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The man slipped down the sloping foundations of an old building in the undergrowth. The foliage scattered across the concrete floor made his rapid descent easier. Below him waited the car he had borrowed from his firm without permission. He dropped the briefcase and his weapon, a Beretta PX4 Storm with silencer on the passenger seat, then jumped behind the wheel.

He put the clutch in and sped off in his Jaguar F-Type along the narrow Via Del Peralto road that lay ahead of him. He glanced in his left-hand rearview mirror; a man in a black suit was emerging from the bushes. He had taken the same route and was now firing in his direction. The door mirror shattered from the impact of a bullet. Another chipped the rear window. He shifted into the next gear while pressing the accelerator.

The hoodlum brought his wrist up to his mouth. « Shit, he'll signal me to his accomplices, » the American thought through gritted teeth. He had purposely hidden his car there out of sight so he could sneak out unseen.

It failed.

His mission had taken him here, to Fort Sperone in the hills around the city of Genoa, Italy. Located atop Mount Peralto, it was part of the so-called fortifications : " The new walls, " built in 1630 to defend the Italian city. It was named Sperone because of the union of its two stone walls. One was erected on the side of Val Polcevera and the other on the side of Val Bisagno. The two valleys that the fort overlooks gives it the appearance of the prow of a ship, from which it takes its name.

The french secret service had hired his firm to investigate a certain Augusto Ciccone for his dubious activities. He was suspected of trafficking people and drugs on a global scale. The agent was authorized to eliminate the subject if the French intelligence agency's suspicions proved genuine. Then, he was to appropriate the documents of his illicit business contained in the briefcase that never left his side.

Through the trafficker's lawyer, he had managed to invite Ciccone to a meeting at Fort Sperone. He was to negotiate a transaction of young girls kidnapped across Europe. The place was a famous tourist attraction a few kilometers from Genoa.

Ciccone, surrounded by a private guard, readily agreed to see him. With millions of dollars at stake, he couldn't pass up such an opportunity. In fact, the fortification itself didn't interest Jesson James. It was too vast and too many people visited it, even near to closing time. He needed a secluded spot , away from prying eyes.

So he had generously bribed one of the fort's employees to gain access to the powder depot. It was a sort of well - preserved rounded stone bunker where barrels of black powder were once stored. The masons had built it on the lower part of the hill, surrounded by a thick wooded area. A single paved path led to it and only personnel were allowed to enter.

It was perfect.

Jesson James parked his Jaguar on the shoulder of the road against some thorny bushes. He could see the powder keg towering above him through the foliage. He climbed the concrete foundation without too much difficulty, wearing a casual gray suit, aided by the surrounding vegetation. He took a small wooded path at the top that skirted around the stone building, vandalized with spray - painted graffitis.

He arrived at the parking lot where Mario, the fort employee he'd met the day before, was waiting for him. He told him he'd unlocked the door to the powder depot as agreed. James handed him the promised two hundred euros. He lined up another hundred if he agreed to open the entrance gate to let only Ciccone's four BMWs through and disappear, since the meeting could become dangerous. Mario didn't hesitate and pocketed the money.

The trafficker’s private guards never left his side and accompanied him everywhere . Jesson took the opportunity to enter the building alone and hide an object. He then went to sit on a low wall not far from the bunker. He glanced at his watch. Less than five minutes before Ciccone 's arrival. If he was punctual, of course.

He waited, while admiring the city of Genoa below. Some of its districts were built on the slopes of the surrounding mountains and extended all the way to its port, the busiest in Italy. The meeting would take place in a few seconds. He reviewed one last time the details of his mission to see if he had missed anything. These men he was about to meet had a fearsome reputation.

It was too late to back out anyway. The sound of an engine could be heard coming up the road leading to him. Four black BMWs parked a few meters away. Four thugs in dark suits got out of the first car. Ciccone's bodyguards, obviously. They were holding heavy weapons, wearing dark glasses, and walking menacingly toward Jesson. They were checking that the meeting place was safe and secure.

