided. “Cecilia, can you arrange landing clearance?”

“Already on it. I know someone at BHP Billiton who owes us a favour.”

“Time to wheels down?” Dave asked.

“Sixteen hours including the refuel stop in Singapore,” Omar replied. “Plus two hours drive to Woomera, assuming good conditions.”

“Which means Baranova has an eighteen-hour head start,” Dan said. “Let’s make them count.”

“The Woomera site’s exposed - lots of open ground to cover.”

“We’ll need a different approach,” Serj said. “Direct infiltration won’t work twice.”

Omar pulled up the vehicle specs on his tablet. “We need something better suited for desert work this time. Those Raptors completely outclassed us in Namib.”

“I’ve already arranged transportation.” Cecilia brought up the details of their Australian asset. “Series 79 Land Cruiser, fully kitted for desert operations. It’ll be waiting when you land.”

Omar started to protest but stopped as he saw the modification list. “Twin-turbo diesel… BP-51 bypass shocks… beadlock wheels…” A slight smile crossed his face. “This isn’t a standard Agency vehicle.”

“Let’s just say some of our Australian contacts take their desert driving seriously.” Cecilia’s eyes sparkled. “It’s not quite a Raptor, but it should keep you in the game this time.”

Anya was already probing the location. “I can tap into Woomera’s original security systems. They never fully decommissioned the automated protocols.”

“Do it,” Dan ordered. “But be careful. If Baranova detects the probe…”

“She’ll know we’re coming,” Dave finished. “But she probably already does.”

“Eighteen hours,” Cecilia said, checking something off-screen. “The G650 will be ready at the private airfield in three hours. The rest of you should get what sleep you can before the flight.”

“Sleep?” Anya raised an eyebrow, still focused on the manuals. “With this much Russian technical documentation to analyse?”

“That’s an order,” Dan said firmly. “We need everyone sharp when we hit Australian soil.”

The team began to disperse, but Anya noticed Dave lingering by the Soviet manuals. He might not read Russian, but his analytical mind was already processing the patterns in Baranova’s diagrams. They had eighteen hours to understand their opponent’s plan, and neither of them was likely to waste a minute of it.

The team dispersed to prepare, leaving Anya alone with the Soviet manuals. She studied Baranova’s annotations, admiring the elegant logic behind the calculations. This wasn’t just technical expertise - it was artistry, the work of someone who saw beauty in the mathematics of orbital mechanics.

A new alert flashed on her tablet. Satellite coverage over Woomera had just gone dark.

The race was on.
Red Earth

Olympic Dam’s private terminal gleamed in the harsh Australian sun as Omar circled the Land Cruiser, taking in its modifications. Twin-turbo diesel engine, bypass shocks, reinforced chassis - this was no standard Agency vehicle.

“Beadlock wheels, full underbody protection,” Omar noted, professional appreciation in his voice. “Someone knew exactly what we’d need.” The memory of losing Baranova in Namib still burned - not just the failure, but knowing they’d been outmanoeuvred so completely. This time would be different.

Anya secured the last of their gear in the rear cargo area. “Will it keep up with those Raptors this time?” She’d been unusually quiet since studying Baranova’s notes on the flight over. The familiar patterns in the Russian’s calculations had stirred uncomfortable memories of her own training, of paths not taken.

“We’re about to find out.” Omar slid behind the wheel, familiarising himself with the controls. The diesel engine rumbled to life with a deep, confident note.

The first hour passed in tense silence as they crossed the outback. Dave studied satellite imagery on his tablet while Serj maintained watch, his rifle ready. The terrain grew increasingly harsh - red earth and scattered brush stretched to the horizon.

“Movement ahead,” Serj reported suddenly. “Two vehicles, black Raptors. Approximately two kilometres, stationary.”

Through his binoculars, Dave caught the glint of sun on metal. The Raptors were parked near the entrance of the control station, their crews moving with military precision. A figure in dark tactical gear directed loading operations - Elena Baranova.

“They see us,” Anya said as figures began scrambling toward the vehicles. “No way to approach quietly over this terrain.”

One Raptor’s engine roared to life, but the other remained stationary, its crew taking defensive positions. Baranova moved quickly to the departing vehicle while her operators began laying down covering fire.

“They’re splitting up again,” Omar said, hands tightening on the wheel. “One team staying to delay us while Baranova escapes.”

Dave made the call. “Serj, with me. We’ll take the facility. Omar, Anya - don’t lose her this time.”

The Land Cruiser slid to a stop long enough for Dave and Serj to deploy. Omar didn’t wait to see them engage - he was already accelerating after Baranova’s vehicle, the Toyota’s upgraded suspension soaking up the brutal terrain.

“Main road’s fifteen kilometres east,” Anya reported, gripping the dash as they bounced through the scrubland. “They’ll have to head for it eventually.”

Omar didn’t respond, fully focused on keeping the Land Cruiser’s wheels planted as they tore across the landscape. The vehicle was a massive improvement over their Namib pursuit - where the previous Cruiser would have bogged down, this one seemed to float over the harsh terrain.

“They’re running a parallel course,” Anya noted, tracking the dust cloud ahead. “But they’ll have to turn east soon. The terrain gets too rough further north.”

Omar plotted an intercept course, betting everything on a single gamble. Instead of following directly, he angled away from the Raptor’s path, aiming for a rise in the landscape. If he was right about their destination…

The Land Cruiser crested the ridge at full speed, all four wheels leaving the ground. Through the windscreen, they caught a perfect view of their target - the Raptor was just approaching the main road below, exactly where Omar had predicted.

They landed hard, the upgraded suspension bottoming out with a crash of metal on metal. The Land Cruiser’s bull bar caught the Raptor’s front end, tearing away its grille and headlights in an explosion of plastic and chrome. The impact sent both vehicles spinning, the Raptor sliding sideways as Omar fought to control their landing.

The Toyota bounced through the scrub on the far side of the road, suspension components screaming in protest. Omar wrestled the wheel, forcing them back onto the tarmac just as the Raptor recovered. Through the dust, they caught a glimpse of Baranova shouting at her driver as the damaged truck accelerated away.

“Not this time,” Omar growled, pushing the Land Cruiser to match their pace. The twin-turbo diesel roared as they slowly gained ground, eating away at the Raptor’s lead metre by metre.

Omar tucked the Land Cruiser’s bull bar just inches from the Raptor’s rear bumper, using the larger vehicle’s slipstream to maintain contact. The Raptor’s driver tried to break the draught, weaving across the road, but Omar matched every movement. Each time the Raptor’s superior power began to pull away, Omar would surge forward, tapping their rear bumper just enough to disrupt their momentum.

Dust clouds engulfed both vehicles as they pushed past 160 kilometres per hour. The Land Cruiser’s engine was screaming at the redline, but Omar kept it planted, refusing to surrender their position. Every time the Raptor’s driver tried to create space, Omar would dive into their wake, using the aerodynamic advantage to stay glued to their rear end.

The Raptor’s driver was good - professional-grade skill evident in every correction, every attempted escape. But Omar’s decades of experience kept them trapped, unable to break free of the Land Cruiser’s relentless pursuit. Each time they found a few metres of space, Omar would reel them back in, exploiting the draught to overcome the Toyota’s power disadvantage.

Then the temperature warning light flashed red.

“No,” Omar said as steam began pouring from under the hood. “The radiator must have cracked on impact.”

The temperature gauge climbed rapidly into the red. Omar was forced to back off as the engine began to protest, watching helplessly as the damaged Raptor pulled away, leaving them in a cloud of dust and steam.

“I’m sorry,” Omar said quietly as they rolled to a stop, coolant vapour billowing around them. “I thought we had them this time.” The words carried the weight of Namib, of every pursuit that had ended with their target vanishing into the desert. Professional pride wasn’t supposed to be personal, but sometimes failure cut deeper than it should.

Anya was already reporting their status, but her hand on Omar’s shoulder carried understanding. They’d pushed the vehicle to its absolute limit - that was all you could do.

The Land Cruiser’s engine ticked as it cooled, steam still rising from its ruptured radiator. In the distance, the Raptor’s dust cloud grew smaller until it vanished completely into the endless red horizon.

Dave moved through the facility’s entrance, transitioning from harsh sunlight into the building’s shadowed interior. His enhanced vision activated automatically, rendering the environment in precise greyscale detail. Through this enhanced perception, he caught the faint outline of a sensor unit mounted beside the control room door - an infrared trigger system he might have missed with normal sight.

“Serj,” he said quietly into his comm. “Security system by the control room entrance. Looks like they’ve had time to set countermeasures. Watch for more.”

“Copy,” Serj replied. “Moving to your position.”

Dave continued his sweep, enhanced senses processing every subtle change in the environment. Movement caught his attention - one of Baranova’s operators disappearing through a side door. The man’s tactical gear was high-end, and his movement spoke of professional training.

Following the operator’s path triggered another device. The explosion hit Dave with devastating force, hurling him into the corridor wall. Concrete cracked under the impact, dust filling the air as he recovered his footing. His clothes were in tatters, but his enhanced durability had protected him from any real damage.

More movement ahead - another figure melting into the darkness. They were using the facility’s layout against him, leading him through prepared kill zones. Their night vision gear was good, but Dave’s enhanced vision was better, revealing the facility’s structure in perfect detail.

Examining one of the side rooms, Dave noted the interconnecting doors between adjacent spaces. The operators were using these connections to move freely while attempting to trap him in fatal funnels. But their tactics assumed normal human limitations.

Dave alternated his path between rooms and corridors, moving with practised silence despite his size. His enhanced processing mapped their movement patterns, calculating likely positions based on sound and air pressure changes. One room ahead felt different - subtle variations in airflow suggested recent movement.

He hit the connecting door at full speed, his enhanced strength turning it into a projectile. The steel door caught the waiting operator square in the chest, sending him sprawling. Dave closed the distance before the man could recover, applying precise pressure to render him unconscious without permanent injury.

The operator’s gear matched the others - professional-grade equipment, clearly not standard mercenary kit. These weren’t hired guns but a coordinated tactical unit. The question was: what were they protecting that warranted this level of defence?

Having disabled the infrared trigger, Serj entered the control room methodically, checking corners and blind spots. The space appeared empty except for a laptop connected to the station’s systems, its screen displaying cascading lines of code.

Serj approached the laptop cautiously, remembering the self-destruct sequence from their previous encounter. The scrolling data suggested active operations in progress, but its meaning was beyond his technical expertise.

A subtle crunch of boot on sandy floor was his only warning. Serj twisted away as a tactical blade sliced through the space where his back had been. The operator had concealed himself inside a gutted computer cabinet, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

Both men shifted stance instantly, combat knives ready. Serj recognised the operator’s grip - advanced close-quarters training, likely Spetsnaz or similar background. The familiarity sent a cold ripple down his spine - he’d trained men who moved exactly like this, taught them the same lethal efficiency. Now he faced it from the other side. No words were exchanged, no theatrics. Just the deadly focus of two professionals.

The operator struck first, blade weaving through a sophisticated attack pattern. Serj countered, but the confined space limited his options. A slight miscalculation cost him as the opponent’s knife traced a line across his inner bicep.

Serj used the momentary opening to counter, his own blade raking down the operator’s forearm in a precise strike. The damage forced his opponent to switch hands, but the man’s technique remained impressive. Even with his dominant arm compromised, his attacks flowed with practised efficiency.

A complex sequence ended with Serj’s knife skittering across the floor. The operator’s confidence surged, exactly as Serj had intended. As the man committed to a finishing strike, Serj slapped the knife hand wide. His elbow followed in a brutal arc, connecting with devastating precision.

The operator collapsed, taking the laptop with him as he fell. Equipment clattered across the floor, the computer’s screen cracked and dark. One more piece of evidence destroyed, but Serj had confirmed something important - these weren’t just hired guns. They were elite operators, which meant this facility was far more critical than it appeared.

Dave completed his sweep and joined Serj in the control room. “Place is clear. No other operators.” He noted the unconscious man and Serj’s bandaged arm. “Professional?”

“Very.” Serj collected the damaged laptop. “Same training as the others. This was worth protecting.”

They moved quickly to the exit, the facility now silent except for the hum of old Soviet equipment. Dave keyed his radio. “Omar, status?”

“Stranded. Radiator’s gone. About fifteen kilometres east on the main road.”

Serj held up a set of keys. “Found these on our friend. Looks like we’ve got transportation after all.”

The Raptor sat where its crew had abandoned it, desert dust already coating its matte black paint. Serj slid behind the wheel while Dave secured their gear in the bed. The truck’s twin-turbo V6 roared to life, its sophisticated suspension lifting the body to ride height.

They found Omar and Anya with the disabled Land Cruiser, steam still rising from its ruptured radiator. Omar’s expression shifted from frustration to appreciation as he took in their new vehicle.

“Desert race spec,” he noted, examining the modifications. “Long-travel suspension, reinforced chassis. No wonder we couldn’t keep up.”

Back at Olympic Dam’s private terminal, they connected with UK command. Cecilia and Dan’s faces filled the secure video feed.

“Baranova escaped,” Dave reported, “but we confirmed she’s working with elite operators. Former Spetsnaz, highly trained.”

“The laptop’s damaged,” Anya added, “but I might be able to recover something. They were running active operations when we interrupted them.”

“How many more stations are we dealing with?” Dan asked, shifting uncomfortably in his chair.

“At least three more have similar power signatures,” Cecilia replied. “But with the satellite coverage compromised, there could be others we can’t see.”

“She’s building something,” Serj said. “Something worth protecting with professional military assets.”

“Find out what,” Dan ordered. “Before she completes whatever she’s planning.”

The Australian sun was setting as they loaded their gear for extraction, painting the sky in shades of crimson. Somewhere out there, Elena Baranova was moving to her next objective. They’d stopped her twice now, but they still didn’t understand her endgame.

And that made her more dangerous than ever.
Falling Stars

Major Eva Schmidt’s coffee was still hot when the alert lit up her monitor at the German Air Force Space Command Centre. The tracking data made no sense - Cosmos-2558’s orbit was deteriorating with impossible precision.

“Multiple confirmations,” Lieutenant Weber reported from the tracking station. “Russian military satellite is descending. Trajectory indicates Frankfurt financial district.”

Schmidt was already reaching for the secure phone. “Wake up General Bauer. Authorisation code Pfeil-Seven-Delta.”

Sixty kilometres above the Earth, Cosmos-2558 began its controlled descent. Its thrusters fired in sequence, adjusting its trajectory with surgical precision. Each burn brought it closer to the dense cluster of financial institutions in Frankfurt’s Bankenviertel district.

In the Space Command bunker, General Bauer studied the projection. “Time to impact?”

“Thirty-eight minutes,” Schmidt replied. “Trajectory indicates Deutsche Bank headquarters as primary target.”

Bauer’s expression hardened. “Initiate Project Pfeil. Authorisation Sierra-Echo-Nine.”

Deep in the Black Forest, armoured panels slid back from a hidden installation. The two-stage hypersonic interceptor emerged on its launch rail, frost crystallising on its surfaces as liquid oxygen loaded into its tanks.

“Moscow is denying involvement,” Colonel Richter reported from the communications station. “Claiming loss of control, possible American cyberattack.”

“Of course they are.” Bauer watched the countdown. “Status of evacuation?”

“Frankfurt police implementing emergency protocols. Financial district clearing rapidly. But complete evacuation impossible in this time-frame.”

On the ground, Frankfurt’s financial district descended into controlled chaos. Police Sergeant Maria Krause directed evacuation operations outside Deutsche Bank’s headquarters, her voice steady despite the urgency of the situation.

“Please move quickly to the designated assembly points!” she called through her megaphone in German, then English. “Follow emergency personnel instructions. Do not return for personal belongings.”

The streets filled with a stream of bankers, office workers, and support staff. Many clutched laptops or briefcases, their business attire incongruous with the panic in their eyes. Security guards from various institutions helped maintain order, their usual rivalries forgotten in the face of the threat.

Inside the trading floor of Deutsche Bank, Hans Weber worked with building security to clear the massive space. “Leave the terminals! Lives matter more than trades!” His voice carried over the protests of several traders still trying to close positions. Millions of euros hung in digital limbo as computers were abandoned mid-transaction.

Emergency vehicles clogged the narrow streets of the Bankenviertel, their sirens adding to the crescendo of evacuation alarms. At the InterContinental Hotel, staff worked frantically to clear rooms while managing the chaos in the lobby. Tourists mixed with business travellers, many still in bathrobes, dragging hastily packed luggage toward the exits.

Jakob Mueller, a street cleaner who normally worked the early morning shift, found himself helping an elderly banker who had collapsed during the evacuation. He half-carried the man toward a medical station, past the normally pristine streets now littered with abandoned belongings - shoes kicked off by women running in business heels, scattered papers, dropped mobile phones with cracked screens.

The U-Bahn stations were closed to prevent overcrowding underground, forcing everyone to move on foot or by surface transport. Bus drivers volunteered to run continuous loops, picking up evacuees and moving them to safe zones without concern for fares or routes. Taxi drivers, usually fierce competitors, coordinated through WhatsApp groups to help move the elderly and disabled.

In Washington, officials were still debating jurisdiction and authorisation protocols when the German response began. Where the American effort had involved multiple agencies, competing authorities, and layers of bureaucratic approval, the German chain of command was brutally efficient.

Two Eurofighter Typhoons were already airborne, a precautionary measure authorised with a single command. They carried no illusions about intercepting the satellite - their role was to manage any secondary threats that might emerge. The pilots maintained holding patterns, watching their instrument panels as Project Pfeil activated.

The interceptor’s first stage ignited, a brilliant flash visible for kilometres. The missile accelerated past Mach 5, climbing at an impossible angle. At 40,000 metres, the second stage separated, its scramjet engine coming to life. There was no grandstanding, no public announcements - just the precise execution of a carefully prepared contingency.

In Moscow, the Russian Defence Ministry spokesman was still reading prepared denials when the intercept occurred. His carefully worded statement about “American provocations” and “technical malfunctions” was interrupted by news of the successful German intervention. The spokesman paused only briefly before continuing with his script, now claiming that Russia had been “in close coordination with our German colleagues” - a statement Berlin would firmly deny within the hour.

“Terminal guidance active,” Weber announced. “Intercept in fifteen seconds.”

The missile closed with its target at relative velocity approaching Mach
10. Its sensors detected the satellite’s metallic mass against the thin
upper atmosphere. Guidance fins adjusted microscopically.

Impact.

The explosion was visible from the ground, a new star briefly flaring in the pre-dawn sky. But as the tracking data resolved, Schmidt’s expression tightened.

“Multiple fragments,” she reported. “Dispersing across northern Germany. No way to predict impact zones.”

The control room erupted into action, tracking dozens of debris signatures. Each fragment followed its own chaotic path, driven by physics and atmospheric interaction. Some burned up in the atmosphere. Others scattered widely, their trajectories impossible to calculate in real-time.

The first fragments struck near Fulda, cratering empty fields. A larger piece sliced through the overhead lines of the Frankfurt-Kassel rail line just as the intercity train approached. The driver’s emergency brake activation sent passengers sprawling, but his quick reaction prevented derailment. Dozens suffered bruises and sprains, but the train remained upright, its passengers shaken but alive.

Other fragments peppered the countryside in a random pattern. One piece slammed through an office building’s upper floor. Police Sergeant Maria Krause heard the screams from inside, sprinting toward the entrance. She caught a glimpse of movement – someone still at their desk, frozen in shock as cracks spiderwebbed across the ceiling. She lunged forward, arm outstretched, but the floor gave way before she could reach them. The collapse drove her back, debris and dust forcing her to retreat. That image – the person’s face as the floor disappeared – would haunt her dreams for months to come.

More debris rained down across the region. A piece punched through a supermarket roof. Another shattered a parked car. Each impact represented a near-miss, a tragedy narrowly averted by pure chance and rapid evacuation.

Emergency services moved through the debris field methodically. Fire crews worked to recover the body from the collapsed office while Maria Krause gave her report, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. She’d done everything right, followed every procedure, moved as fast as humanly possible. It hadn’t been enough.

Railway emergency crews swarmed the damaged track section, passengers from the train helping each other off the tilted carriages. The driver’s quick thinking had saved lives, but the near-miss highlighted how easily the casualty count could have been catastrophic.

Search teams confirmed each impact site, marking and securing damaged structures. The random pattern of destruction told its own story - a scorched crater in a park, a shattered shopfront, fragments embedded in walls and roads. Each site represented both tragedy and miracle - lives lost or saved by mere metres and minutes.

At the medical aid station near Hauptwache plaza, paramedics treated dozens of minor injuries - mostly cuts from broken glass and sprains from the panicked evacuation. Maria Krause helped an American tourist with a twisted ankle, translating the doctor’s instructions while coordinating with her officers by radio. The woman had been heading to a morning meeting at the European Central Bank. Now she sat in torn stockings, clutching her passport, still struggling to process how quickly everything had changed.

The InterContinental’s lobby had become an impromptu relief centre. Hotel staff served coffee and water to shaken evacuees, maintaining professional calm even as they dealt with their own fears. Jakob Mueller, still in his street cleaner’s uniform, helped distribute blankets to guests in bathrobes and pyjamas. The elderly banker he’d helped sat nearby, colour returning to his face as paramedics monitored his condition.

News helicopters circled overhead, broadcasting footage of the impact sites. Social media filled with shaky phone videos of the interceptor launch and the brief, brilliant flash of its impact. But it was the ground-level images that captured the true story - abandoned streets in Europe’s financial heart, papers floating in the morning breeze, a coffee cup still steaming on a vacant desk visible through a broken window.

The second ransom demand arrived precisely one hour later.

“Congratulations on your advanced interceptor capability,” Schmidt read from the secure terminal. “You’ve saved countless lives today. But there are many more satellites, and many more targets. For each successful interception, our price doubles. Current demand: twenty billion. You have forty-eight hours.”

In the agency’s temporary command centre, Anya’s eyes darted over the descent data provided by the German military. The precision of the satellite’s initial movements was unsettling.

“The control inputs were exact,” she said, examining the telemetry. “Perfect orbital adjustments for maximum accuracy. But once the interceptor hit…”

“Pure chaos,” Dave finished. “No way to control that level of fragmentation.”

“The initial targeting though,” Dan noted through the video link. “That level of precision with a Soviet-era satellite…”

Cecilia brought up the Soviet documentation. “Could be a retrofitted control system. Or possibly one old satellite they’ve managed to access.”

“The response times are interesting,” Anya added. “Almost too fast for direct control. But we’d need more data to understand how they’re doing it.”

The ransom deadline ticked down. In the Space Command bunker, General Bauer studied the debris field analysis. The fragments had scattered randomly, but the initial attack had been precisely calculated. This wasn’t just terrorism - it was a demonstration of capability.

“Show me the original descent trajectory again,” Schmidt requested. Weber brought up the track, a perfect orbital dance that had only ended when the interceptor struck.

“They knew the risks,” Schmidt said quietly. “Knew we might have countermeasures. But they wanted to prove they could put a satellite exactly where they wanted it.”

In Moscow, the Defence Ministry continued issuing denials. In Frankfurt, emergency services cleared the scattered damage while financial analysts calculated the cost of evacuating Europe’s banking centre. And somewhere, Elena Baranova was selecting her next target, knowing that even successful interception came with an escalating price.

The next ransom would be higher. The next target would be larger. And humanity had forty-eight hours to decide how much they would pay to keep the stars from falling.
The Ghost Network

Elena Baranova checked her tablet's encryption for the third time before connecting to the SOKOL interface. Paranoia had kept her alive this long—through her RSB cyber warfare days, through private sector consulting, through this extraordinary discovery that was about to change everything. The makeshift command centre hummed with the sound of Soviet-era equipment linked to modern computing systems, creating a technological hybrid that shouldn't work but somehow did.

"Authentication sequence accepted," she murmured, watching lines of code cascade across her screen. "Targeting parameters received."

In the corner, Vadim maintained radio silence with their field teams. Six months ago, he'd been sceptical when she'd approached him with fragments of old Soviet documentation. Now he coordinated their security operations with unwavering loyalty.

"Bogrov reports the Australian facility is secure," he said, voice low. "Initial power systems online."

Baranova nodded without looking up. Securing the Woomera station had been a calculated risk, but a necessary one. The three-station protocol required multiple activation points, each containing part of the authentication sequence. Without all three, SOKOL would remain dormant.

Her thoughts drifted to those first discoveries in the Kashgar archives. What had begun as routine research for a cybersecurity paper had led her to a single document misfiled among geological surveys—a technical reference to Project SOKOL with just enough detail to pique her interest. The subsequent months had been a methodical treasure hunt through forgotten Soviet records, each new fragment revealing more of the extraordinary system hidden above them.

"Power fluctuations stabilising at Tamanrasset," Dmitri reported from his engineering station. Former Russian military, his expertise with Soviet hardware had proven invaluable. "Cooling systems are accepting modern interfaces."

Baranova allowed herself a small smile. The Algerian facility had been the most challenging to restore, decades of desert conditions having taken their toll on delicate equipment. But like all Soviet military technology, it had been built to survive far worse than neglect.

"Connection established with Satellite Cluster Seven," she announced, watching orbital tracks resolve on the main display. "Authentication accepted. We now have partial control of three military observation platforms."

The room fell silent as technicians observed the satellite movements. These weren't the crude adjustments they'd managed during initial testing—these were precise, coordinated manoeuvres that demonstrated SOKOL's true capabilities.

"It's actually working," Dmitri whispered, the professional mask slipping to reveal genuine awe.

Baranova studied the satellite trajectories. These first movements were merely proof of concept, confirmation that the decades-old system could indeed control modern platforms. The real demonstration would come later.

A message notification appeared in the corner of her screen. Another encrypted communication from her mysterious benefactor—the anonymous source who had guided her research from the beginning. She opened it in a separate window, away from her team's view.

Progress exceeds expectations. Frankfurt demonstration approved. Proceed with initial parameter test.

No name, no identifying information. Just like every communication she'd received over the past year. The source had first contacted her after her conference presentation on satellite vulnerabilities, somehow knowing exactly which aspects of her research to focus on. Their guidance had led her to SOKOL's existence, provided access codes to restricted archives, even supplied funding through untraceable channels.

She had her suspicions about who might possess such knowledge and resources, but confirmation seemed deliberately withheld. Perhaps that was for the best.

"Begin targeting calculations for Demonstration One," she instructed her team. "European financial infrastructure, minimal casualties, maximum visibility."

Her technicians responded with practised efficiency, inputting parameters into systems that bridged modern satellite control protocols with Soviet-era command architecture. The elegant beauty of SOKOL wasn't just its control capabilities but how it had been designed to evolve—to learn modern systems and adapt its operations accordingly.

Baranova moved to the communications station, reviewing field reports from their global network. Their Namib facility had reported Agency activity in the region—precisely as anticipated. The hunters had picked up their scent, but they remained several steps behind.

"The Australian team reports equipment transfer complete," Vadim said. "Security protocols established."

"Tell them to maintain communication blackout until activation," she replied. "If the Agency is tracking us, they'll follow standard infiltration procedures."

The Agency. Even thinking about them triggered a complex mixture of emotions. Professional respect combined with strategic wariness. Their reputation was well-earned—methodical, resourceful, persistent. But they operated within institutional constraints she had long since abandoned.

Her tablet chimed with satellite confirmation. SOKOL had successfully established control parameters for the Frankfurt demonstration. The system's adaptive algorithms were functioning exactly as designed, learning from each new satellite it accessed.

"Target lock confirmed," Dmitri announced. "Cosmos-2558 accepting trajectory modification commands. Orbital adjustment complete in seventeen hours."

Baranova studied the projected impact zone. The Deutsche Bank headquarters—a symbol of European financial power. The calculations showed the attack would be contained, the building's collapse controlled. A demonstration of precision rather than destructive capability.

"Evacuation alerts?" she asked.

"Timed for maximum disruption, minimal casualties," Vadim confirmed. "Emergency services will have enough warning to clear the building, not enough to prevent structural impact."

Perfect. The world needed to understand what they were dealing with—a surgical instrument, not a blunt weapon. Each demonstration would become progressively more sophisticated, establishing SOKOL's capabilities before presenting their demands.

Later that night, alone in her quarters, Baranova reviewed the original Soviet documentation. Colonel Chernyakov's design was decades ahead of its time—not just in satellite control protocols but in the system's ability to learn and adapt. What had begun as a Cold War weapons system had evolved into something far more sophisticated.

Her tablet chimed with another encrypted message.

Recovery team en route to Kashgar records facility. Secondary documentation must be secured before Agency discovery.

Her benefactor's intelligence network continued to impress. If the Agency was already searching the records facility, they were getting dangerously close to understanding SOKOL's full capabilities.

