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CHAPTER 1
 
   Emergence
 
 
   Alarms. Zach hadn't heard that noise in a long time. In fact, he had never heard them under this type of situation. He had listened to them when they were tested, but never under combat conditions. The last time they had sounded Zach was away in Old Chicago, when Ragnarok Company had launched a blistering attack on their stronghold at Lerna Bastion.
 
   It was a different time and a different place, but the sound was unmistakable all the same. They were under attack. But from where?
 
   They were in the Eagle Creek district of Indianapolis, too far south for their Ragnarok enemies to reach. No one else had come this far south either, and even if that had, they didn't have the firepower to breach the walls. The Hydra Alliance had only managed to get inside the city by way of boat, and they had secured the shoreline to make sure no one else could try it.
 
   He soon got his answer. A broadcast went out from Hydra Command in the city.
 
   “Attention everyone, we are under attack from enemy NPC forces infiltrating from the east. I say again, we are under attack from the east.”
 
   “Crap,” Zach said. Black Wolf Company was in no condition to fight at the moment. Most of their troops were back at Lerna Bastion, packing up their old base to move it down to the city. Nora was in charge and had taken almost all of their fighting strength with her; the only Black Wolf members in the city were currently in the briefing room with him, having a meeting.
 
   Beside him Danny spoke up. “Well, we can form up a squad, at least,” he said,
 
   Zach nodded and looked around the room as he got up, thinking. At least they had a bunch of veterans. There was him, an engineer, and Danny, a heavy. From Danny's platoon there was Xavier, a soldier, Javy, a medic, and Karen, another soldier. Selene was up north with Nora, but two of her squad leaders were also present; Gavin, an assault, and Ethan, another heavy. They also had their lone wolf, Miko, a sniper.
 
   Perfect. They had a full strength squad, and they even covered all the classes.
 
   “OK guys, we'll form up into a single squad and head east. Gavin, Xavier, Karen, you're with me. We're going to be the attack section. Danny, take Javy, Ethan and Miko. You'll be the support section. Understood? Good, let's move.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The streets were chaotic, filled with troops heading east. There was some semblance of order, but it was tenuous at best right now. Everyone was confused.
 
   Zach was as puzzled as anyone. What was going on? NPCs were always guards, except in a few places where they acted as bandits and highwaymen. If they showed any aggression it was only to drive players a certain distance away from the objective they were guarding. He had never heard of them launching a large scale attack like the one that was apparently happening.
 
   Then again, they were in completely uncharted territory. The Hydra Alliance had been the first players to capture any part of a major city about two weeks ago. There were eight more districts to capture, but they had believed that it was only a matter of time. They would have the time to rest and refit, to rebuild their armored company which had taken such heavy losses capturing the district. But maybe they were wrong. Maybe they didn't have that kind of time.
 
   And if they were wrong, that changed everything.
 
   He could hear the crackle of gunfire ahead as they neared the eastern end of the district. On his HUD he saw a marker hovering over a three story building. Assemble here, it said. The sounds of a fierce firefight echoed through the area in front of it.
 
   Zach and his squad closed the distance and headed inside. David, Sacred Sword's commander, was busy directing traffic, coordinating troops from a half-dozen different companies. He saw them and motioned them forward.
 
   “The enemy is making a push from this section. There's no gate here, so I have no idea how they got in. But they're strong. Company size, at least,” he told them.
 
   “Do you have them contained?” Zach asked.
 
   “Yeah, but that's it. We're trying to get ourselves in position to launch a counterattack, but it's chaos right now.”
 
   “Where do you want it?”
 
   “Along the right flank, but we don't have the troops in place for it yet.”
 
   “We'll take care of it.” Zach told him.
 
   “With a single squad?”
 
   “We're rangers. Fighting outnumbered is kind of our thing,” Danny said.
 
   David shrugged. “OK, if you want to try it, be my guest. You'll buy us time for more people to get here, at least.”
 
   Zach nodded. “Alright, we're headed that way. Let's move.”
 
   “Great,” Gavin commented as they sprinted toward the right flanks. More troops were coming in from all sectors.
 
   “Right,” Javy added. “This is the last place where I thought we would be attacked from.”
 
   “I know,” Gavin said. “Of all the places.”
 
   “How did they get in?” Karen asked.
 
   Zach frowned. “That's the question we're going to answer.”
 
   The enemy was clustered around a few buildings, trading fire with the main line. The Black Wolf squad moved up with nary a disturbance. Zach was quite pleased with their efforts. They couldn't match the expertise of their Redd Foxx counterparts, but Black Wolf was becoming quite adept at stealth work, truth be told.
 
   Redd Foxx had taught them well, and they were using one of they lessons they had been given right now; their goal was to be stealthy, not silent. In the chaos of a firefight no one was going to notice the sound of twigs snapping, or the crunch of gravel. Trying to be silent now would actually hurt them by slowing them down when they could use the confusion to move quickly.
 
   They took cover in a three story building directly to the south of the enemy positions. The main line was doing a good job of keeping them busy.
 
   Zach's alert buzzed. “Wolf Lead.”
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Sword Lead. Marauder's here with an assault gun. They're going to bust through the front of the line.”
 
   “Copy that. We'll hit them from the flank as planned.”
 
   “Right. If you want to wait I'm sending two squads from Grizzly around.”
 
   Zach looked up as he heard an especially loud commotion. Marauder was on the attack.
 
   “Tell them to come in behind us and exploit the confusion. We're going now. Time is of the essence, after all,” Zach said.
 
   “Copy, Wolf Lead. Good hunting.”
 
   Zach looked at his team. “Alright, let's get this done, shall we? Miko on the roof giving cover fire. The rest of us, storm assault across the street. Danny, Ethan, cover fire until we're across, then move over to join us. Got it?”
 
   His squad moved into position without a word. That was their greatest advantage right now. All of Hydra was accepting new members, trying to increase their strength for the next push into the city, but their backbone was still their veteran elites. Sacred Sword, Black Wolf, Crimson Eagle, Grizzly, Marauder, a dozen more, each company had a hardened core of veterans they could call upon to carry the day. And right now Zach had most of the best in his squad.
 
   Marauder was tearing at the main enemy line, taking casualties but wreaking havoc at the same time. He smiled. No subtlety there. Marauder had one way of fighting; controlled, but vicious and angry. That would certainly grab the enemy's attention.
 
   Zach looked at the others and gave them a hand signal. Miko would figure out what was happening soon enough when they started crossing the street. They moved across quickly, meeting no resistance. Marauder was really sucking in the enemy, Zach thought to himself.
 
   They cleared one set of buildings before they found the enemy moving through a plaza, guns aimed toward the west. Zach signaled his troops and then opened fire.
 
   The enemy never knew what hit them. Zach's troops were effectively at point blank range, about fifty feet away in the first floor of an office building, and they were all good shots by now. Even without Miko the amount of lead they could throw down range was immense; two machine guns, a submachine gun, two assault rifles and two carbines. Black Wolf gunned down almost a dozen enemies before they even had time to turn. The next dozen managed to get partway around before they were scythed down, and the next half-dozen started to head for cover when they were shot as well.
 
   But there were still enemies left. Dozens, scores in fact, and more of them seemed to be emerging from somewhere that Zach couldn't pinpoint. And now they had a bead on them.
 
   Zach flinched as a hail of bullets came right back at them. He toggled his radio. “Sword Lead, we've hit the enemy on the right flank, but their numbers are huge.”
 
   “How huge?” David asked.
 
   Zach leaned up out of the window to look and take a shot. He barely made it back into cover before machine gun fire tore through the space where his head had been seconds earlier.
 
   “Several companies, at least. I think we might be facing down a battalion, and they keep coming,” Zach said. “Might want to alert Marauder.”
 
   “Jeeze, will do. Grizzly's headed to your position now. Gina's leading them.”
 
   Good news, at least. Zach wasn't sure how long his squad could hold off this number of enemies. They could distract them, however, and the last thing they needed was for the enemy to break through and spread out through the district. Here, at least, the attack was contained.
 
   “Zach, I'm moving up to the second floor. Ethan's going to follow me up once I get in position,” Danny said.
 
   “Copy that,” Zach said. He needed no explanation. Danny was going to try to get in an elevated position where he had a more advantageous angle and his machine gun fire would be more effective.
 
   “Wolf Lead, Wolf Lead, this is Bear Lead. We're coming in behind you right now, so don't get spooked and shoot us in the face,” Gina's voice cut in over the radio.
 
   “Copy.”
 
   “Oh, and you might want to duck and cover,” she added. “There's going to be some fireworks.”
 
   “How big?” Zach asked.
 
   “Enough that I wouldn't want to be standing in the open when they hit. They didn't elaborate,” Gina said.
 
   Zach had scarcely passed the order to his squad when the mortar rounds started to drop. They were at the smaller end of the scale judging by the explosions, but to the tightly packed enemy they were deadly nonetheless. The amount of fire coming from the other side slackened considerably.
 
   Grizzly showed up soon after and lent their support, pouring fire onto the survivors. Zach took the opportunity to check in with command. They were pressing the enemy hard, and a containing force was holding them to the east and north. Marauder was still driving hard from the west, pushing the enemy back with ferocity.
 
   “Zach.”
 
   “What's up Danny?” he answered.
 
   “I think I can see where the enemy is coming from. It looks like a dip of some kind...”
 
   “It's a subway tunnel,” Miko said. She had arrived with Grizzly and had taken up a position on the roof.
 
   “Are you sure?” Zach asked, surprised.
 
   “Yup, it definitely is,” she confirmed.
 
   “How did we miss that?” Zach asked.
 
   The other end of the line was silent for a moment.
 
   “We're going to have to storm the place anyhow,” Danny said.
 
   “Right.” The enemy in front of them was scattered, vulnerable to attack. “Assault team with me. Let's move!”
 
   Zach leaped out of his window with the others close behind. He knew that Grizzly would follow behind shortly. At least, he hoped they would, otherwise they were going to be shredded.
 
   His group didn't have to bother firing as they moved toward the subway tunnel. Their support team was doing a good job of laying down fire for them. He could see Grizzly's blips moving on his radar coming up behind them, and then some more appeared from the west. Marauder must have broken through the main enemy line.
 
   There were still plenty of enemies around, but Zach ignored them. His mind was focused on the subway tunnel. They needed to get there to stem the flow of enemy troops into the city.
 
   “Danny, bring your team and join up with us at the entrance,” Zach ordered. He and his troops descended down the stairs. Xavier and Gavin took the lead. At the bottom the doors to the subway were mysteriously closed.
 
   “What's that about?” Gavin asked. “Shouldn't they be open since that's where they're coming from?”
 
   “Yeah,” Zach commented. Something was very wrong here.
 
   He knew it, and he could tell that the rest of his team knew it as well. There was a palatable sense of unease in the air. There were too many questions right now. How had they missed this? What was down here? And probably most importantly, where did it lead?
 
   Danny's team joined them. Ahead, Xavier kicked in the door. Gavin tossed a grenade inside and waited for it to explode before he went through. Smart move, in Zach's opinion. They had no idea what was lurking down there. They could be walking into an ambush for all he knew.
 
   “Lights,” Gavin said. “It's pitch black down here.”
 
   Everyone switched on their gun lights and stepped through the doors. They were in a subway station. Ahead of them was a decrepit, rusted ticket counter and turnstiles to access the train platforms. The rails themselves were empty.
 
   “So which way did they come from?” Karen said.
 
   “There's no way to tell,” Miko said. She was their best tracker by far. “Too much disturbance of the ground and such.”
 
   “We came from the south,” Xavier began. “I'm pretty certain that they came from another district, and the only direction that leads that way is east. So we should probably head down the eastern end of the tunnel.”
 
   “So does the western end of the tunnel lead anywhere?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Not a question we really want to think about right now,” Karen said.
 
   Zach agreed with that. There were too many troubling possibilities, and they needed to concentrate. Who knew what was lurking down here?
 
   “Alright, let's get a patrol file going,” he said. “I'm going to be up front to search for traps and the like. I want a machine gun up front, so Ethan, you're with me. Gavin and Xavier as well. Danny, take Miko, Karen and Javy and cover us from the rear. If I'm shot, chain of command goes through you.”
 
   “Are you expecting to get shot?” Danny asked.
 
   “Considering we're walking through the dark waving lights around, I'd say that's pretty likely. But we need to figure out what's down here,” Zach said. “Besides, that's what we have Javy here for.”
 
   “Uh, I don't have many cures for a bullet in the face,” Javy replied, nervously fingering his medic's kit.
 
   “Come on.”
 
   They set off through the dark gloom of the subway tunnel. Zach had loaded up a grenade into his launcher. If they ran into trouble they would need firepower as quickly as possible, and it would take precious seconds to load. He just hoped that they wouldn't have to climb through any tight spaces. That would be an inglorious way to die; killed by your own grenade when the trigger snagged on something.
 
   “Just how big is the subway system in Indianapolis?” Javy wondered aloud.
 
   “Noise,” Karen said.
 
   “Like they're not going to see our lights,” Javy said.
 
   “OK, I'll concede that,” Karen said.
 
   “They're pretty extensive,” Xavier said. “I think I remember looking at a map when I was there for a basketball game.”
 
   “Maybe that's a good thing?” Ethan suggested. “It could give us a way into the other districts without having to blast the walls.”
 
   “That works both ways,” Gavin said. “And judging from the size of the attack up top, they're not just going to let us have this place without a fight.”
 
   That in itself was an unsettling prospect. The alliance had thought they were safe. The only way into the district was over a long bridge bracketed by artillery and machine guns, and the rest of the city was held off by thick walls. There was no way that an enemy could hope to break through by a frontal assault. The defenses were too strong, maybe even stronger than those at Lerna Bastion. But if there were other ways to bypass the walls...
 
   They were flying blind, Zach thought ruefully. Everyone had been so focused on getting themselves established in their new holdings that they hadn't properly scouted the place. Oh, they had explored the city, looking for the ideal spots to set up bases. But their eyes had been on searching for prized locations, and it was very easy to miss things with blinders like that on. Say, for instance, the presence of a massive tunnel system under their feet.
 
   They had gone about fifty yards when he heard a noise coming from in front of them. It was faint at first, but it steadily grew louder and louder. It sounded like scratching. And Zach knew what that probably meant...
 
   A shape appeared for a moment in the beam of one of their lights, then disappeared again into the darkness. Zach caught a glimpse of something long. It was enough. He pulled the trigger of his launcher.
 
   “Contact! Chilus! CHILUS!” he warned as he toggled his carbine to full auto.
 
   This was bad. Very bad. Chilus were huge mutated centipedes. Stretching up to six feet long, they were highly dangerous. Their mandibles were capable of slicing someone in half, and they were quick as well. Worst of all, their chitinous exoskeletons made them almost impervious to bullets.
 
   The only effective way to kill a chilus was with either flames or armor-piercing bullets. None of them had either of those options with them.
 
   The rest of them opened fire anyhow. If they couldn't kill it, at least they could slow it down. Ethan managed to get his light on the chilus and shot a long burst from his machine gun into the creature. It was forced back, hissing angrily at them. As more lights illuminated it, Zach realized that they were in trouble.
 
   “RUN!” he ordered.
 
   The chilus behind them wasn't normal size, or even large. It was gigantic, at least ten feet long, and their bullets were doing little more than angering it. Their only choice now was to run for it or be cut in half when it lunged at them.
 
   Zach could hear it moving behind them, mandibles clanking. He didn't chance a look back, but it was likely that it was fast enough to catch them. They would need some way to get it off their back.
 
   Thinking quickly, Zach grabbed a hand grenade off his belt and pulled the pin. He dropped it behind him as he ran. A few seconds later there was an explosion, followed by an angry sounding shriek. He didn't expect that it would kill or even injure the chilus, not by a long shot. But at least it would slow it down.
 
   The others in his group picked up his idea quickly. Gavin and Xavier pulled grenades as well and dropped them in the path of the advancing chilus. It sounded like they were effective, but Zach hadn't looked back. He didn't want to risk tripping, and he couldn't bear to look back anyhow.
 
   They made it back into the station.
 
   “It's not following us,” Ethan commented as he looked back. The monster had disappeared back into the darkness.
 
   “We're going to have to go back there, right?” Danny said.
 
   Zach grimaced. “Yeah. With a flamethrower. Or five.”
 
   Things had just become very complicated.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 2
 
   Rain of Fire
 
    
 
   “Any news from them?”
 
   Nora looked up as Selene entered the command center of Lerna Bastion.
 
   “They're mopping up the last pockets of the enemy attack,” she said.
 
   Selene nodded and walked over beside her. “Well, that's good.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That doesn't sound very happy,” Selene commented.
 
   Nora hesitated for a moment. “The attack came out of the subway tunnels under the city.”
 
   “There's subway tunnels under the city?”
 
   “My point exactly.”
 
   Selene frowned. “How big are they?”
 
   Nora shook her head. “No clue. They got about fifty yards down the tunnel before a huge chilus attacked them.”
 
   “Ah,” she said. “Well, nothing we can do about that now. We've packed up, by the way.”
 
   “How much more was there?”
 
   Selene shrugged. “Most of it was stuff in the armory, which we consolidated in the basement armory here. No point in having everything decentralized up here for the permanent garrison.”
 
   Nora smiled. “Yeah. I don't envy Knight Battalion one bit.”
 
   The Hydra Alliance had gained a considerable number of members since the capture of the Eagle Creek district, and command had decided to make organizational changes to accommodate the influx of troops. They had formed their troops into four battalions, each under the leadership of a single commander.
 
   Lerna Bastion would be held by Knight Battalion, made up of Sacred Sword, Band of Brothers, Bravehart, Jackal, and Merlin, one of the first companies to join after the battle. Their commander was David of Sacred Sword, probably one of the most experienced battlefield leaders in the alliance. They would protect Hydra's northern territory from Ragnarok Company, and they would also conduct limited operations to keep their enemy off balance as well.
 
   Dragon Battalion would be based in the south, and would consist of Marauder, Crimson Eagle, Griffon and the new arrivals Taurus, Viper and Lion. Their job was to keep on the attack and take the rest of Indianapolis. Other battalions would help them when needed, but they would provide the backbone for most attacks. With Cody of Marauder in command, they would be a fearsome unit.
 
   There were two special battalions as well. The first was Rogue Battalion, lead by Gina of Grizzly Company. The battalion was based off of the existing armored company, consisting of Grizzly, Ironfist, Archangel and Storm Hawk, augmented by the arrival of Viking Company. They would provide the hammer to any attack, bringing assault guns and mounted troops to bear. The problem was that they had sustained heavy losses in the fighting for the Eagle Creek district, and it would take time to replace their lost vehicles. They still had plenty of experienced infantry, however, and that would be very valuable.
 
   And then there was them. Black Wolf, Redd Foxx, Raven, and the newly arrived Spectre had been formed into Ghost Battalion, lead by Anna of Redd Foxx Company. They were rangers, the fast-moving, quick hitting strike force of Hydra. They lacked the staying power of the other battalions, but they made up for that with speed and infiltration ability. Utilizing helicopters and river craft they could deploy anywhere in the Old Chicago region. Once they were on the ground they were like their namesake, able to fade in and out of the landscape without being noticed. They could fight well too, and all those strengths lead them to be expert raiders. They had carried out a campaign in the north for some time, attacking Ragnarok installations and supply lines.
 
   There were other companies that didn't fall under the umbrella of the four battalions. Hephaestus Company, their builders, were completely separate, and there was talk of forming an air force company to operate their choppers and aircraft. But the battalions would be doing most of the fighting.
 
   Selene looked away for a moment. “Speaking of organizational changes, are the rumors about Karen true?”
 
   “What rumor are you talking about?” Nora asked.
 
   Selene shrugged. “Nothing huge, and it's mostly contained to her squad. I heard about it from Danny. Supposedly she's being removed from her position in Black Wolf to form her own company. Is that true?”
 
   Nora sighed. “Yes and no. She's being asked to form another company, yes. But we're not exactly kicking her out of Black Wolf. She'll still be a part of the company.”
 
   “Doesn't she have to leave to join another company?” Selene asked.
 
   “Actually, she doesn't,” Nora informed her. “You can join another company as long as both company commanders approve. You can only be a part of two companies at a time, though, and you're out of luck if one of the commanders decides they don't want you to do that. But it serves our purposes just fine.”
 
   “Purposes?” Selene asked.
 
   Nora nodded. “We're getting a lot of requests for membership, but a lot of them are inexperienced players. They don't have the stealth skills, and they're probably not going to be able to pass the ranger challenge for a while. But we want them to join, and we don't want to turn them away.”
 
   “So your idea is to form up a company of those recruits lead by Karen?” Selene deduced.
 
   “Yeah. Our plan is to form the recruits into squads. They'll learn, and they'll take the ranger challenge with their squad mates. Once they pass the challenge they'll have the choice of joining any of the companies in the ranger battalion.”
 
   “What are they going to do while they're learning?”
 
   “They'll fight as normal. They might not be able to infiltrate, but they'll be able to provide support to us, at least.”
 
   Selene leaned over the holographic map table in the center of the commander center and idly cycled through the battlefield view of the Eagle Creek district. There wasn't much going on right now.
 
   “What's she going to name her company?” she asked.
 
   Nora smiled. “You remember what her previous company was named, right?”
 
   “It was Bulldog, right? Is that what the name is going to be?”
 
   Nora shook her head. “No. in her mind Bulldog Company is dead and buried.”
 
   Karen had been the company commander of Bulldog Company, a small group of around ten members. They were content to exist as such, going on small adventures by themselves. Nora could certainly understand the sentiment. Some of the best times she had with Black Wolf was when they were a small company trying to find their way in a vast world.
 
   Their size had cost them when Ragnarok Company had come calling for them. Karen and the rest of her comrades had refused Ragnarok's offer to join; they would maintain their own identity, or they would go down fighting. They had gone down fighting.
 
   Bulldog Company had been crushed by Ragnarok, their ten members no match for the thousands of troops that their huge enemy could call upon. They had no allies to call upon either, and their pleas to Hydra had gone out far too late. They had lost their stronghold and then tried to take it back in a hopeless effort, but they had failed. Their company had been disbanded when the forty eight hour time limit had passed without them being in possession of a stronghold. They had come south to Lerna Bastion, asking to join Black Wolf.
 
   Nora was glad that they had joined. Karen's leadership qualities were almost immediately apparent, and she had quickly been put in command of the third squad in Danny's Bravo Wolf Platoon. The rest of Bulldog Company had acclimated well, and were valuable members of Black Wolf Company. But Karen had a grudge against Rangarok Company, and it drove her into a fury every time she fought them.
 
   “So what's the name?” Selene asked.
 
   “It's going to be Barghest Company,” Nora told her.
 
   “I have no idea what that is.”
 
   “A barghest? Well, it's a mythical creature from northern England. It's kind of like a big, black ghost dog. They're supposed to be heralds of death.”
 
   Selene smiled. “Ragnarok is going to crap themselves every time she shows up.”
 
   Nora laughed. “I don't envy them at all.”
 
   “So who's taking over third squad?”
 
   “We haven't figured that out. Still hammering out the details,” Nora said. “The debate is whether to move someone in the squad up to command, or to shift someone else into the spot.”
 
   “Ryan is the obvious choice,” Selene said. “He's the only one of the originals without a command. Well, except Miko, but can we really count her?”
 
   “Technically she's in command of a unit.”
 
   “That's consists of herself,” Selene pointed out.
 
   “It still counts.”
 
   Selene shrugged. “I just think that he shouldn't get passed over too many more times. He's definitely cut out for being a leader, and it's going to rankle if he gets passed over again. He already was passed over twice for people with less experience.”
 
   “But you chose Logan,” Nora said. “And Karen was the right choice as well. Also, keep in mind that Barghest Company is going to need officers, and that might be a landing spot for him as well.”
 
   “We need to make sure that we don't drain ourselves too much,” Selene said. “We're still going to be doing a lot of fighting, and we need good leaders.”
 
   “Right. But we have plenty of good leaders to choose from, and this might help some of them spread their wings when they might not be able to in the main company. I-”
 
   “Nora?” the single other occupant of the command center called to her. It was Sean of Jackal Company, who was acting as the radio operator.
 
   “What's up?” she responded.
 
   “I'm getting a transmission from Ronin Company. They say that it's urgent, and that they need to speak to the highest ranking officer.”
 
   “That would be you,” Selene said.
 
   “Technically that would be Yusuf, or Jack. You might even qualify,” Nora pointed out.
 
   “Yusuf's on the walls right now, I have no clue where Jack is, and he's part of a new company anyhow, and you're a lot better at making nice than I am,” Selene said. “That makes you the highest ranking senior officer present.”
 
   “Great,” Nora said flatly. She wondered just what they were asking for now.
 
   “I'll put them up on speaker,” Sean said. He flipped a switch on the huge main set which boosted the range of personal radios.
 
   Nora cleared her throat. “Ronin, this is Wolf 2. Ronin, this is Wolf 2.”
 
   “Wolf 2, this is Sam from Ronin Company. Our position at Fort Odin is under attack by Ragnarok forces. We're requesting reinforcements.”
 
   Nora looked over at Selene, who raised an eyebrow. Fort Odin and its sister Fort Baldr had been captured by Ronin's alliance. Originally built to guard Ragnarok's territory from Hydra attacks coming from the south, they were now a thorn in the side of the enemy company. Ragnarok wanted them back for sure, and Nora was honestly surprised that it had taken them this long to mount an attack.
 
   To Ronin the forts were an important strategic position and a source of pride, but for Hydra they were something else entirely. Their presence would keep Ragnarok busy, giving the Hydra Alliance the time they needed to take Indianapolis. At least, that was the theory. Several of them had been dubious of Ronin's ability to keep Ragnarok at bay, and Nora was on the fence about it. But at least it would buy them some time.
 
   “Sam, how large is the force that's attacking you, and how are they armed?” Nora asked, trying to delay her answer for as long as possible.
 
   “They're coming in battalion strength, at least. Five to eight hundred. We barely have two hundred in the fort right now, and Ragnarok is heavily armed. They have armored vehicles with them, and artillery.”
 
   “Pulling out all the stops,” Selene muttered next to her.
 
   Ragnarok had another trump card in their arsenal. For months Hydra had been the only group to possess significant armored vehicles, but Ragnarok had started to debut their own. They were wheeled, so they lacked the off road mobility of their Hydra counterparts, but they were still useful. Even though they had less armor than a Ram or a Bull, they could move quickly and provide armor support that would trouble infantry.
 
   “Can you hold them off?” Nora asked.
 
   “Not unless we get help, and we're going to need a lot of it,” Sam replied. “Reinforcements are coming from across the river, but it's going to take time, and Ragnarok might have something else planned.”
 
   Nora paused for a moment. “Sam, we can't spare any reinforcements. The only thing I have here is the garrison force for the bastion, and even that is understrength right now. Most of our troops are in Indianapolis right now, and they're currently fighting. We have no way to get them to the battlefield right now either. We took a pounding in the battle for the district.”
 
   “We need help. Anything,” Sam said.
 
   Nora thought for a moment. “There's always some members hanging around up in Old Chicago. I'll ask them for volunteers to come and help you. Sorry we can't do more, but we're tied down pretty badly here.”
 
   Suddenly the building shook. It sounded like an explosion had gone off outside.
 
   “What the heck?” Selene said.
 
   Nora and Sean looked at each other, then winced as another explosion went off. Alarm sirens started to blare throughout the command center and the bastion.
 
   “What's going on?” Sam asked.
 
   Nora opened up her menu and started to send a message to the rest of Hydra. “We're going to have to cancel those reinforcements,” she replied. “We're under attack as well.”
 
   Her alert beeped. Yusuf was on the other end of the line.
 
   “Nora! Tell everyone in the bastion to take cover!” he said.
 
   “What's attacking?” she asked.
 
   Then she heard it. A long series of explosions went off outside. It sounded like they were close together, and they were nearly simultaneous. What was going on here? Artillery couldn't fire that fast unless they had dozens of guns, and no one had that many resources to spare. Maybe-
 
   Nora was thrown backward as the roof suddenly caved in. A chunk of masonry narrowly missed her head by inches. Another explosion rocked the building. Someone pulled her up.
 
   “Move!” Selene shouted to her.
 
   “What about-”
 
   “He's dead,” she replied. “Come on!”
 
   Selene took off at a dead run, and Nora was close behind. More explosions rocked Hydra HQ. Part of the stairwell had been blown apart when they reached it. Selene cleared the large gap with a flying jump. Nora followed, though she landed heavily and almost fell backward down the gap. Selene hauled her up.
 
   “Get on the line with Yusuf. I'll get the rest of Black Wolf assembled,” Selene said.
 
   Nora opened up her radio as she ran. “Yusuf, HQ is gone. What is Ragnarok using?”
 
   “They're firing rocket artillery,” Yusuf replied. “A lot of it too. That explains why all the explosions happened at the same time. Be advised that we're coming under heavy fire at the north wall.”
 
   “Are they attacking?”
 
   “They're firing, but they're not advancing. It might be only a matter of time, though.”
 
   “Roger. We'll get there as fast as possible,” Nora replied.
 
   “Logan's getting the rest of the company together, but it's going to be rough going. Perfect time for us to have none of our officers present,” Selene complained.
 
   Nora shook her head. “At least we don't have to do anything complicated. We get on the wall and we hold them off.”
 
   Selene frowned as they ran. “You would think that they would be attacking us right now instead of waiting.”
 
   “Maybe they're trying to suppress the wall defenses?” Nora suggested.
 
   “I think the better option would be to rush us while we're still reeling from the rocket attack,” Selene said. “Unless that's not their goal.”
 
   “So you think that this is a feint?” Nora asked.
 
   Selene shrugged. “Do they really have enough troops to attack us and Ronin at the same time? They still have to hold their garrisons in the north as well.”
 
   “We're still not going to take any chances,” Nora told her. “I already sent out the Code Black message. We'll see how much help they can send us.”
 
   Selene suddenly looked up into the sky. Nora started to look up as well, but she couldn't glimpse whatever she was looking at.
 
   “Cover! COVER!” Selene shouted out. She grabbed her and half-dragged Nora into an alley.
 
   Something zoomed overhead. Then another, and then something blew up toward the center of the bastion. The chatter of several machine guns filled the air.
 
   Selene was up on her feet quickly. She pulled Nora up and broke into a run again. Nora followed behind her.
 
   “Was that what I think it was?” Nora asked aloud, still in shock.
 
   “Yeah. That was. And that means trouble,” Selene replied.
 
   A pair of aircraft had just zoomed overhead, firing rockets and machine guns at targets inside the bastion. They were straight winged and propeller driven, but they were still far beyond anything that Hydra could field. They had utility aircraft, but they were larger and slower than the Ragnarok fighters that had just zoomed overhead.
 
   The worst part was that their air superiority might be gone. That would be especially damaging for Ghost Battalion. The rangers relied on their choppers for quick movement, and if those were in danger of being shot down then their main advantage was gone. This would also hurt their other ground forces as well. Rogue Battalion's vehicles were going to be especially vulnerable to air attack, and they had no antiaircraft defenses to speak of.
 
   They weren't completely defenseless. They had the ability to create antiaircraft guns with either .50 caliber machine guns or 20mm autocannons. The problem was that they would have to be designed by Hephaestus Company, and they were busy trying to rebuild the losses Hydra had sustained fighting in the south.
 
   They might have bitten off more than they could chew, Nora realized.
 
   Of course, those thoughts were unimportant now. They weren't going to matter if they didn't hold the bastion.
 
   Nora and Selene raced up the stairs to the top of the wall. The rest of Black Wolf was already there, sheltering in bunkers, pillboxes and behind the battlements of the wall itself. Logan saw them and motioned them over.
 
   “How are we?” Selene asked.
 
   “Holding,” Logan said. “We lost twelve in the rocket attack. But we're in a good position up here, and they're not being very aggressive.”
 
   “They're not advancing?” Nora asked with a frown.
 
   Logan shook his head. “No. We've pretty much been trading pot shots with them. I have no clue what their game is right now.”
 
   “This is definitely a feint,” Selene said. “Keep us busy while they go after Ronin.”
 
   “Then Ronin is dead meat,” Logan said.
 
   Nora grabbed her assault rifle and cocked the bolt. “No matter. We've got our own problems to take care of.”
 
   She brought her gun up to bear, aimed and fired.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
                 The Gathering Storm
 
    
 
   “So we might be in trouble,” Nora said simply.
 
   Zach looked through the report she and Selene had written up. “No kidding. You said that they had fighters?”
 
   “Fighter bombers and rocket artillery,” Selene said. “The walls and the fortified positions survived without too much damage, but over three quarters of the other buildings in the bastion were flattened. We were lucky that we moved the Forge and our supply stocks before the attack.”
 
   Zach looked around at the others gathered for the informal meeting at Black Wolf's southern headquarters; David and Morgan from Sacred Sword, Gina and Connor from Grizzly, Anna, Gray and Liz from Redd Foxx, Yusuf from Hephaestus and himself, Nora, Selene and Danny from Black Wolf. There was concern on many of their faces, and he was pretty sure that he was wearing a similar expression.
 
   News from the north was grim. Fort Odin had fallen, blasted by artillery and rockets and then swamped by a tide of Ragnarok troops. Ragnarok now had the ability to make a hard push at Hydra's northern areas, and that was cause for great concern. They needed to have some way of accessing Old Chicago, otherwise they would run the risk of depleting their stocks of explosives, grenades and fusion batteries. They lacked the ability to make fuel for their flamethrowers as well, and it looked like they were going to be vital for clearing the tunnels below Indianapolis.
 
   Hydra's forces were going to be stretched to the limit. They would have to defend their northern fortresses and take the rest of Indianapolis at the same time. Coupled with the fact that they would have to defend every district that they captured, it looked like they were going to run out of troops.
 
   Gina said as much. “How are we going to get enough troops to garrison the districts?”
 
   “The attack came up through the subway tunnels,” David pointed out. “That means that they're the only way into each district that doesn't involve breaking through one of the walls. If we can explore the tunnels and figure out where they go we can figure out what choke points we need to guard.”
 
   “That's going to take a lot of troops,” Liz said.
 
   “So is everything else,” David said. “At least we can garrison the other districts with NPC troops. They'll help, at least.”
 
   “Do we have enough money to afford that?” Selene spoke up.
 
   Nora clicked her tongue. “It might get a bit hairy.”
 
   “The choke point idea might be a good one,” Zach said. “If each district connects to only a few others we can form a plan of attack that best uses what strength we have.”
 
   “There's a lot of area to cover,” Morgan said.
 
   “Then we had best get to it soon,” Anna replied. “I'll volunteer Ghost to start exploring the tunnels. We can send teams in different directions to cover more ground.”
 
   “I don't think we should rely on just fireteams or even squads,” Liz said. “That's just asking for one of our teams to get cut off or lost, and that's going to be a huge waste of time. I would send them in by platoon, at least.”
 
   “That will reduce the amount of ground we can cover,” Gray pointed out. “Plus, it's not that big of a deal if we get killed.”
 
   “We do need to make sure the the maps are accurate,” Nora said. “One mistake could end up costing us.”
 
   Danny spoke. “What about a combination of the two? Say we sent my platoon into the tunnels. They'd be controlled under my central command, but I would have my squads spread out as needed. That way we could cover a lot of ground while still being able to support each other.”
 
   “Three squads might not be enough,” Selene said. “We might need to have the whole company present.”
 
   Danny shrugged. “OK, different numbers, same concept. Does it sound workable to everyone else?”
 
   “Depends what kind of opposition we're going to be facing in the tunnels,” Yusuf said.
 
   “A bus size chilus,” Danny muttered.
 
   Zach shook his head. “Come on. It wasn't that big.”
 
   Black Wolf Company had a fair amount of experience with tunnel fighting, having cleared many bunkers in search of schematics. They knew very well the dangers they were likely to run into as well as the equipment they would need.
 
   For starters, light was going to be absolutely critical. Many locations underground were pitch black, and their night vision gear was completely useless since it needed some ambient light to function. That meant they needed to use lights, but those could give away their position and weren't perfect by any stretch of the imagination. There were blind spots where the beams of light couldn't cover, and it was very possible an enemy could use that to their advantage.
 
   Weaponry was another issue. By now Zach and the rest of Black Wolf refused to go inside of a tunnel complex without a flamethrower on hand. They had only gone in the last time because they weren't expecting to go underground and were short on time. Too many tunnels contained creatures that were resistant to bullets, and flames were the best way of dealing with them. Even against humanoid enemies the jet of flame was deadly in a confined space.
 
   The type of heavy weaponry they could bring was also limited. Recoilless rifles were out of the question, since their backblast would injure or kill the operator and anyone else near the weapon when it was fired. Heavy machine guns, autocannons and other large weapons were unwieldy in the confines of a tunnel, even one as large as a subway. Light machine guns and grenade launchers were going to have to provide the majority of their heavy support. Hand grenades would be important as well.
 
   And close combat would be critical. Knives, hatchets and other such melee weapons were very useful over short distances. They could sneak up on an enemy and stab them silently. Just a important, if something managed to ambush them at close range they had a weapon they could use while grappling.
 
   That didn't take into account other nasty surprises like poison gas, cave ins, pitfalls and the like. Zach had a feeling that their work was going to be very, very dangerous.
 
   “The other big question is how we're going to defend the north,” Selene said. “Given the fact that Ronin lost Fort Odin I think we can expect Ragnarok attacks pretty soon.”
 
   “Could we fortify the northern frontier?” Gina asked.
 
   “How are we going to man it?” Morgan pointed out. “We're short on troops as it is, and it's not like we can hire enough NPCs to cover.”
 
   Zach frowned. “Plus we'd have to build them, and that's probably not going to be feasible right now. Reequipping the armored company and repairing Lerna Bastion should be our top priorities.”
 
   “Honestly, the best idea might be to help Ronin Company take back Fort Odin,” Liz said. “Once they have it the way south is blocked off again.”
 
   “They can still go through Old Chicago,” Danny pointed out.
 
   “Which everyone will notice and we'll have time to prepare,” Liz said.
 
   Nora frowned. “That still leaves us in a pretty weak position. Ragnarok took Fort Odin, which means that we're capable of doing it again. Do we really want to rely on Ronin's alliance to guard our northern flank? It could get pretty messy.”
 
   Zach grimaced. She had a good point, but at the same time they also had very little choice. Morgan's assessment of the situation was correct; their forces were too thinly spread to do much else. They would have to rely on Ronin holding the forts to keep their northern areas secure.
 
   “Maybe we need to be more offensively minded?” Gina suggested. “Raiding might be a good idea. If we can force Ragnarok to fight on their own territory then we'll keep them off ours.”
 
   “The problem being that they have enough troops to stop us, and they'll still have enough to launch attacks,” David said.
 
   “Plus we're really going to need those troops to explore the subway system,” Anna spoke up again. “Taking Indianapolis is going to be our top priority.”
 
   “We need more troops,” Nora said plainly. “Even with our increases we're far too small to take on the tasks we want to.”
 
   Zach frowned and thought. Once again there was no good solution. The capture of the Eagle Creek district was attracting more and more of the smaller companies, but it still probably wasn't going to be enough. They were getting dozens of troops when they needed hundreds.
 
   And that was the real issue they were facing right now. It wasn't a question of strategy or tactics. It wasn't one of alliance against alliance. When they got right down to it, their problem was one of simple economics. The pressing question was whether they had enough resources to take Indianapolis and hold off Ragnarok at the same time. That included troops, munitions, equipment and even time. Every single one of them had lives in the real world to contend with as well.
 
   It wasn't like they had any real choice either. It was likely that the Hydra Alliance would slowly be crushed if they simply held onto the territory they already controlled; the fact that Lerna Bastion had been completely flattened only exacerbated the problem. If they were to have any real hope of survival then they needed to take the city.
 
   “What can we do to make them nervous?” Danny asked.
 
   “What do you mean by that?” Zach questioned him.
 
   Danny shrugged. “Well, we know that we don't have enough troops because we have to defend against NPC attacks. But Ragnarok doesn't since we've been pretty mum on the whole incident. What if we could bluff them to buy ourselves some more time?”
 
   “We really don't have the capability to do that right now,” David said. “Knight Battalion is going to be the main force if we try that, and I'm not certain that we can pose a credible threat.”
 
   “What about posting the armored portion of Rogue Battalion in the north?” Gina suggested. “Ragnarok is probably going to do recon from the air. If we can make it look like we're massing for an offensive then we can really make them nervous.”
 
   “What they'll do when they're nervous is the next question,” Liz posited.
 
   That was definitely a potential problem as well. Ragnarok could act defensively against the threat, or they could strike out. If the second possibility happened then they were dead meat.
 
   Zach blew out a frustrated breath. “We're going around in circles. We're going to need to decide which risk to take, and how.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took them several more hours to hash out a cohesive plan. They would need to get it approved by Hydra Command, and Zach was definitely not looking forward to that. He didn't think it would be a huge issue, but there would still be debates and possible modifications during the entire process.
 
   Their plan needed to be ready for action as soon as possible, so Zach had decided to gather Black Wolf's command staff together, They would figure out the procedures they would use while exploring the metro. Redd Foxx was having a similar meeting, but Anna had told them to work out their own plan. The two companies were going to work separately in order to cover more ground.
 
   Zach looked at the others seated around the table: Nora, Danny and Selene. He spoke.
 
   “So, which way should we explore? East or west?”
 
   “Do we have any idea which direction the attack came from?” Selene asked.
 
   Zach shook his head. “Not a clue.”
 
   Danny scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Well, I would say that heading east would be the best option, in my opinion.”
 
   “Why not west?” Zach asked, curious.
 
   “Well, we have no clue where any of the tunnels lead, but we can make educated guesses. If I were doing that, I would say that the east tunnel connects to the most northeastern district of the city, since it started to curve away in that direction, from what I could tell. That's probably the best district to try to capture next. It connects to the main highway running south from Old Chicago, so it'll be much easier to more stuff between the north and south.”
 
   “We still have to drive,” Selene said. “It'll save us time for sure, but will it be enough if the district itself isn't very defensible?”
 
   “Actually...” Nora began and then trailed off.
 
   Selene glanced over at her. “What's your idea?” she asked in a tone that sounded very interested.
 
   “If we're dealing with a metro then there's probably subways cars or the like,” she said. “I wonder if it would be possible to reconstruct the rails.”
 
   “So we could shift equipment between stations? That sounds like a pretty good idea, actually,” Danny said.
 
   She nodded. “Right, that's one possibility. But the other one I was thinking of was constructing a rail link between here and Lerna Bastion. We could possibly extend it up to our old stronghold as well.”
 
   “Would that even be possible?” Zach said.
 
   “I think the better question would be if it's even practical,” Selene said pragmatically. “That's a lot of resources, and I'd image that the rail cars would run on fusion batteries. That's not going to be cheap in any case.”
 
   Nora shrugged. “I think that possibility makes going for the northeastern district a smart decision. Strategic mobility is going to be key. We need to be able to shift forces as quickly as possible, and this will help to do it. Even if we can't build the rail link.”
 
   “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Zach said. “Anyone else?”
 
   The other two agreed. Zach opened up his holographic wrist menu and cycled through a list he had made.
 
   “Alright, now that we have a direction we need to figure out exactly how we're going to explore the place.”
 
   “I'm still sold on my plan,” Danny said. “We send in a platoon and divide up by squad. That allows us to cover a lot of ground while still giving support.”
 
   “I actually think we should take the entire company on the missions,” Selene said. “Even if you have an entire platoon you'll still be spread out all over the place. If we take the whole company we can leave several squads or a platoon in reserve. Plus, we have a bunch of new recruits. We can use this as an opportunity to give them some experience in the field.”
 
   “Wouldn't that be a waste of resources?” Danny asked.
 
   “Having our recon mission wiped out would be a big waste of time as well,” Selene said. “This place just seems really dangerous, from what you guys have told us. We need to be careful.”
 
   “So recon in force?” Nora asked. “I'd agree with that.”
 
   Zach nodded. “Yeah, me as well. Plus, the weapons we can use are going to be very restricted. Heavy support is going to suck.”
 
   “We can carry machine guns, flamethrowers and grenade launchers,” Selene said.
 
   “Yeah, but if we run into something really tough we're going to wish we could use a recoilless rifle, and I think they're too dangerous to fire in the tunnels,” Zach said. The backblast would be deadly in the confines of the underground to both the operator and anyone standing near them.
 
   “Could we carry heavy machine guns, at least?” Nora suggested.
 
   Zach nodded. “That's why I think that sending the whole company is a good idea. Having some of the heavier equipment with the forward teams will probably slow them down, but the backup teams could have heavier weapons with them for if the others run into trouble.”
 
   “Next question. Who's going to be the backup team?” Selene asked.
 
   “I'm assuming that we divide up by platoon?” Nora shrugged.
 
   Danny spoke up. “Speaking of platoons, if we're still going ahead with the plan then my third squad is going to be changing hands. I'm going to slide Ryan into Karen's spot.”
 
   “That's going to take some time for everyone to get used to,” Selene commented.
 
   “So do you want to put them in reserve for the time being?” Zach asked him.
 
   Danny shook his head. “Ryan is plenty capable, and it's not like it's going to be an extreme change. Third squad is good enough adapt. But I think Barghest Company should be the reserve, since they're all new.”
 
   “Are we sure that we want the inexperienced ones as our backup?” Selene asked.
 
   “Better than having them up front where they could get into a whole lot of trouble,” Danny pointed out.
 
   “OK, point taken,” Selene agreed.
 
   “So Barghest will work as our reserve force,” Zach said. “For the initial mission I'm going to put Alpha Platoon out in front, since you guys have the most tunnel fighting experience. Bravo Platoon will act as needed.”
 
   “When do we want to start the mission?” Selene asked.
 
   “When can we get everyone on at the same time is a better question,” Nora interjected.
 
   That was one of the biggest issues when planning a large scale operation in World at War.  Organizing the entire alliance, or even just a company was a massive undertaking. Everyone had to find a time that worked with their schedule, and that was almost impossible.
 
   Black Wolf Company had stopped trying to get the entire company together under anything but the most important of circumstances. Instead, they tried to get as many players as they could and would reorganize accordingly. So far they had managed to be fairly successful.
 
   It might not be a major problem anyhow. They didn't need massive forces for a reconnaissance mission in such a tightly restricted area; in fact they might be able to get by with just a squad, but they needed some insurance just in case.
 
   That gave Zach an idea, though. The original members of Black Wolf Company were on pretty much every day, since they were being paid to take part in a study of the virtual game world. They could easily organize themselves into a single squad to do some recon work when the others weren't available, and they could probably pick up stragglers from some of the other players that were on at the same time.
 
   “Might not be the most efficient use of resources, but that does sound like a lot of fun,” Nora said after he brought up his thought.
 
   Danny leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Ah, back to the old days, when it was just eight of us getting our faces melted off by a giant chilus.”
 
   “No, they got lucky, remember?” Selene pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, how come I got killed when you were sitting right next to me and didn't even get a scratch?” Danny said to Nora.
 
   “Well, I'm not the one who decided to carry machine guns all the time,” Nora shrugged.
 
   “We're taking a flamethrower with us again,” Zach said.
 
   Selene shot him an amused look. “Right. Why, do you want to deal with another elevator filled with chilus without one?”
 
   “I'm going to go with no on that one,” he replied.
 
   Nora was typing up a message in her menu. “OK, I'm going to see what dates and times fit with everyone's schedule. I'll try to compile a list of them all.”
 
   Zach looked over at Selene and Danny. “Can you guys make sure that we have all the arms and equipment we'll need for the mission?”
 
   “Sure. What are you going to do?” Selene asked.
 
