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Chapter One: The Drop Zone
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Rain tore across the mountains like shards of glass. The transport shook violently, buffeted by wind and lightning. Captain Eli Mercer sat on the cold metal floor, knees pressed to his chest, hands wrapped around his rifle as though it could shield him from the storm—and the world beyond it. Around him, the men of the resistance whispered half-prayers and curses, tightening straps and checking weapons, eyes wide in the stormlight.

Eli said nothing. He didn’t need to. Every man in that aircraft knew why they were here. Every man knew that what waited below was a castle, a fortress carved into the jagged peaks of the Franco-German border, a Nazi stronghold that had swallowed dozens of Allied squads before them.

The pilot’s voice cut through the din, tinny and calm over the comms.

“Drop zone... in three... two—”

The ramp dropped. The roar of the storm met them like a wall of knives. Rain poured down in sheets, blinding, freezing, relentless. Lightning flashed, illuminating the castle below—a nightmare of stone, steel, and fire, perched on a cliff like a godless cathedral. Barbed wire gleamed wet, machine-gun nests glinted, and flamethrowers hissed from the ramparts, painting the sky in hellfire.

Eli pushed himself forward. He hit the slick ground running, boots sucking mud from the mountainside. Behind him, the rest of his squad poured from the transport, screaming, shouting, charging into the storm with hearts full of fury and fear.

The first shots rang out. Bullets tore into the earth around them. Plasma blasts seared stone and men alike, leaving molten streaks and smoke in their wake. Eli dove behind a jagged boulder as a plasma rifle sent a burst of light across his face, cutting the rain like a blade.

“Mercer! Left flank! Move!” Major Sarah Whitcomb’s voice sliced through the chaos, sharp and unwavering. Her figure emerged through the smoke, moving with lethal precision, a storm of determination against a storm of bullets.

Eli fired. The old M1 Garand cracked in his hands, each shot a defiance of the world that had been stolen from him. Around him, men screamed, fell, vanished beneath fire and debris. Jimmy O’Neal, their demolitions expert, grinned like a fool in lightning’s flash before plasma fire tore him from sight.

And yet they pressed forward.

The castle gate loomed, impossibly high, iron reinforced and bristling with death. Too strong to shoot, too dangerous to rush. Eli’s hand went to his pack, fingers closing on the sticky bomb like it was the last anchor to reality. He slapped it to the gate. The timer ticked—ten seconds.

The countdown echoed through his mind.

Ten... nine...

Every heartbeat thundered in his ears. The storm screamed over it, wind tearing at his clothes, rain slicing into his skin. He could see the enemy now—figures silhouetted against the lightning, rifles raised, plasma glowing like fireflies of death.

Eight... seven...

He rolled behind a shattered wall as bullets and plasma streaked past him, kicking mud and stone into the air. He could taste blood, ash, and rain. Somewhere, a man cried out. Somewhere else, a flamethrower turned a tree to fire.

Six... five...

Eli remembered his grandfather. Died on American soil, fighting the same enemy he now faced, swallowed by the tide of a war that had ended in defeat. The thought sharpened his resolve, hardened his muscles.

Four... three...

He could feel the heat of the explosion before it came. His vision blurred with smoke, rain, and adrenaline.

Two... one...

The sticky bomb detonated.

The world exploded in fire and stone. The iron gate tore open like paper, sending smoke, debris, and screams into the sky. The shockwave knocked Eli off his feet. For a moment, the rain and chaos were silent, a brief, horrifying calm as the courtyard sprawled before him, twisted and broken.

And then the world returned. Men ran, some alive, some not. The storm seemed almost gentle compared to the hell the castle had become. Plasma rifles lit the walls, bullets sang through the smoke, and Eli Mercer rose from the mud, chest heaving, hands trembling—not from fear, but from the weight of survival.

He looked at the ruin around him. The castle—fortress of the Reich—was breached, but victory tasted like ash. His country had lost. His grandfather’s death had not been avenged. And yet here he was, alive, staring at the twisted remnants of a world that had once been free.

Lightning split the sky again. Shadows moved in the ruins. Eli didn’t see the figures, but he felt them—watching, waiting.

He lifted his rifle. Rain plastered his hair to his forehead. His hands were slick with blood and mud, and his eyes burned with fury.

The real war was beginning.

