INAZUMA
by Mike Oliveri
 
        Dan intended to blow his wife's brains out the moment she walked through the front door. For two hours he sat in darkness, the pistol heavy and alien in his hand, but she never showed.
        “God damn it.”
        He wiped his palms on his jeans and used the fringe of his t-shirt to dry the pistol's plastic grips, then pulled the cell phone out of his pocket. It was a cheap, pre-paid P.O.S., but it came with the pistol. He keyed in a phone number and tapped out a text message:
        She's a no show. What do I do?
        He walked to the window and peered outside. The heavy rain smeared his view of the empty driveway, but there was no sign of that damnable lightning.
        The phone tickled his hand. He flipped it open and read the incoming message.
        standby plz
        Dan frowned and snapped the phone shut.
        Headlights washed across the curtains. A jolt shot through his chest and he dropped the phone as he leapt back into position beside the TV. The door would open toward him, and he'd be off her right side as she entered, giving him a second to take a shot before she spotted him. 
        The phone buzzed on the floor, and its tiny green LED winked at him. He ignored it as his heart thundered in his chest. He forced himself to breathe. Any second now her keys would hit the door knob. 
        Any second now...
        Dan licked a trickle of sweat off his upper lip. It didn't take this long to come up the walk from the driveway, and she had no reason to go around to the back door. What in the hell could be taking her so long? He kept the pistol trained on the door as he sidestepped across the living room and back to the window. 
        The rain fell on an empty driveway.
        He let out a long sigh and picked up the phone. Another text message:
        new intel shes running late but on way hang in there
        It took him a second to parse the message, and he questioned the wisdom of putting his life in the hands of someone who didn't have a grasp on basic grammar. He shoved the phone in his pocket and wiped his brow on his sleeve. A pressure settled into his bladder, but he didn't dare walk down the hall to the bathroom in case Charlotte arrived.
        Lightning flickered softly through the window. Dan started counting: one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand. The thunder rumbled when he hit nine. He grabbed the phone and thumbed out a text message.
        Storm coming. Approx 2 miles out. What do I do?
        He watched the screen dim. Seconds later, it lit back up and he opened the response.
        stay inside haha
        Dan tapped out Fuck you!, then thought better of it and backed out the message.
        Why did it have to storm tonight?
        This all started with lightning four months ago. 
        Dan and his wife went to a baseball game, and a storm rolled in over the stadium. When the lightning started, the ushers chased the fans out of the metal grandstands. The press of bodies in the lower decks and the steam of their breath was too much for Charlotte, though, and she stepped back out to get some fresh air. One moment she was standing in the archway, the next she was sprawled on the floor. The thunderclap left Dan's ears ringing and he made his way down the narrow corridor on shaking legs. He could barely hear his own voice screaming for help as he patted out the flames on Charlotte's shirt.
        Dan sat on the couch and set the gun on the cushion beside him. He cracked his knuckles and flexed his fingers. “Hurry the hell up, bitch.”
        The phone buzzed.
        eta ten minutes the text said.
        Thunder rumbled overhead.
        Dan took a deep breath to suppress a new wave of jitters. He decided he should take that piss after all, and he tucked the pistol into the back of his waistband. It only took a moment to relieve himself, but it felt like a long time. He shook off, zipped, flushed, and ran back to the living room to check the window. 
        A bright flash of lightning lit up the sky, but there was no sign of his wife.
        Not that he still thought of her that way. It didn't matter what the doctors said: as far as he was concerned, Charlotte Gant died the instant that lightning struck her. The paramedics got her breathing again, and the doctors stabilized her, but she was out of it for three days. A neurologist showed him stacks of EEG readings and made positive noises about her recovery, but she was never the same after she woke up.
        He chalked it up to trauma at first. She turned cold and distant, and he assumed the near-death experience had scrambled her brain. A week went by, then two, with no change. Dan questioned the neurologist about it at the follow-up exam at four weeks, and the doctor shrugged his shoulders and suggested he give her more time.
        Meanwhile she obsessed over the news, often sitting in front of the television for hours at a stretch with a laptop and a stack of newspapers at her side. It didn't make him feel any better when he opened her laptop one night and discovered she had scrubbed her web browser's history before shutting down.
        Dan checked his watch. Eight minutes to go. He sat on the edge of the couch and caught himself fidgeting, his leg shaking so hard it rattled the lamp on the end table. He stilled his knee with his palm. Charlotte used to do the same thing to him in bed: he'd shake his leg before falling asleep, and she'd reach over and grab his knee. Sometimes it was firm, sometimes it was playful.
