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 A SHORT HISTORY
LESSON

 


While writing Zone 24 it occurred to
me that I didn't do the best job of fleshing out the history of the
world which the book's events occur in. Hence, I have taken the
time to add in a short history of how the world became as it is. It
contains no spoilers and you should only read the following if you
find it interesting.

 


2010s: Corporations began leveraging social movements aimed at
inclusion, diversity and other worthy causes to reshape American
ideals.

 


Late 2020s: Lobbyists gained a 55% share of the 'political favors'
market leading to a sharp increase in concessions made to corporate
allies.

 


2020-2030: Falling profit margins in the news media sector result in
the creation of 'concepts' where connected media groups seed a
specific message to the public on the behalf of those capable of
paying for the service. Furthermore, mass acquisitions of small or
boutique media companies that were weakened by lower revenue levels
result in significantly fewer news sources unaffiliated with the
big five media conglomerates of the time.

 


March 21, 2035: The formerly rock-solid British stock market
collapses after several high-profile insider trading and price
manipulation scandals devastate investor confidence. Meanwhile,
intense targetted attacks on the US currency market and the sudden
revelation of serious money mismanagement by the West's largest
banks turn what was speculated to be a moderate downturn in the
global economy into a full-fledged nosedive that quickly surpasses
any international economic meltdown to date.

 


December 25, 2035: Months into the worst economic downturn in
history, the hard-suffering American public receives the
Christmas-time news in the annual presidential address that the
government will be 'refreshing' the anti-monopoly laws to increase
public trust and protect America's position as the world's de facto
leader in all things economic. This change finds mixed but mostly
positive support among the public - despite the immense power it
would give to America's biggest corporations (something not widely
discussed in a media that seems disinterested in the issue) - and
this high level of citizen approval is reported as being mainly due
to people's dwindling savings, steep rises in prices on all goods
and services and unemployment hitting 20% thanks to a mass exodus
by financial workers from their sector and numerous small
businesses failing due to a severe countrywide reduction in
consumer spending.

 


January 01, 2040: Congress allocates billions in federal funds at
the direction of their corporate allies to assist in forming a new
corporate hub in the city of San Francisco for both American and
foreign conglomerates due to increasingly more and more expensive
cities like New York and Los Angeles having lost their luster after
dramatic city expansions aimed at providing jobs to local workers
during the persistent economic crisis push the cheaper living
spaces of the city limits out too far for many skilled white-collar
workers with families to comfortably commute into the inner city
for work from. Moreover, this new hub is dubbed Economic
Development Zone 24 in all government documents and is frequently
shortened to just Zone 24 by commentators discussing its creation
in the news and shortly after this term is adopted by those living
within the city itself as almost a matter of pride among them when
not calling it by its name or its other shortening San
Fran.

 


2040s: News companies now rarely push any messages counter to what
their government and corporate partners deem appropriate.
Furthermore, old societal favorites such as diversity and other
social movements are slowly phased out in favor of 'The New
American Freedom' campaign where abortion, gun laws, employee
rights and other 'essential freedoms' become the focus. Also,
during this decade of changing American ideologies, the terms
'company', 'corporation' and 'conglomerate' slowly disappear from
the public vernacular and are replaced by the repurposed terms
'monopoly' or 'monopolies' - a phrase also somewhat born out of the
ongoing efforts of similar field competitors in America to form
gigantic super corporations that focus only on one area or
industry.

 


2045-2055: Local governments tire of outward expansion in many of
America's larger cities and instead are encouraged to build
upwards. Due to this, the American dream of a white picket-fenced
house, a nuclear family and the trappings that come with it
dissipate within society and are carefully and intentionally shaped
by various entities into a dream of apartment ownership, two
children and a plentitude of electronic gadgets as well as,
prophetically, a strong desire for lifetime employment with a
single monopoly. This is, of course, further strengthened by the
strong sentiment among all in society that the average roundtrip
2-hour commute to work most individuals endure is borderline
inhumane.