   Zach sighed. “I have to get this thing approved by command. Joy.”
 
   Danny grinned at him. “No time like the present. Have fun and give everyone our loving regards.”
 
   Zach snorted and stood up. “Yeah, yeah, go count bullets or something.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   




CHAPTER 4
 
   Lab Rat
 
    
 
   Nora took a drink from her coffee cup. She had been up late last night and wanted to be awake for the interview session today.
 
   The rest of the group was chatting idly with each other. Danny was talking with Xavier and Javy and Zach and Selene were laughing about something.
 
   “Tunnel exploration, huh?” Miko asked. “I'm hoping that it goes better than some of the other times.”
 
   “We've been pretty successful,” Nora said. “We've gotten a lot of schematics that way.”
 
   “I'm more concerned with not dying,” Miko said.
 
   “We are a lot better off than we were back then,” Gavin said.
 
   Nora paused for a moment. “We haven't done a lot of exploration in a while.” Karen's squad had been the last team to explore a bunker.
 
   “It's not like we really had the time,” Gavin pointed out. “We spent a lot of time gearing up for the attack on the bastion, and then we had to deal with the city.”
 
   “Plus all the stuff up north,” Miko added.
 
   “Speaking of up north, how is that holding up?” Nora asked her. Miko had spent time sniping the commanders of smaller companies that were beginning to side with Ragnarok.
 
   She laughed. “They get our point. They don't like it, but I think we managed to push a lot of them into Ronin's camp, since they can't support Ragnarok but they don't want to support us.”
 
   “That's good, at least,” Nora agreed.
 
   “Hey Nora, did you figure out a time that was good for everyone?” Selene asked.
 
   Nora turned toward her. “Not until the end of the week.”
 
   “That's a lot of time we're going to be wasting,” Gavin said thoughtfully.
 
   “Do we want to go with the second option for the time being?” Zach asked.
 
   “What's the second option?” Miko questioned.
 
   “The second option is that we form a squad out of everyone here and explore the tunnel,” Zach explained. “We might not be able to cover a ton of ground, but we can at least get started.”
 
   “Ah, just like the old days,” Gavin said.
 
   “Preferably without the dying,” Xavier interjected.
 
   “Why is everyone so fixated on that?” Nora asked.
 
   “Getting turned into slurry by a giant chilus is no fun,” Miko said. “Just 'cause you never die...”
 
   Nora laughed. “I'm sure that it will go a lot better this time. We're smarter and better equipped now.”
 
   By now the rest had joined in on the conversation.
 
   “Yeah, but the enemies we're facing are a lot stronger. The chilus that we ran into in the metro was huge,” Javy said.
 
   “Just how big was it?” Selene asked. “It can't be any bigger than the boss we ran into in the overdrive bunker.”
 
   Javy rubbed the back of his neck. “No, but that thing was a boss. The thing we ran into down there looks like it's a normal enemy, except that its the size of a bus.”
 
   “So we go in with good equipment and take care of the problem head on,” Gavin said. “We can flame the thing like we did last time. We'll just remember to bring more fuel along.”
 
   “I have a bad feeling about this,” Miko said.
 
   “Great, now that we have the movie cliché out of the way all that's left to do is go in and die,” Xavier joked.
 
   Nora shrugged. “Well, it's probably going to be very trial and error. Hopefully we can figure out things so we can give the others some pointers.”
 
   “Great, guinea pigs again,” Javy commented lightly.
 
   “That's where half the fun comes from,” Gavin laughed.
 
   Nora finished her cup of coffee and stood up to get another. By the time she had finished their interviewer Dr. Unger had arrived.
 
   “Good morning, everyone,” he greeted them. “This past week has been a very interesting case study for us all, and it's our main focus for today.”
 
   He took a folder out of his bag and opened it up. Inside were several lists, some pictures and some charts that Nora couldn't quite identify. Dr. Unger took one of the lists and glanced at it.
 
   “Your capture of the first district inside Indianapolis is of great interest to us. We were quite impressed by your ability to create a cohesive plan and to carry it out in such a short period of time. How were you able to do it?”
 
   The others looked at each other. Nora thought to herself, uncertain about what to say. To her what they had done was only natural. The Hydra Alliance had organized itself in order to get the job done.
 
   Xavier spoke up first. “Coordination was key, as always,” he said. “I think that's what separates the powerful organizations in the game from the weaker ones. We don't necessarily have better players, but we can organize them better.”
 
   “So you believe that you succeed because you're more cohesive,” Dr. Unger observed.
 
   “I've seen it too,” Gavin said. “A lot of people around Old Chicago are saying that we succeeded because we have the best tech, but I'm more inclined to believe that it's because we were able to create a plan and stick to it.”
 
   “I think it has to do with command structure,” Selene added. “The smaller companies can fight, but they're involved in small actions. We're able to do well because our command structure gives all the small actions a sense of purpose.”
 
   “Is it due to the fact that your command structure works on a different level from that of players on the front lines?” Dr. Unger asked.
 
   Nora spoke up. “I think it's because of the way our alliance command is structured. We essentially divided everything up into three levels, and I think that might be missing from other groups.”
 
   Dr. Unger stated the obvious question. “What are those three levels?”
 
   “The lowest level is tactics. That's where the individual fights happen. Then there's operations, which is the front that the fighting is taking place. Winning small fights doesn't matter if they don't contribute to the overall plan. Then there's strategy, which takes the fronts and aims them toward a certain goal,” Nora summarized.
 
   “Did you all devise that plan by yourselves?”
 
   Nora shook her head. “Actually, I came up with the idea when I was reading a book on the Soviet Red Army.”
 
   “So why pick that particular system?”
 
   “Because we're utilitarian and it seemed like the best system for us?” Danny offered.
 
   “Yeah, that sounds just like a philosophy major,” Selene commented.
 
   Dr. Unger laughed. “True enough, but it seems like a good point. Then again, that begs the question why you believe it's a good system. Why not chose another way of fighting?”
 
   “I really think it's because it's the most efficient,” Zach said. “But I also think that we're just choosing what works best because we're in a survival situation inside the game. We're kind of frankensteining a new system together, if that makes sense.”
 
   “You're taking the parts of different systems and fitting them together into something that works for your alliance?”
 
   “Yeah, that's it,” Zach said.
 
   “But then why not build a system from the ground up? You're inside a system that has limitless possibilities,” Dr. Unger pointed out.
 
   “Is that a question about the connection between the real and the virtual world?” Miko asked him. “Like, what are we carrying over from this world into the other one?”
 
   “Yes. Or, worded differently, how are your ties to a limited world influencing how you act in a world where those limits are removed?”
 
   “I think it's because we know the system we're using will work,” Nora said.
 
   “It's metagaming,” Danny explained further. “Like, our command structure didn't exist in the game world. But it did in the outside world, so that's what we drew from. It's not part of the game, but the influence of the outside world is seeping in.”
 
   “Kind of like knowing where everything is because you have a strategy guide,” Gavin said.
 
   “Well, I wouldn't go that far,” Zach commented. “It's not like we're cheating or anything.”
 
   “But the greatest influence on your actions is coming from the outside world?” Dr. Unger asked. “That's definitely of note.”
 
   “Are you saying that our ties to the outside world are restricting what we're capable of doing inside the game world?” Xavier questioned.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Dr. Unger explained. “But I do think that your frame of reference is influencing what you gravitate toward, whether that be social structures or other things.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Danny shrugged.
 
   It also brought up a whole host of questions, Nora thought to herself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, that interview session was certainly interesting,” Zach commented.
 
   “Definitely,” Nora agreed.
 
   They had split off from the rest of the group and were having lunch at the Belfast Manor Pub.
 
   “Do you think what Dr. Unger said is true? That we're restricting ourselves because we're too tied down to this world's way of thinking?”
 
   “What happened to your thought that the only reason the game has any meaning is because our avatars are tied to our real world selves?” Zach asked her.
 
   “They're not mutually exclusive,” Nora said, “and I still think that. But maybe we're restricting ourselves because we're thinking in terms of the real world, not the virtual one.”
 
   “That really hasn't been much of a problem so far,” Zach pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, but it makes me wonder. Would we be restricted if we were in a radically different world? Like, for instance, if it ran off different physics than the real world.”
 
   “Like if there was less gravity?”
 
   “Yeah, that would be one possibility. Or maybe if we were physiologically different. Like, if we had wings attached to our back or something. Would not having them in real life limit how we could use them in the virtual world?”
 
   “I would think that people could adapt,” Zach said. “You would figure out how to use your new body and then you would function normally. Or, normally for the virtual world, at least.”
 
   “Wouldn't that mess with your perception of the outside world though?” Nora asked.
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Like, if you had physical abilities inside the game world that you didn't in the real world, would you end up developing unconscious reactions to them?”
 
   “Still not sure what you're getting at,” Zach said.
 
   “OK, for example, sailors developing sea legs because the deck below them is moving. But their balance is slightly off when they go back to dry land until they adapt.”
 
   “That's your answer, isn't it? People would adapt when they moved from world to world.”
 
   “Without any problems?” she questioned.
 
   “OK, there might be some hiccups here and there. I guess that plays into the idea of the real world restricting us. Our minds act as a limiter on us, and that's probably good. It keeps us from trying things we're not capable of doing.”
 
   “But we're capable of doing them in the virtual world.”
 
   “Yeah, but the divide still needs to be there. I know that virtual worlds and the real world are supposed to be easily distinguishable from one another, but I just have the feeling that they influence each other more than we might think. Especially since we're the first ones to have true virtual reality.”
 
   “So we're pioneers? Or maybe Javy's thought is more accurate. Maybe we're just guinea pigs,” Nora said. “Honestly, not knowing what it might do to us is a bit creepy.”
 
   “Well, we're pretty grounded in the real world. It's not like we've been doing anything weird,” Zach said.
 
   Nora thought for a moment. “Well...”
 
   “You don't think so?” he asked.
 
   She hesitated. “It's not anything major. But I think we're spending a lot of time planning. You, know, strategy, logistics and stuff. Some of it can get really stressful too. Is that normal?”
 
   “Well, it is our job,” Zach said. “Maybe it's like players on a sports team. Even though they're playing a game there's a lot of stress on them to do well and win. We might be the same.”
 
   “That's not exactly an encouraging thought,” Nora said.
 
   It certainly put things into perspective. One of the reasons Nora had begun playing World at War was because she had enjoyed the thrill of it all. Whether it was the rush of combat, the camaraderie within a company or the mental challenge of problem solving and strategy, World at War had always been a fun world to explore. It was escapist fantasy like no other, capable of transporting someone from a mundane life on the outside to one of action and adventure within.
 
   But what happened when that sense of wonder disappeared? Did the virtual world have any meaning if it carried many of the same stresses as the outside world? Nora voiced that concern out loud.
 
   “Well, it is called virtual reality for a reason,” Zach said in response. “It does mimic the real world in some form, no matter what. But I wouldn't worry about it.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “Because it's all still a game. Even if we lose we still have our lives on the outside. And I think we can keep some of the magic of the early days with us. That expedition into the tunnels? That would be insane in the real world, to send all your officers on a mission alone. But it's plenty possible in the virtual world.”
 
   Nora nodded, absorbing the suggestion. That was probably the key. Even though there was extensive competition within the virtual world it was still just a game. Someone had to win and someone had to lose, but the biggest part of it all was simply being included in that kind of competition. The struggle, and the ability to enjoy that kind of struggle was what made the world come alive. It was what made the world fun.
 
   “Looking forward to the action?” Zach asked her.
 
   “Oh yes,” Nora smiled. The sense of wonder was still there.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 5
 
   What Lies Beneath
 
    
 
   “Just like old times, huh?” Danny commented.
 
   Zach nodded and adjusted his gear. He and the others were going to have to carry a lot of it, and he wanted it to be easily accessible in the heat of a fight.
 
   The original Black Wolf members were assembled at the base in Indianapolis, gathering equipment from the armory and preparing for their journey into the darkness. Tunnel fighting was one of the most difficult missions in World at War, and they were going to be prepared.
 
   Zach, Danny, Gavin, Selene and Javy were already gathered in the main assembly area of the base, making last minute adjustments to their kits. Having dealt with underground fighting in the past they knew what did and didn't work. Less experienced troops might not think of the things they were preparing, but to them it was second nature.
 
   Everyone was carrying extra ammunition for their own guns. In addition, everyone besides Zach and Danny had extra ammo for either the flamethrower or the machine gun. Pouches and belts were filled with hand grenades; they would be invaluable in the tight spaces and turns of the tunnels. Everyone had lights on their guns, which would provide the only illumination in the crushing darkness below.
 
   “OK, we should be ready,” Xavier said as he walked into the assembly area from the direction of the armory. Nora and Miko were right behind them.
 
   Zach motioned them up and formed his squad into a circle. “Alright, let's head for the station. Our unit is going to be operating under the callsign Fang. Everyone's going to have a number. I'm 1. Selene, 2. Danny, 3. Nora, 4. Gavin, 5. Xavier, 6. Javy, 7. Miko, 8. Your callsign is Fang plus your number, so for example I'd be Fang 1. Got it?”
 
   “Let's get moving,” Danny said eagerly.
 
   They filed out of Black Wolf Headquarters and started to head for the subway.
 
   “This is going to be an odd mission,” Selene said.
 
   “I hear you there,” Miko agreed, fiddling with her gun.
 
   Based on past experience several of the squad weren't carrying their normal weapons. Danny had his machine gun, Javy had his carbine and Gavin had his submachine gun, but the others had chosen to take different loadouts from what they usually carried.
 
   Selene and Xavier normally had full-sized assault rifles, but they had switched them in favor of carbines, which were much easier to wield in tight spaces. The tradeoff in range that they suffered meant very little in the close quarters they would be fighting in.
 
   Nora had taken to using a burst fire assault rifle, but she too had switched it out for a carbine. The accuracy of a burst fire gun was not worth trading the ability to lay down automatic fire in a tight situation.
 
   Miko had a specialist weapon, custom designed for her by Paige of Hephaestus Company. She normally carried a bolt-action rifle for sniping, but that was going to be a liability in the tunnels, where it had neither range or rate of fire to its credit. Instead, she had a cut down semi-auto sniper rifle. It lacked the range to be effective in a field battle, but in the tunnels it was perfect, able to fire accurately and quickly.
 
   Zach had traded out his normal carbine and grenade launcher for a flamethrower, since that was one of the few things that could hurt a chilus. He also had a pistol with extra ammunition as a backup weapon. He hoped that he wouldn't need to use it. The weapon was effective enough against smaller creatures like ryches, mutated roaches and feral dogs, but pistol bullets were as much use against body armor or chilus chitin as pebbles.
 
   “How do you want to organize the patrol file?” Xavier asked.
 
   “Danny and I are going to be up front,” Zach said. “Gavin as well. I'll take you too, since Selene will be second in command. Nora should be in the rear team too, since she's going to be our mapper.”
 
   “How are we going to work rendezvous points?” Selene asked, referring to the spots they would regroup at if they were forced to fall back.
 
   “We'll set them as we go,” Zach said.
 
   “Not that we have much of a choice, since we've explored ten feet of the place,” Javy said.
 
   “Miko, how much armor-piercing ammo do you have?” Zach asked her.
 
   “Five magazines,” she replied.
 
   “That's ten bullets in each, right?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Load one up and keep an eye on the ceilings,” he ordered. “We don't want anything surprising us from above.
 
   It was something that many players forgot, even the more experienced ones. In an open air battle you could usually forget about what was above you. When you were underground everything about that changed. Creatures could lurk inside vents or skylights, waiting to strike an unsuspecting victim. Some of them didn't even require that. Chilus were capable of climbing almost any surface, which also meant they could launch an ambush from anywhere.
 
   There was no mistaking it; some of them were probably going to get killed. The environment they were going to be exploring was far too dangerous for any other alternative. That was why Danny and Selene had been so insistent on traveling in large groups when the whole company went on missions. On the other hand, the danger in front of them was where much of the thrill came from.
 
   They were up to the challenge as well. With all due respect to the prowess of the rest of the company, Fang Squad comprised Black Wolf Company's best and most experienced troops. All of them could fight and fight well, on the level of anyone in Hydra. Zach wasn't concerned about being killed; any one of the others was perfectly capable of leading the squad.
 
   That was there their name came from. They were the wolf's best weapons: the teeth, the fangs. Few others in the region would be able to match their skill.
 
   They were going to need every bit of it, Zach thought to himself as they approached the station entrance. The abyss had its own jaws. And they were walking straight into them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The station was completely deserted, just like the last time they had been here. It was also dead quiet, save for the rustle of gear and the clop of boots on the concrete. None of them were trying to be stealthy, but even Redd Foxx would have problems in this kind of silence.
 
   “So this is it?” Selene asked as they reach the tunnel heading east.
 
   “Yeah. We ran into a chilus the size of a bus not far in, so stay alert,” Danny warned. He not-so subtly cocked the bolt of his machine gun.
 
   “If we run into it I don't think I can kill it fast enough with just the flamethrower,” Zach warned. “Hit the flames till it dies.”
 
   Chilus armor was tough, but its one weakness was fire. Flames amplified the damage that bullets caused, meaning that normally useless attacks could cause serious hurt. They had managed to kill a gigantic chilus that way in the early days of Black Wolf Company. Zach hoped they would be able to do the same if the other one showed up.
 
   “Do we want to limit the number of lights we're using?” Gavin asked.
 
   Zach shook his head. “Don't worry about them.”
 
   “It's not like we have many other options,” Miko brought up.
 
   That was certainly true. The tunnels were pitch black, so the only way to aim was to use the lights. They gave away their position, but it wasn't going to be much of a problem since they were facing monsters and not NPC troops. At least, he hoped that was the case.
 
   “We might be in trouble if it doesn't act predictably,” Gavin mused as they started down the tunnel.
 
   “Define predictably,” Danny said.
 
   “Like last time. If it waits to attack we might be in for a world of hurt.”
 
   “It's too big to fit into any of the vents,” Xavier said. “That should limit the number of options it can use for a sneak attack.”
 
   “That's also assuming it doesn't bring any friends along with it,” Gavin added.
 
   “You're not being very comforting,” Danny said.
 
   “Well, this place isn't very comforting, so blame that,” Gavin replied.
 
   They continued to advance down the subway tunnel. Just as Gavin had feared, the chilus didn't show up. There was no scratching, no hissing noises. Once again the only thing they could hear was their boots against the floor of the tunnel. It was completely unnerving, not knowing what might be out their beyond their thin beams of light. Something could be lurking in the shadows just out of sight, waiting for them.
 
   “Bend up ahead,” Danny said in front of them.
 
   Sure enough the subway tunnel curved at a 90° angle toward the north. They made their way around the corner.
 
   Something moved in the darkness ahead of them. Danny shifted his aim toward the spot. There was nothing, but then a loud hiss came out of the darkness. Xavier's beam of light moved toward the source of the noise.
 
   “Contact!” Xavier shouted, just before he opened fire. Gavin and Danny joined in.
 
   The entire tunnel lit up as Zach pulled the trigger of his flamethrower. The chilus in front of them was engulfed by the spear of flame. It shrieked, thrashed about and then lay still, most definitely dead. The flames continued to burn.
 
   “That's not the one we ran into before,” Danny said. “It's smaller.”
 
   Sure enough, it was. The chilus was large, but it was still within the normal size range. The one they had encountered before had been massive.
 
   Selene's team moved up to join them.
 
   “This it?” Selene asked them. “Must be the world's smallest bus,” she snarked at Danny.
 
   “No, this isn't it,” Danny replied.
 
   “Huh, count me surprised.”
 
   “It's still pretty big,” Javy said, kneeling down beside it for a look. “That might not be a very good sign.”
 
   “It could just be a big one,” Miko said.
 
   Javy shook his head. “Or it could be a normal sized one for down here, which means that there's more of them.”
 
   “We have enough fuel to deal with them,” Zach said.
 
   “You mean, you hope you have enough fuel to deal with them,” Gavin said. “There could be a lot of them in a place this size.”
 
   “Jeeze, what's with all the pessimism?” Selene asked. “We'll be fine. And if we get killed, so what? We'll come back with more troops and take care of the problem.”
 
   Zach agreed with her sentiment. There was no real risk for them, so why was everyone so on edge? It might have to do with the environment, he thought to himself. The darkness was oppressive, almost suffocating. All manner of danger could be lurking out there, and they would have no way of knowing that until they stumbled upon it. There was a heightened sense of danger in the air, and everyone was tense. No one wanted to be chomped in half by a chilus, despite the fact that they would respawn if that happened.
 
   Virtual reality might explain the problem. Zach had often observed that new players were much more hesitant when fighting in World at War than they would be in a normal video game. They perceived the bullets flying around them as a threat to themselves, even when it would only hurt their in game avatar. To them the virtual world was their reality.
 
   Experienced players overcame that problem, but there still might be subtle influences that wouldn't disappear so easily. Maybe the reason that Fang Squad was so on edge was because they felt threatened in this kind of environment. Virtual warfare and overcoming the fear associated with it was one thing, but overcoming primal fears that were encoded in your DNA was quite another.
 
   That might explain everything. These tunnels were a nightmare for phobias; inside they had claustrophobia, fear of darkness, the fear of being eaten, and probably more that he couldn't think of at the moment. Even though it was all make believe it was still triggering their primal fears, and that was making the all uneasy.
 
   Still, they could push ahead, and if it ever became too much they could simply pull the plug. There was a certain thrill to it all, as well. It was why people enjoyed horror movies and games. Confronting the things that scared you the most in a safe environment gave a rush like no other.
 
   “Let's keep moving,” Zach suggested. “I think that we should map the main tunnel until we figure out where it's going, at least.”
 
   “Does that mean leaving the maintenance and side tunnels for later?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Yeah, I'm not comfortable taking on them until we have a bigger team,” Zach said. “The most important thing for us is to figure out how we're going to get into another district.”
 
   Nora was looking over the map in her menu. “Speaking of which, I think this tunnel goes to the northwest district of Indianapolis, and not the east like we originally thought. That's probably good.”
 
   “Are you sure that it doesn't curve again?” Miko asked.
 
   “I mean, it could, but what would the point of that be?” Nora said. “You would think that they would just keep the track straight if it were headed east.”
 
   “Could be for confusion. They've been known to do that,” Xavier said, referring to the level designers.
 
   “Well, we're going to find out anyhow,” Zach said.
 
   “We're not going to find out anything if we keep standing here,” Danny spoke up.
 
   “Let's move then,” Zach ordered. “Same patrol file as last time.”
 
   He took a quick glance down at the fuel counter on his flamethrower. There was still plenty left before he would have to reload.
 
   “If this heads north...” Xavier began and then went silent.
 
   Zach looked over at him. “Hm?”
 
   “Does anyone remember how far the station was from the north wall of the district?” he asked.
 
   “At least a mile, maybe more?” Danny said uncertainly.
 
   “The district is four miles from north to south, and the station is closer to the south wall than the north one,” Nora spoke up from the rear team. “So we have between two and three miles until we reach the wall, and there's no guarantee that the station will be anywhere near the walls.”
 
   “So we could be talking about five miles or more of tunnels?” Selene said. “That's... That's a lot for one squad to cover.”
 
   “Hence why we're sticking to the main tunnel,” Zach said.
 
   “This is going to be a pain, though, shuttling troops back and forth,” Gavin said. “I wonder if we could restart the rails.”
 
   “We need the cars for that, and I didn't see any in the station back there,” Danny pointed out.
 
   “Maybe there's some in the tunnel. Or maybe they're in another station.”
 
   “That's also assuming that we can get them to work,” Javy brought up.
 
   “I think Hephaestus can get anything to work,” Gavin said.
 
   “OK, point taken,” Javy agreed.
 
   “We've got to clear this place first,” Danny said, all focus.
 
   Zach nodded in agreement. “Let's figure out what exactly we have down here first.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They passed by several passages branching off the main route, probably maintenance tunnels and the like. One of them was filled with chilus larvae, but Danny took care of the problem with a hail of bullets. Luckily the larvae didn't have fully developed shells.
 
   Fang Squad had gone about a mile into the tunnels, running into solitary chilus on the way through. All of them were big, though none of them were the size of the one they had encountered their first time down here. What had happened to it? Was it a one time thing, or was it waiting for them?
 
   Danny stopped for a moment as his light caught something further up the tunnel.
 
   “Subway cars,” he said. “Three of them.”
 
   “Should we explore them?” Xavier asked.
 
   Danny shrugged. “We're going to have to pass by them anyhow, so why not?”
 
   “Because they look like pretty good hiding places?” Gavin suggested.
 
   “We'll handle it carefully,” Zach said. He activate his radio so that everyone could hear him clearly. “Alright guys, there's some rail cars ahead that might be occupied. We'll move up until we're about thirty yards away. Once we're in position my team will advance on the cars while Selene's team provides cover. Got it?”
 
   They started moving up. Zach got a much better look of the cars as they neared. They were worn, rusting in places, but they looked like they might be salvageable. The wheels weren't completely bent out of shape, and it didn't look like there were any other major issues, though it was hard to tell from this distance.
 
   Zach's team was about fifty feet from the rearmost car when their plan went to pieces.
 
   A loud series of hisses suddenly pierced the air, and chilus started flooding out the hatches and broken windows of the subway cars.
 
   “CONTACT! Major contact!” Zach shouted in his radio link. His team opened fire.
 
   He pulled the trigger of his flamethrower and started to wash the rear car with flames. Contrary to most games, World at War portrayed flamethrowers realistically. They didn't have great range, but Zach could fire about sixty feet with his weapon. That didn't mean much in a field battle, where even a submachine gun could fire accurately at fifty yards, but in close quarters it was more than enough. Chilus shrieked as they were immolated by the stream of fire.
 
   More and more poured out of the cars, though. Dozens. Scores. The rest of his team opened fire, armed with armor-piercing bullets. Danny was lying prone on the ground, using the bipod of his gun to steady his aim and firing long bursts at any target that presented itself. Wordlessly, Xavier and Gavin had moved up next to them and were firing as well. Gavin knelt off to Danny's left, providing him with cover and allowing him to work without fear of attack. Xavier was doing the same to Zach's right.
 
   “Watch it!” Miko warned through the radio link.
 
   There was a shriek above them and a chilus fell from the ceiling, missing Zach by a mere few feet. It was dead, its head blown clean off.
 
   “Contact!” he heard Javy shout through the radio link as well. Gunfire erupted behind them. In the confines of the tunnel the noise was deafening.
 
   Zach wanted to take a moment to assess the situation and get everyone into position, but he didn't have the time. His weapon was desperately needed to stem the tide of chilus that were pouring out of the subway cars. He sent another long stream of flame at the approaching horde.
 
   “Danny, how much ammo do you have left?” he asked, speaking through the radio link to be heard over the din.
 
   “About half the belt,” came the reply.
 
   “Conserve it. I'm going to wash the tunnel with the rest of the tank and then reload, so I'll need you to cover for me when I do that.”
 
   “Roger.”
 
   Zach pulled the trigger and held it, sweeping the nozzle back and forth to cover the area in front of them with flames. He managed to get some of the burning fuel into the second car, which elicited even more shrieks. The stench of burning meat and chitin filled the air. Zach could feel the air rushing around him, being drawn in by the fire. It fanned the flames even further.
 
   They had an opening. A few chilus tried to climb across the ceiling, but they were shot down by accurate fire from Gavin and Xavier. The rest of them drew back, afraid of the flames.
 
   “Loading!” Zach said. He loaded up his flamethrower with a new tank.
 
   “They're still coming from this direction,” Selene said.
 
   “How many?” Zach asked as he finished reloading.
 
   “We've killed about a half-dozen. There's a few more of them, at least.”
 
   They had run into a perfect ambush. And while they might be holding their own for a moment, that might not last. They needed to jump-start their advance.
 
   “Danny, reload,” Zach ordered. “Gavin, Xavier, once he's done do it as well. We'll go in with full ammo and make a push up the tunnel. I'm going to try to get all the cars with the flamethrower, but I'll need cover.”
 
   “You sure the flames are going to last long enough?” Gavin asked, indicating the conflagration in front of them.
 
   “We'd better hope,” Zach said. “It's that or we sit here until we run out of ammo.”
 
   “Reloading,” Danny said calmly, expertly opening up his gun and feeding another belt in. It took him less than thirty seconds to complete the job.
 
   Gavin and Xavier quickly changed magazines. By then the flames had died down a bit. Zach could hear the sounds of chilus scurrying around over the crackle of the flames. It sounded like they were regrouping for another attack. But they weren't going to get a chance to do it.
 
   “Let's go!” he ordered, hefting his weapon and charging forward. The others were right beside him.
 
   Zach sprinted forward, closing the distance between their former position and the rearmost subway car. A chilus just on the other side of the flames shrieked as it was cut down by a quick burst. The fire was almost out, and soon enough they would be swarmed again. But it had bought them enough time.
 
   He stopped about ten feet from the last car and squeezed the trigger. More chilus shrieked as they were cooked by the stream of flame. Zach used his weapon like a hose, dowsing the tunnel and the train cars with burning fuel. The shrieks became louder and more numerous. 
 
   Something started to charge out of the flames. Zach felt his heart stop for a moment. It was the giant chilus, aflame, hurt, but still able to fight, and it was headed straight for him. He raised his flamethrower to fire again...
 
   The weapon coughed a gout of flame and then died. He was out of fuel.
 
   Desperately, Zach dropped the flamethrower and pulled out his pistol. He pulled the trigger as fast as he could, sending bullet after bullet into the creature, but they didn't even slow it down. The others added to the volume of fire, but still the creature came on.
 
   His gun clicked empty. Zach didn't even have time to scream before the mandibles closed in around him.
 
   You are KIA.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 6
 
   Tesla Did it First
 
    
 
   Ghost Company's officers met the next day in Redd Foxx HQ to go over the intelligence they had gathered. They included Zach, Selene, Danny and Nora from Black Wolf, Anna, Liz and Gray from Redd Foxx, Robbie and Blake from Raven and Neil from Spectre.
 
   “So, how the heck does the company commander become the only casualty in a recon expedition deep into enemy held territory?” Anna asked with a laugh. “That has to take something special.”
 
   Nora laughed herself. “Well, that happens when your company commander is the one with the flamethrower and gets rushed by a huge chilus.”
 
   “He was a pretty good distraction, though,” Danny said.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Zach muttered.
 
   “How did the actual expedition go?” Liz asked.
 
   Selene spoke up. “Fairly well, actually, despite our fearless leader getting himself killed. We managed to explore the main tunnel, and we found the station for the Zionville district.”
 
   Nora opened up her notes. “That station is going to be our biggest obstacle. I think that might be where the attack originated from. It's fortified, it's heavily garrisoned and it's the only way out of the tunnels from that end,” she summarized. “We're going to have to organize a proper assault.”
 
   “How much recon work did you manage to do in the station proper?” Gray asked them.
 
   “Not as much as we would have liked, but we still know the basic layout. It looks like the area his held by a company sized force,” Nora detailed. “We did notice that they have heavy weapons dug into the choke points of the station. Mostly heavy machine guns, though Miko spotted something that she thought was a tripod mounted autocannon.”
 
   “Just how close did you guys get?” Neil asked. His company had learned stealth work in their own way, though they weren't quite the equals of the other companies.
 
   “We had to stick to the shadows,” Selene said. “That's going to be another issue. The entire station is lit, though we don't know what's powering the lights.”
 
   “Could be a generator,” Blake suggested.
 
   Danny shook his head. “We don't think so. We think it's being fed from somewhere else in the tunnels, because we discovered a whole mess of wires and a circuit box in one of the side tunnels near the station.”
 
   “Do you know for sure that it's a power conduit?” Robbie asked.
 
   “It's our best guess,” Danny shrugged.
 
   “Would have helped if our engineer didn't get chopped in half by a chilus,” Selene snarked.
 
   “OK fine, I'll let you fight the giant chilus with a pistol next time, thank you very much,” Zach retorted.
 
   “Wow, someone's bitter,” Gray said with a grin.
 
   “In his defense, that chilus was pretty unfair,” Danny said. “I mean, we set in on fire and pumped about fifty rounds into the thing and it still managed to cut him in half.”
 
   “How did that feel, by the way?” Liz asked. “I can't imagine that it was pleasant.”
 
   “Surprisingly it wasn't so bad,” Zach said. “Aside from being grabbed by a giant bug, I didn't really feel anything. The last thing I knew was that it had reached me, and then I got the KIA message.”
 
   “Well, it was pretty gruesome from our perspective,” Nora said. “I mean, saying that a chilus can chop you in two isn't an exaggeration. It literally chopped you in two.”
 
   “Sounds charming,” Liz replied.
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Zach said.
 
   Anna spoke up. “It is interesting, though. It went straight for you, is that right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Zach said. “What, are you assuming that it targeted me directly?”
 
   “It seems like that might be the case,” Anna said. “Or I could be wrong and it was just chance.”
 
   Nora thought for a moment. “No, I think that's a pretty spot-on observation,” she said. “Remember the giant chilus we ran into in the overdrive bunker?”
 
   “I remember that it targeted the ones doing the highest damage first,” Selene said. She had been the second one knocked out by the creature.
 
   “So is chilus AI programed to target the players putting out the highest amount of damage?” Liz asked. “If that's true we might be able to use that to our advantage.”
 
   “We might,” Danny said. “That said, I'm not sure how much of a difference it will make. We can't just have our biggest damage dealers not firing, after all.”
 
   “Honestly, I think this is a textbook example of the weakness of smaller teams in the tunnels,” Selene said. “We didn't have quite enough firepower to get the job done with the bigger creatures. Plus, not having a grenade launcher really cuts down on the amount of firepower we can dish out in a pinch.”
 
   “So are small team missions off the table?” Liz asked.
 
   Selene gave a twisted smile. “Heck no. They're way too much fun. But we should expect to take casualties during them. And they're less effective, so we shouldn't expect too much progress from them.”
 
   Robbie cut in on their thoughts. “OK, so if we're prepping for an underground assault, what's our part going to be in this? We can't use our normal transports underground, and I don't think you want us fighting on the front lines.”
 
   Raven Company was Ghost Battalion's transportation experts. They were excellent handlers of the river craft that Black Wolf and Redd Foxx often used, but their real forte was their flying ability. Their handling of Hydra's chopper force was masterful, and they were one of the main reasons that the rangers were such a formidable force. But as Robbie had said, neither skill had use in an underground battle.
 
   There were other ways that they could be used, however, and Nora thought she had just the thing.
 
   “You guys can handle Mules and ATVs, right?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, perfectly fine,” Blake said with a somewhat bemused look on his face.
 
   “I still need to talk with Hephaestus about that, but I think that we might be able to get Mules into the subway line. We can use them in attacks on the other station,” she suggested.
 
   “Actually, I had a thought similar to that last night,” Danny said. “We still have access to the three subway vehicles. The front one is an engine.”
 
   “So you want to use it?” Gray ventured to guess.
 
   Danny nodded. “It took the least amount of damage during the firefight, so Hephaestus might be able to reverse engineer some of the tech, at least. I'm thinking that we could make some sort of specialist vehicle for the metro. Like an armored train.”
 
   “So we plate it with armor, fill it with guns and drive it straight into then enemy station?” Anna asked. “That sounds like a solid concept, at least.”
 
   “It's going to take some time to get off the ground,” Blake mused.
 
   “We can always plan an attack with it and then use it later,” Zach said. “It probably can carry more weapons than a Mule, at any rate.”
 
   “What about the side tunnels?” Neil asked.
 
   “We didn't explore them,” Selene explained. “Too much ground to cover for a unit our size.”
 
   “Do you mind if we have a go with it?” he asked. “I want to get my guys familiar with the environment.”
 
   The others looked at each other for a moment.
 
   “I think you should be fine,” Zach said. “You have what, twenty members? Just make sure you have flamethrowers and armor-piercing ammo with you and you should be fine.”
 
   “Says the only one who died on the last mission,” Gray said under his breath.
 
   “Great, not you too,” Zach groaned.
 
   “Even if it is dangerous, it's still a good idea,” Nora said. “You'll get the experience you want, and who knows? You might find something useful down there.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nora's second journey into the tunnels was much less eventful than the first time. Xavier and Javy assembled their squads and had gone back in to help guide Spectre Company to the side passages.
 
   They also secured the area around the three subway cars, still black from the effects of the flamethrower. Nora and Zach followed them soon after with some of the members of Hephaestus Company.
 
   “So, here it is,” Nora said as their group approached. The Black Wolf squads had formed a lose perimeter around the area and then illuminated the vehicles with battery powered floodlights.
 
   “Well, you certainly did a number on it,” Paige commented. “I'm surprised that you didn't burn everything to slag.”
 
   Zach shrugged. “Well, there's not much else you can do when a horde of chilus comes charging at you.”
 
   Yusuf walked forward for a look at the front engine. “Anyhow, this looks like it's in pretty good shape, at least. Though I'd have to look at the interior as well.”
 
   “I think the entry hatch is in the back,” Zach said.
 
   Yusuf paused for a moment, hesitating. Nora saw Paige giving the entire thing a dubious look.
 
   “Are you sure that you killed all the chilus?”
 
   “Positive,” Zach said with some annoyance.
 
   Nora laughed. “Oh come on, how would you know? You got killed before we cleared the area.”
 
   “You're not helping,” he muttered to her under his breath.
 
   Nora turned to look at Yusuf. “Yes, we're pretty sure that we cleared out the entire area, but we'll make sure if you're nervous.” She activated her radio. “Javy, can I borrow a couple of your squad? We're going to clear out the subway engine.”
 
   “Hasn't it already been cleared out?” Javy asked quizzically.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh. So they're running scared, huh?”
 
   She smiled despite herself. “Be nice. I can't exactly blame them for being skittish about it.”
 
   “Right. Colin, Joe, go help Nora.”
 
   “Want to help me?” she asked Zach.
 
   “Sure,” he shrugged, hefting his carbine.
 
   Colin and Joe were waiting for them at the engine's rear entryway. Colin had his machine gun, and Joe was carrying a flamethrower.
 
   “Both of you should be in front,” Zach said. “We'll pull the door open and then follow behind you.”
 
   “Glad to know we're cannon fodder,” Colin quipped in a good-natured tone. Joe simply laughed.
 
   “Hey, I was in front on the last mission,” Zach said. “Plus, there's nothing inside.”
 
   “Great, tempt fate,” Colin said.
 
   Nora took hold of one of the door handles. “OK guys, let's do this.”
 
   She and Zach yanked open the door. In hindsight it might have been better for them to coordinate the timing more, but Nora didn't actually think there was any danger. Fang Squad had annihilated the chilus nest here.
 
   Nevertheless, the car still had to be cleared. Joe went in first, followed by Colin. Nora started to move when Colin put a hand out to halt her.
 
   “It's clear,” he said.
 
   “Thanks guys,” she said to the other two as they exited the car and headed back to their positions.
 
   “Car's clear,” Zach told Yusuf and Paige.
 
   The pair headed over to the entrance and climbed in. Zach and Nora followed right behind them.
 
   At the front of the engine was a control board, filled with switches and lights. Yusuf tore a side panel off, revealing a massive number of wires that made no sense to her.
 
   That was what Hephaestus Company was here for. Many of them were engineers, architects and the like in the real world, and those skills translated well to the game. Hydra was dominant in no small part thanks to their ability.
 
   “Looks like all the wiring is intact,” Yusuf said. “It's still on the rails, so that's good. We won't have to mess with trying to align it on the track.”
 
   “That's the controls, though. Where's the power source it draws from?” Zach asked.
 
   Paige signaled them to move aside. “I don't see anything in here,” she said. “That probably means the battery nests are on the outside somewhere. I'll go look.”
 
   “Do you think you can reverse engineer this?” Nora asked after she had left.
 
   Yusuf was still poking around. “Maybe, thought it might be hard without a schematic. We could probably do it, but it's going to take time. We're still trying to rebuild the armored company.”
 
   “How's that going?” Zach asked.
 
   Yusuf grunted. “Slower than we'd like. Far slower. Moving the Forge from Lerna Bastion to here certainly didn't help things.”
 
   “On the other hand, the Forge would be rubble right now,” Nora pointed out.
 
   “True enough. Funny how things like that seem to work themselves out. Anyhow, we're making progress, but it's still going to be a bit. We have three more Rams and another Bull in the pipeline right now. After that we have two more Rams and a Bull to go until they're back up to their pre-battle strength. But if we want to compensate for the additional members they've gained then it's going to take even longer.”
 
   “So this is at least a week from even getting off the ground,” Nora said.
 
   “Maybe we're better off planning without it.”
 
   Yusuf shook his head. “Normally that would be true, but our research division isn't doing anything right now. We haven't found any schematics lately, after all, and this thing is right up our alley.”
 
   “Still, wouldn't they be better off helping to build vehicles?” Zach asked. “I mean, if it comes to it we can deal with the metro the old fashioned way. But the armored company really isn't going to be effective without their vehicles.”
 
   “True. Maybe I'll take this on as my personal pet project. Fiddling around with the rail system certainly sounds like fun, at least.”
 
   “Do you think our idea is even practical?” Nora asked him.
 
   “For an armored train? Yeah, definitely, if we can get the engine running and everything. It's not a new concept or anything. They were used during the World Wars, and most of their weaknesses are negated underground. You have to stick to the tracks in any case.”
 
   “That might make it easier to explore the rest of the metro as well,” Zach said.
 
   “That's provided the track is intact,” Yusuf pointed out. “I mean, it shouldn't be terribly hard to repair in any case, but that's not going to help you if you derail the train while you're exploring.”
 
   “Maybe we just use it as a support vehicle,” Zach shrugged. “We'll have the infantry out in front and the train will support them with firepower.”
 
   Someone buzzed her. Nora answered the call on her link. Xavier was on the other end of the line.
 
   “Nora, Neil just contacted us. Spectre Company found something in one of the side tunnels they were exploring and want your opinion on it. If you can bring one of the Hephaestus engineers with you that would be good as well.”
 
   “Did they say what?” she asked.
 
   “Nope, they just said it was of interest. I figured you would be the one to tell since you're our main organizer.”
 
   “Roger.” Nora turned to the other two. “Spectre Company found something in one of the side tunnels. I'm headed there. Mind If I bring Paige along with me?”
 
   “Not a problem,” Yusuf told her. “We'll take care of the stuff on this end.”
 
   “Did they say what they found?” Zach asked.
 
   “Details are mum,” Nora said as she leaped out of the back, almost bumping into Paige. “We're going to find Spectre Company.”
 
   “We're?” she asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “We'll be fine,” Nora reassured her. She drew her carbine and cocked the bolt.
 
   “Alright, I'll hold you to that,” Paige said. She prepared her own carbine with much less gusto.
 
   Nora could sympathize with her nerves, at least. Hephaestus Company had never been much for fighting. They could do it, but their combat abilities were merely passable at best, and could more accurately be described as lackluster. Even before the Hydra Alliance had formed they had been dependent on other companies like Sacred Sword for protection.
 
   There was no reason to fear now, though. The tunnels were clear. They had encountered no resistance on this second trip, and any enemies in the side tunnels had probably been dealt with already. Spectre Company might be new to the alliance, but they were still fairly experienced.
 
   Still, Nora felt some nerves as they walked out of the illumination provided by the floodlights. She switched on her gun light. It was the darkness. Even when you knew nothing was out there, the mere possibility often triggered a primal fear. But Nora was experienced enough to suppress that fear. She pushed ahead, alert but calm.
 
   Her movements were in stark contrast to Paige, who was jumping at any shadow. Even without looking Nora could tell how unnerved she was by the jittery motion of her light.
 
   “It's about two hundred yards to the last maintenance tunnel they went down,” Nora said aloud, trying to take her partner's mind off their situation.
 
   “That seems like a long way,” Paige replied, the nerves evident in her voice.
 
   “Considering the distance between the two stations it's really not,” Nora said.
 
   “How can you be so calm?” Paige asked her. “This place gives me the creeps.”
 
   Nora shrugged. “Probably because I've been down here before. I really don't know. It's not that I don't feel anything. This place is creepy, and it's worse knowing what was lurking down here. I guess I'm used to it.”
 
   “Like you're desensitized?”
 
   Nora rolled her eyes. “Not in the way the moral guardians like to moan about. But I guess in a way some of us might be. We've faced down danger so many times that we're able to control our fear.”
 
   “That makes our company sound so helpless,” Paige said.
 
   “Well, there's still a lot of things that can throw us off our game. No amount of danger can prepare you for them.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Watching your company commander getting chopping in half is pretty disconcerting. Not that I saw that, but word of mouth.”
 
   Paige nodded. “That certainly doesn't sound pleasant.”
 
   “Or seeing the body and imagining what it must have felt like. That's even more disconcerting,” Nora said.
 
   Paige laughed, partially from humor and partially to break the tension swirling around them. At least, that's what Nora imagined she was doing.
 
   “I... What's that?” Paige asked.
 
   Nora looked ahead. There was a light illuminating someone who was waving them forward.
 
   “Huh, guess Spectre came to meet us.” She picked up the pace.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is what you found?” Nora asked as she looked around, completely startled.
 
   She had thought they might have found a map or a small place of interest. Instead, they were in a vast room, about thirty yards by thirty yards, filled with machines. A few members of Spectre Company were gathered around something that looked like it might be a large control panel.
 
   “We wanted to make sure we knew exactly what it was before we started messing around with stuff,” Neil said. He lead them over to the control panel.
 
   “Well, I'm completely useless,” Nora said.
 
   Paige leaned over the dizzying array of lights, switches and dials. “Huh, this is quite the find.” she said. “How heavily guarded was this place?”
 
   Neil shrugged. “You can't see it over here, but there was a pair of giant chilus in the far back corner. We had to pump them full of AP ammo before they died.”
 
   “Is this what I think it is?” Nora asked.
 
   Paige didn't answer for a moment as she studied the control panel. She finally put her hand on a lever.
 
   “Well, we're going to find out.”
 
   She pushed the lever forward. Everyone around them tensed in expectation. There was nothing. Nothing, more nothing...
 
   Then there was a mechanical whirling sound. It came from the machinery around the room, and it steadily grew faster and faster until it turned into a quiet hum.
 
   Then the most startling change happened. They had been standing in the dark, with only their gun lights for illumination. Now the lights on the ceiling started to glow faintly, and they were getting brighter with every second.
 
   Nora heard her message alert go off.
 
   “Nora, are you seeing this?” Zach's voice asked on the other end of the line.
 
   “Yeah, we are,” she confirmed.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Nora looked over at Paige, who nodded back at her.
 
   “Wolf Lead, we're with Spectre Company. I think we found the generators for this section.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 7
 
   Council
 
    
 
   There was a lot to talk about at lunch after their next interview session. The group decided to go to a sushi bar.
 
   “Generators,” Danny repeated. “Doesn't that kill our chances at stealth?”
 
   “We don't think so,” Zach said. “We can turn the system on and off, so we can make it dark when it suits us. Currently it's off while Yusuf and Paige are taking a look at the whole thing. They want to make sure that there's nothing dangerous before we make it fully operational.”
 
   “Still, that's one heck of a discovery,” Selene said.
 
   Zach agreed with that thought. Spectre Company's find was a coup. It changed the entire complexion of the fight for the tunnels. Once switched on the generators provided light to most of that section of metro. There were still some parts of the tunnels that weren't well lit, but Hephaestus was working on that problem in their spare time.
 
   Having the lights on made clearing the side passages much easier. Chilus were unable to use the darkness to their advantage, and once that was gone their lack of a ranged attack meant they were extremely vulnerable. It also meant that it would be much easier to shift troops and materials back and forth through the main tunnel, and to work on the subway trains.
 
