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PART ONE




—○—

 


TAKEDOWN


 


 


 


Chicago, 3481.

The largest city-state in
the country swarms with activity. Highways packed with lev-cars
crawl through the pulsing heart of the overpopulated metropolis
like an overturned basket of snakes. Police flyers patrol the
highrises, sweeping past low-rent vertical housing and shaking off
would-be burglars as they attempt to scale the
buildings.

The four other city-states
in the nation—Atlanta, Austin, Phoenix, and Seattle—cannot compare
to Chicago in scope, themselves being newer entities by a mere
century and home to lesser Dynasties. The ruling class of Chicago
is rich beyond measure. They do not control the city’s politics
through legal means; rather they manipulate the governing bodies
and corrupt politicians through greed. The illusion of power drives
the pillars of Chicago to sell their souls to the Dynasties. The
city is ignored while the Elite—the puppeteers—seduce lawmakers
into passing legislation that only serves to grant the Dynasties
more power.

They are ancient houses,
kept pure in blood and purpose through the driving visions of their
Kings. Operating above the law, these families bow to no one. They
act on impulse, often with devastating results for the countless
citizens who live on the filthy streets of Chicago.

Occasionally, Dynasties
clash.

When two of the great
empires collide, the city suffers. Riots start in the border slums
and infect Chicago like a spreading plague. Skyscrapers built
before anti-fire compounds were fused into all construction
materials burn for days until finally collapsing into smoldering
piles of glowing embers.

The Dynasty Elite watch
from their towers, safe from the mayhem below. They smile and forge
new alliances with young politicians who will someday hold great
seats of power within the city-state.

Watching and waiting,
silently building a case against these corrupt families are the
Elite Task Forces. They are employed by The Company, a private
contractor that hires out highly-trained soldiers to the local
government for offensive campaigns. Whenever a Dynasty steps too
far out of line and war with an opposing empire seems imminent, ETF
soldiers step in and neutralize the threat before it escalates
beyond the point of no return.

The Company operates six
Elite Task Force units in Chicago. These first-strike teams take
down high-profile criminals when all other avenues have been
closed. The most effective and highly-decorated of these units is
Elite Task Force One.












There wasn’t much room to pace in a jumpship, but that didn’t
stop Captain Larrimore from walking back and forth across the few
feet of open floor. He had to keep his shoulders bent forward and
head down to avoid hitting any one of a hundred pieces of hanging
gear and random artillery that was strapped to the ceiling. Nearly
every inch of the jumper was crammed with equipment and weapons.
Most of it was on loan from Tactical Operations back at Base, but
some of it was custom-made for the members of Captain Larrimore’s
squad. The operating budget for all six of the city’s Elite Task
Force units grew thinner every year. The rationale was that you
take away little by little until doing the job becomes impossible,
then bump it up a notch and call it efficiency in action. Men
behind desks made those kinds of decisions; men who had never been
in a jumpship except maybe to screw their secretaries on a lunch
break for an extra thrill.

The Company term for a jumpship was
UDV—Urban Deployment Vehicle. The Company loved acronyms, but the
soldiers were more keen on nicknames. Everything in the
jumper—Jumpship 1, officially—had a nickname, from the weapons to
the squad members.

Larrimore stopped pacing and turned to
look at every soldier in his small team. They glanced at him
occasionally, alert but impatient. A few knees bounced quickly; a
few jaws chewed rapidly on flavored non-stick gum.

Four soldiers—Privates by rank—and one
Sergeant were all that had been assigned to Captain Wen Larrimore
after he accepted his promotion and therefore his command of one of
the few ETFs still operating in the great city-state of Chicago. He
was allotted money for one more Private, but chose instead to
upgrade the failing engines of his two jumpships. The last Captain
cared less for maintenance than he did for busting skulls, and as a
result had one of the highest takedown records in Company history.
With all of his money going toward new bullets and the hiring of
replacement soldiers, day-to-day essentials fell by the
wayside.

Larrimore had a tough decision to
make. Jumpship 1 was still docked at Mobile Command—which hovered
silently a mile above the city—but should have taken off almost
twenty minutes before. He knew his squad was ready—most of them had
seen over a hundred successful runs in their short careers—and he
knew his intelligence from Tactical Operations was
solid.