 


April 19, 2053: With the harsh experience of the worldwide
economic crisis still going strong in the American cultural memory
and in a blatant copying of the success of Asian monopolies, the
first truly American lifetime employment system is proudly
announced by M&A Software (a massive monopoly built up of all
of America's software creating companies) with their core
persuasive message during the CEO's widely televised and later
heavily celebrated press statement being that no longer will the
monopoly's workers need to struggle for health care, pension or
other benefits as they had to in the past and in fact the monopoly
itself will from now on be taking care of everything from housing
to utility and food payments to even the schooling of employees'
children at their new chain of 'birth to work' education centers.
This said, at the same time as this announcement comes about,
employees of M&A Software are also privately informed that a
new 'best shift' system will be implemented where they will have to
work six days per week and 10 hours a day at the company's new
headquarters in Zone 24 (a building that is reported as being an
enviable 5 minutes on foot to the company's three employee
apartment complexes). However, even after this information is
secretly released to the media, surveys show that 99% of the
monopoly's employees are 'very satisfied' with the new system and
M&A Software quickly becomes the leading case study for what
'new work' looks like in America and sparks a surefooted revival of
American supremacy as the 'greatest country in the world' and aids
in achieving an impressive increase in the country's annual gross
domestic product to 4% within only 5 years after the introduction
of the new work system.

 


2040 onward: China makes its first breakthrough in the creation of
cybernetic implants in the early 2040s and then begins to take the
world by storm with a plethora of new products that make replacing
almost any part of the human body besides the brain a reality.
Thereafter, it only takes 10 years for the number of Americans who
have at least one implant, organ or limb replaced to reach 92% with
the remaining 8% being children under the age of 7 who weren't
developed enough for cybernetic enhancement. Furthermore, worker
productivity grows as India begins shipping near symptom-free
medications that improve all aspects of first-world citizens' lives
and, in conjunction with job-specific cybernetic additions paid for
directly by the worker's companies, the average sleep period most
Americans need slips down to 3 hours with most experts at the time
noting that, despite this practice being something that would
normally have been criticized as unhealthy by the medical community
of the past, the US mortality rate had been steadily declining over
the years thanks to the rapid advancement of Chinese and Indian
medical technology and more productive hours at the company or at
home and a lesser need for time spent at rest were, in part, a
positive benefit of that.

 


2060-2065: Data becomes the currency of success for all monopolies
everywhere and criminal gangs and in-house security teams begin
engaging in lucrative and very aggressive attacks on their clients'
competitors and those working for them. However, from Zone 24 - the
home of American corporate dominance by this time - comes a better
method dubbed the 'merc economy' by its participants. This new
system (stemming from the need for more skilled interactions with
the digital fortresses most monopolies had by then become) aimed to
employ ex-soldiers and those formerly living in the shadows of
society to undertake the same actions as done by gangs and security
contractors previously but with significantly less reputation risk
and, usually, near-perfect deniability for their employers and so,
with that, the world's most under-reported but prevalent crime -
data theft - promptly came to reach a new level of sophistication
and finesse that quickly became the new standard from then
on.

 


2082: By this time, mercs play a much wider role than in the
2060s and can be seen working as specialist security contractors,
law enforcement assistants and for governments and monopolies both
foreign and local all across the world. Their work goes unnoticed
for the most part and is frequently reported in the media as
terrorist or criminal activity when it becomes unavoidable that it
must be mentioned. Furthermore, the tasks these mercs undertake and
the actions they perform are kept tightly secret even by their
victims and as such they are a part of the hidden underbelly of the
global business world that is known but never spoken of
openly.



CHAPTER 1: ON THE JOB

 


July 19, 2082, 6:20pm, 59°F, Cloudy, Soquel in Santa Cruz, San
Francisco.

  

"Do we have a body
count?" 

"There are probably four of them in the room," Sarah says over the team's comms
network. 

"Any
idea which is the VIP?" Joseph asks. 

"I'm not sure," she admits. "The model
of air conditioner that I'm patched into is at least 20 years old
and can only distinguish the general area in the main room where
the occupants are located." 

"If you had to
speculate...?" 

There's a moment of quiet
silence. 

"Based on the movement the motion
sensor is picking up and the placement, I would say that there are
two kneeling facing each other in the kitchen and two sitting
beside each other on a sofa or some kind of seating about
mid-room." 

"Playing it a bit too smart for gang
members, don't you think?" Ted interjects from
afar. 

"Perhaps," comes Joseph's opinion. "What are you seeing
over there?" 

"Have a look for
yourself." 

A small
video pane materializes in the left corner of Joseph's vision and
shows Ted's view through the scope of the precision long-range
rifle that he's posed behind on the roof of a 60-floor office block
on the beach side of Capitola about 1.2 miles away. The video
stream shows a mattress leaned up against the apartment's balcony's
glass double doors and a pillow jammed into the sill of the small
bathroom window in what amounts to a decent low-tech effort to
avoid anyone getting a good look into the room without the use of a
more sophisticated (and, therefore, more conspicuous) approach.
 