   But still, that was one piece of the puzzle. They still needed to prepare an attack on the enemy held station, and that was going to take quite a bit of doing. The garrison was dug into a strong position with many heavy weapons.
 
   The operation was still in the planning stages, but the decision had been made to attack as soon as possible. They needed to take the city quickly, and even a week's delay could be a major setback. There wasn't enough time to wait for the armored train to be built, so for now they would do without.
 
   News from the north was concerning. David had reported that Ragnarok might be massing for an attack into the Hydra Alliance's northern areas. There had already been skirmishes between Ragnarok scouts and patrols from Knight Battalion. There were also reports that the Valkyries were operating in the area.
 
   The Valkyries. They were Ragnarok's best troops, organized into a commando unit that might be one of the best in World at War. It certainly could go toe to toe with any Hydra unit. The rangers had tangled with them several times and had often come out from it the worse for wear.
 
   Everything about them was of the highest quality. Their troops were skilled, smart and above all else they were aggressive. In close quarters they were deadly, willing to close the distance and fight hand to hand, where few could match them. That ability was augmented by their leadership, which directed them well. To use a metaphor, the troops were a sword and the leadership was the wielder of the weapon. Together they complemented each other and made for a formidable foe.
 
   Their presence was going to be problematic. Hydra's main advantage in the war against Ragnarok was the use of force multipliers to offset their numerical disadvantage, whether that was technology or training. Against the Valkyries those multipliers were lessened or disappeared entirely. That could spell doom for a Hydra force. With their advantages gone they were forced into a slugging match against superior numbers, and Ragnarok's commanders weren't fools by any stretch of the imagination. They knew how to exploit the problem to its full effect.
 
   The threat was great. And so, in order to free up more troops for the possible defense of their northern possessions they would try to take the strategic points of Indianapolis as quickly as possible.
 
   In order to do that they would need extra assault troops, and Dragon Battalion would oblige them. There would be little subtlety in the station assault. Ghost Battalion would try to get in position to launch a surprise strike on the defenders, but the main thrust would come from a head-on assault. It sounded suicidal, but Dragon Battalion had some of the best fighters for the job.
 
   The best troops in the battalion were from Marauder and Crimson Eagle Companies. Both had earned a formidable reputation and were considered to be in the top tier of Hydra troops. Marauder was built for fast-moving assaults. If one word could be used to describe them, that word would be angry. They fought controlled, but there was a vicious edge to their style. Crimson Eagle or Sacred Sword would punch through your line. Marauder would shred it and leave your troops cowering in terror or running for their lives.
 
   Crimson Eagle was also an expert infantry company, though their skills differed somewhat from Marauder. While Marauder liked to be up in the enemy's face, Crimson Eagle preferred to stand off at a distance, using their marksmanship and heavy weapons to decimate the enemy. They were perfectly capable of taking the fight to the enemy, but they did so only when it was obviously the best option.
 
   Dragon Battalion would provide the backbone needed for a fast assault into the enemy held subway station. It was expected that the force would take heavy casualties, but Hydra Command was willing to trade them for time. It wasn't like they actually lost anyone that was killed, either.
 
   Still, they couldn't afford to go off half-cocked. There was still plenty of groundwork to be laid, and that was a job for Ghost Battalion. They were going to be very busy.
 
   That applied to Fang Squad as well. One of the biggest problems was the influence of the outside world. Members of their company had their real world lives to contend with and usually couldn't get on at the drop of a hat. It was easy to forget because they were on all the time, but they were in the minority.
 
   On the other hand, that gave them plenty of time to do extra work when organized as Fang Squad. They needed to be on anyhow in order to conduct the study, so the might as well do something useful.
 
   “Do we know how much of the metro power grid that generator station controls?” Gavin asked.
 
   “No idea, since we've seen one section of metro,” Zach said.
 
   “Do we know how the generators actually work?” Miko questioned. “I mean, who says that they won't just run out of power at the worst time?”
 
   “Hephaestus is working on it,” he told her.
 
   Xavier spoke up. “Hephaestus is working on a lot of things. Are we sure that they can keep it up?”
 
   “That's pretty much the story of the entire alliance,” Zach said with a grimace.
 
   “We're just going to have to keep forging ahead,” Selene shrugged. “I mean, we really don't have many other choices.”
 
   “Ragnarok might not give us the opportunity to push forward,” Javy said.
 
   Selene frowned. “Actually... I think they're in a questionable position themselves. It might not be enough to save us, but then again it could be pretty important.”
 
   “OK, what do you know that we don't?” Miko asked. “Is it an officer only thing?”
 
   “I have no clue what she's talking about,” Nora shrugged.
 
   “Where are you getting the info? Is it from the Ronin contacts?” Zach asked. “I don't know much about it either, by the way.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I've been in contact with Sam from Ronin Company.”
 
   “I've also heard from Tafari from White Tiger,” Danny spoke up.
 
   “How'd you manage to get contacts inside their alliance?” Gavin asked Selene. “I mean, I get that Danny worked with them a lot when they were committed to the north, but how do you know them?”
 
   “I may have made a behind the back offer to them,” Selene said.
 
   Zach looked at her with some alarm. “What did you do?”
 
   Selene popped a piece of sushi into her mouth and gave him a look as she chewed. “I didn't do anything,” she finally replied. “I told them that if they gave us intelligence on Ragnarok we might use it to stage attacks on them.”
 
   “And he just gave you information based on that?” Nora asked skeptically.
 
   “Well, I think they're under a lot of pressure from Ragnarok. Ever since they lost Fort Odin they've been on the defensive, and Ragnarok's going to press them even more.”
 
   “So how come you think Ragnarok's in a questionable position?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Well, I'm not sure how much you guys have been paying attention to the situation in the far north, but the balance of power is shifting again. A lot of small alliances and groups are being formed.”
 
   Zach nodded along. He had heard similar reports around Old Chicago. Small alliances and associations had become rare in the region. Ragnarok had absorbed most of them in their initial push, and many of the rest had formed up into the Hydra Alliance. But ever since the war started they were making a comeback, particularly to the north of Old Chicago.
 
   For the smaller companies the war provided them a measure of protection; Ragnarok was too busy fighting Hydra to spend time and resources against them. That left them with the opportunity to expand in peace. Some of the larger ones were starting to make moves on Ragnarok, testing the waters to see if they could get away with stealing territory or resources.
 
   That might be what Selene was getting at, Zach realized. Ragnarok Company was the largest organization in the region, but they weren't invincible. He had no idea what their manpower and supply situation was like, but it was likely they were having the same problems that Hydra was encountering. And with huge swathes of territory in the north, they stood to lose the most should some of the others become more aggressive.
 
   The smaller companies were like piranhas. Alone they could do little to harm Ragnarok, but together they could hurt them, especially if Ragnarok was busy using most of their forces against Hydra and Ronin. And like piranhas, they were aggressive when they smelled blood. That possibility could very well keep the enemy occupied long enough for Hydra to make significant strides.
 
   “So you're thinking that they're going to need to be cautious,” Zach said. “They'll have to keep troops in reserve in case one of their other enemies makes a move.”
 
   Selene grinned. “That's where we have the advantage. Making nice does have its highlights.”
 
   “So what's our next move?” Danny asked.
 
   “Your next move is to do some more recon work on the station we're going to be attacking. Plus, we need to figure out where the other tunnel goes. You can figure out who does what with Jana and Gray.”
 
   “Not Anna and Liz? And what happened to you?” Danny questioned him.
 
   “We have strategic planning with the rest of Hydra Command,” Zach informed him. “What, did Liz not tell you?”
 
   “Nope,” Danny replied. “Must have figured that my company commander would tell me something important like that.”
 
   “Well, I just did, didn't I?” Zach said, helping himself to another piece of sushi.
 
   “Must be nice, getting to sit safe and sound while the rest of us go traipsing through the dark with a million chilus waiting to bite our heads off,” Javy commented.
 
   “Actually, we might be getting the better end of the deal,” Xavier said. “I'm not sure I'd want to deal with a council that size.”
 
   Nora nodded. “Yup, and it's getting bigger. Karen's going to be with us as well.”
 
   “Lord have mercy,” Xavier commented dryly.
 
   “How come she has to go?” Miko asked.
 
   “Well, she is a company commander. Even if Barghest Company isn't fully formed yet, she still should have input into the decisions.”
 
   “Great, so that's what? Twenty members on the council, plus their adjuncts?” Selene commented. “ That just seems way too unwieldy.”
 
   “Well, that's part of the plan,” Nora said. “Several of us want to push through a plan that gives us a smaller military council to deal with everyday affairs. That will make us much more efficient.”
 
   “But you're still going to have to get that past the rest of the council,” Danny pointed out.
 
   Selene nodded in agreement. “That just seems like it's going to be complete chaos.”
 
   Zach gave her a smile that had little warmth to it. “No kidding.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Our command structure is far too bloated,” Zach said as he addressed the rest of the council. Somehow he had been made into the spokesperson for the new initiative.
 
   “What do you mean bloated?” Aaron of Band of Brothers asked.
 
   “It's taking us way too long to come to any decision,” Zach said. “If any of us come up with a plan we have to get it past the council, which means that fifty of us are arguing about it for hours.”
 
   “The last few proposals went through smoothly,” Bryce of Bravehart Company spoke up. “There was relatively little discussion about them.”
 
   “As I recall, the last few proposals were from us,” Anna spoke up, “and we had worked out all the details beforehand because we were sick of having everything take forever to pass.”
 
   Murmurs broke out in the rest of the council. Zach sighed to himself. He couldn't even see some of them properly, and that perfectly illustrated the problem. Command was far too big. And now he was going to have to convince them to downsize it...
 
   “We're too large to operate effectively,” Zach continued. “It hasn't cost us yet, but give it enough time and it's going to become a major, major problem.”
 
   “So what's your solution?” David asked.
 
   “My solution is this. We have four battalions. I think that our military command should be a small council made up of the battalion commanders, plus some others that are elected by the rest of the companies. Maybe three of those.”
 
   “Elected how?” Lee of Storm Hawk brought up.
 
   “If everyone in the alliance gets a vote than that really slants it toward the founding companies,” Robbie brought up. “And I'm sure some of the newer members are leery of that. I am, at least.”
 
   Zach nodded. “Right, which I why I don't think we should use that option. I think that this council should continue to exist, but it only should be called for extremely important things. And I also think that the representatives should be elected by this council as well. That means that all the companies are on equal footing.”
 
   “But that means the more powerful companies might end up marginalized,” Gina said.
 
   “And doesn't it slant the council toward the first five companies?” Bryce questioned. “I mean, don't get me wrong, I'm not questioning their strategic ability. But three of the four battalion commanders are from Redd Foxx, Sacred Sword and Grizzly.”
 
   “Is that really so bad? I mean, we were part of the founders,” Morgan spoke up.
 
   “So we're second class then?” Cody replied sourly.
 
   “And what does that make us?” Neil spoke up. “Are we just cannon fodder for you guys?”
 
   “That's not even close to being true,” Gina argued back.
 
   “Well, it's sure sounding like it,” Neil shot back.
 
   There was a buzz in the background from the other companies. Zach exchanged a look with Nora. Discord in the ranks right now could be fatal to the alliance. This had to end right now.
 
   He spoke up loudly. “Alright, alright. I think Bryce's point is a fair one, and I think we should keep that in mind when we're voting for the three representatives. The job should go to the best people, but I think they should come from some of the newer companies.”
 
   “Isn't that kind of contradictory?” Morgan asked.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Zach said. “It's not like many of the companies are newly formed. Most of us have records and reputations to go on. We can use those credentials to determine who gets elected.”
 
   “I think that there should be some restrictions,” Nora spoke up. “Black Wolf Company will withdraw its name from consideration for one of the slots.”
 
   Many of the other companies started murmuring among themselves. Zach kept a stoic expression on his face, but inside he was smiling. That move had made quite the impression, at least. He was most concerned with keeping the alliance functioning, and if they had to sacrifice some of their status, so be it.
 
   “Hephaestus Company will also withdraw its name from consideration,” Yusuf said over the buzz. “We'll act as advisors if wanted, but actual military strategy should be left up to the fighting companies.”
 
   “If I can make a suggestion?” Karen spoke up. The room quieted.
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Nora asked.
 
   “I think we should make sure that there's representatives from every arm of our forces on the small council,” she said. “There's already one from the armored forces, one from the rangers and two from the infantry. I also think we should make sure that we have one from the artillery, and possibly one from the air units as well.”
 
   “That gives Raven an automatic seat,” David mused.
 
   “Still, it's a good idea, I'll give you that,” Cody said.
 
   Karen shrugged. “Well, we don't necessarily have to give our air forces an automatic seat, since they're small enough. It's just a concept.”
 
   “I'm fine with falling under the representation of the ranger battalion, since that's who we usually work with,” Robbie said.
 
   Zach had to keep himself from breathing a sigh of relief. Thing were starting to work out better than he had hoped. Most of the others seemed to be on board with the plan. Now was the time to push it through, striking while the iron was hot.
 
   “Do we have any major objections to the plan?” Zach asked. No one spoke up.
 
   “Do we want to vote on representatives tonight?” Liz asked in return.
 
   “The faster we do it the faster we can get the council up and running,” Nora pointed out.
 
   Zach nodded in agreement. “Right. If I can make a suggestion, I'd like to nominate three people for the slots. First is Bryce, representing for the artillery arm. Second is Shayna. Jackal is still relatively new to the alliance, but they've proven themselves very well, and I think they'll do a good job representing the interests of the smaller companies. Third-”
 
   “The third one should really be you,” Aaron spoke up.
 
   “We already said that we were withdrawing Black Wolf from consideration,” Zach protested.
 
   “As much as I agree with your thoughts that we need to represent the smaller companies, you're one of the three founders of the alliance. You should be on the council,” Aaron replied.
 
   Zach frowned. This was definitely not what he had thought when he made the concession. He had planned on taking over tactical operations for the rangers while Anna handled the strategic side of things. But this threw a wrench into those plans.
 
   “Is everyone else in agreement about this?” he asked.
 
   “I'm inclined to agree, though I'm an original, so I'm not sure how much my opinion should count,” David said.
 
   “I think it's a fair point,” Cody said.
 
   “I'll concede that too,” Neil added in.
 
   Once by one the other commanders spoke in favor of the decision. Zach's mind started racing, trying to think of a way out of the problem.
 
   He didn't want to waste time in strategic planning meetings, especially because he already knew they had plenty of capable minds on the council. Zach wanted to be at the front, in the thick of the fighting. He wanted to push his troops toward their objectives, because leadership was going to be essential in the coming days. The alliance had little margin for error.
 
   Something in his mind clicked. “OK then, that changes my thought process a bit.” He turned to his left. “My third nomination is Karen.”
 
   “What!” Karen exclaimed despite herself.
 
   “Hear me out on this,” Zach continued. “She's a member of Black Wolf Company, which gives us a representative on the council. She also came to us from an independent company, so she had experience with the small guys. And she's the company commander of one of the newest companies in the alliance.”
 
   “Which makes her perfect for all levels of the alliance,” Nora finished.
 
   “Well, you've sold me,” Cody said with a grin.
 
   Everyone else seemed to come to an agreement. Karen  sat silent, looking somewhat mortified at the suggestion.
 
   Zach leaned in next to her. “You're qualified for the job, and you'll do fine at it,” he told her quietly.
 
   “You really don't want me to have an easy time, do you?” Karen asked. “I still have to get my company together, remember?”
 
   “I know, and I'm not going to leave you hanging,” he reassured her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The voting went off without incident. All three of Zach's nominations were elected unanimously.
 
   The company commanders started to file out of the council room. Nora pulled him aside as the room was clearing out.
 
   “Do you think that was really a smart decision, putting Karen on the council?” she asked. “There's a lot on her plate right now.”
 
   “Right,” Zach said. “I think she should be on the council, for the reasons I stated, But I'm also going to give her some help.”
 
   “What kind of help?”
 
   “First off, I'm going to take over Alpha Platoon,” Zach said. “I'll slide Selene out and temporarily assign her to Barghest Company. She can act as the second in command.”
 
   “That should help,” Nora agreed.
 
   Zach continued. “I think she should have more help as well. Would you be willing to slide over to Barghest Company for a while to help her?”
 
   Nora frowned and thought for a moment. “I'll have to ask Anna, since I'm still technically acting as her adjunct in the ranger battalion.”
 
   “Shouldn't be much of a problem. When was the last time you had to do anything with that?” he asked.
 
   Nora shrugged. “It's been a while. Liz has taken over those duties again.”
 
   Zach nodded. “Alright then. It shouldn't be for long. Just until we can get the company organized and on its feet.”
 
   “Are you guys going to be able to manage without us?” Nora asked.
 
   “Selene has a veteran platoon that will function with or without her. As for our supply situation? You've done a good job, because it's pretty much idiot proof.”
 
   “Does Selene know about this?”
 
   Zach hesitated for a moment. “No, because I came up with the idea on the spot.”
 
   Nora gave him a pitying grin. “Well, let me know when you tell her. Preferably before, so I can put as many walls and miles between myself and you two as possible.”
 
   “It's not going to be that bad,” Zach said. At least, he hoped not.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 8
 
   First Blood
 
    
 
   Nora had been pleasantly surprised when she transferred into Barghest Company. Karen had done a good job with the initial organization. Now all that was left for her to do was to make the whole system more efficient.
 
   The influx of players had been large; over seventy players had petitioned to join either Black Wolf or Redd Foxx. That put Barghest Company on par with some of the largest in the alliance. In fact, they were larger than Black Wolf Company at this point.
 
   Karen had organized her troops in a different manner than other companies. Black Wolf Company had eight troops in a squad. In contrast, Barghest Company had twelve troops per squad, organized into three fireteams of four troops apiece. Two of the fireteams would be lead by a pair of corporals, and one would be lead by a sergeant, who was also in charge of the squad.
 
   Her logic was sound as well, and Nora had been impressed when it was explained to her. Karen had reasoned that, since she was dealing with new troops, her role was to provide training to them in order to bring them up to standard. She would pick out the most promising leaders to serve as sergeants, while others who might need more work would be assigned as corporals. Her hope was that they would gain experience controlling small units, which would help them with their leadership skills if they were put in charge of a larger unit.
 
   Nora thought her idea was an inspired one. It would help to create a larger officer pool, which would speed the process of expanding the companies. Troops couldn't do much without good leadership, after all.
 
   Barghest Company was further organized into three platoons, designated by a color. Red Platoon would be lead by Selene, and Karen would lead Blue Platoon. Nora had command of Yellow Platoon, which had an understrength squad of eight members. Her group would act as a reserve, and would be brought up to strength as more recruits trickled in. Eventually, she and Selene would be replaced as capable lieutenants were identified.
 
   Until that happened, Nora's job was to provide both organizational and combat support for Karen. Her biggest challenge was going to be getting the logistical side of things ready to operate on its own. She wasn't necessarily worried about the fighting aspect of things; they would pick them up with time and experience. But logistics was a critical aspect of running a company that many people ignored to their detriment, even given its critical role in large scale operations. Bullets and munitions didn't appear out of thin air, and vehicles were little more than lumps of metal without fusion batteries.
 
   Most functioning companies knew the basics by now. Keeping track of the number of weapons, bullets and the like was only natural after all. But that only told half the story. Nora had designed Black Wolf's supply system to work differently. She didn't just keep track of numbers; she kept track of where those numbers were going, where they were coming from and how fast they were moving. By tracking statistics she had managed to create a fairly accurate estimate of Black Wolf's consumption of supplies.
 
   With that knowledge came several advantages. For one, they could look at the figures to see where inefficiency and wastage were happening. Another advantage was that they could anticipate when they were going to run out of ammunition, which gave them time to alert Hephaestus Company. And finally, it let them analyze what methods of fighting were most cost effective. Hydra was relatively wealthy, but their cash stocks weren't infinite. Anything that could save them credits was worthwhile.
 
   Nora hoped that she would be able to train at least one other person in her methods, and she wanted to have several if possible. It was a lot for one person to handle, especially for a large company.
 
   She had two potential candidates; Jon, a recruit that had been a player for several months but had never joined a company until now, and Amy, a new player to the game. Both of them seem to possess the necessary patience and good sense to be trusted with the logistics of scores of other players.
 
   They were meeting in a conference room inside Barghest Company's brand new HQ, right across the street from Black Wolf Headquarters. Karen was definitely thankful for that, and both Nora and Selene were pleased with the location as well. It kept them in the loop while they performed their duties with Barghest Company.
 
   Both of them were busy. Selene had ceded control of Alpha Wolf Platoon to Zach, but she was still keeping track of their organization, their missions and the like. Nora was still in charge of logistics for Black Wolf, though by now the system was semi-automated. There were several others covering for her as well, but she still wanted to keep an eye on things.
 
   But that was secondary to their duties right now. It was their job to teach the new influx and shape them into an effective fighting force. Not only did it help the alliance, but it was good for the players as well. Nora had found that the most fun in World at War was had when players were part of a big battle and knew it. A single soldier wasn't capable of winning a battle on their own, but knowing you were a part of a great effort made everything you did more satisfying.
 
   “Alright, here's some data from the past month,” Nora said. She sent Jon and Amy some statistics from Black Wolf's database through her wrist menu.
 
   “That's... a lot of numbers,” Jon said blankly as he opened it up.
 
   Nora laughed despite herself. “No kidding. That's what a company goes through when they're fighting several major battles in a short time period.”
 
   “How did you manage to get this much ammunition?” Amy asked curiously.
 
   “Hephaestus Forge,” Nora told her. “They can manufacture it very quickly.”
 
   “So why are you so focused on preempting everything, if they can go so fast?” Jon asked.
 
   “Because they're good, but they're not miracle workers,” Nora said. “Besides, if half the alliance runs out of ammunition and orders it at the same time they're not going to be able to keep up with demand.”
 
   Amy looked back at the data. “So... There was a massive drop in stocks a couple of weeks ago. Should that just be taken as an outlier?”
 
   “For normal usage, yes,” Nora said.
 
   “I'm guessing that was when you guys launched the attack on the city,” Jon said. “So even though it's an outlier, it can also be used to predict the usage during a major offensive.”
 
   Nora smiled. “There you go. You guys are picking up on this really fast.”
 
   “I'm a little more nervous about going into the tunnels,” Amy said. “From what I've heard they're pretty creepy.”
 
   “Yeah, I can't say my experience with the underground has been pleasant either,” Jon added.
 
   “It'll be fine,” Nora said. “Once you get used to it, the underground isn't that bad. You'll find that out soon enough.”
 
   Karen had assembled most of Barghest Company and was going to lead them into the tunnels this evening. They were going to push west, seeking to find out where that end of the station went.
 
   They weren't going to be alone, either. Zach had detached Karen's old squad from Bravo Wolf Platoon for the evening and was sending them along with Barghest Company. They would provide an experienced backbone for the mostly raw players that made up the scout force.
 
   How things had changed in such a short period of time, Nora though to herself. Bravo 3 had been the least experienced members of Black Wolf, and now they were considered veterans. It wasn't even a matter of quality. The squad had proven themselves to be capable, even equaling some of the more experienced squads. Danny had said more than once that he thought Bravo 3 could match any other squad in Black Wolf.
 
   But still, it unsettled her a bit that they were going to be so reliant on new recruits during such a critical time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Maybe this wasn't such a good idea,” Karen said as she looked back over the long column of troops making their way through the subway tunnel.”
 
   “It's fine,” Nora reassured her. “Everyone needs more experience, and sending in small squads of raw troops is suicide.”
 
   “I'm really hoping that we don't get ambushed by enemy soldiers,” Karen replied. “That just seems like it could be a disaster.”
 
   “Well, I don't think that's likely. Because your scouting decision was a good one.”
 
   Karen had assigned a squad to act as a vanguard force, scouting ahead of the main group. They would identify threats and discover any obstacles or traps. If they ran into trouble then they could call on the rest of the company behind them for support.
 
   Her best decision had been to use the new recruits for the scout squad. Selene had been put in command of the unit, but the rest of them were all drawn from the new members. Karen had picked the best of them, to be sure, but Nora had been pleased by her initiative. She had wondered whether the temptation to rely on Bravo 3 would be too much. Instead, the Black Wolf members were acting as their last ditch reserve force, with orders only to become involved if the situation became dire.
 
   Nora's silent alert flashed up on her HUD. So did Karen's apparently, since she activated her radio.
 
   “Black Lead,” she said, using her new callsign.
 
   “Black Lead, this is Alpha Wolf,” Selene answered, still using her old callsign to prevent any confusion. “We've come across a small side tunnel. What do you want us to do with it?”
 
   “Hold position where you are,” Karen told her, “and wait for us to join you. We don't want you getting cut off if something comes out of there when you pass it.”
 
   “Copy that, Black Lead.”
 
   Karen turned and looked at her. “Should we sweep the side tunnel, or should we just ignore it for now?”
 
   “Well, we ignored the ones we passed because we only had a single squad,” Nora informed her. “Since we have a full company we can probably spare a squad or two to sweep them out.”
 
   “Do you want to be in charge of that? I'd do it myself, but I need to be in the main tunnel directing traffic.”
 
   Nora nodded. “If you want, though I'm not going to put myself in charge. I'll advise, but leadership should be up to the sergeant. I'll take one squad. That should be more than enough to deal with it. And if not, well, we'll know better next time, won't we?”
 
   Selene's squad was waiting for them about a thousand feet up the tunnel, past a slight bend.
 
   “I didn't want to bypass this without orders,” Selene said, indicating the side passage with her gun.
 
   Karen nodded. “Right. Move your squad back up to the vanguard position. Keep a thousand yards ahead of us, and follow the scouting protocols.”
 
   “What about the side tunnel?” Selene asked.
 
   “Already being taken care of,” Karen said. She activated her radio. “Allen, see my marker on your map? Bring your squad to it.”
 
   “Are you sure that's a good idea, sending a rookie squad in by themselves? We have no clue what's back there,” Selene warned.
 
   “Nora's going to be in charge of them,” Karen told her.
 
   “Ah, that's a good idea. Thought still, they might need some backup, just in case.”
 
   “Just what do you think is down here?” Karen asked. “The side passage isn't big enough for a giant chilus, and the squad has a flamethrower with them. They should be fine.”
 
   Nora agreed with her. “Really, I think our biggest problem is going to be traps and the like. We haven't run into anything down here yet.”
 
   “Yet,” Selene smiled grimly. “Famous last words.”
 
   “You could try to not kill morale,” Nora said.
 
   Selene snorted with laughter. “Oh come on, we know that there's going to be something dangerous down here, and that we're going to run into it eventually. That's why we're playing. It would be a pretty boring game if this place was completely deserted.”
 
   “OK, fair point. Still, I think that one squad should be fine. That's thirteen guns when you count me in as well, so it should be plenty of firepower. Besides, they need to know how unforgiving this game can be.”
 
   “That's a fair point too,” Selene shrugged. “OK, time for us to head out. Good luck on this end.”
 
   “Good luck on your end as well,” Nora said in return.
 
   Allen's squad had moved up and was being briefed by Karen. Nora took the opportunity to check her weapons and gear again. Once again she had traded her burst fire gun for a carbine. She also had added an incendiary grenade to her stock. The grenades were obscenely expensive and were in very short supply, so Nora would only use in the event of an emergency.
 
   “Ready?” she asked Allen after Karen had finished the briefing.
 
   “I'm ready,” Allen replied, though he sounded nervous. He was an assault class, carrying a submachine gun.
 
   “What's your patrol file going to be?” Nora asked him. “Remember, we're going to have to go one fireteam at a time, since the halls are smaller.”
 
   “What are your orders?” Allen asked him.
 
   “The orders are for you to decide,” Nora told him. “I'm here as an adviser only. If I can make one suggestion though? Don't put your team up front. That's a good way to get yourself killed, and then we don't have a leader.”
 
   “Right. Mack, lead with your fireteam, since you have a flamethrower. My team will go in next. Justin, your team brings up the rear.”
 
   “Why have them there?” Nora questioned him as the others took up their positions.
 
   “Because they have the other flamethrower. And because I don't want something else to sneak up behind us.”
 
   Nora smiled. “Good logic. If I can make another suggestion?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Have your team keep an eye on the ceilings. There's no telling what direction something might attack from inside a tunnel.”
 
   “Got it,” Allen said. He passed the order onto the rest of his fireteam.
 
   Nora watched the forward team make their way into the gloom of the side passage. She was certainly going to get a firsthand view of what the new guys were capable of.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nothing. Nothing, nothing and still more nothing. That was all they had found through the first dozen rooms they had searched, and it was making Nora very uneasy. There were always quiet parts in underground tunnels; not every second could be a fight, and from a level design perspective it helped to increase the tension. But Nora had the feeling that they should have been attacked by now.
 
   “Clear,” came the signal over her radio from the forward team searching yet another room.
 
   “Does it usually take this long for something to attack?” Allen asked her.
 
   “No,” Nora responded plainly.
 
   “Do you have any idea what's going on, then?” he asked nervously.
 
   Nora shook her head. “No clue. But these things happen sometimes. Just stay alert so we don't get caught off guard.”
 
   Brave words, but she wasn't completely convinced of them herself. Alarm bells were going off in her head. Everything about this place just felt wrong. The rooms they had swept were relatively tidy, which didn't fit the post-apocalyptic setting at all. This place was supposed to be deserted and run down. Instead, it looked like it had been occupied and was organized.
 
   Something was down here, and Nora could feel it in her bones. But what was it?
 
   “Looks like there's one more room,” Mack said over the link. “We're breaching the door right now.”
 
   Nora watched the fireteam moving up ahead. They pushed open the door to the room and stormed inside. There was a shout.
 
   And then there was gunfire.
 
   Allen quickly signaled the rest of the squad. “Move up to support the forward team. Move. Move!”
 
   There was more firing up ahead. Nora heard shouting through the link.
 
   “Cease fire! Cease fire!” Mack was shouting.
 
   Nora grabbed Allen by the shoulder. “Hold on before we go storming in there,” she said. The gunfire had stopped.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Mack said. “There's no enemies here. But I think you might want to see this.”
 
   Allen shrugged and headed for the room. Nora followed behind him.
 
   “I don't think I've ever seen anything like this,” she heard Mack say as Allen entered the doorway.
 
   “What the...” came the response.
 
   Nora made her way into the room, her carbine still out so she could use her gun light. What could be so shocking?
 
   Then she saw it. “What...” she began, then trailed off. Words couldn't describe her shock.
 
   Nora saw what had caused the false alarm as she entered the room. There was a chilus hanging from the ceiling, but it was dead. Upon closer inspection, it was suspended from a hook shoved deep into its flesh.
 
   That wasn't the only thing hanging from the ceilings. There were other hooks with other corpses. More chilus, feral dogs, ryches, serpents, something that looked like a large toad. And most chilling of all, there were several human corpses hanging down as well.
 
   “Is this common?” Allen asked, his voice shaky.
 
   Nora didn't answer. Her brain was still trying to comprehend what they had found here.
 
   The possibilities were disturbing, to say the least. So far they had only imagined that they would be up against enemy soldiers and wild animals inside the tunnels. But maybe there was more. 
 
   Could there be another faction hiding in the tunnels? And if so, what were they like? What were their goals, how did they fight, and what dangers did they pose?
 
   Hydra's carefully laid timetable might very well be in pieces right now. If there-
 
   Gunfire broke into her thoughts, this time coming from the rear. Nora heard the rush of a flamethrower firing. Justin's fireteam was burning their only exit out of this place. That meant only one thing; they were in serious trouble.
 
   “Contact! Contact at the rear!” Justin was shouting over the radio.
 
   Allen and Mack urged their teams back into the hallway to fight. Nora started to follow, then hesitated. She got on the radio with Karen.
 
   “Black Lead, Black Lead, this is Wolf 2. We need Bravo 3 as backup. I say again, we need Bravo 3 as backup.”
 
   “Trouble?” Karen asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “I don't know,” Nora responded. “We need to abandon the mission. Have everyone fall back to the entrance to the first maintenance tunnel and we'll regroup there.”
 
   “What the heck happened?” Karen demanded.
 
   “Again, I don't know. But it just became really, really dangerous and we're not prepared to handle something like this right now. Not with new recruits.”
 
   “Copy that, Wolf 2.”
 
   The gunfire outside suddenly died.
 
   “Are we clear?” Nora asked.
 
   “Yeah, but...” Mack started to respond. His voice was scared.
 
   “We lost Justin,” Allen said.
 
   “It happens,” Nora said as she joined the rest of them.
 
   Allen frowned. “I know. But...”
 
   Mack was up ahead with the rest of his team. They were all on edge, Nora could tell.
 
   “Look at this,” he said, signaling them forward.
 
   Nora moved up to see what he was talking about. There was a bloodstain on the floor, a helmet with Barghest Company's emblem on it and nothing else. Other stains covered parts of the floor. They looked like blood as well, though their coloring was almost bronze in hue.
 
   “Where's his body?” Allen asked.
 
   Nora glanced over at him, startled. She had completely missed that part. A dead body wouldn't have disappeared so soon. And judging from the bronze-colored blood patterns, there should be more casualties...
 
   “Did they drag the corpses with them?” she asked.
 
   “We didn't see,” Mack said.
 
   “And why would they drag off corpses? Nothing else does-”
 
   Everyone raised their weapons as they heard noises coming down the corridor.
 
   “Wolf 2, Wolf 2, come in,” Nora heard both over her radio and as an echo in the hall.
 
   “We're here,” Nora said with a sigh of relief. “Did you guys run into the attackers?”
 
   “What attackers?” came the reply. “We thought you were still fighting.”
 
   “They retreated. They're carrying corpses as well, so they couldn't have gotten far.”
 
   “Sorry Wolf 2, but we haven't run into anything.”
 
   Nora felt a shiver of fear run down her spine. What were they facing in here?
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 9
 
   Hack and Slash
 
    
 
   “I thought we were supposed to be the only ghosts,” Danny commented lightly.
 
   Nora gave him a look. “Well, we ended up fighting something. We just don't know what they are, where they came from, or where they disappeared to.”
 
   Zach frowned. To him this development was extremely worrying. “Well, they're physical beings, at least. You said that there was blood left?”
 
   “At least, I think that's what it was,” Nora answered.
 
   “So they're real as opposed to what? Spirits? Ghosts?” Danny asked.
 
   Selene snorted. “Oh come on. We're playing a video game. Anything is possible.”
 
   “Yeah, but they at least like to stick to semi-realistic things,” Danny said.
 
   “We think,” Selene added.
 
   “Yeah,” Danny said. He went quiet for a second. “So what does this mean for us?”
 
   Zach wasn't sure. They were in the final stages of planning for the assault on the northern station, and most of their main forces were committed to that front. To add to the confusion, no one knew exactly what they were fighting. And there were yet more mysteries about them.
 
   For starters, no one knew how their enemies killed. The squad's one casualty had been offed in the confusion of battle, and no one had noticed exactly how he had died. All that they knew was there was no gunfire; no one had heard or felt bullets going by them or had seen muzzle flashes, so that was out of the question.
 
   The second mystery, and the one that most disturbed him, was the disappearance of the bodies. Corpses were an important part of World at War. In the case of slain enemies it allowed players to collect resources and to scan them for information. For the players themselves, they could loot the corpses of fallen friends to gain back their lost equipment. So what was going on in this situation? Were the corpses disappearing because of some new game mechanic? Or were they being dragged off? If that was true, why were they being dragged off?
 
   And most disturbing to him was their discovery of the room they had dubbed the meat locker.
 
   Zach had seen the place for himself. He had gathered every single Black Wolf member he could get his hands on and retraced Barghest Company's route. They had been armed to the teeth, ready for any sort of trouble that might befall them. None did, but the place disturbed him greatly.
 
   What was its purpose, he wondered? Zach had been in plenty of bandit hideouts, decrepit bunkers and places that were essentially tombs, but he had never seen anything like that. There was just no sense to it, no rhyme or reason, and it made everyone nervous. Were they dealing with trophy collectors? Cannibals? Something else?
 
   “So you still only lost one,” Danny was saying. “Was that really enough to have them withdraw?”
 
   “There's no way that the new recruits should be dealing with something like this,” Nora said. “I'm not even sure what we're dealing with here, and we're expecting them to handle it? I don't think that's a good idea.”
 
   “I agree. I think that the withdrawal was a good call,” Selene said.
 
   Danny frowned. “So what do we do about it? We can't just leave it be, but we're pretty much stuck until we take the station.”
 
   Zach thought about it for a moment. Hydra's reserves had already been committed to various operations. They had Dragon Battalion with them for the assault on the subway station. Knight Battalion was busy up north, and they had been reinforced by Rogue Battalion.
 
   “I'll try to get in contact with Anna and Liz,” Zach said. “They might be able to help us, at least. But Barghest Company is still going to have to take the lead. We can't switch our timetables right now. And we need to have Bravo 3.”
 
   “Not leaving us with many options,” Selene muttered.
 
   Zach nodded to her. “I know. But they're going to have to pull their weight in the alliance, no matter how raw they are. I don't like it, but that's how it has to be right now.”
 
   “They're going to get slaughtered,” Nora said in a singsong voice that didn't match her expression.
 
   “Jeeze, are they really that bad?” Zach asked.
 
   Nora stuck out her tongue. “No, they're fine. They're raw, but they have skills. But still, they don't have the ability that veteran troops possess, and that could mean serious trouble.”
 
   “So you're saying that they're not ready,” Danny said flatly.
 
   “What I'm saying is that they might not be very efficient,” Nora elaborated. “They simply don't have the skill level.”
 
   “That never stopped us,” Selene said. “I see your point, but they're trying to join Black Wolf. And you know what that means...”
 
   Nora gave a slight smile. “Our calling card is to do the insane things that no one else will try.”
 
   “That's what we always do,” Selene replied with a grin. “Attacking a stronghold on the first day with just four of us? Tackling the overdrive bunker with just eight? Walking through the subway with eight members in our team? Why is this any different?”
 
   Zach nodded along in agreement. The simple fact was, they were risk takers, and it had started from the very beginning. He, Danny and Selene had been beta testers for the game and were very experienced in the combat system when the game had launched. While others were still getting used to the virtual reality, they had taken the time to establish themselves using their skill, cunning and a bit of luck.
 
   It was all about confidence, Zach thought to himself. Their confidence had propelled them to great heights, because they held the belief that they could take on difficult situations and come out on top. Their frontal attack on their first stronghold had been almost suicidal, but they had triumphed because of their skill and their aggression.
 
   Those were traits that the new recruits would have to learn if they wanted to be a part of Black Wolf Company, and it meant even more for the rangers as a whole. Aggression, stealth, confidence, cunning, all of those would have to be learned before they were worthy. And the best way to learn them was by trial and error.
 
   So like it or not, Barghest Company was going to stay on the front lines. They couldn't spare them in any case, and it would be their proving ground.
 
   Zach voiced as much to the others. “Barghest needs to learn, and they'll do it best if they're active. I'll try to get Redd Foxx to loan some support squads, but there's no guarantee.”
 
   “They do have some veteran leaders,” Danny pointed out. “You two and Karen should help to put some steel into them.”
 
   “It would be really helpful if we had a veteran Black Wolf team with us,” Selene said.
 
   Zach sighed. “I can't do that. But I will give you guys some backup. I'll assign Miko to you, and that's all you're getting. Good?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   No sight. No scent. No sound.
 
   Zach kept repeating the mantra taught to them by Redd Foxx over and over in his head. Black Wolf was creeping into the subway station, trying to get as close as possible to some of the enemy positions before the real attack started. They would use grenades to destroy or suppress them, leaving the way open for Marauder to begin their storm assault.
 
   Alpha Wolf Platoon was first in line and moved toward the autocannon at the ticket counter. They had deemed it too risky to get within hand grenade range, so they would use launched grenades instead. Zach was carrying his standard launcher and carbine for this mission.
 
   He could see shapes moving ahead. The station was dark, illuminated by only a few emergency lights and beams from the enemy's personal gun lights. They had cut the power to the area in order to make infiltration easier. Once they were in position they would signal their engineer team to turn the power back on so it would be easier to see. They didn't want any friendly fire casualties if they could help it, and the initial shock of the attack would probably be enough to throw the enemy off balance.
 
   Zach froze as a beam of light went directly over his head, then faded away. It wouldn't be the end of the world if they were discovered, but it certainly would make things much harder.
 
   There weren't many ways for them to kill enemy NPCs like this, either. Many of the Black Wolf troops were carrying suppressed pistols, but World at War treated them realistically. A shot from one of them was much quieter, but still plenty audible. Being in an enclosed space wouldn't help matters, since the sound would echo. Their only real choice was to attack from behind with knives or other close combat weapons, though there were other risks attached to that as well.
 
   No, the only practical option for them was to use their silence to their advantage. They could kill later when the battle was joined. Right now their objective was to get into position, and anything that put that at serious risk wasn't worth it.
 
   A message from Danny flashed up on his HUD. In position, it read. Bravo Wolf Platoon's objective was to take out the machine guns covering the tunnel from the west side of the station. Combined with the guns and the autocannon on the east side, it provided a perfect crossfire that would make mincemeat out of anyone coming in from the south.
 
   That was, if they got the chance to fire. Black Wolf would make sure that didn't happen. It was going to be hard enough fighting over one hundred enemies in such a small area. Giving them any more advantages could be a disaster.
 
   The most difficult part was going to be fighting their way up the stairs into the upper sections of the station. Cover was poor and there were plenty of good shooting angles, meaning that troops moving up the stairs would be extremely exposed.
 
   Then there was the question of how they were going to defend the upper entrance if the troops in the district above tried to drive them out.
 
   Band of Brothers was with the assault force. They wouldn't take part in the initial attack, but they would move up to secure the upper part of the station and fortify it against an attack. They had heavy weapons with them; heavy machine guns, recoilless rifles and a squad from Bravehart Company with a pair of mortars.
 
   Zach believed they would be able to put themselves in a good position to thwart any counterattack, but he wasn't certain. None of them had gotten a good look up top. The one who managed to get the furthest was Miko, but she had barely gotten a glimpse before she had been spotted and shot to pieces.
 
   Alpha Wolf was in position, Zach noted as he saw the messages on his HUD from Gavin, Ethan and Logan. The time for stealth was over. Now, it was all about might.
 
   Wait for my signal, he messaged them back. Zach quietly slipped a grenade into his launcher and aimed it at the autocannon. Then he pulled the trigger.
 
   BAM!
 
   A bright flash lit up the area. The autocannon was thrown backward, its barrel twisted by the force of the explosion. Several crew members standing near the gun were hit as well.
 
   More explosions went off all around. A machine gun roared to life and then went silent, engulfed in a rush of flames. Then the lights flashed on.
 
   Zach switched back to his carbine and started gunning down any target that presented itself. The rest of Black Wolf Company was doing the same, taking advantage of piles of rubble and pillars for cover. They had caught the enemy by surprise.
 
   But the garrison wasn't defeated. Not by a long shot. They reeled, hit hard by the torrent of fire, but then they started to rally. Bullets came whipping past them from all directions. One of his troops was hit, then another. He saw Joon, one of his team's medics, moving to help them. He had to crawl to avoid the torrent of lead flying overhead.
 
   Some of the fire coming from the left slackened off. Zach glanced over and saw Joe washing the enemy positions with a stream of flame. Several of them ran a few feet aflame before falling. Others who survived the initial attack were flushed out of cover by the heat and flames. They were quickly cut down.
 
   “More contacts,” Logan's voice alerted him over the radio. His squad was the furthest forward.
 
   Zach chanced a look around the pillar he was sheltering behind. Sure enough, several squads were heading down the main stairs, firing as they advanced. He loaded up another grenade into his launcher and pulled the trigger.
 
   Crack!
 
   He heard the sound of a bullet go right by his ear and instinctively threw himself back into cover.
 
   “Good shot, Wolf Lead,” Logan said.
 
   “I didn't see it. Did I hit it?”
 
   “Yeah. Scattered them pretty good, too. They're easy pickings up there.”
 
   “Can we advance?” Zach asked.
 
   “We can try it,” Logan responded back. “It's going to be rough since there's no cover on the stairs or the platform, but we should be able to.”
 
   “Alright. Be ready to advance on my signal.” Zach switched his radio channel. “All officers, this is Wolf Lead. Gavin, Ethan, we're going to make a push into the upper levels. Logan is going to lead us up, but be ready to move in behind him. Danny, have your platoon give us cover fire, and then help clear out this level.”
 
   “Isn't the attack up top Marauder's job?” Danny asked.
 
   “We're switching the plans. Marauder will follow behind us, but I want to take advantage of the confusion right now. We'll help clear the way for him.”
 
   “Sounds like a suicide mission,” Danny commented. “Good luck. I'll relay the change to Cody and the rest.”
 
   “Thanks,” Zach replied. He moved over toward Ethan. “Let's move up.”
 
   “Got it,” Ethan grinned. “We don't get any of the easy jobs, do we?”
 
   Zach grinned back. “Let's go have some fun.”
 
   One hand motion later and the rest of Alpha Wolf Platoon started moving into position. Enemy troops peered over the edge of the platform above, but were quickly driven back by relentless fire from Bravo Wolf Platoon. A pair of them fell onto the track below, riddled with bullets. Definitely the handiwork of Danny, Zach thought to himself.
 
   “Logan, move your squad up the stairs and take the platform,” he ordered. “We'll be right behind you.”
 
   “Copy.”
 
   Zach watched Alpha 3 break out of cover and launch their assault. One of them was hit by a stray bullet and fell, but the rest quickly stormed up the stairs and started to lay a hail of fire on the enemy positions on the main platform.
 
   “Move! Move it!” he heard Ethan yelling at his squad. Alpha 2 sprinted up the staircases to join their comrades fighting up top. Alpha 1 was right behind them.
 
   The cover on the platform was better than he had hoped. There were benches on both sides. They weren't great, but it was better than standing out in the open. One of Logan's heavies had gotten behind one and was pumping machine gun fire down the passage.
 
   They couldn't stay here forever, though. Even with the cover their position was far too exposed. Enemy reinforcements coming from up top could lay a hail of fire on them while advancing down the staircases leading from the surface.
 
   The rest of them knew it as well.
 
   “Ethan, Logan, give us some cover,” Gavin said. “We're going to head to the base of the stairs.”
 
   Zach spoke up. “Ethan, have your squad ready to leapfrog them,” he said. “Move up the stairs into the main station.”
 
   “Do we have enough troops to deal with that?” Logan asked over the radio.
 
   “Well, we'll find out soon enough,” Ethan said sardonically.
 
   Zach nodded. No guts, no glory. “Alpha Wolf, let's move.”
 
   Someone buzzed him on another channel. Zach answered as the rest of Alpha Wolf carried out their orders.
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Raider Lead. Wolf Lead, come in,” Cody said.
 
   “I hear you, Raider Lead,” he responded.
 
   “We're moving up toward your position. How are things coming on your end?”
 
   “We have the platform leading up to the above ground levels. We're trying to take the stairs right now. Light casualties,” he replied.
 
   “Copy that. We'll-”
 
   The sounds of gunfire suddenly came drifting down from up above. Zach turned in time to see three members of Gavin's squad fall. Even from this distance he could tell that they were dead. Then another one was hit, though they were still alive.
 
   “Crap!” Gavin said through the radio. “We need backup, now! We just lost Lyla!”
 
   She was Alpha 1's medic, so without her there was no chance of treating casualties. But the most important part was the fact that Alpha 1's strength had been cut in half in a few seconds. There were enemy troops in force up top as well.
 
   “Raider Lead, we need backup now,” Zach ordered. “Heavy opposition up top. Heavy opposition up top in the main station.”
 
   “Copy. We're coming,” Cody responded.
 