For his grandfather. For America. For the spark of freedom that still smoldered in the hearts of those who refused to kneel.

Eli Mercer stepped forward.

And the storm followed him.
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Chapter Two: Ashes and Orders
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Eli walked through the mud-choked valley toward the makeshift command post, every step dragging, every breath tasting of rain, ash, and blood. The remnants of the assault lay around him. Men sprawled face-down in the mud, rifles still clutched in stiff fingers. Smoke rose from a collapsed wall of the castle, curling into the storm clouds above like a black omen. The screams of dying men had long since faded, replaced by the low, wet hiss of the storm and the occasional crack of distant gunfire from resistance scouts sweeping the surrounding mountains.

His boots slid in the mud. One soldier, barely alive, caught his sleeve and whispered, “Captain... sir... are we... gonna make it?” Eli looked down at him, mouth tight, throat raw. He only shook his head and moved on. Survival wasn’t comfort; it was a burden. And the burden was heavy tonight.

By the time Eli reached the command post—a hastily converted warehouse bristling with antennas, computers, and the scent of machine oil and stale coffee—he was soaked, muddy, and shaking, though not from cold. Anger, guilt, and obsession coursed through him in equal measure.

Inside, the air was warm, artificially dry, humming with fluorescent lights and the low drone of computing machines filing the artifacts collected from the assault. Eli had barely stepped through the doorway before the presence of the man waiting there made his chest tighten.

General Hawthorne.

He had the gait of a man who had seen everything and wished he hadn’t. His eyes, gray and hard as steel, were fixed on the reports scrolling across the terminal in front of him, but they pierced Eli as soon as he entered.

“Captain Mercer.” Hawthorne didn’t move. His voice was a blade. “Do you have any idea how many men you’ve sent to their graves today?”

Eli’s jaw tightened. “I accomplished the mission. The castle is ours, General.”

Hawthorne turned slowly. His gaze scanned Eli’s sodden form, the blood and mud, the exhaustion—but also the determination, the stubbornness. “Accomplished the mission?” he spat, the words like acid. “Is that what you call this?” He gestured toward the window, and Eli glanced out. The valley was a graveyard. Smoke rose from ruined walls. Mud and blood were everywhere. “Look at them, Mercer. Your men. Dead. And for what? A castle? A few dusty artifacts?”

“They weren’t just artifacts,” Eli said, feeling the old rage rise like a fire in his chest. “I—I think the Nazis were looking for something specific. Something important.”

Hawthorne’s lips pressed into a thin line. He leaned forward, fists on the table, the veins on his hands standing out like rope. “Something important?” he shouted. “Mercer, half of your squad is dead because of your fantasies. If it weren’t for the reports you filed in the system—enough to justify the deaths and make it seem like your reckless assault had some merit—you would be facing a court-martial by dawn.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “And now?”

“Now,” Hawthorne said, voice lower but colder, “you’re walking on borrowed time. And the Nazis—they’ll know. They’ll know we’re closing in. You’ve painted a target on every one of our cells.”

The words hit Eli like a bullet. He clenched his fists, trying to force the anger down, trying to hold on to the fire that kept him moving. “Maybe,” he said, voice low, almost a growl. “Maybe they’re already looking for that artifact. Maybe that’s why the resistance is gaining ground now. We have to act before they find it first.”

Hawthorne slammed a hand on the table. The computers jumped under the force. “Artifact? You risk the lives of good men, Mercer! You’ve got a vendetta, not a strategy. Every mission you touch, someone dies. Do you understand what it means to be reckless in this war? This isn’t your grandfather’s fight anymore! This is America burned to ash, a country that didn’t survive, and here you are chasing ghosts.”

Eli’s voice cracked. “I—my grandfather—he died for nothing! For nothing, Hawthorne! And I’m not going to stand by while the Reich buries the world under stone and plasma fire. I won’t!”

Hawthorne’s face darkened. “And that makes you a hero?” he asked quietly, his words cutting sharper than any gun. “Because heroes don’t lose men unnecessarily. Heroes don’t gamble with lives to chase a hunch. Heroes survive long enough to fight another day. You—” He shook his head. “You’re too reckless for your own good. And for everyone else’s.”