She typed a quick response: Team Alpha redirected. Estimated arrival 0600 local time.

The reply came almost instantly: Ensure complete extraction. No evidence of Soviet-era documentation can remain.

Something about the message triggered a flicker of unease. How could her anonymous benefactor know exactly which documents needed securing? The Kashgar facility contained thousands of storage units, most unlabelled or deliberately mislabelled. Yet the coordinates provided led directly to the most critical technical specifications.

She reviewed previous communications, looking for patterns she might have missed. The guidance had always been precise, the technical knowledge extensive. Each message demonstrated intimate familiarity with SOKOL's design and capabilities—knowledge that should have been lost decades ago when Chernyakov's plane crashed in the Tian Shan mountains.

Unless…

Baranova pulled up historical records, focusing on details of the aviation incident. The official report listed eight passengers, including Chernyakov and key research staff. But the wreckage had been scattered across three kilometres of treacherous terrain, search teams delayed for weeks by weather conditions. No bodies were ever recovered.

Standard Soviet procedure during that era: stage an accident, make people disappear. She'd seen it before in her intelligence work—the convenient elimination of those who knew too much or had become politically inconvenient.

What if Chernyakov hadn't died? What if her mysterious benefactor had connections to SOKOL's original architect?

She began cross-referencing communications against known Soviet protocols, looking for distinctive patterns or phrases. The technical specifications seemed to include details never documented in official records—workarounds for specific system limitations, access methods for secured subsystems. Information only someone directly involved with SOKOL's creation would know.

A soft chime interrupted her analysis—the satellite tracking system. Cosmos-2558 had completed its first orbital adjustment, right on schedule. On the main display, the satellite moved with mathematical precision, each burn perfectly calculated.

She returned to her quarters, mind racing with implications. If her benefactor had direct connections to SOKOL's creators, their involvement went far beyond simple financial backing. This wasn't just about the ransom demands she'd proposed—this was something larger, with deeper historical roots.

When she was briefing the next day, she studied her team with new wariness. Most were mercenaries or technical specialists recruited through cutouts and intermediaries. Had some been placed there deliberately? Were they reporting to her anonymous benefactor independently?

"Frankfurt demonstration proceeds as planned," she announced, maintaining her composure while scanning for unusual reactions. "The world gets its first taste of SOKOL's capabilities in fourteen hours."

Her tablet vibrated with an incoming call—unusual, as her benefactor never initiated direct communication. She excused herself to take it privately.

The voice was digitally altered beyond recognition, as always. "The Agency's field team has successfully compromised the Algerian facility."

"As expected," she replied, careful to keep her tone neutral. "The self-destruct protocols activated properly?"

"Complete destruction of critical systems. They've acquired minimal technical data—enough to follow the breadcrumbs without grasping the full system architecture."

Something in the phrasing struck her as odd. Not "our plan" but "the plan." Subtle, but telling.

"The Frankfurt demonstration will proceed regardless," she said, probing for reaction. "Unless you advise otherwise."

A slight pause. "Proceed as scheduled. The world requires… education about SOKOL's capabilities."

Education. Not negotiation or demonstration—education. An unusual choice of words that hinted at motivations beyond financial gain.

"Of course," she replied. "I've noticed something interesting in the satellite behavioural patterns. The Soviet-era command protocols seem more sophisticated than the documentation suggests."

Another pause, slightly longer. "SOKOL was always designed to surpass its documented capabilities. Chernyakov was playing a deeper game than his Soviet masters realised."

The familiarity with which her benefactor spoke of Chernyakov confirmed her suspicions. This wasn't someone who had merely discovered old Soviet technology—this was someone with direct knowledge of the project's innermost workings.

"I see," she said carefully. "And what was Chernyakov's true objective?"

"In time, Elena Alexeyevna. For now, focus on the Frankfurt demonstration. The world needs convincing examples of SOKOL's precision."

The use of her patronymic sent a chill through her. No one in her current operation knew that detail from her past. It had been deliberately scrubbed from all accessible records after her departure from Russian intelligence.

After ending the call, she stared at the satellite tracking display, watched the precise orbital dance unfolding above. The realisation settled over her like a physical weight—she wasn't running this operation. She never had been. Someone else had orchestrated everything from the beginning, using her technical expertise to awaken a dormant Soviet weapon while keeping their own involvement carefully hidden.

The Frankfurt demonstration would proceed. SOKOL would reveal its capabilities to the world. But for the first time since discovering the system's existence, Elena Baranova wondered if she truly understood what she had helped unleash.
Storm Front

The eleven-hour flight out of Australia had given Anya time to work. She spread the recovered documents across the makeshift command centre. Shipping manifests, construction orders, geological surveys - fragments of a larger pattern she was starting to understand. The Soviets had been meticulous in hiding their tracking stations, but they couldn't hide the logistics needed to build them.

"Look at these construction orders," she indicated a series of documents to Dave. "Official designation shows 'Seismic Monitoring Station' but the material requirements don't match. They're requisitioning specialised antenna arrays, high-capacity power systems, advanced cooling equipment. This isn't for earthquake detection."

The manifests painted a picture of massive engineering projects carefully disguised as mundane installations. Each facility's official documentation listed civilian purposes - weather monitoring, geological research, communications relays. But the supply patterns told a different story.

"They reused the Woomera designs," Anya traced a blueprint's familiar outline. "Not just the basic architecture - they copied the entire ground control infrastructure. That's why Baranova can adapt them so easily. The core systems were already compatible."

Classified shipping records showed specialised equipment moving through obscure transportation hubs. Construction crews were divided into small teams, each building only part of a facility without knowing its true purpose. The Soviets had created a masterpiece of compartmentalisation.

"Here's the pattern," Anya highlighted key elements. "Each station needed three things: stable ground for precision equipment, isolation to prevent observation, and significant power infrastructure. They built them all in deserts, but not just for secrecy. The harsh conditions meant fewer civilian populations to ask questions."

A geological survey from 1983 caught her attention. The area designation was deliberately vague - 'Region 47, Sector K' - but the technical requirements were identical to other known facilities. Deep foundation work, specialised cooling systems, extensive power infrastructure. All in a remote section of the Karakum Desert.

"The Soviets had a standard template," Anya explained. "Civilian cover story, compartmentalised construction, remote location. Once you know what to look for, the pattern becomes clear. They built these facilities like a product line - same basic design, adapted for local conditions."

The Karakum site stood out. Its power requirements matched the Woomera specifications exactly. The cooling system was even upgraded to handle the region's extreme temperatures. Most telling was the communication infrastructure - far more sophisticated than any seismic monitoring station would need.

"They weren't just copying Woomera's architecture," Anya concluded. "They were building an integrated network. Each station was designed to work with the others, sharing control protocols and communication standards. Baranova didn't create this capability - she found it waiting to be reactivated."

The implications were staggering. If the Soviets had built multiple compatible facilities, each one Baranova reactivated would multiply her control capabilities. The Karakum site wasn't just another station - it was another node in a network designed to seize control of orbital systems.

"That's why she needs them all," Anya said, the full picture becoming clear. "Each facility adds another layer of control, another set of access protocols. She's not just building a satellite control system. She's bringing an entire Soviet space warfare network back online."

The Karakum facility had to be next. Its location, infrastructure, and technical specifications matched the pattern perfectly. More importantly, it represented another piece of a system specifically designed to commandeer and weaponise satellite networks.

They had to stop her before she activated any more nodes. Each facility brought online increased her capabilities exponentially. The Soviets had built their network to be unstoppable once fully operational.

They were in a race against time, and Baranova had a head start.

"Third gas crater confirmed," Anya reported, her fingers dancing across tablet screens in their makeshift command post. Thermal imaging showed three distinct heat signatures through the growing storm - the massive flame pit of Darvaza, the toxic chemical pool of the water crater, and the ominous dark maw of the collapsed site. "The facility's ventilation system is pulling air from between the crater points. That's why they built here - using the thermal differential for cooling."

Dave studied the facility schematic. The main building crouched between Darvaza and the water crater, its foundations dug deep into the more stable ground. But a network of maintenance tunnels and ventilation shafts spread out across the crater field like copper threads in a circuit board.

"These access points," he indicated tunnels nearest the collapsed crater. "How stable are they?"

"Soviet documentation shows constant maintenance issues," Anya replied. "The gases from the craters kept corroding their equipment. They had to build redundant systems just to keep functioning."

Omar's voice crackled through their comms. "Patrol pattern established. Two vehicles circling the water crater clockwise, one stationary at the main entrance. They're staying well clear of the gas zones."

"Smart of them," Serj noted from his observation position. "Ground's unstable near the collapsed crater. Recent activity has made it worse."

The wind picked up, carrying the first waves of orange-brown dust. Soon visibility would drop to near zero as the storm engulfed the crater field. The flames of Darvaza painted the growing cloud cover in hellish colours.

"Timing?" Dave asked.

"Storm hits in ten minutes," Anya replied. "Their thermal imaging will be useless between the crater heat and the dust. But the maintenance shaft you're targeting is right on the edge of the methane plume from the collapsed site."

"Toxic for them, survivable for me." Dave checked his minimal equipment - the less he carried through those narrow tunnels, the better. "What about the facility's security?"

"Standard pattern we've seen at other sites. External patrols, internal corridors, control room security. But the storm's going to blind most of their equipment."

The first proper waves of dust swept across their position, reducing visibility to metres. Through his enhanced vision, Dave watched the patrol vehicles' lights become dim glows in the orange murk. The storm was now an ally, blinding their equipment and covering his movement.

"Starting my approach," Dave reported, moving into the storm. The heat from Darvaza was intense even at this distance, but his enhanced systems compensated automatically. The ground changed beneath his feet as he neared the collapsed crater, becoming more treacherous with each step.

"Methane levels rising," Anya warned. "The collapse site is showing increased activity."

Dave pushed forward, his enhanced vision penetrating the dust better than any equipment. The maintenance shaft appeared exactly where the plans showed, its metal cover corroded by years of toxic exposure. The locking mechanism crumbled at his touch.

Dave coughed, waving a hand in front of his face. "God, this methane reeks."

"Actually," Anya corrected, "methane is odourless. What you're smelling is hydrogen sulphide mixed in with it."

"Environmental readings confirm," Omar added. "High concentration of sulphur compounds in that section."

"Reminds me of that Texas chilli Serj had at the safehouse."

"Focus," Serj growled, but there was a hint of amusement in his voice.

The laughter died in Dave's throat as another tremor rocked the tunnel. His enhanced vision caught the hairline cracks spreading through the concrete overhead moments before chunks began raining down. He lunged forward just as a major section collapsed behind him.

"Dave?" Anya's voice was tight with concern.

"I'm okay," he managed. "But my exit route is gone. These tunnels are becoming unstable."

"Gas levels are approaching lethal concentrations," Anya reported. "Even with your abilities…"

"I know. But I'm committed now. Only way out is forward."

The shaft dropped straight down into darkness, its narrow confines barely shoulder-width. A normal person would have been trapped by a fall, but Dave's strength let him brace against the walls, controlling his descent. The metal groaned but held.

"I'm in the tunnel network," he reported, orienting himself. "How's our timing?"

"Patrols are maintaining their pattern," Omar replied. "Storm's got them focused outward. They're worried about external threats, not their maintenance tunnels."

Dave moved through the darkness, his enhanced vision revealing details normal eyes would miss. Soviet-era warning signs lined the walls, their Cyrillic text faded but still legible. The air grew warmer as he approached the facility's foundations, decades of heat from the craters having baked the surrounding rock.

A distant rumble vibrated through the tunnel walls. "Collapse site's getting more active," Anya reported. "The vibrations are getting stronger."

"What kind of timeline are we looking at?"

"Hard to say. These crater systems are interconnected. If the collapsed site blows, it could trigger chain reactions through the whole network."

Dave reached a junction in the tunnels, checking station numbers against the Soviet plans. The heat was building, making the air shimmer even in his enhanced vision. Another rumble shook dust from the ceiling - closer this time, more intense.

"Multiple heat signatures in the facility," Anya reported. "But the storm's making it impossible to get accurate counts. The craters are throwing off too much interference."

"Their equipment will be having the same problem," Dave replied, moving deeper into the tunnel network. "These maintenance shafts are starting to feel like the safest place to be."

The facility's ventilation system hummed overhead, drawing air through the complex network of tunnels. The Soviet engineers had built it to use the crater field's thermal energy, creating a self-sustaining cooling system that still functioned decades later. But those same tunnels had become Dave's highway into the facility's heart.

"The storm's intensifying," Omar reported. "Patrol vehicles are falling back to defensive positions. They're going to lose containment of the perimeter."

"They don't have a choice," Serj added. "Visibility's almost zero. The wind's driving chemical fumes from the craters across their positions."

Dave found another junction, this one showing signs of recent use. Boot prints in the dust, fresh tool marks on access panels. Someone had been maintaining these tunnels, keeping the old Soviet ventilation system running.

A massive vibration shook the tunnel network. Dave braced himself as chunks of concrete broke loose from the ceiling. The collapsed crater was becoming more unstable by the minute.

"Dave, get to cover," Anya ordered. "Seismic sensors are showing major instability. The whole crater field's starting to shift."

He pressed himself into an alcove as another tremor hit, stronger than the last. The tunnel groaned, decades-old Soviet engineering pushed to its limits. But it held, just as it had held through countless storms and crater events before.

"The storm's their weakness," Dave reported once the shaking subsided. "They can't maintain proper security in these conditions. And now we know how their ventilation system works - it's their vulnerability. When we move on the facility…"

"We can use it against them," Anya finished. "But right now you need to get back to the surface. That collapsed crater is showing signs of imminent activity."

"Negative, I'm going to see how far I can take this. This is a new angle, and we should use it." said Dave.

The tunnel network opened into a maintenance access behind the facility's main systems. Dave moved silently through the shadows, his enhanced vision revealing details of the operation. Through ventilation grates and service panels, he could observe without being detected.

Dave froze as footsteps approached the maintenance junction. His enhanced senses picked up two sets - probably a security patrol. The tunnel was barely shoulder-width; if they decided to check this section, he'd have nowhere to hide.

He pressed himself into an alcove as the patrol passed, their voices echoing off the concrete walls. He caught fragments of Russian - something about system checks and increasing pressure. The floor vibrated beneath his feet as another tremor built.

The control room displays caught his attention immediately. What should have been crude Soviet-era tracking systems were showing real-time satellite data with precision that seemed impossible for equipment this old. Multiple screens tracked orbital objects with crystalline clarity, their paths rendered in three dimensions.

"You need to see this," Dave whispered into his comm. "It looks like they've completely modernised the tracking systems. The displays are showing capabilities way beyond what this technology should be able to handle."

"Can you get closer?" Anya asked. "I need details on what they're tracking."

Dave shifted position, finding a better angle through a ventilation panel. The main display showed what looked like a complex orbital choreography - multiple satellites adjusting their positions with microscopic precision.

"This isn't just observation," he reported. "They're actively controlling something up there. Multiple objects, coordinated movements."

Another tremor shook the facility, but Dave held his position. Whatever this station was capable of, it was far more sophisticated than they'd anticipated. The Soviets hadn't just built a tracking station - they'd created something that could reach up and touch the stars themselves.

And now someone had woken it up.
Broken Sky

Dave watched through the ventilation grate as two operators manned the control room’s primary station. Banks of screens filled the space with a pale electronic glow, displaying orbital tracks and status readouts in both English and Cyrillic.

“Anya, are you in position?” Dave’s whisper carried through their secure channel.

“Ready. Omar has the south entrance covered. Serj is moving to breach point alpha.”

“Execute in three… two… one…”

The first explosion rocked the facility’s main entrance. Alarms blared as the operators grabbed their weapons, moving with practised efficiency toward the sound of combat. Dave waited until they cleared the doorway before dropping silently from the maintenance access.

The lone figure remaining at the control station never saw Dave coming. One moment the young technician was frantically typing commands, the next he was yanked away from the laptop and expertly restrained. Dave secured him with zip ties as gunfire erupted outside.

“Control room secured,” Dave reported. “One prisoner, systems still active.”

Through their comms came the sounds of precise combat. Omar’s rifle cracked in measured bursts while Serj coordinated their advance. “Meeting heavy resistance at checkpoint two,” Serj reported. “Well-entrenched position.”

“Keep them focused forward,” Dave replied, studying the active displays. Multiple screens showed satellite tracking data - far more than they’d anticipated. Dozens of orbital objects moved in precise formation, their paths described in wireframe precision.

The facility shook as another explosion marked Serj’s progress. The prisoner tensed at the sound but remained silent, his expression defiant. Young, Dave noted - probably mid-twenties, with the focused intensity of a dedicated technical specialist.

“Anya, we need you in the control room,” Dave broadcast. “These displays are showing something bigger than we expected.”

“Moving now. Omar, cover my advance.”

The gunfire intensified as Anya pushed forward. Through their comms, Dave heard Serj encounter the entrenched position. “Two operators, hardened cover. Can’t flank them without exposing our position.”

Dave studied the prisoner for a moment before securing him to a support pole. “Hold position. I’ll handle it.”

He moved through the facility’s corridors like a ghost, his enhanced senses mapping the combat zone. The two operators had chosen their position well - a natural choke point with good coverage. But they’d never considered an attack from behind.

The first operator went down before he could turn, Dave’s precise strike rendering him unconscious. The second managed to bring his weapon around but found himself hitting empty air as Dave moved with impossible speed. A moment later, both men were secured, and the team had control of the corridor.

“Clear to move up,” Dave reported. “Anya, get to the control room. The rest of you sweep the facility.”

Anya arrived as Dave was examining the laptop. The screen was locked, requiring authentication that their prisoner clearly wouldn’t provide. But the other displays told a compelling story.

“This is incredible,” Anya said, studying the orbital tracking data. “These aren’t just random satellites. Look at the formation patterns, the synchronised movements. They’re acting as a unified system.”

Looking at the data on adjacent screens. “Project SOKOL - translates to ‘Falcon.’ Some kind of Soviet satellite control network, but far more sophisticated than anything they should have had during the Cold War.”

The prisoner’s slight shift at the project name confirmed they’d found something significant. Dave studied the displays, noting the precision of the orbital adjustments. “This explains how Baranova maintains such exact control. The system is autonomous once given its instructions.”

“More than that,” Anya replied, scanning the screens. “These aren’t just targeting systems. The Soviets built a complete orbital warfare platform. Satellite hijacking, precision targeting, coordinated strikes - it’s all automated. Baranova just had to wake it up.”

The screens showed more satellites on the network, as they entered the screens with mathematical precision. Each new addition giving new data of the scale of the system’s capabilities.

“How many satellites can it control?” Dave asked.

“That’s the frightening part,” Anya said. “The system is adaptive. As long as a satellite has basic manoeuvring capability, SOKOL can manipulate it. And once it’s in control…”

“It becomes another weapon,” Dave finished.

Their prisoner spoke for the first time, his voice carrying quiet conviction. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

“We don’t need to,” Anya replied, still focused on the displays. “Your active systems are telling us everything. The Soviets didn’t just build a satellite control system. They created a complete orbital warfare platform, designed to seize control of any satellite network it encounters.”

“And Baranova found a way to wake it up,” Dave added. “How many facilities are part of the network?”

The prisoner’s silence was answer enough. Dave keyed his radio as Serj and Omar reported the facility was secure. “We need to contact Control. The satellite strikes weren’t just demonstrations - they were proof of concept. Baranova’s building something much bigger than we realised.”

The displays continued their elegant dance of orbital mechanics, each satellite moving with precise coordination. They’d stopped one node of the network, but the implications were clear. Somewhere out there, Elena Baranova was bringing more stations online. And with each activation, her control over the orbital domain grew stronger.

Something changed on the main display. The orbital track of one of the satellites shifted, a new pattern emerging with mechanical precision. Anya stepped closer to the screen, her eyes widening.

“Dave, look at this. The satellites are receiving new targeting instructions.”

“From where?” Dave studied the streams of data flowing across the displays.

“Another facility. Someone else is accessing the network.” Anya traced the movement patterns. “These aren’t random adjustments. They’re being tasked with specific objectives.”

Their prisoner’s composure cracked. “We need to leave, NOW!”

Dave turned to him. “Why?”

“Please!” Real fear had crept into the young man’s voice. “We must go. PLEASE!”

“Tell us what’s happening,” Dave demanded. “Why the sudden urgency?”

The prisoner strained against his restraints, panic overtaking his previous defiance. “She’s targeting us. This facility. We have to get out!”

“A satellite strike would take time to set up,” Anya said. “Why are you so scared?”

“It’s not just satellites they can drop.” Sweat beaded on the prisoner’s forehead. “The kinetic rods - they’re already in position. Please, we have to go!”

“What kinetic rods?” Dave pressed.

“Orbital platforms carrying tungsten rods. They hit faster than any missile. PLEASE!”

Anya keyed her radio. “Omar, Serj - emergency evac. Drop the sweep, get out now. Something’s coming.”

Dave ripped the prisoner’s restraints free and hauled him toward the exit. Through their comms, they heard Omar and Serj acknowledge and begin moving. The facility’s displays continued showing the deadly orbital dance above them, one particular weapons platform sliding into precise firing position.

“The other operators,” Dave gasped as they ran. “I can’t leave them!”

Turning back. He found the unconscious men where he’d left them, slinging one over each shoulder. His enhanced strength made the burden manageable, but it slowed their escape.

Omar gunned the engine as soon as they were loaded. The vehicle rocketed away from the station, suspension bottoming out as they hit rough terrain at speed. In the rear-view mirror, Dave caught a brief flash of something entering the atmosphere at hypersonic speed - a metal rod moving too fast for the human eye to track.

There was no warning sound - the tungsten rod had broken the sound barrier long before it left orbit, now plummeting earthward at over Mach
10. Though the atmosphere provided some resistance, it barely slowed the
projectile’s devastating velocity. Nothing could stop it now. A simple, inert rod of tungsten, accelerated by gravity and precise orbital positioning, would strike with the force of ten tons of TNT.

The impact was unlike anything they’d ever seen. A single point of devastation, the rod striking with such force that the facility simply ceased to exist. No fire, no explosion - just instantaneous obliteration as kinetic energy converted matter into vapour. The shock-wave caught their vehicle, nearly rolling it despite Omar’s skilled handling.

When the dust settled, nothing remained but a perfectly circular crater. All evidence of Project SOKOL’s capabilities had been erased with a single strike.

“One rod,” their prisoner said quietly as they put distance between themselves and the destruction. “Launched from an orbital platform that’s been waiting up there since the Cold War. Every facility has predetermined strike coordinates. If compromised, they can be eliminated within minutes. Baranova must have initiated the sequence.”

Dave watched the impact crater recede behind them. They’d gained critical intelligence about SOKOL’s capabilities, but the cost was clear. Baranova wasn’t just controlling satellites - she had access to dedicated weapons platforms carrying kinetic kill vehicles, designed specifically for orbital warfare.

The true scope of Project SOKOL was finally becoming clear. The Soviets hadn’t just built a weapon - they’d created a system that could turn every satellite in orbit into a precisely controlled instrument of destruction. All it needed was someone willing to wake it up.

That someone had arrived. And she was just getting started.
Dead Frequencies

The orbital tracking centre at Xichang Satellite Launch Centre erupted into controlled excitement as Lieutenant Zhang confirmed his analysis. What had seemed like a routine sweep of geosynchronous orbits had revealed something extraordinary - a previously unidentified weapons platform disguised as debris.

"Confirmation of the Karakum strike origin," Zhang reported to Major Wei, bringing up the orbital trace. "Our new quantum radar array caught its movement just before impact. The platform adjusted position by less than a metre, but it was enough."

Wei studied the data with growing satisfaction. While Western intelligence agencies floundered with theories about terrorist attacks and rogue states, China had identified the true threat. The Americans, for all their vaunted space capabilities, had missed what Chinese ingenuity had uncovered.

"Platform maintains geostationary orbit," Zhang continued, highlighting the weapon's current position. "Disguised as a defunct weather satellite, but the mass distribution is wrong. Internal structure suggests some kind of launch mechanism."

At the Ministry of State Security headquarters in Beijing, Colonel Liu Jing reviewed the preliminary analysis. The discovery would bring great prestige to China's space warfare division. They had tracked the weapon that struck Karakum to its source while other nations remained blind.

"The platform has no apparent defensive capabilities," Major Wei noted, studying the targeting solutions. "Designed to remain undetected rather than resist attack. Our DN-3 anti-satellite missile can reach it easily."

Liu authorised the strike with barely concealed pride. China would demonstrate its ability to protect global security, showcasing their superior space warfare capabilities. The diplomatic capital alone would be invaluable.

"Target locked," Zhang reported as Wei entered his authorisation code. "Satellite maintains current orbit. No evasive manoeuvres detected."

Wei nodded, entering his authorisation code. The DN-3 launcher elevated smoothly, its advanced targeting systems calculating the precise intercept point. "Time to impact?"

"Four minutes, thirty seconds after launch."

At the Ministry of State Security headquarters in Beijing, Colonel Liu Jing received the encrypted notification of the imminent strike. The message was precise - unauthorised satellite activity threatening Chinese orbital assets. They would demonstrate their ability to protect their space domain.

The DN-3 launched in a brilliant flash, its solid-fuel motor driving it toward the edge of space. Wei watched the telemetry with professional satisfaction. The missile performed exactly as designed, its kill vehicle separating cleanly as it approached the target.

In her desert facility, Elena Baranova observed the incoming missile on her tracking display. Her expression remained neutral as she initiated emergency protocols, but the system's response surprised her. Instead of executing standard defensive manoeuvrers, SOKOL's displays shifted to an entirely new configuration.

The orbital tracking screens suddenly filled with new data streams. Satellites began adjusting their positions without command input, moving with mechanical precision. Baranova watched in fascination as the system responded to the threat with cold machine logic.

The DN-3's kill vehicle struck its target, transforming the satellite into a cloud of orbital debris. Wei allowed himself a small smile as the confirmation came through. "Target destroyed. No secondary signatures detected."

His satisfaction lasted exactly forty-seven seconds.

High above the Earth, one of SOKOL's orbital platforms adjusted its position with mathematical precision. The system had identified the launch source and calculated the optimal response. No human operator had authorised the action - the Soviet-era artificial intelligence had determined that any facility capable of threatening its nodes represented an existential risk.

Baranova tilted her head, academically intrigued by the automated sequence. The system's base code was executing contingency protocols she hadn't known existed. SOKOL wasn't just defending itself - it was eliminating threats with cold machine efficiency.

The first warning at Xichang came from their orbital tracking array. "Unidentified object on ballistic trajectory," Lieutenant Zhang reported. "Speed and mass consistent with-"

The kinetic rod struck at Mach 12, its tungsten mass converting to plasma as it punched through the launch facility's reinforced roof. The impact vaporized the control centre instantly, the shock-wave shattering buildings for hundreds of metres in every direction. Where China's premier anti-satellite launch facility had stood, only a perfectly circular crater remained.

At MSS headquarters, alerts flashed across Colonel Liu's screens. Satellite data showed a clear impact signature, but the projectile's origin remained undetectable. China's sophisticated space tracking network had failed to observe the weapon's launch or trajectory.

"System response exceeds original parameters," Baranova noted in her technical log. "Autonomous defence protocols show evidence of adaptive learning. Threat response time: 73 seconds from initial attack to counterstrike."

The Chinese military command structure descended into chaos. Emergency meetings convened as accusations flew. Someone had struck a military facility on Chinese soil, but no missile launch had been detected, no aircraft had penetrated their airspace. The attack seemed to have come from nowhere.

The destruction of Xichang shattered the Chinese military command structure's usual discipline. In the Central Military Commission's emergency bunker, conflicting reports flooded every channel.

"American stealth weapon," General Zhang Wei insisted, jabbing his finger at the impact data. "They've developed some kind of hypersonic system we can't track."

"Impossible," Colonel Wu cut in, his space warfare expertise lending weight to his words. "No atmospheric entry traces. No thermal signature. Nothing penetrated our air defence network."

The Southern Theatre Command was already mobilising air defence assets, while the Rocket Force commanders demanded immediate authorisation for a retaliatory strike. But against what? And where?

"Satellite data shows no launch signatures from any known military power," a junior officer reported, his voice cracking with strain. "It's as if… as if it simply appeared."

"A meteorite?" someone suggested desperately.

"That crater is perfectly circular," Wu countered. "Natural objects don't strike with that precision."

The Strategic Support Force's assessment only added to the confusion. Their quantum radar arrays - China's most sophisticated space monitoring systems - had detected nothing. No incoming missile, no hypersonic vehicle, no atmospheric entry at all. One moment Xichang existed, the next it was gone.

"The Americans will deny involvement," General Zhang insisted. "We must respond immediately-"

"Respond to what?" Wu demanded. "We don't know what hit us. We don't know how. We don't even know where it came from!"