The four occupants of the third BMW remained at a distance to monitor the surroundings. The passengers of the fourth ( the same number ), for their part, remained in their vehicle. Once the area was secure, one of the thugs signaled it into the microphone hidden in his sleeve. With his arms raised, Jesson let one of them search him. He was not carrying a weapon.

Ciccone got out of the second black car. A thirteenth man accompanied him, a real colossus. (His most loyal bodyguard, no doubt ) thought James. The dealer was wearing a long raincoat that concealed an Armani suit. Jesson could tell from his confident gait that Ciccone felt perfectly safe surrounded by his killers. In his right hand, he was clutching the coveted briefcase.

The American couldn't see his face, a wide-brimmed hat shaded it. However, the gorilla assisting him was looking in his direction, a cold smile on his lips. He wore a dark suit just as expensive as his boss and a long scar ran from the top of his bald head to his chin. His very pale complexion and his burning bright red eyes betrayed his albinism. He walked ahead of Ciccone and stood in front of Jesson, a smug look on his face.

— Raise your arms, please, he ordered. 

James complied without flinching, a smile on his face. He guessed he was in the presence of a Russian from his Slavic accent.

— He's clean, said the man who had patted him down barely a minute earlier.

The albino gave him a grim look. The guy withdrew into his defenses and remained silent. Fear oozed from his pores, James detected by having witnessed it more than once. He let himself be rummaged without flinching by the colossus. The giant found nothing on him. He addressed one of the individuals in black who was returning from the bunker.

— SO ?

— Everything 's okay inside , said the other.​

Satisfied, the albino allowed his boss to approach.

Ciccone in his fifties, removed his sunglasses. He looked Jesson up and down as if he were assessing a horse. He suffered from rosacea. His bloodshot eyes and the redness on his nose and cheeks bore witness to it. A smile formed under his graying mustache after a short while, and he began the conversation with a slight accent.

— You are Jesson James, the man who is harassing my lawyer to get an appointment ?

— Himself, the American agreed by presenting a hand.​​​

—  Master Luggio tells me that some of my products interest you and that you are willing to pay a high price to obtain them. I am wrong ?

Jesson nodded slowly, as he lowered his hand the dealer was avoiding shaking.

— What he told you is true, but the client I work for wants to acquire your best merchandise.

Ciccone let out a snort.

— I have unrivaled items from all over the European continent, your client will not be disappointed, I am sure of it.

The way Ciccone described these poor young girls as mere commodities sickened James. These unfortunate women were drugged and kidnapped against their will to become sex slaves. Popular beliefs suggested that human trafficking had completely disappeared. However, this very lucrative market, in truth, persisted like a cancer in the shadows. Jesson swallowed his anger and forced himself to keep smiling.

The Italian, however, guessed nothing of his reflections and continued :

— Master Luggio also revealed to me that you would be willing to make a purchase as soon as possible, is that right ? 

— Indeed. But the subjects presented must meet his requirements.

Another laugh from Ciccone.

— Oh, they will be.  Do you have the money ? he asked, his watery eyes running around James's ankles. You seem to have come rather lightly, haven't you ? 

Jesson turned to the Russian nearby. He felt his jacket with his fingers.

— Can I ?

The two meter colossus nodded, maintaining a marble face.

James reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a cell phone.

— It's all in there. You tell me where to deposit the funds and it leaves no trace of the transaction. And you, do you have something to show me ?

The trafficker patted the briefcase hanging from his right arm.

— All the documents are here, you'll love my catalogs.

—  Perfect,  why don’t we go inside then, we'll be more comfortable negotiating,  Jesson offered courteously, pointing to the brick building.

Followed by the bald Russian, Jesson and Ciccone moved toward the access to the powder depot. Their accomplices remained outside, watching the surroundings. James opened the door, inviting the Italian and the giant to enter. A simple table and two chairs were arranged for the occasion in the center of the rounded room. A lamp slept on the wooden surface next to a bottle of wine and two goblets.