Beside
him, Eric, who is seeing the same thing Joseph is, begins tapping
his fingers on the steering wheel of his 2034 Tolus Spirit Super
Electric in a way that indicates he's thinking pretty much what Ted
is right now. 

"Do we have anyone
watching?" 

"Hard to say. If they are then they
are being careful. There aren't any signals bouncing about beyond
what we know of, but that won't account for eyes on the watch."
Sarah pauses and asks, "Do you want me to fly a drone
by?" 

"No, too
risky," Joseph decides quickly, checking the time in the bottom
right of his vision under the semi-translucent team chat panel and
thinking about how Miguel was very specific about the timeframe for
this task taking no longer than 5 hours and that 3 of those had
already passed since the broker had been provided the VIP's
location by the kidnapped man’s company and offered the team
this job. 

"Sarah, show me the exec's implant
status again." 

A scrollable list appears in the air
in front of him and he runs through it swiftly. 

"Organic lungs, huh?"
 

Already Eric has the car's engine
running and ready to go. 

"Take us
to the van," Joseph says. 

They pull out onto the street and waft
their way through the mostly 20-floor plus residential building
zone on San Fran's outskirts and pull up at the base of the office
building that Ted is hidden. From there, they park up behind the
man's work van, hurry to its rear, hop in back, retrieve the
equipment they’ll need from the well-organized shelves lined with
the tools of their trade and lug it to the back of the aging sports
car to heft their picked-up gear into the boot behind the engine
and drive back to their previous parking space across the road from
Sara's beat-up white 2049 Hundyo TFi four-door
sedan. 

"Sarah, kit up. We'll need you
upstairs." 

[Understood] appears in team chat and
the young woman slides from the lobby of the building where the VIP
is being held and strolls over to her car to pop the boot and draw
out a heavy level IV military quality armored vest and her helmet
and slide an America+ SlimLine 29 Handgun into the same brand
holster she attaches to the belt of her fashionable washed out
light blue denim jeans. 

"Slot
non-lethals," Joseph advises. "We will be going in assuming that
this isn't the Synth at work and that the client won't be
tolerating fatalities." 

[Understood] comes from Ted, Sarah and, verbally, from Eric
and the two men get out to retrieve their level III combat vests,
helmets, America+ Compass Assault Rifles and a mix of gear they
prepped because they thought they might need it with the final
thing they do being them exchanging their weapons' and spare 7.62mm
standard issue armor piercing round mags with grade 2 rubber bullet
loadouts. Now ready, they then stroll into the lobby - the doors
opening automatically as if they were residents thanks to Sarah's
earlier work - and enter the lone elevator to ride up to the 15th
floor.  

[Eric,
left. Sarah, right. I'll do the work,] Joseph team signs in a
flutter of hand gestures by way of his unoccupied left that his
cybernetic eyes translate into text in the team chat panel in his
vision. 

[Ted,] he signs, [Room 2. Distraction.
On my command, if needed. Confirm?] 

[Confirmed.] 

Room 4's
apartment door is solid steel with interior hinges and an
additional pin pad, heavy manual lock and probably a bar on the
other side and quite the satisfactory choice in Joseph's opinion
for slowing the entry of an unenhanced adversary trying to
enter. 

102 seconds is all it takes to fit the
three-head drill system, connect to it by his cybernetic eyes
inbuilt AI and attach the three extremely pressurized canisters to
the manifold. 

[Any combatants
nearby?] 

[Nothing,] Ted sends. 

[On 5,]
Joseph team signs before tapping in the activation code on his
forearm-attached keyboard that sets the three drills to zipping
straight through the door's body to detach their tips and pour
inward a massive amount of severely organic lung-irritating gas to
the space beyond. 

Five
seconds pass during which the room is swamped with unpleasant chems
and then Joseph, who was previously beside Eric to the left, boots
the door under the lock firmly enough that it hammers inward and
nearly flies off its hinges.  

Ducking
back, he allows the siblings to sweep the interior from their cover
positions, but the mercs - of that he's certain now - have moved
the Canadian camera company's exec into the worn apartment's tiny
bathroom from which he can be heard coughing his lungs out in what
sounds to be a rather unpleasant manner. 