What delayed Larrimore’s decision was
the potential political fallout from his impending raid. He and his
boys in TacOps had been working a corruption case for months. One
of the city’s most beloved figureheads—Anton Olivetti, Prince of
the Olivetti Dynasty and friend to countless political
officials—was under investigation for high treason. The Company had
long suspected Anton was the ringleader of a nationwide conspiracy
to assassinate the President, thereby replacing him with the
less-competent Vice President—a man whose sympathies were
well-known to lie with the highest bidder. Few in the country could
match the bribes of the Olivetti empire—not The Company nor any of
the three lesser Dynasties in Chicago—and this struck The Company
as being a very bad thing.

Two days ago, word reached the
higher-ups that Anton had kidnapped a member of another Dynasty and
was holding her hostage in his penthouse at the top of the Olivetti
building downtown. The fact that the kidnapped was none other than
Alara Mireaux—the Princess and only daughter to the head of the
Mireaux Dynasty—meant the investigation immediately went from
slow-burn information-gathering to teetering on the brink of
inter-Dynasty warfare.

Whenever that happened—when two of the
oldest and richest establishments in Chicago found no other way to
settle their disputes except with violence—the whole city suffered.
If Larrimore gave the go-ahead and sent his soldiers into action to
rescue Alara, it would make instant enemies with Anton Olivetti and
his entire family—not to mention anyone in the city the Prince
considered an ally. That list could be a lot longer than Larrimore
anticipated and could possibly include his direct superiors.
However, not intervening meant angering the Mireaux
Dynasty—something not done lightly.

When he accepted responsibility for
his own ETF unit—ETF-1, the best in the city—it was made clear to
Larrimore that his leash was as long as it needed to be; the city
was too large and the law enforcement population too high to
justify constant communication with (and interference from) Base.
He was to exact justice as he saw fit. The Company operated six
Elite Task Force squads and countless other low-grade enforcement
units. The men behind the desks had extensive reach but their
involvement was kept to a minimum out of necessity. The small
enforcement presence was barely enough to keep the peace in the
city and coordinating the day-to-day actions of thousands of
soldiers was left to their immediate commanding
officers.

For the first time in his career,
Larrimore wished someone else would make the decision for
him.

“What’s the call, Cap’n?”
Private Isaiah Roose’s deep baritone voice boomed down the
jumpship. The rest of the squad stopped fidgeting and looked at
Larrimore.

Weeks of watching and waiting meant
absolutely nothing from that point on. Tactical Operations had
gathered as much data on Anton as they could before passing all
their intel to Larrimore when it came time for the takedown. The
life of a Dynasty Princess was on the line, and failure to act
immediately would result in city-wide violence on a mass
scale.

Captain Larrimore straightened his
back and looked at his squad. “Lock and load,” he said. “You leave
in five.”

His announcement was immediately
followed by excited whoops and hollers from every soldier in ETF-1.
They pounded the butts of their shock rifles against the pitted
metal floor and shouted vicious taunts to the absent Anton
Olivetti.

Larrimore turned around as the door
leading to Mobile Command whisked open. He stepped through and
fought the urge to smile as he waited for it to close behind
him.

 


* * *

 


“To hell with Olivetti and his whole damn family,” said Private
Miles Cordova after Captain Larrimore went back to Mobile Command.
“About time somebody took him down.” He pulled out a fresh clip
from a pocket on the vest of his battle-armor and slapped it into
the feed-slot of his rifle.

He racked a round into the
chamber. Clak-CHIK.

Sergeant Declan Cole—second-in-command
after Larrimore and responsible for running ground
operations—walked down the narrow aisle of the jumpship and checked
everyone’s equipment. “Let’s not celebrate just yet, ladies.
Anton’s dug in like a tick and they’re not gonna let us walk in
through the front door.” He pulled on the shoulder of Cordova’s
vest and tightened the strap.

“Ow, Sarge. Don’t you know
I’m sensitive?”