   Zach looked down to see squads of Marauder troops moving toward the stairs. They would turn the tide, but Gavin's squad needed help right now.
 
   “Alpha Wolf! Let's move!” Zach ordered. His squads charged forward toward the bottom of the stairs with him in the lead.
 
   Famous last words, Zach thought to himself. This seemed like one of those times where he would get himself killed. But there was little else to do. Marauder was going to have a hard time pushing into the upper levels of the station if the enemy pushed them back. And despite their place as stealth troops, Black Wolf was made up of tough fighters.
 
   Zach reached the bottom of the stairs and trained his carbine upward. A shape moved up above, silhouetted by the light streaming through the windows. He fired.
 
   The enemy fell, but more took its place. Bullets cracked by his head. Someone fell on him from behind, spoiling his aim and causing his next shot to go wild. Zach turned to help whoever had hit him up, but they were face down, stone dead.
 
   He loaded up a grenade into his launcher and fired it into the upper reaches of the station. At the very least, he hoped that he could scatter some of the enemy troops.
 
   “We can't stay here,” Gavin said.
 
   Zach nodded at him. “Alpha Wolf! Push up the stairs into the station and take anything out that gets in our way. Form a perimeter so Marauder can get up the stairs without any trouble. Aye?”
 
   “Aye!” came the response back.
 
   “Let's move!”
 
   Logan's squad went first, firing as they went. Another one of their members went down, but they managed to reach the top of the stairs relatively intact. He signaled the rest of them forward.
 
   Ethan's squad moved up next, having a much easier time of things since they had allies up top providing cover fire. His squad started to fan out across the station above.
 
   Zach looked back at the Marauder troops hurrying across the platform to Black Wolf's position. There were a lot of them, at least forty to fifty. More of them were on their way.
 
   “You can withdraw your squad,” Zach told Gavin.
 
   Gavin fixed him with a look. “No way. We're seeing this through to the end.”
 
   Zach shrugged. “Suit yourself, and head up top. I'll bring Marauder with me.”
 
   He turned and greeted the first squad to reach him, lead by Cody.
 
   “How are you doing now?” Cody asked him.
 
   “Still pretty hairy, but we can win this,” Zach told him. “My guys are forming a perimeter up top. “No sure how long they can hold out, so they need reinforcements pronto.”
 
   Cody gave him a devilish grin. “Well then. That's what we're here for.” He turned to his waiting troops. “Marauder! Let's crush 'em! Are you ready?”
 
   “Hakkaa päälle!” came the reply.
 
   Marauder had borrowed the old Finnish battle cry as their own: hack them down. They would certainly do that.
 
   “Let's go!” Cody ordered. He charged up the stairs with the rest of Maruader Company in tow.
 
   Zach went up with them. There was still a lot of brutal fighting to do, but for the first time in a while he felt relief. Now their victory was in sight. Now they had the upper hand.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 10
 
   Underworld
 
    
 
   Crack!
 
   There was a collective shout of dismay, followed by a deathly silence. Then the boos started.
 
   Nora wasn't among them, but she sat watching miserably as the batter rounded the bases. The others weren't so quiet.
 
   “Really? REALLY?” Danny was saying in disbelief.
 
   Zach had his head in his hands. Selene just groaned.
 
   “Eh, probably not the time to gloat,” Liz said.
 
   Nora looked over and gave her an icy smile. “Not really, no. Although I'm not sure why we're all so shocked.”
 
   The Cubs were at it again. Up by two runs, fighting for a spot in the playoffs, things looked like they were well in hand against the Brewers. The pitcher had given up a single in the top of the eighth inning, but had struck out the next two batters.
 
   Then everything collapsed with one pitch.
 
   The batter had crushed it, blasting the ball over the center field fence. With it went the Cubs' hopes of a quick victory. Now they would have to win in the last two innings, and their offense wasn't exactly inspiring any confidence.
 
   “Seven scoreless innings, and once again the bullpen's going to blow the game,” Danny groaned.
 
   “Would help if the offense could score,” Selene muttered.
 
   “When's football start?” Zach said.
 
   Nora looked back over toward the mound. “Come on guys, they can still pull it out.”
 
   “Glad you're so optimistic,” Danny said.
 
   Liz snorted. “Oh please. At least your team has a shot at the playoffs. Mine's in contention for the number one pick in the draft.”
 
   “And yet they're somehow not rolling over and dying like they were supposed to.”
 
   Crack!
 
   “Are you serious?” Selene asked in disbelief.
 
   Nora caught a glimpse of the ball. “It's going foul.”
 
   Indeed it was. It landed in the right field seats, just outside of the foul pole. Barely.
 
   “I'm going to have a stroke,” Danny said.
 
   “Maybe we should have drank more,” Zach commented ruefully.
 
   Clunk.
 
   Another ball flew up in the air and landed in the stands behind home plate.
 
   “Better,” Selene said. “Maybe they'll be able to fight their way out of this mess.”
 
   Nora watched the pitcher rear back, then hurl the ball. From her vantage point in the stands near third base it looked like it was going outside of the strike zone. But then...
 
   The batter swung and missed, and the stands erupted in cheers.
 
   “Nice curve,” Zach said.
 
   “It had some bite to it,” Nora agreed. She had played softball in high school and had watched it often as well, so she had a great deal of appreciation for good play.
 
   “So, can they do it with two innings left, is the question?” Liz said.
 
   “You're being a remarkably good sport about it all,” Zach said.
 
   She shrugged. “When you root for the league punching bag, you tend to take these kind of things in stride. Plus, no one actually expects them to win, so I'll take what I can get if they do.”
 
   “Besides, this gets us out and about, at least,” Selene said.
 
   “Speaking of that, how is your end going?” Liz asked.
 
   Selene frowned. “A whole lot of searching. We're getting the place mapped, but we've been running into fights, and we still don't have a clue what's attacking us.”
 
   “Yeah, it hasn't been great,” Nora agreed.
 
   The further that Hydra pushed forward, the more they were pushed to their limit. By taking the station they had opened the path to another district in Indianapolis, but that came with its own problems. The surface around the area was the scene of fierce fighting. Dragon Battalion was spending most of its time fending off attacks from the NPC garrison. Redd Foxx had started to scout the district itself, but the work was dangerous.
 
   That left Black Wolf and Barghest to scour the rest of the subway tunnels to find out where they went. That was all well and good for Black Wolf; they had a plethora of veteran troops that were used to fighting inside the tunnels. And even though they were in a hostile environment, they could thrive, using all their strengths and skills to their advantage.
 
   But Barghest Company was a different story. They were solid, in their own way. Nora had worked alongside them long enough to know they didn't lack the ability to fight. But they were missing the skills that made Black Wolf so effective. They couldn't perform the stealth work that the rest of Ghost Battalion could, and they lacked the experience in close quarters battle that they others possessed. Yet Zach had been adamant, and Anna had reinforced his decision. Barghest Company needed to pull its weight, and was in charge of exploring the tunnels to the south.
 
   It was a tough job. Maybe that was the point, to put the new recruits through the grinder to see who would come out the strongest. But the southern tunnels were probably the worst place to train them, in Nora's humble opinion. There was just too much down there that made even the veterans nervous. She felt it, Karen felt it, Selene felt it, and Miko felt it. Something about the place was just very wrong. The enemies that were hounding them throughout the corridors were like ghosts, impossible to find. Bodies had a tendency to disappear when they were around, never to be seen again. The only signs of a struggle were the spots of bronze-colored blood.
 
   Miko had tried tracking them by herself, but had found nothing. Worse, the enemy had managed to get the drop on her and forced a firefight. Nora had to lead a strike team into the tunnels in order to extract her from her predicament.
 
   That fact was extremely concerning. Miko was their best stealther, better than anyone in Black Wolf and as good as anyone in Redd Foxx. If their foes could discover her, then none of them were safe in spite of any precautions they might take. The might as well not bother with stealth work and simply focus on uncovering as much of the unknown as possible.
 
   Maybe that was Ghost Command's reasoning behind their decision to throw Barghest Company into the crucible, since their lack of stealth skills wouldn't be a problem. Whatever the case, Nora and the rest of the officers still had a bunch of inexperienced troops on their hands, and they needed to whip them into shape quickly. The situation was far too tenuous. A successful attack from any quarter could bring Hydra's plans crashing down around them.
 
   “Well, let's see what they can do now,” Zach said. “Who knows, maybe they'll be able to rally back.”
 
   Nora looked back down at the field. The number six batter was coming up to the plate. Certainly not ideal for a team that was trying to fight their way out of a tie, but at least it meant that the top of the order would get to bat at least once.
 
   The pitcher threw. Strike. Then he threw again. Ball. Then again. Strike.
 
   “He's doing pretty well,” Nora observed.
 
   Then the next pitch came. It bounced low in the dirt and went wild. Luckily for the Brewers it didn't matter, since there was no one on base.
 
   “OK, maybe I spoke too soon,” Nora said.
 
   Liz shook her head. “Believe me, I really don't think you're a jinx or anything. This team is too far gone for that to have any influence.”
 
   Thunk!
 
   The batter came around with a smooth swing and drilled a ball right in the gap between third and shortstop. It bounced once on the ground, and...
 
   And the third baseman made a beautiful diving stop, gathering the ball into his glove. He got up to his knees and threw a bullet toward first...
 
   That sailed straight over the first baseman's head into the stands. The crowd cheered wildly as the batter took second base.
 
   “And that would be why they're getting the first pick in the draft,” Liz said. “Suspect fielding, among other things. I don't even know why I'm disappointed.”
 
   “The Cubs still have to hit with a runner in scoring position,” Danny said, “and that seems like it's a disability for them tonight.”
 
   “Milwaukee's relief pitching isn't exactly the thing inspire any faith,” Liz replied.
 
   The tension in the air was palatable as the batter stepped into the box.
 
   “Just need a single,” she heard Zach say.
 
   The pitcher reared back and threw a bullet. Strike.
 
   “Whew, nice location,” Nora commented as she looked up on the instant replay screen. “Lower outside corner.”
 
   Another pitch. Ball. Then another. Ball.
 
   “Good plate discipline,” Selene said.
 
   Nora nodded in agreement. One of the pitches had looked like it was going over the heart of the plate but then dropped at the last second. She might have swung at that, but then again, she wasn't a professional.
 
   The pitcher reared back again and threw a pitch. It was hard to tell from this distance, but it looked like it was low. But the batter swung anyhow.
 
   “What's he doing?” Danny asked incredulously.
 
   Crack.
 
   He made solid contact, driving the ball toward the gap between first and second base. The second baseman reached for it, but the ball was too high. Wild cheers broke out as the ball rolled into the gap between right and center field and the runner on second came home.
 
   “Came through in the clutch,” Zach said with a laugh.
 
   “Now they just need some insurance,” Nora said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Cubs didn't get that insurance. They didn't need it, because their closer came through in the top of the ninth inning, and the fans went home happy.
 
   Nora had enjoyed the night outside of the game world. Playing World at War was tons of fun for her and the rest, but their lives couldn't be spent entirely inside a virtual world. There was too much outside of it to enjoy, and Nora wasn't going to let it all pass her by, even if being inside the game world was her job.
 
   But now it was back into the world, back into the grind. They had tunnels to explore, and a mystery to solve.
 
   Karen had called a meeting of the Black Wolf officers seconded to Barghest Company: Nora, Selene and Miko, who was now officially sporting the rank of sergeant. It was up to them to decide where they would go next, and how they would deal with the threats from the shadows.
 
   “I don't know what to do, honestly,” Miko was saying. “I've never had problems tracking something like this, and the fact that they found me is weird.”
 
   “I think we can rule out the possibility that they're human NPCs,” Karen said. “We're dealing with some sort of monster, and it looks like they're highly intelligent.”
 
   “We're not even sure how they kill,” Selene said. “No one seems to remember how they died, and we have no corpses to study. Are they even using firearms, or is it something else?”
 
   Karen frowned. “OK, what's your take on this? Because all the logical assumptions are going by the wayside.”
 
   “Well, maybe we're fighting something that has better technology than we do,” Selene suggested. “I mean, it's not out the question that they have a schematic that we have no clue exists.”
 
   “OK, then what could they be using that would provide a good explanation for what's happening, then?” Karen asked her.
 
   “Maybe something like active camouflage?” Miko suggested. “Maybe that's why it looks like we're fighting nothing. Something like that would be very hard to see in the dark as well.”
 
   “Then explain the bronze-colored blood,” Karen said. “I'm not seeing how anything human bleeds that kind of color.”
 
   “They have to be humanoid,” Nora finally spoke up. “How else did all of the bodies in the meat locker end up on the hooks? And how were they able to drag the bodies away?”
 
   “That room could have been put there just for atmosphere,” Selene suggested.
 
   “In my experience, the developers didn't put anything in this game just for atmosphere,” Nora replied. “Everything is put there for a reason.”
 
   “OK, so they're humanoid,” Selene said. “That still doesn't change a lot. Who's to say they aren't something like mutants, or something of that nature?”
 
   “That's what we're going to have to find out,” Nora shrugged.
 
   “And that's the major problem,” Miko said. “We have no way of tracking them.”
 
   “I think we need to abandon stealth,” Karen spoke up. “It's getting us nowhere. They want to hide in the dark? Fine, we'll make the dark disappear. We have floodlights that we can carry with us. That should make it harder for them to just sneak up on us.”
 
   “So we advance in force and dare them to come at us?” Selene said. “That could be a very good or a very bad idea.”
 
   “Honestly, I'm willing to try anything at this point,” Nora spoke up. “This is just getting really frustrating. Nothing is getting done right now, and they could use a fight. And if we run into serious trouble maybe Hydra Command will be more sympathetic to our problems.”
 
   “You don't sound too happy,” Miko commented.
 
   Nora shook her head. “I just think that our positions should be reversed. Black Wolf should be searching the south tunnels, and we should be in the northern ones.”
 
   “Maybe this is the right place for the new guys to be,” Selene shrugged. “I mean, like it or not they're going to run into tough situations that they need to be able to handle. This might be the best way to train them for those instances. And besides, there might not be a ton of danger. We haven't run into something like this in any other area, so maybe it's just contained to this spot.”
 
   “Unless we just woke it up,” Miko said.
 
   “Way to be encouraging,” Selene retorted.
 
   “Whatever the case, we need to do our job,” Karen said. “We might have raw recruits, but they're good quality ones. They know how to fight, and they'll learn the tricks they need soon enough. We just need to put them in a position to succeed.”
 
   “Are we ready for another recon expedition?” Miko asked.
 
   Karen nodded. “As soon as we decide where we're going, we'll be good to go. We just need to grab our equipment.”
 
   “Full company?” Nora asked.
 
   “Full company,” Karen confirmed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The noise they were making seemed loud, but it was oddly comforting, in a way. The dead silence of the tunnels had added to the sense of unease. It had felt like something was waiting in the shadows, ready to strike at any moment, and the lack of noise only accentuated that feeling. The atmosphere was still there, but it was far less intimidating. Something was waiting in the shadows, but they were daring it to come out and fight. Even if it was just a show of bravado it felt good.
 
   Nothing had bothered them as they made their way back down the main tunnel, passing the first side tunnel where the first attacks had occurred. Barghest Company made considerable strides during previous expeditions, advancing about two miles through the tunnels under the Eagle Creek district. Even if they didn't know what they were fighting, they were still making progress. Several fierce firefights had driven their enemies back up the tunnels, freeing large swathes of the subway. Barghest was free to move unmolested until they reached the forward outpost.
 
   Still, there was cause for concern. The areas they were fighting in were right under the Hydra held district. The alliance had an enemy under their feet that they had known nothing about. What else could be lurking underground, undiscovered by those blissfully unaware on the surface?
 
   They needed to find that out, and fast. The last thing they could afford right now was for some unseen foe to suddenly come pouring out from the abyss. The Indianapolis garrison, Ragnarok, and now whatever was lurking down here; they were making quite a number of enemies.
 
   “What?” Karen asked, and Nora suddenly realized that she had been laughing out loud.
 
   “I was just thinking about what kind of mess we've gotten ourselves into,” Nora said. “If only we could go back to the days of trading blows with Ragnarok.”
 
   Karen laughed as well. “You know, that doesn't sound so bad right now.”
 
   Nora's radio buzzed. “Black Lead, Wolf 2, come in,” Miko's voice said over the radio. She was with a forward squad, scouting ahead.
 
   “Go ahead, Lone Wolf,” Karen said.
 
   “We found another side passage,” Miko responded. “It's... different.”
 
   “What's that supposed to mean?” Nora asked her.
 
   “You'll see what I mean when you reach us. It's not part of the subway, I can tell you that much. It looks like a tunnel had been dug into one side of the main line.”
 
   “Dug? What do you mean dug?” Karen asked.
 
   “You'll see,” Miko said. “We're going to wait here until you guys reach us.”
 
   “Right. Black Lead out,” Karen said. She looked over at Nora. “And the hits keep coming.”
 
   Nora nodded back. This was certainly an unexpected development. She thought that they would only have to deal with the subway, and while it was large, it was also fairly easy to tell where it went. But new tunnels, those could pose a serious problem. They had no idea where they went, or how large they were. Or, for that matter, what was lurking inside them.
 
   Miko's scout team was waiting for them about five hundred yards up the tunnel. As soon as she reached the spot Nora knew what she had been talking about. There was a gap in the wall, about six to seven feet tall and a little wider than a person. It certainly didn't look like it had been dug using machinery. In fact, given the rough state of the tunnel, it looked like it had been carved out by pickaxe. It was pitch dark, as well.
 
   “So, what do we do?” Miko asked.
 
   “That looks like it could have something fairly nasty inside it,” Karen commented. “We'll take a platoon in.”
 
   “Who leads?” Miko asked. “The tunnel is only big enough for one person at a time.”
 
   “And you're not it,” Nora said. “We're not losing the company commander to an ambush. Pick someone else.”
 
   Karen glanced over at Miko. “Can you lead your team in first? And Nora, follow behind her with Yellow Platoon.”
 
   “Got it,” Miko said.
 
   “Put some flamethrowers at the entrance to the tunnel after we go in. We'll signal you when we come out. Code will be shadow if it's all clear. If not, then the code will be broiler. If we say that, torch anything that comes out, no matter what.”
 
   “Well, that's grim,” Miko commented. “Let's go.”
 
   Nora rounded up the rest of Yellow Platoon and briefed them as Miko's team started their journey into the depths of the tunnel. She made sure that they had a pair of search lights with them, in case they got the opportunity to use them. She herself checked her carbine. Nora had the sneaking suspicion that they were going to run into trouble somewhere down the line.
 
   “Do you think this is stable?” Allen asked her as Yellow Platoon headed into the tunnel.
 
   “I'd imagine so,” Nora said. She was third in line, though she would do little good in a firefight with two others clogging up the tunnel.
 
   “OK, at least there's that,” he said. “It's going to be rough if we get caught in a fight, though. There's really not enough room.”
 
   “I know, but that's not my decision,” Nora replied. “And you never know. It might open up in front of us, so we'll probably need the extra troops.”
 
   Someone buzzed her over the radio. “Wolf 2.”
 
   “Nora, we've found where it leads. Do you have floodlights with you?” Miko asked.
 
   “Yeah, we're coming,” she replied. “What did you find?”
 
   “There's a drop off,” Miko replied. “It descends a bit, but it's hard to tell with our gun lights. We're staying put until you get here.”
 
   “Roger,” Nora replied. She glanced at her HUD. The blips symbolizing Miko's team were just ahead.
 
   “Coming in behind you,” Nora said when she saw the lights.
 
   “Stay behind us, and watch your step,” Miko alerted her. “There's a drop here, and I have no idea how far down it goes.”
 
   “Right,” Nora said. She relayed the information to the rest of her platoon.
 
   “Bring the floodlights up,” Allen called back down the line.
 
   Two of the operators stepped forward, bringing the large lights with them. They would illuminate large areas like they were outside during the day.
 
   “OK, switch them on,” Nora commanded once they had gotten into position.
 
   They did so, and everyone got their first good glimpse at the room the were in. No, that wasn't the correct description, Nora thought to herself. It was more like a vault or a chamber, about fifty feet in diameter. The outside walls were ringed with rough stone floors and platforms, surrounding a huge hole.
 
   “Train your light down,” Nora told one of the operators. She did so.
 
   “What the...” she heard Allen say as the depths of the chamber were revealed.
 
   “That might be a problem,” Miko added in.
 
   Nora was forced to agree. The chamber descended downward, ringed by more platforms, ladders, ramps and staircases. She estimated that it was at least fifty to sixty feet to the bottom, possibly more. There were no signs of life.
 
   But what was most concerning was the number of passages leading out of the central chamber. There were so many that Nora couldn't begin to count them. Dozens, scores, even. And they had no idea where they went. Many of them descended lower than the subway tunnels, at the very least.
 
   Calling this a problem was putting it lightly. They had a full-blown city underneath their feet. But was it a necropolis, or a fortress? And if it was a fortress, what was lurking inside of it?
 
   There were too many questions for her to handle by herself. Nora got on the radio.
 
   “Black Lead, Black Lead, come in. This is Wolf 2.”
 
   “Copy, Wolf 2,” Karen responded.
 
   “We've found where the tunnel leads, and I'm stumped,” Nora told her. “You need to come down the tunnel and see what we've found.”
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   Nora looked back down into the chamber below. She wanted to call it an abyss, for some reason. “I honestly don't know.”
 
   Something was very wrong here.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 11
 
   In High Places
 
    
 
   “Fire in the hole!”
 
   Everyone ducked and braced themselves. A second later a series of explosions went off. Even from behind the cover of crates, walls and other solid objects, the shockwave from the blast was intense. Zach felt his uniform ripple as it washed over him.
 
   “Did we get them all?” he asked.
 
   “Confirmed, Wolf Lead,” Xavier told him over the radio. “They're all scrap metal.”
 
   “Good,” Zach said. “Go to second stage of the plan. Bravo Wolf Platoon falls back to their designated positions. Alpha Wolf follows, and we'll leapfrog our way back to the station. Let's go!”
 
   He watched Javy's squad break cover, followed by Ryan and then Xavier. His own troops scanned the area for threats as their comrades fell back.
 
   Black Wolf had done well. The area around the station had become a battle zone, with relentless NPC attacks coming from all quarters. Even the elite infantry from Dragon Battalion was taking a pounding trying to hold the area.
 
   The situation had become worse when a battery of mortars deep within the district started to drop shells on the station. Bravehart had tried to fight them off, sending more mortars through the tunnels in an attempt to provide counter fire. But it was a difficult task; the enemy battery often shifted positions, and they would leave the area before return fire could be brought down upon them.
 
   After consulting with Dragon Battalion's leadership, Danny had come up with a plan. Bravehart hadn't just been returning fire whenever it came; they had also been tracking the direction of where the shells were coming from, and had a log of the data. Using it, Black Wolf had been able to identify the locations that the enemy batteries were firing from. With a little bit of guess work, they had tried to deduce the area where the mortars would be located next. And while Bravehart could hurt the enemy from a distance, the rest of them wanted to make sure that the enemy was dead.
 
   So Black Wolf had infiltrated past the enemy front lines, waiting for the mortar battery to set up shop. Once they did so it was all over for them. Hiding in the buildings and alleys around the site, Black Wolf Company had massacred the crews and their guards. Once the area had been cleared they shoved a brick of explosives down each mortar tube and wired them all together. The ensuing explosions blew them all to pieces.
 
   That was only half the battle, though. They needed to fall back to the cover of the station, and they needed to do it while taking as few casualties as possible. While troops were replaceable if they were killed, their equipment was a different matter entirely. Players would respawn back at base, but their equipment would stay on the corpse. And while casualties were a fact of life in a game called World at War, losing too many troops in enemy territory could put a serious dent in their armory stocks.
 
   “We're in position, Wolf Lead,” Danny's voice said over the radio.
 
   “Right. Alpha Wolf, let's move!”
 
   Logan's squad broke cover first, followed by Ethan's troops. Gavin's squad came last with Zach in tow. He had made sure to stick with the rearguard, mostly because he was spoiling for a fight. Zach wasn't terribly worried about getting killed himself; Danny was perfectly capable in command, and the rest of the squad leaders could operate without platoon command. One of the hallmarks of the rangers was their individual initiative, after all.
 
   The platoon moved back behind Bravo Wolf's position without incident. It wasn't going to stay that way for long, however. Zach could already hear the sound of motors and see troops moving down the far end of the street. The hammer was coming.
 
   But Black Wolf had a trump card up their sleeve.
 
   “Andy, start calling in coordinates to the Bravehart teams,” Zach ordered one of his snipers.
 
   Bravehart Company had a battery of 120mm mortars dug into a fortified position in the station, from which they could hit almost any point in the district. Their shells would lay down some hurt on any enemy force. And now that Black Wolf had destroyed the enemy's own battery, they had no way to retaliate.
 
   “Bravo Wolf is falling back,” Danny informed him.
 
   Zach watched them go, then turned back to look at the enemy advancing toward them, lead by an armored car armed with an autocannon. They were still too far away for a clean shot, so Zach simply sat and bided his time. He didn't have long to wait.
 
   The first mortar shell came shrieking down right in the center of the enemy column and caused havoc. Several soldiers were thrown into the air by the blast. Others were knocked flat, and Zach imagined that those close to the center of the blast had been completely vaporized.
 
   Another shell came down, then another. The enemy advance broke apart and started to scatter into the surrounding buildings, desperately seeking shelter from the rain of death. The armored car at the head of the column continued to trundle forward, acting oblivious to the shells falling around it. Then it suddenly blew up.
 
   “Man, Bravehart is good,” Ethan commented over the radio link.
 
   “That's what having math geniuses does for your company, or at least that's what Bryce tells me,” Zach replied.
 
   “Bravo Wolf is in position,” Danny told him again.
 
   “Right behind you. Bravehart's putting the hurt on the enemy, so we should be good from the rear.”
 
   “I'm honestly more worried about a flank attack,” Danny said.
 
   Something on his HUD caught his attention. There was a message in the upper right hand corner. St. George, it read.
 
   That was code for an attack on the station. C.J. of Crimson Eagle had come up with the pun. St. George was coming to kill the dragon, and the dragon needed every bit of help it could get to fight him off.
 
   “Danny, are you seeing this?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah. Great, so we walk right into the middle of a battle.”
 
   “It also might help us to fall back,” Zach said. “We're two blocks from the station. Let's take our chances and head there as fast as possible. We might be able to come up on the rear of the enemy or something.”
 
   “Fine by me, We've got plenty of ammo,” Danny responded. Zach could tell he was grinning at the other end.
 
   “Alright then. Pass that along, and let's move.” He switched channels. “Alpha Wolf, change of plans. We're falling back double time toward the station. Code there is St. George.”
 
   “What are we doing when we get there?” Gavin asked.
 
   “We'll figure that out as we go,” Zach told him. “Move out!”
 
   Alpha Wolf Platoon took off at a fast jog, following in the footsteps of their comrades. Behind them the enemy was still reeling from the mortar strike, though the shells had stopped falling. Zach's alert buzzed.
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Buck Lead. Sorry, but we're going to have to cut our support short. We need to help out here,” Bryce told him.
 
   “No problem, Buck Lead. We're headed back. Who's in charge of the defense?”
 
   “It's C.J., right now.”
 
   “Thanks.” Zach switched channels again. “Eagle Lead, Eagle Lead, this is Wolf Lead. What's your situation?”
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Eagle Lead. We're under attack from a push coming from the eastern end of the district. Battalion strength at least.”
 
   “Sounds wonderful,” Zach said flatly. The enemy sure wasn't kidding around this time.
 
   He brought up his map and looked it over as he ran. They were coming from the north toward the station. If his estimates were correct, they could hit the enemy on their right flank, or even sweep around to their rear. He contacted C.J. and suggested both options.
 
   “The rear attack is too dangerous,” C.J. told him. “Too much chance that you'll get surrounded and annihilated, especially with those numbers. Hit them from a flank, and make sure that you have a way to retreat back to the station. We don't want you to get cut off.”
 
   “Roger,” Zach said.
 
   “We've also calling for reinforcements. The rest of Marauder is headed here on the rail line. So are Viper and Lion Companies. We'll crush the attack here and now.”
 
   “Good,” Zach replied. Hephaestus Company had managed to get the rail line working, which allowed Hydra to shift troops between stations relatively quickly. It allowed them to provide a rapid response to any attack in the Zionville district.
 
   Danny suddenly joined in on their conversation. “Sorry about eavesdropping, but I have an idea. Can we launch a counterattack once we've thrown their assault back? This might be as good of time as any to exploit the confusion.”
 
   “We don't have enough troops,” C.J. said.
 
   “We have us. Redd Foxx is back at base, but they can get here quickly. Barghest is in the tunnels, and we can recall them. Spectre is here, the rest of Dragon is here, and I think that Storm Hawk and Archangel are around as well. That gives us over six hundred troops.
 
   “Without armor or air support,” C.J. pointed out.
 
   “We're going to have to take some risks,” Danny said. “I think our infantry can carry the day. Besides, we took a settlement before with just infantry.”
 
   “We'd need to get it past command,” Bryce cautioned.
 
   Zach thought for a moment while he ran. “I'd rather apologize later than miss an opportunity like this. Get on the horn with everyone else and get as many troops as you can over here. I'll take responsibility for the fallout if things go south.”
 
   “Brave man,” Bryce commented.
 
   “OK, get in position and hit them hard. None of this happens if we don't throw back the attack,” C.J. said.
 
   “Danny, you heard the man,” Zach said. “Get on their flank and massacre them. We have plenty of supplies inside the station, so don't be stingy. We can restock later.”
 
   “Copy that, Wolf Lead,” Danny said. “Remember the department store to the northeast of the station? That seems like a pretty good place to hole up.”
 
   “Head for there,” Zach said, “and we'll follow.”
 
   The building that Danny was referring to was five stories tall and towered over many of the surrounding buildings. They had looked at using the spot for a stronghold, but it was too far away from the main station and was likely to get cut off in the event of an attack. That made it less than desirable as a fortified position, but it suited their needs perfectly. Snipers and machine gunners on the higher levels would wreck havoc on enemy infantry below.
 
   The sound of gunfire grew steadily louder as the neared the station. Zach had found that if he listened close enough, he could tell what was firing. He did so now. Assault rifles, cracking on semi-automatic and full auto. The buzz of machine guns. The slower, heavier thunk thunk of an autocannon firing, And sometimes, the sharp crack of a sniper rifle.
 
   “Gavin, Logan, have your squads stick to the bottom floors,” Zach ordered. “Ethan, take your squad to the third floor. Danny, post your squads on the fourth and fifth floors. Don't fire until everyone is in position. Then let 'em have it.”
 
    Zach wished that his company had a heavy machine gun or two, but such bulky weapons didn't suit the usual needs of the ranger company. Not that they were hurting at all for firepower; they still had grenade launchers, light machine guns, and recoilless rifles, along with their snipers. But having heavy machine guns would allow them to reach out and really lay some hurt on the enemy from a distance.
 
   You fought with the weapons you had on hand, Zach thought to himself as his platoon approached the department store, and not the ones you wanted to have. And Black Wolf still had fangs. They could hurt the enemy badly.
 
   Zach left his platoon to their own devices and made his way up to the roof. They were experienced, and didn't need any babysitting. Once he reached the top he met Danny, who had apparently had the same idea.
 
   “Looks rough down there,” Danny commented, looking over the enemy battle line with his binoculars.
 
   Zach joined him and pulled out his own pair. A quick survey confirmed C.J.'s estimates; the enemy was indeed attacking with a battalion, and they were backed up with armored support. They were using armored cars armored with autocannons. Against an assault gun like the Hydra Alliance's Bulls they were at a decided disadvantage, but they were still a powerful tool against infantry. And anyhow, their weakness didn't matter, when Hydra had no armor support coming. They would need to rely on their recoilless rifles to carry the day.
 
   “My guys are in position,” Danny said. “Looks like they haven't noticed us yet.”
 
   Zach made a quick check of his own platoon and received confirmation that they were all set as well. He opened up a channel to C.J., Bryce and all of Black Wolf.
 
   “We're ready. Open fire!”
 
   He heard the sound of machine guns start up below. Bullets came streaming out of the lower levels of the building and scythed into the exposed enemy lines. They fell like corn in front of a reaper, and the line reeled. An enemy armored car blew up from a direct hit.
 
   “How are they firing the recoilless rifles indoors?” Zach asked.
 
   “There's a fire escape, remember?” Danny reminded him. “They're firing from that position and ducking inside to reload.”
 
   “Ah, good plan,” Zach said with a smile. He went back to watching the battle.
 
   Black Wolf's ambush had thrown the enemy attack into disarray. The enemy infantry scrambled for cover, trying to avoid the bullets coming at them from two sides. Another armored car was thrown back, hit by a recoilless rifle shell. A pair of explosions added to the chaos. 81 mm mortar shells, it looked like. Bravehart was certainly putting on a fireworks display today.
 
    “Might want to get down,” Danny said. He grabbed his machine gun and crouched next to the edge of the roof.
 
   Zach got down as well, prepping his grenade launcher for a shot. He might be able to hit the enemy at this distance with his carbine, but it wouldn't be easy. A grenade was likely to have more effect.
 
   The enemy below started to return fire. Bullets smacked into the face of the building. Nothing came close to them, since they were so high up and they hadn't fired any shots. The enemy was likely more concerned with the hail of fire coming from the lower levels.
 
   Well, they would ignore them at their own peril. Danny lined up the sights and pulled the trigger. A second later Zach lobbed a grenade onto the streets below.
 
   “Wolf Lead, how does it look from your angle?” C.J. asked. “Marauder is two minutes from the station, and the rest of the attack force is mobilizing right now.”
 
   “We have them on the back foot,” Zach told him.
 
   “Good. We'll wait for the rest of the battalion to arrive, then we'll launch the counterattack. Can you guys hold the station while we make the push forward?”
 
   Zach stepped away from the edge of the wall to hear better. Danny's machine gun was chewing through the enemy infantry on the streets, but it was also causing quite the racket.
 
   “We can, but are you sure you want us to give up this position? It's pretty strong.”
 
   “Once we push the enemy away you should be able to hold the station with just a platoon,” C.J. said. “I'm assuming that you want to join up with Barghest Company when it gets here. I can have Viper or Lion hold the station, if you want.”
 
   “No, that makes perfect sense,” Zach agreed. “I'll send Bravo over to hold the position when you launch the counterattack.”
 
   “Roger. Once we get the troops in we should be fine with just Bravehart holding the station. Push south and try to take the gate. I told Storm Hawk and Archangel to have their assault guns waiting to move in once you guys capture it.
 
   “Will do,” Zach replied.
 
   That was a tall order, and it was certainly going to be a trial by fire for the new recruits of Barghest Company. It would be fun, at least. Zach hadn't been a part of a pitched battle since the assault on the Eagle Creek district, and he was spoiling for a chance to fight. Plus, taking this district would be a coup. Nora's idea of a rail line between Lerna Bastion and Indianapolis wasn't just a pipe dream; it was a definite possibility. It would take time to construct, but once that happened they could easily shuttle troops and equipment between the north and the south. That would give them the strategic mobility needed to take care of both the city and Ragnarok Company with the troops they had on hand.
 
   Ragnarok. Indianapolis had become such a formidable obstacle that he often forgot about their existence. But they were there, and their presence was a nightmare for Hydra. Every time they tried to plan an operation they had to worry that their enemy was going to stab them in the back while they weren't looking.
 
   Surprisingly, the northern front was fairly silent. Lerna Bastion had been subject to several air raids, and there had been some skirmishes up north, but there was nothing serious. News seemed to indicate that Ragnarok was hitting the smaller companies in the north, along with fending off attacks from Ronin and its allies. But their presence was still being felt. Hydra still needed to defend their northern areas with high quality troops in case the enemy changed their mind. Having Knight Battalion, particularly Sacred Sword dedicated to the north was a hard blow to their efforts in Indianapolis.
 
   Still, there were plenty of veteran troops left in the south to do the job. All they needed to do was execute. And while Black Wolf Company was a light infantry unit, they could fight, and they certainly weren't going to shrink from their job.
 
   Zach signaled Danny over the radio to get his attention. “Dragon Battalion is going to launch an attack once their reinforcements get here. Once that happens, head over to the station and hold it until Barghest arrives. We're going to take the southern gate after they get here.”
 
   “Jeeze, not asking for much, are you?” Danny commented. “Sure thing, I'll alert my sergeants.”
 
   Zach turned his attention back to the scene below. Between the troops holding the station and Black Wolf's flank attack, the enemy battalion was in complete disarray. All of their armored vehicles were either badly damaged or completely knocked out. Scores of troops had been killed, and the rest of them were hugging cover. Any time they tried to retaliate they were met with a torrent of machine gun fire and sniper bullets.
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Eagle Lead. Marauder is here. We're launching the counterattack right now,” C.J. told him.
 
   “Might want to duck and cover,” Bryce added.
 
   “Everyone, be advised that there's going to be fireworks,” Zach warned.
 
   A few seconds later the shells started falling.
 
   Zach ducked and covered to avoid the possibility of being hit by any shrapnel. From the sounds of things Bravehart was laying a ton of hurt on the enemy. The smaller explosions of the 81 mm shells were punctuated by the larger booms of the 120s. The building shook. And then, suddenly, it stopped.
 
   “Hakkaa päälle!”
 
   Zach looked over the edge of the building in time to see Marauder storming forward, cutting down any enemy that had survived the bombardment. Crimson Eagle was right behind them, and Taurus, Viper and Lion followed in their wake.
 
   “Time for us to go,” Danny commented from beside him. “Bravo Wolf, let's move!”
 
   Zach activated his radio. “My guys, give Dragon Battalion cover fire, but be careful. I don't want any accidents.”
 
   He watched Dragon Battalion smash through the enemy line, sending them reeling. Their gambit had begun.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   




 
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   Wild and Young
 
    
 
   The Zionville district was a warzone by the time Barghest Company arrived. Although, that was pretty much true about every place in the virtual reality, Nora thought. It was called World at War, after all. But battles fought by alliances and larger companies were on an entirely different level from the run of the mill variety.
 
   Nora could hear the crackling of small arms as Barghest Company emerged from the subway. They had received the signal from C.J. and headed for the station, leaving behind the mystery of the abyss. Once they had reached the station they had loaded up in the passenger cars, along with Redd Foxx and Storm Hawk. A short trip later and they were in the middle of the fight.
 
   Danny was waiting for them up top, along with the rest of Bravo Wolf Platoon.
 
   “Where's Zach at?” she asked.
 
   “Over there,” he said, indicating a tall building that looked like a department store. He turned toward Anna and Lee. “We want to hold that building because it provides us a good vantage point. If one of you could put a squad there, that would be great.”
 
   “I'll put fifth squad up there,” Lee said. “What's our objective from here?”
 
   “We're driving toward the south gate,” Danny said. “We have a big enough force to take it so we can get assault guns inside the walls.”
 
   “Not giving us the easy job,” Selene commented.
 
   “Well, Dragon Battalion decided to go fight the whole city by themselves,” Danny grinned. “Taking one gate seems like it's pretty tame by comparison.”
 
   Nora looked over at Karen. “We should get everyone ready for the advance.”
 
   Karen nodded. “Right. Assemble your platoons on the surface and let's get ready. I'm going to figure out when and where we go.”
 
   Nora signaled the rest of Yellow Platoon. “Everyone, assemble on my marker.”
 
   She watched them come forward; first was Allen's squad, then the squad led by Simon, and finally April's understrength squad. Nora looked her troops over and spoke.
 
   “OK, you're going to get your first taste of what this alliance is really about. We're all about the big battles, and that means several things. It means aggression tempered by good sense. It means communication with other squads and other companies to make sure that we're fighting at peak efficiency.”
 
   She paused for a moment to let her words sink in. “You might not be the most experienced ones here, but don't let that get you down. You're important, and we'll need you in order to succeed. Just remember that you don't have to be the hero. Fight smart, and fight as a part of the task force. Make sure we know what you're doing, but if you see an opening don't hesitate to take it.”
 
   Nora paused again and looked at them in turn. There was some nervousness from them, but she could see the determination as well. Every single one of them wanted to be a part of Redd Foxx or Black Wolf, and this was their chance to prove themselves in front of their leaders.
 
   “Yellows, are you ready to fight?”
 
   “YES!” came the reply.
 
   “Good speech,” Karen said from behind her.
 
   Nora turned around. “So, what's the plan, then?”
 
   “Redd Foxx is going to act as the vanguard. The rest of us follow behind them. Storm Hawk covers the left flank, Black Wolf covers the right. We're going to be in the center.”
 
   “I see,” Nora replied. On one hand, it put them out of immediate danger. On the other hand, it meant that they would have to reinforce any part of the line that was faltering.
 
   “We'll try to punch through the enemy positions and take the gate as quickly as possible,” Karen said. “Keep in mind that we're Redd Foxx's immediate backup, so we're probably going to have to get down and dirty.”
 
   More unsettling news, Nora thought to herself. They were really intent on testing what the new players were capable of doing. That was all well and good during recon missions, but this attack was critical to the long term success of the alliance.
 
   She shook off those thoughts. They were probably wrong, and anyhow, it wasn't like her opinion mattered at this point. The task force needed to get going before the enemy had time to recover and organize a proper defense.
 
   Barghest deployed into a line stretching from one side of the street to another. Selene's platoon lead, with Nora's following behind. Black Wolf and Storm Hawk moved to streets on the flanks, and Redd Foxx had already gone ahead.
 
   Karen's voice came over the radio. “OK Barghest, move out and stay sharp.”
 
   The company started down the street at a brisk pace. Nora hoped that their plan of attack would work without many hitches. They were going to push down the fastest route to the gate, brushing aside any resistance they came across. Hopefully there would only be small patrols, which Redd Foxx could take care of with little problem. The last thing they wanted to do was to become involved in a pitched battle before the task force reached the gate. That would allow the enemy to call for reinforcements and stop the Hydra advance in its tracks.
 
   And a delay like that could be the death blow for their attack on the district. Without their armor support Hydra was at a distinct disadvantage, especially since they didn't have their air support either.
 
   “Contact,” Anna's voice said over the radio. All of the officers in the task force were using a single channel to communicate, and there were separate channels for each platoon as well.
 
   “What kind of contact?” Nora heard Lee ask.
 
   “Small patrol. We're not going to bother being stealthy. It'll take too long.”
 
   There was a pause for a moment. Nora thought she heard the sound of gunfire ahead, but it was echoing from all around at this point.
 
   “That's taken care of,” Anna said. “We're going on ahead. Assume we're fine unless we give a signal otherwise. We'll take care of the enemy patrols in the meantime.”
 
   Barghest Company continued their advance, eventually coming across the bodies of Redd Foxx's victims. They looked like they were well equipped. Most were carrying assault rifles, though two had machine guns and one was carrying a sniper rifle. It also looked like they had been well stocked with grenades, though their pouches were empty. Redd Foxx must have stripped them of ammunition before they had moved on.
 
   They moved on. Another patrol lay slaughtered a couple hundred yards ahead, again stripped of ammunition. The streets were scarred by grenade explosions and bullet holes. Anna certainly wasn't having her troops be stingy with their supplies. It was often forgotten in favor of their stealth abilities, but Redd Foxx was capable of putting up quite a fight.
 
   “Contact. Contact,” Liz's voice suddenly broke in over the radio.
 
   “Yeah, I see it too,” Danny responded.
 
   “How bad?” Karen asked.
 
   Nora didn't have to wait for a response to know what was happening. The sound of a ferocious battle filtered over from the direction of the right flank. She could hear a ton of automatic weapons fire, punctuated by the sound of something much heavier.
 
   Zach's voice broke into the conversation. “Black Lead, are you there?”
 
   “I read you, Wolf Lead,” Karen answered.
 
   “We're bogged down here. You're going to have to push on ahead with Storm Hawk.”
 
   “Can we come help?” Selene asked.
 
   “We're going to be stuck here for a while. It looks like we just stumbled across an assembly area, and they have several companies here with armor support,” Zach told her.
 
   “Are you guys going to be enough to hold that off?” Karen asked.
 
   “Yes,” Anna said.
 
   Karen spoke up with some force. “OK then. We can't afford to lose momentum right now. Barghest Company, double time it. Once we're past Redd Foxx we'll make our attack on the gate. Nora, take the Yellows and head in first. Selene, follow behind with the Reds and back them up when they need it. Crush the enemy. Lee, can you hold Storm Hawk on the flank to guard us?”
 
   “Sure thing,” came the response. “Are you sure that your guys are ready to handle something like this.”
 
   “Positive, thanks. Barghest, let's get this done!”
 
   “Come on,” Nora told her troops with a wave of her hand.
 
   She smiled as they ran forward, skirting the edge of Redd Foxx's positions. Karen was displaying the leadership qualities that all of them had seen when they had nominated her for command of this company. Faced with a situation where her inexperienced troops would have to carry the load, she showed no hesitation. The speed with which she had designated her company's assignments showed confidence, and that would trickle down to the lieutenants and the squad leaders.
 
   It didn't seem like much, but having confident troops was critical. It could mean the difference between storming a room successfully or being bloodily repulsed when the attackers hesitated for a split second.
 
   The gates loomed ahead of them. The gatehouse itself wasn't going to be that tough to take, especially since they were behind the wall. All they needed to do was to perform a single storm assault on the structure, and they would have it in hand.
 
   The problem, though, was the walls and fortifications surrounding the area. Barghest could take the gate, but if they didn't suppress the defenses their reinforcements were going to come other withering fire as they tried to enter the district.
 
   But the defenses on the walls were formidable, much like the ones that Hydra had placed at Lerna Bastion. The walls were covered with pillboxes and bunkers, bristling with machine guns and heavy weapons. There was only one entrance at each strong point, which was easily defended and difficult to storm.
 
   Barghest Company wasn't helpless; they were equipped for close quarters battle, owing to the fact that they had come straight from a recon mission in the tunnels. They had flamethrowers, grenades, and lots of automatic weapons. But still, this was going to be a tall order, first getting on the wall, and second, clearing it.
 
   Nora switched her channel to her squad leaders. “No hesitation, and don't lose momentum.  Let's move!”
 
   Yellow Platoon broke cover and charged straight for the wall. Bullets started to skip around them, fired from the enemy turning to face them. The Yellows continued to press their attack despite taking several casualties. Then Nora saw several of the enemy fall. The rest tried to take cover.
 
   “Press the attack,” Selene said over the radio. “We'll provide overwatch until you get a foothold on the walls.”
 
   “Thanks,” she responded.
 
   Simon's squad was the first unit to the steps.
 
   “Don't hesitate. Get up top and secure the area!” Nora ordered.
 
   To their credit, the squad responded quickly. They charged up the stairs, heedless of the bullets heading their way. One of their soldiers was hit, but the rest kept going, pressing the assault. They reached the top and started laying fire on the enemy surrounding them.
 
   “Keep pushing,” Nora said. “Simon, press your squad to the right section of the wall. Allen, head left once you get up top. April, keep your guys with me. We're going to do some bunker clearing.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” April commented with a healthy dose of sarcastic enthusiasm.
 
   Nora looked up at the wall again. Most of the bunkers that would cause the assault guns trouble were to the left of the stairs they had taken.
 
   “April, head left. Allen, bypass the bunkers if you can. We'll clear them out on our way through.”
 
   “Copy, Wolf 2,” Allen said.
 
   “How are we getting inside the bunkers?” April asked.
 
   “Well, we do have some breaching charges with us,” Nora said. “And if those don't work, there's always the flamethrower through the firing slit.”
 
   “Can we reach them from the wall?”
 