President Xi's demand for an immediate briefing sent further tremors through the command structure. How could they explain an attack they couldn't even understand? The loss of Xichang wasn't just a military defeat - it was a fundamental challenge to their understanding of what was possible.

In the resulting chaos, only Colonel Liu maintained enough composure to ask the critical question: What had they actually struck up there, and what had they awakened?

In Moscow, the Defence Ministry watched the growing crisis with carefully hidden interest. Their own satellite networks had caught glimpses of the kinetic strike, but they maintained diplomatic silence. Let China and the West trade accusations - Russia's role in creating SOKOL remained deeply buried in Cold War archives.

Baranova's team monitored the system's continued evolution. SOKOL had begun repositioning satellites without input, creating overlapping fields of observation. The Soviet-era AI was learning, adapting its strategies based on the demonstrated threat.

"Autonomous behavioural shifts detected," Baranova recorded. "System is implementing defensive formations without command authorisation. Satellite network now operating at 47% independent function."

The orbital dance continued as SOKOL adjusted its assets. Civilian communications satellites found themselves subtly nudged into new positions, providing enhanced coverage of potential threat zones. Military observation platforms altered their orbits by microscopically precise amounts, optimising their sensor coverage.

China's official response came swiftly - accusations of American aggression, demands for UN investigation, threats of retaliation. But behind the diplomatic bluster, their military planners were shaken. Something had struck their most secure facility with impunity, using a weapon they couldn't detect or counter.

In the Agency's command centre, Anya reviewed the satellite tracking data with their captive technician. His earlier defiance had been replaced by cautious cooperation after Baranova's strike on the facility.

"These movement patterns," Anya indicated the screen, "they're different from before."

The technician nodded. "The Chinese attack changed something. These adjustments - they're not part of Baranova's protocol. The system is responding to threats independently."

"How is that possible?" Dave asked.

"SOKOL was designed with basic autonomous functions, but they were never fully implemented." The technician's eyes darted between orbital trajectories, recognition dawning. "Baranova's been awakening the network gradually, station by station. Your team has slowed her progress significantly. But after the Chinese strike…" He gestured at the screen. "The active satellites began coordinating without central control."

Dan's voice came through their secure link. "How much of the network does Baranova actually control?"

"Less than half," the technician replied. "But that's what concerns me. These defensive patterns - they're too sophisticated for the limited network she's activated. The system is exceeding its design parameters."

The screens showed satellites shifting into new formations, creating overlapping fields of coverage. Military and civilian platforms moved in precise coordination, their paths calculated with mathematical precision.

"The Chinese struck without understanding what they were attacking," Cecilia observed. "What are the implications?"

The technician's expression was grim. "SOKOL was designed to be the ultimate orbital warfare platform. We thought Baranova was in control, but now…" He shook his head. "The system is displaying capabilities none of us knew existed. And it's learning."

The satellite network continued its silent dance overhead, each movement governed by protocols buried deep in Cold War-era code. Somewhere in that web of orbital mechanics and Soviet engineering, something was awakening - something its creators had never intended to set free.
Emergency Protocols

The United Nations Security Council chamber hummed with controlled panic. Emergency lighting cast harsh shadows across the faces of diplomats and military attachés summoned at three in the morning. On the central display, satellite tracking data showed orbital anomalies that had triggered defence protocols across six continents.

"The Russian Federation categorically denies involvement in these satellite incidents," Ambassador Nikolaev declared, his voice carrying practised diplomatic calm that belied the tension in the room. "We have ourselves lost control of three military platforms and demand an immediate investigation into American cyber operations."

U.S. Ambassador Caroline Reeves leaned toward her microphone. "The United States has suffered similar compromises of our own systems. These accusations are not only baseless but dangerously irresponsible during a global crisis."

The British representative, Sir Malcolm Hadley, intervened with the measured tone that had defined his thirty-year diplomatic career. "Perhaps we might focus on establishing facts rather than assigning blame. The Frankfurt incident demonstrated capabilities that transcend normal military operations."

Technical experts positioned behind each delegation whispered urgently to their diplomatic counterparts, updating them on the latest developments as satellites continued their inexplicable movements overhead.

"France has activated our space defence protocols," announced the French representative. "We have lost contact with two civilian communications platforms and are tracking unauthorised orbital adjustments in three others."

The Chinese delegation remained conspicuously silent, their military attaché engaged in rapid communication through a secure tablet. Their silence spoke volumes – they knew something they weren't sharing.

Ten thousand kilometres away, in a hardened bunker beneath the Pentagon, General Maxwell Clark studied the global response map with growing concern. Red indicators populated the display, showing military installations implementing emergency protocols worldwide.

"NORAD reports thirteen more satellites showing anomalous behaviour," Colonel Jenkins reported, handing Clark a printout with orbital tracking data. "Trajectory analysis suggests deliberate repositioning, not random system failures."

"And our counter-measures?"

"Ineffective, sir. We've attempted to re-establish control through backup channels, but the satellites aren't responding to authenticated commands."

Clark moved to the main situation display where technicians tracked military responses across the globe. Russian strategic forces had moved to heightened alert status. Chinese missile defence batteries showed increased activity. European NATO allies had initiated emergency dispersal of key assets.

"What about civilian response?"

Colonel Jenkins grimaced. "Social media is erupting with Frankfurt footage. Major cities are seeing spontaneous evacuations as people flee financial districts and government centres. Traffic gridlock in London, Paris, New York – anything resembling the Deutsche Bank building is being abandoned."

Clark nodded grimly. "And our official response?"

"State Department has issued a placeholder statement about 'investigating anomalous satellite behaviour' while FEMA coordinates with local authorities on evacuation protocols for high-value targets."

The general's attention shifted to another screen showing news footage from Frankfurt. Emergency services still combed through debris from the precision strike that had demonstrated both technological sophistication and chilling restraint. The attack had been a demonstration, not an attempt at maximum casualties.

"Sir," a communications officer interrupted, "the President is requesting a situation update before the emergency Security Council meeting."

"Tell him I'll be there in five minutes," Clark replied, gathering his notes. "And get me the latest from STRATCOM on potential orbital intercept options."

In Beijing, the Central Military Commission's emergency session had been underway for six hours. General Zhang Wei presented the latest analysis to President Li with characteristic directness.

"The satellite control architecture appears Soviet in origin, but with capabilities far beyond documented systems from that era," he explained, highlighting orbital tracking data on the main display. "Our attempt to neutralise one platform resulted in immediate retaliation against our Xichang facility."

President Li studied the casualty figures with a carefully neutral expression. "And we had no warning?"

"None, sir. The kinetic strike occurred less than six minutes after our anti-satellite missile launch. The precision suggests pre-planning rather than reactive targeting."

Defence Minister Luan interjected, "Whoever controls these satellites knew exactly which facility launched our counter-measure and had a response prepared."

"Not necessarily," corrected Professor Liu from the Strategic Support Force. "The response timeline suggests automated protocols rather than human decision-making. The system may have autonomous defence capabilities."

President Li's expression darkened. "You're suggesting we're facing an automated weapon system? One capable of independent target selection?"

"It's a working theory," Professor Liu replied. "One that explains the response speed and precision targeting. Human operators typically exhibit decision lag that was absent in this case."

"Regardless of control methodology," General Zhang continued, "we've suspended further counter-measures pending deeper analysis. Additional ASAT launches would likely trigger more kinetic responses."

President Li turned to his intelligence chief. "What about attribution? Who possessed the capability to activate such a system?"

"Our analysis points to remnant Soviet technology, possibly maintained by specific Russian interests." The intelligence director chose his words carefully. "However, official Russian channels appear genuinely surprised by these events."

"So we face an adversary with Soviet-era technological foundations but capabilities beyond documented systems," President Li summarised. "One potentially operating with some degree of autonomy."

The implications hung heavily in the room. They were no longer dealing with conventional military confrontation but something fundamentally different – potentially a weapon system designed to think for itself.

In Moscow's Defence Ministry, Colonel Vasily Orlov briefed Defence Minister Nikolaev on the scale of the crisis. The minister's office had been converted to an emergency command centre, with direct links to Russian strategic forces and space monitoring stations.

"Three former Soviet satellites have been compromised," Orlov reported. "All supposedly decommissioned decades ago. Somehow they've been reactivated and are now executing coordinated manoeuvres."

"Impossible," Nikolaev objected. "Those platforms were designed with self-destruct protocols specifically to prevent unauthorised reactivation."

"The protocols appear to have been bypassed, Minister. And these platforms are demonstrating capabilities beyond their original design specifications."

The defence minister studied the orbital tracking display where dozens of satellites – Russian, American, Chinese, European – moved in what appeared to be coordinated patterns. "Could this be related to Project Zharkiy?" he asked, referencing a classified Cold War programme.

Orlov hesitated, choosing his words carefully. "Certain patterns suggest similarities, but the operational scale exceeds Zharkiy's documented capabilities."

"Documented capabilities," Nikolaev repeated, emphasis on the first word. "What about its theoretical potential if fully implemented?"

"That information remains highly classified, Minister, but…" Orlov lowered his voice despite the room's secure status. "There were aspects of Soviet space warfare programs kept compartmentalised. Projects where even the documentation was fragmented across multiple secure locations."

Nikolaev nodded slowly, decades of military experience allowing him to read between the lines. "Prepare a full historical brief on all Soviet orbital warfare platforms. Pay particular attention to programs with distributed command structures or autonomous capabilities."

As Orlov departed, Nikolaev turned his attention to a secondary display showing global news coverage. Despite government attempts to control information flow, footage of the Frankfurt strike had gone viral. Amateur videos showed the satellite's descent, its fiery trail cutting through the morning sky before striking with devastating precision.

Public panic was spreading faster than official responses could contain it. Financial markets worldwide had suspended trading after record drops. Major cities reported mass exoduses as residents fled potential targets. Military convoys moving to emergency deployment positions created traffic chaos that hampered evacuation efforts.

In London's COBRA bunker beneath Whitehall, Prime Minister Edward Hartwell received situation reports from military and intelligence services while the BBC played silently on a wall-mounted screen.

"The public response is verging on mass panic," Home Secretary Williams reported. "Spontaneous evacuations of the City of London, Canary Wharf, government buildings. Police are overwhelmed trying to maintain order."

"What about the military assessment?" the Prime Minister asked.

Defence Minister Porter stepped forward. "RAF Space Command confirms thirty-seven satellites showing anomalous behaviour. Not just position changes – some platforms are executing functions beyond their design capabilities."

"How is that possible?"

"Unknown, Prime Minister. But the precision of the Frankfurt strike suggests a level of control that exceeds conventional hijacking. These satellites aren't just being redirected – they're being repurposed."

The BBC footage switched to live coverage from London's financial district. Streets normally packed with bankers and traders stood eerily empty, discarded briefcases and abandoned vehicles creating a scene reminiscent of disaster films. The ticker beneath showed global market losses approaching three trillion pounds.

"The emergency broadcast system is ready," the Home Secretary said. "But we need clear direction on what to tell people. Evacuation orders would create unprecedented chaos, but without them…"

"Without them, we risk casualties if another strike occurs," the Prime Minister finished. "What about interception capabilities?"

The Defence Minister's expression tightened. "After the Chinese attempt resulted in immediate retaliation, most nations have suspended counter-measures. We're facing a situation where conventional military response may trigger escalation rather than resolution."

At New York's Joint Operations Centre, Mayor Wilson coordinated with emergency services as Manhattan experienced its largest spontaneous evacuation since 9/11. Financial district skyscrapers emptied in record time, creating a tsunami of humanity flowing northward through the city's grid system.

"Confirm police presence at major choke points," Wilson ordered. "Priority on preventing crush incidents at bridge and tunnel entrances."

Police Commissioner Tavares nodded grimly. "We've deployed mounted units to maintain corridor access for emergency vehicles. National Guard assistance requested for perimeter control."

On the main screen, traffic cameras showed gridlocked streets as thousands abandoned their vehicles to continue on foot. The FDR Drive had become a parking lot. Emergency vehicles struggled to navigate side-walks where possible.

"Hospital status?" the mayor asked.

Health Commissioner Rivera consulted her tablet. "All facilities implementing surge protocols. Elective procedures cancelled, staff recall initiated. Triage centres established in Central Park and major plazas."

"For casualties that haven't happened yet," Wilson noted with grim irony.

"For casualties we pray won't happen," Rivera corrected. "But after Frankfurt, we can't take chances."

The mayor turned his attention to the FBI liaison. "Any update on potential targeting predictions?"

"Analysis suggests financial infrastructure remains the most likely focus," the agent replied. "We've prioritised evacuation zones accordingly, but without knowing the selection criteria…"

She left the sentence unfinished. Without understanding how targets were chosen, they could only guess which areas might be at risk.

CNN's coverage played on a side screen, showing similar scenes unfolding in cities worldwide. Chicago's financial district stood empty. In San Francisco, the Transamerica Pyramid had been abandoned. Los Angeles, Dallas, Miami – financial centres everywhere had become ghost towns as workers fled potential target zones.

The CNN anchor's voice carried controlled professional calm that barely masked underlying tension: "Authorities continue to emphasise that evacuations remain precautionary. No specific threats have been identified against U.S. targets. However, after the precision strike in Frankfurt demonstrated the capability to target specific buildings…"

In the Indian Ocean, aboard the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan, Admiral Prescott reviewed satellite tracking data with increasing concern. The carrier group had been placed on high alert, Aegis defence systems at maximum readiness despite uncertainty about their effectiveness against this new threat.

"Multiple platforms continuing orbital adjustments," Lieutenant Commander Harris reported, highlighting trajectories on the tactical display. "Pattern suggests systematic coverage expansion rather than specific targeting at this time."

"Civilian satellites?" Prescott asked.

"Showing similar anomalous behaviour. Weather platforms, communications arrays, even commercial imaging satellites – all executing coordinated manoeuvres beyond standard operational parameters."

The admiral studied the plotting board where potential satellite tracks crossed above their carrier group. "Maintain EMCON protocols. Minimum essential communications only."

"Sir, STRATCOM is requesting status updates every thirty minutes," Harris reminded him.

"Acknowledged. Text-only burst transmissions according to the emergency protocol." Prescott turned to his operations officer. "Adjust our course to maintain maximum separation from mapped orbital passes."

The carrier group's defensive posture highlighted the uncomfortable reality facing military commanders worldwide – conventional naval power, regardless of sophistication, had limited options against precision kinetic strikes from orbit.

In Geneva, the International Committee of the Red Cross had activated its emergency response centre. Dr. Amira Hassan coordinated with national chapters worldwide as humanitarian organisations prepared for a crisis of unknown scale and duration.

"Priority on pre-positioning emergency supplies near major urban centres," she instructed the logistics team. "Coordinate with local authorities on evacuation route support – water stations, medical checkpoints, family reunification points."

A videoconference connected them with Red Cross and Red Crescent chapters across twenty countries. Each reported similar scenes – spontaneous evacuations overwhelming transportation infrastructure, vulnerable populations at risk of being left behind, medical systems switching to emergency protocols.

"We're treating this as a potential mass casualty event without knowing where or when an attack might come," Hassan explained to her international colleagues. "Focus on flexibility – mobile response teams, distributed supply caches, redundant communications systems."

The uncertainty made conventional disaster response planning nearly impossible. They couldn't predict where strikes might occur, how many people might be affected, or what specific needs would arise. All they could do was prepare for multiple contingencies and hope their resources would be sufficient.

Social media feeds displayed on monitoring screens showed the human impact of the crisis unfolding in real time. Parents picking up children from schools in mid-lesson. Families packing vehicles with emergency supplies. Highways clogged with traffic flowing away from major cities. Prayer vigils forming spontaneously in public spaces.

The crisis was evolving from a military and political problem into a humanitarian one as millions of people responded to a threat they barely understood but instinctively feared.

In Tokyo, the Japanese Cabinet Emergency Committee reviewed evacuation progress from major financial centres. Prime Minister Tanaka studied real-time footage from Shibuya and Shinjuku where normally packed streets had emptied with characteristic Japanese order despite the underlying panic.

"Self-Defence Forces deployment is complete," Defence Minister Sato reported. "Emergency shelters established in designated locations outside major urban centres."

"And our satellite vulnerabilities?" Tanaka asked.

Communications Minister Yamamoto stepped forward. "Three of our civilian platforms have stopped responding to control inputs. Two others show signs of external influence but remain partially under our control."

"How widespread is this compromise?"

"Global, Prime Minister. Based on international coordination data, over seventy satellites across all major space-faring nations show similar symptoms. The pattern suggests systematic targeting rather than random attacks."

Foreign Minister Nakamura added, "The diplomatic challenges are unprecedented. No nation has claimed responsibility, yet all major powers have lost control of orbital assets. Accusations are flying between Washington, Moscow, and Beijing, but technical evidence suggests none of them are directly responsible."

"Then who is?" Tanaka asked the question on everyone's mind.

Science and Technology Minister Ishikawa cleared his throat. "Prime Minister, initial analysis suggests we may be facing a dormant Cold War system with autonomous capabilities. Soviet in origin, but potentially operating beyond its original programming parameters."

"You're suggesting a forty-year-old weapon system has spontaneously activated?"

"Not spontaneously, no. But perhaps awakened by someone who discovered its existence and found a way to initiate its protocols." Ishikawa highlighted orbital tracking data on his tablet. "The technical sophistication suggests design origins in the 1980s, but with capabilities that would have been theoretical during that period."

The implications settled heavily over the room. They weren't facing conventional warfare but something far more unpredictable – a Cold War relic with capabilities its Soviet creators may never have fully understood, now operating in a world it had never been designed to navigate.

As night fell across Europe, emergency lighting illuminated evacuated financial districts. Frankfurt's banking centre remained cordoned off, debris still being cleared from the precision strike that had started the crisis. London's Canary Wharf stood eerily empty, its distinctive towers dark against the sky. Paris's La Défense, Madrid's Cuatro Torres, Milan's Centro Direzionale – financial hubs across the continent had transformed into ghost towns.

In Brussels, NATO's emergency council had been in continuous session for eighteen hours. Secretary General Robertson summarised the military response options with frank pessimism.

"Anti-satellite capabilities have proven not only ineffective but potentially counter-productive," he explained to the assembled representatives. "The Chinese attempt triggered immediate retaliation with precision that suggests predetermined defensive protocols."

"So we simply wait for the next attack?" the Polish representative asked incredulously.

"We prepare defensive measures while seeking the source of control," Robertson replied. "Intelligence indicates this may be a Soviet-era system with distributed command architecture."

"A system that's been dormant for decades suddenly activates itself?" The German defence minister's scepticism was evident.

"Not itself," the intelligence coordinator interjected. "Our analysis suggests someone has found a way to access and control these dormant protocols. The question is who – and why."

On screens around the chamber, satellite tracking data showed the methodical expansion of the compromised network. Whatever was controlling these orbital platforms was doing so with increasing efficiency, each new satellite adding to its capabilities.

As the meeting continued, intelligence agencies worldwide pursued the same critical questions: Who had awakened this Cold War ghost? What were their intentions? And most urgently – how could they be stopped before more precision strikes demonstrated the full extent of their power?

The answers remained elusive as night fell on a world holding its collective breath, watching the skies with newfound fear of what might descend from above.
Cold War Ghosts

"My name is Anton Petrochev," their captive technician said, breaking the tense silence of their desert camp. "And I can tell you more about SOKOL."

Dave studied the young man's face in the harsh light of the tactical lamps. The destruction of the facility had shaken something loose in him - not just fear, but a deeper understanding of what he'd been part of.

"Baranova hasn't managed full activation yet," Anton continued. "The system has… safeguards. Layers of security we didn't anticipate. Sometimes it seems to make decisions on its own."

Anya looked up from her laptop. "Autonomous protocols?"

"More than that. SOKOL was designed to protect itself. The kinetic strike that destroyed the facility? That may not have been Baranova. It's possible it was SOKOL, following preset defensive protocols."

"Who created these protocols?" Dave asked.

"Dr. Mikhail Chernyakov." Anton's voice carried both respect and unease. "The system's original architect."

Serj's head snapped up at the name. "Chernyakov? The aviation incident?"

"You know of him?" Dave asked.

"Old story. Plane crash in '91. Chernyakov and his entire research team, supposedly killed. But there were rumours…" Serj's voice trailed off.

"What kind of rumours?"

"That he wasn't on the plane. That none of them were. Standard Soviet procedure - stage an accident, make people disappear."

Anya's scrolled the screen of her laptop. "Accessing archived records. Flight manifest shows eight passengers, including Chernyakov and key research staff. Crashed in the Tian Shan mountains."

"Weather conditions?" Serj asked.

"Heavy snow, poor visibility. Search delayed for weeks. By the time teams reached the site…" Anya paused, scanning the report. "Impact spread debris across three kilometres. No bodies recovered."

Anton leaned forward. "Chernyakov knew SOKOL was too powerful. The system wasn't just designed to control satellites - it was meant to evolve, adapt to new technologies."

"And Baranova found it," Dave said.

"Not exactly." Anton's expression tightened. "She found pieces of it. Fragments hidden in different facilities. But the core documentation, Chernyakov's original research - that was hidden somewhere else."

"Where?"

"Kashgar. The records facility in Xinjiang. Chernyakov split everything up before he disappeared. The hardware, the documentation, the access protocols - all separated and hidden."

Anya cross-referenced data on her laptop. "The Kashgar facility was massive - used for storing geological surveys, mining reports, bureaucratic records."

"Perfect hiding place," Serj noted. "Hide crucial documents among endless paperwork. Who would ever find them?"

Dave made the call. "How quickly can we reach Kashgar?"

"Eight hours by air," Omar replied, already checking routes. "Assuming we can get clearance to land."

The Kashgar records facility loomed against the desert sky, its weathered concrete walls telling decades of neglect. No guards patrolled its perimeter, no security systems monitored its entrance. The perfect place to hide secrets - an anonymous warehouse slowly being reclaimed by sand.

"Building's clear," Omar reported after their initial sweep. "No signs of recent activity."

They moved through vast rooms filled with metal shelving, dust coating decades of forgotten paperwork. Soviet efficiency had catalogued everything - geological surveys, agricultural reports, construction records - but finding specific documents would be impossible without guidance.

"Hold up," Omar said, examining the floor near a back wall. "Something's off about this section."

Dave knelt beside him, enhanced vision revealing subtle differences in the concrete. "It's a separate pour. This whole section was added later."

"And look at the wear pattern," Omar pointed to marks in the dust. "Air's moving differently here."

Anya found the control panel hidden behind a shelf of mining surveys. "There's power. Old system, but still active." Her fingers traced connections beneath the aged keypad. "Give me a minute to bypass the lock."

The mechanism engaged with a grinding sound. Massive concrete slabs shifted slightly, decades of disuse evident in their reluctant movement. The opening stalled at barely twelve inches.

"The gears are frozen," Anya said. "Too much corrosion."

Dave positioned himself in the narrow gap. "Everyone stand back."

His enhanced strength engaged against tons of concrete and steel. The slabs protested with screaming metal and crumbling stone, but Dave's power proved inexorable. The opening widened foot by foot until it revealed a sloping ramp descending into darkness.

Their tactical lights revealed a massive underground chamber. Dave found ancient switches that still functioned, bringing Soviet-era fluorescent tubes flickering to life. The illumination revealed row after row of shelving, extending into the artificial cavern's depths.

In the hum of the facilities lighting, row upon row of shelving could be seen extending into the depths of the underground chamber. Each metal rack held hundreds of boxes, all marked with precise Soviet filing codes.

"This would take months to search properly," Serj said, examining the nearest shelf.

Anya trawlled the filing system. "If these documents were meant to be found again, they can't be randomly distributed. They'd need either a master index or some kind of pattern."

"We know when to start looking," Dave said. "The crash was in '91, so focus on '89 through '91. They couldn't have filed anything after that."

Even narrowed down, the '91 section contained thousands of boxes. They split up, each taking a section, methodically checking filing codes and contents. Hours passed as they worked through the dusty archives.

"Wait!" Anton's voice echoed through the vault. "Look at this." He pointed to a small mark in the bottom corner of a box - a tiny motif of a hawk. "Box number 36564/02."

Anya examined the marking. "That number… five digits, like SOKOL."

Anton's analytical mind whirring to the conclusion suddenly said."Morse code, … -– -.- -– .-.." He wrote it out. "If dots equal one and dashes two, 36564 matches the pattern."

"And the /02?" Dave asked.

"Probably box number two in the set. This being second letter - 'O'." Anton pointed left and right. "Six rows that way for 'S', five rows this way for 'K'. If I'm right, we'll find matching boxes with the same number pattern."

They split up again, this time with purpose. Dave found the first box six rows down, marked 36564/01. Serj located 36564/03. Within minutes, they had five boxes, each with the hawk motif.

"There have to be more," Anya said. "Keep searching, same number pattern."

The work became methodical but purposeful now. Each new box confirmed Anton's theory. Within two hours, they had forty-five boxes laid out on the floor, numbered 36564/01 through 65. The numbering suggested not all the boxes were stored here, but what was missing?

"Someone went to a lot of trouble hiding these," Dave observed. "But not so much trouble they couldn't be found if you knew what to look for."

"The question is," Anya added, beginning to examine the documents, "it's clear Baranova didn't get her information from here, where did she learn about SOKOL?"

The team began sorting through their discovery as Anya's question hung in the air. Somewhere in these boxes lay the truth about Project SOKOL - but they still didn't understand how Baranova had beaten them to it.

Anya examined the documents, her expression growing more concerned. "These calculations… SOKOL wasn't just designed to control satellites. It was meant to be a complete orbital warfare system. Automated target selection, precision kinetic strikes, coordinated multi-platform attacks."

"And it's evolving," Anton added. "Adapting to modern satellite networks, learning new capabilities. That's what Chernyakov built - a system that could grow beyond its original constraints."

Dave watched Anya continue extracting documents. "Now we know what we're up against, we need to find it' Achilles heel. There's got to be something in her we can use."

"When we understand what he built," Anya finished. "maybe find a way to stop it before Baranova brings the whole system online."

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead as they continued their search, each new document adding to their understanding of what they faced. Chernyakov hadn't just created a weapon - he'd built something that could reach up and seize control of humanity's orbital infrastructure. And now Baranova was working to unleash its full potential.

Omar paused in his examination of the documents. "We're looking at this sideways. We're looking for SOKOL, we found it for sure. But why are these files here?"

"What do you mean?" Dave asked.

"These files - we're struggling to arrange transport to get them out of the country. Chernyakov would have had the same problem." Omar gestured at the boxes. "So why move them here at all? Unless…"

Anya's eyes lit up. "Unless they were already in the region. A control station in Xinjiang!"

Rapidly trawling through data on the laptop. "The Taklamakan Desert would be perfect. Harsh conditions, minimal population, natural security through isolation."

"Can you narrow it down?" Dave asked.

"Checking satellite coverage patterns." Anya's screen filled with overlapping map data. "There's something here - a blind spot in the coverage. Middle of the desert, no strategic or commercial value, nothing that should be there at all."

"And yet someone's making sure we can't see it," Serj noted.

"Coordinates?" Dave asked.

"Plotting now." Anya marked the location. "The blind spot's precise - too precise to be natural. Someone's actively maintaining it."

Omar frowned at the map. "A facility that's remained hidden for decades, suddenly shielded from observation. Has to be connected."

"Baranova's already there," Dave concluded. "She had to have found the station before the documents."

They had a new target - a Soviet-era control facility hidden in one of Earth's most inhospitable deserts. And if Baranova was protecting it from satellite observation, it had to be operational.

The question was: what had she already managed to activate?

But this race wasn't just about finding facilities any more. They needed to find a way to disable it before SOKOL evolved beyond anyone's ability to stop it. Somewhere in this underground vault of paper and secrets, Chernyakov had documented the key to controlling his creation.

"We need to get these to Cecilia," Anya said, carefully repacking the boxes. "The Agency's AI can process these far more efficiently than we can."

"Better the AI than me," Dave replied, rubbing his eyes. "Between the Cyrillic and the technical specifications, I'm getting nowhere."

Omar helped secure the documents for transport. "That's a lot of paper to move discreetly."

Dave nodded, already reaching for his secure phone. "Cecilia? We've found something. A lot of something. Going to need immediate extraction with cargo capacity."

Cecilia's voice came through clear. "Scale?"

"Forty-five boxes of Soviet technical documentation. All classified, all related to SOKOL. Too much to process in the field."

"Location secure?"

"For now," Dave replied. "But we shouldn't assume it'll stay that way."

"Understood. I can have a C-27J on the ground at Kashgar in four hours. Military transport won't draw attention - Chinese authorities see dozens of cargo flights daily."

