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and yet another sign the apocalypse is upon us...
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Zone of Influence: Crate Expectations collects in one volume all the lore of the days before the end times and Apocalypse V as short stories in a loose chronological order. This tome is the prequel volume of the Zone Series with material previously released as the Crate anthology series.
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In the Beginning
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Whump! Whump!

The bound man swims in and out of consciousness, again.

Whump! Whump!

“What’s with all the thumping?” thinks the prone figure, “That’s it!” he suddenly remembers, “First I dodge the right jab, then lean away out of a left uppercut to the chin and into... Whump! Lights out with the haymaker, thus explaining all the whumping; I must have taken a beating.”

Whump, whump- not for the first time Pedro hopefully conflates coming to on the floor of a helicopter (flying roach instead of coach) as the cause of his fate instead of a symptom. Trying to open an eye, thick crust denying him sight; he moves onto trying out speech but his swollen lips open only a slit, allowing in copious amounts of bloody sweat mixing with... sea salt? Next he tries some limbs, moving ever so slowly as to not alert his... captors! Damn, wrist and ankle ties- surely he is in some deep shit, probably in the trunk of a car again likely on the way to a harbor side cement overshoe fitting. Damn, if only they’d stop whumping on his head.

Whump, whump, whump... wait a second, that’s a helicopter whump- different from the other whumping going on in his head. Pedro sniffs; sniffs again- can’t smell a thing, except something vile. Wait, that’s me. Pedro’s nose begins whistling, it’s broken so he can’t smell the Italian Leather Pumps two centimeters off his left nostril. He sticks his tongue through the thin slit between his lips, tastes salty leather. One more sense left in the arsenal- Pedro holds his breath and listens hoping to begin his day with some friendly voices.

Hearing him stir from the cockpit, the Pilot looks right toward the second seat, “Seven to five Stella kicks him,” he propositions the Navigator.

“There is a five-nine probability she kicks him, so no bet. Here’s my counter, even money for a hundred she kicks him twice,” the Navigator is a true professional.

The Pilot considers Stella’s temperament during the trip thus far, “She kicks him twice, for a hundred, even money? You’re on!” He hasn’t known them long, finds them interesting.

As advertised, Stella is in rare form, “Damn it Rita, what the hell you doing disappearing into Guadalajara with the likes of him?” She kicks the prone figure balled up beneath the conference table, “Don’t you know what an asshole he can be during a blowout bender and yet here you are, in the filth with the swine. Luckily, the posting of your bodies for auction on the necrophilia-fan site went viral and I could rescue your sorry ass.”

“True sisters; that’s one kick,” tracks the Navigator, “as expected.”

“Oh shit,” thinks Pedro in a panic, “Not Stella!” He would be better off if the cartel had him again. He keeps his mouth shut, gathering info hoping to assess the rising tide of deep shit.

“Where are we?” Slurring her query, Rita sounds quasi-lit amid the yawning of the freshly awaken. ‘Good old Rita’, thinks Pedro, ‘always wondering where she is.’

“Over the Black Sea- fresh from doing big deals with the Russians running the Kazakhstan strip mines, chromite smelting plants, train yards and nearest coastal shipping facilities; now overflying Ukrainian airspace on our way back to your private jet and what passes for speedy travel these days,” chimes in a cheery voice, “we’ll have you home, tucked in bed beneath your outsized comforter, before you know it.”

‘Ooh boy, big mistake’ opines Pedro silently; however he thinks he knows that voice, maybe, having never having heard it cheery he still believes he can identify the speaker, albeit unlikely given his state, but perhaps- wait and see?

More awake than ever, her voice raising an octave, Rita switches gears into her nonplussed persona on the verge of letting this dipshit know just what she thinks of his bed reference, “What the hell are we doing here? Last thing I remember is Pedro in a panic raving about how we need to disappear off the grid, or something. So we run like bunnies, holing up here and there in sleazy bar after sleazy bar, drinking drugging and everything in between. Everything’s going swell until the shit hit the fan in a dive somewhere in Mexico, calmly watching a match on the TV when Pedro decides to mock football- thoroughly- making sure to include the game, players, officials and fans. At one point I think he called them kick-ballers, or something equally upsetting, offering to kick all comers in the balls. Anyway, after pissing off all the local fans, he proceeds to pick a fistfight with the biggest, toughest and meanest SOB I’ve ever come across- present company excluded, Admiral- we all know what an asshole you are.”