        Sometimes it led to sex.
        Jesus, the sex...
        He didn't try to make love with her until six weeks after the lightning strike. It was a Saturday, and she crawled into bed at 1:23am. He didn't say anything, just rolled over to her, kissed her behind the ear and cupped her breast.
        “What are you doing?” she asked.
        He paused, but only for a second. Her nipple stiffened against his palm, so he whispered “What's it feel like I'm doing?”
        “You want to make love.” Cold. Matter-of-fact.
        “It has been a while, baby. I thought it might make you feel better.”
        “Very well.”
        Her enthusiasm didn't exactly fill him with vigor, but he kissed her some more, then climbed on top of her. She spread her legs for him, but otherwise showed little interest in his performance. Her hands remained at her side the whole time, and he looked down at her as he came, only to find her staring at him with a blank expression.
        “Jesus, Charlotte! What's the matter with you!”
        His words should have stung. In fact, he wanted them to, thinking they might snap her out of whatever fugue the lightning had left her in.
        “I feel fine,” she said. A simple assessment of herself, nothing more.
        Dan slept on the couch the rest of that week.
        With two minutes to go, he hurried through the kitchen and double-checked the chain on the back door. No way she was sneaking in that way, so he trotted back to his post in the living room and stole occasional glances at the clock while he watched the window. Any moment now. He probed the pistol's safety with his thumb.
        Ready to rock. 
        The phone's vibration made him jump, but he stifled a yelp. He flipped open the display.
        don't freak out huntleys dead
        Who the fuck was Huntley? 
        Oh, Micah, right. Guy had it easy, was only supposed to shoot his old boss.
        What happened? Dan texted back. What about the plan?
        standby
        If the fucker had been standing in front of him, Dan would have strangled him. 
        Maybe his first assessment of the guy as a nut had been right after all. Dan was finishing a lunchtime coffee in a street café when a scruffy kid jumped the fence and crashed down in the chair across from him. His wild hair hung past his wide, wild eyes, and his faded leather jacket stank of stale sweat and cigarettes.
        “What do you think you're doing?” Dan demanded.
        “You're Dan Gant.”
        “Do I know you?”
        “You'll want to.”
        The waiter appeared at their side. “Sir! You're disturbing our customers! You'll have to leave!”
        “Call a cop,” the punk sneered. “I'll be gone before they get here.”
        The waiter reeled, blinked, then stormed off.
        “As I was saying, you'll want to.” The punk pushed a battered and stained manila folder across the table. Dan had to lift his coffee before it toppled and spilled all over his lap, but he could see the folder was stuffed with papers and photographs. “You need to read this. Find some quiet time, read it alone.”
        Dan opened the front flap and chuckled when he saw the first page was a hastily-scrawled note on hotel stationery. “Look, kid, I don't know who you think I am, but I work in insurance. I handle risk assessments, not screenplays.”
        “I'm not here about you, I'm here about your wife, Charlotte.”
        Dan's fingers curled into tight fists. “You best be careful, asshole.”
        “She got struck by lightning, yes?”
        “Congratulations, you've read a newspaper in the past couple months.”
        “Her personality changed. You hardly know her anymore. You're married to a soulless husk more interested in the news than you, and she suddenly changed jobs.”
        Dan blinked. “Wait, what? Changed jobs? Charlotte's a legal secretary, been working for the same firm since before we started dating.”
        “Oh, you didn't know? I suggest you have a conversation with her. Maybe she'll fess up...”
        Dan jumped to his feet. “What do you mean maybe? Who the hell are you, anyway? Are you spying on us?”
        A distant siren wailed. The punk stood, then climbed onto his chair. Dan took a step back and brought his hands up, ready for a fight.
        “Talk to her, Dan. Read those papers. When you're ready, my phone number's in the back.” The punk hopped over the fence, waved goodbye, and sprinted down the street.
        Dan hefted the folder. Against his better judgement, he stuffed it into his messenger bag beside his company laptop.
        Headlights crossed the window, snapping him back to the present. Dan looked out in time to see a car drive down the street. Was that Charlotte's blue Volvo or was he just seeing things? Was it really blue, or just a trick of the light? A brilliant arc of lightning ripped across the sky.
        “Shit.” Dan thumbed in a hasty text. whats happening???
        He waited. Whether that car was Charlotte's or not, she was overdue, even by the new schedule. The group – six of them in all – were supposed to meet on the other side of town in less than an hour. Had the rest of them pulled off their jobs? What happened to Huntley?