[Room
2,] Joseph lets Ted know. [Distraction on my
signal.] 

After a
few simplistic gestures, Eric is down on the floor facing the
doorway with his rifle aligned high on it and his sister is behind
Joseph, who is in the process of fitting a camera scope to his
Compass and linking it to his vision. 

[3, 2, 1.] 

The loud
popping of two large rounds through the bathroom window on the high
right corner comes in conjunction with Joseph's nearest foot
pummeling the lowest far corner of the entry door and buckling the
metal inwards heavily in a direction it wasn't designed to
go. 

Pop, pop, pop. The low metallic sound of Eric firing comes as
Joseph swings his weapon through the gap that has been created by
the door being torn off its topmost hinge and fires on full
automatic into the two heavily kitted mercs awaiting a viable
target in a crouched position beside the shower
unit. 

Meanwhile, the man standing behind the VIP has stumbled
left due to one of Eric's shots clipping his helmet on that side
and Sarah slides out with good timing to place two precise rubber
rounds into the man's black visor at forehead level so that his
organic brain matter gets a nice big bouncing around in his skull
which is enough to send him down as Joseph kicks the door at the
lower unbroken hinge and shoves it to the far wall with his free
hand to hip fire two into the chest of each merc so as to juggle
their cybernetic hearts about and two dead center into their
foreheads to stun them enough to put them out of the
fight. 

"We have an injury," he states calmly
on taking in the result of their actions. 

One of
the men Joseph shot is clutching his throat and gasping for air
through what looks to be a shattered windpipe. 

"Hold on a few seconds," Joseph tells
him. 

From the front belt pouch labeled with
a red cross to symbolize to his fellow mercs that this is where the
man's medical supplies are located, Joseph withdraws a small
circular plastic device that he places to the lower section of the
man's neck and inspects to ensure it has drilled correctly into the
flesh as a tube folds out and precious air runs
in. 

"Sorry
about that," Joseph says, pulling a tough pair of metal cuffs from
the left breast pocket of his vest which he estimates should be
enough to curtail any effort to escape them on the part of the
moderately high-quality cybernetic arms the injured man has
fitted. 

"Lying or sitting?" 

The hurt
merc knocks the back of his head against the floor twice and Joseph
leaves him in a lied down position as Eric finishes up with the
barely conscious other man slumped against the broken transparent
plastic of the shower unit. 

"We have a problem," Sarah states
after cuffing the man she and her sibling knocked out cold
earlier. 

Joseph gets to his feet and bends over
to have a look. 

"We have a pressure-sensitive
explosive device set under the target," he announces for Ted's
sake. 

Presently, the executive is strapped
to a thick pad-like explosive system with his thighs and calves
tightly bound together using plastic straps and his hands clipped
to the rearmost strap so that he doesn't inadvertently shift into a
pose that might set the device off. 

"It has a nonstandard port," Sarah
notes. 

"Do you have the equipment for
this?" 

"Yes, just a second." 

Sarah reaches behind her to the small
belt pack that the woman always carries with her when on the job
and selects a cable from the roll out slot box that all Hacker's
carry and wedges off the tab hiding the explosive pad's input port
with her right-side pinky's sturdy artificial fingernail.
Thereafter, it only takes 15 seconds before she tells them she's
done and on hearing this the exec perks up a little, but it's hard
to tell whether the tears running down his face are from relief or
just the gas. 

"Cut him
free and let's go," Joseph says. 

Eric does the job quickly with a
medium-length combat knife taken from the rear of his belt and
gingerly draws the VIP up to support him out to the hallway beyond
the apartment's front door where he can safely be sprayed down with
chemicals designed to neutralize the effects of the gas they poured
into the main room. 

"We are moving. How's the
outside?" 

"Clear... oh, actually, no. We have a
van pulling up." There's a five second pause. "Looks like we have
three mercs making their way to the front door." 

"Kit?" 

"Hold up. Ah, light gear, assault
rifles, doesn't look like a scheduled visit. They are in a
hurry." 

"Wound
them," Joseph instructs. "We'll get them at the entrance if they
make it that far." 

Sarah and Joseph join Eric and the VIP
in the hallway. 

"We'll take the
stairs." 

They hustle down the corridor past the
elevator and head down from the 15th floor to the first with a
brief stop in the middle to let the executive wipe away the snot
draining down his lips and chin in copious quantities and come to a
halt at the turnoff point to the stairway leading down to the lobby
area. 