Nothing else furnished the place, except the secondary exit that faced the main one. The dealer placed his briefcase on the table and his fingers grasped around the bottle, curious to read its label. The Russian stood aside near the wall while Jesson closed the door. He then sat down in front of Ciccone, who looked up at him with wonder.

—  A Gaja, 97, you are a real connoisseur, Mr. James.

—  Thank you, the agent replied simply.

He made appear in a quick movement a Beretta PX4 Storm with a silencer that was taped under the table. That was the object he had hidden earlier. The first bullet was intended for the bald giant who sprawled on his back, hit in the chest.

— But ... what are you doing ? Ciccone yelped, stunned.

— I'm putting an end to your trafficking, James said curtly.

The gun made a muffled noise and a hole appeared between the Italian's eyes.

He collapsed dead.

The muffled gunfire from the silencer didn't attract the attention of the men outside. Jesson reached to the handle of the briefcase and walked briskly toward the back door. He'd had plenty of time to tamper with the lock upon arrival. This allowed him to slip out unnoticed. He pushed open the door when a detonation cracked in the room, shattering the doorframe above his head.

The half - groggy Russian was trying to get up. He was pointing a heavy Tokarev in his direction. James was about to fire back to finish him off, but one of the bodyguards broke down the front door with a submachine gun M12 that was spitting out bullets. The agent quickly rushed outside to avoid the deadly burst.

The thug bent down to help the Russian, who pushed him away roughly.

— Run after him, you idiot, he yelled as he got back on his knees.

The man rushed after the fugitive.

Jesson was now speeding along as he gave furtive glances in the rearview mirror.  No one was chasing him. Yet he kept the same pace. Suddenly, the left rear window shattered as a burst of lead riddled the Jaguar's sheet metal. He turned his head and saw the BMWs a few meters above, speeding along the path to the powder depot.

He accelerated and narrowly avoided a car coming the other way that was hit by a burst of gunfire, without miraculously injuring its occupant. The few pedestrians who walked along the road threw themselves into the ditch to dodge the projectiles and the cars. Jesson knew that a crossroads was approaching. He had to cross it, before his pursuers in more powerful cars blocked his path.

Another round pierced the roof, the rear window and the trunk.  He gritted his teeth as a bullet whizzed past his skull. The agent pulled the trigger of his Beretta, creating cavities in the door of the BMW following him, narrowly missing the shooter. 

He was about to reach the intersection.

His meter showed 160 km/h. By the corner of his eye, he could see that the black cars were getting seriously closer. He wouldn't make it. He pressed hard on the accelerator, making the engine roar. One of the black cars was a fraction of a second ahead of the Jaguar at the intersection, which hit him head-on. Propelled at high speed, the BMW plowed into a low stone wall. It tumbled down a ravine with its occupants trapped inside. It exploded after several rolls, and came to a stop in flames at the bottom of the chasm.

The left fender of his car was badly damaged,  but Jesson didn't slow down.  His pursuers were determined to kill him at all costs, and he wasn't going to make it easy for them. He overtook a small Italian sedan under heavy fire from the killers on his trail. The Jaguar was riddled like a sieve.

The second BMW more powerful hit his rear bumper to try to make him lose control of his vehicle. James shot twice over his shoulder, but only cracked their windshield. The ruse worked, and the fearful driver braked reflexively. This allowed the American to distance them by several meters. The BMWs could not overtake him in this area, which was too narrow and bordered by ravines.

Jesson,  however,  knew that this advantage wouldn’t last.  Straight ahead, he would soon reach a picnic area on the outskirts of Genoa. The Via Del Peralto widened there, and his situation would change dramatically. Luckily, at this early evening hour, the resting place was almost deserted. It was at this moment that the BMW following closely behind him tried to overtake him on the left. A gunman was trying to hit him by emptying his magazine into the poor Jaguar.

On the right, a line of densely packed trees ran past, making any maneuvering on that side impossible. Three hundred meters further on, under the cover of foliage, the road narrowed again. At 175 km/h, the road bottleneck was closing in at a crazy speed. Jesson absolutely had to get rid of his attackers in the black sedan. He took the risk of letting them get back up a little further. He peppered the windshield with lead at just the right moment. Blood immediately splattered the windshield.