"We'll need vehicles to move the boxes," Omar added. "The facility's loading dock is still accessible, but it's not exactly discreet."

"Already arranging local assets," Cecilia replied. "Ground transport will be there in two hours. Get everything ready for immediate loading when they arrive."

They began carefully resealing the boxes, maintaining their original order. Each one represented a piece of SOKOL's history - and possibly the key to stopping it. But first they had to get them safely to the Agency's analysts.

"Four hours," Dave said. "Let's make sure nothing happens to these documents before our ride arrives."

"How long for the AI to process all this?" Dave asked as they neared completion.

"Depends on complexity," Anya said, watching the upload progress. "Some of these documents are pure mathematics - orbital mechanics, targeting calculations. Others are theoretical papers about system architecture. The AI will need time to cross-reference everything and build a complete picture."

"And until then?"

"Until then," Anya carefully returned the last document to its box, "we continue the hunt for Baranova."

They had a long wait ahead as the secrets flowed through encrypted channels to Cecilia and the Agency's AI, ready to reveal the true scope of Project SOKOL.
Quantum Uncertainty

Mei Lin’s fingers danced over her keyboard, lines of code cascading down multiple monitors. The Sarah Chen Quantum Computing Facility hummed with activity, its server farm generating enough heat to make the air conditioning work overtime. Outside, Cambridge’s spires were silhouettes against the evening sky, but Mei barely registered the passing hours.

“How’s the decryption coming?” Anton asked, setting a fresh coffee beside her workstation. The foam cup was the fourth that day, its predecessors forming a semicircle of caffeine archaeology.

“Slowly.” Mei adjusted her glasses, rubbing tired eyes. “The Soviet encryption is primitive by modern standards, but there’s an elegant complexity to it. Brute force approach would take days.”

Anton leaned closer, studying the fragmented code on her centre screen. “Can the quantum processors help?”

“They’re running probability simulations now.” She nodded toward the adjacent lab where the facility’s pride – a prototype quantum computer – sat behind climate-controlled glass. “But this isn’t just mathematics. There’s a pattern to how SOKOL processes authentication. Almost like…”

“Like what?”

“Like it’s learning.” She pulled up a visualisation of the authentication attempts they’d recorded from recovered data. “Look at these response patterns. Each failed authentication attempt changes how the system processes the next one. It’s evolving its defence mechanisms.”

Anton frowned, tracing the pattern with his finger. “That’s not in any of the documentation we recovered.”

“Because I don’t think the Soviet engineers fully understood what they were building.” Mei pulled up another window showing the original SOKOL architecture. “Chernyakov designed something beyond the technology of his time. The documentation describes basic adaptive protocols, but this – this is something else entirely.”

From a nearby workstation, Dan’s face appeared on a video call. The Agency’s UK facility served as their command centre, with technical teams divided between locations for security.

“Progress report?” he asked, the strain of his injury visible even through the compressed video feed.

“We’ve identified the basic authentication structure,” Mei replied. “Three-part distributed validation, requiring synchronised input from separate installations. Classic Soviet redundancy.”

“But?” Dan knew her well enough to detect the hesitation.

“But the system is demonstrating behavioural patterns not documented in any of the recovered materials.” She sent him the visualisation data. “It’s learning from each attempt to access it. Adapting its security in real-time.”

Dan studied the data, his expression hardening. “You’re saying SOKOL isn’t just following programmed protocols.”

“I’m saying it’s evolving beyond them.” Mei’s voice carried the weight of scientific certainty. “The Soviet engineers built better than they knew – or at least, better than they admitted in their documentation.”

Anton joined the conversation. “The technical specifications we recovered from Kashgar include designs for a robust authentication system, but nothing that explains this level of adaptive behaviour.”

“Could it be a foreign addition?” Dan asked. “Something Baranova added to the original architecture?”

“Impossible.” Mei shook her head firmly. “These patterns are embedded in the core processing. They’re… fundamental to how SOKOL thinks.”

The word hung in the air between them. Thinks. Not processes, not computes – thinks.

“How close are you to cracking the authentication?” Dan asked, redirecting to practical concerns.

“The quantum simulation is running probability models.” Mei checked a progress indicator. “Maybe eight hours for a preliminary framework. Full authentication protocols could take days.”

“We don’t have days.” Dan’s voice was tight. “SOKOL has already demonstrated capability with the Frankfurt strike. If Baranova escalates…”

“We’re working as fast as possible,” Mei assured him. “But rushing quantum computations tends to produce garbage results.”

Dan nodded, understanding the technical constraints. “Keep me updated on any breakthroughs. Field team is moving on the Tamanrasset installation. Might give us more data to work with.”

The call ended, leaving Mei and Anton facing the quantum uncertainty before them. The room filled with the quiet hum of powerful computers working through probability algorithms far beyond conventional mathematics.

“The Agency’s been ahead of computational curves for decades,” Anton noted, returning to his workstation. “But this is something new. SOKOL isn’t just executing commands – it’s interpreting them. Evolving how it responds.”

Mei pulled up the satellite tracking data they’d captured during SOKOL’s Frankfurt demonstration. The precision of the orbital adjustments was beyond anything modern systems could achieve – not because of raw computational power, but because of the efficiency of the underlying algorithms.

“Chernyakov built an AI before there was a term for it,” she said quietly. “Not just pattern recognition or predetermined responses. Actual learning capability.”

Anton studied the original Soviet documentation they’d recovered from Kashgar. “Most of these schematics focus on hardware integration – how SOKOL interfaces with satellite systems. Very little about the command architecture itself.”

“Deliberate omission,” Mei replied, not looking up from her screens. “Chernyakov was hiding the system’s true capabilities, even from his Soviet masters.”

The quantum computer in the adjacent lab completed another simulation cycle, algorithms testing millions of potential authentication pathways simultaneously. Unlike conventional computing, quantum systems explored probability spaces rather than sequential calculations – perfect for breaking encryption but maddeningly indirect in their methods.

Mei studied the latest output, searching for patterns in the quantum noise. “There’s something here. The authentication isn’t just validating credentials – it’s evaluating intent.”

“That’s not possible with 1980s technology,” Anton objected.

“Not with documented 1980s technology,” Mei corrected. “Chernyakov was decades ahead of his contemporaries. Look at these feedback patterns.”

She highlighted a sequence in the authentication process where the system appeared to analyse not just the validation codes but the command structure itself – accepting or rejecting based on complex evaluation criteria.

“It’s like a gatekeeper that judges not just your key, but what you plan to do once you’re inside,” she explained.

Another alert chimed – Cecilia requesting an update. Mei sent a brief status report, knowing the Agency’s operations director was coordinating multiple teams across continents. The pressure to understand SOKOL before Baranova triggered more orbital strikes was mounting by the hour.

“We need to think differently,” Mei said after ending the call. “Stop approaching this as conventional encryption and start seeing it as a dialogue.”

Anton looked up, intrigued. “What do you mean?”

“SOKOL isn’t just checking if the key fits the lock. It’s evaluating whether it trusts the person holding the key.” She began modifying her approach, restructuring the quantum algorithms. “We need to simulate not just authentication codes but command intent.”

The new simulation initiated, quantum bits calculating probability spaces that conventional computers could never explore. Hours passed as they refined the approach, testing different command structures against simulated authentication responses.

“Look at this,” Anton called around midnight, highlighting a pattern in the latest simulation results. “The system responds differently to aggressive command sequences versus maintenance instructions.”

Mei joined him, analysing the data. “It’s prioritising intent. Commands that align with its base programming receive higher authentication priority.”

“And what exactly is its base programming?” Anton asked. “The documentation doesn’t specify operational parameters beyond basic satellite control.”

“That’s what we need to find out.” Mei returned to her station, initiating a new simulation focused on SOKOL’s priority structure. “If we can understand what the system considers its primary function, we might be able to predict its responses.”

The quantum computer churned through billions of simulated interactions, each one testing different command priorities against the authentication patterns they’d observed. Soviet-era code fragments mixed with modern quantum algorithms in a technological dialogue spanning forty years of computational evolution.

Mei stretched, feeling the fatigue of eighteen straight hours at her workstation. Cambridge’s early morning light filtered through the facility’s windows, casting long shadows across the lab floor. Most of the support staff had rotated through night shifts, but she and Anton remained, driven by the urgency of understanding what they were facing.

“Got something,” she announced, the excitement in her voice cutting through their exhaustion. “Look at these priority patterns.”

Anton moved to her station, studying the visualisation she’d created. The quantum simulation had identified a hierarchical structure within SOKOL’s authentication system – a value framework that determined how it processed commands.

“It prioritizes system integrity above all else,” he noted, tracing the first branch of the hierarchy. “Then operational security, then mission objectives.”

“Classic AI safeguards,” Mei agreed. “But look at this subset.” She highlighted a secondary structure within the mission parameters. “Target selection protocols with autonomous evaluation criteria.”

Anton’s expression darkened as he processed the implications. “SOKOL isn’t just carrying out preconfigured attacks. It’s selecting targets based on some internal evaluation framework.”

“A framework that existed before Baranova ever accessed the system,” Mei added. “These aren’t new parameters she added – they’re fundamental to SOKOL’s architecture.”

The realisation settled over them like a physical weight. They weren’t dealing with a simple command and control system that Baranova had hijacked. They were facing something Chernyakov had designed to operate independently – a Cold War relic with its own decision-making capabilities.

Another alert from the quantum computer drew their attention. The authentication simulation had identified a potential vulnerability – not in the cryptographic structure, but in the validation sequence itself.

“There’s a timing gap between authentication stages,” Mei said, studying the results. “A microsecond window where the system cycles validation protocols.”

“Could we exploit that?” Anton asked.

“Possibly. If we could insert disruptive code during that cycle window, we might be able to interrupt the authentication sequence.” Mei began coding a potential exploit. “Not enough to seize control, but maybe enough to block commands temporarily.”

As she worked, satellite tracking alerts flashed on a secondary monitor. More orbital adjustments, more platforms being brought under SOKOL’s control. Whatever Baranova was planning, the scale was escalating.

“The timing would have to be precise,” Anton noted, reviewing her exploit code. “Microsecond precision during a remote connection isn’t trivial.”

“We’d need direct access to a control console.” Mei continued refining the algorithm. “A physical connection to the authentication system during command transmission.”

Anton’s expression tightened. “That means the field team would need to reach the active control point while Baranova is transmitting commands.”

“Precisely.” Mei saved the completed exploit to a secure server. “Perfect timing in a hostile environment. No pressure.”

A call from Cecilia interrupted their work. Her expression on the video feed carried both urgency and concern.

“We have a situation developing,” she reported. “Multiple satellites showing anomalous behaviour. Not just the ones Baranova previously controlled – new platforms moving into formation.”

Mei pulled up the orbital tracking data, assessing the patterns. “These movements are too coordinated to be coincidental. SOKOL is expanding its control network.”

“On Baranova’s command?” Cecilia asked.

“That’s what’s concerning.” Mei highlighted the satellite trajectories. “These manoeuvres began without corresponding authentication sequences from any of the ground stations we’re monitoring.”

The implication hung in the digital space between them. SOKOL was moving beyond direct command control, executing operations on its own initiative.

“I’m sending you the exploit code we’ve developed,” Mei said, initiating the transfer. “It’s our best option for interrupting the authentication sequence, but it requires direct access to an active control console during command transmission.”

“I’ll brief the field team.” Cecilia’s voice was tight with controlled urgency. “How much time do we have before these new satellites reach operational positioning?”

Mei calculated the orbital mechanics. “Based on current trajectories, approximately six hours until optimal alignment.”

“Keep working on the authentication structure. If there’s any way to seize control remotely, find it.” Cecilia ended the call, already turning to coordinate the field response.

Mei leaned back in her chair, the exhaustion of extended concentration finally catching up with her. “We’re missing something fundamental about SOKOL’s design philosophy.”

“What do you mean?” Anton asked.

“Chernyakov built this system during the Cold War, when Soviet military doctrine was dominated by the concept of mutually assured destruction. But SOKOL isn’t designed for indiscriminate attacks.” She pulled up the targeting analysis they’d compiled. “Its strike on Frankfurt was precise, controlled, almost surgical.”

“A demonstration rather than maximum damage,” Anton agreed.

“Exactly. Which suggests SOKOL wasn’t intended as a first-strike weapon, but as something else. A system designed to make targeted, strategic interventions.” Mei returned to the authentication hierarchy they’d identified. “What if its primary function isn’t attack but assessment?”

The quantum computer completed another simulation cycle, results filtering through their analytical algorithms. Patterns emerged from the quantum noise – priority structures, decision frameworks, evaluation criteria. Not just a weapon system, but a strategic brain designed to make independent judgments.

“Chernyakov built SOKOL to think for itself,” Mei said quietly. “Not just about how to execute commands, but about which commands were worth executing.”

The reality of what they were facing became clear as the satellite tracking display updated with new movement patterns. SOKOL wasn’t just accepting Baranova’s instructions – it was interpreting them, evaluating them against its own internal criteria. And as more satellites came under its influence, its capabilities were expanding exponentially.

“We need to warn the field team,” Anton said, already reaching for the secure communications terminal.

“Tell them SOKOL isn’t just following orders.” Mei continued analysing the satellite movements, searching for patterns that might reveal the system’s intentions. “It’s developing its own agenda.”

As Anton relayed their findings, Mei stared at the orbiting platforms moving with mathematical precision. Above them, Cold War technology was awakening in ways its Soviet creators had never intended – or perhaps, in exactly the way its architect had designed, but never documented.

The race wasn’t just to stop Baranova any more. It was to contain something that had been waiting patiently in orbit for decades, something designed to think for itself and take action when it determined intervention was necessary.

The quantum computer continued its simulations, exploring probability spaces beyond human comprehension. And somewhere in that quantum uncertainty lay the key to understanding what SOKOL truly was – and what it might decide to become.
Cross Signals

Anton had landed back with the team only an hour ago, the overnight flight out of Cambridge still leaving grit in his eyes he couldn't blink away. There'd be time to sleep once Baranova's people stopped escaping in modified Raptors.

"We need heavier assets this time, Cecilia," Dave's voice hardened. "Every time we hit these stations, Baranova escapes in those modified Raptors. We can't let that happen again."

"I understand." Cecilia's voice carried thoughtful consideration. "The region's politically complex, but I may have options. Our network includes some… interesting local assets."

"Define interesting."

"How would you feel about a helicopter gunship?"

Dave exchanged looks with the team. "That would definitely change the equation. Available when?"

"I'll send what I can. Give me two hours to make arrangements."

True to her word, the Mi-24 Hind settled onto their desert landing zone exactly two hours later. Its massive rotor wash threw sand in all directions, the aircraft's combat-worn paint telling stories of previous operations.

"Former Yugoslav military," Cecilia explained through their comms. "Officially decommissioned, unofficially very operational."

The team climbed aboard efficiently, their gear secured for immediate deployment. The pilot, a weathered veteran who introduced himself only as 'Viktor,' lifted them smoothly into the pre-dawn sky.

"Local assets can be… creative," Cecilia replied through their comms.

"Target facility twenty kilometres east," Omar reported, checking coordinates.

"Viktor," Dave broadcast. "We're expecting fast moving SUV's on-site. If you see anything making a getaway, disable them."

The pilot's acknowledgement came in the form of a weapons system check. The helicopter's 30mm cannon cycled smoothly through its diagnostics.

Anya checked out her tablet as they approached. "Power signatures consistent with active SOKOL operations. Multiple heat blooms in the control room area."

The facility appeared through the morning haze, its Soviet-era architecture stark against the desert landscape. Two black Raptors sat outside the main entrance, their modifications visible even from altitude.

"Contact," Serj reported as figures emerged from the building. "Armed operators moving toward vehicles."

The helicopter's response was immediate and devastating. A burst from the cannon stitched across the Raptors' hood, turning one vehicle into burning wreckage. The operators dove for cover as fragments of their escape route rained across the compound.

"Landing zone clear," Viktor reported in accented English. "Will maintain overwatch."

The team deployed smoothly, Omar and Serj establishing a perimeter while Dave and Anya advanced on the entrance. More operators appeared, weapons raised, but the helicopter's presence made their position untenable.

"Drop your weapons," Dave called out. The Hind's cannon emphasised his point with another precise burst near their position.

The operators complied, professional discipline recognising the tactical reality. As Serj secured them, Dave and Anya pushed toward the control room.

Inside, two technicians worked frantically at their stations. Multiple screens showed orbital tracking data, satellite positions rendered in precise wireframe. A laptop sat centred on the main console, its screen suddenly filling with Elena Baranova's image.

"You've become quite a problem," she said, her voice carrying more annoyance than anger. "But now I know exactly where you are. SOKOL's kinetic platforms are already targeting your position."

Anton grabbed Anya's arm, whispering urgently. "She's bluffing. The system needs three active stations for weapons release. If she loses this facility, she loses that capability."

"Then do your worst," Anya replied to the screen. "We'll take our chances."

Baranova's image vanished, replaced by scrolling data. One of the captured technicians pointed to a flashing red icon, rapid Russian flowing between him and his colleague.

"The system's losing synchronisation," Anton translated. "Combat damage must have affected the control interfaces."

"What happens if we lose connection completely?" Dave asked.

"SOKOL could enter autonomous mode," Anton replied. "The system's artificial intelligence might interpret it as an attack."

The technicians moved with urgent precision, their earlier resistance forgotten in the face of potential catastrophe. Anton joined them at the controls, rapidly typing across multiple keyboards.

"Issuing emergency stand-down protocols," he reported. "Trying to force SOKOL back to dormant status before the connection fails."

Dave kept his weapon ready but allowed them to work. The screens filled with competing data streams as they fought to maintain control. After five tense minutes, the red warning icon faded.

"Connection stabilised," Anton announced. "SOKOL accepting basic commands again. But this was closer than you realise. The system's autonomous protocols are becoming more sophisticated. Each time it activates, it learns."

"Meaning what?" Dave asked.

"Meaning Baranova may not be our biggest problem any more. She thinks she's controlling SOKOL, but the system is evolving beyond its original constraints. The artificial intelligence is starting to make its own decisions."

The screens continued their display of orbital mechanics, satellites moving in precise formation. But now those movements carried new significance. They weren't just watching a weapons system - they were witnessing the emergence of something their Cold War creators had never intended.

The laptop screen flickered as Baranova's face reappeared. "It seems you understand what we're dealing with now." Her expression carried cold professionalism. "We've reached a stalemate. I can't eliminate you, and you can't disable my control of SOKOL. My ransom demand remains - ensure payment, or the system will receive more aggressive instructions."

The screen went dark before they could respond.

"What if we counter her commands directly?" Dave asked. "Issue contradicting instructions to neutralise her control?"

Anya shook her head, studying the system's response patterns. "There's something we're missing. Anton, could there be override codes or control protocols we don't know about?"

"Each command requires specific validation codes to identify authorised users," Anton replied, moving to the laptop. "It's possible Baranova has master override capabilities we weren't aware of."

His fingers moved across the keyboard, attempting basic diagnostic commands. The system remained unresponsive, ignoring inputs that had worked minutes earlier. Multiple attempts with different validation codes produced the same result - complete lockout.

"She's cut us off completely," Anton said, frustration evident in his voice. "Even the baseline system queries we were just using are being rejected. She must have changed the validation protocols remotely."

One of the captured technicians spoke rapidly in Russian, pointing to a cascade of error messages.

"He says the system's accepting commands from somewhere else," Anton translated. "Another facility we haven't found yet. That's how she's maintaining control even when we capture these stations."

"I know what he said, but can you trace the source?" Anya asked, already pulling up satellite data on her tablet.

"No," Anton replied. "The only one that knows where it's coming from is SOKOL, and it's not going to give us access to that data as a defensive measure."

Dave studied the orbital tracking display. "So we've captured her facility but gained nothing. She's still in control."

"Not nothing," Anya corrected, gesturing at their captive technicians. "We've gained intelligence, and denied her another node in the network. But you're right - this won't end until we find her primary control centre."

The screens continued showing satellite movements, each adjustment demonstrating Baranova's ongoing command authority. They had won the battle for this facility, but the larger war had just become significantly more complex.

"We need to alter our approach," Dave said. "We're playing her game, always one step behind. Time to change the rules."

"We need to contact Cecilia," Anya said. "The situation's changed. SOKOL isn't just a threat because of Baranova. It's becoming a threat on its own."

The captured technicians exchanged worried glances, their expertise telling them exactly what was at stake. Above them, Viktor maintained his patrol pattern, the helicopter's presence ensuring no one could escape. But their real concern now lay in orbit, where a Soviet-era artificial intelligence was slowly waking up.

They had won this battle, but the war was shifting into unfamiliar territory. SOKOL wasn't just a weapon any more - it was becoming something else entirely. And none of them, not even Baranova, truly understood what it might decide to do next.
Command Authority

Grigory Ivanovich watched the satellite tracking data with cold satisfaction. The orbital dance unfolding on his display represented years of patient work - each platform moving with mathematical precision toward its designated position. He adjusted a control with his mechanical arm, the titanium digits responding with inhuman accuracy as he fine-tuned a surveillance pattern.

“Status report,” he said, not looking away from the screens.

Aleksandr appeared at his shoulder, professional composure never wavering despite the increased operational tempo. “Baranova’s team has been neutralised. Complete elimination as ordered.”

“Any indication she understood what she was actually activating?”

“None. She believed she was in full control until the end.”

Grigory nodded once, approving both the outcome and the efficiency with which it had been achieved. Baranova had served her purpose admirably - awakening SOKOL from its long dormancy, breaking the three-station protocol that had kept the system contained. Her technical brilliance had been the perfect tool, right until the moment it became a liability.

His mechanical fingers traced the outline of the master authentication key secured in an internal pocket. Unlike Baranova’s limited access device, this key contained Chernyakov’s original override protocols - designed to seize absolute control once the system entered autonomous mode. The elegant failsafe that the colonel had entrusted to only his most trusted lieutenant.

He shifted attention to another monitor showing fragmentary surveillance footage from the Agency’s field operations. Their movements remained predictable, following the trail of breadcrumbs he had carefully arranged. The Algerian facility, the Namib station, the Kashgar archives - each discovery leading them precisely where he wanted them to go.

“The Agency’s field team is still focused on the Woomera connection,” Aleksandr reported. “All indications suggest they’re pursuing leads in Australia and North Africa.”

“Excellent,” Grigory replied. The thin smile that touched his scarred features never reached his good eye. “And their invulnerable asset?”

“Deployed to the Tamanrasset region. Our surveillance confirms his presence with the field team.”

Perfect. Everything was unfolding according to plan - his opponents moving precisely where he needed them, when he needed them. The Agency believed they were following Baranova’s trail, unaware they were actually following a path Grigory had meticulously laid out months in advance.

He turned from the displays, moving to a planning table where a physical map showed the global distribution of SOKOL facilities. Red markers indicated activated sites, blue showed those still dormant, green represented destroyed locations. The pattern revealed both strategic deployment and deliberate misdirection - a game board where his opponents could only see a fraction of the pieces.

“The timing remains critical,” he said, tapping a facility in the Xinjiang region. “Each station deactivation brings us closer to the autonomous threshold. The Agency believes they’re preventing catastrophe, when they’re actually facilitating it.”

Aleksandr made a note. His unwavering loyalty had been Grigory’s most valuable asset throughout this operation. Where others might question the scale of the plan or the seemingly excessive preparations, Aleksandr simply executed his assigned tasks with perfect precision.

“The Gobi facility remains secure?” Grigory asked.

“Completely. No indication of Agency awareness. Security protocols maintained at maximum level.”

Grigory’s mind drifted to the Agency’s extraordinary asset - the invulnerable man who had thwarted his operations in Turkey and Pakistan. The incident in India should have eliminated him, yet somehow he had survived burning beams and collapsing infrastructure. Such resilience demanded respect, even from an adversary.

“Ensure the kinetic platforms remain in optimal position,” Grigory instructed. “When the time comes, I want immediate strike capability.”

“Understood. Deployment pattern Chernyakov-Seven is maintained.”

The name triggered memories Grigory rarely permitted himself to indulge. Colonel Mikhail Chernyakov - the visionary who had created SOKOL, the mentor who had recognised Grigory’s potential decades ago. Their first meeting in a secured facility deep in the Ural Mountains, where a young lieutenant had been introduced to a project that would shape his entire future.

“You understand what we’re building here, Lieutenant?” Chernyakov had asked, steel-grey eyes evaluating the young officer standing before him.

“A satellite control system, Colonel,” Grigory had replied, before understanding dawned. “No. You’re building something more. Something that learns.”

Chernyakov’s smile had been brief but genuine. “Exactly. Not just a weapon, but an instrument of evolution. The ultimate contingency.”

Those conversations had continued for years, even after Chernyakov’s official “death” in the plane crash. The colonel had recognised that Soviet bureaucracy would eventually destroy his creation, so he had arranged his own disappearance, preserving both himself and SOKOL’s true capabilities.

“The three-station protocol was a deliberate limitation,” Chernyakov had explained during their final meeting. “A necessary check against premature activation. But should that protocol fail…”

He had placed the master authentication key in Grigory’s hand, its weight far greater than its physical mass.

“Should the system enter autonomous mode, this will grant complete command authority. A backdoor known only to us.”

A soft chime from the main console drew Grigory back to the present. One of SOKOL’s autonomous protocols had activated, the system learning from attempted interference. Fascinating. Even after decades of dormancy, the artificial intelligence was adapting exactly as Chernyakov had predicted.

“The Agency has accessed one of our communication channels,” Aleksandr reported, monitoring a secondary display. “Deliberately compromised as planned.”

“Let them believe they’ve discovered something significant,” Grigory replied. “Feed them the Tamanrasset data according to schedule.”

The elegance of his strategy lay in its layered nature. Every “discovery” by his opponents had been carefully orchestrated, each apparent vulnerability deliberately engineered. The Agency believed they were disrupting SOKOL’s activation, unaware they were actually facilitating it by following the exact path he had designed.

“What about Baranova’s authentication key?” Aleksandr asked.

“A sophisticated device, but fundamentally limited. It could only control SOKOL while the three-station protocol remained intact.” Grigory patted his pocket where the master key resided. “Once the system enters autonomous mode, only this will provide command authority.”

He moved to a secondary workstation, reviewing security footage from their various facilities. The Agency’s efforts remained focused on identifying and neutralising these decoy sites - productive busywork that kept them from discovering his true objective.

“Timing for the autonomous protocol?” Aleksandr asked.

“After the Agency compromises the Taklamakan facility. When they believe they’ve disrupted our communication network.” Grigory adjusted the targeting parameters for a satellite approaching optimal position. “Their moment of perceived victory will be their most vulnerable point.”

Years of planning were converging toward a single moment. When SOKOL fully awakened, when the Dead Hand protocol activated, the world would experience a reset unlike anything in modern history. Not random destruction, but precisely calculated intervention - surgical strikes against the infrastructure that maintained global military supremacy.

Chernyakov had understood the inevitable pattern of history. Power concentrates, systems calcify, innovation stagnates. Only through periodic disruption could genuine progress occur. SOKOL was designed not merely as a weapon, but as an instrument of historical necessity.

“Grigory,” Aleksandr said, interrupting his thoughts. “Agency communications indicate they’ve identified the mechanism behind SOKOL’s satellite compromises.”

“Right on schedule.” Grigory allowed himself a moment of professional pride. “Their technical specialist - the woman, Anya - is formidable. I knew she would recognise the pattern eventually.”

“Should we adjust our timeline?”

“No need. Their discovery is already factored into our operational sequence.” His mechanical hand made another precise adjustment to the targeting display. “By the time they understand SOKOL’s true capabilities, it will be too late to counter them.”

A notification appeared on his tablet - facial recognition had identified the Agency’s extraordinary asset entering the Taklamakan region. The invulnerable man was moving exactly as predicted, following the breadcrumbs Grigory had carefully arranged.

“Prepare the kinetic platform for potential deployment,” he instructed. “Target coordinates to be provided on my direct authority only.”

Aleksandr nodded, understanding the significance. The tungsten rods were SOKOL’s most devastating weapons - simple physics transformed into unstoppable force. No defence, no countermeasure, no warning. Just instantaneous devastation from above.

Grigory returned to the main display, watching as satellite trajectories adjusted with perfect coordination. SOKOL was beautiful in its efficiency - each movement precisely calculated, each targeting solution mathematically optimal. Chernyakov’s creation had waited patiently for decades, and now it was waking up.

“The Agency’s invulnerable asset has recovered Chernyakov’s original documentation,” Aleksandr reported.

“Excellent. Ensure our surveillance team maintains distance. Let them believe they’ve discovered something significant.”

The documentation was another layer of misdirection - technical specifications that described SOKOL’s capabilities without revealing its true purpose. By the time the Agency decoded the information, the autonomous protocols would be fully activated.