   “We only need to get the flame to go through the firing port,” Nora reassured her.
 
   Flamethrowers didn't just kill with fire; they also burned all the oxygen in the air, which would be deadly in a confined space like a bunker. Nora planned on making heavy use of grenades and flamethrowers. She didn't want to risk any of her troops if she could help it, since they couldn't gain practical battlefield experience if they were dead.
 
   She climbed up the stairs and headed to the left, following in the footsteps of Allen's squad. April and her troops were right behind her.
 
   The first bunker they came across was shut, barred by a heavy steel door that looked like it would be tough to break through. Terrance, one of the engineers in the squad, kicked at it.
 
   “So, how much explosives are we going to need to use on this? 'Cause it looks like it's gonna be a lot,” he said.
 
   “One charge,” Nora told him. “Place it there. Right between those two rivets in the middle of the door. No, over a bit. Yeah, right there, that's good.”
 
   If Nora's hunch was correct, the doors to the bunker were the same as the ones in the Eagle Creek District. They could stand up to the force of several explosive charges, but a shaped charge could penetrate the door. Place right over the lock, it would have two effects. First, the locking mechanism would be destroyed, so they could easily shove the door open. Second, the lock would be blown to pieces by the charge and would shower the inside of the bunker with lethal shrapnel.
 
   “As soon as we blow the door open, we need to chuck two grenades in and cover. Once we do that, a fireteam moves in to clear out the bunker. April, you're in charge of that,” Nora ordered.
 
   “Got it. What are you going to be doing?” came the question.
 
   “Give me Terrance and two others and we'll move on to the next bunker while you take care of this one. Come meet us, and we should have the charge ready to blow.”
 
   “Right. Jay, Eve, go with Nora,” April said.
 
   Nora looked over at her team. “OK, as soon as we blow that charge we're moving. Ready? Now!”
 
   Terrance triggered the charge. The blast was loud but contained. The purpose of a shaped charge was to direct the blast one way, and the force went right into the bunker.
 
   “Next bunker!” Nora said, motioning her fireteam forward. They took off at a sprint toward the next enemy strongpoint. Nora didn't look back at the other team; she didn't think she needed to. Even if anyone survived the initial blast or the grenades, they would be too stunned to fight back.
 
   Moving quickly, the squad was able to clear out three more bunkers without any trouble. By the time they were done with the third reinforcements from Red Platoon were arriving on the walls. Selene had ordered her troops up to support Yellow Platoon's advance, and Blue Platoon was in the process of taking the gate itself. Nora found Selene in the confusion.
 
   “Is the right end of the wall secure?”  she asked.
 
   “There's still fighting, but the enemy has to come out of their bunkers to have a go at us, so they're neutralized all the same,” Selene said. “I think we should signal the armor forward.”
 
   “I think so too. I'll alert Karen and then get right on it,” Nora said.
 
   A good portion of Hydra's armor was deployed in the north, but they still had the assault guns Reaver, St. Michael, Gabriel, Storm and the new vehicle Talon. That would probably be more than sufficient for their needs.
 
   “Black Lead, the wall is secure enough to call over the armor,” Nora alerted her. “I'm contacting them now, so they should be arriving right when you take the gate.”
 
   “Copy, Wolf 2. We'll try to have the gates open as soon as they arrive,” Karen responded.
 
   Nora switched channels. “Tusk Platoon, Tusk Platoon, this is Wolf 2. The gate is clear. I say again, the gate is clear.”
 
   “Wolf 2, this is Tusk 1. We copy, and we are headed to your position right now. We'll be there in about five minutes.”
 
   “Thanks Tusk 1. We'll see you soon.”
 
   Selene turned to her as she finished her radio message.
 
   “How do you think they're doing?”
 
   Nora was confused. “Who?”
 
   “Your troops, I mean. How well do you think they did in the assault? I think mine are performing pretty well. Better than I had hoped, actually.”
 
   “They're doing well. I was really worried that they would be hesitant and would lack the killer instinct they needed for this kind of fighting,” Nora admitted. “But, they're fine as long as they get some direction. The officers could use a bit of work, but I think that's just inexperience. They'll get better about it in time.”
 
   Selene nodded. “That's how I feel. They've really stepped up to the task whenever we ask them to. That's definitely a good thing for us.”
 
   “Still, they need to work on their stealth skills,” Nora pointed out.
 
   Selene smiled. “Hey, I didn't say we should lower the bar for entry. They can suffer through the ranger challenge in the battledomes just like the rest of us.”
 
   They might not get the chance for a while, Nora thought to herself. The battledomes were located in Old Chicago, and the challenges required specialized skills in order to pass. And while Barghest Company was making steady progress, they were also too focused on their missions to receive the training they needed.
 
   But at least they could act as infantry right now, and that was what the alliance needed most. Even the specialists in the artillery and armor branches of the alliance were capable of giving a good account of themselves as infantry. After all, what good was a force that was incapable of fighting on the front lines when the need was pressing? Long before they had become rangers Black Wolf Company had been fighters on the main line, and Barghest was going to have to follow in those footsteps.
 
   Selene seemed to read her thoughts. “Well, I don't think we're going to be headed to Old Chicago for a while. Too many things to do around here. Like taking districts, for instance. Or the bottomless pit that seems to be under the city.”
 
   Nora frowned. In the rush to deploy their troops for the fight, the memory of the abyss they had discovered had slipped her mind. She was going to have to report it in detail, and the specifics needed to go to alliance command. A company might not be enough to clear a place of that size, and the might need to use the entirety of Ghost Battalion to search the place.
 
   “Still, they did well. Better than we did, during our first attack on a settlement,” Selene said.
 
   “Don't say that. We haven't even seen the boss yet,” Nora said.
 
   Selene rolled her eyes. “Oh, listen to you. I got killed by the first boss and almost had the second one fall right on top of me, and where were you? HQ, that's where,” she commented jokingly.
 
   “Hey, blame Zach for that, not me.”
 
   “That's true,” Selene agreed. “Still... Not to press our luck at all, but I wonder what this place has up its sleeve.” She paused for a moment. “I wonder what insane plan we'll have to come up with this time in order to kill it.”
 
   “Hey, that's Dragon Battalion's problem right now,” Nora said. “We've done our jobs.”
 
   “The antiaircraft gun in Lerna Bastion was Redd Foxx's problem,” Selene pointed out. “How did that end up going?”
 
   Nora shrugged. The self-propelled antiaircraft gun had done a number on their forces, slaughtering scores of them. Only an improvised bomb created by Zach followed by Gavin and Ryan making a suicidal grenade attack had brought down the beast.
 
   “I'm sure we'll come up with something,” Nora said. She turned and watched Tusk Platoon approaching from the south.
 
   “I would prefer if it didn't involve death or near-death experiences for me,” Selene said.
 
   “Or if Miko needs to make another one in a million shot,” Nora added in. “Where is she, by the way?”
 
   Selene shrugged. “Over somewhere with the rest of Black Wolf. Karen detached her and she's helping them. Probably picking off heavy weapons crews, officers and the like. You know, the normal stuff.”
 
   “Probably,” Nora agreed.
 
   Miko was possibly the best sniper in the alliance, and her ability to influence a battlefield was uncanny. Other snipers could pick off targets at a distance, but she knew who to target and when to target them. Silencing a heavy weapons crew at the right spot in the line, killing an officer when it would damage morale the most, those were the things that made her so deadly.
 
   But were there any talents like that in Barghest Company? A week ago Nora would have said no, but time with them had changed her view somewhat. She still wasn't sure whether someone of that caliber would reveal themselves, but she found the prospect far more likely. They were learning, and soon enough they would be ready.
 
   “Tusk Platoon is headed through the gate,” Karen said, breaking in on her thoughts. “Red and Blue Platoons will continue to clear the walls. Nora, take Yellow Platoon and escort Tusk over to the right flank. Help them break the stalemate.”
 
   “Copy that,” Nora said, and then switched channels. “Yellows, form up on me.”
 
   They had proven their worth in battle. Now, it was time for them to prove that they had fangs that could equal the wolves.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 13
 
   The Next Step
 
    
 
   The fighting for the Zionville District had been some of the toughest that Zach had ever faced. While Barghest Company was taking control of the gate, Black Wolf and Redd Foxx had tangled with a battalion of armored cavalry assembling to counter Dragon Battalion's push into the rest of the city. The battle had been intense and brutal. Heavily outnumbered and faced with dozens of armored vehicles, the two companies had nonetheless made a good account of themselves. Once again Ethan had proved to be an ace with a recoilless rifle, killing six enemy vehicles by himself. Even so, they had been hard pressed.
 
   Then the armored support had arrived from the south. Bolstered by their reinforcements, Ghost Battalion had launched a furious assault that completely broke the back of the enemy force. It had cost them about thirty troops, but in the end they were triumphant.
 
   But the district hadn't been done with surprises yet. As Dragon Battalion had approached the central capture point they came under attack from several snipers. They weren't of the run of the mill variety either; their aim was much better, and their weapons were stronger, capable of piercing brick walls, cars and even several troops packed close together with a single shot. After the battle they had found out their opponents were using .50 caliber sniper rifles designed for taking out light vehicles.
 
   Dragon Battalion had suffered heavily from the enemy bosses, with almost eighty killed. Once they had figured out their location the response was merciless; mortar fire and shelling from the assault guns, followed by grenades, machine gun fire and more grenades. One squad from Marauder had particular trouble with a building housing two snipers, along with a squad guarding the way up; their response had been to level the place with explosives.
 
   Despite heavy casualties, which was the norm in that kind of situation, Hydra had taken the district. Now they needed to move in and assess what they had on hand.
 
   So far their search had been reasonably fruitful. There wasn't much in the realm of super weapons or even powerful schematics here, but there were still plenty of valuables. While combing through the buildings they had found piles and piles of junk, most of it scrap metal. When melted down it could be shaped into anything they wanted, whether that was bullets, armored vehicles or something else.
 
   There was a large group that wanted that certain something else to be a rail link between Lerna Bastion and Indianapolis, and Zach was amongst them. To him the establishment of the link would be more important than building more armored vehicles. Once it was built Hydra could shift supplies and troops from north to south with both speed and efficiency. Even though the trains would take fusion batteries to run, they would be far more efficient than a convoy of Mules.
 
   He wasn't the only one who felt that way. David, in particular, was very adamant about creating a rail link to make transport more efficient. Ever since Hydra had moved its industry to the Eagle Creek District, Lerna Bastion needed to have all its ammunition and other supplies brought in from the south. That put a considerable strain on their transport pool, and there were many questions as to whether Knight Battalion could be sufficiently supplied if they were forced into extremely intense combat.
 
   But there were other issues to contend with. Like, for instance, the fact that even though Zach was an engineer class, he had no clue how to build a railway. That would require the expertise of Hephaestus Company, and they were busy.
 
   In fact, Yusuf was reiterating that point to him and the rest of the Hydra founders right now.
 
   “You really don't ask for much, do you?” he was saying. “You do realize how hard we have to work to keep you guys in fighting shape. You're burning through ammunition almost as fast as we can produce it.”
 
   “Well sorry, but avoiding death is pretty hard if we don't use bullets,” David said.
 
   Yusuf looked over some figures in his menu and sighed. “This isn't going to be easy. We're going to have to devote pretty much everything we have to the project. We'll keep the necessary skeleton crew on ammo production, but everyone else is going to have to be put on the railway project.”
 
   “Right,” Gina said. “That's what we were thinking when we started this.”
 
   Yusuf frowned. “Let me make sure you're getting my drift. If you lose any vehicles, we can't replace them. If you burn through more than the standard supply of ammunition, we can't replace it. If you find a library full of schematics, we can't build them, because everyone is going to be on this project. That means research and development, the production lines, the miners, everyone.”
 
   “Alright, alright, we get it,” Gina said with her hands up.
 
   This was turning into a boardroom meeting, Zach thought to himself as the scene unfolded. They were meeting and everyone was trying to carve out their little niche in the grand scheme of things. They needed to work together as a team.
 
   Part of him wondered why they were so serious when they all knew that this was just a game. A very realistic and very intense game, but a game nonetheless. In some ways they were treating their alliance like a corporation, not like a social group. And Zach was somewhat worried about that fact.
 
   It wasn't that he necessarily despised the politics and haggling, because that was an important part of the game. But he had the niggling feeling that they were starting to overtake the fun aspect of the world, and that was to their detriment.
 
   Or maybe he was just being too sensitive about it. After all, he should be the last one to talk about how corporate the game was becoming, since he was getting paid to study it.
 
   “Do you think you'll be able to build trains based just on the designs of the subway cars?” Anna asked. “I mean, we may not want to sink too many resources into this until we figure that out.”
 
   “We think so,” Yusuf told her. “Theoretically, it's the exact same thing. We just have to build the engine and attach a power source to it. It could probably be any design of engine we want to try.”
 
   “Theoretically,” Anna repeated.
 
   “Yeah. I have faith in my theories,” Yusuf said.
 
   “Well, considering I drive around in one of those theories I'm inclined to agree with you,” Connor spoke up.
 
   “Any idea on a time frame for the project?” Liz asked him.
 
   Yusuf sighed. “Look, I have no idea. We're flying blind here, and we have to invent everything from scratch. So until we do it, no, I don't have a remotely accurate time frame, so I'm not going to speculate.”
 
   David shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “So we're going to be sinking a lot of resources into a project, and we have no clue when it will be finished.”
 
   “That's what I've been saying,” Yusuf replied.
 
   “Whatever the case, I still think that it's worthwhile,” Zach said. “Ragnarok is still occupied fighting Ronin and the smaller alliances in the north. We still have Lerna Bastion as well, and that's not going to be easy to overcome. But if we can get the link we can make everything more efficient. Not just running supplies and reinforcements up to the bastion, mind you. We need somewhere to sell our goods, and if we can get them up to Old Chicago quickly then so much the better.”
 
   “Unless Ragnarok gets wind of what we're planning and tries to pound us into the ground during that time,” Gina said.
 
   “Could we pay off Ronin to keep them busy?” Morgan suggested.
 
   Nora finally spoke up. “With what? We're not exactly swimming in credits and resources right now, unless you want to fight by throwing rocks at the enemy.”
 
   Morgan shrugged apologetically. “OK, then how are we going to keep Ragnarok off of our backs?”
 
   “I think the best we can do is to sit tight and pray that Ragnarok doesn't come after us,” Yusuf said. “Though I'm not the one to make that judgment call, since Hephaestus Company isn't going to be the ones doing all the fighting. I guess it depends on how strong you think that Lerna Bastion is.”
 
   “That's your call, oh Knight commander,” Gina quipped at David.
 
   “I think that the bastion is strong enough to hold off a determined attack, even if we don't get many more reinforcements. For those of you that don't know, we've been spending our time digging out the rubble with engineering Mules and doing some building. Garrett has been helping, but most of the effort is being spearheaded by Reese. And I must say that he's doing a good job,” David summarized.
 
   Gina nodded happily. Reese was one of her engineers.
 
   David continued. “The Ragnarok attack might have actually helped us, because it gave us a lot of building material and space to work with. We've got everything you could want to build a fortress.”
 
   “But we have to take time to rebuild it, so how does the attack help us?” Liz asked. “Couldn't we have just demolished the buildings to get what we needed?”
 
   “We could have, but we weren't thinking like that. We saw a bunch of buildings that we could use as strongholds and storage areas. But they're vulnerable, especially to air and artillery attack. I think we should have paid more attention to the first attack on the bastion.”
 
   At the beginning of the war Ragnarok had launched an all-out assault on Lerna Bastion, trying to knock out their enemy with one swift and vicious blow. The fighting between the infantry had been extremely intense, but the real threat during the attack had been the artillery bombardment, which had rained destruction on all parts of the bastion.
 
   Zach, Selene, Danny and Nora had been in Old Chicago on business when the attack had started. By chance they had come across the guns while they were returning to the bastion and had launched a commando attack that destroyed them. They had thought that the lesson to be learned was the fact that they needed some way to counter enemy artillery, but they were wrong. The true lesson, Zach had finally realized, was that the buildings inside the bastion were very, very vulnerable.
 
   But he and the rest of the alliance had only fully realized that when Ragnarok had flattened the bastion in their next attack.
 
   “So you're constructing the bastion to be more resistant to artillery, I'm assuming?” Nora asked.
 
   “That's putting it mildly,” David said. “The bastion is going underground. We still have the walls, and there's going to be bunkers and strongpoints up top, but the critical parts of the place are going to be underground. That means munition storage, armories, the command center, and any production facilities.”
 
   “Just how long is it going to take you to build that?” Zach asked.
 
   “We're making good progress,” David told him. “So far we have ten rooms built with interconnecting tunnels in between them. It's going to be slow, since we don't have the expertise of Hephaestus for this kind of things. But people are enjoying it. They like the feeling of building something.”
 
   “See, now you understand why we like our jobs,” Yusuf said.
 
   Nora spoke up. “Crap. Speaking of the underground, I almost forgot about it in the confusion after taking the district. Did everyone see the report on what we found in the tunnels?”
 
   “I noticed that you called it an abyss,” Zach said. “Seems fairly melodramatic.”
 
   “Well, I'm inclined to agree with her,” Anna said. She had her menu open and was looking through the report and the attached pictures. “This doesn't look like the friendliest place on earth. We have no idea where any of those tunnels go or how long they are. This could really drain our manpower while we search the place.”
 
   “But we're going to,” Gina said in a tone that suggested she knew what the response would be.
 
   “Oh yeah, we need to. We have no idea what's under our feet, and the last thing we need is for something to come crawling out of the abyss at the worst possible moment,” Anna agreed. “Besides, we can take the time to regroup a bit after the district attack.”
 
   “Next question. Who's going to explore the place?” Connor asked.
 
   “Barghest Company has been assigned to the south tunnels,” Anna said.
 
   Morgan whistled. “Tall order for the new guys. Are we sure that they can handle it?”
 
   “Nora is probably going to be the best judge of that,” Liz said.
 
   “We can if we need to, but I'm not exactly comfortable with taking on a task this big with a new company,” Nora said.
 
   “Are they not up to standard?” Liz asked. “Because I thought they gave a really good account of themselves during the attack on the gate.”
 
   Nora shook her head. “It's not like that. They can fight, and they're picking up the finer points rather quickly. But still, I'm not sure I would take them on a bunker raid yet, let alone something like this. They just don't seem to have acquired that extra edge they need for the really tough situations.”
 
   “And we can't really expect that they're going to be first rate troops immediately,” Anna said. “The purpose of Barghest is to get the recruits that want to join the rangers ready. It's only natural that they're not going to be up to standard.”
 
   “Honestly, I think we need to do what we can to take care of this problem right now,” Nora said. “If that means we have to use a full battalion to search the place, so be it. It's too dangerous to leave alone right now.”
 
   Zach wondered about that. It was very true that Barghest Company was new, and that they weren't on the level of the rangers in Black Wolf, Redd Foxx or even Spectre. But he had heard the positive reports from both Karen and Selene, and they were encouraging.
 
   He wondered whether Nora was overreacting to rawness of the new recruits. Zach thought that they would learn, just like the rest of them had. Black Wolf had been at an advantage in the beginning because he, Selene and Danny had been beta players, but they still had to learn a lot about this world by trial and error. That was how this world taught lessons the best. And anyhow, the others like Miko, Xavier and Nora herself had begun playing with no advantages. The beta players had taken the time to impart their knowledge on the new recruits back then, and that was what they needed to do now.
 
   Maybe it was because she felt like they were operating on borrowed time. If so, then Zach could hardly blame her for that. One major delay, one slip-up and the whole thing could come crashing down around them. It was like playing a high-stakes game of poker; right now they had a strong hand, but if they misplayed it they stood to lose much.
 
   “So, what do we do about it?” David said.
 
   “Well, we'll have to run everything by the council,” Zach said.
 
   “Three of the council members are here, and I'm pretty sure that Karen would welcome any reinforcements we can give her,” Anna said. “She has confidence in her company, but she's not arrogant. She already spoke to me about adding scout teams from Redd Foxx, in fact.”
 
   Zach smiled. Once again, their choice was being validated. Karen was showing good initiative and confidence, going to her battalion commander first without consulting with him. It was what she should be doing, since after all, she was a company commander in her own right and was on equal footing with him. Karen had come a long way from the person who had refused to reform her original company because she saw it as her greatest failure.
 
   “Given the size of this place, wouldn't it be better to have as many troops as possible searching it? Not just for enemies, mind you. There could be important tech or other things down there,” Yusuf said. “And if not, well, then it might be the perfect place to hide things that we don't want anyone else to know about.”
 
   “We'd have to pull troops off the line from other places,” Gina said. “Given how badly we've been stretched that might not be the best idea.”
 
   Zach thought for a moment. “I think that Ghost Battalion can handle it. The passages may be narrow, but it looks like there's only a limited amount of space inside them. Bring too many troops along and we'll just get in each other's way.”
 
   “That strips us of our recon force for the tunnels,” David said.
 
   “Then put another company on it. Marauder, for instance. We really don't need to have stealth capable troops to do scouting, it only makes it easier.”
 
   “And can keep a whole lot of trouble from coming down on their heads,” David pointed out.
 
   “What, do you think there's anything in this world that has the stones to kill everyone in Marauder?” Zach asked. “All we need to do is to point them down the tunnel and tell them to kill anything that gets in their way.”
 
   David laughed. “OK, you have a point there. Just making sure that we can keep on schedule.”
 
   “Who's going to be on guard duty up above, since we'll be stripping them of their extra troops?” Morgan asked.
 
   Zach already had an answer. “We really only need to put forces in the tunnels, since that seems like the only place where they can attack from. If they've coming from the north and east, then they'll run straight into Dragon Battalion. If they come from the south, well, the guards can radio us and we can withdraw back to shore up the defense.”
 
   “That's assuming our only threats are in this city,” Gina said. “What happens if Ragnarok launches a surprise attack?”
 
   “I'm assuming that they wouldn't do that without neutralizing Lerna Bastion first, and that's not going to be easy,” Zach said. “They could try, but they also have no way to get over the walls, and they'd be cut off from support.”
 
   “That's their main forces. What about commando raiders?” Gina replied.
 
   That question sparked a flurry of discussion from around the table, which didn't bother Zach a bit. It was quite normal, in fact. The five original companies had worked long enough together to know that there was no malice or venom in their questions or objections. All of them wanted to make sure their plan succeeded, so they would point out any flaw, weakness or overlooked factor. That way, they would be sure that there were no mistakes that could have been prevented by a few more minutes of planning.
 
   Such planning meant that they needed to examine any serious threat, no matter how remote the possibility of it actually happening. In this case he didn't think a commando raid from Ragnarok was likely, but they couldn't exactly discount the possibility either. They had the elite troops needed to pull it off, and they had been strangely quiet in recent weeks. Something was up.
 
   Whether that something involved Hydra remained to be seen. Whatever the case, they still needed to guard against the possibility of an attack.
 
   “We have enough elite troops in Knight Battalion. We can take the fight to the Valkyries if they show up,” Morgan was saying.
 
   “Good luck,” Nora said with a smile.
 
   Zach agreed with her. “Well, if anyone can handle them in this alliance it would be your guys, but still, they're pretty tough.”
 
   “We can handle tough,” David said. “And we're not planning on fighting even remotely fair if we can help it.”
 
   “OK, back to the abyss,” Anna said. “That's a job for Ghost Battalion. I'm not sure what we should do with Rogue Battalion. We'll have to determine that at the next meeting of the small council. I think we should also shift Raven Company to the north to provide support for Knight Battalion. Right now with the tunnel fighting they're not getting much usage.”
 
   “We can always use more reinforcements,” David said.
 
   “Are they going to be safe with Ragnarok's air force out and about?” Morgan asked. “Seems to me like that's a good way to lose our choppers.”
 
   “If they operate around the bastion that shouldn't be much of a problem,” David said. “They're a bit more hesitant now that we've fitted the place with more antiaircraft guns. Plus, we might have an idea on how to take care of them.”
 
   “Care to share it?” Gina asked.
 
   David shook his head. “Sorry, but we're going to keep it under wraps by now. The only ones in the alliance that are aware of the plan are me and Morgan, and I'd like to keep it that way. I don't want any hint of this trickling back to Ragnarok.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Zach said. Even though they were close allies, everyone in Hydra had their little secrets, and it was best not to pry.
 
   “OK, so assuming that Ragnarok doesn't rush us with everything we have, and we manage to clear out the abyss, what then?” Yusuf asked.
 
   “Business as usual,” Liz shrugged. “We keep taking stations and districts until we have the whole city.”
 
   Gina spoke up. “Keep this quiet, but the council has been discussing taking only the districts on this side of the river for now. Once we regroup from that push we can take the rest of our city.”
 
   “Our city,” Anna said with a half smile. “Are we calling it that right now?”
 
   “Might be a little presumptuous,” Connor agreed. “In the bad omen kind of way.”
 
   “Fine then. We can push to take the city so it becomes our city. Is that better?” Gina said with a smile and some heavy snark.
 
   “Much better yes,” Anna said.
 
   “First we have to take care of the pit first,” Nora said, “and I have a feeling that it's not going to be easy.”
 
   That prospect didn't bother Zach even slightly. “When have we ever done things the easy way?”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 14
 
   Ode to Joy?
 
    
 
   Up until her life had taken an unexpected turn, Nora had always imagined that it would be spent making music. She had loved it as soon as she had been able to comprehend it at an early age, and loved it even more when she was finally able to pick up an instrument. Her love for music only grew the more she played her cello, and she had become more and more proficient.
 
   Throughout high school and college she played, pouring the sheer joy of it all into becoming a better cellist. Receiving her acceptance letter into grad school was one of the proudest moments of her life.
 
   But somewhere along the line, the joy of playing had faded somewhat. Nora still enjoyed it, but it didn't have the same spark that it once had. Her entire life had started to revolve around her cello, and the luster that it once had began to slowly fade away. Now it was a duty, a job that she needed to do. Every day she needed to practice, to accomplish the task that was set for her each day. The times she played for the sheer joy of it had become rarer and rarer.
 
   She never hated it, of course. Music was her first love, after all, and nothing could take it completely away from her. But it had faded with time. Familiarity bred contempt, after all, and having her life revolve around music lessened its appeal somewhat.
 
   It was during Nora's last year in grad school that she had started playing World at War. To her it had been a diversion from her normal life, and it had been a joy to experience that as well. It was as different from playing music as it could possibly be, but some of the same joy had found its way back to her. There was a sense of discovery and accomplishment inside the virtual world, and Nora had enjoyed it immensely.
 
   When she had been offered a paid position to study the game she had jumped at the chance. It was good pay for doing something that she enjoyed, and it allowed her to spend time with the group that she had met inside the game world.
 
   But sure enough, the same thing happened again. Slowly, surely, the initial allure of World at War started to fade away. Once again, Nora still enjoyed her time in the world, but like music it had become her life. Much of the joy was now gone.
 
   So she was back to where she started. Once again music had become a joy for her, something that could take her out of the grind of her normal life.
 
   Nora sat playing Bach on her cello; she had always liked his music. Her mind wandered a bit as she did so.
 
   Was it always going to be this way? Was she always going to find something that she enjoyed, only for it to lose its magic and its shine? Was anything ever going to always make her happy, or was she doomed to wander, trying to find something that would satisfy her but never reaching that goal?
 
   Nora snapped out of her thoughts and stopped playing when she heard her phone go off. She checked it. Selene had messaged her.
 
   Still on for tonight, it said.
 
   Great, I'll be there, she responded back.
 
   She though for a moment, trying to remember where she had ended, then resumed playing. Maybe that wanderlust only applied to her hobbies or her job. She had no desire to move on from her friends, and probably never would. Some things just never grew old, and that was comforting to her.
 
   But still, why had the virtual world lost some of its allure to her? Nothing had changed. If anything, the possibilities inside had only expanded. So why did she feel this way?
 
   Nora mulled it over and continued to play on.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, that was very good,” Nora commented as she leaned back in her chair. She, Anna and Liz had met at Selene and Miko's apartment for dinner.
 
   “I'll second that,”Anna said.
 
   “Me too,” Liz added.
 
   Miko smiled. “Thanks, everyone. I finally managed to get my grandmother to give me the family curry recipe.”
 
   “She held out on you?” Anna asked.
 
   “Well, I had to prove to her that I was capable of cooking before she would teach me. She must have been afraid that I would burn down the house or something.”
 
   “Not exactly the greatest vote of confidence,” Selene said.
 
   Miko laughed. “Yeah, tell me about it.”
 
   “Don't feel bad, my parents are still afraid that I'm going to burn down the house every time I cook,” Anna said. “Despite the fact that I worked for a catering company during college.”
 
   “Isn't that the worst?” Selene asked. She took on an air of mock frustration. “Yes mom, I know what I'm doing. No, I don't need your help, I know what I'm doing. Seriously mom, I know what I'm doing.”
 
   The others burst out laughing.
 
   “Ah, parents,” Nora said with a smile. “Love mine dearly, but... Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah,” Liz agreed.
 
   Miko and Selene stood up and started clearing plates off the table. The others began standing up to help.
 
   “Thanks, but don't bother. Everything is getting chucked in the dishwasher,” Selene said.
 
   “Lucky,” Nora commented. That was one thing her apartment lacked, and while she could definitely afford a different one, she didn't want to move.
 
   “Does anyone want anything to drink?” Miko asked.
 
   “What is there?” Anna asked back.
 
   “We have stuff to mix drinks with,” Selene said. “We also have beer, but it's bock, so it might be too strong for some people's preferences.”
 
   “Is Miko mixing the drinks?” Nora asked.
 
   “Going to need a stomach pump for that,” Liz quipped.
 
   “Haha,” Miko replied. “We'll just bring the stuff out here and people can mix them how they want.”
 
   Nora stood up. “Well, we're not going to make you lug everything out here by yourselves.”
 
   A few trips to the kitchen later and they were all back at the table, glasses and ingredients in hand.
 
   “It's nice to have a night where we can just sit back and relax,” Anna said.
 
   “That really doesn't make it sound like our hobby is that much fun,” Selene said.
 
   “Oh, I think it is,” Anna said. “Tons of fun. But there's a lot to be done in the game world, and sometimes it's good to just break away from that.”
 
   Nora elected to go simple with her drink and mixed herself a cola and rum.
 
   “Well, maybe it has to do with leadership. We all have a bunch of duties in the alliance, and that takes a lot of time,” Liz said. “Though a lot of what we do for entertainment is basically management. Which, put that way, sounds like not much fun.”
 
   “A lot of things sound like not much fun when you break them down to their basic elements,” Selene said. “Look at how many people entertain themselves by looking at splotches of ink on a stack of paper.”
 
   “Hm?” Miko asked.
 
   “Reading,” Selene said.
 
   “OK, that description is stretching it a bit.”
 
   “Oh please, you know what I mean.”
 
   “Still, the entire thing is pretty fun,” Anna said. “I'm actually pretty surprised at the number of different people it's able to attract.”
 
   “I think that it's probably because there's something in it for everyone, or at least, a lot of different types,” Liz said. “Our alliance is a pretty good example. We have the up in your face types, like Marauder. We have the controlled, professional types like Sacred Sword, we have the people that like tinkering and building in Hephaestus, and we have people who like stealth in Redd Foxx. That's a lot of different ways to play, and I think people enjoy it.”
 
   “Yeah, and I think that's what makes it really fun,” Selene said. “There's not just one way of doing things. It isn't like there's just one set path that everyone has to follow in order to be good.”
 
   “And it's fun to branch out into different things once in a while,” Liz said.
 
   “You seem down about it,” Miko said.
 
   Nora realized that she was talking to her. “Do I?”
 
   “Maybe a little?” Anna said.
 
   “Is something bothering you about it?” Selene asked.
 
   Nora shrugged. “Maybe a bit, yeah. It's just that I've been thinking lately that I haven't enjoyed playing quite as much as I used to.”
 
   “So are you thinking of giving it up?” Liz asked her.
 
   “Oh, no way. I still have fun whenever I'm on. But, I don't know, it's kind of like it lost its shine, and I don't know why,” Nora said.
 
   “Maybe you're taking on too much responsibility right now,” Anna suggested. “When a lot gets laid on your shoulders, even the best things can lose a lot of what made them great in the first place.”
 
   “I'd second that thought, actually,” Selene said. “I think you're too focused on getting Barghest Company in shape, and that's taking away from your enjoyment of the game. You're focusing on getting them trained, and your don't have the time to appreciate the thrill of exploring or combat. At least that's my take.”
 
   “You have to do some things yourself, you know?” Miko said. “Whenever I get the chance I've been taking off into the north and stalking Ragnarok officers.”
 
   “Oh. So that's where you disappear to,” Selene commented. “I'm sure that they appreciate it very much.”
 
   “Well, I enjoy it,” Miko said, “and it keeps them on their toes. Hunting is just fun for me, and that's how I keep a lot of the enjoyment of the game alive. Plus, it makes them really, really nervous.”
 
   “I'll bet,” Liz agreed.
 
   “I'm surprised that they didn't send the Wraith after you,” Anna said.
 
   “Oh, I think they have. But I managed to get away,” Miko told them.
 
   “That's quite the accomplishment,” Nora said with a bit of admiration. Getting away from the player that was considered to be possibly the best sniper in the region was no mean feat.
 
   “Yeah, it wasn't easy, but you know what? It was thrilling. Fun. Tons of fun, in fact, and that's how I keep the game alive for myself,” Miko said.
 
   “So what your saying is that I need to find some way that helps me keep the game alive,” Nora said. “How, is the question.”
 
   “That's probably going to be something that you have to determine yourself,” Anna said. “What was it that drew you into the world in the first place?”
 
   “The camaraderie, maybe? Or the sense of adventure? Maybe a bit of both?” Nora mused.
 
   “I do think that's one thing that we're missing in the larger alliance,” Anna said. “In some ways we're achieving great things in the world, but in some other ways it seems to be turning into a somewhat soulless machine.”
 
   “Yeah, I'd agree that as well,” Liz said. “We're missing some of the early days of the alliance. Or going even further back, the times we were just fooling around all over the place with Sacred Sword.”
 
   “Remember that time we were scouting the bastion?” Anna asked.
 
   “Which one, the one where Zach got shot and Will and Gwen had to drag him to safety?” Selene asked.
 
   “Or was it the one where I got trapped on the roof and had to make a running and jumping retreat?” Liz asked. “Not sure that I ever want to do that again.”
 
    “Oh come on, those were good times back then and you know it,” Anna said.
 
   “Well, we had the bunker raid,” Selene said.
 
   “Yeah, the one where half of us got melted by chilus venom,” Miko grumbled. “Still can't believe that you managed to go so long without dying,” she said toward Nora.
 
   “Well, maybe it's just luck?” Nora suggested. “It's not like you die that often either.”
 
   “That's because I'm usually hiding somewhere,” Miko said.
 
   “Heh, maybe.”
 
   “Ah, the good old days,” Liz said.
 
   “Maybe that's why the original five gravitate toward one another,” Selene said. “We're used to each other, and that gives us some sort of bias.”
 
   “Like a trust factor, you mean?” Anna questioned her.
 
   Selene nodded. “Yeah, exactly. I've been noticing that we seem to form up in our own little groups within the alliance. Maybe it's because we want to work with the people that we know best, but It's kind of weird all the same.”
 
   “So you think that we have trust problems in the alliance?” Liz asked her.
 
   “No, I don't. We seem to be able to work fine together when we need to. There's no real problem there. It's just that we seem to always work together with the same people,” Selene replied.
 
   “And maybe that's just part of the game,” Miko said. “We're not a real army, we're a social group. People just naturally gravitate toward people that they like, and it makes sense that they'd just like to be around them as well. I don't think there's anything wrong with that, so long as we're not at each other's throats.”
 
   “I guess maybe in some ways we're taking this way too seriously?” Nora said.
 
   Liz took a drink and then answered. “Well, I think a lot of things need to be taken seriously, or you'll never get anywhere. That goes for game and leisure as well as jobs and skills. You played sports, right?”
 
   “Yeah. Softball, basketball and soccer,” she confirmed.
 
   “Take softball, for example. You had to practice, right? You had to learn how to play as a team in order to succeed. Even if it's a game, you still had to take it seriously, otherwise you weren't going to be any good at it.”
 
   “But then there are those people that take it way too seriously,” Nora said. “The kind of people that want to win at any cost and stomp on anyone that gets in their way.”
 
   “Well, there has to be a balance, of course,” Liz agreed. “There's not much fun to be had if you're too serious, but if you're not serious you'll probably be no good at it. And that's no fun as well.”
 
   “But then, where it that balance?” Nora asked.
 
   “I would say that the balance is when whatever you're doing stops being any fun,” Anna said. “Having to work for something can be really satisfying, but if you don't feel any real satisfaction at the end of it, it's really not worth it. Especially if you're doing it for entertainment.”
 
   “Ah,” Nora said. “I guess it goes back to something I thought about months ago. The game has a soul in it because the people in it lend part of their souls to it. That's what makes the game come alive for me.”
 
   And that was what might be missing. Hydra was getting bigger, with more and more members, and the number of people she knew in the alliance was getting proportionally smaller and smaller. She knew of a lot the them, but she didn't actually know them, and that created a serious disconnect. Many times she didn't know what to expect, or barely even knew who the person was.
 
   And that was the company commanders, who she had interacted with at council meetings. Her knowledge of the rank and file of many of the new companies was even worse.
 
   Take Ghost Battalion for example. Nora knew all of Black Wolf, of course though she knew some better than others. She knew most of Redd Foxx as well, or at least their veteran troop strength, But after them her knowledge of the other people in her unit started dropping off. Nora was very hit or miss on Raven Company, and she barely knew anyone in Spectre.
 
   That was with her own battalion, with people she worked with on a regular basis. Off the top of her head she couldn't name a single person in companies like Lion, Viper or Viking. She was spotty on some of the companies that had been with the alliance for a while as well. She knew Marauder and Crimson Eagle to some extent, and Bravehart as well, but she was a bit fuzzy on the rest of the former Legion Pact members.
 
   So what was it they had? Hydra could hardly call itself a group of close-knit friends. True friendships ran deep in the alliance, but those were usually between individuals, or between a select few companies. The rest of them were just acquaintances that had joined together for a single cause.
 
   “So, are you thinking that Barghest Company is part of the problem?” Miko asked.
 
   “Wait, what?”
 
   “You said that that game has soul because of the people inside,” Miko elaborated. “But you can't really know that if you don't know the person who's giving a part of their soul, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I'm sorry you've kind of lost me,” Nora said,
 
   “Yeah, me too,” Anna agreed.
 
   “OK, maybe this will make more sense, then. You said that the game gets its soul from the people playing, because they're contributing a part of themselves into the virtual world. But you wouldn't know it if you didn't know them personally. I mean, there's thousands of players up in the north, but can we really say that they're adding soul to the game that we're playing?”
 
   “There's the butterfly effect,” Liz pointed out. “Anything they do will have an influence over the entire world. So I would say yes, the do add some soul to the game.”
 
   “But does that even matter?” Miko asked. “The purpose of having soul in the virtual world is so that it doesn't feel cold and lifeless. Are the people miles and miles away going to have any real influence on that? The real soul in the game doesn't just come from people. It comes from your comrades. From your friends.”
 
   “That's... not the craziest thing I've ever heard,” Selene said. “And I think you're right.”
 
   “It's what we've been talking about,” Liz agreed. “Just us with our true companions going on an adventure.”
 
   “Maybe that's what's draining you?” Anna suggested. “Maybe the world is losing a lot of its luster because you're not experiencing it with your comrades.”
 
   “I'm not sure,” Nora admitted. She wasn't sure it was a healthy attitude, either.
 
   If she was losing interest because she felt disconnected from the members of Barghest Company, then why? Why was there such a distance between them? Why could she not just wait? After all, there was a good chance that she would get to know them and then regard them as her comrades. But right now, they were just faces that she didn't know well, people she needed to work with. There was no familiarity, no closeness, nothing of that sort.
 
   And that feeling in and of itself was chilling. What was the game doing to her psyche?
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 15
 
   Decisions, Decisions
 
    
 
   Zach had been surprised when Selene contacted him asking for a meeting. He had been even more surprised when she had asked that it be one on one, and that he turn off all communication to the outside while it was taking place.
 
   He had accepted her request, though not without a lot of curiosity. Selene was one of his oldest friends, and it wasn't like her to tiptoe around like this; usually, she would speak her mind. Something was up.
 
   There was a knock on the door of the small meeting room he had selected.
 
   “Come on in,” he said.
 
   Selene stepped in and shut the door behind her.
 
   Zach gestured for her to have a seat. The interior wasn't much, furnished with just a small table and three chairs, but it would serve its purpose well enough.
 
   “Alright, so why did you want this meeting?” Zach asked. “And why do you want all this secrecy? It's almost paranoid, and that's not like you at all.”
 
   Selene gave him a half smile. “I just don't want what I have to say getting back to certain people. So please make sure that it doesn't.”
 
   “Sure,” Zach agreed.
 
   “I mean it. If this gets out then I might have to hurt you.”
 
   “Hurt me?”
 
   “Yeah. Physically, in the real world, and badly,” Selene told him. “So don't let a word of this out.”
 
   “It kind of takes away from the threat when you have to add so many qualifiers to it,” Zach said with a chuckle.
 
   “Oh please, you won't be saying that if I do it to you,” Selene replied.
 
   “OK, back on topic. Why did you want this?”
 
   Selene leaned back in her chair and sighed. “I'm worried about Nora.”
 
   “Did she say something about it last night?” Zach asked. “She's been down for a little while, but I couldn't get a good answer when I asked her about it.”
 
   “Well, we had a pretty long talk about stuff last night. About the alliance, about how we're feeling about its expansion. About what drew us into the game, and whether those reasons still exist.”
 
   Zach wasn't quite sure where she was going with this point. “So...” he asked, beckoning for more.
 
   “I think that you should withdraw Nora from Barghest Company,” Selene told him. “Reassign her back to Black Wolf. Or maybe ask Anna if she's need as a adjunct at battalion command.”
 
   “Why?” Zach asked.
 
   “She's putting on a brave face about it, but I don't think she likes it,” Selene explained. “To Nora, a lot of the appeal of the game is the camaraderie. You know, having adventures and accomplishing things with your comrades.”
 
   “Right, I understand that,” Zach said.
 
   “Well, I think that in her position, that part has faded. To her Barghest doesn't have the same feel as Black Wolf.”
 
   “Well, that's to be expected,” Zach said. “They are new to the alliance, after all.”
 
   “But I think it goes deeper than just their newness. I think there's a difference in social standing as well. Back when we were just a small company we were all learning together. We had commanders, but we were all equals. Now there's a gulf. She's spending most of her time teaching them instead of getting to know them. They're not comrades to her. They're subordinates.”
 
   “And you think that's really hurting her enjoyment of the game,” Zach said. “Do you feel this way?”
 
   “Maybe a bit, but I'm not really bothered by it,” Selene told him. “I'm happy as long as I have something to give me a challenge. I can do it with anyone beside me, or no one.”
 
   “It's a lot to consider,” he said. “I'm not sure that this is the best time to do it. Switching up Barghest Company's leadership at a time like this might not be the best decision.”
 
   “But keeping her in place might not be the best decision either,” Selene said. “She's doing a reasonably good job commanding her platoon, all things considered, but still, she's not going to do a great job when she's not having fun.”
 
   “Great, when did I turn into human resources?” Zach said lightly, though in truth he was concerned. “What do you suggest?”
 
   “Moving her out of Barghest and back into Black Wolf would be my suggestion,” Selene told him. “I think she needs to be back with the people that she's most comfortable with.”
 
   “OK, so are you thinking that she takes her original place back?” Zach asked her.
 
   “Actually, I think being in command of a platoon has been good for her. She's been able to learn a lot of leadership skills that we'll need, especially if we end up expanding the company. I would suggest moving her into command of Alpha Wolf Platoon.”
 
   “And then I would slide out and resume my position as purely the company commander,” Zach finished. “That's all well and good from this end, but what about Barghest Company? Who's going to replace her?”
 
   “I think we have a candidate, actually,” Selene told him. “Allen, one of the squad leaders in her platoon. I think he has it in him to do the job.”
 
   “Does Karen think so?”
 
   “I haven't talked to her about this, so I don't know. But if you were to ask for Nora back, I think she would decide on him. At least, that's how I read it.”
 
   “OK, I'll see what I can do about it. Meanwhile, we're going into the abyss tomorrow,” Zach told her.
 
   “With the entire battalion?”
 
   “With the entire battalion,” he confirmed. “Think your guys are ready for something like this?”
 
   “Well, we won't know for sure, but I would say yes,” Selene told him. “We'll be ready.”
 
   “OK, good. Anything else?”
 
   Selene stood up. “Nope, that was all. I need to go get some stuff ready for tomorrow anyhow.”
 
   “Alright then. Thanks for the heads up,” Zach said.
 
   He sat for a moment after she left, thinking. Then he sent a message to Nora.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You needed to see me?” Nora asked as she entered the meeting room.
 
   “Yeah, I did. There's something I wanted to talk to you about,” Zach said to her.
 
   She took a seat. “OK, so what is it?”
 
   “I'm thinking of making a switch,” he told her. “Being in charge of Alpha Wolf Platoon is taking time away from my duties as company commander, so I think it's a good idea to move out of that spot. That means the platoon needs a new commander, and I want to switch you into that spot.”
 
   Nora frowned. “OK, which one of them blabbed?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Oh don't give me that,” Nora said. “One of them talked to you about what I said last night. The question is, which one?”
 
   “I'm sorry, but I'm not going to say,” Zach said. “I told them that I wouldn't.”
 
   “It was Selene, wasn't it? She's the only one out of those four that you're deathly afraid of.”
 
   “I'd keep it confidential for any one of them,” Zach told her.
 
   “But still, you're evading the question, so it's definitely her,” Nora said with a half smile. “So are you pulling me off the line? I won't object if you do.”
 
   “I'm giving you an option,” Zach told her. “The spot as Alpha Wolf's lieutenant is there if you want it. You can decide any time you want to, and we'll make the necessary adjustments.”
 
   Nora clicked her tongue. “That leaves Karen in a tough position, and I feel bad about that. And it switches up the leadership of Yellow Platoon right when they don't need it. Do they even have a replacement in mind yet?”
 
   “They do,” Zach said. “And anyhow, I don't see it as that big of a deal. It was always going to be like this. You, Selene and Miko are only temporary loaners to the company to get them going. You were always going to come back to us.”
 
   “Is right now a good time for that?” Nora asked.
 
   “That's your decision,” Zach replied.
 
   “That's a pretty tough decision,” Nora answered.
 
   Zach shrugged. “Well, I'll leave it up to you. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I don't know,” Nora said with some frustration in her voice.
 
   “OK then. We're going into the tunnels tomorrow to take care of the pit that you guys discovered. Stay in command until at least that's over, and then make your decision. Who knows, someone might distinguish themselves and be in line for a promotion.”
 
   “That would be convenient.”
 
   “Yeah, but that's the purpose of Barghest Company. They need to get better, and they need to use you guys as teachers, not crutches. Once they're able to stand on their own you should be back where you belong.”
 
   “Is there really only one place where we truly belong?” Nora asked.
 
   “Hey, you're part of the pack. You should be with us,” Zach said.
 
   She stood up. “I'll think about it.”
 
   “OK. Are we still on for tonight?”
 
   “Yup. There's a place I'd like to try, if that's alright with you,” she replied. “At six, right?”
 
   “Right, and that's fine with me,” Zach said. “Now just get your platoon ready for tomorrow and don't worry about things. They'll work themselves out.”
 