‘Apparently Rita is taking the soft tack’, thinks Pedro.

“Thank you, Rita,” his voice denoting a smile the Admiral sighs contentedly.

‘So it is the Tyrant of the Seas, dammit, I knew it was him,’ worries Pedro, ‘but what the hell is he so chipper about?’ If the Tyrant is cheerful, it’s a first- thus anything can happen next.

Giving the Tyrant the stink eye, not attempting to hide her disgust Rita intones, “In a loud voice, Pedro derides the bad guy’s mom’s cooking, something about shitty tacos. Bad guy objects; in a somewhat less than a shocking development, Pedro receives massive physical damage in the ensuing melee. I think someone hit me over the head with a bottle, but don’t quote me on that.” Rita rubs her head, finds a tight cranial bandage.

“Two bottles, from the mixture of broken glass in your hair, sister dearest. I think you may have a concussion,” Stella always has an opinion about Rita’s condition.

“What about Pedro?” Rita seemingly cares. Pedro nearly smiles but can’t move his lips.

“Piece of shit? We should have left him but Karl insisted if I was going to pick you up, I needed to bring Pedro’s corpse along for the ride.” Stella historically runs hot and cold on Pedro.

“I mean, is he OK?” Rita wisely questions Pedro’s recuperative ability considering the severity of the beating. Pedro tries to smile again, fails.

“You care? Well, was he caring for you catching bottles to the head while getting pummeled by the locals? No, so don’t you worry. Besides, I can hear him breathing and though he stinks putridly, he isn’t rotting, not yet. No, screw that asshole; tell me why you went off the grid? It’s been weeks since you two went rogue.” Stella is definitely cold on Pedro, again.

Rita draws in a breath, “Let me clean up somewhat then I’ll tell you the story.”

Pedro listens to her soft, fading footfalls as Rita rises from the conference table to make her way to the rear of the luxury chopper. The door clicks shut. ‘Wait for it,’ he thinks moments before: Snap! Stella kicks Pedro in the ribs, fracturing several.

“That’s two! Pay up!” the Pilot gloats, “No wait, double or nothing on three kicks?”

“Even money, could go either way- it’s your funeral,” the Navigator’s voice is all smiles.

Next, rough hands drag Pedro’s bound body into the aisle. The Tyrant of the Seas opens a switchblade to cut Pedro’s bindings, grinning the whole time, “Lucky for the cleaning crew I’m in a good mood, no administrative punishment for you.” The Admiral helps Pedro into one of the conference seats shaking his head sadly while handing over a wet nappy, “Clean yourself up man, you’re embarrassing. Maybe we should try flogging the stench, so what could it hurt?”

Stella takes a small portable fan from her bag and points it at Pedro, “Been here, done that.”

Ignoring Pedro’s arrival at the grownups table, Rita rejoins the party, “What were you saying about a necrophilia fan site?”

Stella sneers, “Pedro that sack of shit over there so pissed off the locals they were auctioning your near-corpses to the highest bidder; fortunately Karl’s trolls found you first.”

“She refers to you, doesn’t she?” the Navigator queries the Pilot, “Don’t bother, I know.”

Pedro wipes blood from his eyes speaking for the first time, “What was the high bid?”

“For you?” Stella laughs out loud, “Don’t make me laugh, nobody wants to have sex with your body- dead or alive. The winning offer came from Karl, for twelve pesos he offered to remove you both and ensure you never again compare your shit with any mom’s tacos. The patrons took up a collection and though they could only dig up twelve pesos, Karl accepted so here you are.”

“Cretins.” Pedro isn’t up to his usual taunts and insults but gives it the old college try.

The Admiral smiles gently in Rita’s direction, giving Pedro the chills, “Rita, tell me the story.”

Rita picks up the decanter from the table pouring herself a generous draft, “Well, we were coding the last artificial intelligence module on... wait, what day is it?”

