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“Cattle die, and kinsmen die, and so one dies oneself; but a noble name will never die, if good renown one gets.”

— Hávamál, verse 76

​The Briefing

THE AIR INSIDE THE military tent was thick with tension and the scent of sweat, gun oil, and stale coffee. Dim lights cast long shadows over the faces of Simon's team, highlighting the seriousness etched into their expressions. The canvas walls flapped slightly in the wind, creating a rhythmic rustling that contrasted with the murmur of conversation and the distant rumble of artillery fire.

Lieutenant Davis, a seasoned officer with a steely gaze, stood at the front of the room, outlining the mission parameters with a laser pointer. He directed it at key locations on a digital map projected onto the canvas wall. The map was marked with red and blue icons, representing enemy and friendly positions, a stark reminder of the conflict tearing Ukraine apart.

"We're going into enemy territory," Davis said, his voice a low growl that commanded attention. "Intel suggests a high-value target is holed up in this compound. Our objective is to extract him. This won't be easy. Expect heavy resistance."

Simon, his dark hair cropped short and a hint of stubble lining his jaw, listened intently. He was proud to be a private contractor, operating on the front lines of the war-torn Ukraine. The mission was dangerous, but it was a cause he believed in deeply. The fight against the Russian forces was not just a job for him; it was a personal crusade.

He glanced at his comrades—men he trusted with his life. Each one of them was a crucial part of the team. Jackson, the burly heavy gunner with a broad smile and a penchant for cracking jokes even in the most dire situations, shifted in his chair. His dark skin gleamed under the dim lights, and his muscular frame seemed almost too big for the seat he was sitting in. Despite the gravity of the briefing, Jackson’s eyes twinkled with a mischievous light, a stark contrast to the seriousness of the mission.

Ramirez, the silent sniper, sat with a calm demeanor. His piercing blue eyes took in every detail of the map with unerring focus. He was lean and wiry, with a precision in his movements that spoke of years of disciplined training. His quiet presence was a cornerstone of the team’s strength, a silent guardian watching over them.

Carter, the tech specialist, was a wiry man with a mess of curly brown hair and a pair of glasses perpetually sliding down his nose. His fingers were always moving, whether on a keyboard or fiddling with some piece of equipment. Carter’s mind was a labyrinth of circuits and codes, always one step ahead in the technological battlefield.

Each man was a piece of the puzzle, and Simon was their leader. He felt a swell of pride and responsibility as he looked at them, knowing that they would face whatever came together.

"Remember," Davis continued, "stick to the plan. We move as one. No heroics. Questions?"

The room was silent. They had done this before, countless times, but there was always an unspoken acknowledgment of the danger they faced. Simon nodded, a silent promise to his team that he would get them through this.

The barracks were a stark contrast to the luxury Simon had known in civilian life. Metal bunks lined the walls, each with a thin mattress and a scratchy blanket. Personal items—a photograph, a book, a worn-out teddy bear—sat on the small shelves above each bed, silent testament to lives left behind. The scent of gun oil mixed with the faint aroma of disinfectant, creating an oddly comforting smell that Simon had come to associate with the calm before a mission.

Simon checked his gear for the umpteenth time—his assault rifle, sidearm, knife, and the small pendant of Mjölnir, Thor's hammer, hanging around his neck. It was smooth and cool against his skin, a silent source of strength. His grandfather, a stern man with a heart of gold, had worn the same pendant through his own battles, and his father before him. Simon hoped to continue the legacy of valor and honor that had defined his family for generations.

He glanced around the room, catching the eyes of his teammates. Each man was lost in his own thoughts, but when they met Simon's gaze, they saw the unwavering determination there. Jackson was the first to break the silence, his deep voice rumbling through the barracks.

"Another day, another dollar, huh, boys?" Jackson said, a grin spreading across his face as he hefted his heavy machine gun, checking the belt of ammunition with practiced ease. "Let’s show these Russians what real men are made of."

Ramirez nodded, his expression stoic as he meticulously cleaned the lens of his sniper scope. "We’ve faced worse. We’ll get through this."

Carter adjusted his glasses and smirked, his fingers flying over the keyboard of his portable hacking device. "Just keep them off me long enough to hack their systems, and we’ll be fine."