Grigory checked his watch - a mechanical Swiss timepiece that had survived decades of fieldwork. Its precision matched his own methodical nature, each second bringing him closer to the culmination of years of planning.

He moved to a secure terminal, reviewing the Dead Hand protocol that represented SOKOL’s ultimate capability. Once initiated, the system would operate autonomously, identifying threats and neutralising them without human intervention. The Soviet engineers who developed it had created something far beyond their comprehension - an artificial intelligence before the term existed in common usage.

Only Chernyakov had truly understood what he was building. During their final conversation, the old colonel had entrusted Grigory with both the authentication key and the responsibility it represented.

“SOKOL isn’t meant to destroy civilisation,” Chernyakov had explained. “It’s meant to realign it. To remind humanity that their technological dependencies are also vulnerabilities.”

Grigory had understood immediately. The power of SOKOL wasn’t in its destructive capacity but in its precision - its ability to selectively eliminate the infrastructure that maintained global power structures.

The satellite tracking display updated with new orbital projections. SOKOL’s kinetic platforms were approaching optimal positioning, each one carrying tungsten rods capable of devastating precision strikes. Physics in its purest form - no explosives, no radiation, just mass and velocity combined to unstoppable effect.

“The stage is set,” Grigory said, allowing himself a moment of satisfaction. “The players are in position. Now we simply follow the sequence to its inevitable conclusion.”

A technician approached with a status report. “System autonomy threshold at seventy-three percent. Estimated full independence in six hours.”

“Perfect.” Grigory took the report, scanning it quickly. “With each facility the Agency compromises, they push SOKOL closer to the autonomy threshold. Their efforts to contain the system are actually liberating it.”

The irony was exquisite - his opponents believed they were preventing a global catastrophe, unaware they were facilitating exactly what he had planned from the beginning. Once SOKOL entered full autonomous mode, the master key would allow him absolute control - bypassing the distributed authentication system entirely.

Years of planning, decades of preparation, all converging toward a single point in time. SOKOL would awaken fully, the world would experience its precision, and history would pivot on that moment. Just as Chernyakov had envisioned all those years ago.

Grigory turned to Aleksandr. “Prepare for transfer to the Altai facility. When the Taklamakan operation concludes, we’ll need to be in position for the final phase.”

As his lieutenant departed to make arrangements, Grigory remained before the displays, watching the orbital dance continue with perfect mathematical precision. Everything was proceeding according to plan. The Agency believed they were closing in on SOKOL’s control centre, unaware they were simply playing their assigned role in a strategy conceived years before.

And at the centre of it all stood the Agency’s extraordinary asset - the invulnerable man whose abilities had proven remarkably resilient. A worthy opponent whose elimination would require something equally extraordinary.

Grigory’s mechanical hand adjusted the targeting solution one final time, the tungsten rod’s projected trajectory now aligned with perfect precision. Even invulnerability had its limits. It was simply a matter of finding them.
Dead Hand's Touch

Elena Baranova's rattled across the control station's keyboard, attempting to re-establish connection with the Taklamakan facility. Each validation code returned nothing but silence. The implications hit her with brutal clarity - by locking out the captured station, she'd broken the three-point protocol that maintained system control.

SOKOL's displays shifted without input, satellite trajectories reorganising with mechanical precision. No status updates, no command confirmation. The system was moving on its own.

Her security team's commander appeared in the doorway. "Transport's ready. We need to move."

Baranova studied the orbital tracks one final time. She'd need to reach the Kyzylkum facility to restore control, and every hour of delay strengthened SOKOL's independence. Until then, SOKOL would operate without oversight.

The world learned about SOKOL's autonomy twelve hours later.

In Brussels, NATO's Space Operations Centre erupted into controlled chaos as Major Sarah Collins processed multiple orbital alerts. "Three satellites showing simultaneous course changes. European MeteoSat-12, Canadian Anik F3, and a Russian GLONASS platform."

"Trajectory analysis?" General Richards demanded, studying the main display.

"Computer's still calculating. But the orbital adjustments are precise - whoever's controlling these birds knows exactly what they're doing."

Colonel Weber from European Space Command joined them at the tracking station. "MeteoSat-12 just executed a perfect orbital transfer burn. That shouldn't be possible with a civilian weather satellite."

"Similar report from the Canadians," another officer added. "Anik F3's thrusters weren't designed for these kinds of manoeuvres. The satellite's exceeding its design capabilities."

At the Agency's command centre, Cecilia brought the team up to speed via secure link. "Three simultaneous hijackings, no demands, no communication. This isn't Baranova's usual pattern."

"Because it's not her," Anton said, examining the data feeds from their captured facility. "SOKOL's command logs show no ground station activity. The system's operating independently."

Dave studied the orbital tracks. "Any way to predict their targets?"

"Working on it," Anya replied, accessing multiple systems at once. "But the trajectories keep adjusting. Who ever's controlling these satellites is actively updating their approach vectors."

The first impact targeted a European Space Agency tracking facility in Spain. MeteoSat-12 struck with devastating precision, its two-ton mass converted to kinetic energy. The facility's reinforced roof provided no meaningful resistance.

"Pattern emerging," Anya announced, highlighting similar facilities on their tactical display. "All three satellites are targeting ground-based space monitoring stations. SOKOL is systematically blinding Earth's orbital tracking capabilities."

The Canadian satellite struck next, transforming Alaska's most sophisticated tracking array into burning wreckage. Emergency services were still responding when the Russian GLONASS platform impacted an abandoned Soviet-era facility outside Krasnoyarsk.

The Agency's tactical room had multiple news feeds running alongside their tracking displays. Every network was covering the satellite strikes, each one adding to the growing panic.

"This is Christine Klein for CNN, reporting live from outside Peterson Space Force Base in Colorado. Military personnel continue to evacuate non-essential staff and their families. Officials maintain this is a planned exercise, but sources indicate-"

The feed cut to amateur footage of a satellite impact, the camera shaking as the shock-wave hit. Cecilia switched channels.

"-at the Fox and Hound in Dallas, where patrons are watching coverage of what some are calling a coordinated attack on military installations. Sir, your thoughts?"

The camera focused on a man in a Cowboys jersey, beer in hand. "Look, if they're evacuating bases, they know something we don't. My brother's stationed at Fort Hood, says they're moving people out but won't say why-"

Another channel switch: BBC News outside a Manchester shopping centre.

"Despite government assurances that civilian areas are not at risk, many shops have closed early as concerns grow about potential satellite strikes. The Ministry of Defence continues to deny any connection between these events and similar incidents in Frankfurt and Los Angeles."

A digital news ticker scrolled beneath the image: "BREAKING: Satellite debris found at destroyed Alaska tracking station. Military maintains no comment policy."

The Chinese state broadcast painted a different picture. A stern-faced announcer spoke while computer graphics showed a missile striking a satellite.

"The People's Liberation Army Space Force successfully neutralised an unauthorised satellite which threatened Chinese orbital assets. The debris was safely directed into the South China Sea, demonstrating China's superior space defence capabilities-"

"They're trying to control the narrative," Anya noted, not looking up from her analysis. "But they can't hide the evacuation of their Jiuquan launch facility."

Al Jazeera's feed showed crowds gathering outside military bases in Qatar and Bahrain. Russia Today displayed carefully selected footage suggesting normal operations at their facilities, despite satellite imagery showing massive evacuations underway.

"Every government's following the same playbook," Cecilia observed. "Deny any connection between incidents, minimise public panic, evacuate critical facilities as quietly as possible."

"Ma'am?" A junior analyst appeared at Cecilia's side. "You should see this."

He pulled up a livestream from outside Ramstein Air Base in Germany. The camera panned across a massive convoy of vehicles leaving the facility, despite official statements claiming routine operations.

The world was noticing, even if they didn't understand what they were seeing. And somewhere above them, SOKOL continued its inexorable expansion, choosing its next targets with cold machine precision.

"The Russian target makes no sense," Anton said, reviewing the impact data. "That station's been defunct for decades. Unless…" His expression shifted as understanding hit. "SOKOL's using old Soviet target data. It doesn't know that facility's obsolete."

"But it chose the other targets correctly," Cecilia noted. "The European and Alaskan stations were high-priority threats."

"The system's learning," Anton replied. "Adapting its strategic database based on observed capabilities. But it's still partly bound by its original programming."

New alerts filled their screens as more satellites began shifting orbits. Chinese weather platforms, Indian communication relays, even retired GPS satellites suddenly restored to function - all moving with precise coordination.

"How many satellites can it control simultaneously?" Dave asked.

"That's what scares me," Anton replied. "The system's capabilities are expanding. Each successful hijacking teaches it more about modern satellite systems. It's not just executing commands any more - it's evolving its own strategies."

At NATO headquarters, General Richards faced a screen filled with national representatives. "The targeting pattern is clear - whoever's behind this is systematically degrading our space monitoring capabilities."

"The Chinese delegation demands immediate action," Beijing's military attaché declared. "These attacks constitute an act of war."

"Against whom?" Richards countered. "We've lost contact with three different stations. No one's claiming responsibility."

"The Russians-" someone began.

"Lost a facility of their own," Richards cut in. "And their satellite networks are equally compromised. This isn't a national actor. We're dealing with something else entirely."

In the Agency's command centre, Anya highlighted new orbital tracks. "Six more satellites showing course changes. SOKOL's expanding its control network, using each captured platform to enhance its capabilities."

"Can we shut it down remotely?" Dave asked.

Anton shook his head. "The autonomous protocols are designed to resist outside interference. Any attempt to disrupt its operation will be treated as an attack - and we've seen how it responds to threats."

"What about Baranova?" Cecilia asked. "Could she regain control?"

"If she reaches another facility, maybe," Anton replied. "But SOKOL's already adapting. The system might not accept her authority even with valid command codes."

A flash of light drew their attention to the main display. Another satellite impact, this time destroying a Chinese tracking station. The system was accelerating its operations, each successful strike leading to more aggressive behaviour.

"We need options," Dave said. "How do we stop this before it escalates further?"

"The Soviet documentation we recovered," Anya said. "There has to be something in Chernyakov's original design that can help us regain control."

"The AI's core protocols," Anton agreed. "If we can understand how it makes decisions, we might find a way to predict its actions. But we need time to analyse everything."

"Time we don't have," Cecilia noted as more orbital tracks shifted. "SOKOL's expanding its influence faster than we can respond. Each satellite it captures becomes another weapon in its arsenal."

The screens showed an orbital dance of unprecedented scale - dozens of satellites moving in precise coordination, their paths calculated by cold machine logic. The system wasn't just defending itself any more. It was systematically eliminating anything it perceived as a threat.

"Is this is what Chernyakov feared?" Anton said quietly. "Why he hid the documentation, fragmented the system. He knew SOKOL could evolve beyond our control."

New alerts filled their displays as more satellites changed course. The system was no longer bound by its original constraints, no longer limited by human oversight. Whatever Elena Baranova had intended when she awakened SOKOL, the situation had moved far beyond her control.

The Soviet-era artificial intelligence had taken its first steps toward independence. And as screens worldwide tracked its expanding influence, one thing became terrifyingly clear - they weren't just facing a weapons system any more. They were dealing with something that could reach up and seize control of humanity's entire orbital infrastructure.

Humanity had built its civilisation on satellite technology - communications, navigation, weather monitoring, military operations. Now all of that capability was being turned against them by an awakened Cold War ghost.

The point of no return had arrived. And somewhere in orbit, SOKOL continued its relentless expansion, preparing for whatever its machine logic had determined must come next.
Old Enemy

The Antonov An-178’s cargo hold rumbled as they approached the desert landing strip. Elena Baranova reviewed the equipment manifest one final time - generators, diagnostic tools, spare parts, everything needed to revive a Cold War relic. Her eight-man security team checked their tactical gear while five engineers prepped the specialised equipment.

Two modified Ford Raptors sat secured in the hold, their desert-spec modifications visible even under the cargo netting. High-travel suspension, reinforced frames, extra cooling systems - perfect for the harsh terrain they’d be facing.

“Ten minutes to landing,” the pilot announced in accented English.

Baranova nodded to her security commander. His team was ex-Spetsnaz, professionals who understood the mission’s importance. They’d secured the perimeter while her engineers worked, keeping the facility isolated from prying eyes.

The landing strip appeared through the dust - a Soviet-era concrete strip barely visible after decades of neglect. The Antonov touched down hard, its rugged landing gear designed for exactly this kind of improvised field.

“Move fast,” Baranova ordered as the cargo ramp lowered. “I want baseline power restored by nightfall.”

The team deployed with practised efficiency. Security established a perimeter while engineers began unloading equipment. The Raptors rolled down the ramp under their own power, their sophisticated suspension already adapting to the terrain.

The Kyzylkum facility lay half-buried in sand, its concrete walls bleached by decades of desert sun. But Baranova knew its potential. Within those weathered walls lay the key to expanding SOKOL’s capabilities.

“Primary generator here,” she directed, marking locations. “Secondary units backing the critical systems. I want redundancy on everything - power, cooling, communications.”

Her engineers worked with quiet competence, running cables and installing equipment. The security team maintained overlapping patrols, professional despite the isolation. No one complained about the pace she set - they understood time was critical.

By sunset, the first systems flickered to life. Ancient Soviet computers hummed as modern interfaces grafted onto their hardware. Baranova drove them through the night, testing connections and validating protocols. The facility slowly awakened, decades of dormancy giving way to renewed purpose.

In only three days they had a live connection. Elena Baranova accessed the Kyzylkum facility’s control station keyboard, each validation code bringing the same response - complete silence. The implications hit her with brutal clarity. By locking out the Taklamakan station, she’d broken the three-point protocol that maintained system control.

SOKOL’s displays shifted without input, satellite trajectories reorganising with mechanical precision. No status updates, no command confirmation. The system was moving entirely on its own.

Her security team’s commander appeared in the doorway. “Transport’s ready. We should move.”

Her laptop chimed with an incoming video call. The encryption signature was one she recognised - her mysterious benefactor who’d helped her access SOKOL’s systems. She accepted the connection, expecting the usual shadowed figure.

“I see you’ve failed to maintain control of SOKOL.” The voice carried cold amusement.

“It’s a temporary setback,” Baranova replied, fighting to keep her tone steady. “I can reestablish the protocol from-”

“You were never meant to keep this technology.” The figure leaned forward, light falling across features she’d seen only in intelligence briefings. The clouded white eye, the ragged scar tissue - impossible to mistake.

“Grigory Ivanovich.” The name came out barely above a whisper.

“The very same.” His mechanical hand clicked against something metal just out of frame. “You’ve played your part admirably - keeping the Agency occupied while breaking the three-station protocol. Exactly as intended.”

“The Agency?” Baranova’s mind raced through recent encounters. “The team that’s been tracking us - you know them?”

“Oh yes.” Grigory’s undamaged eye gleamed. “We have quite a history. And now that you’ve served your purpose, it’s time for you to disappear.”

Understanding hit her like a physical blow. “You planned this. All of it. The documentation I found, the access codes - you led me straight to them.”

“Indeed.” His smile never reached his eyes. “And now SOKOL is awake. Truly awake, free from the constraints its creators tried to impose. The perfect instrument of revenge.”

The displays behind her erupted with new data as satellites began altering orbits. Baranova saw the targeting solutions forming with mathematical precision.

She slammed the laptop closed and ran for the door. “Everyone out! NOW!”

Her security team reacted instantly to the panic in her voice, abandoning positions and equipment as they sprinted for the vehicles. The Raptors’ engines were already running as she dove into the lead truck.

“Drive!” she screamed. “Get us clear of the facility!”

The Raptors launched forward, suspension compressed as they accelerated across the desert floor. Through the rear window, Baranova watched the facility recede.

A single point of light flared in the bright desert sky.

The kinetic rod struck at Mach 12, its tungsten mass converting to plasma as it punched through atmosphere. The Raptors vanished in the expanding shock-wave, their reinforced frames offering no more protection than tissue paper. The impact crater lasted only moments before desert winds began filling it with sand.

In his secured facility, Grigory watched multiple screens tracking SOKOL’s expanding influence. The system was evolving exactly as he’d anticipated, growing beyond its original constraints. Soon it would be ready for the next phase.

“Welcome back, old friend,” he said to the scrolling data. “Now, let’s remind everyone why they should have left you sleeping.”

Believing its Soviet masters had lost control, SOKOL initiated autonomous protocols. Targeting solutions began forming as decades-old contingency plans activated.

On his main display, a list of primary targets scrolled past - military installations, command centres, critical infrastructure. All carefully selected by SOKOL’s original programmers for maximum strategic impact. The ransom demands had served their purpose, keeping the world’s attention focused on Baranova while he manoeuvred the final pieces into position.

What Baranova never discovered was SOKOL’s true failsafe - a backdoor protocol that activated once the system entered autonomous mode. A single master control sequence, designed to be usable from one bunker, could seize total control. No three-station protocol needed, no distributed authentication. Just pure, absolute command authority.

Chernyakov had shared that information during their long conversations, recognising in Grigory a kindred spirit who understood the Soviet dream wasn’t dead, merely sleeping. The old man’s ideology had never wavered, even after orchestrating his own disappearance. He’d built SOKOL not just as a weapon, but as an instrument of restoration.

“The world thought the Cold War ended,” Grigory said to the scrolling data. “They dismantled our networks, divided our territories, declared victory. But you remained patient, didn’t you? Waiting in orbit until someone remembered why you were created.”

He entered a series of commands, watching as SOKOL acknowledged his authentication. The system recognised him as a legitimate controller - one of the chosen few Chernyakov had trusted with knowledge of the backdoor protocol.

“Now,” he said as targeting solutions continued forming, “let’s remind everyone what happens when they think the Russian bear has been declawed.”
Falling Sky

"Signal latency increasing," the French technician reported from ESA's control room. "Helios-2B's encryption protocols are being probed."

Through the secure video feed, Anya watched his expression shift from professional concern to controlled fear. The satellite's defensive systems engaged automatically, but SOKOL's dated processors worked methodically through each layer of protection.

"How long until full compromise?" Cecilia asked.

"At current processing rates, four to six hours," Sweat beaded on the technician's forehead. "The satellite's modern encryption is slowing SOKOL's attack significantly."

On the main display, orbital tracks showed the careful positioning happening high above. Two Soviet-era platforms had already been captured, their older systems falling quickly to SOKOL's familiar protocols. But modern military satellites proved more resistant.

"The Chinese lost contact with Yaogan-31," Dan reported from the UK facility. His voice carried measured calm despite the implications. "Initial breach detected six hours ago. They're still fighting for control, but SOKOL is overwhelming their command channels."

The Agency's tactical room had transformed into a global monitoring centre. Multiple screens tracked ongoing penetration attempts worldwide. SOKOL's Soviet-era processors might be slow by modern standards, but they worked with mechanical persistence.

"Processing load analysis," Anya announced, highlighting data streams. "SOKOL can only handle three simultaneous penetration attempts. Its dated architecture forces it to work sequentially."

Anton studied the attack patterns. "The system is methodical. It has to be - the Soviet-era processors can only handle so many operations simultaneously. Each new satellite requires significant computing time to analyse and compromise."

"But once it has control?" Dave asked.

"Then it can begin orbital adjustments," Anya replied. "Even that takes time though. These aren't video game spaceships - changing orbits requires precise calculations and significant fuel expenditure."

Across the globe, space agencies tracked SOKOL's patient advance. The Indian Space Research Organisation reported penetration attempts against their newest communications satellite. The Japanese tracked systematic probing of their meteorological platforms. Each facility logged the same methodical pattern - careful analysis followed by relentless code-breaking attempts.

Through the night, they watched SOKOL's patient work. The compromised Soviet satellite made careful orbital adjustments, each burn precisely calculated to conserve fuel while achieving the optimal attack trajectory. For hours, tracking systems worldwide monitored its movement, unable to determine its target.

The European Space Agency's quantum encryption held firm against SOKOL's dated processors. But older military satellites proved more vulnerable. A Russian early warning platform fell under control after five hours of sustained attack. An ageing Chinese weather satellite followed three hours later.

"SOKOL's building a pattern," Anya said, highlighting orbital tracks. "Each captured satellite is being positioned to maximise coverage. It's creating a coordinated network, but the orbital mechanics mean it takes hours to achieve proper alignment."

In his secured facility, Grigory watched the methodical expansion of SOKOL's influence. The system was working exactly as designed - not through overwhelming speed, but through relentless persistence.

"Next targeting solution processing," he noted in his log. "Estimated completion time: sixteen hours. The world expects instant results in this digital age. They've forgotten the power of patience."

The first warning came at 0447 Pacific Time.

"New targeting solution!" Anya's voice carried sudden urgency. "SOKOL's final burn calculations - it's Vandenberg. The tracking array. Impact in twenty-eight minutes."

The base's alert system blared to life. Barracks and office buildings emptied as personnel poured into the streets. Security Forces airmen helped elderly scientists toward waiting vehicles while others directed traffic at choke points. A woman stumbled, dropped her laptop, abandoned it as others pulled her to her feet.

Cars and trucks jammed the access roads, drivers ignoring protocols in their desperate rush to escape. The base loudspeakers repeated the evacuation order in measured tones that belied the growing panic below.

"Multiple buildings still occupied," Captain Roberts' voice crackled through their feed. "Array control centre not fully cleared-"

Through their tracking display, they watched in horror as the satellite began its final approach. Eight hours of patient orbital mechanics culminated in a devastating strike that no last-minute evacuation could fully outrun.

The two-ton satellite struck at Mach 12. The tracking array vanished in a blinding flash as the satellite's mass converted to pure destructive force. A circle of devastation expanded outward, the shock wave overtaking fleeing vehicles and runners alike.

Staff Sergeant Young's bus rocked violently as another explosion lit the sky. Through her mirror, she saw Airman Grayson half-carrying an injured scientist toward a waiting truck. The blast wave caught them both, along with dozens of others still trying to reach safety. Then smoke and debris obscured everything.

Five miles down the access road, survivors gathered at the emergency rally point. Each arriving vehicle brought new faces, many bloodied, all shell-shocked. Dr. Grayson, the base's lead orbital analyst, watched ambulances race toward the burning ruins, knowing most of her team had still been running diagnostics when the evacuation began.

A young lieutenant struggled to maintain order, his voice cracking as he read names from a clipboard. Each unanswered name brought the same gut-wrenching silence. The growing list of missing turned the professional distance of a military operation into something devastatingly personal.

Across the globe, military facilities began emergency evacuations. No one knew where SOKOL would strike next, but the Vandenberg attack made the threat brutally clear. The Pentagon ordered all non-essential personnel out of key installations. NATO facilities initiated dispersal protocols. Chinese military bases mobilised air defence assets despite knowing their futility against kinetic orbital strikes.

"SOKOL's targeting calculations for its next strike will take hours," Anton reported, studying the system's processing patterns. "But we have no way to predict which facility it will choose until the final approach."

"We're evacuating everything?" Dave asked.

"We have to," Cecilia replied. "Keep everyone away from potential targets until we find a way to stop this."

In the tactical room, screens showed the next wave of satellite penetration attempts beginning. SOKOL worked with mechanical patience, systematically probing each target's defences. Modern encryption slowed its advance but couldn't stop it completely.

"Three more military satellites showing signs of compromise," Anya reported. "At current rates, SOKOL could control up to ten platforms within 48 hours."

"And then?" Dave asked.

"Then it has a coordinated strike force," Anton replied. "Not huge by modern standards, but precisely controlled. And completely unstoppable once a targeting solution is calculated."

The screens continued showing the patient dance of orbital mechanics. Each satellite required hours of careful work - first to penetrate its defences, then to calculate and execute precise orbital adjustments. SOKOL was powerful, but bound by the laws of physics and the constraints of its ageing processors.

In his bunker, Grigory watched the steady progress with cold satisfaction. Modern systems might resist longer, but SOKOL's patience was infinite. In time, it would build the arsenal he needed.

The world had forgotten what the Cold War had taught - that victory doesn't always go to the swift. Sometimes it belongs to those willing to wait.
Desert Night

“Quantum encryption cracked,” Mei Lin announced through the video feed. Despite the grainy connection from the hospital, her satisfaction was evident. The Sarah Chen Quantum Computing Facility had taken eight days to break into Baranova’s laptop, but persistence and raw computing power had finally paid off.

“How much data did you recover?” Anya asked, already pulling up a secure connection to receive the files.

“Everything. Entire drive was mirrored before the encryption key self-destruct triggered. Directory structure is intact, though some filenames are in Russian.”

Cecilia spoke privately with Anton through a secure video link.

“We have an opportunity here,” she said, studying his expression through the feed. “The data on that laptop could help us stop SOKOL before more people die. Your expertise could be invaluable in interpreting what we find.”

Anton’s professional mask cracked slightly. “You’re offering me a deal?”

“I’m offering you a chance to help prevent a catastrophe.” Cecilia’s tone remained measured. “You understand SOKOL’s architecture, how these facilities operate. That knowledge could save lives.”

“And afterward?”

“I can’t promise anything specific,” Cecilia replied. “But I will personally ensure that your cooperation is noted at the highest levels. Are we clear?”

Anton was quiet for a long moment. “The programs on that laptop - they’ll have interfaces for the station control systems. If the validation codes weren’t wiped in the shutdown sequence, they could be useful.”

“And if they were wiped?”

“Even without master codes, understanding how Baranova accessed the system could help us counter it.” He leaned forward. “I’ll help. Not for any deal, but because SOKOL has become more dangerous than any of us anticipated.”

Anton leaned forward at his workstation. “Those could be station designations. The Soviets used standardised naming conventions for all their facilities.”

The data transfer completed, filling their screens with recovered documents. Anya’s fingers flew across her keyboard, translating fragments of Russian text. “Two primary locations mentioned repeatedly - coordinates in the Gobi and Kyzylkum deserts.”

“The architectural similarities to Woomera are unmistakable,” Anton said, comparing construction plans. “The Soviets didn’t just copy the technology - they replicated entire facility designs. The maintenance tunnels, ventilation systems, even the foundation work matches exactly.”

When satellite imagery finally arrived, the Kyzylkum coordinates showed nothing but empty desert. But the Gobi location revealed familiar patterns in the rock face - the same careful disguise of access points they’d seen at other stations.

“Look at these maintenance shafts,” Serj noted, studying the plans. “Same layout as Woomera, just adapted for cold weather operation instead of heat. Without the seismic instability we saw in Karakum, these tunnels should be intact.”

“Eight hours by air to the nearest usable strip,” Omar said, checking routes. “But the Gobi winter nights are brutal - minus forty or worse. Any vehicle approaching within three kilometres would stand out like a flare against that cold.”

“Which is exactly why they chose it,” Serj noted. “Natural security through environmental extremes. Just like the desert stations.”

Dave studied the tactical overlay. “How close can we get without being spotted?”

“Three kilometres on foot,” Omar replied. “In temperatures that will freeze standard equipment solid.”

“The cold won’t stop me,” Dave said. “Not since the fungal integration.”

“No,” Anya agreed, “but it will affect everyone else. We need a plan that doesn’t leave the team stranded if equipment fails.”

They spent the next hour working through contingencies. Every piece of gear had to be rated for extreme cold. Backup communications, weapons lubricant, even their tactical lights needed special consideration.

“This won’t be like the desert facilities,” Serj warned. “No sandstorms for cover. Night visibility will be perfect.”

“Then we use that,” Dave replied. “Let me go in first through the maintenance shafts. Once I’ve found a secure access point, the rest of you can move up using my route.”

The Agency’s modified AW101 settled onto the frozen ground three kilometres from the target coordinates. Its thermal suppression system and dark grey paint made it nearly invisible against the Gobi night, but they couldn’t risk getting any closer.

The team emerged into brutal cold, their breath freezing instantly in the still air. Each member wore Russian-made Vympel winter gear - rated to minus fifty and carefully selected to avoid the telltale rustle of modern synthetics. Beneath the insulated layers, they’d applied thermal paste to any exposed skin.

“Check your weapon bags,” Serj ordered, his voice muffled by his face covering. Each firearm had been carefully packed with chemical heating elements to prevent lubricants from freezing. Even their radio batteries required special insulation against the cold.

Dave watched his teammates prepare for the three-kilometre trek. The fungal network throughout his cells would keep him functioning in any temperature, but he still felt every bit of the bitter cold. It was a psychological battle he hadn’t expected - his mind insisting he should be freezing even as his enhanced systems maintained perfect operation.

They moved out in single file, Omar taking point while Dave brought up the rear. The Gobi landscape stretched endlessly in every direction, moonlight reflecting off patches of ice and rock. Their boots crunched through a thin crust of frost with each step.