[Situation?] 

"One mobile, two
not." 

[Understood.] 

Joseph
signals to Eric to hand him the exec and places the beleaguered
office worker ahead of him - knowing that no merc in their right
mind would be stupid enough to shoot a company man as the
repercussions of such would be beyond bad - and team signs [going
down] to the others. 

Two
steps down and he spots the lone survivor of Ted's highly accurate
fire. The merc has his assault rifle posed straight up at the VIP
and Joseph with his eyes scanning the situation professionally for
an opening that his intended target is far too experienced in this
kind of thing to provide. 

10
seconds pass and in the end Joseph fires first and drops the man
with a series of two rounds to the chest and two to the black front
face of his helmet.  

[Secure him.] 

Walking
the hostage down to the lobby door, Joseph waits as Eric draws the
downed man back by the collar of his vest and cuffs him.
 

"The two are laid out in front. Be
careful. They have their rifles aimed your way." 

Joseph
calmly pockets his mostly empty mag and slots a new one and checks
to ensure a round is chambered. After that, he steps out with
the terrified exec leading the way and his rifle under the man's
right arm to fire freely into the two prone mercs' upper torsos and
helmets with Eric and Sarah joining him to put the two men
experiencing severe double kneecap dysfunction, thanks to Ted's
effective fire pretty much taking their cybernetic lower legs off
at the knees, out of their misery. 

"Leave
them," Joseph instructs on seeing both are knocked out
cold. 

Without a word Eric quickly draws off
the executive to the passenger side of his car while Sarah and
Joseph hustle over to hers and get inside. 

"Any injuries?" Ted
enquires. 

"None on our side. The two outside
won't be happy with us later though." 

"Them's the breaks," Ted offers
indifferently. "I'm on the move. See you at the drop-off point in
20." 

"See you there." 

Joseph
draws off his helmet and Sarah does the same. In front, Eric has
already slid off ahead in the direction of their destination and
Sarah does her best to keep up at a slower, more sedate pace
through the light early evening traffic. 

"Cybrex,
message Miguel and tell him we are on our way to the drop-off.
We'll be there in 20," Joseph dictates to his cybernetic eyes'
inbuilt AI and almost immediately gets a reply that the broker will
forward that on and is glad things worked out
well. 

"How's he doing?" Joseph asks over the
team's comms to Eric as their journey continues. 

Pretty
much immediately the view from Eric's cybernetic eyes forms into a
video panel that shows him patting the tired, snot and spit-covered
executive on his nearest shoulder in a comforting manner while the
man tearfully laments his bad luck being assigned to the
negotiation he was about to conclude when those mercs back there
intruded into his hotel room, took him hostage using the Synth
gang's name, ordered a 10 million US dollar ransom they never
intended to collect and ended up losing him when Joseph and his
team came visiting. 

"He keeps mumbling that he needs to
get back to work," Eric confers. 

It
wouldn't surprise Joseph if the exec actually did because any
company man worth his salt wouldn't take a simple kidnapping and
the immense mental and emotional trauma of such to heart and it is
fairly likely that the hard done by office worker will pump himself
full of meds to keep him buoyant for long enough to finalize the
deal he crossed the border for in a somewhat dignified manner
before returning to Relate Media, a Canadian camera software making
monopoly according to Miguel, with the good news that the ink has
hit the paper and the deal done. That said, something like that is
definitely going to annoy the, likely, several other foreign
monopolies who had been aiming to buy time by removing their
competitor's allocated signer from the negotiations by way of a
week-long forced holiday where the unlucky worker would have
languished in that yucky, low rent apartment until one of them rose
to the top and secured a signing with the American camera maker
that they'd been focusing their resources on. 

"Cybrex,
play me something light from my main playlist." 

The
well-aged rap piece from the 2010s slides into his ears and Joseph
sits back to watch Eric expertly slide through traffic ahead as his
sister navigates the flow of cars more cautiously and with this
another day on the job comes to an end.



CHAPTER 2: THE PHONE CALL

 


July 19, 2082, 8:02pm, 57°F, Cloudy, the Dumbarton Bridge near
Menlo Park, San Francisco.