Cole picked up Cordova’s helmet from
the seat next to him and set it on his head. “Don’t forget this,
Private.” The helmet was streamlined and form-fitted to provide
maximum mobility with as little sacrifice to protection as
possible. A bulletproofed plexi shield automatically slid up or
down over the wearer’s face depending on the anticipated threat
level of a situation. Cole slapped the top of the helmet and moved
down the line.

“Yes sir, Sergeant sir,”
said Cordova, smiling.

“More than capable,
Sarge,” said Private Dalton. He sat across from Cordova and chewed
loudly on a piece of gum.

“You got that right,” said
Roose, his deep voice booming. His battle-armor was custom-made to
fit his bulky, muscular frame and, when fully donned, transformed
him into a walking tank.

The fifth and last member of the Elite
Task Force—Private Kade Harper—checked all of his gear for the
tenth time. He opened a side-pocket on one of the legs of his pants
and found it empty. “Hey, Brick, hand me some of those flares,
yeah?”

Private Roose reached behind him and
pulled down a small box of pen-sized magnesium flares. He tossed it
across the aisle. Harper caught it, shook out a half-dozen small
grey cylinders, and stuffed them into his pocket. He crumpled the
empty box and threw it to the side.

“Yet another thing to add
to the list,” he said.

“We got vacation after
this,” said Dalton.

“Sweet R and R,” said
Cordova. He interlaced his fingers behind his head and leaned back
against the wall with a big smile on his face. “Been too
long.”

“They’ll never let us go,”
said Dalton. “City’s too jacked up.”

A low, mechanical drone
built slowly throughout the jumper. There was a loud
CLANG from the rear of
the ship, and suddenly they were free-falling down toward the city.
The two engines—swiveling fusion-core turbines, one on the end of
each wing of the jumper—powered up to full capacity and carried the
squad toward their target in the center of downtown Chicago. The
jumper was remotely operated by a pilot on Mobile Command—more room
for soldiers and gear and less chance the pilot would be killed
during a mission.

A stabilizing bar ran the length of
the jumper on either side of the aisle, just above where the top of
each soldier’s helmet bounced and shook with the turbulence from
the descent. The ship was dropping nose-first at a steep angle and
each squad member gripped the bar over their head
tightly.

“It’s in the contract,
ain’t it?” shouted Cordova over the rattle of guns and gear. “Not
even The Company would try to change that.”

“Maybe they’ll rewrite the
contract,” said Dalton.

The jumpship smoothed its angle of
descent and flattened out. The vibrations running throughout every
piece of metal ceased.

Sergeant Cole stood and put on his
helmet. “That’s enough chatter. Final weapons check.”

Each member of the ETF picked up their
rifle and made sure it was loaded. They patted their own full
pockets and gave a thumbs-up to Cole when everything passed
inspection.

“Good,” he said. “So who
gets to be the bitch?”

“It’s Harper’s turn,” said
Cordova. “Harp’s been passin’ the buck all year.”

“I have not, you
rat-bastard. Isn’t it Dalton?”

“He had it last time,”
said Brick.

“And the time before
that,” said Dalton.

“Yeah, fine. Give it to
me, then.”

The other three members of the squad
laughed and pointed as Sergeant Cole opened a weapons locker on one
side of the aisle and pulled out a bulbous, absurdity of a gun. It
looked like an elongated, bloated pistol with a cluster of metal
prongs on the nose that had the appearance of a chrome spider lying
on its back with its leg stuck outward.

Cole tossed the gun over to Harper.
“You’re first in, Private. Neutralize if possible. We need to keep
things quiet as long as we can.”

“I hear you,
Sarge.”

“Bubblegun,” said Brick.
“Looks good in your hands, Harp. I gotta say.”

“Private Roose, you back
him up.”

“Sheee-it,” said
Brick.

Harper smiled. “That’s what you get,
you big roadblock.”

“Comms check,” said
Cole.

Each squad member reached up to a
small square of skin just behind their right temple and pressed
down lightly.

“All ground units,
respond,” said Cole.

“Copy, Sarge,” they each
said in rapid succession.

 

“Good. ETA to target is
less than a minute. Mobile Command will recall the jumper once
we’re deployed, so we’re stuck until we get the job done. I told
the Captain not to send it back until we had the girl. Be ready.”
Cole turned his back and walked to the nose of the jumper to stand
by the exit hatch.