   “I will,” Nora said as she left.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The floodlights clicked on, and Zach got his first good look at the pit below. It wasn't encouraging.
 
   “Wow,” Danny said from beside him. “That's a lot of tunnels to search.”
 
   “No kidding,” Zach agreed.
 
   He couldn't begin to count the number of tunnels branching off from the main chamber. They had all seen the photos, but in person it was an entirely different experience. The sheer vastness of this place was overwhelming.
 
   “I'm going to let your guys lead the way in,” Anna said from beside him. “Secure the floor area of the chamber and we'll go from there. We'' provide cover for you as you head down. Stick to the plan we made.”
 
   “OK then.” Zach activated his radio. “Black Wolf, we're in the lead. We're heading to the bottom of the chamber in order to secure it. It looks like there's two ways down, one on each side of the place. Alpha Wolf takes the left side. Gavin, you're first, then Ethan, then Logan. Danny will designate for Bravo Wolf.”
 
   “We're going to switch things up a bit,” Danny said. “Ryan, your squad is going to be in the lead. Xavier, you're next, followed by Javy.”
 
   “Once we're about half way down Redd Foxx will follow us and Spectre will go on overwatch. Then we'll repeat with Barghest. Stick to your designated levels unless otherwise ordered. Stay alert, and if you run across anything important, relay it back to battalion command.”
 
   Zach glanced over his shoulder at Gavin. “Ready?”
 
   “All set,” came the response.
 
   “Then let's move.”
 
   Zach watched Alpha 1 descend into the gloom, the beams of their gun lights flicking back and forth. He tensed with anticipation as they passed the first tunnel entrance. But there was nothing.
 
   “Let's go,” he told Ethan, and Alpha 2 started down into the darkness themselves. Zach went with them.
 
   They passed tunnel after tunnel and reached a ladder that descended to the next level. Luckily they could climb down without any real fear of an attack, since Gavin's squad had cleared the way. Zach could see them up ahead, checking the entrances to more tunnels.
 
   Climbing down a ladder was much harder than it first appeared to be. The ladder itself was solid, but it was metal and somewhat slippery to grip. Having a heavy kit didn't help matters. Zach was glad that he wasn't carrying a flamethrower today. His carbine and grenade launcher were awkward enough.
 
   He looked up to see Logan's squad start their descent. Things were going smoothly enough, or at least they weren't running into serious opposition like some of them feared. At any rate, it wouldn't stay like that for long. Zach knew all too well that while the underground was often quiet, there was always some nasty surprise lurking around the corner.
 
   They reached the next level by way of a set of stairs. There were two more levels before they reached the bottom.
 
   “We have a full battalion here, and that might not be enough to deal with this place,” Ethan said.
 
   “I think we'll be fine,” Zach said, though he wondered if there was some truth to those words.
 
   Danny contacted him. “See anything yet on your side?”
 
   “Nothing. Could be just a tomb, for how quiet this place has been.”
 
   Danny groaned. “Don't call it that.”
 
   “What, 'cause you think you'll be joining the dead if I say it like that? I plan on living, thank you very much,” Zach replied.
 
   “Tell Ethan to stand as far away from you as possible, then,” Danny said. “Don't want to hit him with your bad karma.”
 
   Zach tried to keep himself from smiling. “Just keep looking, and don't get shot.”
 
   “Don't get eaten yourself.”
 
   “Haha,” Zach replied, and ended the communication. Alpha 2 continued to descend into the darkness.
 
   They reached the bottom without incident, though the silence was making Zach very uneasy. He had the suspicion that a whole host of enemies was going to suddenly appear out of the tunnels and would massacre anyone in the center of the chamber. But nothing came.
 
   “Something has to be down here, right?” Gavin asked as they squads took up positions around the bottom of the chamber. There were five tunnels branching off on this level.
 
   “I would think that this is where whatever Barghest Company was fighting came from,” Zach said, “but there's no way to be sure.”
 
   “Time to start searching the tunnels?” Danny asked.
 
   Zach nodded. “Right. Ethan, keep your squad in the chamber. You'll act as the reserve squad. The rest of you, pick a tunnel and head down it. Make sure that you don't kill each other by mistake if the tunnels suddenly intersect. If you run into trouble, alert me. I'll be in here with Alpha 2.”
 
   “Well, I would like some action,” Danny said, “so I'll be going with Bravo 3.”
 
   “Have fun,” Zach said.
 
   He looked up toward the other levels. Slowly, surely, all of the other companies were starting to deploy into the tunnels. It looked like they would have just enough troops to cover all of the routes leading out of this place.
 
   That was assuming, of course, that none of the tunnels branched somewhere they couldn't see them. Or that a squad didn't get ambushed and wiped out.
 
   “So, what do you think is down here?” Ethan asked to no one in particular after the rest of Black Wolf had dispersed.
 
   “There has to be a base down here,” Zach said. “Something has been attacking Barghest Company inside the subway, and they have to be coming from somewhere. It's either this place or from further down the tunnel.”
 
   “Ah. I think this place makes the most sense. Wouldn't the Eagle Creek district come under attack again from the south? I mean, I think it should have already happened by now.”
 
   “But it hasn't,” Zach said. “Do you think that it means something?”
 
   Ethan gave a thoughtful look, partially obscured by the darkness around them. The floodlights could only do so much.
 
   “Well, what if the tunnel to the south is blocked off?” he suggested. “That could explain why we haven't come under attack from the south.”
 
   “But would they really block off the path south?” Zach asked. “That makes it really tough to take some of the other districts.”
 
   “Maybe one of these tunnels leads past the blockade?” Ethan mused.
 
   “Well, we probably should have had Barghest explore farther south in the main tunnel,” Zach said. “Though I think Karen's concerns about being ambushed from here and cut off were very valid.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe. But if there was a base down here, wouldn't you think that the enemy would have attacked us by now? Why wait until we've gotten in position?”
 
   “They could be trying to split us up into small groups,” Zach suggested. “Then they'd pick us off one by one.”
 
   “Then we played right into their hands,” Ethan pointed out.
 
   “We really didn't have much of a choice,” Zach replied. “The terrain makes us split up anyhow, and we know next to nothing about them. How they fight, how they act, what they ever are, everything's a mystery.”
 
   Someone buzzed him over the radio. “Wolf Lead.”
 
   “Wolf Lead, this is Bravo 2. We found something, and you need to see it for yourself,” Javy said.
 
   “I'm headed down your tunnel,” Zach said. “Do you need any backup?”
 
   “Negative, we didn't run into any resistance. But we found another meat locker.”
 
   “Another one?” Zach asked. He had his gun in hand as he entered the tunnel, just in case.
 
   “Yeah, only this one is a lot bigger,” Javy told him, “And there's some stuff that you might want to see in here.”
 
   “I'm moving. I see your position on my HUD,” Zach told him. He quickened his pace.
 
   There were a pair of guards on the door that signaled him through when he approached.
 
   “Don't trip,” one of them said.
 
   “Thanks for the heads up,” Zach said. He proceeded to stumble on the steps down anyhow.
 
   “Well, that was dignified,” Javy laughed as he walked up.
 
   “That never happened.”
 
   “Sure. Here we are,” Javy said. “Like I said, another meat locker, and it's much bigger than the one we found before.”
 
   Zach looked around. Like the other one, there were creatures hanging from hooks; chilus, ryches, feral dogs, and snakes. He also noticed that there were quite a few human bodies mixed in among them.
 
   “OK, so we know we're dealing with the same things that attacked Barghest,” Zach said.
 
   Javy nodded. “I think that it's pretty much confirmed. But there's some other stuff.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   Javy motioned for him to follow. “Just take a look at this.”
 
   He lead Zach to a particular group of bodies hanging from the ceiling. Unlike some of the others they were still relatively intact.”
 
   “What about them?” Zach asked.
 
   “Look at their clothes. Do they seem familiar?”
 
   Zach shined his light on them. They were wearing military fatigues. One of them was dressed like the NPC garrison that held the city.
 
   “So they're not a part of the garrison, then?” Zach wondered aloud.
 
   “That's my guess,” Javy said. “We may have another faction inside the city. But look at the others.”
 
   He did so. Their fatigues were different from the garrison, though they looked somewhat familiar.
 
   “Oh, no way,” Zach said as he suddenly realized what he was looking at.
 
   He looked at their left shoulder to confirm his suspicions. Sure enough, the others had the Barghest Company emblem on their uniform.
 
   “We may have just stumbled into the viper's nest,” Zach said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   His radio buzzed. Karen was on the other end of the line. “Wolf Lead.”
 
   Her response came, but there was intense gunfire in the background, so the message came out garbled.
 
   “Sorry, say again, Black Lead?”
 
   Karen's voice came on, though it was very spotty. “Heavy contact. I say again, heavy contact.”
 
   “Where?” Zach asked, but by then the message had cut out.
 
   “We're in trouble, aren't we,” Javy stated.
 
   “Get your guys ready to move out,” Zach ordered him. He activated his radio to contact as many of the others as he could.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   




 
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   Heart of Darkness
 
    
 
   A stalker rose in front of her, screaming an inhuman howl and swinging an axe. Nora toggled her carbine to full auto and shot it dead.
 
   Stalkers. That what her codex had called them, after she had scanned the body of one they had already shot dead. They were humanoid, but with grey skin, almost skull-like faces and a mouth full of sharp teeth.
 
   Thought they looked feral they weren't monsters, strictly speaking. They seemed to be organized and they used weapons; crossbows, axes, hooks, and knives. They weren't the equal of a gun, but they didn't need to be, especially when they were deployed en masse.
 
   Another stalker charged at her. She shot it dead, but her gun clicked empty.
 
   “Loading!” she yelled over the din.
 
   Nora had been one of the first in line advancing down the tunnel when the stalkers had attacked. The person in front of her had been cut down by a crossbow bolt, and she had found herself at the front of the squad facing down a horde of angry mutants. Luckily, they could only attack one at a time.
 
   “What do we do?” Simon asked over the link. “Should we withdraw?”
 
   “No,” Nora told him. She finished reloading and brought her gun back up.
 
   “But they've got us heavily outnumbered,” Simon replied.
 
   “They can't use their numbers to their advantage in this tunnel. If we fall back there's a good chance this turns into a rout, and then everyone below is dead meat. We keep advancing and push them back.”
 
   “OK,” Simon agreed, though he sounded reluctant.
 
   “Have Lewis move up with the flamethrower,” she ordered. “Fast!”
 
   “Roger,” Simon replied, this time with some more conviction.
 
   Another stalker came barreling down the tunnel, swinging a massive cleaver and bellowing viciously. Nora shot it twice, but it continued to charge. She flipped the selector switch to full auto and pulled trigger. The stalker staggered but didn't fall.
 
   “Crap!” Nora exclaimed and fired a longer burst. The stalker managed to absorb the damage without falling, but then the last bullet went into its skull. It fell like a stone.
 
   “Switch with me,” she ordered the trooper behind her, an assault class.
 
   Nora moved back in the tunnel a bit to catch her breath and to regroup. The attacks had caught her and the rest of the squad off guard. Now they needed to find some way to get out of this mess.
 
   It wasn't just them. All of the other squads in Barghest Company had run into trouble on their level. Spectre Company had walked into an ambush and was stuck in a close quarters brawl. Squads from Redd Foxx were dueling with the enemy as well, playing a cat and mouse game through the twists and turns of the tunnels. Black Wolf hadn't ruin into any resistance, but they were too far away to provide any immediate support.
 
   Nora could tell that her troops were rattled, and she was only doing better than them because of her experience. The enemy was ferocious and just wouldn't quit. As if to punctuate her point, another stalker charged down the tunnel and was cut down by a long burst.
 
   “Don't waste ammo,” she said. “Simon? Where's the flamethrower?”
 
   “It's coming,” Simon told her. “But it's bulky.”
 
   “Then he needs to move faster,” Nora insisted. “We're going to be overrun if we don't get it up here soon.”
 
   “OK, I'll tell Lewis to move faster,” Simon told her.
 
   “Switch,” Nora told the trooper in front of her. She complied.
 
   “Simon, we're going to start pushing forward through the tunnel. Hopefully we can drive them back,” Nora said through the radio. “I need to have the squad behind me. If this opens up then I'm going to need support to hold the width of the tunnel.”
 
   “Got it,” came the reply.
 
   The rush of stalkers had abated for a moment. Nora took the opportunity to press forward, carbine ready to fire. Right now she wished she had something with some extra kick like a shotgun or a grenade launcher. But she would have to make due with what she had on her person.
 
   At least she wasn't going to run out of ammunition any time soon; Nora had already stripped the dead soldier in front of her of ammunition and grenades. She had a feeling that she would need every last bit of it.
 
   Nora continued to move forward through the tunnels, meeting no more resistance. She thought that maybe they had fought off the attack for a moment, but then that imagining was shattered in one swift second. At a point where the tunnel widened slightly a pair of stalkers attacked her.
 
   She hit the first one with a full auto shot, killing it almost instantly. Nora hit the second one, but this one wouldn't go down so easily. She had to empty her entire magazine before it died.
 
   Nora started to reload, but then another one came charging out of the far side of the tunnel toward her. Thinking quickly, she yanked her pistol out of its holster, racked the slide and opened fire. The stalker was hit by five bullets, one in the head, and dropped. But there was no room to breathe. Another one attacked, and Nora was forced to empty the rest of her pistol magazine into it.
 
   “Oh crap,” she said to herself when she saw what was coming next.
 
   She could see at least five more stalkers coming down the tunnel, and both of her guns were empty. There wasn't enough room for her to throw a grenade, and her knife skills could charitably be described as abysmal. Nora was dead meat and she knew it.
 
   “Duck!” she heard from behind her.
 
   Nora threw herself flat, and a moment later a spear of flame shot over her head. The stalkers in the tunnel were turned into torches. They shrieked and died quickly.
 
   She stood up and gave Lewis a look. “Took you long enough,” she said.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Never mind. Stay up front with me. We're going to push them back some more.”
 
   Nora tried to avoid stepping on the charred bodies as she moved forward, though it was almost impossible in the confined space. She tried not to think about what was going on beneath her feet as she walked.
 
   “Wolf 2, Wolf 2, please respond. Wolf 2?” Karen's voice called out over the radio.
 
   “I hear you, Black Lead,” Nora replied. She continued to advance.
 
   “Wolf 2, we've pushed the enemy back through the tunnels. But now we've come across another area, and there's tunnels branching out from this place as well. We don't think it's completely underground either. We can see daylight.”
 
   “Copy that, Black Lead. We're still fighting our way through the tunnels, so I can't offer much insight into that,” Nora told her.
 
   “Understood,” Karen replied.
 
   “I'll let you know when I... Hold on just a minute,” Nora said.
 
   The passage ahead was expanding rapidly. Nora and Lewis moved forward, and suddenly Nora knew exactly what Karen had been talking about.
 
   The chamber in front of them was expansive. In some ways it looked like an underground parking garage, with massive pillars holding up the heavy ceiling. But it was too worn down to truly tell. Nora also noted that it looked like it was inhabited. Small structures that looked like huts dotted the inside of the chamber. Up ahead, toward the far end of the cavern, she could see the daylight that Karen had been talking about. There was a ramp that went up to the outside world.
 
   To the outside world? Then where the heck were they at right now? Hydra hadn't discovered this in the Eagle Creek district, and there was no way that they had missed it. The ramp and the massive hole in the ground were far too obvious to overlook.
 
   Nora heard gunfire coming from the right. That could only mean one thing.
 
   “Karen, I can see a ramp going up above ground. Can you see that as well?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, we can see it.”
 
   “Where are you relative to the ramp?”
 
   “It's in front and to our left a bit. Where are you?”
 
   “We're to the left of it. I can see the ramp off to my right,” Nora told her.
 
   “OK then, we have some progress. Get your platoon and let's take this chamber.”
 
   “I only have a single squad with me,” Nora replied. “I'll try to rally the yellows as best as I can, but it might be a while. Or not at all, depending on what happens to the other two.”
 
   “OK, Blue Platoon is going to keep attacking. We'll see what we can do to keep the enemy on their toes,” Karen said. “Good luck on your end.”
 
   “Thanks, same to you.”
 
   By now the rest of the squad was in the cavern, and not a moment too soon. A horde of stalkers were charging toward them, brandishing their weapons. Nora ducked behind a hut to avoid a crossbow bolt. She put a bullet through her attacker's head.
 
   “If you can, aim for head shots,” Nora ordered the rest over the radio.”
 
   “Roger,” came the reply, and the yellows started to go to work.
 
   Nora was pleased by what little she saw. Her platoon's marksmanship had improved considerably since she had first joined them, and now they were putting their newly acquired skill to good use. Between them all they managed to take down around twenty stalkers that were charging them. Nora tossed a grenade into the mass of bodies to add even more carnage.
 
   Maybe this was what she needed to gain more enjoyment from the game. If she could take satisfaction in teaching her troops how to fight, then maybe the magic of this world could come back to her.
 
   “More of them,” Simon said over the radio link.
 
   Nora looked up to see yet another horde of enemies charging right at them.
 
   “Just how many of those things are there?” she muttered to herself.
 
   Complaining wasn't going to do much good. She settled in and started firing off shots, aiming for the head. Nora dearly wished for her burst rifle at the moment, but it was currently in the hands of Miko, who had gone with Black Wolf Company for this mission. It would have allowed her to make far more accurate shots at a distance. On the other hand, its lack of a full auto setting probably would have gotten her killed in the tunnels.
 
   “There's too many of them,” Simon told her.
 
   “Keep fighting and just hang in there,” Nora ordered. She snapped off another shot.
 
   The rush of stalkers was growing larger and larger. A bigger one joined the horde, a large brute wearing metal armor and lugging a huge hammer. One swing of it, and whoever was on the receiving end was going to get pulped.
 
   The armor made it effectively invulnerable. Bullets clanked off its torso. Nora took careful aim with her carbine, aimed it at the stalker's head and pulled the trigger.
 
   Her first shot missed, but the second one hit it in the head. Whether by skill or by sheer luck, the third shot went right through the stalker's head. It was dead before it even started to fall.
 
   But still, they were heavily outnumbered. Someone threw another grenade, scything down stalkers in the explosion. Lewis washed the area in front of them with his flamethrower, immolating a dozen more. The rest of them piled on, blazing away with anything and everything. But still, it wasn't going to be enough. There were only a dozen of them against scores, hundreds even. And no matter how heavily armed they were, they weren't going to be able to overcome odds like this.
 
   But then something happened. The stalkers toward the rear of the horde started to turn, and then were cut down. More tried to fight but met the same fate. Nora and the squad took the opportunity to pour on more hurt. She could see troops in Barghest fatigues moving out of the tunnels now.
 
   “Sorry we're late, Wolf 2,” Allen's voice said over the radio.
 
   “Just in time,” Nora told him.
 
   “We have April with us as well.”
 
   “Good. Let's crush them.”
 
   Within the span of a minute all of the stalkers were dead. Nora thought that was quite the impossible feat until she saw who all had fought. Allen's reinforcements didn't just consist of the rest of Yellow Platoon; there were also squads from Red Platoon, and a few teams from Redd Foxx as well. Nora found one lead by Liz and greeted her.
 
   “Right in the knick of time,” Nora said. “I'm surprised that you guys got up here so fast.”
 
   “Well, we were the closest ones, and we weren't engaged. So we got up here as soon as possible to provide backup,” Liz told her.
 
   “Aw, I feel so loved,” Nora commented.
 
   Liz smiled back. “We aim to please. Looks like you needed the backup as well. That's quite the fight that you got yourselves into.”
 
   Nora looked over at the heaps of dead bodies. “Of all the possibilities, I was not expecting to run into a horde of axe wielding mutants. Or maybe crossbow wielding would be a much better description.”
 
   “This explains why you never heard gunfire,” Liz said.
 
   “Yeah, that would.”
 
   “I'm rather disappointed that I didn't think of that possibility before now,” Liz said.
 
   Nora nodded. She noticed that Liz was still carrying the compound bow she had taken a liking to a few months back. It was nearly silent, even better than a suppressed pistol, and the arrows packed a fairly good punch. She used it for eliminating stragglers or sentries, and it had proven to be very effective.
 
   The crossbows explained how the enemy had killed. The stalkers had shot their victims with them, which would have never been heard over the sound of gunfire. The targets and their comrades had no way to know what was happening. The ones who were shot had died before they could figure out what killed them, and the ones left behind had no bodies to study when the stalkers had dragged them away.
 
   Karen came on the line. “Nora, are your guys OK?”
 
   “We're fine,” she replied.
 
   “OK, good. Selene showed up with part of Red Platoon. We're going to assemble at the ramp and then head up top.”
 
   “I copy that,” Nora said. “The rest of Red Platoon just linked up with us. We also have some fireteams from Redd Foxx with us as well. We'll meet you there.”
 
   “That's good news. See you in a minute.”
 
   Nora turned to the troops milling about. “OK everyone, we're headed over to the ramp where we'll meet up with the rest of Barghest. Then it's up top to see what we're facing.”
 
   She motioned them forward. Now, maybe they could do something. They had the troops and they had the space.
 
   Liz jogged next to her. “I think this might be under another district,” she said.
 
   “I was thinking that too,” Nora said.
 
   “Which means that there's probably more of those things running around. Like, a lot more.”
 
   “We might run out of ammo,” Nora mused. “At the rate we're going there's no way we can take out thousands of stalkers.”
 
   “What about getting it airlifted in?” Liz suggested.
 
   “That sounds like it's a good way to get Raven Flight shot down,” Nora said.
 
   “Oh come on. Does anything you've seen so far make you think that they're even remotely capable of operating something as complicated as an antiaircraft gun?”
 
   “It's a moot point anyhow,” Nora told her. “Raven Flight left for Lerna Bastion today.”
 
   “Crap.”
 
   Nora agreed with her. “That was probably the best way to get supplies or reinforcements to us, and now that's gone. Oh well, I guess we'll have to make due with what we have.”
 
   Karen and Selene were waiting for them at the bottom of their ramp.
 
   “Sounded like you ended up in quite the scrap over there,” Selene commented as Nora and Liz approached.
 
   Nora nodded. “Yeah, if they hadn't shown up, then we were in serious trouble. We must have killed one hundred of them or more.”
 
   “OK, that makes our fifty seem pretty lame by comparison,” Selene said.
 
   “We're heading up the ramp as soon as we're ready,” Karen said. “I've just gotten off the line with the rest of the commanders. Black Wolf is headed here as fast as they can, but they have to come up from the lowest part of this place. Spectre is moving as well, though they took heavy casualties in their fight. Redd Foxx is clearing out the last pockets of resistance, and then they'll join us.”
 
   “What do you want us to do, commander?” Nora asked.
 
   Karen couldn't quite hide the expression of pride at that remark. “We're going to push up to the surface and establish a foothold. If we can take advantage of our momentum we might be able to exploit the chaos and take the district now.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Liz said.
 
   Karen turned toward her. “Can I put your troops in the vanguard? I need them to act as scouts for us.”
 
   “That's our specialty,” Liz agreed. “I'll get right on it.”
 
   Karen turned toward Selene as Liz moved away. “Red Platoon is going to lead the charge, since you guys have done the least fighting and are freshest.”
 
   “Got it,” Selene said. She left to assemble her platoon.
 
   “And Yellow is going to be in the rear, for now,” Karen said.
 
   Nora nodded. “We all could probably use a minute or two to catch our breath.”
 
   “Noted, and you're going to be the reserve. I'm hoping that the others will catch up to us soon enough, but if they don't then we're going to have a lot of fighting to do by ourselves.”
 
   Nora checked her kit to make sure she was ready for a fight. Her ammunition was depleted, but she still hand enough.
 
   “I'm ready when you are,” Nora told her commander.
 
   Karen nodded in appreciation. “Thanks. Now let's give Barghest something to be proud of.”
 
   “Something for us to be proud of,” Nora agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With the Redd Foxx scouts leading the way, Barghest Company pushed out into the streets of the alien district.
 
   The buildings here were a mess. Most of them were crumbling or decaying. Everywhere there were missing roofs, smashed walls and piles of rubble. And most of them were teeming with stalkers.
 
   Nora had almost immediately given up on the idea of getting a break when the first wave hit them. There were hundreds of mutants, most of them armed with some sort of crude melee weapon. They fell upon the Hydra force from all sides and forced a fight.
 
   As in the tunnels, grenades and flames were their friends. Nora emptied one of her pouches in the span of a minute, causing complete havoc with every throw. The enemy was so tightly packed that even poorly aimed throws caused carnage. Each blast killed or maimed several of the enemy, maybe even dozens. The flamethrowers were even more deadly, torching scores of stalkers with each blast.
 
   Even so, Barghest started to take casualties. There were just  too many of the enemy to fend off.
 
   Nora smashed the butt of her gun into the face of a stalker and then shot it as it fell. Another swung its axe at her. She parried the blow, catching the handle on the grip of her carbine and then shoving it aside. The sheer power of the blow was staggering, and Nora almost lost her grip on her weapon. She recovered in time to put a bullet in this one's head as well.
 
   “We may have bitten off more than we can handle,” Allen said as they met up in the middle of the fight.
 
   “Yeah, tell me about it. Get used to it, though. Suicide missions and million to one odds seem to be our calling card. If you want to join Black Wolf you'll get a whole lot more of this.”
 
   “Joy.”
 
   Nora lined up her sights and put a bullet through the head of another stalker. There was no mistaking it right now. They were in a tough spot, and even if they managed to pull through they were going to come out severely mauled. They would be in no shape to take the district after this fight.
 
   Yet despite that threat, Nora was enjoying herself. She hadn't been in a fight like this in quite a while, where there was so much on the line and the chances of success were very doubtful. It thrilled her.
 
   “Just hold out a little longer,” Karen said over the radio.
 
   Nora wondered what she had up her sleeve, but then she found out in a hurry. The stalker attack coming from the rear suddenly crumbled, thrown back by a vicious and brutal assault. Scores of them were dead before they even realized what was happening. Scores more managed to comprehend their doom before they were cut down as well.
 
   A voice came over the radio. “Looks like we got here just in time. Man, you guys sure know how to pick the interesting ones.”
 
   Nora smiled and answered back. “We sure do Danny. Sure do.”
 
   Black Wolf had joined the fray.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 17
 
   Spot Check
 
    
 
   Barghest had given quite the account of themselves, Zach thought as he surveyed the carnage in front of him. Hundreds of stalkers lay scattered about the streets, stone dead from a variety of causes. There were casualties from Barghest as well, but their kill ratio was off the charts.
 
   “Impressed?” Danny asked him.
 
   “Yeah, it's hard not to be,” Zach told him. “This would have been tough for us to deal with.”
 
   Danny glanced behind him. “Looks like the rest of Redd Foxx is coming.”
 
   Zach turned and motioned for Anna to come join them. “Looks like we've kicked yet another hornet's nest.”
 
   “Seems to be a common thing with you guys,” Anna commented. “Keep in mind that we're it.”
 
   “Command isn't sending help?” Danny asked.
 
   Anna shook here head. “There's no help to send. Knight Battalion has been skirmishing with Ragnarok, and all of Rogue Battalion is up there helping them. Dragon Battalion is tied down either scouting or securing the districts, which means we're pretty much it.”
 
   “Tall order for us,” Danny remarked. “Three hundred of us against thousands of stalkers.”
 
   “Almost doesn't seem fair for them,” Anna said. “I know that they have us outnumbered, but we have a lot more firepower.”
 
   “And we're missing a lot more firepower as well,” Danny said. “We have no assault guns, no air support, no recoilless rifles, most of our snipers are carrying shorter ranged pieces, and we don't have any heavy machine guns.”
 
   “Since when has that stopped us?” Anna asked.
 
   “OK, I'll concede that point, but still, this is going to be really tough on us.”
 
   Anna nodded. “Right, and we're not completely alone. Bravehart is moving some of their artillery and mortars. Once they're in place we'll be able to call down fire support on the enemy positions.”
 
   Zach looked over at the sounds of gunfire in the distance. Barghest Company was continuing to push forward, trying to sustain their momentum.
 
   “We have aerial photos of this place, don't we ?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah. I don't think that they've been studied, but we have a basic idea as to the layout,” Anna said.
 
   The photos had been taken from the air during the initial reconnaissance of the city, though they hadn't been updated in a while. The aircraft they had on hand were relatively slow and vulnerable, and they didn't want to risk such valuable resources to antiaircraft fire. But still, it would give them some idea as to where they were.
 
   Zach contacted Hydra HQ in Eagle Creek and had them send the photos. He opened them up and started to scroll through them.
 
   “OK, so I think we're here,” Zach said as the others looked on. “I think this is the ramp to the under city, and this is the building over to our southeast. Which would put us right between them, on this street here.”
 
   “Send me a copy of them,” Anna told him.
 
   Zach did so, and also sent a copy to all of the officers and squad leaders in the battalion.
 
   Anna opened up her menu and started to scroll through the map. “OK, so if we're here then Barghest Company and Liz's platoon are driving up this street. That puts us more toward the western end of the district. They're moving south, so they're going to pass through the majority of the district. At least this one is fairly small compared to the others.”
 
   Zach agreed. That would certainly make up for their lack of troops. But still, there was a lot of ground to cover.
 
   “What's this thing?” Danny wondered.
 
   “Hm?”
 
   Danny leaned over with his display open and pointed to a building on the map. “It's near the center and our vanguard force is headed right for it. There's something on the roof as well. Solar panels, maybe?”
 
   “Looks like it,” Anna confirmed. “Wonder what they're for?”
 
   “That could be the central capture point,” Zach said.
 
   “Then we might want to alert them, because if they walk in unaware then they're just asking for trouble,” Anna said.
 
   Danny scrolled through the rest of the map. “So, what are we going to do?”
 
   “We still have the eastern half of the district,” Anna said. “I say we concentrate our resources on that building you just found. Barghest keeps pushing down the main road and we'll do a flanking maneuver down the east end.”
 
   “Then we'll converge on the center point, I'm assuming,” Danny added.
 
   “Yes, that would be correct. I'm hoping that we can catch the enemy in a pincer move and slaughter them. I don't want anything remotely close to a fair fight.”
 
   World at War was a game about equal opportunity; everyone had the same opportunity to get ahead of their competition. If they couldn't, then that was their own fault.
 
   “That should keep the enemy off Barghest's left flank as well,” Zach agreed. “OK, you've sold me on that plan. Want to dole out the orders?”
 
   “Naturally, since I seem to be the one that's supposed to be in charge of this thing,” Anna said.
 
   “Alright, I'll be ready on your signal,” Zach told her. He went to go get his troops organized.
 
   “Almost like old times,” Danny said with a grin.
 
   Zach grinned right back. “Yeah. And win or lose, this is going to be interesting, at least.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The stalker looked like it was a leader. It roared at him, uttering some sort of taunt in its own feral language, or so Zach imagined. Behind it the stalker's followers brandished their weapons and screeched their own taunts.
 
   Zach ended that with one shot from his grenade launcher. The blast sent stalkers flying everywhere. The ones closest to the center of the blast were dead almost instantly. The stalkers further away were stunned or badly injured. A few managed to escape any harm, but then they were cut down by relentless fire from Alpha Wolf Platoon.
 
   More stalkers came charging out of a building on their left flank, and Gavin's squad took the brunt of the attack. Dozens were killed before they even came to grips with the Black Wolf troops, mowed down by assault rifle and machine gun, blasted by grenades, torched by flamethrowers. Still, there were too many of them, and they closed the distance.
 
   Another group of stalkers attacked Ethan's squad. Zach moved in closer to him.
 
   “Just keep firing no matter what. I'll watch your back,” Zach told him. Ethan just nodded back.
 
   The stalkers broke over them like a wave, and Alpha 2 was forced into close combat. They lashed out, firing pistols, stabbing with knives, swinging axes and entrenching tools, bashing with clubs, anything to keep the enemy at bay.
 
   Zach had gradually noticed the change in his company's demeanor over the past few months. Black Wolf had preferred to combat an enemy at range, using their marksmanship to win the day.
 
   But that had all changed after their first confrontation with Ragnarok's Valkyries. During the battle their enemy had closed with them. Once they were within a stone's throw the Valkyries had hit them with a barrage of grenades and then charged. Black Wolf had fought hard to stave off the tide, but their enemy way simply too good. The Valkyries were well versed in hand-to-hand combat, and they had massacred Black Wolf.
 
   Many of his troops had taken their loss almost as an affront. They had been considered to be one of the best companies in the Old Chicago region, and yet their enemy had put them down like an old dying dog. To them that loss was a stigma, and they wanted to erase it. They wanted to show that the wolves still had fangs.
 
   So the majority of them had started practicing close combat when they had time. Zach knew that Selene had spent considerable hours in the battledomes fighting against practice holograms, trying to hone her bayonet skills.
 
   Zach didn't know whether they had erased that stigma yet. He didn't know if they had equaled or even approached the skill of the Valkyries. But what he did know was that Black Wolf had become even more fearsome.
 
   The first stalker to charge him received a face full of lead for its trouble. He shot another, then another. A fourth one managed to get close, but Zach got his gun around in time and shot it twice. On the third trigger pull his gun clicked empty.
 
   There was no time to reload in the confusion. Zach swept aside a blow from a stalker with his carbine. As the creature stumbled he drew his pistol and shot it through the head. He quickly slung his carbine over his shoulder and pulled his close combat weapon.
 
   Zach had picked up a trench knife, little more than a spike attached to a set of brass knuckles. The weapon was crude, but it was also deadly effective. He staggered the next stalker with a punch and then stabbed it through the neck with the blade.
 
   Between them Alpha 2 managed to kill at least fifty stalkers before the rest of them broke and fled. Many more of them were cut down as they ran. There was no question of mercy in their minds; the enemy had to be exterminated in order to make this place safe for them. If they had to act savagely to do so, then so be it.
 
   Black Wolf pressed on, clearing out any resistance they came across. All things considered, they were performing well. They were driving the enemy back, and their casualties were light.
 
   “Wolf Lead.”
 
   “I hear you Fox Lead,” Zach replied.
 
   “Bravehart is in position,” Anna told him. “See that building with the billboard on top?”
 
   “Yeah, I see it,” Zach replied.
 
   “It's full of stalkers armed with crossbows. We're going to flatten it, so be aware.”
 
   “Copy that, Fox Lead.”
 
   He relayed the alert to the rest of the company, though it was mostly a formality. They were too far east of the place to worry about anything but the worst stray shot.
 
   The shells started falling. Zach could see chunks of the top floor coming apart from the blasts. Bravehart was doing their usual thing, landing shots with precision. Anyone inside of the structure was dead meat.
 
   Another shell slammed through the roof and penetrated deep into the depths of the building. There was a moment of calm, and then the building blew apart. Masonry and roofing scattered everywhere.
 
   “Fox Lead, what's our next move?” Zach asked.
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Fox Lead?”
 
   Still nothing. There was no indication on his HUD that Anna had been killed.
 
   “Fox Lead, are you OK?”
 
   “All troops on the left, put your gas masks on!” Anna's voice suddenly shouted in the link.
 
   “What?” Zach asked.
 
   “Just do it or we're all dead!”
 
   Zach switched channels. “Black Wolf, put on your gas masks. Do it now!”
 
   Every player had a gas mask as a part of their standard kit, but none of them had ever used it. There had been no need to do so. Zach wondered why they needed to now, but there wasn't time to waste. He yanked his mask out of its pouch and started to fit it to his face.
 
   The view through the lenses was strange, distorted. Zach felt a bit disoriented as he tried to find his bearings. Then he saw what Anna had been talking about. A billowing cloud of yellow-green gas swept over them.
 
   “What's going on?” Zach asked Anna.
 
   “Are you guys OK?” she asked back. She sounded shaken, he noted.
 
   “I don't know,” Zach told her.
 
   “Do a roll call,” she ordered him.
 
   Zach did so and was stunned at the results. Almost half of the company was either dead from exposure or badly injured. Many of them hadn't been able to get their masks on in time, or had fitted them improperly.
 
   “Are you sure?” Zach said to Danny as he tried to confirm the carnage.
 
   “We've been hammered pretty badly,” came the response. “The only saving grace is that all of the stalkers in our area are dead as well.”
 
   “OK, so this wasn't planned by them, then,” Zach said. “Try to get everyone together as best you can.”
 
   Half the company. They were already short on troops, and now this had happened. He switched his channel.
 
   “Anna, we've lost half our troops,” he told her.
 
   “Consider yourselves lucky then. We lost two thirds of ours,” came the response.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I think there were storage tanks or something of that nature inside the building,” Anna said. “Once it blew up then the gas went everywhere.”
 
   “What's our play now?” Danny asked. “We might not have enough troops to take this place now.”
 
   Zach thought for a moment. “We still have Barghest and Liz's half of Redd Foxx. We can strip the dead of their ammo, so we're in no danger of running out any time soon. It'll be tough, but I think we can take this.”
 
   “We go for broke,” Anna said. “We don't have enough troops to sweep the entire district now. I'll contact Karen and coordinate with them. We'll push to the center and take it, then hold out until the victory timer expires. It's our only real shot at this.”
 
   “That's assuming we can take out the boss first,” Danny said. “Ah well. My platoon is ready to move on your signal.”
 
   “OK then. Black Wolf, move toward my marker. We'll link up and then go from there.”
 
   Zach watched the gas clouds continue to move as they walked. “You know, with the wind moving east that will send the gas over the enemy occupied parts of the city.”
 
   “The ones across the river,” Anna added in. “We have no way to get there, even if we had the troops to do so. Plus, I imagine that the garrison troops would have gas masks.”
 
   “Yeah, true.”
 
   “Just focus on our job here.”
 
   Zach walked through the dead streets, stepping over the bodies of stalkers and his own troops everywhere he went. The gas obscured his vision all around, and his protective equipment didn't help matters. Zach felt cut off from the world in his gas mask, which was actually more of a hood. It covered his ears, muffling the ambient noise around him. Even though there were other members of the company around him he felt alone. His only contact with the outside was through his radio link.
 
   He wondered how the soldiers in the First World War had handled being stuck inside a mask, waiting for the danger to disperse. Did they feel trapped and isolated like he did? Or did they just carry on doing their jobs? At any rate, experiencing this made him appreciate just what they had gone through.
 
   A minute later they linked up with the remnants of Redd Foxx Company. All of them were a pitiful sight, Zach thought to himself. Out of almost one hundred fifty troops they had started the expedition with, they barely had around fifty left. There were more troops with Barghest and Liz's squads, but that still meant that they had lost almost half their force.
 
   “Well, we're in a fix,” Danny said.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Zach replied.
 
   “We've faced odd like this,” Gavin said. “Remember when the boss at Lerna Bastion wiped half of our force out in ten minutes?”
 
   “Yeah, but we've lost that many and we haven't even run into the boss yet,” Javy said.
 
   “Still, they're tough odds, but they're nothing that we can't overcome with some skill, confidence and good planning,” Gray's voice said over the link. Zach couldn't identify him in the crowd.
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Zach said.
 
   Anna nodded. “OK, we link up with the rest of Ghost Battalion and then we drive toward the center. Be ready for anything, and do whatever you need to do in order to succeed. Move out.”
 
   It took another five minutes for them to link up with Barghest Company's rearguard. The gas had started to thin out as they walked, though everyone was hesitant to take their equipment off. Most of those who had been wounded in the earlier attack had died because the medics lacked the proper equipment.
 
   At least they could be thankful for the quiet that had fallen over the district. The stalkers were nowhere to be found. Zach assumed that they had fallen back to regroup. At any rate, they probably had some trick up their sleeve that they hadn't shown yet.
 
   Nora found him as their squads met up. “Heard you guys took a beating.”
 
   “More like we stumbled into something we shouldn't have and got burned,” Zach said. He shook his head. “One mistake and it cost us almost half of the battalion.”
 
   “Can we still get artillery support?” Nora asked.
 
   Zach shrugged and started to take off his gas mask. “I'm not sure we want to try that right now. We have no clue what's inside any of the structures. For all we know this place is sitting on a gigantic bomb.”
 
   “OK. Well, we'll keep pushing forward.”
 
   Zach turned his attention back to his troops as they continued to press toward the center point of the district. They needed to take area, and then hold it for a certain amount of time. If they managed to accomplish that feat then the district was theirs and the enemy would stop spawning. But approaching the point would also trigger the area's boss.
 
   He wondered what it could be. So far Hydra had run into a variety of bosses: air units, elite infantry and armored vehicles had been present in the last three places they had taken. But that was when they were dealing with a regular military. What could be here? What could the stalkers be hiding that was as dangerous as a tank or an attack helicopter?
 
   The central structure loomed ahead of them. From this distance Zach could see that there were solar panels on the roof of the building. Zach wondered if Hephaestus could reverse engineer them.
 
   “Look alive. There's a ton of stalkers ahead,” Selene told them over the radio link.
 
   “No surprise there,” Zach heard Gavin say from his left.
 
   Sure enough, a horde of stalkers came into view as they advanced closer. But for some reason, they seemed to be holding back. Many of them were looking back at the building behind them. Others were facing the Hydra troops, brandishing their weapons and screeching something.
 
   “Why are they not attacking?” Xavier asked.
 
   “Maybe they're waiting for a signal?” Liz suggested.
 
   “Well, then what kind of signal? They don't seem to be the type that form complex plans.”
 
   Zach was about to say something when a noise in front of them cut off his thoughts. A door on the front of the building was opening, slowly but surely rising off the ground. He could feel the tension in the air growing with every second.
 
   “Here comes the boss, I think,” Selene said.
 
   “Ghost, be ready for the fight,” Anna ordered.
 
   The door finally opened and something started to step out.
 
   “Oh crap,” Zach said when he saw what was coming. He couldn't imagine how this situation could get worse.
 
   Then it charged.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 18
 
   Demigod
 
    
 
   The forward squad didn't even have a chance. They blazed away desperately, but the boss simply shrugged off their shots and tore through them.
 
   Nora watched from her spot further back, horrified at what she was seeing. They had expected the stalkers to have a boss of some sort. A champion was likely, an especially big and tough one. What they weren't expecting was this.
 
   The thing in front of them was humanoid, but it wasn't a stalker. It wasn't even organic. It stood on two legs and moved like a person, but it was at least eight feet tall and looked like it was constructed out of some sort of armor plating. The entire thing was black with blood red markings all over its shell. Each arm had a huge blade attached.
 
   There was no mistaking it. The boss here wasn't a stalker. It was a suit of powered armor.
 
   “How the heck do they have something like that working?” Danny exclaimed over the radio.
 
   “Worry about that later. Kill it!” Anna ordered.
 
   Easier said than done, Nora thought to herself. Most of their weapons were completely useless. Bullets had pinged harmlessly off of its shell. She didn't think that grenades would do much better, either.
 
   And the havoc it was causing was very, very real. Selene's squad had been cut down in the span of a few seconds. The mech wasn't done, either. It charged into the next group of Barghest troops trying to fend it off. Anyone in its way was smashed, trampled or torn in half, whether they were human or stalker.
 
   Nora got on the radio. “Lone Wolf, are you there?”
 
   “I'm here,” Miko replied.
 
   “Can you snipe the view port on that thing?” she asked.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Miko asked her. “First, it's a moving target, so that's going to be pretty hard. Second, it's probably armored well enough that a sniper bullet isn't going to do much. And third, even if I could I don't have my rifle with me. This burst fire gun isn't going to do much.”
 
   “Can you try anyhow?” Nora pleaded. “We don't have many options right now.”
 
   “You're going to owe me drinks if I die because of this,” Miko told her.
 
   “I'll get Zack to foot the bill.”
 
   That elicited a laugh. “Well, that's your choice. I'll try, but don't expect anything much.”
 
   Nora brought her gun up to bear and started firing into the crowd of stalkers. The mech might be invulnerable, but the rest of the enemies certainly weren't. Even poor shots could kill the stalkers clustered around the base of the mech.
 
   Some of the others had the same idea. Stalkers started to fall, scythed down by machine gun fire and head shots. Someone launched a grenade at the armored suit. It bounced off harmlessly, but the ensuing explosion killed and maimed a dozen stalkers.
 
   “Keep pouring it on,” Karen's voice came on the radio.
 
   “What good is that going to do?” Allen asked over the link.
 
   “Ghost Battalion, this is Wolf Lead,” Zach said over the link. “We're going to try to clear out as many of the stalkers as we can. Once we thin them out we're going to mount a charge on the armored suit and then try to disable it with explosive charges.”
 
   “That's complete suicide,” Neil said. The survivors from Spectre had caught up to them.
 
   “Then it's a classic Black Wolf move, then,” Liz said with a hint of amusement.
 
   “Do you guys have any better ideas?” Danny asked.
 
   “Aside from running for our lives?” Nora said.
 
   “We're not leaving,” Zach said firmly.
 
   “Didn't think we would be,” Nora replied. She snapped off a shot at another stalker's head.
 
   “Barghest, Redd Foxx, our job is to try to clear the path for Black Wolf,” Anna ordered. “The stalkers are in our way. We have guns. Slaughter them.”
 
   Barghest did its best to comply, even as the mech charged at them again. More troops fell to its whirling blades, but others continued to blast away at the surrounding stalkers. For a while it seemed like there was no end to them, but they gradually started to thin out.
 
   “OK, we're moving,” Zach said. “Black Wolf, let's go!”
 
   The remains of Black Wolf stood up and charged, heedless of the danger in front of them. Nora felt a bit of admiration as she watched them move. Then she saw another group of stalkers charging into the fray.
 
   This could ruin everything. If Black Wolf was stuck in close combat then they wouldn't get the opportunity to try their grenade attack. Their only chance to win this thing would be gone in a flash, and the rest of them would be massacred.
 
   She quickly switched her radio channel. “All yellows, with me. CHARGE!”
 
   Nora took off toward the approaching horde of stalkers, hoping that her platoon was behind her. If it wasn't then she wouldn't live long enough to complain about it.
 
   She toggled her gun to full auto and sprayed a burst as she ran. Nora didn't see if it hit anything. It didn't matter at this point anyhow. A few more steps and she was in close combat.
 
   One stalker took the butt of her gun to the face. She smashed at another one, trying to do everything she could with an empty gun. In hindsight she should have fixed her bayonet, but there hadn't been time. Besides, her real goal had been to district the enemy long enough for Black Wolf to close in for the kill. If she had to go down fighting, so be it. She was doing her part for the good of the company, and the struggle thrilled her.
 
   Stalkers around her started to fall like leaves, cut down by bullets or smashed aside with rifle butt and hatchet. The rest of her platoon had arrived and was laying into the horde. Nora admired their skill for a brief second. They had picked up on the savagery of hand-to-hand combat and were using that knowledge to its full effect. Barghest was still very raw, but they were effective nonetheless.
 
   “Thanks yellows,” Zach said over the radio. “We'll take it from here.”
 
   As the rest of the stalkers were killed or driven back Nora took the opportunity to watch Black Wolf go to work. Danny stood in front of the mech with his platoon, drawing its attention and blazing away with his machine gun. The remnants of Xavier and Javy's squads blazed away as well, though between them they barely had twenty troops, and some were from Ryan's squad. Ryan was nowhere to be found.
 
   As Bravo Wolf was drawing the mech's attention, Alpha Wolf was trying to make a flanking maneuver. A few stalkers charged at them but were quickly cut down. Logan and Ethan tried to hold their ground while Gavin's squad prepared for their charge.
 
   Suddenly the mech turned around and started to charge toward Alpha Wolf Platoon. Nora watched in disbelief as Ethan was skewered on the end of one of the blades. Two more of his squad were cut down by the other, and then with another sweep Alpha 2 ceased to exist. Logan tried to rally his few remaining troops with the aid of Zach, but then the thing charged right at them. Logan primed a grenade and tried to stick it to the mech, but the armored suit was much too fast.
 