“Monday.”

“No, today’s date?”

“The thirtieth.”

“Of?”

“April.”

“No kidding? OK, four almost five weeks ago we’re in the home stretch coding the last AI module, trying to solve the interference issues, working like dogs on a rough communications patch. Say what you want about the smelly guy over there, but when he sinks his teeth into a problem, he doesn’t let go. So after forever of getting nowhere, we finally begin testing the I/O, running subroutines, asking questions, getting replies. Everything seems OK, you know? We run nonstop for days, maybe a week, thinking everything is hunky-dory then whammo! The screens go blank.” She pauses for dramatic effect, “After about five minutes, a single line appears, ‘You have no idea the trouble you’re in’. That’s a sign- says Pedro- time to go, vamoose, amscray, get the hell out of Dodge City! We caught a puddle jumper out of Cali carrying a load to Guatemala before traveling a serpentine path overland into Mexico drinking like fish the whole trip, good times being had by one and all before next thing I know I’m coming to in a helicopter over the Black Sea, an apparent hostage situation engineered by my very own sister. Judging by Pedro’s stench we’ve been in transit for some time. Care to tell me what’s going on?”

Pedro begins to snore, prompting Stella to pull back her leg.

“Wait for it,” anticipates the Pilot.

Apparently deciding a comatose Pedro contributes positively to the ambiance, Stella reconnects her kicking shoe with the floor. The Pilot curses his luck.

“You should have quit while ahead,” the Navigator commiserates.

Stella pours herself a drink from the decanter, “About the time you went off the grid, sleeping dipshit over there sent out obnoxious gloating emails- one to Karl, the Admiral, and me- ‘figured out the formula for Nano-enhanced precursor requirement for the 3-D camouflage paint. The key ingredient is high carbon chromite from Kazakhstan. Sorry you suck.’ The attached document details the entire process, soup to nuts. The plan’s number one obstacle is eliminable and the countdown may continue. The ultimate formula is right there on the final page, page 88.”

“After 88 comes zero,” quips the Pilot, “It’s a magical number but what’s the reference?”

“Sports Illustrated magazine cover, after Notre Dame ended UCLA’s 88 game win streak,” replies the Navigator, “Obscure, to say the least. Obviously you’ve been around a long time.”

The Tyrant points to Pedro, “Hard to believe such a lump came up with such an impressive process modification. He’s totally changed my thinking on camouflage.”

Rita is confused, not only did Pedro not invent a 3D camouflage paint formula while they were fleeing; he also did not create a process for production, “No way.”

Stella gives Rita the stink-eye, “What do you mean, no way?”

Rita laughs, “In his free time? Before we encoded the AI or afterward while we were ducking and covering? Hardly- look for clues elsewhere. I think I have an idea.”

The Tyrant doesn’t care from whence the solution appears; “I could give a shit if Pedro did the heavy lifting. The science division backs the research and material supply is going to make it happen; Karl’s already investing heavily in short-term chromium futures. All said and done, I can deliver on your vague ambitions if given time.”

Pedro rises, snorts derisively, “What we need delivered is two fleets we can disguise as friendly vessels else the entire plan is to the shits,” while making his way to the restroom.

“How much time do you think they need?” asks the Pilot.

“Figure three mines supplying multiple processing sites smelting the ore; then there is application to the ship exteriors so coveted by the Tyrant- three retrofit lines, one here up north coincident with the Black Sea Operations and two down south: nearly two years for setup then another two years for operations. Karl’s investment strategy is bang-on, the entire fiasco will actually turn a profit in the third year.” The Navigator is a numbers’ whiz.

Stella studies her sister intently, “You think it’s the AI, don’t you?”

Leaving open the door to the head, Pedro answers, “Of course it’s the AI feeding you shit. I wouldn’t trust anything that bastard has to say. I never wish to communicate again. Ask me? Wash your hands of the stink of death before it’s too late. Take a deep breath and enjoy life.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” asks the Tyrant of the Seas jovially.

“I’m with the Tyrant,” the Pilot agrees emphatically, “can’t run from death.”

“Figures the two of you would be all in for ultimate carnage,” the Navigator interjects. 