The fatally injured driver slumped over the steering wheel, his foot still on the accelerator. Panicking, the other occupants tried unsuccessfully to push him away but it was already too late. The dual carriageway was ending. The BMW, at its extreme speed, smashed through a wooden fence and crashed into a tree.

The Russian albino swore between his teeth as he passed his colleagues's burning car. His determination to kill the American was only increased tenfold. But first, he promised himself, he would suffer a long torture. Sitting by the side of the driver, he yelled at him to increase the speed. He stuck his arm out the window and pulled the trigger of his heavy 45.

The Jaguar's rearview mirror shattered as James passed under the lookout arch belonging to the Castellaccio Fort. Stray bullets ricocheted off the brick walls. He executed a sharp turn making the tires screech and sped on. He skirted a stone wall on the left with a ravine lined with mature trees on the right. It was certain death if he made the slightest false move.

Fortunately, no cars were coming from the opposite direction. The few cyclists or walkers showed their indignation to the reckless drivers with insults or obscene gestures. Jesson would soon reach Genoa in two or three kilometers and might be able to get rid of his pursuers. He crossed a narrow bridge, on which he grazed the entire right side of his vehicle. The town suddenly appeared beyond a leafy barrier of trees.

Behind him, the albino Russian continued to fire in his direction, puncturing the bodywork of his Jaguar. Jesson James descended one last small hill and entered the first foothills of the city of Genoa. The road, still narrow like many avenues in Europe, prevented his pursuers from overtaking him. The only chance the BMW had of stopping him was to make him lose control of his vehicle. And its driver desperately tried to do so by bumping into his rear bumper and without stopping firing at him.

The side streets whizzed by at this speed. Jesson had to slip into one of them or perish at the hands of the bald albino. This mad chase couldn't continue any longer. He gritted his teeth and focused on his next, rapidly approaching turn. He pulled the handbrake and jerked the steering wheel to the right. The Jaguar skidded with a squeal of tires and narrowly squeezed into a narrow alleyway.

The left side of the car crashed into the stone wall of a residential building,  scratching its paint all the way. The Russian's BMW overtook the street, and its driver immediately slammed on the brakes. The second car, unable to stop in time, crashed into them. The albino yelled curses at them and ordered his driver to take the next avenue.

James glanced over his shoulder. He couldn't see the black cars anymore. He had apparently lost them. At least, that was what he was hoping. He was arriving in the city center and the port of Genoa without really slowing down.

He was now driving through the residential areas and had to be extra careful as innocent souls surrounded him. The agent had to get to his extraction point at all costs. After a number of turns, he took the Via Assarotti, lined with rustic period buildings of three or four floors.

The road waned gently towards the port. It opened onto the roundabout of Piazza Corvetto with its central flowerbed and the bronze monument of the King Victor Emmanuel II on his horse. It was at that moment that a shot rang out. The bullet starred his windshield and whizzed past his ear. The two BMWs were coming out of a nearby artery and speeding towards him.

The deflagration sowed panic among the townspeople who were pacing the sidewalks. Some threw themselves to the ground, others ran in all directions. Jesson immediately accelerated and braked, performing a masterful spin to drive towards his adversaries. He narrowly avoided the albino's car by riddling it with lead without hitting no one. The second time, he hit the target, injuring two passengers and killing the driver.

The vehicle deprived of his driver crashed into cars parked against the sidewalk. James slammed on the gas, swerving down the first street he came across. Almost on his heels, his pursuers devastated the terrace of a cafe. The customers barely had time to dive aside before the BMW pulverized the tables.

Jesson continued his run through a wide intersection and slid onto the paved lane of Via Garibaldi. He braked hard when he saw the street crowded. The city was teeming with tourists at this time of the year, and this very popular promenade attracted many. He slowly made his way between the pedestrians and glanced furtively behind him. It was at this moment that his pursuers burst onto the avenue.