Simon chuckled, the tension easing slightly. The camaraderie among them was palpable, a bond forged in the fires of countless battles. He took a deep breath, feeling the weight of his responsibility but also the strength of their unity.

"Let’s do this," Simon said, his voice firm. "For Odin, and for each other."

The call for Odin always did amuse the rest of the team, but they always let it slide. They knew the importance of its meaning to Simon, understanding that it connected him to his heritage and fueled his resolve.

—-
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THE BLACK HAWK HELICOPTER hovered above the dense forest, its rotors churning the air with a deafening roar. The interior of the chopper vibrated with the intensity of the engines, but the men inside were calm, their faces set in determined expressions. The Black Hawk was a beast of a machine, its matte black exterior absorbing the faint light of the moon, making it almost invisible against the night sky. Inside, the red glow of the instrument panels cast eerie shadows, highlighting the focused faces of the soldiers.

The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom, signaling the drop zone was near. As they prepared for the descent, each member of the team slipped on their headphones. The strains of "Ride of the Valkyries" began to fill their ears, a homage to the legendary scene from Apocalypse Now. The powerful music surged through them, pumping adrenaline into their veins and steeling their nerves for the battle ahead. For Simon, the music held a deeper significance. He closed his eyes and imagined that this must be what it felt like to ride with one of the Valkyries on their way to Valhalla, soaring above the world with the wind whipping past, the ground rushing by far below.

One by one, they donned their masks, each uniquely designed to reflect their personalities and instill fear in their enemies. Simon’s mask was a sleek, black design with silver runes etched across the forehead, symbolizing protection and strength. Jackson’s mask was painted with a menacing skull, the white bone stark against the black background, a symbol of death itself. Ramirez wore a mask with the visage of a devil, red and black flames licking up from the chin, adding a demonic ferocity to his already intimidating presence. Carter’s mask featured a cybernetic design, with neon blue lines tracing circuits across the surface, a nod to his technological prowess.

Simon stood, gripping the handrail above, and gave a final nod to his team. They were ready. One by one, they moved to the open door, the wind whipping at their faces as they prepared to rappel down into the darkness below. The smell of earth and foliage filled Simon's nostrils as his boots hit the ground. They moved swiftly and silently, like ghosts in the night, following the coordinates to the enemy compound.

The compound loomed ahead, a dark fortress bristling with guards. Simon signaled to his team, and they took their positions. Jackson and Ramirez covered the perimeter, their weapons at the ready, while Carter began working on disabling the security systems, his fingers a blur on his tablet. Simon led the assault team, creeping closer to the entrance, the echoes of "Ride of the Valkyries" still playing in his mind, a battle hymn urging them forward.
The forest was dense and dark, shrouded in the quiet stillness of the night. Tall trees loomed overhead, their branches swaying gently in the breeze, casting long, eerie shadows on the forest floor. The full moon shone down, its silvery light piercing through the canopy and illuminating their path with a ghostly glow. The scent of pine and damp earth filled the air, a stark contrast to the sharp smell of gun oil and sweat that clung to their gear.

Gunfire echoed in the distance, punctuated by the occasional thunderous explosion, a grim reminder that the war in Ukraine was in full effect. Simon and his team moved silently through the underbrush, their boots making barely a sound on the soft, moss-covered ground. They were miles behind enemy lines, tasked with taking out a heavily fortified Russian command base. The stakes were high, and every step they took brought them closer to their target and deeper into danger.

Simon’s mind was a whirlwind of thoughts as they approached the small village nestled in the Ukrainian landscape. The mission was critical, and failure was not an option. He glanced at his teammates, their faces hidden behind their fearsome masks, and felt a surge of pride and determination. They were the best of the best, and together, they were unstoppable.

The village lay in a shallow valley, its simple wooden houses casting long shadows in the moonlight. The windows were dark, and the streets were deserted, but Simon knew that the enemy could be hiding anywhere. He motioned for Ramirez to scout ahead. The sniper moved with cat-like grace, disappearing into the shadows.

"All seems quiet," Ramirez's voice crackled softly over the comms. His keen eyes scanned the surroundings from a vantage point, ensuring no hidden threats awaited them. The rest of the team followed, sticking close to the buildings and moving in perfect unison.

They reached the edge of the village, where the command base loomed ahead. The compound was a stark contrast to the
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