So far the plan was to approach the
Olivetti building on the fortieth floor and work their way up once
they got inside. Of the building’s fifty floors, the top ten—the
penthouses and offices of the Olivetti Elite—were the most heavily
guarded. The easiest breach point was a custodial office on
forty.

There was no way to know the number of
guards the Dynasty employed. They had the money to hire every
capable person in the city—maybe even the country—but that would
impede day-to-day operations. If there was one thing a Dynasty
hated more than ETF squads invading their buildings, it was losing
out on a little bit of revenue.

The Company’s best guess was that the
bodyguard-to-Olivetti ratio increased the higher up the building
one went. Anton’s penthouse on the top floor was sure to be
crawling with heavily-armed ex-military bodybuilders. If every
Dynasty building in the city didn’t have anti-aircraft weaponry on
the roof, it would have made the squad’s job a lot easier. The
defense system’s single weakness—its limited downward reach—was
only of small benefit to Larrimore’s squad given the potential
resistance that awaited them inside.

“Runnin’ and gunnin’,
boys,” said Cordova. “Let’s earn that vacation.”

 


* * *

 


The exit hatch at the nose of the jumper hinged at the top and
bottom, splitting horizontally in the middle—like a great steel
mouth—to provide the troops with a ramp for unloading as well as
cover from above.

The five members of ETF-1 stood in two
separate lines just inside the hatch. Sergeant Cole waited closest
to the exit, hand resting on the release switch. There were no
windows in Jumpship 1—less chance that anyone taking a shot at the
squad would hit something important—so the group stared down at
their guns or kept their eyes closed while they waited for the ship
to finish its banking maneuvers. Whenever a jumpship approached a
skyscraper or other tall object it did so from as low a point as
possible. In a big city-state like Chicago, standard operating
procedure was to drop down several blocks away and weave a path
through outlying buildings until reaching the target. A sharp
ascent to the designated drop zone was calculated to be the most
undetectable approach possible—less time for the bad guys to grab
their laser-guided mini-nukes.

Private Harper slung his shock rifle
over his shoulder and checked the charge on the NLD-40—colloquially
known throughout The Company as a Bubblegun—before switching off
the safety. Privates Roose, Cordova, and Dalton each held their
rifles at the ready. The jumper accelerated and shot skyward,
rising up to the fortieth floor of the Olivetti building faster
than any defense systems on the outside of the skyscraper could
lock on to the new threat.

“Pill up,” said
Cole.

Each soldier withdrew a small,
spherical pill from one of their vest pockets. The clear plastic
coating housed a light amber gel. Small black particles hung
suspended in the thick liquid.

They popped the pills into their
mouths and swallowed. Cole watched the small display screen on
Private Dalton’s wrist-pad as each soldier’s heat signature turned
a light blue before vanishing from the monitor
completely.

“We’re cold,” said
Dalton.

The jumper stopped on a dime with a
jarring halt and the exit hatch popped open with a snap. They were
hovering only a few feet away from the side of the building but
there was no way to see inside. The highly reflective exterior was
covered with thick squares of blue glass which acted like giant
mirrors. Heat-fog from the jumper’s exhaust thrusters shimmered
across the soldiers’ reflections, making them appear as desert
mirages forty stories off the ground.

The jumper was an old-style design—a
remnant of the era when fusion-core engines were first invented.
With a thousand years of flight knowledge behind them, the
designers chose to use existing, proven schematics instead of
risking countless wasted years and financing on testing new models.
The first jumpships were fashioned after the V-22 Osprey aircraft,
which was flown extensively in the third and fourth world wars.
Improvements and modifications had been made over the years, but
the general appearance was the same. Jumpship 1 had a 30-foot
wingspan (when the wings weren’t retracted for rapid ascents or
descents) and a 40-foot length from nose to tail. The elongated
body of the aircraft hung below the connected wings and made the
jumper look like a drooping albatross in flight.

Sergeant Cole held out a black can and
aimed the nozzle at the glass directly in front of him. He
depressed the red trigger but no spray was visible. Regardless, he
moved the can up and down, side to side before him, marking a large
square on the window with invisible paint. He tossed the can aside
and picked up his rifle.

