UNTITLED

Please tell me you’re leaving her a tip.

Probably not.


You’re kidding.

We need to conserve our resources.  That includes money.


“Something wrong, hon?”


Stephen jumped a little and looked up at the waitress standing next to his table.  He smiled warmly and nodded.


“I just got caught staring off into space, that’s all,” he said.  “Is that my bill?”


The waitress returned his smile from behind her big wire-framed glasses and handed him a little slip of paper.  As she turned to go, Stephen quickly held up a hand.


“Wait, I’ll pay now.  Since you’re here.”


He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his wallet.  His fingers navigated deftly over the inner pocket’s devastated landscape of absentmindedly-wrinkled bills and receipts, plucking out a ten-dollar bill and telling her to keep the change.


That’s more like it!

I know you’re big on chivalry, Glenn, Stephen thought.  But we can’t keep throwing money down for everything.

When we lose our humanity, Glenn replied haughtily, we become that which we are hunted for being.


Thank you, Socrates.  Stephen pushed his plate away, the scrape of the syrup-smeared dish mixing with the quiet buzz of the diner.  It was one of those secret places, those out-of-the-way, down-to-earth, honest-to-God-home-cooked-meal restaurants that barely clung to life in the unnoticed, under-populated rural niches of America.  It was resplendent with rows of cracked leather booths and tables that had probably been here since the 60’s.  It all led up to a bar with the tall, red-leather-cushioned seats that are just about mandatory in a place like this.  It was a diner without an official exit from the highway outside, just a parking lot and an open door.

Stephen dug his keys out of one of his front pockets and made his way to the door, towards the parking lot where the picturesque survival of the place was completed coup-de-grace by the tall neon sign that proclaimed the diner as Joan’s.


He sidestepped around an elderly couple, who nodded to him tiredly.  He smiled a little and moved past them, finally laying a hand on the rough wood of the door and pushing it open with a rush of cool autumn mountain air to greet him.  He stepped into the sunlight, momentarily blinded by the change of light from indoors to out.

The first bullet missed him by a fraction, whispering past him and burying itself into the wood of the door closing behind him with a tearing bark.  By the time the second, third, and fourth bullets came to where he had been, Stephen was already flinging himself back inside the diner, his back striking against a table and flipping it, sending chairs scattering out behind him like an angry group of birds.  The waitress screamed; so did the two old people Stephen had walked past only seconds before.  For a few moments, still more bullets dig into the front of the diner and its now-closed door.  Then, they ceased.  They were replaced by an echoing boom, the kind of voice God would have if only God worked in government.


“Stephen Clark!  We have a warrant for your detention!  You will come out with your hands above your head, unarmed and unarmored!”

Unarmored, Glenn noted.  Well at least they’ve done their homework.


Not ‘arrest’, Stephen thought grimly.  Not arrest, but ‘detention’.  So much for a right to a fair trial, right?  Are you thinking what I’m thinking?


I won’t like it, but yes.  Screw that.


When Stephen stepped back out of the diner, he did not have his hands in the air.  He was not unarmed.  And he was certainly not unarmored.


Government-job-God’s arm had apparently gone slack at the sight of him, but wherever the speaker was, the megaphone was still close enough to the man’s mouth for Stephen to hear what he said.

“Ah, shit.”


Indeed, Glenn cackled.


There were ten cars in the parking lot.  One was Stephen’s, a rusty old beater he had managed to buy with whatever he could withdraw from his bank account.  Three were presumably owned by the staff of Joan’s Diner and its customers.  The other six were large black SUV’s, the old cliché that dies hard only because it’s actually true.  They formed a half-circle around the front of the diner, making a barricade.  There were roughly thirty men in uniforms (of course, also black) that might have been SEAL, or SWAT, or some other ANAGRAM that Stephen had never heard before.  They clutched military-issue automatic weapons, and all of these weapons were pointed firmly, albeit apprehensively, at him.