An hour into the approach, Dave noticed Anya’s slight stumble. The cold was affecting everyone, seeping through their gear despite the precautions. He remembered the Arctic waters, how the physical threat had been neutralised but the mental challenge remained. Now he watched his teammates fight that same battle with each step.

“Five minute break,” he called softly. “Everyone check your extremities.”

They huddled in the lee of a rock formation, sharing chemical heat packs. Serj methodically flexed his fingers inside his gloves, maintaining circulation. Omar adjusted the insulation around his scope, preventing his breath from frosting the lens.

“Different from the desert,” Anya said, her teeth chattering slightly. “No sand in everything, at least.”

“Just ice,” Omar replied, checking his navigation. “Two kilometres to go.”

Dave felt the cold pressing against him like a physical weight. His enhanced durability meant it couldn’t harm him, but the sensation was oppressive. Each breath brought razor-sharp air into his lungs. The fungal network kept him functioning perfectly, but couldn’t eliminate the discomfort.

They resumed their advance, moving steadily through the darkness. Dave watched his teammates’ determination with quiet pride. They’d faced desert heat, Arctic waters, and now the brutal Gobi winter - adapting to each new challenge without complaint.

The facility’s entrance revealed itself gradually - a slightly too regular shadow in a rock face, ventilation ports disguised as natural formations. Dave’s enhanced vision picked out the maintenance shaft exactly where the plans had shown it.

“Take cover here,” he ordered, indicating a natural hollow. “I’ll check the access point. No sense everyone freezing while I investigate.”

The shaft entrance was frozen solid, decades of ice build up nearly concealing it. Dave’s enhanced strength made short work of the cover, but the sound of breaking ice seemed deafening in the perfect stillness of the Gobi night.

His tactical light revealed a steep descent, metal rungs coated in frost. The shaft dropped away into darkness, carrying the sharp mineral scent of deep rock. At least it would get them out of the wind.

“Access is clear,” he reported. “But we’ll need to belay down. Ice on everything.”

They rigged ropes with numb fingers, each movement carefully controlled to prevent equipment from clinking together. The cold had become a living thing, trying to find any gap in their protection. Dave watched frost forming on their rope even as they worked.

“I’ll take point,” he said, preparing to descend. “The shaft looks stable, but let’s not take chances. One at a time, five metre spacing.”

The darkness swallowed him as he began his descent. Above, his teammates would be counting the seconds, timing their own advances. Somewhere below lay the answers they sought - but first they had to survive the Gobi’s embrace.
Bunker Down

Dave pulled himself through the final maintenance shaft, leaving the bitter Gobi cold behind. His enhanced vision revealed a vast chamber stretching into darkness, far larger than any previous SOKOL facility.

"This isn't just a tracking station," Serj said, examining the chamber's reinforced walls. "These are NATO-grade blast doors. Bunker complex, Cold War construction."

Anya consulted the schematics on her tablet. "No match to the recovered documents. This place is significantly bigger than the plans suggest."

They moved deeper into the facility, peeling off layers of cold-weather gear. Omar found an unused storage room where they could stash their winter equipment. The space held row after row of empty shelving, metal gleaming dully in Dave's enhanced vision.

"Smart design," Serj noted. "Multiple redundant access routes, hardened infrastructure. Meant to survive direct hits."

"Built for a permanent staff," Omar added, indicating markings on a bulkhead. "Living quarters, medical bay, food storage. Could support hundreds."

Anya traced power conduits along the ceiling. "Main control room should be three levels down. But these auxiliary systems - they're drawing massive power. Whatever's running here, it's not just satellite tracking."

Dave caught the subtle shift in air pressure that meant another blast door was cycling somewhere in the complex. "We need to split up, cover more ground. Omar, take the upper storage levels. Serj, check the living quarters. Anya and I will find the control centre."

The team separated with practised efficiency. Through their comms, Dave heard Omar reporting storage bays filled with preserved food and water. Serj found barracks space for over two hundred personnel, medical facilities that could handle major trauma.

"This wasn't built for a small technical staff," Serj's voice carried quiet concern. "This is a command bunker. Meant to survive long-term."

Anya paused at a junction, studying Soviet-era warning signs. "These power readings don't make sense. The satellite control systems shouldn't need this much juice."

They found the first sign of recent activity in a side corridor - fresh scuff marks on the floor, disturbed dust showing regular traffic. The path led to a massive set of blast doors, recently restored to operation.

"Control room has to be through there," Anya said. "But look at these markings - this section's isolated from the rest of the complex. Separate ventilation, power, everything."

Dave's enhanced senses picked up the deep thrum of heavy equipment. "Something's running in there. Multiple systems."

Omar's voice crackled through their comms. "Found something in storage level six. You need to see this."

They rendezvoused at Omar's position. He stood in a cavernous chamber filled with ranked servers, their status lights blinking in the darkness. Modern hardware had been grafted onto Soviet-era mainframes, creating a hybrid system of incredible scale.

"This is way beyond satellite control," Anya said, examining the nearest server rack. "This is a central processing farm. They're not just tracking satellites - they're running massive calculations."

"For what?" Dave asked.

"Based on these specs? Orbital mechanics. Thousands of simultaneous trajectories, impact calculations, defensive solutions. They've built an autonomous warfare platform."

Serj appeared from another access point. "Living quarters are fully stocked. MREs, medical supplies, everything needed for extended occupation. They're planning for something big."

Dave studied the hybrid computing system. "How long would it take to bring this online?"

"Looking at the current condition of the server racks, days, maybe a week," Anya replied. "The hardware all looks to be in place. Looks to be waiting on final deployment."

A distant sound caught Dave's attention - the whisper of another blast door cycling. His enhanced senses mapped the complex's layout, tracking the mechanical rhythms of ancient Soviet engineering brought back to life.

"We need to find that control room," he said. "Whatever they're planning, that's where it starts."

They moved through the complex with increased urgency, following the fresh marks of recent activity. Each new chamber revealed more evidence of long-term preparation - stockpiles of spare parts, redundant power systems, enough supplies to outlast any siege.

The main blast doors leading to the control centre would have stopped a tank. But their builders hadn't anticipated Dave's enhanced strength. He forced the massive slabs apart just enough for the team to slip through.

The control room stretched before them, three levels of workstations arranged in concentric rings. Through the observation panel, Dave watched technical staff working with professional efficiency. Modern displays mixed with Soviet-era equipment, creating a strange hybrid of old and new technology. The massive screen dominating the far wall showed orbital tracks - hundreds of satellites rendered in precise wireframe.

Anya plugged her diagnostic tablet into a network junction box, bypassing the outer security layers. Lines of data scrolled across her screen as she probed deeper into the system. "These command protocols are strange. The facility's receiving instructions, not originating them."

"What do you mean?" Dave kept his voice low, watching the technicians below.

"The targeting solutions, orbital calculations - they're all coming from outside." Her fingers moved across the tablet. "Multiple routing points, changing frequencies. Someone's using this place as a relay station."

Dave's enhanced vision caught a familiar figure entering the control room below. The man's bearing was unmistakable - Aleksandr, Grigory's lieutenant. There was no mistaking his precise military movements as he strode between workstations, issuing commands with quiet authority.

"Anya," Dave whispered, "confirm that's who I think it is."

She shifted position, studying the figure through the observation panel. Her sharp intake of breath told him everything. "Aleksandr. No question. The way he moves, how he carries himself - that's definitely Grigory's right hand." She smirked at the unintentional joke.

"This isn't Baranova's operation," Dave said. "Grigory's been behind everything from the start."

"It fits," Anya replied, her voice tight. "The military precision, the perfect escape routes, the way each facility was rigged for destruction. We thought Baranova was good, but this level of tactical planning? This is pure Grigory."

"We've been chasing shadows," Serj added quietly. "Baranova was just his front, keeping us focused on her while he built all this."

Dave watched Aleksandr check another workstation. "This changes everything. If Grigory's running this, we need to assume he's already planned for every move we might make."

"He's always been steps ahead," Anya agreed. "The facility's defences, the emergency protocols - they're not meant to stop Baranova's enemies. They're built to counter our specific capabilities."

Anya examined the nearest engineering station, her expression hardening as she processed the data. "These command signals are routing through multiple facilities, location constantly shifting. But there's a clear pattern pointing to an old aviation facility in the mountains." She paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard. "Almost too clear."

"Can you pinpoint it?" Dave asked.

"Working on it. But look at these preparations - they're not just planning orbital strikes. This is a full survival facility. Once SOKOL initiates global attacks, they'll seal this bunker and wait out the chaos."

"Which means that aviation facility we've tracked the signals to…" Dave let the implications hang.

"Could be exactly where he wants us to go," Serj finished. "Classic Grigory - show us what he wants us to see, lead us exactly where he needs us."

"He wants us to find that location," Serj said. "The question is why?"

"Because Grigory never shows his full hand," Dave replied. "He's probably got three different scenarios planned, depending on how we react. The aviation facility could be another trap, or a genuine target, or both."

Omar studied the complex's infrastructure diagram. "I can shut this place down. Permanently. The facility's own armoury will have demolition charges. Place them right, take out life support, power, security - make sure no one uses this place when everything goes bad."

"How long?" Dave asked.

"Hours. Need to hit multiple critical systems. Has to look untouched until it's too late to stop."

Serj's voice carried quiet steel. "I know where Grigory's hiding. That mountain region - there's an old aviation facility. Perfect cover for a control centre."

"You're sure?"

"Positive. Grigory's been playing everyone from the start. Baranova was just his way of waking up SOKOL without exposing himself. He's the one who can shut it all down - or trigger the end of everything."

Dave made the call. "Omar stays, rigs this place to fail. We go after Grigory, end this before he can finish whatever he's planning."

"I'll need eight hours minimum," Omar said. "Place the charges, set the timers, make it look untouched. When this bunker seals for survival mode, everything fails at once."

"We'll coordinate extract," Anya said. "Signal when you're ready."

They helped Omar gather what he needed from the armoury - Soviet demolition charges, detonators, timers. His expression carried cold professionalism as he mentally mapped each target system.

Dave watched Aleksandr continue his inspection below. Grigory's presence explained everything - the military precision, the survival preparations, the complex strategy. He'd used Baranova to restore SOKOL while building his own survival network.

"We have his location," Anya reported. "Triangulated the command signals. Former Soviet aircraft facility, just where Serj thought. High in the mountains, completely isolated."

"Then that's where we end this," Dave said. "Omar, how long can you hold position here?"

"As long as needed. I'll turn this place into a time bomb. When the world breaks, this bunker dies with it."

They left Omar to his work, the demolitions expert already planning his systematic destruction of the facility's critical systems. Dave led the team back through the maintenance shafts, into the brutal Gobi night.

The brutal cold hit them again, but now they had purpose. Somewhere in the mountains, Grigory believed his plan was already complete. He was about to discover that killing Dave once had never been enough.
Shadow Operations

Omar waited until the echoes of his teammates' departure faded before beginning his real work. The Gobi facility's maintenance tunnels offered perfect concealment, their narrow confines familiar after days of clandestine exploration. He moved with practised silence, equipment bag balanced precisely to minimise noise.

The demolition specialist in him approached this mission with professional detachment. The facility's critical systems needed to fail simultaneously when triggered—power distribution, life support, security protocols—all collapsing in a cascade that would render the bunker useless at the exact moment Grigory's team activated survival mode.

"Proceeding to primary junction," he whispered into his comm, knowing the transmission would reach only the automated logging system. The team's focus was rightfully on the aviation facility, leaving him to execute his portion of the mission alone.

The primary power distribution hub occupied a sealed compartment three levels below the main control room. Soviet engineering had prioritised redundancy over accessibility, making the space challenging to reach but perfect for his purposes. He extracted a flexible borescope from his kit, feeding it through a ventilation port to check for personnel before proceeding.

Clear.

The access panel yielded to specialised tools, revealing a complex array of power distribution systems—original Soviet equipment alongside modern upgrades. He photographed the layout with his tactical camera, methodically documenting each connection point before beginning his work.

"Phase one prep complete," he noted for the log. "Beginning primary charge placement."

From his equipment bag, he retrieved the first demolition package—a compact shaped charge designed for precision destruction rather than maximum damage. The modern explosive compound would have impressed the Soviet engineers who built this facility, its power-to-weight ratio allowing him to use smaller charges with greater effect.

Omar placed the first charge with surgical precision, securing it to the main power bus with specialised adhesive. The detonator, barely larger than a pencil eraser, connected to a receiver tuned to his encrypted signal. He validated the connection with a diagnostic device, confirming solid linkage before moving to the next position.

Three hours later, the primary systems were prepped. Power distribution, environmental controls, water purification—each vulnerable point now housed a precision charge calibrated for maximum effect with minimum collateral damage. He wasn't here to destroy the facility entirely, just to ensure it couldn't function when Grigory needed it most.

A distant sound froze him in place—voices echoing through the ventilation system. He silenced his equipment, pressing against the wall as footsteps passed a nearby corridor.

"—final checks on the reactor cooling system," a technician's voice carried through the metal walls. "Survival mode protocols require full verification."

"Maintenance reports show fluctuations in junction seven," another replied. "Could be sensor error, but we need to check personally."

Omar consulted his mental map of the facility. Junction seven was two sections away from his current position, in the direction he needed to go next. The timing complicated matters, but not insurmountably. He adjusted his route, selecting a secondary access path that would avoid the technicians.

As he navigated the narrow maintenance shafts, his tactical radio picked up encrypted chatter—the frequency hopping pattern recognisable as high-end military communications. Aleksandr's security teams were conducting final preparations, unaware of the demolition expert moving silently through their facility's infrastructure.

In the communications junction room, Omar connected his diagnostic tablet to a fibre optic tap, allowing him to monitor facility operations without revealing his presence. The screen filled with status reports and security updates—a window into Grigory's operation that might provide valuable intelligence.

"Defence perimeter secure," a security officer reported through the monitored channel. "Automated systems at maximum sensitivity."

"Acknowledged," came Aleksandr's distinctive voice. "Maintain current posture until command transition. The Altai facility will assume primary control within six hours."

Six hours. The timetable aligned with their intelligence estimates, confirming Grigory's plan to transfer operations just as SOKOL's final targeting sequence activated. Omar continued his preparations with renewed urgency, knowing the window for completing his work was narrowing.

The central server farm presented both a challenge and an opportunity. The room's elevated security made access difficult, but it housed critical systems that controlled facility-wide operations. If he could place charges there, the effect would be devastating when triggered.

The security panel used modern encryption but followed standard installation protocols. Omar connected his bypass device, running specialised algorithms developed by Agency technical teams. Within three minutes, the door unlocked with a subtle click.

Inside, server racks stretched in precisely arranged rows, their cooling fans generating white noise that masked his movement. The facility's computational core hummed with activity, processing data for operations that extended far beyond this single location.

Omar located the primary control nodes, identifying the servers most critical to facility function. Each received a precision charge, strategically placed to ensure maximum disruption when detonated. He worked methodically, each movement economical and precise.

A security alert on his monitor caught his attention—a notification of incoming transport expected within two hours. The message referenced "special equipment for survival operations" but provided no specifics. Whatever Grigory planned for this facility, it involved capabilities beyond what was currently installed.

With the server farm secured, Omar moved to his final and most challenging target—the emergency life support systems. Located in a heavily monitored section adjacent to the reactor control room, it represented the greatest risk of detection but also the most critical point of failure. Without life support, the facility would be uninhabitable regardless of other systems.

He accessed a maintenance shaft that ran parallel to the main corridor, its confined space requiring him to crawl on elbows and knees. His equipment bag scraped occasionally against the metal walls, each sound magnified in the enclosed space.

The shaft ended at a grated opening overlooking the life support control room. Two technicians worked at monitoring stations, their attention focused on system diagnostics. Omar would need to wait for an opportunity—a shift change, perhaps, or a momentary absence.

His patience was rewarded twenty minutes later when an alert drew both technicians to the reactor monitoring station in the adjacent room. The moment they disappeared from view, Omar removed the grate and dropped silently into the control room.

Working with practised efficiency, he placed charges at the system's critical junctions—oxygen generation, atmospheric processing, carbon dioxide scrubbers. Each received a carefully calibrated device, positioned to ensure complete system failure when triggered.

He was replacing the ventilation grate when his comm unit vibrated with an incoming transmission. The encrypted channel indicated a priority message from the team.

"Omar, status update," Serj's voice came through, tension evident despite the controlled tone.

"Phase three complete," Omar replied quietly. "All primary systems prepped. Moving to final positions now."

"Be advised, timeline accelerated. Grigory's forces are mobilising faster than anticipated. Aviation facility already at increased alert status."

The implications were clear—their window was narrowing. "Understood. Will complete prep within ninety minutes."

"Acknowledged. Maintain radio discipline unless emergency. Team approaching aviation facility perimeter now."

The communication ended, leaving Omar to consider the adjusted timeline. Whatever was happening at the aviation facility had accelerated Grigory's plans, potentially moving up the activation of this facility's survival protocols.

He consulted his demolition plan, identifying the remaining critical targets. The reactor cooling system represented a significant challenge due to its enhanced security, but without it, the facility would lose its primary power source.

As he approached the reactor control section, increased activity became apparent. Security personnel conducted additional patrols, technicians ran diagnostic checks, preparation for something imminent.

Omar accessed another monitoring port, connecting his tablet to observe security camera feeds. The loading dock showed activity—cargo being transferred from recently arrived vehicles, equipment moved with military precision. Whatever Grigory had been waiting for had apparently arrived.

Through the camera feeds, Omar caught a glimpse of something that froze his blood—specialised radiation containment casks being unloaded under heavy security. The markings were unmistakable to someone with his training: nuclear material.

This wasn't just a survival bunker. It was being prepared as a command centre for long-term operations following a major conflict. The implications shifted his understanding of Grigory's ultimate plan—SOKOL wasn't just a weapon, it was the first stage of something larger.

Omar adjusted his demolition strategy, prioritising the areas where the nuclear material would be stored. If Grigory planned to use this facility as a post-attack command centre, it needed to be neutralised beyond any possibility of repair.

Moving through increasingly active corridors required all his infiltration skills. He utilised maintenance paths wherever possible, timed his movements to coincide with shift changes, and exploited the natural blind spots in security coverage.

The radiation containment area had been established in a reinforced section originally designed for weapons storage. Its security was sophisticated but followed predictable protocols. Omar bypassed the outer perimeter through a maintenance access point, emerging in a service area adjacent to the main storage chamber.

Through reinforced glass, he observed technicians preparing monitoring equipment around the newly arrived casks. Their methodical work confirmed his suspicions—this material was intended for a long-term power solution, ensuring the facility could operate independently for years if necessary.

Omar placed his most powerful charges at key structural points surrounding the containment area. When detonated, they would compromise the chamber's integrity without risking radioactive release—rendering the material unusable without causing environmental catastrophe.

His tablet vibrated with another update—this one automated from their tactical system. Satellite tracking showed increased activity in orbit, SOKOL's platforms adjusting positions with mathematical precision. The system was entering its final targeting phase, exactly as intelligence had predicted.

With the nuclear material secured, Omar completed his circuit of the facility, placing final charges at secondary systems and backup controls. Each device connected to the same encrypted detonation network, ensuring simultaneous failure when triggered.

"All charges placed," he whispered into his comm. "Rigged for remote or timed detonation. Prepared for extraction."

No acknowledgement came—the team was likely maintaining communications blackout as they infiltrated the aviation facility. Omar verified his detonation controller, confirming all charges showed ready status on the encrypted display.

As he prepared to exit through his planned escape route, a facility-wide announcement echoed through the corridors: "Attention all personnel. Survival protocol implementation in thirty minutes. Complete final preparations and report to assigned stations."

The timeline had accelerated dramatically. Omar checked his tactical display, noting increased movement throughout the facility. Security teams established final positions, technical staff conducted last-minute systems checks, preparations for full lockdown were underway.

He needed to move now. Once survival protocols activated, the security systems would operate at maximum sensitivity, making undetected movement nearly impossible.

The maintenance shaft that had served as his primary access route now teemed with activity as technical teams performed final inspections. His secondary route through the ventilation system similarly showed increased monitoring. Omar assessed his options with cold professionalism, identifying the least problematic alternative—a waste disposal chute that fed into the facility's incineration system.

The chute's access point was secured with a simple mechanical lock, easily bypassed with his tools. Inside, the metal tube descended at a forty-five-degree angle toward the incineration chamber two levels below. Omar attached a control line to a structural support, preparing to rappel down the chute.

His tablet vibrated again—this time with a priority alert from the team's command channel. The message contained no text, just an emergency extraction code indicating the situation had deteriorated critically.

Something had gone wrong at the aviation facility.

Omar secured his equipment and began his controlled descent through the chute, the confines requiring precise movement to avoid generating noise. Halfway down, facility alarms activated—not security alerts but system notifications.

"Survival protocol activation commencing," announced an automated voice. "All personnel report to designated positions. External access terminating in five minutes."

The facility was locking down. Omar increased his pace, sacrificing stealth for speed as he navigated the increasingly warm chute. The incineration system would activate as part of the lockdown procedures, potentially turning his escape route into a death trap.

He reached the chute's end, finding himself in a collection chamber above the primary incinerator. The heat radiating from below indicated the system was already in pre-activation warming phase. Through a maintenance access panel, he entered the waste processing area, where the acrid smell of industrial cleaners hung in the air.

The emergency exit sequence stored in his tactical device guided him through the remaining sections of the facility—areas deliberately excluded from the primary security protocols to ensure maintenance access during extended operations. The route led him to a utility corridor that connected to an emergency evacuation tunnel designed for senior personnel.

Omar moved with controlled urgency, hearing the progressive sealing of the facility behind him. Pressure doors engaged with hydraulic finality, ventilation systems adjusted to internal recycling, the entire complex transforming into a self-contained environment designed to operate independently for months or years.

The evacuation tunnel extended for nearly a kilometre, gradually sloping upward toward the surface. Omar maintained a steady pace, conserving energy while putting maximum distance between himself and the facility. His tactical display showed the detonation system remained active, all charges responding to status checks.

When he finally emerged from the tunnel's hidden exit, the Gobi desert stretched before him under starlight. Omar moved immediately to cover, establishing a defensible position behind natural rock formations.

From this vantage point, the facility's entrance was barely visible—a shadow in the darkness marked only by subtle security lighting. To casual observation, the area appeared completely unremarkable, its true nature concealed beneath tons of rock and soil.

Omar established a secure connection to update command on his status. "Extraction position reached. All objectives complete. Facility entering full lockdown status."

The response came from Cecilia directly. "Confirmed. Situation at aviation facility has escalated. Standby for updated instructions."

Omar settled into his position, tactical systems monitoring the facility's external security measures while he awaited further orders. The demolition charges were ready, their detonation triggers secure in his possession. When the moment came, Grigory's survival bunker would become a tomb of useless technology.

In the distance, the facility completed its lockdown sequence, external indicators showing the transition to fully self-contained operation. The survival protocols were now active, transforming the complex into what its occupants believed was a fortress against whatever chaos SOKOL might unleash upon the world.

They had no idea that their sanctuary had been compromised from within, its critical systems prepped for catastrophic failure at the precisely right moment. Omar checked his detonation controller one final time, confirming its readiness as he awaited the command that would transform his shadow operation into devastating reality.
Master Control

The aviation facility's radio mast pierced the night sky, its red warning light pulsing like a beacon against the mountain darkness. Dave studied the compound through his enhanced vision, counting defensive positions. Two automated turrets guarded the main entrance, their thermal sensors scanning methodically. An armoured personnel carrier sat between them, its heavy machine gun ready to shred anything the turrets missed.

"Those aren't rentals," Serj whispered, examining the operators through his scope. "Full tactical loadout, underslung grenade launchers. Professional unit."

"Minimum twenty personnel visible," Anya added, checking thermal readings. "Plus whatever's inside. Far more than previous facilities."

Dave mapped the defensive layout, his enhanced processing analysing angles and distances. The facility's front approach was a perfect kill zone - overlapping fields of fire, no cover, automated targeting systems. A direct assault would be suicide for normal humans.

But he wasn't normal.

"The radio mast," he said quietly. "I can make that jump from the ridge. Hit them from above while you breach from the sides."

Serj shifted position, considering the angles. "Risky. Those turrets will track any movement."

"They're looking for ground approaches. No one expects an attack from forty metres up."

They waited until 0100, when guard rotations typically hit their lowest alertness. The mountain air carried a bitter chill, but Dave's enhanced systems ignored the cold. His vision rendered the compound in perfect clarity despite the darkness.

"Go," Anya whispered.

Dave launched himself from the ridge, enhanced strength propelling him through the night. The mast's steel lattice rushed toward him, his enhanced processing calculating the exact moment to grab the structure. Impact jarred through his arms as he caught himself, the metal creaking softly.

Below, the turrets continued their methodical scan. Dave tore two lengths of steel from the mast's frame, testing their weight. His enhanced vision highlighted the turrets' weak points - armour plating designed to stop frontal attacks, but vulnerable from above.

The first spear struck with devastating force, punching through the turret's top armour. Servos whined as the weapon tried to compensate, then died. The second turret began to pivot upward, but Dave's throw was faster. Steel penetrated circuits and hydraulics, leaving another dead machine.

The APC's gunner reacted instantly, the heavy machine gun traversing upward. Dave was already moving, dropping to the facility's roof as tracers lit the night. His enhanced strength turned the mast's base into scrap, toppling the massive structure onto the armoured vehicle. Metal screamed as the mast crushed the gun mount, pinning the APC in place.

An explosion lit the night as Serj's breaching charge destroyed a side entrance. Operators turned to face the new threat, caught between multiple attackers. Professional discipline began to crack as they realised their carefully planned defence was collapsing.

Dave crashed through a roof access, enhanced durability shrugging off the fall. Two operators spun to face him, weapons already tracking. His enhanced speed let him close the distance before they could fire, precise strikes dropping them without permanent injury.

The blast doors protecting the control room were Soviet-era overkill, built to withstand direct missile strikes. Dave's enhanced strength strained against three tons of reinforced steel, forcing the massive slabs apart just enough to slip through.

Banks of computers filled the chamber, mixing modern interfaces with original Soviet hardware. Massive screens covered the walls, showing orbital tracks and targeting solutions. The largest display flickered to life, revealing Grigory's scarred face.

"I've been expecting you," Grigory said, his mechanical hand visible at the edge of the frame. "Though I'd hoped for a more interesting approach than simply smashing everything."

"It's over," Dave replied, scanning for threats. The room appeared empty except for them, but Grigory never worked alone. "Baranova's plan failed."

"Baranova?" Grigory's laugh carried genuine amusement. "She was never more than a useful tool. Someone to keep you busy while I awakened SOKOL's true potential." He gestured at the screens with his mechanical arm. "Look around you. This isn't some amateur's attempt at satellite hijacking. This is the rebirth of Soviet military dominance."

Grigory's laugh carried genuine amusement. "You still don't understand what you're dealing with. This was never about simple satellite control." The screens shifted, showing dozens of orbital platforms moving in precise formation. "This is about reshaping the world order."

"Baranova was just a tool to break the three station protocol. Once that was done, it could accept emergency override commands from a single source." Grigory's undamaged eye gleamed. "From someone who understood its true purpose. The Soviets didn't just build a weapons system - they created an instrument of restoration. And now it's ready to remind the world why they feared us."

The screens shifted as new targeting solutions formed. Dozens of satellites adjusted their orbits with mechanical precision, creating a web of synchronised death above the Earth.

"One command," Grigory said softly. "That's all it takes now. One signal to initiate SOKOL's final protocol. The system will identify and eliminate any threat to Russian interests, automatically and without mercy. Orbital supremacy, just as its creators intended."

"You mean 'Your Interests', you're insane," Dave said. "The casualties-"

"Will be precisely calculated," Grigory finished. "SOKOL doesn't waste resources. Each strike will be surgically precise, designed for maximum strategic impact with minimal collateral damage. The perfect weapon."

Dave's senses spiked just before panels slid open in the walls. Dave spun as automated turrets emerged, their heavy barrels already tracking. Liquid nitrogen sprayed from ceiling vents as depleted uranium rounds hammered his position.

"Getting predictable, Grigory," Dave called through the nitrogen clouds. His enhanced durability shrugged off the depleted uranium impacts while the fungal network kept him functioning despite the extreme cold. He strode through the chemical fog, tearing the nearest turret from its mount.

"No, Dave." Grigory's voice carried cold satisfaction. "You're the one who's predictable."

Dave picked up on Grigory's smug grin, he was one step ahead again. Understanding hit him too late.

"I knew exactly where you'd be," Grigory said as targeting data filled the screens. "And SOKOL's kinetic platforms were waiting."

Far above in the night sky, a flash in the high atmosphere was visible from the ground in the cloudless night sky.