 


The dull, familiar scene of the Dumbarton Bridge sits
before him with its lanes filled with an amble flush of commuter
cars as his left fingers once again drift to his lightly bearded
lips in the act of engaging in the one and only vice that he
brought across the Pacific Ocean to San Fran with him while he
simultaneously partakes in his only other (and comparatively newer)
vice in the form of an especially hard hip-hop piece that is
rousing enough to twinge his emotions up just fractionally from the
constant nothing that they usually lag at when he isn't on the
job.Also, beside him in the driver’s seat, Eric is tapping his
fingers on his car’s antique racing steering wheel and quietly
listening to, likely, one of the electronic medleys that his
generation deems music through his auditory implants and thankfully
isn’t paying any attention to the light hazy stream of smoke that
the wind running through the slightly lowered passenger window is
pushing in to impregnate the interior leather with its stink and,
luckily, doesn’t seem in the mood for the usual routine sermon
about how bad the cheap cigarettes that Joseph favors are for him, even
though they both know that the model of cybernetic lungs he's
sporting can't intake the nicotine and other harmful chemicals that
the warm, hot piece of burning paper and old world herb are
emitting.  

[You have an incoming call from
Miguel. Would you like to pick up?] Cybrex lets him
know. 

“Tell him to wait one minute.”  

Turning
his head Eric’s way, Joseph requests he pull up just ahead and the
young man draws the sports car to a halt right beside the railing
so Joseph can run the window down and slide his lean frame out of
it agilely and, from there, over the guardrail to take three steps
along the pavement to the metal rail separating the bridge from the
bay to lay his cigarette down and instruct Cybrex to return the
call.  

“Comrade, how goes it?” Miguel tries in passable Russian.
 

“As good as can be expected,” Joseph notes. “Do we have a
problem with today’s job that I need to know about?”
 

“No, not that I know of. The client seems ecstatic with the
results.”  

“Good. I'm glad to hear that. Still, did you get my message
about the kidnappers not being Synth? We made some mercs very
unhappy today.”  

“I received it, but so what?" Miguel replies. "Somedays you
shoot, other days you get shot. It comes with the territory,
right?” 

"You sound like Ted." 

"Well, Ted is very experienced, so
I'll take that as a compliment."  

Joseph
picks up his cigarette and takes a long drag on it.
 

“Still, if you don't mind, check into it. You’re looking for
a merc with a full throat replacement and two with new cybernetic
legs from the knees down.”  

Miguel chuckles.  

“The latter was Ted's fault?” he queries. 

“He loves the kneecaps,” Joseph admits in what might almost
have been a jovial tone.  

“I’ll make amends, but I doubt there will be any issues.”
 

Brokers,
in Joseph's opinion, were often far too blasé about repercussions,
but mercs in Zone 24 and beyond lived and died by them and Miguel
was almost as bad as Ted when it came to riding the line, so Joseph
wasn't as sure as the other man's tone indicated he should be that
they were in the clear.  

“So, if this isn’t about the task we just completed and not
a social call, what is it?”  

“I have a job.”  

Joseph
nods his head. He’d suspected as much.  

“Let me patch everyone in.”  

A few quick taps on his
forearm-mounted keyboard has the whole team on the call.
 

“Where are you right now by the way?” Miguel asks.
 

“The Dumbarton Bridge. I’m looking at the high rises of
Newark and Ted and Sarah are currently about to drop off her car at
her apartment.”  

“That’s convenient. Joseph, share your view.”
 

“Done.”  

“Good. You have a map coming. Can you overlay it?”
 

“Also, done.”  

“Good. See that building that's highlighted. Well, currently
there’s a terrorist attack going on there that the police are
dragging their feet on.”  

“Intentionally?” Eric asks.  

“Not that I’m aware of.”  

“Do you want us to clear out the terrorists?” is Joseph's
question.  

“No, the foreign firm that runs out of the building wants
you to go to the 35th floor to the CEO's office and retrieve a set
of files.”  

“Do we have file names, passwords and the like?” Sarah asks.
 

“Yes, we do. I’ll send them if you agree to take the job.”
 

Joseph
thinks it over.  

“Why not let the mercs the police will inevitably employ to
clear out the terrorists go in and get it?”  

“The client is distrustful of the police and those who they
outsource to. They’d prefer you got there before either group did.”
 

“And the terrorist attack? How should we approach that?”
 

Miguel
pauses for a bit and the team hears him click his tongue off his
teeth, which is a sure sign that the man is about to speculate -
something he rarely does due to the nature of his profession - and
they wait to see what he will say.  