The Russian  colossus was infuriated at the crowd.  He would have fired into it,  but he wanted to minimize collateral casualties. Instead, he let loose a long burst of machine gun fire into the air. The effect was immediate; the panicked people cleared the track. James took advantage of this to resume his escape at full speed, followed by the black BMW. The agent turned onto Largo della Zecca two hundred meters further without taking his foot off the gas pedal.

He zigzagged between the cars driving on the avenue imitated by the dented one of the albino Russian. The two vehicles went around a second roundabout in front of the Basilica Della Santissima. The hunt once again caused a stir among the population as they rode onto Via delle Fontane.

At breakneck speed, they crossed the traffic of a wide artery without incident to take a pedestrian walkway to the port. The Jaguar sped at high speed between various commercial buildings and those housing pleasure boats. The strollers darted out of its path. Finally, they reached the quays where hundreds of yachts of all categories were moored.

Jesson passed  the houses and broke down  the gate that gave access  to the ship's wharf. Behind him, the Russian was jubilant; this chase was about to end. He was going to be able to catch his boss's killer and make him pay dearly for his actions. However, nothing happened as he had planned.

The fugitive didn’t stop.

On the opposite, he accelerated and the car reaching the end of the quay plunged into the depths of the port. The BMW braked at the very edge of the jetty and the albino got out to see the Jaguar sink. The dented and holed English car sank quickly, taking its passenger with it. The giant Russian, filled with a dull rage, emptied his weapon where the swirls were rising. His driver came up beside him while he reloaded his Tokarev and watched the last eddies.

— Do you think he's dead ?  he asked neutrally .

The albino winced with hatred and shot him in the head.

— Slaboumnyy (idiot), he spat as he walked away.

He peered into the black car.  The other two bodyguards had also died.  He looked once more at the sea beyond the harbor, and slipped through the onlookers who were beginning to flock on the docks.

Jesson James surfaced a few strokes away, right up against the hull of a yacht. He climbed aboard as he removed the miniature breathing apparatus from his mouth. A woman in a two-piece swimsuit joined him as he took off his soaked jacket. She handed him a large towel with smile on her lips.

— The swim was good ? she said mockingly.

He couldn't help but stare at her from head to toe. She was absolutely ravishing with her golden hair, sparkling blue eyes and her thin nose set over luscious lips. She had a generous breast, a slim waist and beautiful legs. However, behind all this wonderful beauty was a merciless killer.

Jesson knew her. She worked for the organization he worked for. She was right at the extraction point on time and that was all that mattered. They just had to get to an airport and leave Italy. He took off all his clothes and threw them overboard to dry himself. He sat back down on a bench on the outboard with the towel covering his privates. He admired the slender curves of the woman as she pulled up the forward anchor.

— Have you been waiting a long time, Trixie ? he asked after a while.

—  I've been moored here since yesterday, she replied as she took over the controls. What about you ? Do you have the briefcase ?

James  gratified her  with a wink by  holding the object  up at arm's length.  The woman named Trixie revealed sparkling teeth in her smile.

— So, my darling, how will we keep ourselves busy during this sea journey ? said the agent, who was spreading on the bench.

Trixie burst into an amused laughter and threw him new clothes.

—  Calm down, Casanova, the airport is less than half an hour from here.
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William James Lockland arrived at his firm slightly late. His limousine pulled up in front of the huge building where three directors were nervously waiting. The chauffeur opened the door to let him out. While buttoning his tailored Armani jacket, he looked up at the sign that identified his weapons factory, « Lockland Tech » .

A smile lit up his face. The radiant weather that day heralded a major turning point for the company. William looked a little younger than fifty, well-built thanks to his regular training. Only his graying hair betrayed his age. His blue eyes showed a piercing gaze filled with determination.

William Albert Lockland, his father, had built his company from scratch in the 1950s on a four-thousand-hectare site. It specialized in the manufacture of war weapons, such as tanks, short-range missiles, antipersonnel mines and assault rifles. It had established its operations in the northwest Virginia, the neighboring state of Washington, DC.