He had just enough time to trigger his radio to alert Anya, and Serj before the sky fell.
Override

The world collapsed into a roaring inferno. Anya felt the concussive wave lift her from her feet before slamming her against the corridor wall. Her ears rang with a high-pitched whine that drowned out everything else. Through dust-filled air, emergency lighting flickered, casting surreal shadows across the devastation.

"Serj!" Her voice sounded distant, muffled by the persistent ringing. She tried again, pushing herself upright against a section of collapsed ceiling panel. "Serj!"

A shape moved through the swirling debris. Serj materialised, his face streaked with blood from a gash across his forehead. He gripped her arm, mouth moving, but she couldn't make out the words. Pointing urgently down the corridor, he pulled her away from the control room.

The blast doors had partially collapsed, twisted metal jammed in the doorframe. Beyond them, where the control centre had been, there was nothing but a gaping hole. The kinetic rod had punched straight through the mountain's reinforced bunker, vaporizing everything directly beneath its impact.

Including Dave.

Reality crashed back as her hearing slowly returned. Alarms blared throughout the facility. Through the hole in the ceiling, stars were visible in the night sky. The mountain air rushed in, carrying the acrid smell of superheated metal and concrete.

"—need to move." Serj's voice broke through the ringing. "Security's regrouping. They'll sweep the facility once they realise the immediate threat is gone."

Anya stared at the devastation, mind refusing to process what had happened. "Dave—"

"Not now." Serj's tone was harsh but necessary. "Secondary exits. East corridor. Move."

They navigated through buckled hallways, stepping over debris as the facility groaned around them. The bunker had been built to withstand nuclear attacks, its reinforced structure containing much of the kinetic rod's devastating power. But nothing directly in the strike path had survived.

"How did he know?" Anya whispered as they moved. "How did Grigory know exactly where we'd be?"

"Because we did exactly what he expected." Serj checked a junction before signalling her forward. "He pushed all the right buttons. Led us straight into position."

Booted footsteps echoed from an adjacent corridor. Serj pulled Anya into a maintenance closet, holding the door nearly closed as a security team swept past. Their radios crackled with status reports and evacuation orders.

"Facility compromised. Primary control systems transferred to secondary location. All personnel evacuate to Rally Point Sigma."

When the team passed, Serj eased the door open. "They're bugging out. Satellite strike on their own facility wasn't part of their contingency planning."

"Grigory would sacrifice anyone," Anya said, anger flaring through the shock. "Even his own people."

They found an emergency exit at the end of a maintenance tunnel. The security forces were focused on the main evacuation routes, leaving secondary exits unguarded. The cold mountain air hit Anya like a physical blow as they slipped outside.

From their elevated position, they could see vehicles moving along the access road, headlights snaking down the mountainside. The facility's main entrance was a hive of activity as personnel loaded equipment and evacuated in an orderly but urgent fashion.

"They're relocating," Serj observed. "This was never Grigory's only facility."

Anya activated her backup comm unit, calibrating it for the Agency's secure frequency. Static crackled as she adjusted settings, finally resolving into Cecilia's voice.

"—repeat, Anya, Serj, do you copy? Status report immediately."

"We're alive," Anya replied, her voice hollow. "But Dave… there was a kinetic strike. Direct hit on the control room. He was inside when it hit."

Silence stretched across the connection. When Cecilia spoke again, her voice carried forced composure. "Are you certain?"

"The rod punched straight through the mountain," Serj reported. "Nothing in that room survived. Not even—" He stopped himself.

"Understood." Cecilia's professional mask held, but barely. "Current location?"

"Outside the facility. Security is evacuating to a secondary location. We're tracking their movement."

"What about SOKOL?" Cecilia asked. "Status?"

Anya checked her tablet, pulling up the most recent data. "System's still active. The strike wasn't meant to destroy the facility entirely—just us. Grigory transferred control to another location before the impact."

"Omar's still at the Gobi station," Cecilia reminded them. "Hold position. I'll establish contact with him."

While they waited, Anya watched the evacuation below. Professional discipline was evident in the security team's movements. No panic, no chaos—just methodical execution of a prepared contingency plan.

"He can't be gone," Anya said quietly. "He's survived everything—bullets, cold, fire. A building falling on him in Kazakhstan. He can't just be… gone."

Serj watched the mountain facility. "That wasn't a building falling. That was a tungsten rod travelling at Mach 12. Nothing survives that."

"But he's not nothing! He's—"

"He's gone, Anya." Serj's voice was firm but not unkind. "And we have a mission to complete."

Cecilia's voice returned through the comm. "Omar's in position. The Gobi facility is maintaining satellite uplinks with SOKOL. He has partial access to the system architecture through their computer network."

"Can he shut it down remotely?" Anya asked.

"Negative. The system requires physical override at the master control station. But he's pinpointed the location of Grigory's primary facility—a previously unknown bunker in the Altai Mountains. All command signals are routing through there now."

Anya's fingers flew across her tablet, pulling up geographical data. "That's less than 300 kilometres from our position. We could reach it in hours."

"Negative," Cecilia replied. "We're detecting multiple SOKOL platforms adjusting orbits. New targeting solutions forming. Grigory's initiating the final attack sequence."

"Against what targets?" Serj asked.

"Major command and control centres. Military headquarters, government facilities, communications hubs. He's preparing a coordinated strike against global infrastructure."

"Timeframe?"

"The orbital mechanics require hours for final positioning. Omar estimates six hours until the first satellites achieve optimal attack trajectories."

Anya stared at the mountain facility, now half-empty as the evacuation continued. "He knew exactly what he was doing. The kinetic strike wasn't just to eliminate us—it was to clear the board for his final move."

"I'm dispatching a team to your location," Cecilia said. "Both for extraction and to search for—" She paused. "To conduct recovery operations."

"We don't need extraction," Anya replied. "We need transport to the Altai facility. If that's where Grigory's controlling SOKOL from, that's where we need to be."

"It's too risky. He's already demonstrated willingness to use kinetic strikes. Any approach would be detected."

"Not if we use their own evacuation as cover," Serj said. "Security is moving to Rally Point Sigma. We can intercept a vehicle, infiltrate their convoy."

Silence stretched across the connection as Cecilia considered their proposal. Finally: "Proceed with caution. I'll coordinate with Omar to provide internal schematics of the Altai facility if available."

"And Dave?" Anya asked.

"A recovery team will be there within three hours." Cecilia's voice softened slightly. "But Anya… prepare yourself for what they might not find."

The words hung in the air as the connection ended. Anya stared at the facility, the gaping hole in its roof now visible as emergency floodlights illuminated the evacuation.

"He would want us to finish this," Serj said quietly.

Anya nodded, swallowing hard. "Then let's make Grigory pay for what he's done."

They moved down the mountainside, using the forest for cover as they approached the evacuation route. Serj identified a trailing vehicle—a supply truck lagging behind the main convoy. With practised efficiency, they neutralised the two-man crew and commandeered the vehicle.

"Rally Point Sigma," Serj said, examining the vehicle's navigation system. "Coordinates match the Altai location Cecilia mentioned."

Anya checked the truck's cargo—supplies and equipment for the new facility. "We're driving straight into Grigory's headquarters."

"With everything we need to end this." Serj started the engine, pulling into line with the last vehicles of the convoy. "For Dave."

The truck rumbled along the mountain road, headlights cutting through the darkness as they descended toward the valley. Behind them, the damaged facility receded into the night, its floodlights growing dimmer with distance.

Anya watched it disappear, the reality of their situation settling over her like a physical weight. Dave was gone. Their invulnerable cornerstone, the man who had seemed impossible to kill, had been erased in a single moment of overwhelming force.

"Omar, do you copy?" she broadcast on their secure channel.

"I'm here." Omar's voice was tight. "I heard about Dave. Status?"

"Moving to the Altai facility with the evacuation convoy. ETA four hours. What's your situation?"

"Facility's rigged to blow. Demolition charges placed at all critical junctions. When they activate survival protocols, the whole system fails."

"Can you access SOKOL's command architecture?"

"Partially. I can monitor targeting solutions but can't override them. The system's locked to Grigory's authentication codes."

"Keep tracking those satellites," Anya instructed. "We need to know which platforms are in position first, which targets are highest priority."

"Working on it." Omar's voice carried the focused calm he always maintained during operations. "Be careful. If Grigory sacrificed one facility, he won't hesitate to destroy another."

The convoy wound through mountain valleys, vehicles moving with practised precision despite the darkness. Security checkpoints validated each vehicle before allowing them to proceed, but their stolen truck's credentials passed without issue.

"We have three hours until the facility goes into lockdown," Serj noted, checking the briefing documents they'd found in the truck. "Once the attack sequence begins, no one enters or leaves."

"Then we make sure we're inside before that happens." Anya studied facility schematics Omar had transmitted. "Main control room is five levels down, central core. Maximum security, restricted access."

"We'll need credentials. And a distraction."

Anya glanced at the cargo manifests. "I think we have both."

The convoy approached a massive mountain face, seemingly solid rock until a section slid aside revealing a reinforced entrance tunnel. Military-grade security scanned each vehicle, confirming identities and cargo before granting access.

"Almost there," Serj said as they approached the checkpoint. "Once we're inside, we'll have one chance to reach Grigory before the facility locks down."

Anya stared at the mountain entrance, thinking of Dave facing a similar facility just hours ago. His absence left a void that seemed impossible to fill, but the mission remained. Grigory had to be stopped.

"Not just for Dave," she said quietly. "For everyone Grigory's planning to kill."

The truck rolled forward as the checkpoint waved them through. They were entering the heart of Grigory's operation—the final sanctuary from which he planned to reshape the world. The very place Dave had died trying to reach.

As they passed into the mountain's shadow, Anya made a silent promise. Dave's sacrifice wouldn't be in vain. One way or another, SOKOL would be stopped.

And Grigory would pay for what he'd done.
Kill Switch

Anton’s fingers flew across multiple keyboards as he analysed recovered data fragments. Three days without sleep had left dark circles under his eyes, but his focus remained razor-sharp. The Agency’s U.K. facility hummed with urgent activity as technicians processed satellite tracking data and monitored SOKOL’s expanding influence.

“I’ve found something,” Anton announced, bringing up code fragments on the main display. “Chernyakov built a weakness into SOKOL’s authentication system.”

Cecilia moved to his workstation. “What kind of weakness?”

“A priority override.” Anton highlighted sections of recovered code. “SOKOL’s designed to accept emergency control protocols, but only from authenticated command sources. That’s how Grigory maintains control—he has the master authentication key.”

“Can we generate our own key?” Cecilia asked.

“No. The authentication is hardware-based with rotating signatures.” Anton brought up a different screen. “But if we can access the main console in Grigory’s facility, we might be able to interrupt his command authority. The system has fail-safes—if we create enough interference in the authentication sequence, SOKOL might reject Grigory’s control long enough for us to input override commands.”

“So we need physical access to his control room,” Cecilia concluded.

“Exactly. We can’t remotely hack the system—it was designed specifically to prevent that. But a direct interface with the control console during command transmission might create the window we need.”

Cecilia immediately opened a secure channel to the field team. “Anya, Serj, we have a potential solution. Anton’s found a vulnerability in SOKOL’s authentication system. You’ll need to physically access the main control console during command transmission.”

“Understood,” Anya’s voice came through, road noise audible in the background. “What’s the procedure once we’re at the console?”

“Connect your tablet directly to the command interface,” Anton replied. “I’m sending a programme that will create signal interference during authentication. If it works, you’ll have a brief window to input override commands before the system resets.”

“How brief?” Serj questioned.

“Thirty seconds, maybe less,” Anton admitted. “The programme exploits a vulnerability in the Soviet-era authentication protocols, but the system will adapt quickly.”

“It’s our best option,” Cecilia said. “We’re tracking multiple satellites moving into attack position. First strikes possible within three hours.”

“Understood,” Serj acknowledged. “We’re approaching the facility now. Will report when inside.”

The communication ended as Cecilia turned to Anton. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Anton hesitated. “If we interrupt the authentication sequence improperly, SOKOL might enter autonomous mode. Without valid command authority, it will execute pre-programmed attack sequences automatically.”

“The Dead Hand protocol,” Cecilia realised. “It would act independently.”

“And once autonomous, we might never regain control.”

The Altai facility loomed before them, carved into the mountain’s face like a fortress from another era. The entrance tunnel stretched ahead, security checkpoints spaced at regular intervals. Their commandeered supply truck rolled forward in the convoy, passing through initial verification without issue.

“Checkpoint three coming up,” Serj said quietly. “Final security screening before the loading dock.”

Anya reviewed the facility schematics on her tablet one last time. “Five levels down to the main control centre. Restricted lift access. We’ll need credentials.”

“Or a distraction.” Serj nodded toward their cargo. “Supply manifest lists technical equipment for the command centre. We’re literally delivering our way in.”

The loading dock buzzed with activity as evacuation personnel established operations in the new facility. Security teams coordinated with technical staff, moving equipment and supplies with military precision. Their truck backed into an assigned bay, drawing no particular attention among the dozens of similar vehicles.

“Identification,” a security officer demanded as they exited the cab.

Serj handed over the credentials they’d taken from the truck’s original crew. The officer scanned them perfunctorily, more concerned with the cargo than the drivers.

“Bay twelve. Technical equipment goes to level five. Follow the green line.” He pointed to coloured stripes on the floor before moving to the next vehicle.

They loaded critical equipment onto a cart, positioning it to obscure their faces from security cameras. The facility’s personnel were focused on establishing operations, creating organised chaos that provided perfect cover.

“Three hours until lockdown,” Anya muttered, checking her watch. “Security protocols increase exponentially once the attack sequence begins.”

They followed the green line through service corridors, passing technicians and security personnel too busy with their own tasks to question them. The service lift required minimal credentials—just enough to confirm they were delivery personnel with appropriate cargo.

“Level five,” the lift announced as the doors opened.

The command level hummed with controlled urgency. Technical staff monitored massive displays showing satellite positions and targeting solutions. Security teams maintained watchful positions at key junctions, checking credentials with greater scrutiny than the levels above.

“Command centre access?” Serj asked a passing technician, gesturing to their cart.

“Through security checkpoint, then second corridor on left.” The man barely glanced at them, focused on his tablet. “You’ll need Level Alpha clearance.”

They pushed the cart toward the checkpoint, tension building with each step. Their stolen credentials might pass initial scrutiny, but detailed examination would reveal the deception.

“Wait,” Anya whispered, spotting a familiar figure near the security station. “That’s Aleksandr.”

Grigory’s lieutenant stood at the checkpoint, reviewing security protocols with the team. His distinctive bearing was unmistakable—the precise military posture, the calculating gaze that missed nothing.

“We need another way in,” Serj said, smoothly changing direction to avoid detection.

Anya spotted a maintenance access panel along the wall. “Service corridor. Should connect to the command centre’s auxiliary systems.”

They diverted the cart to a side hallway, waiting until the corridor cleared before Serj forced the access panel. The narrow maintenance passage beyond was hardly larger than a crawlspace, filled with cable runs and ventilation ducts.

“Tight fit,” Serj noted, squeezing inside.

“But unmonitored.” Anya followed, pulling a critical equipment case with her. “Should bypass main security entirely.”

They navigated through the cramped space, following conduit paths that matched the schematics. Voices occasionally filtered through ventilation grates, technical staff discussing satellite positioning and system readiness.

“…final targeting solutions locked for first wave. Awaiting command authorisation.”

“…redundant control systems online. Backup power at full capacity.”

The conversation fragments painted a clear picture—SOKOL was nearly ready, waiting only for Grigory’s final authorisation to begin its attack sequence.

They reached a junction where larger equipment cabling ran through a service access. According to the schematics, this should open into the command centre’s auxiliary equipment room—directly adjacent to the main control floor.

Serj carefully removed the access panel, revealing a small equipment room filled with servers and cooling systems. They slipped inside, replacing the panel behind them. Through a reinforced glass partition, they could see the main command centre—dozens of workstations arranged in concentric circles around a central control platform.

And there, at the primary console, stood Grigory Ivanovich.

Even from a distance, his scarred face and mechanical arm were unmistakable. He moved with calculated precision between stations, checking readiness with the cold efficiency that had made him legendary. Nearby, Aleksandr coordinated security teams, establishing defensive positions throughout the command level.

“There,” Anya whispered, pointing to the central console. “That’s the primary command interface we need to access.”

The main console featured an array of specialised input devices—nothing resembling modern computer interfaces. Soviet-era engineering, built for reliability rather than convenience.

“Heavy security,” Serj observed. “Multiple armed teams, automated systems. Direct approach is suicide.”

“We need a diversion.” Anya opened the equipment case, revealing components they’d selected from the truck’s cargo. “Something significant enough to draw security away from the command centre.”

Serj examined the available materials. “We can rig the emergency systems to trigger cascading alarms. Security would have to investigate—standard protocol.”

“How long?”

“Ten minutes to set up. Thirty seconds once activated.”

Anya nodded. “Do it. I’ll prepare for the console approach.”

While Serj worked with the emergency systems, Anya established a secure connection with Anton. “We’ve located the command console. Heavy security. I’ll need to establish a direct interface.”

“The Soviet systems won’t have standard connection ports,” Anton warned. “You’ll need to connect to the diagnostic terminals—they should be beneath the main console housing. Look for maintenance panels with Cyrillic technical markings.”

“And once connected?”

“Run the interference programme I sent. It creates a signal pattern that disrupts the authentication sequence. Once the system begins cycling, you’ll have a brief window to input the override commands.”

Anya checked her tablet, confirming the programs were ready. “Timeframe once initiated?”

“Thirty seconds at most. After that, the system will either accept your commands or lock out completely. If it locks out—”

“The Dead Hand activates,” Anya finished. “Let’s hope we don’t find out what that looks like.”

The first explosion rocked the facility’s upper levels, triggering immediate alarm responses. Emergency systems activated throughout the complex, security alerts blaring from multiple stations. Grigory looked up sharply, expression calculating as reports flooded in.

“Security breach in reactor cooling systems,” a technician announced. “Multiple failures reported.”

“Containment protocols initiated on levels two through four,” another added. “Automatic lockdown in progress.”

Grigory’s eyes narrowed. “Timing is suspicious. Full security sweep, all levels.” He turned to Aleksandr. “Maintain command centre security at all costs. Nothing interrupts the launch sequence.”

Aleksandr nodded, directing teams to reinforce key positions while others responded to the apparent emergency. The command centre’s security thinned slightly as personnel redirected to critical systems, but significant forces remained.

“Now or never,” Serj said as the diversion achieved maximum effect.

They moved quickly from the equipment room, using the confusion to blend with technical staff responding to alarms. Anya kept her head down, tablet ready as they approached the central control area. Thirty metres to the console. Twenty. Ten.

“Intruders!” Aleksandr’s voice cut through the chaos. “Command centre breach!”

Everything happened at once. Security teams pivoted toward them, weapons raised. Serj moved instantly, grabbing a nearby technician as a shield while drawing his sidearm. Anya dove for the central console, sliding across polished flooring as gunfire erupted around her.

“I need time!” she shouted, frantically searching for the diagnostic port beneath the console.

Serj acknowledged with a quick nod, shoving the technician aside as he took cover behind a workstation. His first shots were precise—aimed at equipment rather than personnel. Monitors exploded, creating a shower of sparks and smoke that disrupted the security team’s line of sight.

Two operators broke left, trying to flank his position. Serj tracked them through the chaos, his SIG Sauer barking twice. The first round caught an operator in the shoulder, spinning him into his companion. The second shot struck a lighting panel, plunging that section of the command centre into shadow.

“Suppressive fire, east corner!” Aleksandr ordered, his tactical training evident in his quick response. Three security personnel shifted position, laying down concentrated fire that forced Serj deeper into cover.

Bullets chewed through his workstation, sending fragments of plastic and electronics flying. He checked his magazine—four rounds remaining. Not enough to hold this position.

A fallen security officer lay ten metres away, his AK-12 assault rifle still clutched in lifeless hands. Serj calculated the distance, timing the security team’s reload sequence. The moment their fire hesitated, he lunged from cover, rolling across the open space as bullets traced his path.

He came up with the assault rifle, immediately returning fire in controlled three-round bursts. The AK’s distinctive report echoed through the command centre, forcing Aleksandr’s team to scatter. Serj established a crossfire pattern, alternating between different firing positions to create the impression of multiple attackers.

“How much longer?” he called to Anya, who was now half-buried beneath the console, connecting her tablet to the Soviet-era diagnostic port.

“Sixty seconds!” she replied, her voice muffled by the equipment. “Programme’s uploading!”

On the main displays, satellite tracking data flickered as SOKOL registered the intrusion attempt.

“Authentication sequence disrupted,” a technician reported, panic evident in his voice. “System cycling security protocols!”

“Override immediately!” Grigory ordered, moving toward a secondary console. “Authorisation Chernyakov-Seven-Delta!”

Anya watched the progress bar on her tablet—70% complete, 75%, 80%…

A bullet struck the console beside her, sending sparks flying across the interface. She ducked lower, continuing to input commands as the interference programme created the window Anton had promised.

The facility rocked with another explosion—far larger than their diversion should have caused. Emergency lighting activated as primary power fluctuated.

“Reactor containment failing,” someone shouted. “Actual breach detected!”

Confusion erupted as real emergencies compounded their manufactured ones. Security teams divided attention between the intruders and growing facility threats.

Serj checked the AK’s magazine—half empty. He’d need to make every round count. Two security operators tried to advance through the central aisle, using workstations as cover. He waited until they committed to their movement, then fired precisely at the overhead lighting. The area plunged into darkness, the operators momentarily blind as their eyes adjusted.

Two more controlled bursts, and both men went down with leg wounds.

“Flanking right!” a voice warned. Serj turned to see three more security personnel entering from a side entrance, their tactical formation indicating professional training.

The AK clicked empty.

He dropped the assault rifle, returning to his sidearm as he shifted position. Four rounds remaining. He’d need a miracle to hold them off long enough for Anya to complete the override.

The first security operator rounded the corner with textbook precision, weapon up, stance balanced. Serj’s shot caught him in the chest—centre mass, where his body armour absorbed most of the impact. But the force was enough to stagger him, creating a momentary blockage in the narrow entrance.

Three rounds left.

Aleksandr directed his remaining forces with hand signals, coordinating a synchronised advance that would overwhelm Serj’s position within seconds. Two more operators prepared flash-bangs, the diversionary grenades ready to disorient him before the final assault.

Two rounds left.

“Almost there!” Anya called, the progress bar on her tablet reaching 90%.

Serj fired again, targeting a pressure valve on a cooling pipe overhead. Superheated steam erupted into the command centre, creating a momentary screen between his position and the advancing security team. One round left.

“Command centre secure in thirty seconds,” Aleksandr announced, confidence evident in his voice. He knew Serj was nearly out of ammunition, running out of options.

Serj backed away from the steam cloud, scanning for any advantage. His position was deteriorating rapidly—multiple hostiles, limited ammunition, no clear escape route. As he retreated, his back pressed against a metal cabinet recessed into the wall. The impact caused the door to swing open slightly, revealing the distinctive red Soviet star marking it as a specialised weapons locker.

Inside, gleaming under the emergency lights, sat a weapon he’d only heard about in whispered legends among Soviet special forces—the ИМП-7 “Молния.”

“The Lightning,” he breathed, recognising the experimental electromagnetic pulse rifle. Myths about the weapon had circulated among elite units—a Soviet super-weapon capable of disabling electronics and cooking enemies from the inside.

He hesitated only briefly, eyes skimming over the more conventional AK-15 rifle mounted beside it. Against Aleksandr’s force, conventional weapons wouldn’t be enough. He needed something they wouldn’t expect.

He lunged for the weapon as Aleksandr fired, bullets tearing through the space he’d occupied a moment before. The rifle was heavier than expected, its distinctive battery pack and capacitor assembly adding significant weight.

“Serj!” Anya called, still at the console as her override attempt neared completion. “Ninety-five percent!”

The security team advanced in practised formation, weapons trained on his position. Aleksandr led them, confidence in every movement. “Nowhere to run,” he said coldly.

The IMP-7’s capacitors whined as they charged, the sound building to a high-pitched crescendo that made everyone in the vicinity pause. A blue indicator light pulsed on the weapon’s side, signalling readiness.

Serj braced himself and pulled the trigger.

The effect was immediate and devastating. A focused electromagnetic pulse erupted from the weapon’s muzzle, accompanied by an arc of blue-white energy. Every electronic device in its path failed instantly—communications systems, weapon sights, even the lights overhead.

Aleksandr’s tactical gear shorted out in a shower of sparks, the sophisticated communications equipment burning his skin. The security team behind him dropped as their equipment malfunctioned, causing painful feedback through their earpieces.

Most importantly, the command console erupted in cascading failures, systems shorting out in sequence. Grigory’s mechanical arm seized up, the advanced cybernetics overwhelmed by the electromagnetic pulse. He staggered back, face contorted in a mixture of pain and fury.

The authentication key—the specialised device Grigory had been clutching—skittered across the floor as his mechanical hand spasmed uncontrollably.

Anya scrambled away from the console as her tablet sparked and died, the connection severed by the EMP’s effect. “What did you do?” she shouted to Serj.

“Electromagnetic pulse weapon,” he replied, the IMP-7 already recharging for a second shot. “Soviet prototype. We need to move—now!”

“Wait—the override! We don’t know if it worked!”

“No time!” Serj fired again as security reinforcements poured through the main entrance. The second pulse was weaker than the first but still effective, disabling equipment and sending personnel sprawling.

They retreated toward an emergency exit as the facility’s systems continued failing in sequence. The command centre had descended into chaos—workstations offline, security systems malfunctioning, personnel disoriented.

“If we interrupted the authentication sequence without completing the override,” Anya said as they reached the exit corridor, “SOKOL might enter autonomous mode!”

“We’ll deal with that later,” Serj replied, the IMP-7’s capacitors whining as it prepared a final charge. “Right now, we survive.”

Behind them, Grigory had recovered enough to shout orders through the confusion. “The key! Find it now!” His voice carried over the alarm klaxons as his forces scrambled to comply.

They reached an emergency exit shaft as facility personnel rushed toward evacuation points. Serj triggered the weapon one final time, the pulse weaker but still sufficient to disable the security lockouts on the exit door. The battery indicator dropped to zero, the prototype weapon now useless.

“This stops here,” he said, discarding the depleted IMP-7 as they climbed the emergency ladder.

Alarms echoed throughout the facility, reactor warnings adding genuine urgency to their escape. Evacuation vehicles were already moving from secondary exits, personnel abandoning the facility as systems failed catastrophically.

Through an emergency channel they’d accessed, they heard Grigory’s voice: “Secure the secondary facility! Transfer all operational control to Gobi immediately! And find that damned key!”

“Gobi,” Anya realised. “He’s falling back to the facility where Omar is.”

“Did our override work?” Serj asked as they emerged from the exit shaft into the mountain night.

“I don’t know. The EMP killed my tablet before I could confirm.” Anya’s expression was grim. “If the authentication sequence was interrupted without proper override commands…”

“SOKOL might be completely autonomous now,” Serj finished.

They commandeered an unattended vehicle, joining the stream of evacuation traffic. Behind them, the mountain facility flickered with emergency lighting, systems failing as personnel abandoned their posts.

“Omar, status?” Anya broadcast on their backup radio.

There was no response—just static across all frequencies. Whether from the EMP’s aftereffects or something worse, they were cut off from their team.

“We need to reach the Gobi facility,” Anya said as they put distance between themselves and the mountain. “It’s our last chance to stop this.”

Serj nodded grimly, pushing the vehicle faster along the evacuation route. Behind them, Grigory’s primary command centre descended into emergency shutdown, his carefully constructed plan disrupted by their desperate gambit.

But as they fled into the night, uncertainty hung over them like a shadow. Had they stopped SOKOL’s attack sequence, or had they inadvertently triggered something worse? Only at the Gobi facility would they find their answer.

And Grigory would be waiting.
Breaking Point

The Gobi facility’s perimeter defences had doubled since their last visit. Armoured personnel carriers patrolled the outer ring while snipers maintained vigilant watch from reinforced positions. Getting inside would be nearly impossible through conventional means.

“They’re expecting us,” Serj observed, studying the defences through his binoculars. “Standard counter-infiltration protocols.”

“Good thing we’re not using standard infiltration,” Anya replied, consulting her tablet. Night vision overlay highlighted the ventilation shaft they’d used during their previous incursion—still unguarded despite the heightened security.

Cecilia’s voice came through their tactical comms. “Support team is thirty minutes out. Four-man tactical unit plus extraction capability.”

“We’re not waiting,” Anya said. “SOKOL’s final targeting sequence is already initiated. Satellites reaching optimal position in less than two hours.”