The loud turbine noise from the
engines made it impossible to hear the fast sizzle as the corrosive
compound from the can ate through the window of the building. Smoke
poured from the glass and soon large holes sank through the
surface. They spread wider as if they were rapidly-expanding
puddles of water, until finally the edges of each hole met and
vanished to create an opening large enough to admit the bottom lip
of the jumper’s hatch.

“Harper,” said Sergeant
Cole. “You’re up.”

 


* * *

 


The wind blowing between the Olivetti building and the jumper
should have been enough to rip Harper off his feet and send him
spinning four-hundred feet to the concrete below. The grav-suction
in the soles of his boots kept his feet planted firmly on the steel
hatch until he lifted them a certain way—heel-to-toe in a fluid
peeling motion.

His comm-link crackled to life deep
within his right ear canal.

“Right behind you,” said
Private Roose.

The wind pushed against Harper as he
walked slowly across the bottom lip of the hatch and hopped down
onto the soft carpeting of the Olivetti building. He kept the
bubblegun raised just below chest-height and always aimed it
directly in front of him. Its chunky pistol-grip bulged in his hand
and made him feel like he was carrying a potato instead of a
weapon.

He moved the strap of his rifle a
little higher on his shoulder, mostly just to make sure it was
still there—he could not feel its weight under the distributed-mass
system of his battle-armor. The armor covered his body from the
base of his neck down to the top of his ankles and was lightweight
but strong enough to survive most anti-personnel weaponry. It was
made in a series of layers so that it moved and bent with his body
as if it were a coat of oversized snake’s scales. It was thin
enough to be unobtrusive and designed so that when the soldier was
standing perfectly still it looked from a distance as if they could
have been wearing black slacks and a nice vest. A long-sleeved
titanium-weave undershirt protected Harper’s neck and arms from
shrapnel and—on the ultra-rare occasions ETF-1 had to brave the
slums on the outskirts of Chicago—blades.

Brick landed on the carpet
behind him with a soft whud. Their intel was solid: the
jumper had dropped them in some kind of custodial closet. A rack of
brooms, mops, and other cleaning gear lined the wall opposite the
eroded window. A small table sat in one corner, a deck of
holo-cards strewn across the top. The only door to the room was
closed.

A soft ping chimed from behind
Harper.

“Here they come,” said
Brick.

“How many?”

Brick looked down at the rectangular
digital readout strapped to his forearm near his wrist. “Two.
Through that door.”

Harper quickly crossed to the door and
hugged the wall next to the handle. Brick trailed him and stood
against the door next to the hinges. Harper’s battle-armor
registered his elevated heartbeat and sent a signal to his helmet
to lower the shatterproof plexi face-shield down past his eyes. He
heard Brick’s cover slide down as well, clicking softly into place
and locking just under his chin.

Sergeant Cole’s voice filled Harper’s
ear. “Neutralize and wait for the squad, Private.”

Brick looked up from his wrist-pad and
nodded at Harper. Loud footsteps pounded down the hall on the other
side of the door. Harper gripped the bubblegun and leaned
back.

A second later, the first of two
hulking bodyguards burst into the room. The second followed right
after. Both of them dwarfed Brick by a good foot in both height and
width. They each had a small old-style pistol clutched in one of
their meaty hands and wielded them in a way that told Harper that
even though the men were muscled-out and could probably crush his
ribcage with a light squeeze, they had little experience with
firearms.

After the bodyguards ran
into the room and failed to see the two ETF soldiers behind them,
Harper shot them both in the back with the bubblegun. There was a
soft bloorp with
each trigger-squeeze. If it weren’t for the small wad of clear
plastic that shot out of the gun, the distinct lack of recoil would
make Harper doubt that the weapon had worked at all.

The clump of goop struck each
bodyguard square in the back, and within a second had expanded and
completely engulfed both of them in a skin-tight layer of clear
plastic that looked like a giant, amorphous bubble. One of the
bodyguards tried to shout for help but barely had time to open his
mouth before the bubble crept up over his jaw to stop just under
his flaring nostrils. Both encapsulated men struggled against their
translucent coverings but were unable to manage more than a small
bend at their lower backs.