The company had acquired a solid reputation and notable recognition during the conflict with Korea and Vietnam thanks to the famous L1-Grant armored vehicle and its antipersonnel mines known as the « Jumping Jack ». A bouncing bomb that spit out hundreds of steel balls at man height in its explosion.

The company sank into financial difficulties due to poor investments after the death of its founder. William Jr. apparently didn’t possess his father's magic fingers. He had injected capital into abandoned, outdated projects, disastrous investments, and experienced labor disputes and strikes.

The company's long-term future looked bleak. Many believed the house of cards would collapse in an economic catastrophe. Business then slowly recovered, without any major breakthroughs or original inventions. The financial woes ended when Lockland brought new blood into the heart of his firm. He hired new managers, new engineers in all fields, and new linemen.

These avant-garde thinkers imagined and designed a unique tank, the L2-Grant. This ultramodern project had swallowed up the company's entire economy. This innovation would pull the company out of the financial doldrums it was in, according to William Lockland, and would certainly save it from the bankruptcy that threatened it like a sword of Damocles.

The first tests were proving more than promising, and the CEO felt confident that he would sign a very lucrative contract with the Pentagon. He could already see his potential clients among the United States' allies fighting over it.

Garrison Ward, the project director, stepped forward. He was a fat, broad-faced man with pig-eyed eyes behind thick glasses. His bald head was almost entirely bare, and, as always, he wore a suit of questionable quality, ill-fitting and wrinkled. He appeared more nervous than his two colleagues.

— Hi, Bill, he said in a voice that sounded like a woman's. General Forest and his escort have been waiting for you for a good half hour ...

—  Shut up, Garry, don't make such a big deal out of it, said coldly Thomas Reed, a tall, well-dressed man in his late forties. He exuded a haughty attitude. As managing director, he was the one who held the reins of the firm in Lockland 's absence. He’s here, doesn’t he?  So calm down.

He shook his boss's hand in welcome.

The personnel manager, Edmund Brooks, the oldest of the four, moved confidently despite his seventy springs. Only his white hair gave it away. Barely a few wrinkles marked his face. He had worked for the firm since its beginnings and had always remained loyal to William Lockland Sr. He had kept his job because the new CEO appreciated his advice, his frankness and he had to admit that he liked the old man. Edmund greeted William in turn with a smile and couldn't help but come to Garry's defense.

—  Glad you're finally here, Bill, he said, shaking his hand. But Garry's right, you know how impatient the military are. The Pentagon sent us a four-star general and two colonels. 

—  So, gentlemen, let's not keep them waiting any longer. Let's go, was the CEO's reply, his voice betraying a hint of excitement.

The four men entered the vast hall that served as both a reception area and a showroom. Visitors could, once past the wide reception counter and the waiting area, admire the company's various designs over the years. A display case covered an entire wall. It showed all the semi-automatic and bolt-action rifles, from the oldest to the most recent.

The famous LG-Custer, rival at the time of the famous M1-Garand during the Korean War, was there. Another display case exhibited light and heavy submachine guns. William, followed by his directors, passed the display of the legendary, if not sinister, anti-personnel mine nicknamed « Jumping Jack ». The three soldiers stood in front of a metal monster. They were talking in front of a vestige of the past, the tank L1-Grant in perfect condition.

William broke into a broad smile. He was already extending a hand without having covered the distance that separated them.

— General Forest, it’s a pleasure to meet you.

The officer, whose uniform displayed four silver stars on his shoulders, turned to the CEO, frowning. His salt-and-pepper hair beneath his kepire revealed that he was approaching the sixties. He had a square jaw and a strong chin, with thin, almost nonexistent lips surrounding his mouth. His many years in the army had hardened his features, and his dark eyes had adopted a bitter look. He reluctantly accepted the handshake, which was enhanced by a sharp comment.

— Enough with the false courtesies, Lockland, you're late and my schedule is very busy. So, start your demonstration so I can get back to Washington.

— That's what I was trying to tell you, this guy is a pain, Garrison whispered to Thomas Reed.

The GD silenced him with an impatient gesture.

Edmund Brooks came to his boss's aid by trying to defuse the situation.