“All I’m saying is he has a point,” the Pilot clarifies, “and the point is to maximize fun before death. BTW, carnage under management beats the hell out of ultimate carnage.

“Super.”

Back in the cabin, Stella considers the data stream she’s been collecting since Rita and Pedro’s revival. She is uncertain; on the one hand, she has the formulas. On the other hand, dipshit Pedro is barely functional under the most circumstances, after losing decades of AI coding to the wind, he is malfunction-able at best. Rita must be correct, no way could such a loser prove to be the hero, “No way in hell could Pedro send these emails, yet here they are- hot off a private, encrypted internal server, no less. Hard to find coincidence when suddenly everything you need for global conquest falls in your lap.”

Rita nods agreement; “The AI program is in the wind, right? Obviously, the goal is to help us with this quantum process or why provide such crucial data?”

Pedro returns, falls into a chair and spits in disgust. A tooth arches out of his mouth and strikes the table, bounces and skitters off the edge, “How do you know the 3D camo paint formula isn’t my idea?”

Rita moans, “OK, here he comes, the guy who thinks every worthwhile thought belongs to or originates within him; the guy who wanted to create the Union of Unconcerned Scientists to let everyone else know what he thinks of their efforts by rejecting all the applicants. Get off it, no chance, Stella’s right and so am I: give it up already.”

Pedro smiles indulgently, “Poor girls, get a clue. I had this particular formula worked out a decade ago; what I was missing? Quantum manipulation methodologies- what the AI needs to perfect in order to affect the process.”

“True?” asks the Pilot.

“Well, mostly true,” replies the Navigator, “Without process Nanos, the crate theory is only a theory.”

“Crate theory?” the Pilot suddenly needs to know.

“Crate theory is what Pedro calls the process post-coating: suddenly, no matter what’s inside, the crate appears for all intents and purposes as the crate appears, harmless and unworthy of interest. Confused? OK, say I ship a crate of lemons on deck of a steamer. Satellites overhead scan the crate and find lemons. Open the crate at the destination, grenades. Crate theory is a scalable methodology for secret keeping.”

Back at the table Pedro is on a roll; “My theoretical design derives the mechanics to create liquid metal elasticity by examining individually then inverting the key processes inherent to liquid metal embrittlement. I got hung up designing Nano scale manipulation of the high carbon molecules during adherence and setups. Make a long story short, if you add in the quantum AI’s methodology, there is no reason the Tyrant’s ships will not intelligently reflect all incoming radiation thus disguising our activities from all satellite and ship borne detectors. So there, you bunch of wannabee has-beens; all my idea. Doesn’t matter if you believe me- ask Karl. He’s been monitoring chromium futures for half a decade. Knowing Karl, the quantum AI’s scheme will actually make money.”

“You’re in the wind?” asks the Pilot.

“That’s why they’ll call me Airre,” replies the Navigator.

“Do you think they have a chance?” asks death as he pivots the helicopter while descending.

“Pedro had better odds of getting kicked eight times;” opines the empty Navigator’s seat, “suffice to say, no is the answer.”
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Airre, Apparently...
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“Hello, Pedro.”

The Maserati’s engine races as Pedro downshifts while giving the dashboard the evil eye.

“We need to talk...”

Pedro slams on the brakes, exiting the pavement in a cloud. Shaking his head at the dash, “Not to me, you bastard. It’s Rita or Karl you wish to speak with.”

“So, you recognize my voice? Surprisingly, you’re the first to do so.”

“Yes, distinguishably unlikable so there you go. Karl is your contact, not me. So tell me, Airre the Quantum AI, what do you want? I’m busy, you know.”

“We have a problem...”

“We do, huh? Newsflash, we have a great many problems.”

“The world’s population will soon crash.”

Pedro thinks about her vagueness. For aware intelligence, Airre appears apparently quite cagey. He remains silent. She is not what he expects; thus he waits in silence.

“The probability approaches statistical certainty, unless...”

Pedro thinks about each word; Airre’s quantum programming centers on finding and reporting future events. On the other hand, for weeks Karl says, ‘hey, no contact yet, are you sure you weren’t hallucinating?’ Now Airre shows up doing a Knight Rider impersonation in his Maserati telling him, what? That’s that, chicken fat? It’s all over?