“I’ll level with you. I don’t think these are actually
terrorists.”  

A chuckle from Ted speaks for the team
as actual terrorism in Zone 24 is extremely rare and usually just a
cover for mercs doing their work.  

“I’ve asked the other brokers who deal with the monopolies
and no one has an op running in Newark at this time, so I’m
wondering if we are seeing a foreign team at work. Either way, the
payment reflects the risk and all you have to do is collect the
data and drop it off. It'll be a hell of a payday when combined
with the chunk you earned for the VIP retrieval just now.”
 

Joseph
picks up his cigarette and takes another drag. Realistically, the
others have bills to pay and brokers like Miguel love to talk up
the money merc work earns; however, truthfully, the payment
promised for the VIP job split four ways will only keep the lights
on in a city as ludicrously expensive as San Fran for a few months
and lately business has been slow, so, consequently, it's going to
be hard to turn this offer down.  

“Let me take opinions. I’ll call back in half a minute.”
 

With Miguel off the line, Joseph asks,
“Any thoughts?”  

“I was kind of looking forward to hitting Stix after
Barry’s, but that can wait,” Sarah offers.  

“I’ll let the wife know that I won’t be home to put the kids
to bed,” is Ted’s thoughts.  

“I'm down,” Eric confirms.  

“Good. We are in agreement then.”  

Joseph
calls Miguel back and gives him the good news then walks around to
the driver’s side of Eric’s car.  

“I’ll drive. You call your people.”  

“No problem. Will do.”  

Eric
shimmies over into the passenger seat and Joseph carefully pulls
out into traffic (because he hasn't driven anything that handles as
tightly as the sports car in a while) and, with that, they make
their way towards Newark for their second job of the
night. 



CHAPTER 3: THE ADN INTERNATIONAL
BUILDING

 


July 19, 2082, 8:42pm, 57°F, Cloudy, Moderately Windy, 20
Thornton Ave in Newark, San Francisco.

 


The small cordoned-off area that the
San Francisco PD has spread themselves and their equipment out
within and which circles the exterior of the ADN International
Building is as simple as a wink and a handshake to pass into and
the tired beat cop loitering at the glowing barrier arm on the east
side of the space doesn't even bother to question them as to who
they might be and why their superior just busily waved the four of
them through. Thus, in no time at all they are striding past the
cops on-site as they go through the motions of - mainly to keep up
appearances for the countless desk sitters gawking at the scene
from the nearby office buildings - prepping for an entry that,
truthfully, whichever team of mercs that has the favor of their
bosses will be, very much to the nearby cops' relief, doing on San
Fran’s finest's behalf.   

“Hey, Ted,” someone calls, “how's the wife?”
 

The big
man waves in the direction of the speaker and calls back that she’s
doing well but will probably be angry about him working late and
they continue on like that, with Ted and Eric being quite popular
among the various members of law enforcement (the latter being
considerably more so due to his past history with many of them) and
Joseph and Sarah only getting the occasional nod of acknowledgment
due to them being mostly known as ‘that Russian merc’ and ‘Eric’s
sister’ to most of those around them, and pull up to the stout
puffed-up command tent in less than two minutes where they find two
cops on either side of the entrance looking completely bored with
the task they’ve been assigned.  

“Is the site boss busy?” Joseph asks the cop to the left who
he recognizes as one of Sgt. West’s guys.  

“Not that I can tell. They've been spinning their wheels for
a while. You can go in.”  

The four
of them enter to spot one of the higher-ups in the police
department, who, surprisingly, Eric knows on a first name basis,
with a hard-faced merc that Joseph vaguely remembers being
introduced to one time at Barry's Bar as González by a shared
acquaintance and a young techie-looking guy that has the look of
someone who does computer stuff for a living standing around a
glowing tactical screen loaded up with imagery, data and intel with
the current focus being some footage that looks to have been taken
from one of the over 30 self-guided drones whipping about in the
air around the building that Joseph noted on the way here and
whatever they are looking at seems to have them sour faced enough
to suggest things aren’t going well. Then, shortly after explaining
why they are here, the higher-up, who Eric merely introduced as
'John' without giving a rank or position (as he's clearly way, way
up the food chain by how his subordinates in the tent are
industriously undertaking their work), is shaking his head sternly
while stating, “I don't like this.”  