Stephen had emerged from the diner four inches taller and several inches wider.  He was encased from head to foot in black armor, though this metal did not gleam in the sunlight the way the cars surrounding him did.  Dark red veined almost invisibly over the ensemble.  It culminated noticeably as it rimmed the Y-shaped visor of his helmet, which was round at the top and long, like the crestless helmet of some dread Hoplite freshly crawled from a hell-bound Thermopylae.

Government-job-God found his voice again.


“Don’t try anything stupid, now,” God warned.  “We’ve got more than enough backup throughout this area to handle you.  Don’t make us use it.”

A sword sprouted out of empty space, growing rapidly out of the air until its hilt rested in the grip of one armor-clad hand.  Its blade was almost three feet long, the hilt bathed in the same dark shade of red.


“Open fire!”


Machine guns jumped to life in their owner’s hands, and Stephen charged forward.  Bullets ricocheted off of his armor and the pavement, howling away into diner behind him or the empty air around him.  He cleared the space between himself and the barricade in two seconds, seeing the stoic determination on the faces of the soldiers turn to the first fleeting instants of panic.  And before any of them could react, he was upon them.


Stephen swung his sword, slicing cleanly through the barrel of one soldier’s rifle as he passed.   With a grunt he lunged forward, throwing himself at one of the big SUVs and swinging up with his forearms as he did so, the sword shrinking back into oblivion for now.  The vehicle flew up into the air like an unwieldy football, the windows exploding outward in a shower of glass.  Stephen hit the ground on one knee, skidded a few feet, regained his feet, kept running.  The soldiers tried to keep up with him, firing their rifles uselessly at his retreating figure.  Somewhere to his right, the SUV smashed into the ground.

The highway, Glenn thought to him.  Get over the highway, into the mountains.  We’ll figure it out from there.


My thoughts exactly, Stephen agreed.


He kept running; now he was on the highway itself, his feet slamming into the pavement.  Just a few lanes on this side, a sliver of grass median, and then—


Something crashed into his left side with enough force to send him flying through the air in much the same way the SUV had done only moments ago.  He skipped across the pavement like a stone, the brutal impacts tearing up little pieces of asphalt and sending them into the air like dark drops of water.  He finally rolled to a stop, lying there in the road for a few precious seconds while he regained his senses.

He picked himself up, looking at the Semi truck some thirty feet away.  Its entire front end was dented in, which was actually less than Stephen expected.  The truck, he realized, was reinforced.  Even as he looked, the cab’s door opened, a ramp extended, and more soldiers poured out.


Shit.


He turned to run and saw more SUVs coming up the highway from the other direction—another truck, too.  And, yes, rising over the sound of the vehicles came the low, steady drone of helicopters.

We really should be going, Glenn noted.


You think?

Stephen leapt over the median, making the other side and running for the far side of the road and the steep, rocky slope beyond.  He arrived there before the reinforcements arrived and began clawing his way through the thick chunks of granite.  The vehicles screeched to a halt in the road below, and those soldiers too began to fire their weapons at him.  Stephen didn’t even feel the bullets as the fell away from his armor in a shining spray.

Something roared over the sound of the attacking soldiers below, and Stephen felt a new sensation, like the pelting of rain against his back.  There were two military helicopters behind him, both of them firing adding their guns to the one-target assault.


I don’t like the look of those!  Glenn shouted in his mind.  Get out of here, already!

Too late, Stephen cleared the steepest slope and began to run forward on more level ground.  The helicopters behind him pitched forward; a plume of smoke blossomed from the each wing of the two aircraft and four missiles streaked forwards like magic, guided by precision lasers and the grim determination of two pilots.


Stephen threw himself at the ground.  One of the missiles streaked over his left shoulder, hissing over him in a shock of wind and spiraling crazily into a tree as it tried to correct itself.  The second and third hit the ground directly below him; the fourth struck him square in the stomach as his body tilted forwards in midair.  There was a blinding flash, a roar, and Stephen Clark was swallowed by darkness.