“Clear,” said Brick,
looking up from his wrist. With their face-shields down, speech was
transmitted to nearby squad members through voice-activated
microphones embedded into the inner lining of their helmets.
Long-range transmissions were made by touching a small, square
transmission grid on the helmet over the right temple.

The remaining three squad members
stepped out of the jumper, rifles at the ready. They quickly swept
over to Brick and Harper, holding a covering formation as they
moved. When they reached the door, Cole turned to
Dalton.

“Send her home,
Private.”

Dalton tapped a few buttons on his
wrist-pad. The jumper’s hatch closed and the ship peeled back from
the building to wait at its designated holding location. It would
not return until Larrimore sent the order.

Cordova kicked one of the bodyguards
in the stomach and stuck out his tongue.

“That’s enough, Private,”
said Cole. “Harper, Brick, you’re taking the East stairwell.
Cordova, Dalton, and I will take West. Converge on the conference
hall on forty-nine. There’s only the one entrance to fifty so we’ll
take that together. Everyone clear?”

They all spoke in unison:
“Clear.”

“Hey, Sarge,” said Harper,
holding up the bubblegun. “Am I done with this thing
now?”

Cole smiled. “Element of surprise,
Private. Cordova, Dalton, on me.” He stuck his head out into the
hallway for a second then pulled it back in and nodded. Cordova and
Dalton followed the Sergeant out into the hall and down the long
hallway toward the West stairwell.

Harper remembered studying the
blueprints of the Olivetti building that morning. Two primary
elevators did all of the heavy lifting on floors one through forty,
but weren’t allowed above that. The only way to get around on the
top floors was in one of the two stairwells. The Dynasty either
wanted every member of its Elite to be in decent shape, or they had
heard all the stories about how easy it was to remote-jack an
elevator and send it crashing down into the basement.

After the other three ETF members were
down the hallway, Brick and Harper left the custodial room and
moved toward the West stairwell. They walked fast, one to each side
of the hall. The soft carpeting underfoot allowed them to move
quickly but quietly. Several doors lined either side of the long
hallway, but they were all closed.

“Movement ahead,”
whispered Brick. “Second door on the left.”

Harper picked up his pace and was
jogging past the first door on his left when the next one opened.
An old man with an immaculate haircut and an expensive suit was
laughing to himself as he stepped into the hallway. He closed the
door behind him and looked up just in time for Harper to shoot him
in the face with the bubblegun. Harper knew the microscopic
replicator bots within the pliant material were intelligent enough
to leave a breathing hole over the nose, so shooting someone in the
face was the best way to make sure they were silenced as soon as
possible.

“Clear,” said
Brick.

They hurried past the struggling old
man and covered the remaining distance to the stairwell. Brick
grabbed the gold handle on the door and, with a quick nod to
Harper, pushed it open. They moved in quickly. Harper kept the
bubblegun pointed up the stairs while Brick leaned over the railing
with his rifle aimed downward.

The stairwell was a square shaft
running from the first floor all the way to the top of the
building. The stairs wrapped around the inside walls, leaving a
tunnel of air in the middle that gave Harper vertigo when he looked
up toward the top of the skyscraper.

“Long way to fall,” said
Brick. He checked the digital readout on his wrist and nodded.
“We’re good for now.”

A sharp burst of static filled
Harper’s ear and then withered into silence. He reached up and
tapped the square transmission grid on the outside of his helmet
over his right temple.

“Sergeant Cole, this is
Harper.” No response. “Cordova? Dalton?”

“I’m down, too,” said
Brick. “They must have signal dampeners up here.”

“Right,” said Harper.
“Rich bastards.”

They began their ascent, taking the
steps two at a time.

 


* * *

 


Sergeant Declan Cole tapped the outside of his helmet over his
comm-link. “Roose, Harper, do you copy?” There was no static in his
ear, only a high-pitched silence. He was standing with Dalton and
Cordova at the base of the East stairwell.

“Dampeners,” said
Dalton.

“No shit,” said
Cole.