His
reluctance being, of course, expected (it almost being a
requirement for these boss types in the PD) and Joseph leads with
“there are a lot of things not to like, but ...” with the 'we both
know you're being paid enough to let it happen, right?' left out as
he hasn’t gotten a firm read on the man’s personality just yet and,
besides that, there's no value in mentioning the obvious.
 

Hands on
hips just above where his gear would have been if he were a beat
cop, the man continues with his head shaking in silence for a bit -
perhaps meeting a headshake quota? - and then continues with a
tired, “Well, you won’t be going in the front.” He throws up some
footage on the table that ends with the destruction of whatever was
taking it and explains, “They have some nasty traps set up on the
first three floors and several low-grade automated guns posted
throughout the floors above.”  

“What about entering via the roof?” Joseph asks.
 

The
higher-up looks to his techie and the computer guy submits in place
of his boss, “We thought about going in that way, but they had -
and still have - a fairly large amount of surveillance equipment
running on the exteriors and interiors of the nearby buildings and
that’s not accounting for anything they might have hidden and
operating outside of the 3-mile area we’ve checked from ADN
International out. Hence, presently as the tactical computer
estimates that we've only taken down 90% of their network that has
good sight lines on the exterior building and into the floors
within, it would still be risky going in from above due to the high
likelihood of a hidden long-range reconnaissance drone or something
similar lurking about and the strong possibility, although our
inspections have turned up nothing yet, of some unpleasant
automated or manually triggered countermeasures set up on the
roof.”

“Doesn’t sound much like terrorists,” Ted chimes in.
 

A low chuckle from a few of the other
men loitering about in the midst of performing information sorting
and similar tasks tells all that the San Fran PD doesn’t believe
that the men and women occupying the building are terrorists
either.  

“There’s a bigger problem,” the higher-up notes. “Just
before the 'terrorists' within figured out what was up, ADN’s
emergency data intrusion countermeasures picked up that they were
not just deleting, as they claimed in their ransom message, but
also copying massive quantities of data, so our time limit is a lot
tighter than it usually is for bringing these lawbreakers to
justice.”  

That is left to settle in for a time
until Sarah interjects with, “Can that countermeasure be used to
access data from the exterior if we were able to bring it back
online?”  

Already the techie is shaking his
head, but it is his boss who answers.  

“It was a hardline set up to activate only if data was being
copied from certain key systems - whether with access or not - and
we think they manually cut the cabling.” He shrugs and states,
“Then again, them accessing and copying the data that set the
system off could be them simply adding weight to their demands or
merely them being unaware of the countermeasure or perhaps even,
equally possible, the data they intruded for - terrorists or not -
being held in that specific section of the monopoly's servers,
which was something ADN wasn't forthcoming about when we asked
about the possibility." The man rolls his shoulders.
"Realistically, any or all of that could be true and these things
are never usually as simple as they seem.”  

Joseph
nods because this is also something to be expected and asks, “When
do you plan on sending in the mercs?”  

The higher-up gestures to his chosen
provider. 

“González here and his team will be going in soon and the
San Francisco PD will be assisting in the infiltration and
aftercare.”  

“Okay, well, we will need to go in before that,” Joseph
insists. "Our broker was pretty clear on that being what the client
desires." 

“As I've been told...” The man runs his jaw from left to
right and says, “You can go in, but you don’t have a lot of time.”
 

“How many minutes did the ADN buy?” Joseph asks.
 

There's a big smile on the higher-up’s
face when he holds up three fingers and caps them off with a thumb
to index zero.  

“A surprisingly generous head start,” is Joseph’s thoughts.
“We should go talk to SWAT right away then. Thank you for your
assistance.”  

They leave the command tent and hustle
over to the one labeled SWAT in huge white letters - just to let
anyone from the media know that the city’s tactical team (who only
deal with the fleshier members of society) are on standby here for
the events that’ll be played out on the late evening news as San
Fran’s best having saved the day from the nameless, faceless bad
guys of the world yet again.  

“Eric, how are you?” one of the SWAT guys near the door asks
on seeing the man.  

“I'm good,” he replies. “Who's in charge of today’s
action?”   

“Hendricks is over there.”  

The boss
of the day has already caught sight of them and is beckoning them
over from the other side of the tent, and Joseph leaves Eric to
collect internal gossip about the crisis at hand and what data the
PD and the merc team will be secretly looking to extract during the
'aftercare' stage of the op (at the behest of ADN's competitors)
for later auction, while he and Ted make their way across the
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