   Zach dodged out of the way with a few others. He aimed his launcher at the mech and fired. It did nothing.
 
   Nora suddenly found herself sprinting toward the carnage, though she didn't know what she was going to do to help against that monstrosity. It didn't matter; they were from her company, and she was going to win or die fighting shoulder to shoulder with them all.
 
   “Get back!” Zach shouted as he saw her approach, but she ignored him.
 
   Nora skidded to a halt in front of the central building and took aim at the enemy's view port. Miko was right, judging from the amount of abuse it had taken; she could fire it all day without doing a thing. She was owed a beer for effort, at least.
 
   Still, bullets were capable of doing one thing. Nora raised her carbine and shot off a burst at the enemy's view port. It turned toward her and prepared to charge.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Zach asked.
 
   Nora didn't answer him. She didn't care what the mech was going to do to her, because she had gotten exactly what she wanted. The thing's attention was totally focused on her. And that created an opening.
 
   From behind the mech Gavin charged in, grenade in hand. He closed the distance rapidly and reached down. To Nora it looked like he was going to try to cripple one of the legs. It was a good idea. A crippled enemy that relied on close combat would be easier to deal with. Gavin reached for it...
 
   And was promptly cut in two.
 
   “No!” she shouted involuntarily.
 
   Nora couldn't believe it. With almost uncanny speed and sense the mech had turned on a dime and hacked its attacker in two. Both halves of Gavin tumbled to the ground.
 
   Then the mech turned around and charged straight at her.
 
   Firing at it was futile, and staying out here was certain death. Nora sprinted toward the central building and dove through the open front door. Something landed on top of her.
 
   “Sorry,” Zach said as he stood up and helped her up.
 
   The mech was bashing at the doorway, trying to get inside. One of the blades came flying through the door and missed Nora's face by mere inches. But the machine was too big to fit inside this doorway.
 
   Someone riddled it with bullets. The mech turned around and headed back toward source of the gunfire.
 
   “What do we do now?” Nora asked. “I think the game is up.”
 
   “Not until we're dead,” Zach told her.
 
   She nodded. “OK, maybe there's something in here that can help us.”
 
   The interior was dark and smelled of decay and blood. Nora switched on her gun light and looked around. What she saw took her breath away.
 
   “Look,” she said, pointing her light at the ceiling.
 
   There were hooks in here as well, all of them filled with bodies of various sorts of creatures, including humans. Nora winced.
 
   “What's going on here?”
 
   “What's with their obsession with hanging bodies from hooks?” Zach asked.
 
   Nora started to walk deeper into the complex. She noticed that there were tables set up against some of the walls covered with bones. They seemed to be arranged in a particular pattern.
 
   “Looks like some kind of ritual,” Nora said.
 
   “Then is this a temple?” Zach asked.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Then what are they worshiping?”
 
   “The suit, maybe?” Nora suggested.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Nora shrugged. “Who knows? It's a moot point right now, unless we can take it out.”
 
   “Then we need to move.”
 
   “Wait,” Nora said. Her light had caught something up ahead.
 
   There was a pedestal with two grooves. They looked to be the same size as the feet of the mech.
 
   “A charging station?” Zach said. “Explains how they were able to keep something this complicated powered. Though it doesn't explain how they operate it.”
 
   “Maybe it's a magic ritual to them,” Nora shrugged. “Tech can easily be seen as magic if it's advanced enough.”
 
   “OK, so maybe if we can destroy the charging station we can keep it from being powered. That could make our job easier the next time around.”
 
   “Destroy it with what?”
 
   “We-”
 
   A screech filled the air, just before stalker came charging in with an axe in hand. It buried the blade in Zach's shoulder.
 
   His scream of pain was awful, but he didn't die. Zach dropped his gun and grappled with the stalker, slamming it into a wall and wrestling about. The axe was still stuck in his shoulder.
 
   Nora hesitated for a second, not sure what to do. She couldn't shoot because there was too great of risk she would hit Zach, and using a knife wasn't much better. She gripped her gun and started to charge. One blow from the butt of her carbine would probably be enough to get the stalker off from him.
 
   But then the creature screeched in pain. Zach had gotten his trench knife out and had stabbed the stalker through the ear. He collapsed on the ground with the axe still embedded in his shoulder.
 
   “Zach,” Nora said as she rushed over. “Javy, Zach is injured,” she said over the link.
 
   “Don't bother,” he said and then pointed. “Look.”
 
   Nora did so. To her amazement a panel had lifted up, revealing a small chamber behind it. But that wasn't the only thing.
 
   Inside was another powered armor suit, lying dormant.
 
   “There's our trump card,” Zach said.
 
   “Who's going to pilot it? Assuming that we can get it started,” Nora said.
 
   “The person who doesn't have an axe in their shoulder right now,” Zach replied with some snark.
 
   “OK. Stay there and I'll try to get help for you,” Nora told him.
 
   “Screw that. I can die for all I care right now. Just go kill the boss so we can take this place.”
 
   “I will,” Nora said.
 
   The hatch of the suit was open. Nora tried to figure out how she was supposed to get inside. She finally figured out that the mech was actually facing toward the wall. With that in mind she climbed into the suit, placing her feet inside the legs and her hands inside the arms. Inside the arms were two handles and something that felt like triggers inside of them. Nora accidentally pulled on one and the hatch behind her closed.
 
   Nothing happened. The blackness around here was complete, and for one awful moment Nora thought she had trapped herself inside a standing coffin. But then a screen flashed up in front of her. Initial Boot Sequence.
 
   A calm, computerized male voice came over the speakers inside of the suit. “Initial boot sequence started. Vocal recognition settings will be activated. Please state the phrase displayed in front of you.”
 
   “See Spot run,” Nora repeated.
 
   “Vocal recognition set. Please test upper extremity movement.”
 
   Nora wondered just how she was supposed to do that.
 
   “Please test upper extremity movement,” the voice repeated.
 
   She thought for a moment, then tried to move her arms just like she would with her normal body. To her delight the arms of the mech moved as well.
 
   “Test successful. All systems active. Please dismount from platform.”
 
   Nora wanted to know just how she was supposed to do that when she was facing the wall, but then the platform rotated. She stepped off and saw Zach giving her a thumbs up.
 
   “Go get 'em,” the speakers said in his voice.
 
   The front door wasn't an option, but there was another way out of the building. The boss had used it, after all.
 
   Nora found it.
 
   Outside the scene in front of her was carnage. Ghost Battalion was still fighting, but the situation was hopeless for them. The mech was too powerful for them to deal with on their own. But now she had arrived.
 
   Nora had been studying the systems as closely as possible ever since she had entered the cockpit. There were guns mounted on both arms of the exoskeleton. She wasn't sure how they fired, but she could make a good guess.
 
   In front of her the enemy monstrosity turned, looking at her almost like it was confused. Some of the Hydra troops looked like they were confused as well. Nora decided to end that once and for all.
 
   She extended her right arm and pulled the trigger.
 
   Even inside the suit with its considerable strength, the recoil was noticeable. A shell slammed into the enemy mech, forcing it to stagger backward. Nora pulled the trigger again. Another shell slammed into the enemy. She smiled in satisfaction. Finally, something could hurt it.
 
   The mech straightened up and made a desperate charge at her, swinging its blades with all its might. Against a squad on foot the charge would be deadly. But she was on equal footing.
 
   Nora dodged nimbly to the side. As the swing missed her, she put another shell into the enemy at point blank range.
 
   The pure kinetic force of the shot blasted the mech backward with a hole punched straight into the midsection. It slumped over and then slammed into the ground.
 
   A loud cheer went up from the remaining troops outside.
 
   Nora got on the line with Javy. “Zach's inside the main building, injured,” she told him. “He needs medical attention fast.”
 
   “Right. That you in the mech?” Javy asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good job with that,” he said. “Now we might have a chance.”
 
   “Great job Nora,” Anna said over the radio. “You turned the tide.”
 
   “Just doing what needed to be done,” Nora replied.
 
   “Still, congratulations are in order. At least let us shake your hand.”
 
   “I will,” Nora said. She looked around the cockpit. “Erm, as soon as I figure out how to get out of this thing, that is.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You pulled off quite the triumph,” Danny said from her left. They were leaning up against a wrecked brick wall, trying to collect themselves after the tense battle.
 
   “We pulled it off,” Nora corrected. “All of us.”
 
   “Well, that's relatively speaking. We'd be dead if you didn't come charging out in the mech suit.”
 
   “Probably.” She looked over at it, lying dormant in the middle of the plaza. “But at least we won. We have another district. And that's something to be proud of.”
 
   “Your guys did good,” Danny said. “All of them. They helped carry us to the win.”
 
   Nora smiled. “They did, didn't they?”
 
   “Mind if I try taking it for a spin?” Danny asked.
 
   “I don't think you can,” Nora told him. “I had to set a vocal recognition key to get it to work. Besides, I don't think we want to mess around with it until Hephaestus can get a look at it.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Right.”
 
   Nora looked up to see Xavier and Miko walking up.
 
   “Sorry I couldn't do much,” Miko told her.
 
   “That's OK, it was never going to be possible,” Nora said. “Once I got inside my mech I realized that the view port is actually a video feed for the HUD inside. There's actually no way to hit the pilot.”
 
   “What was it firing?” Xavier asked. “I didn't recognize the weapon.”
 
   “No clue, but it worked,” Nora said. “Have we taken the gate?”
 
   “The gate is blocked by rubble,” Xavier said. “No getting through that way.”
 
   Danny groaned. “So we have to walk all the way back through the tunnels to get back to base?”
 
   Nora looked around. “Or we could stay around here for a while. We need to search the district anyhow.”
 
   “We also need ammo,” Xavier cautioned.
 
   “And I really would like to have my rifle back,” Miko said. “No offense, but your gun is rather lacking in stopping power, range and pretty much everything a sniper needs outside.”
 
   “None taken,” Nora replied with a tired smile. Her radio buzzed. “Wolf 2.”
 
   “Hey Nora,” Liz said on the other end of the line. “You stumbled across quite the find in here.”
 
   Nora looked back over at the temple complex. Liz had taken in her squads to sweep the building of any remaining resistance.
 
   “Did you find another one?” Nora asked her.
 
   “Not just another one,” Liz replied. “There's four more of them in here.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 19
 
   Industrial Revolution
 
    
 
   “You have to make our work so much harder,” Yusuf said. “First you want tons of ammo a week, then you a railway, and now this? Just how fast do you think we can move?”
 
   Zach shrugged. “Yeah, I get that we're stretched pretty thin. “And I still think that the railway is top priority. But still, five mech suits? You don't come across that every day.”
 
   “True enough, and that's pretty interesting in and of itself,” Yusuf admitted. “Did they come with instructions?”
 
   “The boot sequence seems like it's automated,” Zach told him. “According to Nora, she just climbed in and followed the instructions, then figured out the rest by trial and error.”
 
   “So we have no idea how any of these work,” Yusuf said, looking at the suit in front of them.
 
   “Yeah, and this one can only be operated by Nora. I tried to activate it, and then Danny tried, but it would only power up if Nora was the pilot.”
 
   “So we're going to have to choose carefully,” Yusuf said. “Because we're not going to get any do overs.”
 
   “That's up for Hydra Command to decide,” Zach said.
 
   “People are going to want to have the new toys,” Yusuf said.
 
   “Then can you build them?”
 
   “Unless we find a schematics, there's no way,” Yusuf replied. “I have no way to know for sure without disassembling one of these things, but there's probably advanced components that we have no way to replicate.”
 
   “So are they going to be too valuable to use?”
 
   “Well, we need to figure out how they work,” Yusuf told him. “It looks like these platforms are charging stations, so at least they won't use fusion batteries. At least, I think.”
 
   “Well, the shell of the one we had to fight is still out in the plaza,” Zach offered. “I'm not sure how many components are missing, since Nora blew a pretty good chunk of it away, but at least it's something.”
 
   Yusuf glanced over at him. “I'm also interested in the library that you guys found.”
 
   “Yeah,” Zach said. “That... that might be our greatest find in this place. Come on.”
 
   Zach lead him out of the building and down the main route south. The district was busy with troops from Ghost Battalion trying to clean up the mess from their battle. There was a huge pit in the east side of the district near the river where they were piling the bodies. After it was full they would burn them all.
 
   Other troops were trying to clear debris from the western gate to allow easy access between this district, called Center City on their map, and the Eagle Creek district.
 
   It was out of their normal line of work, but Ghost Battalion needed to contribute what they could in order to get the city running properly. From what Zach had seen there was a lot of untapped potential within Center City, hidden beneath the appearance of a primitive and feral place.
 
   Within the ruins lay all manner of secrets, and it was those secrets that could help them. The discovery of the powered exoskeletons was a coup. They had also found huge stockpiles of ammunition in a few underground warehouses that hadn't been touched. Much of it was the wrong type and was worthless, but enough of it could be used, and that gave them a much needed boost.
 
   But the greatest find had been the library. While searching through the southern end of the district Xavier's team had stumbled across a building filled with books. Many of them were old and unusable, but then they had stumbled across a room in the basement. There, lining the shelves in a single room was a whole set of schematics.
 
   Not all of them could be read. In fact, most of them were too high level for even the best engineers to translate. Of the ones that they could read, almost all of them required materials that they had never heard of or had no way of obtaining. But still, there were three schematics that the could use.
 
   “Here we are,” Zach said as they reached the library.
 
   On the outside the building was completely unassuming. It wasn't especially large and only contained two stories. The inside wasn't that impressive either. The walls and floorspace inside was line with shelves holding thousands of books, though most of them weren't of any use. But it was the basement level that was of the greatest interest.
 
   Zach lead Yusuf down a flight of stairs and into the depths of the building. There were a few other doors in the basement, but they had no idea how to get past them. All of them were locked tight, and it wasn't possible to blast through them. They had used a metal detector to determine the feasibility and found that the doors were solid, too thick to breach. If they tried to do it with explosives then they might destroy the building itself.
 
   Anyhow, they had more than enough to concern themselves with now. Zach led Yusuf into the room where they had found the schematics. Several Hydra engineers were present, trying to decipher the secrets held within.
 
   “There's not much we can glean from them right now,” Zach said. “Everything is too high level for us. But we did get a useful prototype that we might be able to build.”
 
   He grabbed a schematic off one of the shelves and handed it over to Yusuf.
 
   “Take a look. How hard would it be for us to produce a few of them?”
 
   Yusuf looked over the designs. “Correct me if I'm wrong. I'm looking at a gatling gun, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Zach said. “Electric powered with six barrels. Fires standard machine gun ammo, so it's more of a minigun and not a gatling cannon. But still very useful. I'd like to mount it on the choppers and our river craft.”
 
   “You haven't used them much lately,” Yusuf noted.
 
   “That was because of our tunnel crawling,” Zach said. “The choppers still might not be as useful as they were, but we have a launching point for river craft in this district. We can use them to range up and down the middle of the city, and that gives us a lot more fire support.”
 
   “This is going to take some time,” Yusuf said. “Under normal circumstances this would be a cinch, but since we're building the railroad we don't have enough workers to do the job quickly. I'm actually glad that the other companies are picking up some of the slack.”
 
   “Hey, we're capable of doing some of the economic and engineering things as well,” Zach said.
 
   Almost every company in Hydra had been independent at one point or another, and that meant that they had needed to make their own weapons and ammunition. And while they might not have the expertise of Hephaestus Company, they still knew what they were doing and could get the job done.
 
   That knowledge was a great help right now. Companies that weren't on the front lines could help pick up the slack. They needed to, otherwise Hydra was in danger of running out of essential supplies.
 
   “I'll see what I can do with this,” Yusuf said. He scanned the schematic with his wrist menu and then placed it back on the shelf.
 
   Zach's own wrist alert went off. “Wolf Lead.”
 
   “Hey Zach. Is Yusuf still with you?” Danny asked.
 
   “He is,” Zach confirmed.
 
   “OK then. Can you two come find us? We're at the southeast end of the district, close to the waterfront and the south wall. We've got something interesting here. A lot of industrial equipment, it looks like, but we're not completely sure.”
 
   “We're on our way,” Zach said. He motioned for Yusuf to follow and exited the room.
 
   “What was that all about?” Yusuf asked.
 
   “Danny just rang me. Says his squad found some industrial equipment that you might be interested in. We're going to check it out.”
 
   Yusuf nodded. “OK, then let's go see.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Behold,” Danny said with some dramatic flair. He lead them inside a huge building that looked like a warehouse. The interior was dark, illuminated by a few floodlights and the gun lights of the squad.
 
   “Sorry about not being able to see,” Danny told them. “We don't have enough lights to cover the whole place, but you can get the picture.”
 
   Zach pulled his carbine off his back and switched on his light. Yusuf did likewise, though he was only carrying a pistol. Zach wondered when the last time he had fought was. Not that it mattered, since Hephaestus was probably the most responsible for Hydra's success up to this point.
 
   “So, is this a storehouse?” he asked.
 
   Danny shook his head. “At first we thought so, but then after searching the place it looks more like a factory of some sort. There's huge stacks of junk everywhere and some the machinery looks pretty worn, but we might have something here. But I'm also not the one to make the best judgment of that.”
 
   Yusuf swung his pistol around and looked over some of the equipment lying about. “Yeah, a lot of this looks like it's junk. We can probably salvage the metal, but other than that it's not going to do much for us.”
 
   Zach looked around as well. The beam of his light passed over something in the middle of the building. He swept the beam back over it.
 
   “What about this?” Zach asked.
 
   “Huh?” Yusuf asked. “Oh. That might be something.”
 
   They walked over to it.
 
   “Move one of the floodlights over here,” Danny said. Two of his troops moved to comply.
 
   “Oh wow,” Yusuf said when the light fell upon the object.
 
   “Yeah,” Zach said. “This might be important.”
 
   A machine sat in front of them, a huge beast made up of several parts. It looked like an ammo press, much like the ones that he had used and Hephaestus operated, but it was much, much bigger.
 
   “Does this thing even work?” Danny asked. He moved closer and shined a light at the interior parts.
 
   Zach glanced at Yusuf, and both of them stood back for a moment. Danny suddenly realized what they were doing.
 
   “Oh haha, let me get my head torn off if there's something hiding inside the thing,” he said with a mock air of indignation.
 
   “Hey, you went first,” Yusuf said.
 
   “Yeah, well, you should probably come join me. I'm not exactly familiar with this kind of machinery.”
 
   Yusuf walked over and looked inside. “Well, that's interesting. Looks like this could be quite the machine, once we get it working.”
 
   “Can you get it working?” Zach asked him.
 
   Yusuf motioned for him to join them. “I think we might. Some of the gears look like they might be seized, but I think we can replace them. They're bigger than what we're used to, but they're similar to the ones we use on our own presses. And take a look at this.”
 
   He pointed into the depths of the machine. “Just look at that. There must be room for one hundred bullets in the loading rack.”
 
   Zach observed that as well. “Will it be any faster, though? Or will they have to load every single bullet case like the presses we use?”
 
   “Even if we did, it would save time. But look at that.” Yusuf pointed to a conveyor belt system within the machine. “Looks like it self loads the casings and then pulls them through the machine. Then those nozzles put the powder in, and then the press at the end puts the bullets into the casings. Fairly simple, but it's really efficient.”
 
   “I'll say,” Zach agreed.
 
   “I'm just wondering how we're going to move this thing. It's too big to fit inside a Mule. We would have to either take it apart, which I'm not really comfortable doing, or we'd have to purpose build a vehicle,” Yusuf mused.
 
   “Why not just leave it here?” Danny suggested. “Look around you. There's massive floorspace in here, even with the junk. Once you clear that out you have a factory that's bigger than then first two Forges combined.”
 
   “Could be possible,” Yusuf agreed. “We couldn't do it now. We would have to do it later, since we can't stop production on the main lines. But in the future that could be possible.”
 
   “Actually...” Zach thought aloud. “What about turning this entire district over to your company?”
 
   “Hm?” Yusuf asked with some confusion.
 
   “Think about it,” Zach said. “This district is smaller compared to the others, but there's still plenty of space. The library is here, and you could probably use that to store schematics. Why not build a research and development complex here as well? Plus you could turn the rest of the district into factories and storehouses.”
 
   “It would be easy to keep outsider companies out as well, if we decide to let them inside the city,” Danny said. “All we would need to do is shut the gates and bar access.”
 
   “Right,” Zach agreed.
 
   “And it would be out of mortar and light artillery range,” Danny added.
 
   “OK, but that's a pretty big grant,” Yusuf said. “I'd imagine that something like this would have to pass the council. And not just the small council. I mean all of them.”
 
   Zach gave him an icy smile. “Yeah. This is going to be a ton of fun,” he said unenthusiastically.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They had good will on their side, at least. Almost everyone in the room had heaped their congratulations on the members of Ghost Battalion, especially Nora. Everyone was ecstatic at the capture of the Center City district. It put them ahead of schedule, and that was cause for celebration.
 
   Now, though, there might be a fight. There was the matter of the exoskeletons that needed to be decided upon, and Anna was going to take a stance that might not be popular. Zach would support her. They also had assurances from Gina, Yusuf, David, Robbie and Neil that their support would be granted as well, but that worried him. Anna's support base skewed heavily toward the original five Hydra members and the Ranger Battalion. He was concerned that they were pitting the factions in the alliance against each other.
 
   First things first, though. Zach and several others thought the issue of the mech suits was going to be too controversial, so they had put forth the fate of the Center City district first. Yusuf was detailing their plans right now.
 
   “There's a high concentration of industrial equipment and research material contained within the district, along with the facilities needed to use it,” he was saying. “If allowed to we can turn the place into an industrial powerhouse. Forget what the Lerna Forge or the Eagle Creek Forge could do. I'm talking about being able to arm another battalion in the span of a week if we can get the troops and the materials.”
 
   “Pretty bold proclamation,” Lee said. “Not that there's any reason to ever doubt you. We'd be walking everywhere otherwise.”
 
   “Seems like a tall order, though,” C.J. said. “I get that having more space will help you, but are you sure that you can do more without really expanding your company?”
 
   “The key is automation,” Yusuf detailed. “If I can make a comparison? Right now industry in this world is operating on two levels. I'm not counting the NPC shops in Old Chicago, because they basically magic things out of thin air.”
 
   “Luckily enough for us,” David said.
 
   “Can't disagree with that,” Paige nodded. “We can't produce everything.”
 
   Yusuf continued. “Anyway, back on track. It operates on two levels. First, there are the individuals making products in the own small company or by themselves. They're the cottage industry, if you will. Then there's the larger organizations like us, Ragnarok and Ronin. We're kind of like the people that would own a mill in medieval times. Much more efficient than the person at home grinding with their own stone, but still relatively slow. What we want is an industrial mill, that can produce quickly.”
 
   “But again, is that even possible?” C.J. asked. “Industrial automation needs some sort of power, and we can't just rely on fusion batteries.”
 
   “No, we can't,” Yusuf agreed. “But that's not the only source of power we can use. I'm rather disappointed that I didn't think of this awhile ago, but we have the river. The White River runs right by the district, and we can use that to our advantage. I think we can build water wheels to power turbines.”
 
   “That's definitely possible,” Bryce agreed.
 
   “If we win the battle of industry we win the war,” Yusuf said simply. “We can get a head start, if you'll allow us.”
 
   “I call for a vote,” David said. “Everyone in favor of granting the Center City district for Hephaestus Company?”
 
   The vote was unanimous.
 
   “Thanks everyone,” Yusuf said. “I'll make sure that your confidence isn't misplaced.
 
   David nodded. “Alright. Onto the second order of business. As you are all probably aware by now, Ghost Battalion discovered five suits of powered exoskeletons inside the district. Nora was able to operate one, and can tell you more.”
 
   Nora stood up. “We still don't know much about the system. Most of my usage was simply trial and error. But we do know a couple of things. First, we have no way to build more. There's no schematic, and we can't reverse engineer them. Second, they use a voice key, and only the first user is able to pilot the suit afterward.”
 
   “Which means that whoever is selected for the suit is going to be the only one that can pilot it,” David finished. “So we're going to need to choose carefully. Nora already has claim to one. So what about the others?”
 
   A buzz ran across the room as the various commanders and adjuncts talked to each other, but Anna quickly put a halt to that. She stood up to address them.
 
   “I believe that the remaining exoskeletons should be assigned to Ghost Battalion,” she said.
 
   There was a considerable hubbub over that statement, and Zach braced himself. This might end up getting very ugly.
 
   “Why? Just because you discovered them?” said someone he didn't recognize.
 
   “No, because they fit in best with the capabilities of our battalion,” Anna replied.
 
   Liz stood up beside her. “Ghost Battalion has always accomplished our missions, but we've done so without the heavy support that other battalions have at their disposal. Just think about it. Everyone else has armored support to call upon. The best we have are Raven Flight's attack choppers, which, pardon me saying so, don't quite have the presence of an assault gun.”
 
   “No offense taken,” Robbie said amicably.
 
   “We're best built to operate within the confines of rough terrain, but we often are forced to rely on recoilless rifles as our heaviest weapons. That just doesn't cut it,” Liz said flatly. “We've been accomplishing our missions while being hamstrung.”
 
   That comment didn't go over so well. Several of the others made angry remarks that blurred together in the buzz of the crowded chambers.
 
   Surprisingly, it was Cody that restored order. He pounded his fist on the table and shouted over the din.
 
   “Everyone, just shut up!”
 
   The room went deathly quiet.
 
   Cody spoke again. “OK, I think this is actually a matter for the military council to decide. I'm going to side with Anna on this one. The rest of us have assault guns, and if what Yusuf said is true we can expect more in the future. But Ghost isn't going to get them.”
 
   Anna nodded with appreciation. “That's why I believe the exoskeletons should go to Ghost Battalion. They'll allow us to bring heavy support through rough terrain like thick forests. That could be a critical advantage for us. It gives us backup that we'll need, and it gives us a card we can play as well. Who's going to expect four mech suits showing up on their flank through a thick forest?”
 
   She didn't say so, but that 'who' she mentioned was definitely Ragnarok. It was easy to forget, but everything they were doing right now was because of their bitter enemy. The war may have ground to a halt right now, but Hydra needed every advantage it could muster for when the conflict went hot again.
 
   “I'm willing to support Ghost Battalion on this,” David said.
 
   “So am I,” Gina agreed. “Like Cody said, we get some of the heavier toys. It think it's in our best interests to give Ghost Battalion the support they need.”
 
   “I'll support them as well,” Bryce spoke up. “Their points are good ones.”
 
   “I will too,” Shayna said. That was a surprise, although on second thought it made sense. She was a member of Knight Battalion, so maybe she was supporting her commander.
 
   “And I will as well, though you probably already knew that,” Karen said.
 
   “That makes it a unanimous vote from the military council,” Cody said. “Ghost Battalion gets the suits.”
 
   “We'll make sure that they're put to good use,” Liz said.
 
   “Bear in mind this isn't about who we see as valuable,” Anna said. “All of you are valuable and important to the alliance. We cover each others weaknesses and fight as efficiently as possible.”
 
   There was silence as the others observed that remark. Zach decided to break it.
 
   “We're standing on the edge of greatness here. Just one more push and we're there. Let's do our best.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 20
 
   Comrades
 
    
 
   “Dodge to the left.”
 
   Nora complied, throwing herself out of the way of the approaching shots. They weren't dangerous, only practice rounds, but it was her job to test out the capabilities of the armor. She was the only one who had the slightest clue of what to do inside, though that wasn't saying much.
 
   She thrust with her legs, trying to get as much space from the practice round as possible, but Nora had underestimated the power of the exoskeleton's systems. She pushed off the ground and flew up almost ten feet in the air before she plummeted back down and made an awkward landing. Thankfully none of the systems were damaged. The suit was robust, at least.
 
   “Did you do that on purpose?” Yusuf asked.
 
   “No, that was on accident,” Nora said. “I'm still trying to get used to how much power it has.”
 
   “OK, maybe we should cool it with the practice rounds. Try to figure out how the system works before you try any complicated tasks with it.”
 
   “OK, I'll follow your lead,” Nora told him.
 
   “I'm being called back up north, so I'm going to have to leave you. Paige will take over from here,” Yusuf said. “Have fun.”
 
   “Thanks, you too.”
 
   Nora watched him get on his ATV and drive away. A lock-on appeared over his vehicle, displaying direction and velocity. She wondered how she could use it to direct her shots, but she didn't think that Yusuf would appreciate her experimenting on him.
 
   Paige laughed when she shared that thought. “No, I don't think he would. Let's try to figure out what we have here. Try to jump as high as you can.”
 
   “OK, but I can't guarantee it's going to come down safely,” Nora warned.
 
   “That's why we have one in reserve, so don't worry about it,” Paige said.
 
   “OK.”
 
   Nora crouched down and thrust upward with her legs. She felt herself rocket up into the air, then plummet back down. This time she was ready and made a smooth landing, the shock absorbers of the suit doing their job well. Nora felt the impact, but it wasn't jarring.
 
   “You got about twenty feet on that,” Paige told her. “With enough practice you might be able to jump over small buildings.”
 
   “That would be useful,” Nora agreed. She could just imagine the faces of the enemy on the ground when an exoskeleton dropped out of the sky in front of them.
 
   “OK, let's test out lateral movement. I'll mark a spot on your HUD. Get to it as fast as possible while keeping your eye on me. I'll time you.”
 
   The location flashed up on the exoskeleton's HUD. Ever since she had been able to get a good look at the display Nora had been impressed, to say the least. The basic player HUD was good and displayed a lot of important information, but the suit's HUD blew it out of the water. The sheer number of things is could track was astounding, and none of the displays were distracting or intrusive. She could look at distance traveled or the number of detected enemy units in the area, or she could just ignore them and only use the visual display.
 
   “Going,” Nora said, and then she was off. She launched herself in a sideways jump. This time she didn't push as had and had much better control. She made another good landing.
 
   “Nice. Took you less than a second to cover the distance,” Paige said. “Now try turning as fast as you can.”
 
   “It can do it pretty fast,” Nora informed her. “Poor Gavin found that out.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about that. Can't say that being cut in half sounds like a nice way to go.”
 
   “Kind of off topic, but do you guys have any idea about the weapons this thing carries?”
 
   “We're working on it,” Paige replied. “None of us have gotten to have a really good look at one of the suits, but I took the time to skim over one when we weren't busy. It looks like the weapons mounts are modular, which means we might be able to switch the loadouts as needed.”
 
   “The one I was using seemed pretty effective,” Nora said. “Then again, most cannons are going to be pretty effective at point blank range.”
 
   “Well, we'll see what we can do once we've finished the rail link.”
 
   “How's that going, by the way?”
 
   “Progress is good,” Paige replied with some satisfaction in her voice. “We're making much better progress on the engine than we originally thought we would. Plus, it's not going to require fusion batteries.”
 
   “How does that work, then?” Nora asked.
 
   “Building from the ground up and the beauty of the free crafting system,” Paige said with a grin. “We're building a steam engine from scratch. All we need to run it is fuel and water, and neither of those are in short supply.”
 
   “What kind of fuel?”
 
   “Wood, to be precise. It'll be slower than an electric locomotive, but it will still be faster than Mules and will be easier to power. Plus, it won't be a big drain on our resources.”
 
   “See, I would have never thought of that,” Nora said. “I'm glad we have at least some people that can think outside the box for us.”
 
   “And I'm glad that we have people that can do the heavy fighting for us,” Paige replied. “I shudder to think where we would be if we had to do the front line fighting ourselves.”
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   Paige laughed. “OK, let's get back to the tests.”
 
   Nora laughed as well, and she quite enjoyed the feeling. For the first time in a quite a while, she was truly having a blast.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think we can do it,” Zach was saying. Some of the others looked rather less convinced.
 
   “What happens if we can't? Any setback is going to cost us dearly in the long run,” Gina said.
 
   “I know that,” he replied, “but I think that we're capable of taking two districts at once, if we play our cards right.”
 
   Nora wasn't certain what to believe. On its face, Zach's plan was nothing short of suicide. There was another tunnel leading to the southwest district of Indianapolis, but other than the immediate area around the station, they were walking in with less information than they would have liked. There simply hadn't been enough time to reconnoiter the area. They had no idea what enemy opposition they were facing.
 
   Still, they wouldn't be going in blind. They had the aerial photos that they had taken in the preliminary reconnaissance phase. They knew the street layout and could predict where the enemy would focus their strong points. They had artillery, armor and air support to call upon. And most importantly of all, they had plenty of veteran troops who by now were experts in urban warfare.
 
   Zach's plan was direct and to the point. Dragon Battalion would attack the Meridian district with the aid of Rogue Battalion, using brute force to crack open the defenses. Meanwhile, Ghost Battalion would attack the Decatur district in the south where the city's airport was located. Sacred Sword would be quietly transferred from Lerna Bastion to help them in the operation, and Raven Flight would provide them with air cover.
 
   There were many things that could go wrong. The plan could be far too ambitious. The enemy was going to outnumber them, perhaps overwhelmingly. The bosses could be especially difficult. Ragnarok could suddenly decided to attack from the north. It was quite the risk.
 
   However, the risk might be necessary. Even with all the progress they were making, Hydra was still in a very precarious position. The silence from the north was scaring many of them. Things might be quiet now, but if Ragnarok decided to make the conflict go hot again they would be forced into a two front war. If the alliance could eliminate one front they would be in a much better position.
 
   Taking the last two districts on the west side of the White River would give Hydra a strong position. The enemy would only be able to attack from two locations, which could be easily defended. Hydra would also have access to the river, which meant they could use their river craft for transport and fire support. And finally, once they had one side it would give them the much needed opportunity to rest and regroup.
 
   They were hanging by a thread at this point, stretched to their limit. Their treasury was low. Their resource stocks were almost nonexistent, and every bit of ore coming into the city was immediately being turned into bullets or equipment. Troops were spread over several different fronts, vulnerable to a large attack. Hydra needed some way to improve their position, and this was it.
 
   Now they needed to convince the others.
 
   “Not that I'm against fighting, but this might not be the greatest idea,” Cody said. The rest of the military council looked at each other and discussed the plan.
 
   “We can't afford to waste any time,” Zach insisted. “If we do we might not be able to make up the ground we lose. Ragnarok's planning something. They have to be. Why else would they suddenly stop fighting us?”
 
   “We're still skirmishing with their forces up along the border,” David said. “But we haven't heard anything in Old Chicago, or from the companies up north. There was news that a huge Ragnarok column went north, but then they completely disappeared.”
 
   “How the heck did they disappear?” Cody asked.
 
   “They sent the Valkyries after anyone that tried to follow them and told the rest that they would come back and annihilate them if they tried it.”
 
   “Ugly tactic,” Shayna commented.
 
   “An effective one as well,” Bryce shrugged. “I'm pretty sure that we'd use it as well, given the chance.”
 
   “Anyhow, they might be planning for something, but at the moment they're out of our hair. We can consider the front secure while their main forces are up north.”
 
   “For now,” Gina said. “They'll be back.”
 
   “And when they come back we need to be in a position to fight them,” Zach said. “That means we're going to have to take some risks whether we like it or not.”
 
   “Point taken,” David said. “However, we need to make sure that the risk is worth it.”
 
   “And that the risk is feasible,” Anna added. “It's no good trying if there's almost no hope of success.”
 
   Zach stepped over to the holographic map table in the middle of the command center and zoomed in on part of the city.
 
   “The Meridian district is definitely feasible,” he said. “Between Dragon and Rogue Battalions you have over six hundred troops with armor and artillery support. The district isn't huge either.”
 
   “That still leaves the Decatur district,” Anna said. “Even with reinforcements from Sacred Sword we only have four hundred troops.”
 
   “Right, but we also have air support. And that's going to be critical,” Zach said.
 
   “What about AA fire?” Bryce asked. “I imagine that's going to be a problem.”
 
   “Most of the AA guns are clustered around the airfield, here,” Zach said. He zoomed in on the area. Sure enough, they were thickly grouped around the airfield, but the rest of the district was relatively uncovered.
 
   “That could still be a big problem,” Liz spoke up. “That many AA guns in an open area? That's suicide for an infantry attack.”
 
   “Yes, but with Sacred Sword we'll also have assault guns. They can spearhead the attack and keep the enemy's attention focused on them. Plus, we have the exoskeletons.”
 
   “I can't guarantee how well they're going to perform,” Nora said. “We haven't selected anyone, and I'm still learning how to use them.”
 
   “Still, they're an excellent trump card to play,” Anna said. “This is a risk, but so is everything at this point. I'll support the attack, so long as we plan properly.”
 
   “Eh, why not?” Cody asked.
 
   “I'll agree to it as well,” Gina said. “With the condition, like Anna, that we plan this properly.”
 
   “I'm for it,” David confirmed.
 
   “Me as well,” Shayna agreed.
 
   “Me too,” Bryce added.
 
   Karen hesitated for a moment. “Can I say just one thing?”
 
   “Shoot,” Zach told her.
 
   “I don't think that four hundred troops is going to cut it, at least not in a straight battle,” she said. “We were only able to take Center City because we were facing primitives, That, and a whole lot of luck.”
 
   “OK, so what's you're idea?” Zach asked.
 
   “We need some way to even the odds,” she said. “I think we should try to launch a night attack to catch the enemy off guard.”
 
   “Bold move,” David commented.
 
   “That plays to Ghost Battalion's strengths, though,” Anna said. “We can use stealth to our advantage fare more easily in the dark.”
 
   Zach nodded his agreement. “Alright, I think the night attack is a good idea as well. Is everyone satisfied by this?”
 
   Everyone agreed.
 
   “Then we should get the commanders who are taking part in each attack together,” David said. “We have some planning to do.”
 
   And Nora herself had a decision to make.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You wanted to talk?”
 
   Nora looked up to see Miko and Selene walking up the steps to the top of the wall. She sat on the edge, looking toward the district to the south. The reckoning was coming soon.
 
   “Yeah, I wanted to get your opinion on something,” Nora replied.
 
   “OK, shoot then,” Selene said. She leaned up against the battlements. Miko joined her to one side.
 
   “So, the offer that Zach gave me after you told him about my worries.”
 
   Selene scowled. “I'm gonna break his arm.”
 
   Nora laughed. “Please don't. He didn't tell me, anyhow. I deduced it myself.”
 
   “Told you she would,” Miko said.
 
   Selene gave her a playful shove. “OK, so what about it?”
 
   “I'm not sure what to do,” she said. “At first I wasn't a huge fan of where I was at. It didn't seem like I was having as much fun as I used to, because I wasn't with with my friends. But now I guess I feel a bit different.”
 
   “Maybe that's your answer?” Miko suggested. “The situation changed, so now you're more comfortable with where you're at.”
 
   “Are you feeling a better connection to everyone in Barghest?” Selene asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Nora said. “I think the last fight is what did it. I stopped worrying about how well they were trained or what they were doing and just went with the flow. I guess I was part of the experience instead of being an outsider critiquing it.”
 
   “So that's made you feel better?” Selene said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So what's the issue? I think it's pretty clear. Stay with your platoon. The only reason I would give you to move on is because you're not having fun, and you seem to have moved past that.”
 
   “It's not that simple right now,” Nora said.
 
   “Why not?” Miko asked her. “It sounds like it's simple enough to me.”
 
   “Well, it's not,” Nora said. “I'm going to be in charge of the mech suits, so that's going to be another thing on my mind. I was just getting comfortable being with Barghest as well, and now I have to move on.”
 
   “Just remember what you learned,” Selene said. “You just said it yourself. Stop worrying and go with the flow. Enjoy the process and see what comes next. And it works. That's how I enjoy myself.”
 
   “Right. But I'm not going to be able to lead the platoon for much longer. I have responsibilities in Black Wolf, and then there's the new unit that's going to be created. I have to be a part of that. So do I just step aside now?”
 
   “What do you think is the right choice?” Miko asked.
 
   “I don't know,” Nora admitted. “I want to stay with Barghest for now, in some way. But I don't know if that's my heart or my head talking.”
 
   “Just think about what you're saying for a second,” Selene said. “Your head or your heart? Remember, this is a game. Whatever you do, you need to make sure that you're having fun. There's no point being here if you're not doing that.”
 
   “It goes back to what we said,” Miko said. “Have fun, enjoy the ride and let it take you where it will. It's not about power levels, or the best numbers or anything like that. If you're spending so much time worrying about those things that it becomes work, what's the point?”
 
   “So you're saying I should stay?” Nora said.
 
   “The question you should be asking yourself is what's going to make you happy? What are you going to enjoy the most? Because that's what this is really all about,” Miko said. “Take that away and this is nothing more than a gilded prison.”
 
   “That's a rather profound statement, actually,” Nora said with a smile. “I think that a lot of people could stand to learn from that. Including me, apparently.”
 
   “This game is about the world being alive,” Selene said. “It's about the struggle we have to go through with our friends and comrades to survive and to advance. Once it turns into a matter of numbers, power gaming and calculation it ceases to be alive.”
 
   “And a world without any soul is a terrible place to be,” Nora added. “Thanks. It's a lot to think about.”
 
   “So you've made your decision?” Miko asked.
 
   Nora smiled. “I think I have.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
   “Well, here it is, just like you requested,” Paige said. “Free time well spent for me, I might add. This was a blast to work on.”
 
   “I'm glad to hear that,” Nora said. She looked up at the product of her work.
 
   “Presenting the Hoplite armored exoskeleton,” Paige said. “It's equipped with a Miltiades pattern loadout.”
 
   “Any reason for the name?” Nora asked her.
 
   Paige shrugged. “Yusuf came up with it. We're named after a Greek god, so he figured that Hoplite would be a good name for the armor. After that, he decided to name the weapons loadouts after Greek generals.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Nora said.
 
   “It's fearsome, that's for sure,” Paige said.
 
   Nora agreed as she surveyed the suit. The basic layout was the same, with a few changes. The most notable was the change of weaponry. The mounts had indeed been modular, and Paige had fitted them out to her specifications. The cannon in the right arm had been removed for study, since they didn't have the ability to manufacture more ammunition for it yet. In its place they had added a prototype minigun, built from the schematic. The other arm carried a 20mm autocannon. It lacked the stopping power of the original cannon, but it had the best power to ammunition capacity they could find. It would do its job.
 
   The exoskeleton itself had received a new paint job. Originally pure black, the shell was now a puzzle of greys, white and black, well suited for an urban environment.
 
   “Look good?” Paige asked.
 
   Nora stopped as the right shoulder came into view. There, emblazoned in red and black was the snarling canine of Barghest Company.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Yes, it does.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 21
 
   Let Loose
 
    
 
   “This is going to be tough no matter how you slice it,” David said as they mulled over the maps and charts.
 
   “No kidding,” Zach replied. “Our best bet is to infiltrate through the subway and then take the main gate. Once that's done you can push through to reinforce us.”
 
   “Can the exoskeleton fit into the subway?” David asked.
 
   “Yes,” Anna confirmed. “We tested that out. They fit. Barely, but they fit.”
 
   “OK, so at least you guys can bring armored support with you,” David said.
 
   “It's not going to be much,” Nora said. “I'm going to be the only suit.”
 
   “Huh? What about the others?” David asked.
 
   “We haven't even selected pilots for them,” Zach informed him. “There's not enough time to train them, and we don't want to waste them if we can help it.”
 
   David looked back down at the map. “That's really going to cut down on your heavy support.”
 
   “We can handle that fine,” Zach said. “It's more than we'd have anyhow. Plus, we'll still have recoilless rifles, and Spectre will be carrying heavy machine guns.”
 
   David shrugged. “Hey, if you can do it then that's fine. So how are you going to work the assault?”
 
   “Black Wolf and Barghest will assault the gate,” Anna detailed. “Meanwhile, Redd Foxx will push into the heart of the city to keep the pressure on the enemy. Once the gate is open your three companies will come back us up, and then we'll resume our drive toward the airfield. Raven will provide us with cover, and Spectre will act as a mobile reserve mounted in the transport choppers.”
 
   “Have we suppressed the enemy AA?” Neil asked.
 
   “Not around the airfield, but Bravehart has been taking potshots at the other ones scattered throughout the district,” Anna informed him. “As long as the choppers don't stray too close to the airfield they should be fine.”
 
   “We'll keep that in mind,” Robbie said.
 
   “Anyhow, as long as we're quick about it we should be fine,” Anna continued. “The response times from the garrison seem to be slower at night. I noticed that when we were scouting Eagle Creek. Even if the scouting teams were detected they didn't have much trouble getting away.”
 
   “So if we can press through the confusion we can use that to our advantage,” Zach said.
 
   “Still, we're going to be running up against tight timetables,” David said.
 
   “Which is why we need to move quickly,” Anna said.
 
   Zach looked over at her. “Well, then the rangers were the proper choice for this assignment.”
 
   “What time is the other force going to attack the Meridian District?” Liz asked.
 
   “They're going to attack on the evening of the same day,” Anna detailed. “Cody and Gina are hoping to crush the enemy within a few hours, which means the pressure will be on us. We might be able to call for reinforcements if they finish quickly enough, but it's more likely that they'll be to drained from their own attack.”
 
   Zach nodded. Physical fatigue was a real obstacle in a virtual reality game with full immersion. Many times he had felt tired after logging off, even though he had spent hours just sitting.
 
   “So we're pretty much on our own,” Neil said.
 
   “Which is the way it should be. We can win this on our own,” David said. “We have some... No, you know what? We have the best troops in the alliance, and we know what we're doing. We just have to execute properly.”
 
   “And there's the rub,” Liz said. “Night fighting is going to be confusing, no matter what.”
 
   “I think that our tunnel fighting experience will help us a lot,” Nora brought up. “Plus, being able to actually use night vision goggles up here.”
 
   “If only we had better equipment in the tunnels,” David said. “Of course, why would they give us the good goggles right now?”
 
   “So there's ones that will work in total darkness?”
 
   David shrugged. “The ones I've used in real life picked up infrared light, so yeah, you could see some. Then again, this is a game where we have holographic menus and cybernetic implants in our eyes and we still can't manufacture a simple tank.”
 
   “Give it time,” Nora said.
 
   “I half expect to see people riding around on horses while we have armored walkers,” David said.
 
   “Wouldn't surprise me,” Zach agreed. “Anyhow. Karen and I will organize the assault on the gate. Barghest Company has done well in our last few missions, so I think the task of being in the first wave should go to them.”
 
   “They're going to have Nora with them, right?” David asked.
 
   Karen gave a smile. “Of course. She's one of ours, after all.”
 
   Zach smiled too. “OK, once Barghest launches their attack Black Wolf will follow. Once we have the gate secure we'll signal Sacred Sword. After that it's just a matter of taking the rest of the district.”
 
   “If only it were that simple,” Karen said.
 
   Neil agreed with her. “If only.”
 
   Nora gave him an amused look. “Heh, and you've only been around for that last capture. Some of the others might have been worse.”
 
   “I dread to think what kind of boss they have cooked up for us this time,” Liz said. “Or maybe they'll go easy on us in this place.”
 
   “That's really not the impression I got from those designers,” Zach said. He had worked on the game's communications systems during development, so he knew most of the staff.
 
   “Then what would you class them as?” Liz asked.
 
   “Them? They seemed to take sadistic glee in devising really difficult bosses,” Zach said. “As you can probably tell.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “We've managed to overcome all of the bosses so far,” David said. “We'll overcome this one.”
 
   “It's not the NPC enemies that I'm worried about,” Liz said.
 
   “Still concerned with Ragnarok?” Nora asked.
 
   “They have something up their sleeve,” Liz said.
 
   “That I agree with,” Zach said. “There's nothing we can do about it right now anyhow.”
 