        “C'mon, you prick.” The plastic phone squeaked in his grip.
        Goddamn loon.
        Goddamn Charlotte. Dan had confronted her about her job that very night.
        “I called your office today. They said you quit a month ago.”
        “That's right,” she replied. Her eyes remained locked on Wolf Blitzer.
        “Where have you been going every day?”
        “Work.”
        Dan stormed across the living room and turned off the television. “Damn it, Charlotte, where?” 
        “Inazuma Solutions.”
        “And they do... what?”
        “Whatever it takes.”
        “Are you being obtuse or did that fucking lightning scramble your brains that bad? I'm asking you simple questions, Charlotte, and I'd appreciate some straight answers!”
        “I don't understand.”
        Dan shouted and punched the wall, leaving a fist-sized dent in the drywall. “Don't you think you should have talked to me before you changed jobs? I'm still your husband, aren't I?”
        Charlotte smiled sweetly, with her mouth but not her eyes. “Of course you are, dear.”
        Dan took two steps back from her. The fine hair on the back of his neck stood up. She watched him leave the room, and as he slammed his office door he heard the TV come back on. Maybe he could call the neurologist in the morning, see if he could recommend a good shrink. He had to move his messenger bag to sit in his chair, and he remembered the manila folder. He pulled it out of the bag, set it on the desk, and started to read.
        A brilliant flash lit up the sky. Thunder rattled the pane in front of him. A pair of headlights appeared down the street to his right, and he craned his neck to see them. The vehicle, either a van or a small pickup, rolled slowly up the street. It pulled to the curb and stopped behind Dan's little black Chevy rental, parked just two doors down. The van's headlights dimmed, but nobody got out.
        “What is this now?” Dan's fist tightened around the pistol grip.
        The seconds ticked by and still nobody got out of the van. Maybe they were lost, he thought. Or maybe they were picking somebody up. Maybe it was just coincidence they pulled up behind his car. 
        Fat chance. The manila folder had been full of things that most people would chalk up as coincidence, but someone had tied them all together in a vast web resembling something out of a conspiracy theorist's wet dream. Part of it were clippings from newspapers and magazines spanning the last two presidential elections, Iraq and Iran, North Korea, Hugo Chavez, and of course 9/11, including an alleged image of Satan in the smoke from the towers. There were financial clippings about Bear Stearns, AIG, even Enron, all covered with complex formulas he vaguely recognized from his economics classes. There were pictures of babies with deformities ranging from flippers to swollen heads to misshapen limbs. There were articles about global warming, the Large Hadron Collider, and supervolcanoes under Yellowstone and Mount St. Helens. There were pictures of Nostradamus and the Mayan calendar, and several references to December 21st, 2012.
        And every bit of it had its own label, every one cross-referenced to another and to a whole page of footnotes and scribbles. Whoever had done all this either had too much time on his hands or was brilliant beyond Dan's understanding. Dan built dense risk portfolios for Fortune 500 companies with less research and evidence than this.
        As he neared the last page, he found a name circled repeatedly in red marker: Inazuma. A list of names followed, including Jacob Goldman, whom he'd later know as Micah Huntley's former boss, and, at the bottom of the list, Charlotte Gant.
        It filled him with a dread he had not felt before, nor again until he saw that van pull up behind his car. Dan, Huntley, and the rest agreed to communicate via text to keep the voice lines open for emergencies, and Dan was pretty sure this counted. He opened the phone and dialed. It connected, then rang. And rang. And rang.
        The guy always picked up by the second ring. Something was wrong.
        Or the guy was trying to figure out what happened to Huntley. That certainly qualified as an emergency. Dan figured maybe Huntley's old boss got the drop on him, but the appearance of that damned van put that all into question. 
        Voice mail picked up. The phone company's generic greeting suggested he leave a message. A beep.
        “Yeah, it's–” for fuck's sake, don't use your name! “--uhh, me. I've got a problem. A van just rolled up on my car, and I think they're looking for me. Still no sign of... her. Call me!”
        He hung up and pocketed the phone. He should just get the hell out. Run out the back door and disappear. But go where? The van was right behind the car.
        Had he been a sucker all along? The guy had been eccentric, but it's not like Charlotte helped matters any. When he got to the end of the folder, Dan called the number on the last page.
        Two rings, then “Hi, Dan. I was hoping you'd call.” It was the middle of the night, but the guy sounded wide awake.
        “What is all this?”
        “The end of the world, unless we do something about it.”