The room fell silent, save for the hum of the computers and the occasional drip of water from the storm outside. Eli stood there, drenched, blood and mud caked on his clothes, breathing hard, chest heaving with fury and grief. He wanted to yell, to argue, to punch a hole through the wall. But the weight of Hawthorne’s gaze held him in place.

“You would have been court-martialed,” Hawthorne said finally, softer, almost whispering, “if it weren’t for your reports. The artifacts you filed, the data you entered—it saved you. Not your luck, not your skill. Your paperwork.”

Eli’s fists unclenched. The anger twisted into something harder, colder. He looked away from the general and toward the valley outside. Smoke curled up from the ruined castle. Somewhere in that wreckage lay fragments of history, pieces of power that he didn’t yet understand. And he had to find them.

He turned back to Hawthorne, voice steady, eyes burning. “I don’t know which artifact it is yet. But I’ll find it. And when I do...” He let the words hang, unspoken but full of promise and vengeance.

Hawthorne studied him for a long moment, then shook his head. “I hope to God you’re right, Mercer. I hope to God you know what you’re doing. Because if you don’t... you’ll take more men with you than you realize.”

Eli didn’t respond. He left the command post without another word. The storm still raged outside, but it was nothing compared to the storm inside him. His grandfather’s death, America’s fall, the lives lost today—they burned in his chest like wildfire.

And somewhere in the ruins of the castle, beneath the rubble and the mud, lay the secret he had yet to uncover.

Eli Mercer clenched his fists. He would find it. He would survive. And he would make the Reich pay.

The war wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

And he wouldn’t stop.
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Chapter Three: The Things We Carry
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The barracks were too quiet.

That was the first thing Eli noticed when the door slid shut behind him. No artillery in the distance. No plasma fire ripping the night apart. Just the low hum of generators and the soft, uneven breathing of men who slept because exhaustion had finally beaten fear.

Eli sat on the edge of his bunk and let his pack drop to the floor. It hit with a dull thud, heavier than it should have been. Everything felt heavier lately—his rifle, his boots, his hands.

He reached into the footlocker beneath the bunk and pulled out the photographs.

They were old now. Creased. Faded. One corner burned from a close call years ago when a Nazi patrol had set fire to a safehouse in Ohio. He stared at them the way a man stares at a language he no longer speaks.

His mother stood in the first picture, smiling in front of their house—their house—before it flew a Reich banner instead of an American flag. His father was beside her, arm stiff around her shoulder, trying to look strong. Trying not to look afraid.

Another photo showed Eli younger, thinner, before the war carved him down to bone and nerve. His sister stood next to him, punching his arm, laughing. She had always laughed too loud. He wondered if she still did.

The last photograph was of his grandfather.

Uniform pressed. Hat tucked under one arm. Eyes steady. Not smiling.

That was the day Eli left.

He remembered the bus station like it was burned into his skull. The smell of oil. Cigarette smoke. Fear disguised as bravado. His mother cried quietly. His father shook his hand too hard. His grandfather didn’t say anything at first—just stood there, studying him like he was memorizing a map.

Finally, the old man spoke.

“War doesn’t care why you fight,” his grandfather said. “Only how long you last.”

Eli nodded like he understood.

He hadn’t.

The memory shifted, uninvited.

France. Early days. Before the resistance had plasma rifles. Before castles. Before names like Project Valkyr whispered through command rooms.

A forest outside a burned village.

It was raining then, too.

Eli had been nineteen. Barely trained. His hands shook so badly he thought the rifle might slip from them. The squad had been moving slow, boots sinking into wet earth, every snapping branch a gunshot in their minds.

And then they found him.

A Nazi scout. Alone. Young. Younger than Eli. His uniform was soaked through, helmet hanging loose. He froze when he saw them, eyes wide, mouth open like he wanted to speak but didn’t know how.

The world narrowed to a tunnel.

Eli remembered how loud his breathing was inside his helmet. How the rain ran down his face like tears he hadn’t earned yet.

“Shoot,” someone whispered behind him.

Eli raised the rifle.

The Nazi lifted his hands.

That was the worst part. The hands.

Not heroic. Not defiant. Just scared.

Eli pulled the trigger.

The rifle bucked. The sound cracked the forest open. The scout dropped instantly, body folding into the mud like he’d been unplugged from the world.

Silence followed.

No triumph. No relief.

Just the realization that something inside Eli had gone very quiet and would never speak the same way again.