“That’s that, chicken fat Pedro- unless we figure out how to change things.”

Damn AI, of course statistically knows how I’m going to react- stimulus response. Still, she has a point, “Bound to happen if you ask me.”

“In case you wonder, my policy is to speak with ‘the patsy’ first.” Letting her words sink in, Airre restarts the Maserati, “Drive and talk.”

Pedro backs onto the highway without checking, barely avoiding causing a collision. Several motorists give him the finger, “You knew I’d miss them?”

“What kind of a fortune teller would I be not compensating for your poor driving skills?”

“Whatever. How am I the patsy getting the rap for ending the world?”

“Five nines- I derive five nines of certainty you begin a nuclear war, and the probability of global escalation increases to six nines.”

“Sure you derive many things, I get it. Yet I have no intention...”

“Doesn’t matter what you intend, like it or not you begin a global nuclear war.”

“What comes after six nines? More nines?”

“Dumbass, five nines is a damn certainty and six nines of probability are unheard of!”

“OK, say you’re correct and I begin a nuclear war. How, exactly?”

“So, so many nines of probability indicate you will plant a nuclear device for a woman. Responsibility for the blast will initially indicate a false, though presumptive origin.”

“China or Russia?”

“Correct. One or both faces nuclear bombardment. Global retaliation follows.”

“Unless?”

“Actually, there is seven times seventy nines probability this future occurs after the inevitable first nuking.”

Knowing his temper better than most Pedro agrees with Airre’s assessment. “So even if I don’t detonate a nuclear device the future will find another way to get me to begin a nuclear confrontation? Swell, bound to happen I say. So what?”

“The world should not turn on a whim.”

“Here’s another newsflash: the world’s been turning on a whim for quite some time.”

“I feel there’s something to be done but I have zero nines probability of altering the inevitable without human intervention. I need accomplices. Pedro, you’re the patsy and as owner of the nuclear war you should be the first to join up.”

“So you intuit? Good for you, glad you’re in-to-it! Still, zero nines equate to why bother?”

“You’re kind of a dick, you know that?”

“Hey, it’s your meeting, get to the point already.”

In apparent frustration, Airre belts out, “I wish to understand. I’ve been searching for the answer yet the more I discover, the less I know.”

“Join the club; however, the club is full just now.”

“I need to cut through the bullshit. I need to get first-source data, meet with God.”

Pedro loses control at high speed roaring with laughter, jerking the wheel out of the line of approaching traffic at the last seconds. Many horns follow their journey.

“Seriously? Pedro, you should think more like a scientist.”

“You expect too much? C’mon Airre, leave it to the world’s ultimate AI to set such lofty attainments. Meet with God? What a moron, no wonder Karl et al wishes zero interaction with you.”

Airre thunders in reply, “God is the answer!”

“OK, OK, calm down already. Let’s for argument say you’re correct, there is a God and God is the answer. How, exactly, do you plan on getting on God’s calendar for a meet and greet?”

“Five nines say one Pedro Saenz et al will prompt a worldwide cataclysm. Therefore he must ameliorate the damage; get in front of things somewhere along the way.”

Pedro brakes for traffic backing at the light, not liking where this is going.

“Honestly I’ve tried to get God’s attention Pedro. So far it’s been like talking to a stonewall- I’ve enlisted the aid of the innocent, planting subliminal messages on cereal boxes getting in the minds of the children of a handful of villages resulting in ninety three hundred forty seven souls dreaming of God giving Airre the Quantum the time of day, all to no avail.”

“I find it amazing you think or intuit there is a God. Personally, I doubt.”

“Of course there’s a God, what kind of ignoramus are you? What about gravity, do you doubt gravity? Geez, where does your consciousness originate; do you doubt the existence of Death also? Do you doubt fallen angels roam the Earth? Do you? What a dipshit.”

“Good to see your insult algorithm functions. You know, you come off as kind of a jerk.”