“Hey Sarge,” said Cordova,
“they’re professionals. We’ll see ‘em up on forty-nine,
yeah?”

Cole dropped his hand back down to the
grip of his shock rifle and nodded. “Yeah. Up we go.” He started up
the stairs, moving as quickly and quietly as possible. Dalton
motioned for Cordova to go next.

Cordova shook his head. “You go ahead.
I’ll take rear.”

“I bet you will,” said
Dalton as he moved up the stairs. Cordova followed close
behind.

The walls and carpet were deep
crimson. Dim lights set into the wall illuminated their progress
every few feet. Cole thought it looked more like the inside of the
ancient theatre museum downtown.

He tried his comm-link a few more
times, uneasy with its silence. He knew his squad was well-trained
and highly capable, but there was no accounting for the unexpected.
He was also worried about getting in contact with Captain Larrimore
once they had successfully rescued the woman. If their comms were
still down, the jumper wouldn’t be there when they needed it. Any
sort of delay could mean the difference between subduing a handful
of bodyguards and trading gunfire with everyone in the
building.

Not that the shock rifles weren’t up
to the task—100-round capacity, dispensable in single- or
triple-round bursts with an option to unload the full clip in less
than two seconds. The rifle’s electrical discharge system had
enough juice to throw a grown man thirty feet. It inspired
confidence in anyone pulling the trigger and terror in everyone
else in the room.

After testing his link, Cole’s hand
drifted down to the butt of a chunky chain-pistol he kept holstered
against his ribcage just below his armpit. Its twin sat comfortably
under his other arm. Their presence put his mind at ease—the
knowledge that he could unload sixty rounds of razorteeth flechette
in the time it took his target to draw their weapon had a way of
doing that to a guy. He had no problem relying on his shock rifle
for the day-to-day operations, but sometimes he just felt the need
to shoot a building in half.

A ping from Dalton’s wrist-pad echoed
up the stairwell.

“We’re clear,” he said.
“He’s moving away from us. One floor down. Hey Sarge, do you think
the Princess is sexy? I saw her on some vid-feeds, and
damn.”

“Cut the chatter,
Dalton.”

“Yes sir.”

Cole passed the sign for the
forty-sixth floor. The doors were heavily armored that far up the
building; three large steel bars crossed the metal slab
horizontally at two-foot intervals. They were pneumatically
driven—doubtless a console on the other side of the door triggered
the sliding mechanism. There was no way to open the door from the
stairwell.

From the blueprints, Cole knew that
floor forty-six was where the Olivetti Dynasty housed all of its
concubines. It wouldn’t be a bad place to take a walk, if duty
didn’t have the top priority. Maybe when the squad grabbed their
much-needed Rest and Relaxation—after the Olivetti thing was
finished—Cole would get a day-pass at one of the ritzy joints on
the West Side and allow himself to be looked after by half-a-dozen
women or so; maybe an even dozen if they were on
special.

Cole finished the flight of steps
leading to forty-seven and waited for the other two squad members.
“How we lookin’, Dalton?”

“Uh…”

pingpingpingping

Cole whipped around. Dalton was
staring down at his wrist-pad, its surface glowing bright red
instead of the usual green.

“They just showed up,
Sarge.”

“How many?”

“Five…no six. Coming
fast.”

Cole moved to the door.
“Where?”

Dalton looked at his wrist-pad. “Not
here. Up on forty-nine.”

“Stairwell?”

“They’re at the door
now.”

“Let’s move!” Cole took
the steps three at a time. His squad needed to at least be on the
same level with the bodyguards when they came pouring into the
stairwell, if not higher. Anything else was pointless. “Three-round
bursts,” said Cole as he climbed. “Fry ‘em if they get too close.”
He reached down to the small dial near the trigger of his shock
rifle and turned it all the way to maximum. The thin light
outlining the dial glowed bright blue. “Cordova, you stay with
Dalton. If they bunch up I want you to—”

“He ain’t here, Sarge!”
said Dalton.

Cole looked down the stairwell behind
him. Dalton was a few feet down but Cordova was nowhere in sight.
“Where the hell is he?!”