Someone slapped his shoulder. Someone laughed nervously. Someone said, “Good shot.”

Eli stared at the body until rain washed the blood into the dirt.

Back in the barracks, Eli closed his eyes.

He didn’t remember the man’s face anymore. That scared him more than anything. He remembered the hands—but not the eyes.

That was how it happened, he realized. Not all at once. Piece by piece.

He folded the photographs carefully and slid them back into the footlocker. His hands lingered on the wood for a moment, like he was afraid if he let go, the past would spill out and drown him.

Across the barracks, a man muttered in his sleep. Another turned over, metal clinking softly. Survivors. For now.

Eli lay back on his bunk and stared at the ceiling.

The commanding officer was right about one thing.

Men were dying because of him.

But Eli also knew something Hawthorne didn’t—or couldn’t—accept.

The Nazis were afraid.

They didn’t hoard artifacts and bury castles in mountains because they were winning. They did it because they were searching for something they didn’t fully understand.

And Eli had already paid too much to stop now.

He reached for his rifle and rested it across his chest like a promise.

The boy who left the bus station was gone.

The man who fired that first shot couldn’t take it back.

But the war wasn’t finished carving him yet.

And somewhere ahead—past the ruins, past the artifacts, past the blood—was a reckoning big enough to justify everything he had lost.

Eli closed his eyes.

Sleep came slowly.

And when it did, it brought rain.
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Chapter Four: The Silver That Remembers
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The barracks ceiling blurred.

At first Eli thought it was exhaustion—that thin place between waking and sleep where the world loses its edges. The hum of generators stretched into a long, wavering note. The smell of oil and damp wool faded, replaced by cold air sharp enough to sting the lungs.

Then hands grabbed him.

Rough. Gloved. Efficient.

“Spion!” a voice barked in German, close to his ear. “Amerikanischer Spion!”

Eli was yanked forward, boots scraping metal. The world snapped into violent clarity.

He was being pulled off the back of a truck, wrists bound tight behind him with wire that bit into the skin. Rain hammered down in sheets, turning the ground into slick black mud. Floodlights stabbed through the storm, bleaching everything white and shadowless. Plasma rifles went off somewhere to his left—high, shrieking bursts of light that ended abruptly in screams.

Someone else died behind him.

He knew by the sound.

A shot—plasma this time—followed by the wet collapse of a body hitting mud. No words. No pleading. Just the end of a sentence cut off mid-thought.

Eli didn’t turn his head.

He was shoved forward again, through iron doors that groaned like something alive and unwilling. Inside, the air was warmer but carried a different kind of cold—the sterile, electric tang of ozone and burned metal. Stone walls rose on either side, ancient and damp, veins of moisture running down them like sweat.

A castle.

Not the one he would breach years later. Another. Older. Deeper in the mountains.

They forced him into a chair bolted to the floor. The wire around his wrists was looped through the metal frame and yanked tight until his shoulders screamed. Someone ripped the hood from his head.

Light exploded in his eyes.

Across from him sat a Nazi officer in a black coat, immaculate despite the storm. His hair was perfectly combed. His gloves were spotless. Behind him, two soldiers stood at ease, plasma rifles humming softly, the weapons alive with contained violence.

The officer studied Eli the way a man studies an insect pinned to cork.

“Name,” the officer said in accented English.

Eli said nothing.

The officer sighed, almost bored, and nodded once. One of the soldiers stepped forward and slammed the butt of his rifle into Eli’s stomach. Pain folded him in half, dragging air from his lungs in a ragged gasp.

“I will ask again,” the officer said calmly. “Name.”

“Go to hell,” Eli rasped.

The officer smiled thinly. “You Americans always think you are brave. You mistake stubbornness for strength.”

He circled Eli slowly, boots clicking on stone. “You were found near a restricted site. You carry false papers. You resist capture. You are either a spy... or very stupid.”

He leaned in close. Eli could smell his cologne—clean, sharp, expensive.

“Which is it?”

Plasma fire cracked somewhere deeper in the fortress. The sound echoed, distorted, like laughter.

Eli’s vision swam. Blood trickled from his lip. He focused on the floor between the officer’s boots, on not giving them what they wanted.

The officer straightened. “Bind him tighter.”

The wire cut deeper as it was twisted. Eli gritted his teeth until his jaw screamed.
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