   “Remember, they're in the same position we are,” Anna said. “While we might not know what they're doing, they don't know what we're doing. They don't know we have the rail line, they definitely don't know we have the exoskeletons, and they're probably not sure what we're up to.”
 
   “We can worry about them once this operation is done,” David said. “Until then let's stay on task.”
 
   Sound advice, Zach thought.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next two days were hectic. All of the commanders spent most of their time assembling their troops and gathering the necessary supplies for the attack. Everyone's kit needed to be in working order, and inspecting four hundred of them was a tall task. Most of the troops were veterans and didn't really need that kind of prodding, but they still needed to be sure. One fatal mistake could cost them dearly.
 
   Supplies and gear weren't the only things that needed to be prepared. All of the vehicles, whether they were Mules, APCs, assault guns or choppers needed to have their callsigns designated to avoid any confusion in the heat of battle. Sacred Sword's Bulls would operate under the callsign 'Caliburn'. Raven Flight would retain their normal 'Raven' callsign, and Nora would receive the new unit designation 'Hoplite'.
 
   Zach sure hoped that they were ready. Tomorrow could be a great triumph or an absolute disaster. Until the time came, though, there was no use worrying about it. Everyone needed some way to unwind so they were calm and collected.
 
   Their method of choice for unwinding was basketball once again. The weather was getting colder, but it still was mild enough to play outdoors. Besides, the cool air would do them some good when they started to sweat.
 
   The ball came flying right at him. A year ago he would have fumbled the catch, but by now he had much better hands. Zach plucked the ball out of the air and got off a jumper. It wasn't his best shot, but it went in for a basket.
 
   “Couldn't throw it a little slower, could you?” he asked Selene as they ran back down the court.
 
   “Sure, if you wanted to have Xavier cut you off,” she replied.
 
   “Hey, we're up by five points. I don't think we can really complain,” Javy said.
 
   “Not for long,” Danny called back at them.
 
   “We'll see about that,” Selene said. She stepped forward to cover him.
 
   Zach took up a position to cover Gavin, Javy took on Xavier and Miko matched up against Nora. The middle was going to be the problem. Xavier was the tallest out of them all, and he knew how to use his height to its full advantage. Javy was good, but giving up several inches to his opponent made his job difficult. A well placed pass could reach Xavier with little fear of it being intercepted.
 
   They would have to cut the passes off at the source. Selene did just that. Danny tried to lob the ball over her head, but she timed her jump perfectly and knocked it down. There was a mad scramble for the ball. Zach and Nora reached it at the same time and made a grab for it. Both of them started to wrestle for control, but then the ball squirted away. Quick as lightning, Javy managed to scoop it up and charge down the court. He hit an easy layup.
 
   “Up by seven!” he shouted gleefully. “Great work team!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, keep talking,” Xavier said, walking back to get the ball in a nonchalant fashion. He suddenly snatched it and charged down the court, dodging through the defenders as he did so. He finished off his run with a hard dunk.
 
   “Nice defense,” Danny said.
 
   “OK, could we not taunt them until we're winning? Or at least tied? Because we're getting owned right now,” Nora said.
 
   “Aw, where's the fun in that?” Danny asked.
 
   Miko grabbed the ball and headed down the court, shadowed by Nora. Zach took up a position on the outside of the arc and headed to the left, trying to get open. Selene headed toward the basket, and Javy moved over toward the right.
 
   The pass came right for him. Zach leaped up and tried to catch it...
 
   But Gavin tapped it with his fingertips. It careened into the paint, and once again there was a scramble for the ball. Danny got there first and gained control, then threw a laser to Nora who was sprinting back down the court. Miko wasn't even close to her, and Nora easily made a layup at the other end.
 
   “Coming back,” Gavin said with some satisfaction.
 
   “Full team effort,” Danny added.
 
   “We're not giving up the lead,” Selene insisted.
 
   “Ohho, someone's not happy,” Danny ribbed her.
 
   “Says the person that's still losing.”
 
   “For now.”
 
   “And later,” she retorted.
 
   “We'll have to see about that now, won't we.”
 
   Selene responded by turning around and snatching a pass from Miko out of the air. She drove toward the basket and made an ankle breaking move that sent Danny stumbling by. Yet another layup sank into the basket.
 
   “Oh, I'm sorry, what were you saying?” Selene asked.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Danny replied. He grabbed the ball and tossed it over to Gavin.
 
   Zach went with him step for step, but try as he might he couldn't dislodge the ball. Gavin tossed a pass over to Nora. She grabbed it and quickly flipped it over to Danny, just managing to get it past Selene's outstretched arms. Danny threw a hard high pass toward Xavier under the hoop. Xavier went up for the ball...
 
   And Javy knocked him aside with a hard body check, trying to reach for the ball as well. It went out of bounds.
 
   “That's definitely a foul,” Danny said.
 
   “Eh, can't really argue that,” Selene agreed.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Javy said.
 
   “No problem,” Xavier responded to him amicably. “But you're getting the ball.”
 
   “I thought so,” Javy said. He jogged off and grabbed it.
 
   Xavier stood at the foul line and promptly sank both shots.
 
   “Getting close,” Danny said.
 
   “Still winning,” Selene replied.
 
   “Yeah, but we're hanging around, at least,” Nora said.
 
   “What's the score?” Gavin asked.
 
   “I think that it's 42-39, if I'm keeping track of it right,” Miko said. “Correct me if I'm wrong.”
 
   “No, that sounds right,” Nora replied. “Still going with fifty?”
 
   “Yeah, still fifty,” Selene confirmed.
 
   “Alright. Let's come back and win this, team,” Danny said.
 
   Selene fixed him with a hard smile, the one that she always used when she felt extremely competitive.
 
   “Duck and cover,” Zach warned.
 
   “Not another point,” Selene said.
 
   “Uh, that's a pretty tall order,” Javy commented.
 
   Danny apparently loved the bravado. “Ohhoho, throwing down the gauntlet like that, are you? Fine, we'll ruin that thought right here and now.”
 
   “You can certainly try,” she responded.
 
   Selene took control of the ball and headed down the court. This time Zach headed toward the paint area. He wasn't the tallest, but then again neither was Gavin. If he could just get under the basket he would have a good chance to go for another layup. If they could get up by two scores again they probably had the game in hand.
 
   Selene didn't pass it to him. Instead, she threw it to Javy on the outer edge of the three point line. He nimbly dodged around Xavier and got off a clean shot.
 
   Swish.
 
   Javy leaped up and pumped his fist. “Three points and nothing but net!”
 
   “Shouldn't you guys be doing better?” Miko asked. “I mean, you have three basketball players on your team.”
 
   “And my dead weight,” Gavin added.
 
   “Hey, we have two dead weights on this team,” Miko shrugged.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Zach said. “I've made shots.”
 
   “You've missed even more,” Danny commented.
 
   “And yet we're still winning.”
 
   Danny gritted his teeth. “Alright, that ends now. We're coming back!”
 
   He grabbed ahold of the ball and relayed it to Gavin. Zach had to admit they had a good plan as he watched it unfold. They made quick passes, trying to keep their team off balance. Meanwhile, they would exploit any opportunity that presented itself.
 
   Nora suddenly made a break for the basket, and Zach was the closest one to her. He stepped in front and put his hands up in an attempt to block.
 
   She stopped and made a stutter step, trying to throw off his balance. Zach kept his footing and stayed with her. Nora spun again and made a quick shot toward the basket. Zach managed to get his fingertips on the ball, though it did little to change its trajectory. It rattled around the rim for a second before it dropped in.
 
   “Hah. What was that?” Danny asked.
 
   “Still winning.”
 
   “Still the most tired excuse ever,” Danny replied.
 
   Zach smiled to himself as he ran back down the court. Ever since they had been kids the banter between those two had always been amusing to listen to.
 
   Javy had the ball now. He passed it over to Miko, who took a shot from inside the three point arc. It bounced wild, and Xavier grabbed the rebound. Zach tried to cut him off, but he was just too fast. He sprinted down the court, then flipped a pass to Gavin when Selene tried to block his path. Gavin made a good jumper in the paint.
 
   Zach took the rebound and started up the court. He was scanning the others, looking for an opening when Nora came barreling in. She took the ball away from him and threw up a jumper. It fell through.
 
   “Coming back, and only down by a point,” Danny said. “It's going to be close.”
 
   Zach grabbed the ball again. This time he was much more conscious of his surroundings. He wasn't going to be surprised again, if only for the fact that Selene would probably skin him alive if he gave up the game so easily.
 
   Javy was streaking down the sideline. Zach hit him in stride with a gorgeous pass that impressed even himself. Javy stopped on a dime just outside of the three point line and threw up a shot.
 
   “Next shot from us wins,” Selene said as she watched it go in.
 
   “We're not dead yet,” Xavier said. He lobbed a pass over to Nora.
 
   Miko tried to cover her, but Nora was simply too fast. She dodged by her and headed for the basket. At the last second Javy tried to cut her off, but that just created another opening. She flipped the ball back to Danny, who nabbed it out of the air and immediately made a shot. It wasn't pretty, but it went in.
 
   “Just one more basket,” Selene said. “That's all we need. Just one more.”
 
   Miko gathered up the ball and dribbled it down the court. Zach tried this best to get open, but by now he was starting to tire from the constant running. Gavin looked like he was tiring too, but he was able to keep pace.
 
   Xavier had tight coverage on Javy. That left Selene against Danny, with Nora playing off of Miko a short distance.
 
   Selene made a quick move and left Danny in the dust. Nora tried to cover for him, but she was too far away. Even with her quickness there was no way to cover the gap. Miko's pass hit Selene right on the hands. She shot...
 
   And her shot bounced off the rim.
 
   “Choke!” Danny exclaimed, but the ball was still bouncing free, and Zach was already heading straight for it. He got there before anyone else and grabbed ahold of it. He threw up a wild shot.
 
   It went in anyhow.
 
   “Fifty!” Zach shouted in triumph.
 
   “Nice awareness,” Javy said as he ran over and gave him a high five.
 
   “Well, at least it wasn't her,” Danny said.
 
   “Loser,” Selene replied.
 
   “Choker.”
 
   Zach laughed. “OK, let's not kill each other before tomorrow.”
 
   “Everyone still up for grabbing something at one of the diners?” Xavier asked.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Danny said.
 
   “This took a lot out of me, so I'd like to as well,” Miko said.
 
   Everyone else was in agreement.
 
   Zach walked over and grabbed his backpack. “Then let's head there, shall we?”
 
   The group walked off the court and into the calm of the night. It certainly wouldn't be a calm night in the virtual world tomorrow.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 22
 
   Death's Herald
 
    
 
   Nightfall. The attack force was as ready as they would ever be. The attack on the Meridian District had occurred earlier in the day and had gone off without a hitch. As expected Dragon and Rogue took heavy casualties during the battle, but they had captured the district after more than three hours of fierce fighting. Phase one of the plan was complete.
 
   Now it was up to Ghost Battalion and Sacred Sword to fulfill their end of the bargain, and that was not going to be an easy task. Judging from the size of the district the garrison was far larger than the attacking force, and they had no idea how well they were armed. There would be no artillery support, since Bravehart had used most of their stocks in the earlier battle. Air support would be limited to certain areas due to the placement of antiaircraft guns, and the airfield was going to be a nightmare to take. There was too much open ground, which would leave the attackers vulnerable to all manner of enemy fire.
 
   Still, they had what they needed to win. Their troops were well armed, experienced and confident. They had been put in tight situations before and had had out on top, and they knew they could do it again. And they also had a new card to play.
 
   “We're moving up,” Anna's voice said through the suit's speakers.
 
   “Good luck,” Nora replied. Her suit was just small enough to fit inside the subway entrances.
 
   She could have gone in guns blazing, but that wasn't her style. The task force was outnumbered, and if a head-on attack didn't work they wouldn't have anything to fall back on. Besides, subtlety was their speciality.
 
   The subway came out at the northeast end of the Decatur district. Redd Foxx would secure the area and then begin to move south, using their infiltration skills to quietly take the enemy positions in the dead of the night. Meanwhile, Barghest and Black Wolf would head north toward the gate. Once that was taken they would link up with Sacred Sword and spread out to the west and southwest. Their goal was to converge on the airfield in three different directions, hopefully catching whatever was lurking their in a pincer move.
 
   Simple enough on paper, Nora thought, but what would happen when they had to put the plan into action? If any part of the plan was held up they could be in serious trouble. Spectre Company was acting as a rapid deployment reserve, riding on Raven Flight's choppers, but beyond them their reserves were limited. If they ran into another unexpected problem like they had in the Central City district they could be in serious trouble.
 
   But then again, that was where much of the excitement came from. The game would be no fun if the outcome was predetermined, and the struggle was going to be what got their blood pumping. And everyone knew that they were tough enough to weather the storm.
 
   Nora decided to make a last minute check with everyone before they began the assault. She opened up the list of contacts on the visual display.
 
   “Barghest, this is Hoplite. Everyone ready?”
 
   “Black Lead,” Karen responded.
 
   “Red Lead.”
 
   “Yellow Lead,” Allen said, using his new callsign.
 
   “Lone Wolf.”
 
   Nora smiled. “Ready to spearhead this thing?”
 
   “Ready and willing,” Karen replied.
 
   Liz's voice came over the speakers. “All units, the area around the station is clear, and we haven't been detected. We're headed south to our objectives.”
 
   “Copy that. Good luck,” Nora replied.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “OK, we're ready then,” Zach's voice said. “Black Wolf, let's move out!”
 
   Yet more waiting to do, Nora thought to herself. Black Wolf would lead the northern attack force out, using their own stealth skills to close in on the enemy without alerting them. Once they reached the gate Barghest would take over and spearhead the assault on the gate.
 
   Anna and Zach had decided on this course of action with Karen's approval. In many ways Barghest had become a formidable company in their own right, but they still lacked the necessary stealth skills to be truly called rangers. That meant that they wouldn't be in the lead, even though they still had a valuable part to play in the battalion.
 
   Nora probably wouldn't have helped matters. The armored exoskeleton was many things, but quiet was not one of them. The motors that operated the joints were quiet, but there was no good way to dampen all the noise that resulted when something that size and weight moved. It was quieter than an armored vehicle, but it was never going to sneak up on you.
 
   Then again, that wasn't the point, and silence wasn't the only means of stealth. The exoskeletons could sneak in their own way, using their all-terrain mobility to emerge from places that other heavy support vehicles couldn't traverse. The main point of stealth was to achieve surprise, and the exoskeletons could do that well.
 
   “Fang,” Zach's voice said over the radio. That was the signal for them to move.
 
   Red Platoon went first, followed by Blue Platoon. Nora went next, followed by Yellow Platoon. They all emerged into the expanse of the Decatur district.
 
   Nora's first view of the place through the lenses of her visual display were unremarkable. It looked like any of the other districts, with massive amounts of buildings scattered about. It was a city, after all. Everything was green when filtered through her suit's night vision settings.
 
   “Let's move,” Karen said, and Barghest complied.
 
   Nora continually swept her vision from side to side, scanning the area for any signs of life. She had switched her suit over to infrared vision trying to see if there were any enemies lurking inside the buildings. She saw a few shapes here and there, but they were laying prone, their heat signatures slowly fading away. Black Wolf must have killed them in the initial sweep.
 
   They caught up to Black Wolf in ten minutes. Zach was waiting for them beside an abandoned gas station and signaled them over. Karen, the platoon leaders and Nora headed in his direction.
 
   Once they met up Nora opened up the back hatch, powered down the suit and stepped out. There was no use wasting energy when all they needed to do was talk.
 
   “OK, the gate looks the same as most of the others we've encountered,” Zach said. “Should be simple enough.”
 
   “Nothing is ever simple when we're involved,” Selene said.
 
   Nora nodded. “I'm going to have to agree with that. They probably have at least one trick up their sleeve.”
 
    “Then how do you want to handle that one trick?” Zach asked.
 
   Karen thought for a moment. “If Black Wolf can give us cover while we advance on the wall that should make our jobs much easier.”
 
   Zach agreed. “Will do.”
 
   Karen turned to Nora. “Could you hang back with them? You can give us fire support, and you also have the best tracking equipment. You can tell us what's going on and can help direct us to where we need to go.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Nora replied. “I'll try to get Sacred Sword on standby, and I'll signal them once we think that the gate is secure.”
 
   “Good. Once we're don here we'll regroup and force our way through to the southwest. We'll shade toward Redd Foxx so we can give them backup if they need it.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Zach said. Nora agreed with him. Karen was becoming quite the decisive commander in her own right.
 
   Karen turned to the platoon leaders to give out instructions. Zach got on the radio and contacted his own officers. Nora turned back around and got back inside her exoskeleton.
 
   The system powered back up without incident. Judging from the power bar, she had about two hours of fight time left before she would be forced to return to the charging station. She thought that would be enough time to last through the entire battle, but there was no way to be sure. At least she would probably be able to stick around long enough to influence the outcome, but again, she wasn't sure. Nora was quite worried that she would have to abandon her comrades in the middle of a fight to recharge the suit. Command's orders had been quite strict; she was to minimize the risk to the suit as much as possible. If it cost them troops or other equipment, then so be it. They were replaceable. The suit was not.
 
   Nora purged those thoughts from her mind. They weren't going to matter if she got hit because she wasn't paying attention. She needed to focus.
 
   “Ready?” Danny asked her quietly as she moved into position. He hefted his machine gun and aimed it at the positions on the wall.
 
   “All ready,” Nora said. “By the way, you might want to stand back. The ejection port is right next to you, and I can't say that a stream of lead to the face is going to feel pleasant.”
 
   He backed off. “OK, good point.”
 
   “All units,” Zach's voice said over the radio. “Ready? FIRE!”
 
   The night lit up with flashes and tracers. Nora aimed with her right arm and pulled the trigger. The minigun roared to life, sending a hail of bullets toward her targeted area. Nora swept the gun back and forth along the wall, firing tight bursts to conserve ammunition. She thought she got several hits, but there was no way to tell in the confusion. Black Wolf was throwing everything they had at the enemy; small arms, machine guns, launched grenades, sniper shots and even recoilless rifle rounds.
 
   The effect of the barrage was apparent. The enemy on the walls wasn't even able to respond. Any time one would try to retaliate they would immediately be cut down in a deluge of fire. Meanwhile, Barghest Company was quickly approaching the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Cease fire!” Zach ordered. Black Wolf's veteran troops almost instantly went silent.
 
   “Wolf Lead, I'm going to keep selecting targets of opportunity as per Black Lead's orders,” Nora said.
 
   “Copy that,” Zach responded. “Snipers, you have permission to engage as well. Make sure that there are no friendly fire casualties.”
 
   That wasn't going to be a hard order to follow. Everyone's HUD displayed markers that told whether someone was a friend or a foe. Friendly fire accidents could still happen, but anyone worth their weight knew not to engage when that was a possibility. The snipers had the accuracy to reach out and hit the enemy accurately, so they were exempt.
 
   Nora didn't have that luxury. She was noticeably less precise even with the suit's targeting and stabilizing systems, so she would have to be far more careful. Her role would be to take out tough targets that the others couldn't manage.
 
   “Headed up,” Selene said over the radio.
 
   Nora made a visual scan of the area above them. She saw movement, and then her HUD identified hostiles.
 
   “Red Lead, you have an enemy squad moving above you,” Nora warned. “I'm opening fire.”
 
   She lifted her arm and squeezed off a burst. Two of the enemy fell. The rest dove for cover. There were still at least six to eight of them left, but Nora's distraction had bought Red Platoon valuable time. They stormed the rest of the way up the stairs and blazed away at the enemy they encountered.
 
   Now that they had a foothold on the wall Nora turned her attention elsewhere. More enemy troops were moving on the wall, attempting to shore up the hole in their defenses. Nora laid down another barrage of fire, killing some and forcing the rest to take cover.
 
   Something flashed in front of her.
 
   “Watch it!” she warned, and a split-second later a rocket exploded where she had been a second before.
 
   She guessed the trajectory of the rocket and aimed right where it came from. Nora pummeled the area with minigun and autocannon fire just to make sure the enemy heavy was dead.
 
   The extra work with the suit had served her well. She now knew how it augmented her reflexes, and that knowledge allowed her to move much more quickly. It had just saved her a nasty death, or at least severe damage.
 
   “You OK?” Danny asked.
 
   “Yeah. I'm more worried about you,” Nora replied.
 
   “I'm fine. Managed to dodge out of the way. No casualties here.”
 
   Zach's voice came over the radio again. “Everyone, keep an eye out for enemy heavies on the walls.”
 
   “Make sure that you focus on taking the wall as well,” Nora said. “Nothing else happens if we don't.”
 
   She found another target and opened fire. The exoskeleton was performing well under the circumstances, though this could hardly be called the average fight. The enemy was cooped up in a narrow space, making them easy targets for any burst. Once she got into the city it would be much harder to manage.
 
   Barghest Company, meanwhile, did an excellent job of taking the wall. They were much more aggressive than in their fight in the Zionville district, and it allowed them to take the wall quicker this time. Any resistance was swept aside by relentless firepower. Specialist teams armed with breaching charges and flamethrowers cracked open bunkers and dealt with the troops inside.
 
   There was no mistaking it. Barghest was truly coming into its own, and Nora was enjoying being a part of it. This battle might be just the thing they needed to establish themselves as a formidable company on the level of Black Wolf and Redd Foxx, and if she could help then she was glad to do whatever was needed.
 
   She opened up a radio channel. “Sword Lead, Sword Lead, this is Hoplite. I say again, this is Hoplite.”
 
   “Go ahead Hoplite,” David responded.
 
   “We're in the final stages of clearing out the gate,” Nora said. She watched Bravo Wolf Platoon advance toward the gatehouse. “It should be clear. If you advance now you'll reach the gates at about the time they'll open them.”
 
   “Roger that. Any word on how it's going?”
 
   “Smoothly, light casualties,” Nora told him. “We're making steady progress, and it should be fine once you get here.”
 
   “Let's hope so,” David replied.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nora's assessment of the situation might have been too optimistic. Sacred Sword reached the gate within minutes and headed into the western reaches of the district. Freed from the fighting around the gate, Black Wolf and Barghest formed up and pushed southwest.
 
   But the route wasn't easy. About a mile away from the gate they ran into heavy resistance at a crossroads. An enemy platoon had dug themselves into several multi-story buildings and were waiting for them. Unbeknownst to the Hydra troops, they also had spotlights with them. As soon as they were switched on there was complete chaos.
 
   The Hoplite armor had an advanced array of sensors, and the suit immediately switched off the night vision mode as soon as the lights were triggered. The others weren't so lucky. Many of them were temporarily blinded by the brightness of the spotlights. Several of them were cut down in the ensuing gunfire, and everyone else was forced to take cover.
 
   The situation at crossroads became even worse when enemy reinforcements began to flood in from the south. Black Wolf and Barghest dug in and prepared for a slugging match. The enemy fire was ferocious.
 
   Nora had been forced to take charge of the situation. She could see better than most due to the array of displays she could bring up on her HUD. Using them, she managed to organize their force into a firm defensive line and even launch limited counterattacks. But it wasn't going to last forever. They need help, and they needed it fast.
 
   “Raven Flight, do you copy? Raven Flight, this is Hoplite. Do you copy?” Nora asked.
 
   She nimbly dodged a rocket fired from the other side of the street. The enemy heavy suddenly dropped and fell off the building. Courtesy of one of their snipers, no doubt.
 
   “Hoplite, this is Raven 1,” Robbie replied.
 
   “Raven 1, we need air support,” Nora told him.
 
   “Uh, can you be more specific?”
 
   “Can you see me moving on the street?” she asked.
 
   There was a pause. “Yeah, I can see you.”
 
   “Behind me is our side of the street. Blast everything on the other side. I don't care how you do it, just do it.”
 
   “Copy that, Hoplite. You guys might want to duck and cover,” Robbie replied.
 
   Nora saw four dots moving on her radar at high speed. Then the world in front of her caught fire. The face of the building in front of her exploded. Thousands of bullets raked the remains. Anyone inside was probably dead meat.
 
   Nora wasn't the only one with a new toy. Raven Flight had received several upgrades as well, and now they were putting them to good use.
 
   Originally the choppers had been armed with heavy machine guns. While they were better than anything that the rangers were carrying on the ground, the amount of firepower they could throw out was sorely lacking. Their rate of fire was poor, and they were essentially useless against anything but the lightest vehicles.
 
   Leave it to Hephaestus Company to find a solution to the problem. On the anti-vehicle front they had devised a stopgap weapon until they discovered a schematic for something better. They mounted six recoilless rifle tubes, three to each stub wing, and attached a trigger mechanism. They weren't the most accurate things and they lacked ammunition for sustained fighting, but they were powerful.
 
   Raven Flight was also using the prototype miniguns, the same weapon that Nora had mounted in her exoskeleton's right arm. She knew from first-hand experience that it was powerful.
 
   The face of another building exploded and then more bullets came raining down. The amount of fire coming from the other side slackened off quite considerably.
 
   “Nice work, Raven Flight,” she said.
 
   “We aim to please,” Robbie responded. “We'll make another pass and then we'll need to withdraw to get more ammo.”
 
   “Roger that, and thanks.”
 
   Selene came on the line. “Now's the time to exploit the confusion,” she said.
 
   Nora agreed. “Raven Flight is making one last pass. Get as many platoons as you can and push forward. I'll help to cover you.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   The chain of command had broken down somewhat in the confusion, but that was fine. There was no way that the company commanders could keep track of every last detail in the middle of this maelstrom, and so they would rely on their subordinates to get the job done. Ghost Company was known for the effectiveness of its lower levels of command. They could take care of business even if their captains were out of action.
 
   Two more choppers came zooming in from behind, guns blazing. The noise outside was probably deafening. Inside, the suit automatically adjusted the volume levels to reasonable levels.
 
   “Barghest, let's go!” Selene ordered.
 
   Nora scanned the enemy side of the street for targets. A muzzle started flashing in a window that was somehow still intact after Raven Flight's attack runs. She squeezed off a few shots with her autocannon.
 
   “Hoplite, we have an armored vehicle coming up on our flank,” Allen's voice warned.
 
   “Be right there,” Nora told him. She took off at full speed down the street, leaping over the heads of a squad that crossed her path.
 
   There it was. An enemy armored car was pushing up the side streets with a platoon of infantry in tow. Yellow Platoon was caught between stopping to deal with the threat or supporting the advance.
 
   Nora was going to make that decision easy. She aimed her autocannon and pulled the trigger. The first shot did nothing, and the second shot did nothing again. But for the moment it distracted the vehicle, and that was all Nora needed.
 
   She bounded the last few yards and cut down several of the enemy with a burst from her minigun. Then she turned and grabbed the enemy vehicle by its side and pushed up.
 
   The vehicle must have weighed at least a ton, but the exoskeleton could easily lift that amount of weight. The armored car flipped over on its side, completely helpless. Nora took the opportunity to put several 20mm shells into its belly at point blank range. It shuddered and split apart in an understated explosion.
 
   “Keep going,” Nora told them as she gunned down the rest of the enemy platoon.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don't mention it,” she said.
 
   A warning light flashed up. Low ammunition.
 
   Nora checked her display again. In the chaos she had neglected to pay attention to her ammunition stocks. Her minigun was almost empty, and the 20mm cannon wasn't far behind. There was a small forward depot in the Central City district where she could restock, but that would take some time.
 
   “All leads, this is Hoplite. I'm running low on ammunition, so I'm headed back to the depot,” Nora told them.
 
   “Copy that, Hoplite,” Zach said. “We'll take it from here.”
 
   “Good luck,” Nora replied.
 
   She took off for the gate and made a quick glance at the power display. A third gone. It would last. Hopefully.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 23
 
   Tooth and Nail
 
    
 
   The enemy had fought them hard and with great skill. They were heavily armed and entrenched in a good position. Many companies would crumble in the face of such a stubborn defense. But Hydra was in no way average, and Ghost Battalion contained many of the alliance's best.
 
   Under the relentless blows of the Hydra assault the enemy line crumbled, overwhelmed by both firepower and the sheer determination of the attacking troops. Supported by both Nora's exoskeleton and Raven Flight they forced their way across the street and shattered the enemy resistance.
 
   But now both of them were gone to replenish their ammunition, once again leaving the infantry to carry the day.
 
   Zach didn't doubt that they could do it. In fact, he knew that they could do it. But still, losing their heavy support made him feel nervous. They were nearing the airfield as well, which pushed Zach's mood from nervousness into full-blown concern. Tangling with the boss was not going to be fun if they didn't have their heavy support with them.
 
   Still, they could pull off a coordinated attack with the other two columns. And while Redd Foxx was in the same boat as them, Sacred Sword had heavy support in the form of assault guns.
 
   The trouble was, he had no idea what kind of situation the others were in. Zach hadn't been able to keep track during the furious fighting. He hadn't been able to fully coordinate his company either. The needed to reestablish their lines of communication, and they needed to do it fast.
 
   He opened up a channel. “Sword Lead, Fox Lead, come in. Sword Lead, Fox, Lead, this is Wolf Lead, come in.”
 
   “I hear you Wolf Lead,” David responded.
 
   “I hear you as well,” Anna added in.
 
   “We've broken through on our front,” Zach told them, “but Nora is back getting reloaded, and Raven Flight is getting more ammo as well. We'll try to advance on the airfield, but we might not be able to do much without our heavy support.”
 
   “Copy that,” Anna told him. “We're mopping up the last resistance in our area, and then we're going to launch our attack on the airfield. Gray is going to lead his platoon in from the south, and we'll attack from the southeast.”
 
   “We're coming in straight from the north,” David said. “No games, no subterfuge from us. We're just going to smash through their line.”
 
   Zach didn't doubt it. Sacred Sword had over one hundred troops there, backed by armored vehicles. All of them were elite.
 
   “OK, we're going to push in from the east,” Zach told him. “Let's make sure that we're coordinated. Our force and Sacred Sword should attack first. That will draw the enemy toward our positions, which should leave the south far more vulnerable.”
 
   “And it means that the boss comes after you guys first,” Anna replied with some satisfaction evident in her voice.”
 
   “Looking forward to it,” David replied.
 
   “We're wasting time,” Karen interjected.
 
   “Right. Let's move,” Zach said.
 
   “We'll contact you once we're in position,” Anna said.
 
   “Same with us,” David replied. “Let's get this done.”
 
   Zach and the rest of the force pushed forward, heading toward the airfield that was now less than a mile away. Resistance on the way was extremely light, consisting of only small fireteams retreating toward the airfield. The enemy in the district seemed to be broken, but Zach knew very well that it was the calm before the storm. They would be in for a real fight soon enough.
 
   “We're in position,” Anna told him.
 
   “We'll be there in a minute,” David added in from his end.
 
   “So will we.” Black Wolf and Barghest were just two hundred yards from the edge of the city, where the airfield began. Silently, quickly they moved into position among the buildings.
 
   “Black Wolf and Barghest are in position,” Zach said.
 
   “Sacred Sword is in position as well,” David replied. “We'll launch our attack first. Make your move as soon as you hear gunfire.”
 
   “Roger that,” Zach replied. He quickly relayed the orders to his subordinates.
 
   BAM! BAM!
 
   The sound of two loud, distinctive shots rolled in from the north. They were from Orcrist and Glamdring, Sacred Sword's assault guns. That meant the attack was underway.
 
   Without a verbal order Black Wolf and Barghest broke cover and started to advance on the airfield. As they reached the outskirts Zach suddenly realized just what they had stumbled into.
 
   The land surrounding the airfield wasn't flat or empty. It looked flat and empty from the air, but now he realized that was because of the camouflage netting suspended above it all. Below the netting was an entirely different story. A mass of trenches zigzagged everywhere, teeming with tight turns, machine gun nests and strongpoints. Antiaircraft guns covered all sections of the airfield, making it suicide for Raven Flight to try to support them.
 
   His alert buzzed. Zach quickly opened up his menu and found a gameplay alert in his message.
 
   Fortress capture point, it read. Differing from normal capture points, fortress capture points are not guarded by a single boss. They are protected by a garrison force of elite troops along with heavy fortifications. Players are advised to use specialized weaponry in order to deal with these difficult locations.
 
   “Oh great,” Zach said. He got on the radio. “Did you guys see the new message.”
 
   “Yeah,” Anna said.
 
   “This changes nothing,” David said. “We storm the place and kill anything that gets in our way.”
 
   “Easier said than done,” Karen replied.
 
   “We fight our way through,” David insisted. “I'm not saying that it's going to be easy, but our troops are good-”
 
   His voice suddenly cut off.
 
   “David?” Zach asked.
 
   “Sorry. Orcrist just lost one of its tracks. It may have gone over a mine,” he informed them.
 
   “That puts our armor at risk,” Anna warned.
 
   Zach made a split-second decision. “We're punching through with the infantry. Karen, sweep toward the northern end of the trenches on this side. We'll take the south.”
 
   “Roger.”
 
   Zach relayed the order to Danny and then roused Alpha Wolf Platoon. “Gavin, your squad is in the lead. Ethan, you're next, and Logan, you're rearguard. We may have to split up inside the trenches, so use your own initiative. Just stay in touch.”
 
   “Can we go over the top?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Do you want to try going over the top?” Logan asked him incredulously.
 
   “Stay low,” Zach ordered.
 
   Black Wolf fought their way into the trenches, using every trick they knew to gain an advantage. They needed every single one of them. Their enemy was skilled, tenacious and knew how to defend this ground. They used corners to their advantage very well, setting up ambushes around every bend. Alpha Wolf lost three troops to their tactics before they began tossing grenades around every corner.
 
   Zach knelt down next to the corpse of a dead enemy soldier and looked it over. Ethan's squad was in front now, taking over for Alpha 1. Gavin knelt next to him as he looked.
 
   The enemy's gear was high quality. He had a submachine gun of a make and model that he didn't recognize. Gavin quickly snatched it up and then stripped the corpse of its extra ammunition for good measure.
 
   “Like the look of it?” Zach asked.
 
   Gavin examined one of the magazines. “Looks like it shoots different ammo than mine. Maybe .45 caliber? It's bigger than what I use.”
 
   “That means more recoil,” Zach said. “Are you sure you can handle the switch in the middle of a battle?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Gavin replied. “Besides, stopping power is a lot more important than accuracy in this environment. It's kinda hard to miss at ten feet when you're firing on full auto.”
 
   “True enough,” Zach shrugged. He continued to examine the body.
 
   The rest of it was unremarkable, though the helmet was of slightly different design from the rest of the garrison. But something on the shoulder caught his eye. Zach rolled the corpse over and examined the unit patch.
 
   “Airborne,” he read aloud.
 
   “That would explain the elite troops,” Gavin said.
 
   “We need to keep pushing,” Zach said. “Don't let up.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Zach moved up and joined Ethan's squad. “Let's go,” he ordered over the din of gunfire.
 
   Ethan nodded back and motioned his troops forward. One fell to an enemy burst rounding the corner, but the rest didn't let up. Zach moved to take the fallen trooper's place. After all, there weren't many orders to give out. They had to take this place or die trying.
 
   He found himself in a long corridor that looked like it went straight through to the airfield. For a minute Zach thought they had a breakthrough, but his hopes were immediately dashed. Enemy paratroopers came pouring out of the side passages and started laying down a barrage of fire. Zach barely managed to get down in time before the bullets started flying over his head. Another trooper wasn't lucky and was hit several times, though Zach couldn't tell who it was in the confusion and the darkness.
 
   Machine gun fire flew over his head from behind.
 
   “Stay down,” Ethan ordered over the radio link. He stepped forward, gun blazing to keep the enemy pinned.
 
   Zach decided to help him. He quickly loaded up a round in his grenade launcher and shot it off into the enemy ranks. It wasn't his best attempt, not by a long shot, but in the confines of a trench it didn't matter. Enemy paratroopers were thrown into the walls and onto the trench floor, dead. Many more were stunned.
 
   “Move forward! Move to the side trenches!” Ethan ordered his squad.
 
   Zach joined them. Ethan had made a sound tactical decision. In the center trench they were out in the open and exposed. Ethan wanted his troops to take some of the side trenches branching off the main corridor, depriving the enemy of their cover and giving Alpha 2 cover of their own.
 
   But the enemy wasn't about to let them have their former positions without a fight. As Alpha 2 reached their target area the enemy paratroopers charged.
 
   Vicious hand-to-hand combat ensured, made even more chaotic by the arrival of reinforcements for both sides. Zach barely registered Gavin's squad coming to their aid. He was too busy fighting.
 
   Zach lashed out with his trench knife and caught an enemy paratrooper in the throat with the spike. He grappled with another enemy but was unable to bring his weapon up again. All around him the swirling melee was taking its toll. Black Wolf was skilled at close quarters combat, but their foe was as well, and they also had the advantage of numbers.
 
   The enemy he was grappling suddenly fell backward, dragging him along for the ride. Zach moved to stab with his trench knife, but his foe was already dead, killed by someone else in the chaos.
 
   “Black Wolf, back!” Gavin's voice shouted down the link.
 
   There was some confusion, though to their credit they complied, firing off their guns to keep the enemy at a distance. As soon as they broke off someone pushed through the mass of humanity to the front ranks. He bumped into Zach, and it immediately became clear what he was carrying.
 
   Enemy paratroopers turned into torches as the flames raced down the corridor. It blocked Black Wolf's line of advance for the time being as well, but it bought them several well needed minutes of respite. Zach took the opportunity to reestablish lines of communication with the other commanders.
 
   Danny was having similar problems, though his platoon was still driving forward. Karen was in a similar position, but Barghest was slightly better off because Sacred Sword was drawing considerable numbers of the enemy to their front.
 
   As for the other companies, their progress was mixed. Redd Foxx was pushing through slowly but surely, but Sacred Sword was locked in a stalemate. They had breached the outer line, but now they were stuck in a trench to trench battle with a huge number of the enemy.
 
   Then there were their last two trump cards.
 
   “You're close to the exit,” Miko said over the radio link. She had take up a position on the roof of one of the building and was guiding them through the maze.
 
   “How far?” Zach asked.
 
   “About fifty yards,” Miko replied. “Once you get past the flames you're right at the beginning of the actual airfield.”
 
   “OK, thanks,” Zach replied.
 
   Out of the frying pan and into the fire. As bad as the trenches were, the airfield was going to be far worse. At least there was some semblance of cover in the trenches, but out on the open ground the best cover they had was blades of grass. They desperately needed some form of heavy support.
 
   Zach tried to contact Nora but received no answer. That probably meant she was out of radio range, which also meant that it would be a while before she returned. Once again it would be up to the infantry to win the fight.
 
   The flames were beginning to die down. Zach opened up his menu and scrolled through to the maps of the district. He found the one focused on the airfield and brought it up on his display. Even from the air the enemy antiaircraft guns were evident. Using the map, Zach could pinpoint their locations and relay their positions to the heavies. From there they could destroy the targets with recoilless rifle rounds from a distance.
 
   He needed to be accurate in his assessment. An antiaircraft mount was capable of shredding infantry, and they wouldn't get second shots if they missed. Cover wouldn't be especially helpful against guns with that kind of power, but there was no cover at any rate.
 
   Zach marked and then sent the coordinates to Danny and the squad leaders. “Once we're out of the trenches, have your recoilless riflemen take out these emplacements,” he ordered. “If we can do that then Raven Flight can give us air cover.”
 
   “Not going to be easy,” Danny said. “To get into firing range for some of them we'll need to cross the open ground, and that might be suicide.”
 
   “We have to do it,” Zach said. “There's really no alternative.”
 
   “What about Nora?”
 
   “I can't find her,” Zach said. “If we stay in the trenches we're going to lose. We need some way to break through, and this might be our only option. If we wait for her it's going to take too long.”
 
   “OK, we'll try.”
 
   Ethan tapped him on the shoulder. “So you need something killed?”
 
   “Yes,” Zach replied with a grin. He noticed that Ethan now had a recoilless rifle across his shoulder. He must have switched weapons with someone else.
 
   “Let's get this done, then,” Ethan said. “I mean, we can't lose to Marauder and the rest of them, can we?”
 
   His enthusiasm was infectious. Zach gave him a confident nod and them signaled Alpha Wolf forward. They emerged from the trenches and took up prone positions in the grass.
 
   Ethan made his way forward to a clear space and turned toward the nearest antiaircraft gun. It hadn't moved yet. Zach watched as someone loaded a shell into the back of the rifle and clapped Ethan on the shoulder, signaling that the weapon was ready. Two seconds later there was a burst of flame and the shell streaked away into the darkness.
 
   BOOM!
 
   Zach flinched from the brightness and then turned his attention back to the scene before him. Ethan's shot had been right on the money. The blast had turned the gun into scrap. But there were still more than a dozen guns left to deal with.
 
   Moving quickly Ethan and his loader shifted their aim and prepped the weapon for another round of firing. Another jet of flame leaped out of the back of the rifle.
 
   BOOM!
 
   Zach turned away with a smile, wondering why he was even watching. Ethan was by far the best anti-tank gunner in Black Wolf. Anything that fell within his crosshairs was dead.
 
   But then the shells started howling around them.
 
   Zach threw himself flat as the night lit up. Hundreds, maybe thousands of shells screamed toward them from all directions. The enemy had found their range.
 
   They were trapped, he realized. The air was filled with shrapnel. Each mount had four autocannons attached, and together they could throw out a blistering amount of fire. Coupled with proximity fuses that caused the shell to burst in the air, they were an extremely deadly weapon.
 
   Black Wolf started to take heavy casualties, and there was nothing they could do to retaliate. Standing up or even kneeling was complete suicide. The recoilless rifles couldn't be fired while prone, and none of their other weapons had the range or power to do anything to the enemy.
 
   Danny came on the radio. “Any ideas?”
 
   “Try to crawl back to the trenches,” Zach ordered.
 
   “We're going to have to leave a lot of casualties out here then,” Danny warned him.
 
   “We're going to have to make that sacrifice. We don't have any other options.”
 
   “Can we call for a quick strafing run from Raven Flight?”
 
   “The only thing that's going to do is get them killed,” Zach replied.
 
   “We're not going to get another chance at this,” Danny warned.
 
   “Then we're just going to have to trust that the others can finish the job,” Zach said with some frustration.
 
   “Or you can have faith in the rest of your company.”
 
   Zach looked around. He knew that voice.
 
   “Where are you Nora?” he asked.
 
   “Coming right up behind you,” she said.
 
   Zach turned to see the exoskeleton make a bounding leap over the last trench. Shells pinged off its shell. They might be effective against aircraft and unarmored troops, but against something like an armored exoskeleton they were rendered effectively useless.
 
   “I thought command told you not to risk the suit unless you absolutely had to,” Danny said,
 
   “I think this qualifies as one of those times,” Nora said.
 
   She leveled her right arm and fired off several shots. One of the enemy guns went silent.
 
   “Sacred Sword is breaking through to the north, and they're bringing their armor with them. Redd Foxx is headed up from the south. We still have plenty of fighting to do, but we can win this.”
 
   “Right,” Zach replied.
 
   The amount of firepower being thrown at them had lessened. Many guns had been knocked out, and others had turned to face the threats coming from the north and south. Now was the time to strike.
 
   Zach opened up a channel to everyone in the two companies. “Black Wolf. Barghest. We've taken some losses, but we've weathered the storm. Now it's our turn to bring the thunder. Advance, and crush them!”
 
   Battered, bloodied but still unbowed, they charged into the night.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took another hour of fierce fighting before the district was under their control. Even with the support of Raven Flight and the reinforcements from Spectre Company, the airfield was a tough nut to crack. The paratroopers didn't give up without a fight, and Ghost Battalion had been forced to weed them out of every nook and cranny. Still, they had triumphed.
 
   Zach leaded up against the wall of a hanger, completely spent from the furious battle. Over half of the attacking force had been lost. The fortress capture point had been much different from a boss. While a boss was a powerful an intimidating enemy to face, a fortress was more insidious. It wore them down bit by bit instead of destroying them in a few blows. It was as much a test of endurance as a test of skill.
 
   Nora walked up and took a seat beside him. “Another day, another district captured,” she said. “We have four more of them to go.”
 
   “Four more,” Zach repeated. “It feels like we've been at this forever.”
 
   “Just a little bit more.”
 
   Zach sat silent for a moment. “Barghest really performed well again.”
 
   “I know, didn't they?”
 
   “I think they're ready to stand on their own.”
 
   “I think so too,” Nora nodded.
 
   “Which means that I'm recalling you, Selene and Miko. You'll be back to your spots in Black Wolf.”
 
   Nora looked over at her suit of armor sitting dormant under a hanger spotlight. The Barghest Company insignia was visible from their angle.
 
   “I'm going to miss them,” she admitted. “But I'm glad I was with them. I rediscovered what I enjoy most about the game, and that's what's most important.”
 
   “Fighting alongside comrades that you can rely on,” Zach finished for her. “That's something we all can enjoy.”
 
   Nora leaned on his shoulder. “That's why we keep fighting.”
 
   Zach looked up into the heavens, watching the virtual stars twinkle in the night sky. It was indeed.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   





CHAPTER 24
 
   Looming Threat
 
    
 
   The railway was finally complete. After the capture of the Meridian and Decatur districts the Hydra Alliance had been able to pour their full might into shoring up their struggling economy. Now, merely two weeks later, they were poised to take a huge step in regaining their dominance of the region.
 
   “So much work,” Paige said. “But so worth.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Nora agreed. Several Hephaestus engineers were making the final preparations for new steam locomotive. From here it would take a load of ammunition north to Lerna Bastion, establishing the rail link between north and south.
 
   That wasn't the only change. The new Forge in central city was nearing completion. Once it was operational Hephaestus Company would be able to churn out ammunition at an astronomical rate, leaving them far more time to build vehicles, research and invent.
 
   And then there were her own changes. While still a member of Black Wolf, Nora had been put in charge of the armored exoskeleton unit, now organized into the formation Hoplite Platoon.  She still needed to select the pilots, but their pipe dream was becoming a reality.
 
   A sharp whistle pierced the air, and then the train started to move. Nora cheered along with the other onlookers. It slowly accelerated, pulling a dozen cars laden with ammunition behind it. And once again, thanks to the abilities of Hephaestus, the Hydra Alliance had another trump card in their back pocket.
 
   “Well, onto the next project,” Paige said.
 
   “No rest for the weary, huh?”
 
   “No when there's so many things to play around with. There's plenty of schematics in the library I can try my hand at. I could help with the final stages of the Forge. Or I could work on the exoskeletons some more. We need to know as much as possible about them.”
 
   “True enough,” Nora agreed. “And we need to plot our next move. The last four districts aren't going to roll over for us.”
 
   “Right.” Paige paused. “Someone here for you, I guess.”
 
   Nora glanced over toward where she was looking. Zach was approaching through the crowd with a concerned look on his face.
 
   “Well, I have stuff to do,” Paige said as he reached them.
 
   “No, you can stay around if you want to,” Zach said.
 
   “What's up?” Nora asked.
 
   “There's news from the north,” he said simply.
 
   “From Lerna?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “From Old Chicago. About Ragnarok.”
 
   “Well, what about it?” Paige asked.
 
   Zach hesitated for a moment. “They're broadcasting it all over Old Chicago. Ragnarok took complete control of Madison yesterday.”
 
   “Yikes,” Paige said quietly.
 
   Nora didn't respond. There wasn't much to say at such stunning news. The balance of power may have just shifted back to their enemy.
 
   “We may be in trouble,” Zach said.
 
   “We may be,” Nora agreed. Then she smiled. “But trouble is what we're all about, isn't it?”
 
   “It is,” Zach said. He smiled back.
 
   She looked back at the train receding in the distance. “Then let's make a fight out of it.”
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