        Dan had locked himself in the bathroom to make the call. His stomach churned and he opened the toilet in case he had to puke. “How is all this possible?”
        “It's the lightning, Dan. Inazuma. They've all been struck and it's changed them all. The list I gave you is just the local players. There are key figures in place all over the world. Regular people like you and me, but altered to pull the strings and push the buttons, setting off a chain of events that will end it all.”
        “But damn it, how?! Lightning can't do all that!”
        “Can't it? We've treated lunacy with electroshock therapy for 70 years. If a few hundred volts can reprogram mental patients, think about what millions of volts can do! If it can reprogram primitive amino acids to self-assemble into the building blocks of life, why couldn't it reconfigure the pathways in your wife's brain, itself just a mass of gray gunk wired for electricity?”
        “Why now? Why this way? It doesn't make sense!”
        “It doesn't have to. Just ask your wife – she's a cog in a machine, nothing more. I'll be in touch.”
        The guy hung up. 
        The next morning, Dan sat across from his wife as she wore her favorite pencil skirt and pumps and ate her Cheerios. 
        “Why are you doing this?” he asked her.
        “Doing what?”
        “What you do for Inazuma. The job change. All of it.”
        “I am a cog in a machine, Daniel.” She flashed that sweet, insincere smile.
        Dan shook off the memory. Show me that fucking smile now, he thought. I've got a bullet for it. 
        Still nothing from the van. He thought he could make out two figures in the front seats, but it could also be artifacts of the lightning and windshield glare.
        Screw the rental. By the time the cops picked it up, he'd be gone. He hadn't shot anyone yet, so all he had to do was take the cash and bail to another state and hide out for a while. Let the others slip down to Mexico on their own and deal with the dysentery and diarrhea and live out their lives as fugitives. He could divorce Charlotte and start fresh, and do his best to forget about this whole crazy conspiracy.
        A blue Volvo pulled into the drive. The door opened and Charlotte climbed out. 
        Shit shit shit. Dan paced the living room for a moment. Maybe he tells her this is it. He could tell her he's packed his stuff and he's getting out, that he doesn't trust her anymore and he needs some time. She's so out of it she probably wouldn't even care. He'd be shocked if she even remembered him after a couple of days, much less miss him.
        She stood in the yard and looked up the street. Dan followed her gaze. In the flash of lightning he could see four men in black clothing climb out of the van. They cut across the street straight for the house.
        “Oh fuck me...”
        Dan bolted through the house and to the back door. He unlocked the chain and opened the deadbolt, then threw open the door and took a step into the rain.
        A flash blinded him and an explosion knocked him on his ass. He felt the kitchen tile beneath him, but his eyes couldn't focus. He tried to sit up but had a tough time drawing breath, and a sharp pain shot through his gut. 
        Oh God the lightning!
        He pressed a palm to his stomach. It felt sticky and wet. His eyes finally focused and he saw dark fluid all over his hands. A flash of lightning revealed it as dark red fluid. Two legs clad in black pants and boots stepped over the threshold, and he looked up in time to see a large man raising a pistol.
        Dan rocked back as the shot came. The bullet went high and struck the floor just above his head. He still had his own pistol in his hand, and he started shooting. The man jerked twice and toppled over backwards. He hit the back steps with a thud and slid down to the patio.
        The front door opened and Dan heard steps in the living room. He discouraged them with two shots through the kitchen door. The footsteps stopped short.
        “Dan? Is that you?” Charlotte.
        “Stay away from me!” Dan tasted copper in his throat.
        “It's over, Dan. Your friends are dead.”
        He kept the pistol aimed at the door. Just show that pretty face, he thought. His left hand trembled as he dug in his pocket. A fresh wave of pain wracked his gut and he almost dropped the gun. He held on as he flipped open the phone.
        The display flashed and the phone buzzed in his hand. He thumbed to the incoming text message. 
        Suddenly it was too heavy to hold. His hand hit the floor and the phone tumbled across the tile. The gun landed in his lap. 
        One of the men from the van peered around the corner. He nodded toward Dan, then Charlotte appeared. She looked him over, then strode across the kitchen. Her heels clacked on the ceramic tile, and she crouched down in the spreading pool of Dan's blood. His eyelids felt heavy, but he watched her pick up the phone and read the display. She smiled, and for the first time in months it felt like the real thing. 
        Charlotte turned the display toward Dan. He read the text message as his vision failed.
        i am a cog in a machine. this world will end in fire.
 
 
THE END
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