“He was right behind
me…”

Sergeant Cole felt like a
deer in headlights. Nobody
went off-mission, especially not during a
high-profile Dynasty operation. No time for heroes—not now, anyway.
Cole was still a few steps down from the landing that led to the
forty-ninth floor. He climbed another two steps when a small light
on the large metal door lit up green. Cole watched as the three
steel bars laid across its surface slid back without a
sound.

The door swung open wide and six huge
bodyguards with automatic rifles stepped out of the hallway and
into the stairwell.

 


* * *

 


Cordova stayed below and hugged the wall next to the door on
forty-five until Dalton and Cole climbed the stairs up and out of
sight. He lifted the flap on one of his vest pockets and withdrew a
small metal card that was polished silver on one side and flat
black on the other—Olivetti colors. He rubbed the silver side of
the card over the small light on the front of the door. The light
glowed green and air hissed out of an unseen vent. The three large
bars barricading the door slid open silently.

Cordova had paid a lot of money for
that little card, and his entire plan would have been wasted if it
were a fake. Duplicating Dynasty passcards wasn’t exactly a capital
crime, but if the Dynasty in question ever caught up with the
intended user, they had their own ways of discouraging the general
population from trying something similar.

The payoff was going to be
far greater in the end. Gotta spend money
to make money, Cordova thought with a smile. He slid the passcard back into
his vest pocket.

Cordova pressed a button on his
wrist-pad that brought up nearby heat signatures. He saw the faint
trace of Dalton’s light blue outline until he took a few more steps
away and disappeared from the readout. The pills were effective to
a point, but the more adrenaline that flowed through a soldier’s
veins, the faster their heart beat and the stronger their signature
became. The pill could only keep up for so long. Cordova’s own sig
glowed a deep blue on the small monitor. It was not yet hot enough
to register on the building’s sensors, but there was no reason to
press his luck. He pulled out a pill from his vest pocket and
swallowed it. Slowly, as the contents of the pill reached his
bloodstream and were distributed throughout his body, his heat
signature dimmed to a fainter blue before vanishing
completely.

He held his shock rifle at the ready
and walked out of the stairwell.

Cordova was in a long hallway, much
like the one outside of the custodial room where the team had
breached the building. There were several small differences whose
cumulative effect was to make it known that he was now in the realm
of the Dynasty Elite and could run into one of the most privileged
people in the world at any moment. The wall lamps had been replaced
with self-powered EverGlo lanterns (fueled by their own mini-fusion
cores—each one worth a year of Cordova’s salary, if not more); the
walls shimmered with a multitude of swirling colors which
acquiesced lazily and kept pace with him as he walked down the
hallway; the carpet sunk in beneath Cordova’s feet, yet gently
pushed upward as he stepped forward to help propel him
along.

Soon Cordova would be able to afford
all of those things for himself. No more bitch-work for the
government; no more Elite Task Force. He snickered at the name. The
only people worth a damn in the whole outfit were Larrimore and
maybe Cole on a good day, but the rest were nothing but ass-kissing
boy scouts. And they were supposed to be the best in the business.
Right now the chumps were scrambling up to forty-nine the hard way,
and probably meeting some healthy resistance along the
way.

Besides the passcard, the one other
massive upfront expense for Cordova’s own little private operation
had been to uncover the second—and mostly unknown—passage to the
top floor. The Olivetti building had been constructed over a
century ago when the city-state was newly formed and underwent its
massive restructuring initiative. If you had the money, the new
government gave you the space. The architect was long since dead
(some say due in no small part to his intimate knowledge of the
building) and had been ordered to omit any reference to the second
passage from the blueprints. The Olivetti Elite wanted an emergency
exit just for themselves.

It had taken Cordova two weeks of
intense searching to hunt down a disgruntled custodian that had
worked for the Olivetti Dynasty more than twenty years earlier.
Secret passages were always rumored to exit in any Dynasty
building, and Cordova heard about one worth looking into. The old
custodian wasn’t supposed to know about the passage—if he had,
“We’re letting you go” would have taken on a whole new meaning when
they fired him—but had seen the King of the Dynasty himself, Mr.
Emero Olivetti, step through the hidden door and into the secret
elevator.
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