—You're right, General , you've waited long enough. (He took Forest's hand in his.) Forgive William, family problems, you know what they're like. I see you're accompanied by members of your staff.

The old officer introduced the two men escorting him, their caps under their arms. Colonel Brad Long had broad shoulders, a shaved head, and features no less severe than his superior. His colleague, just as tall at six foot, with blond hair in a brush cut. Vince Manning exchanged a courteous smile with Brooks, grabbing the hands outstretched towards him.

The introductions done, William, who was pulling himself together, invited the visitors to follow him. The general allowed himself to be led into the firm's walls and offered more sarcasms. Apparently, he couldn't stomach the CEO's lateness.

— I'm curious to see what your engineers have been able to achieve. Lockland Tech hasn't imagined or invented anything interesting that your competitors made in many years. Your designs haven't impressed me for a long time, Bill.

—  Perhaps you’ll change your mind in a moment,  general, retorted Lockland, undaunted by the officer's contemptuous mockery.

The group passed through a maze of corridors containing the offices of planners, draftsmen, and engineers. At the very end, they emerged in front of a large steel door. Garry Ward quickened his pace, used his keycard to unlock and push open the heavy door. They entered a vast, immaculately clean hangar.

This wide space with ten-meter walls contained only a large dark canvas suspended from a hoist and two men in jumpsuits. The duo in question walked to meet the group. Their heels echoed in this disproportionate environment. Lockland made the introductions.

— General, meet James Mock, he will be the driver and Dan Donahue will be the tank commander and act as the gunner.

The soldiers and operators exchanged the customary courtesies. Mock was nearly six feet tall and in his twenties. His chestnut hair topped his affable facial features. Donahue, in his thirties, had the same height with dark hair. He possessed a determined, lively look in a face that read boldness.

— Only two men ? said Forest, baring his teeth in a mocking tone. I can't wait to see that.

Again, Lockland let it slide, ignoring the general's taunt. He addressed the pilots instead.

— James, Dan, it's time to unveil our jewel.

The two employees ran towards the immense opaque canvas without being asked twice. The hoist lifted the tarpaulin with a simple push of the thumb, revealing a mechanical monster. A monumental assault tank, twice the size of its predecessor, the L1-Grant.

William smiled as he saw the officers' eyes widen in amazement. Manning even let out a whistle of admiration.

—  Gentlemen,  the CEO said,  his arm outstretched towards the war machine,  let me introduce you to Lockland Tech's latest creation, the L2-Grant. It is the most powerful armored vehicle ever built. It is ten meters and a half long, including the gun, four meters and fifty-five wide and three meters and sixty high, and weighs seventy tons. It is the only tank in the world, as you can see, equipped with two superimposed turrets. You will notice that the first is equipped with a Gatlin machine gun and its bidirectional radar, characterized by this black sphere at the top. The gunner can operate it himself or activate the automatic system. It has a 360° firing angle, nothing escapes it.

— It looks like the Meroka device, only smaller, the colonel Long said.

Ward agreed, while clarifying :

— The concept has in fact been copied according to our patents to adapt it to the L2 -Grant.

—  And what kind of Gatlin is it? ? asked Manning, who was growing more and more fond of this steel monster.

—  It's a five-barreled  machine gun  of a model  equivalent to  the GAU-12  Equalizer produced by General Dynamics. The project director replied proudly. Its rate of fire exceeds 4,200 beats per minute.

— The second turret, Lockland continued, as the group walked around the tank, has a 120 mm smoothbore gun. It can fire all the arrow shells in service, the anti-tanks as well as the anti-personnel. Its frontal armor is 12 mm thick and 10 mm on the other walls. Naturally, a Burlington-type composite with depleted uranium mesh reinforces its steel. The side plates, as you can see, have been lowered to protect the track mechanism. I guarantee you, on the battlefield, this iron beast will wreak havoc on the enemy who faces it.

The general Forest fondled the tank's side as if he was petting a dog that had just done a good deed. He had to admit it. The monster impressed him, but still, he
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