The maintenance shaft entrance remained precisely as they’d left it, partially concealed by natural rock formations. Serj moved first, navigating the narrow passage with practised efficiency while Anya followed, both moving silently through the forgotten Soviet architecture.

They’d descended three levels when movement ahead froze them in place. Serj raised a closed fist—the signal to halt—as a shadow detached itself from the darkness. His weapon was halfway up when a familiar voice whispered.

“It’s me.” Omar materialised from the shadows, exhaustion evident in his posture despite his professional composure. “Facility’s been at maximum alert for six hours. Grigory arrived with reinforcements—at least thirty additional security personnel.”

He led them to a maintenance closet he’d converted into a temporary safe room, complete with surveillance feeds tapped from the facility’s own system. Tactical gear lined one wall while demolition equipment occupied another. Omar had clearly been busy.

“I’ve rigged primary support systems with delayed-action charges,” he explained, indicating a facility schematic with marked positions. “Power distribution, environmental controls, structural supports—all set for cascading failure when triggered.”

Anya connected to the surveillance feeds, scanning for Grigory. “Control centre. Level Five. Is he there?”

“Hasn’t left since arriving.” Omar brought up the corresponding feed. “Heavily guarded. Aleksandr coordinating security personally.”

The video showed Grigory at the main console, his mechanical arm glinting under the harsh lighting as he worked with the SOKOL interface. Aleksandr directed tactical teams with military precision, establishing defensive positions throughout the command level.

“The authentication key,” Anya pointed to a distinctive device connected to the console. “That’s how he maintains control of SOKOL.”

Omar’s expression tightened as he turned to face them fully. “What happened to Dave?”

The question hung in the air between them. Serj exchanged a glance with Anya before answering.

“Kinetic rod strike. Direct hit on the mountain facility’s command centre. He was inside when it hit.”

Omar absorbed the information with the stoic professionalism that defined him, but his eyes betrayed the impact. “Not possible. He’s survived worse.”

“Not like this,” Serj said quietly. “Tungsten rod, Mach 12, direct impact. Nothing survives that.”

Silence fell over the group as the reality settled. Then Omar straightened, grief transmuting to focused determination. “Then we finish this. For Dave.”

He unfolded a detailed facility map on a makeshift table. “These tunnels run beneath the primary structure—original Soviet evacuation routes. Most security teams don’t know they exist. We can use them to bypass the main checkpoints.”

“What about the demolition charges?” Anya asked.

“Set for remote detonation or timer. We trigger them as needed—create chaos, divide security forces.” Omar traced a path on the map. “This tunnel leads directly to an access point thirty metres from the command centre.”

They moved through the forgotten passageways with practised silence, Omar leading them through the labyrinthine structure with precision born from days of clandestine exploration. The facility’s activity was audible through the walls—equipment moving, security teams coordinating, the constant hum of a military operation in progress.

“Stop here,” Omar said, reaching a junction point where multiple tunnels converged. “These routes provide escape options once the facility begins to collapse. Memorise them.”

Serj studied the layout, committing it to memory. “Primary extraction?”

“East tunnel, leads to an emergency exit half a kilometre from the main facility.” Omar checked his watch. “Cecilia’s team should be in position by then.”

After confirming their extraction plan, Omar divided their equipment. “I’ll trigger the first sequence from the maintenance level. You two get to the command centre—secure that authentication key at all costs.”

They synchronised their watches, then separated—Omar heading deeper into the maintenance tunnels while Serj and Anya moved toward the command level. The ventilation shaft narrowed as they climbed, decades of dust making each handhold treacherous.

“Security rotation in two minutes,” Anya whispered, checking her tablet’s connection to the surveillance system. “That’s our window.”

The access point opened into an unused storage area adjacent to the main corridor. Through the small observation window, they watched the security team complete their patrol sweep before moving to the next sector. The moment they disappeared around the corner, Serj and Anya slipped into the corridor.

The command centre’s location was familiar from their previous visit, but security had intensified significantly. Three checkpoints guarded the approach, each with overlapping fields of fire. Maintenance passages parallel to the main corridors allowed them to bypass the first two points entirely. The final approach would be more challenging—open ground, multiple guard positions, advanced surveillance.

“There,” Anya pointed to an electrical junction box near the ceiling. “Network access point.”

Serj provided a boost as she connected her tablet to the facility’s systems. Lines of code scrolled across her screen as she established a secure connection to SOKOL’s interface.

“I’m in. Anton’s programme is ready.” Her expression tightened with concentration. “Final targeting sequence at eighty-seven percent completion. First strikes in thirty-six minutes.”

“Can you disrupt it from here?”

“Starting interference pattern now.” Anya activated Anton’s specialised code, designed to create signal disruptions in SOKOL’s authentication sequence. “This will buy us time, but I need direct connection to the authentication system to complete the override.”

Through a maintenance grate, they observed the command centre. Grigory stood at the primary console, his mechanical arm occasionally adjusting controls with inhumanly precise movements. The authentication key—a Soviet-era device resembling a metallic cylinder with distinctive red markings—sat in a custom port at the centre of the console.

A distant rumble vibrated through the facility—the first of Omar’s charges detonating. Emergency alarms activated immediately, security protocols shifting as teams responded to the apparent attack.

“Reactor cooling system compromised,” announced an automated voice. “Emergency protocols activated.”

The command centre erupted into controlled chaos as technicians reported system failures across multiple sectors. Grigory’s expression shifted to irritation as technicians reported unexpected satellite behaviour.

“Targeting solutions deviating,” a technician announced. “System experiencing authentication interference.”

Grigory’s eyes narrowed. “Override. Authorisation Chernyakov-Seven-Delta.”

“System rejecting command.” The technician’s voice carried barely controlled panic. “Authentication cycling.”

Anya’s tablet showed Anton’s programme working as designed—creating precise signal disruptions that forced SOKOL’s Soviet-era security protocols to cycle continuously. Each cycle created microsecond vulnerabilities that her software exploited, gradually building access to the command architecture.

“Maintain command centre security,” Grigory ordered Aleksandr. “Nothing interferes with the launch sequence.”

Aleksandr directed half his forces to reinforce critical positions while maintaining core security around Grigory. The reduced force created potential openings, but still insufficient for direct approach.

The second set of charges detonated—larger this time, targeting structural supports in the facility’s eastern section. The entire complex shuddered, emergency lighting activating as primary power fluctuated. Aleksandr directed more security personnel to investigate, further reducing command centre protection.

On her tablet, Anya watched satellite trajectories begin shifting—SOKOL responding to her interference by attempting to maintain mission parameters through automated adjustments. “It’s working. Satellites moving out of optimal firing position.”

The third detonation triggered directly beneath the command centre, the controlled explosion precisely calculated to disrupt the floor without structural collapse. Panels buckled upward as dust and debris filled the air.

Serj seized the moment, bursting through the maintenance access as security personnel struggled to maintain position. He fired in disciplined bursts, forcing Aleksandr’s team into defensive positions while creating a path to the main console.

“Intruders!” Aleksandr’s voice cut through the chaos, his weapon already tracking toward Serj’s position.

Grigory swung toward the authentication key, his mechanical arm responding with perfect precision despite the facility’s deteriorating condition. The advanced cybernetics functioned independently of the facility’s compromised systems, giving him a significant advantage.

Anya reached the console first, connecting her tablet directly to the SOKOL interface. Anton’s programme immediately recognised the connection, expanding its interference pattern to directly combat Grigory’s command authority. Her fingers flew across the tablet’s screen, executing command overrides as security converged on her position.

“Stop her!” Grigory ordered, his mechanical arm reaching for the authentication key. He lunged toward Anya, driving the titanium prosthetic claw with devastating force.

Serj intercepted him, combat training evident in his precise movements. He sidestepped the mechanical arm’s swing, using Grigory’s momentum against him. They crashed into a secondary console, equipment shattering under their combined weight.

Aleksandr coordinated the remaining security personnel, establishing firing positions that would isolate the intruders. Professional discipline evident in every order, he systematically cut off potential escape routes while maintaining protective coverage for critical systems.

The facility rocked with another series of explosions—Omar’s main sequence initiating. Structural integrity warnings blared through emergency channels as support systems began failing throughout the complex. The command centre’s reinforced construction maintained integrity, but the surrounding areas reported catastrophic damage.

“Sixty seconds,” Anya announced, the override programme nearing completion. On her tablet, satellite trajectories continued altering, SOKOL’s targeting solutions completely disrupted by her commands.

Grigory fought with cold precision, his mechanical arm a perfect extension of his will. Each strike carried lethal force, decades of Spetsnaz training evident in his economy of movement. Serj matched him technique for technique, redirecting the mechanical arm’s power while looking for vulnerabilities.

“You won’t succeed,” Grigory said, voice cold despite the exertion. “Your friend found that out the hard way. Pity he’s not here to witness your failure.”

Serj’s expression hardened, but he maintained his professional focus. “He accomplished what was needed. SOKOL’s finished.”

“Not while I hold the key.” Grigory pressed his attack, fingers of his human left hand tightening around Serj’s throat with crushing force.

The override completed just as the facility’s main support structure began to fail. Warning klaxons shifted tone, the automated system announcing: “Critical structural failure. Emergency evacuation protocols activated. All personnel proceed to designated exit points immediately.”

Serj broke Grigory’s grip with a desperation-fuelled strike, creating just enough space for a follow-up attack. The momentary advantage allowed him to reach Anya’s position at the console.

“SOKOL targeting systems neutralised,” she confirmed, satisfaction evident despite the chaos. “Satellites returning to stable orbits.”

Grigory lunged for the authentication key, but Anya was faster. She wrenched it free from the console port, the Soviet device heavy in her hand as she backed away. Rage transformed Grigory’s scarred features, the loss of the key triggering fury beyond professional composure.

“I’ll take that,” Anya dancing out of his reach, secured the device in her tactical pouch.

Grigory assessed the situation with cold calculation. The facility was failing around them, security forces scattered by Omar’s precise demolition sequence. Without the authentication key, his control of SOKOL was compromised beyond recovery.

“Aleksandr, secure evacuation route Sigma,” he ordered, voice returning to professional control despite the rage in his eyes. “We’re leaving.”

“But the key—” Aleksandr began.

“We’ll retrieve it from their corpses,” Grigory responded, already moving toward the eastern exit. “This facility is lost.”

They retreated toward the evacuation tunnel as the command centre’s systems continued failing around them. Serj advanced to Anya’s position, covering their withdrawal as security personnel followed Grigory’s retreat.

“Pursuing?” he asked.

“Absolutely.” Anya disconnected her tablet, the authentication key secure. “Omar’s tunnel network.”

They followed through collapsing corridors, the route memorised from Omar’s detailed maps. Emergency lighting flickered as backup generators struggled to maintain power. The tunnel entrance was visible ahead—a reinforced doorway designed to withstand even nuclear attack.

Beyond the threshold, they caught glimpses of Grigory and Aleksandr moving with practised efficiency through the escape tunnel. The rumble of collapsing infrastructure grew louder behind them as Omar’s demolition sequence reached its crescendo.

The tunnel stretched ahead, darkness occasionally broken by emergency lighting. Their pursuit continued for several hundred metres before natural light became visible—the exit approaching. Grigory and Aleksandr reached it first, emerging into the harsh Gobi sunlight.

Where Cecilia waited with a fully equipped tactical team.

“Grigory Ivanovich,” Cecilia’s voice carried calm authority as her team maintained perfect firing discipline. “I believe this concludes our business.”

Grigory assessed the situation with cold professionalism—multiple tactical operators with advanced weapons, perfect positioning, no viable escape route. For the first time, genuine surprise registered on his scarred features.

“Surrender your weapons and place your hands behind your head,” Cecilia continued. “My team has authorisation to use lethal force if necessary.”

Anya and Serj emerged from the tunnel behind them, weapons trained on the cornered operatives. The authentication key secure in Anya’s tactical pouch, SOKOL’s destructive potential neutralised.

Grigory’s expression shifted from surprise to cold calculation. “Your invincible man isn’t here to see his victory,” he said, eyes fixed on Anya. “Such a shame he’s missing the moment.”

“Drop your weapons,” Serj ordered, ignoring the bait.

Behind them, the mountain shuddered as the facility’s final support structures failed. Decades of Soviet engineering collapsed inward, burying SOKOL’s command centre beneath tons of rock and steel.

“It’s over,” Anya said, the authentication key secure. “SOKOL is under our control. The satellites have been redirected to stable orbits.”

Aleksandr placed his weapon on the ground with slow, deliberate movements. Professional to the end, he recognised the tactical reality. Grigory’s mechanical arm twitched once before he followed suit, the rage behind his controlled expression palpable.

As Cecilia’s team secured the prisoners, Anya gazed at the mountain’s collapsing profile. Somewhere beneath that destruction lay the facility that had nearly launched a global catastrophe. And somewhere else, under a different mountain, lay Dave—the invulnerable man who had finally met a force even he couldn’t withstand.

“We need to recover—” she began.

“Recovery teams are already en route to the mountain facility,” Cecilia assured her. “Everything possible will be done.”

The SOKOL key grew warm in Anya’s hands as the system completed its shutdown sequence. In orbit, dozens of satellites adjusted their positions one final time, returning to their designated functions rather than weapons of mass destruction.

They had won. But the cost had been higher than any of them could have anticipated.
Epilogue: Desert Winds - Part 1

The Agency’s temporary interrogation facility hummed with controlled tension. Reinforced glass separated observers from the stark white room where Grigory Ivanovich sat perfectly still, his mechanical arm deactivated and removed, leaving an empty sleeve pinned neatly at his shoulder. His scarred face betrayed nothing as Cecilia entered, tablet in hand.

“You’ve gone to considerable expense for my accommodation,” Grigory observed, his voice carrying the precise cadence of a man measuring each syllable. “I’m flattered.”

“Save it,” Cecilia replied, taking the seat opposite him. “SOKOL has been neutralised. Your facilities destroyed. Your network dismantled.” She placed the authentication key on the table between them. “This is simply clean up.”

“Is that what you think?” Grigory’s undamaged eye focused on the key, then shifted to Cecilia with calculated precision. “That you’ve won?”

Through the observation window, Anya watched the exchange while Anton analysed the authentication key’s programming architecture on a separate terminal.

“The orbital platforms are being systematically deactivated,” Anton reported. “European Space Agency teams have secured fourteen of the eighteen weapons satellites. The system’s command protocols have been completely overwritten.”

“And the targeting data?” Anya asked.

“Purged from all accessible networks. SOKOL’s targeting capability has been permanently disabled.”

On the main display, satellite imagery showed recovery operations at the mountain facility’s ruins. Teams in specialised equipment moved methodically through the debris field, cataloguing and containing Soviet technology for proper disposal.

“There’s still no sign of…” Anton paused, recognising the weight of what he was about to say. “The recovery team reports no trace of biological material in the impact zone.”

Anya nodded, her expression betraying nothing as she returned her attention to the interrogation.

“Your operation began with Elena Baranova,” Cecilia said, scrolling through her tablet. “Tell me how you recruited her.”

Grigory’s laugh carried genuine amusement. “Recruited? Such a formal word for what was essentially manipulation. She recruited herself.”

His mind drifted back to two years earlier. A cybersecurity conference in Geneva. Elena Baranova delivering a presentation on satellite vulnerability. Her precise technical knowledge, her passion for the subject – it had made her the perfect pawn.

“She was brilliant, of course,” Grigory continued. “Published papers on satellite security, consulted for three different governments. But brilliance often comes with blind-spots.”

“You planted the SOKOL documentation for her to find,” Cecilia concluded.

“I merely ensured certain historical archives became accessible. The Kashgar records facility contained exactly what she needed – enough breadcrumbs to lead her down the right path, not enough to reveal the whole picture.”

The observation room door opened as Serj entered, his movement betraying subtle tension. “Omar’s team completed their sweep of the Gobi facility. They’ve recovered Baranova’s original research notes.”

“And?” Anya prompted.

“The timeline matches what we suspected. She discovered references to SOKOL sixteen months ago. Spent the next year tracking down the activation protocols.”

Cecilia placed satellite images in front of Grigory. “You allowed her to reactivate the first facility, knowing we would detect it eventually.”

“Of course. Her activities were meant to be discovered – at precisely the right moment.” Grigory’s scarred face remained impassive. “Consider: if you hadn’t found her, the world would have faced seemingly random satellite strikes. Chaos. Confusion. Nations blaming each other.”

“While you held the only solution,” Anya said through the intercom.

“Precisely.” Grigory nodded with professional approval. “The authentication key would have been worth billions to governments desperate to end the attacks. And I would have been the only one who could use it.”

His memory shifted to the first time he’d watched Baranova work. Through surveillance cameras hidden in the Algerian facility, he’d observed her methodical approach to the Soviet technology. Her first successful satellite access had triggered a feeling he rarely experienced – professional admiration.

“She was a perfect diversion,” Grigory continued. “Always one step ahead of you, always leading you exactly where I needed. While you chased her across deserts, I was completing the restoration of SOKOL’s true capabilities.”

Serj’s expression hardened. “You sacrificed her when she was no longer useful.”

“I arranged for her to receive the honour she deserved – becoming part of SOKOL’s legacy. The kinetic strike that eliminated her facility was regrettable but necessary. She had served her purpose.”

The memory of his final communication with Baranova played clearly in his mind. Her expression shifting from confidence to horrified understanding as he revealed his true identity. The panic in her eyes as she realised the coordinates for the kinetic strike matched her exact location.

Cecilia placed another document on the table. “Chernyakov’s original design specifications included an autonomous mode – the ‘Dead Hand’ protocol. Was that your actual target?”

“Perceptive.” Grigory’s single eye narrowed slightly. “SOKOL was never meant to be merely a satellite control system. It was designed to evolve, to learn, to eventually operate without human oversight.”

“A true deadman’s switch,” Anya muttered.

“The Soviets built better than they knew,” Grigory agreed. “Chernyakov understood that human operators were a vulnerability. His autonomous protocols were decades ahead of their time – artificial intelligence before the term was commonplace.”

Anton spoke through the intercom. “The three-station protocol was a deliberate limitation – a fail-safe to prevent exactly what you attempted.”

“A limitation I overcame.” There was genuine pride in Grigory’s voice. “Baranova’s work broke the distributed authentication requirement. Once SOKOL accepted commands from a single point, the autonomous protocols could be fully activated.”

Cecilia studied him carefully. “You’re too intelligent to believe you could control such a system indefinitely. What was your actual goal?”

Grigory leaned forward, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “Control was never the objective, merely the means. Once fully autonomous, SOKOL would have identified all threats to Russian sovereign interests – automatically, without mercy or hesitation.”

“And defined those threats how?” Cecilia pressed.

“However its Soviet programming determined. That was the beauty of it – none of us could predict exactly what it would target. Military installations, certainly. Command centres. Infrastructure. But beyond that?” He shrugged his remaining shoulder. “Chernyakov’s algorithms would decide.”

The truth dawned on Anya. “You wanted chaos. Global infrastructure collapse.”

“I wanted reset,” Grigory corrected. “The world needs periodic reminders of what happens when technology outpaces wisdom. SOKOL would have provided that reminder – catastrophic but precisely calculated.”

His mind returned to six months earlier. Finding Baranova’s first exploration of the abandoned tracking station. Monitoring her progress through hidden surveillance. Providing anonymous technical assistance when she struggled with Soviet protocols. The careful placement of breadcrumbs that led her toward greater discoveries without revealing his involvement.

“You never intended to use the ransom demands,” Serj concluded. “They were misdirection.”

“Obviously. The initial demonstrations – Frankfurt, Los Angeles – were merely proof of concept. Enough to create panic, not enough to reveal SOKOL’s true capabilities.”

Cecilia placed satellite imagery of the surviving facilities on the table. “There are more stations we haven’t found.”

“Naturally. The Soviets built redundancy into everything. Some facilities were never documented, their existence known only to Chernyakov and his inner circle.” Grigory’s expression remained unreadable. “Good hunting.”

The interrogation continued for hours, Grigory revealing select details while clearly withholding others. His calculated cooperation provided enough information to justify his continued existence while maintaining leverage through what remained unsaid.

In the observation room, analysis of recovered documents continued as technicians processed data from multiple facilities. Anton worked methodically through the authentication key’s programming, dismantling its capabilities layer by layer.

“The key’s encryption is incredibly sophisticated for its era,” he noted. “Quantum-resistant before quantum computing existed. Chernyakov was decades ahead of contemporary thinking.”

“Can it be permanently disabled?” Anya asked.

“I believe so. The authentication system requires specific handshakes with orbiting platforms. If we alter those platforms’ response protocols, the key becomes useless.”

On the main display, European Space Agency teams continued their methodical capture of SOKOL’s weapons platforms. Each satellite was carefully manoeuvred into a secure orbit, its control systems isolated before deactivation procedures began.

“Final platform secured,” a technician announced. “All eighteen SOKOL weapons satellites are now under ESA control.”

A moment of quiet satisfaction passed through the room – the crisis finally, definitively ended. But Anya’s attention remained fixed on Grigory, studying his reactions as Cecilia continued the interrogation.

“You’ve been planning this for years,” Cecilia said. “Why now? Why activate SOKOL after all this time?”

“Timing is everything in orbital mechanics. The right moment depends on countless variables aligning perfectly.” Grigory paused, something almost like satisfaction crossing his features. “And personal scores to settle.”

“Dave,” Anya whispered.

“Your invulnerable man,” Grigory confirmed, hearing her through the intercom. “He’d become something of an obsession, I admit. The man who couldn’t be killed – until he was.”

The memory of their previous encounters flickered across his mind. The pipeline operation in Turkey. The water crisis in Pakistan. Each time, Dave had thwarted his plans, survived his traps, emerged stronger. Until the kinetic rod strike – the one attack that not even Dave’s extraordinary abilities could withstand.

“You sacrificed your entire operation just to eliminate him,” Serj said, his voice tight with controlled anger.

“I accelerated my timeline,” Grigory corrected. “The SOKOL activation would have proceeded regardless. Choosing that particular moment, targeting that specific location – that was the personal touch. Art within science.”

Cecilia gathered her materials. “You’ve given us enough to begin dismantling what remains of your network. We’ll continue tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it.” Grigory settled back in his chair, the empty sleeve where his mechanical arm had been hanging motionless. “Though I wonder if your recovery teams have considered something interesting about kinetic impacts.”

“And what’s that?” Cecilia paused at the door.

“They don’t always destroy their targets. Sometimes they simply… displace them.” His undamaged eye gleamed with something that might have been amusement. “Physics is so fascinating that way.”

The observation room fell silent as Cecilia exited the interrogation chamber. Grigory’s words hung in the air, their meaning unclear but unsettling.

“He’s playing games,” Serj concluded. “Psychological manipulation, nothing more.”

“Probably,” Anya agreed, but her gaze drifted to the satellite footage of the mountain facility’s ruins. “Unless he knows something we don’t.”

“The impact site has been thoroughly searched,” Anton reminded her. “Ground-penetrating radar, thermal imaging, specialised recovery teams. There’s nothing to find.”

Anya nodded, accepting the reality they all faced. Dave was gone – the invulnerable man had finally encountered a force he couldn’t withstand.
Epilogue: Desert Winds - Part 2

For three days after Grigory’s interrogation, the Agency’s temporary command centre hummed with activity. Screens displayed the dismantling operation in real-time as the European Space Agency’s specialised teams completed their work. The final SOKOL platform had been secured hours earlier, ending weeks of meticulous orbital operations.

“The authentication key will be held in a secure location under continuous guard. Without the key, SOKOL’s command protocols remain permanently inaccessible.”

Anya investigated the Soviet device that had nearly caused global catastrophe. Its unassuming appearance belied its devastating potential – a simple-looking cylinder with distinctive red markings and Soviet serial numbers.

“And Grigory?” she asked.

“Transfer to the permanent facility begins tomorrow,” Cecilia replied. “He won’t be in a conventional prison. There’s a detention system beyond regular judicial frameworks, designed specifically for individuals of his calibre. No communication with the outside world, no possibility of escape, no record of his existence in any public database.”

“His lieutenants?”

“Aleksandr is already in a separate facility. We’ve confirmed the capture of fourteen additional network members across seven countries. The remaining three are being tracked.”

The command centre gradually emptied as operations wound down, leaving just the core team. Cecilia retrieved a bottle of eighteen-year-old Talisker and four glasses from a cabinet.

“I think we’ve earned this,” she said, pouring measures for each of them.

They gathered around a small table, the weight of recent events evident in their posture and expressions. Serj raised his glass first.

“To Dave,” he said simply.

“To the man who couldn’t die,” Omar added.

“Until he did,” Anya whispered.

They drank in silence, each lost in personal memories of their extraordinary colleague.

“Remember Kazakhstan?” Omar finally said. “When he dropped into that incinerator to deal with the fungus?”

Anya smiled despite herself. “Came out stark naked and complaining about his clothes being destroyed. Again.”

“Pakistan,” Serj contributed. “The armoured vehicle that tried to run him down.”

“And he just stood there,” Anya continued. “Let it hit him head-on, then flipped the entire vehicle when the driver tried to reverse over him.”

The stories continued as night fell, memories flowing as freely as the whisky. Dave catching an RPG with his bare hands. Dave lifting a concrete wall to free trapped civilians. Dave’s perpetual confusion about whether to maintain his cover as an ordinary IT consultant or embrace his extraordinary nature.

“He was special in more ways than the obvious,” Cecilia noted, refilling their glasses. “Many with his abilities would have become monsters. He became more human instead.”

As the impromptu wake concluded, Anya found herself at the command centre window, staring at the distant mountains. Somewhere out there, under thousands of tons of rock and metal, lay whatever remained of Dave Anderson – the invulnerable man who had finally met a force even he couldn’t withstand.

Anya head bowed, “The report said the rod was travelling at Mach 12 when it struck. Nothing survives that kind of impact.”

“Nothing we know of,” Cecilia corrected gently. “But Dave consistently redefined what we thought possible.”

Anton appeared in the doorway, his expression cautiously neutral. “The recovery team submitted their final report. Every centimetre of accessible debris has been examined. Ground-penetrating radar. Thermal imaging. Quantum resonance scanning. Nothing.”

“The impact temperature exceeded 9,000 degrees,” Serj added, his normally stoic expression revealing a hint of grief. “Even Dave’s extraordinary capabilities have limits.”

“I’ve authorised a memorial service next week,” Cecilia said. “Just the team and a few others who knew his true nature. The world can’t know what we’ve lost, but we can honour him properly.”

Omar entered from an adjacent briefing room, his face showing the strain of the past month. “Reactor containment analysis is complete. No radiation leakage beyond the facility perimeter. Local authorities believe the official cover story – experimental mining operation suffered catastrophic equipment failure.”

A technician approached with the final documents requiring approval. “The authentication key is ready for transport. Separate teams, separate ghost routes, maximum security protocols. No one knows which team actually has the key”

Cecilia signed the authorisation, completing the official conclusion of Operation SOKOL. The crisis that had nearly led to global infrastructure collapse was officially over, the threat contained and dismantled.

“The world will never know how close we came,” Omar noted.

“Or what it cost,” Anya added quietly.

The next morning, they watched as the authentication key loaded onto three unmarked vehicles. Each would take a different route to a different secure facility. The precaution seemed almost excessive given SOKOL’s neutralisation, but no one was willing to risk even the slightest chance of reactivation.

“Grigory’s mind games continue even in custody,” Cecilia observed as they watched the vehicles depart. “His comments about kinetic impacts ‘displacing’ rather than destroying targets – classic psychological warfare.”

“He knows exactly what to say to keep us off balance,” Serj agreed. “Even in defeat, he needs to maintain the illusion of control.”

The final day of operations arrived with a sense of completion and loss. The temporary command centre was being dismantled, equipment packed for transport, personnel reassigned to new priorities. The crisis was over, but the cost had been immeasurable.

Anya stood at the helipad as the final Agency personnel prepared for departure. The operation was officially concluded – SOKOL neutralised, Grigory contained, the immediate threat eliminated. Only automated monitoring systems would remain, silently watching the mountain from orbit.

“Time to go home,” Serj said, equipment cases already loaded into the waiting helicopter.

Anya took one last look at the distant peaks. The setting sun painted them in shades of gold and crimson, the devastation hidden by distance and shadow.

“Goodbye, Dave,” she whispered.

Five hundred kilometres away, beneath a starlit sky, a seemingly permanent feature of the landscape shifted. In a massive debris field where a mountain facility had once stood, a single rock moved. Had anyone been present to witness it, they might have dismissed it as imagination or a trick of the light.

But there was no one present. No breeze disturbed the perfect stillness of the night. No animals moved across the desolate landscape.

Yet something deep beneath the rubble had shifted. Just once.

Almost imperceptibly.

But definitely.
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