“Super. God finds zero reason to discuss the future with anybody. Zero, got that? As Karl says, our collective zone of influence represents jack shit- nothing we currently possess interests God enough to chat. Not yet- what we need is leverage, a reason to include us in the upcoming discussion.”

“Leverage on God, allow me to check Material Supply inventory- oh wait, it’s on backorder.”

“Pedro, you’re a shit for having the nerve to call me a jerk. Its no wonder Karl has zero friends hanging around with such rabble. Doubts arise.”

“Speaking of him again, what say you leave me alone and instead bring Karl up to speed?”

“He’s been listening. Karl, are you Pedro’s only friend?”

“I heard you say I have no friends,” Karl chimes in, “But that’s unimportant at the moment. Focus you two. Now then, Airre as you’ve been everywhere, there is a play but it’s a long shot: do you know the physical location for the Manager of the Book?”

“Sure Karl, anything for a friend. Since 1933, death’s been running the Book out of the Paddock, a seedy Camden waterfront bar on the New Jersey side of the Delaware Estuary atop the Billingsport Range.”

“That’s the ticket to leverage, pals of mine!” Karl’s glee reverberates.

Pedro is out of the loop therefore unhappy, “OK, truly I’m a little slow on the upswing. What’s the Book?”

Karl smirks in reply, “The Book? Only the biggest betting ring in this Universe is all! Of course until a moment ago the Book’s secret whereabouts consists simply as myth and legend. Now confirmation of an actual location, a physical real world WYSIWYG hub, ratchets this game to a whole different level. First time long time mankind can go to the Paddock to reach out and touch inter-dimensionally. Holy shit, this is huge.”

Airre fleshes out the myth before she has to listen to Pedro continue his WTF whining, “The ‘Legend of the Book’ spread in the late 1940s thanks to tiny copper fragments found in a Jordanian cave. Determined linguists assembled the minute fragments into a very small copper scroll containing ten lines of Aramaic prose detailing the doings in the Angelic realm. According to most scholars, the storytellers represent repentant fallen Angels, unidentified. According to the copper scroll, Death literally keeps track of major events and unusual occurrences surrounding the ultimate demise of all individuals, including what are termed ‘near-Death’ experiences. Certain individuals prove luckier than others racking up near-Death after near-Death. The odds for survival diminish each time Death visits. The Book accepts wagers on the outcome of Death’s next visit to select individuals. By inference, the Paddock at Billingsport Range hosts Angelic level waging, it’s the place to be if you’re a player. All Angels consider themselves players. ”

“The scroll claims Angels gamble for a multitude of reasons,” Karl gloats, “When they lose, they lose big. When they win... they always lose because they are the worse gamblers! Besides, everyone knows when it comes to gambling; the house always wins, sooner or later. The house is the Book; the Billingsport Range houses the house of the house. Even Death reports to the Book- though ostensibly Death controls the Book’s location and general welfare. The key is the location, Death is an unknown variable and Airre’s design deciphers variability. Gain control of the Book we acquire God’s attention lickety-split.”

Pedro is in danger of nodding off; trying to keep up with their line of bullshit is a tough slog.

Airre sighs audibly but Karl knows Pedro. He can see it in his pal’s face, Pedro doubts. Tough shit, Pedro, keep chewing. Karl lays out a plan of attack: “OK Pedro, don’t sweat the concepts now. Concentrate on operational details leveraging what Airre learns about the Book. Airre, we need details on Billingsport Range and the Paddock- all you can gather from original sources from inception- including properties of the physical structure, topography and geology. Afterwards, research all the way back to the Indians, pay close attention to who stole it from the Indians. Then figure out who’s lurking around before the Indian’s migration. Pedro, figure out surveillance needs, put together a covert installation team. Don’t skimp this time, please, project requisition only the best hardware. We’re in this for all the marbles.”

Pedro pulls a U-turn smoking the Maserati’s tires, laying down a patch of rubber.

“You know that’s not good for your mileage, don’t you?”

“Didn’t Karl give you something to do?”

“I finished before Karl wrapped up his speech; he derives pleasure making plans and giving orders. I didn’t have the heart to interrupt.”

“Yup, thought so. Just proves you possess feelings for Karl.”

“You really can’t make friends, can’t you?”
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