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Tina looked at the cursor as it blinked on the blank, white screen of her laptop. Nothing seemed to pop into her mind at the moment to write about. She just needed to write a short essay about her favorite thing to do in her spare time, but the inspiration was not there.

She was much smarter than most of the kids her age. At twelve years old, she was already beyond her years in knowledge and common sense. She felt like the project should be something more difficult than what one does in their spare time. Maybe she would write about how most kids, and people in general, simply wasted time doing things that were unconstructive.

She looked up from the laptop and glanced around the room. Five hexagonal shaped tables filled the room along with the desk of the teacher. The walls were filled with typical middle-school posters and plaques; a picture of Shakespeare, a poster of Stephen King and a plaque that the teacher had won for some sort of writing award. Tina didn’t care. This English class was basically a joke to her. 

Most of her classmates sat around the room diligently typing on their own computers. Except for Johnny who sat across from Tina at her assigned table. Johnny was always trying to get her attention. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the teacher wasn’t paying attention, and then he made one of his strange faces, sucked in a gasp of air and waited to see if he would get a response from Tina. The fool boy was always trying to find ways to make her laugh. She found him rather annoying.

She gave him a dirty look and refocused on her laptop. She began to type and just let the words flow naturally. She wrote about how she liked spending time in nature. How she liked observing life unfolding outside of humanity. How it was raw and instinctive, and most people missed the splendor of creation as they went about their daily routines. 

She probably wrote more than was needed, but once she started, she needed to get it out so that the result was satisfactory to her.

She had a strange connection to nature in general. Maybe it was something more in connection with the planet itself. She had this feeling, something deep down inside her; something that felt outside of her normal thoughts. It had always been there, but she had begun to notice it more and more.

When the bell rang, she closed her laptop and headed out into the hall. She walked toward her locker through the crowded hall. She hoped Johnny wasn’t following her.

The locker was sort of a joke, the thing was barely large enough to put anything inside. Still, she wasn’t planning on taking her laptop home and she didn’t really care if the thing got stolen. She didn’t feel like lugging it around today.

As she approached her locker, three girls stood blocking her path.

“Hey, Morthena,” said Cindy Adler. A rather tall, thin, athletic girl that thought she was cooler than everyone else. Cindy had it out for Tina ever since Tina corrected her in science class in front of the entire class. It wasn’t one of Tina’s better moments, but Cindy just wasn’t asking the question the right way. Tina took it upon herself to explain what Cindy meant, in her typical condescending way. Cindy never liked Tina after that.

“That’s not my name,” said Tina.

“Actually, it is. We’ve all heard the teachers say your real name.”

“I don’t care what they say. My name is Tina. So, if you have something to say to me, you can address me by my real name or you can simply expect to not get a response.”

Cindy narrowed her eyes, but she knew better than to get into a verbal spat with Tina. “Whatever. Come on, girls. We have practice.” The three girls turned to leave. Cindy turned back around before she walked away. “See ya later, Morthena.”

Cindy was probably not smart enough to say much more other than simply razzing Tina about her real name, but it still got under Tina’s skin. She hated that name. She couldn’t believe that her parents actually came up with something as awful as that.

She waited until the girls were gone. She then reached up to her mouth and casually spit the gum she was chewing into her hand. Making sure not to get noticed, she smeared the gum across the combination lock of Cindy’s locker.

Have fun getting into your locker next time, bitch. Hope it was worth it to call me names.

Tina headed out of school and began her journey home. She wasn’t in any hurry to get there. Her dead-beat dad never came around anymore, and her mother was probably off smoking weed with her new loser boyfriend that she met at the bar where she worked. Flavor of the month, she thought.

Tina headed toward her spot in the woods where she liked to spend time. It was a simple, secluded spot that she often visited after school. It was a place for her to unwind and think; where nobody would bother her.

She reached the old stump that was little more than a quarter mile into the forest. She sat down on the flat part of the stump that formed a natural chair and leaned back taking a deep breath. She felt most relaxed in this very spot. The green forest that surrounded her made her feel safe.

She reached down into a small hole in the stump and felt around. The moist forest floor didn’t bother her as she felt around inside the hole. She felt a smooth surface and she pulled out a small, leather-bound journal wrapped in plastic. She freed the journal from its protective outer casing and unstrapped the pencil on the side. She scribbled a few notes on the page, marked the date and then jotted down that a storm was heading her way.

She always knew when it was going to rain. In fact, she always knew whenever anything would change in the weather. It was somehow connected to that deep-down feeling she had when it came to nature.

Maybe she should become a weatherwoman when she grew up. Nah, probably not, she thought. To many people to be around.

She sat back into the throne-like stump and listened to the sounds of the forest.

It was on that day, at that moment, that she first saw him. The boy.

He must have been out wandering through the forest. She saw him through the trees. Walking along by himself. He had a stick in his hand that he used as a walking-stick. He was whistling some kind of tune. 

He was average for a boy around her age, brown hair, thin and slightly tall. She knew everyone at the school, but she had never seen this boy before. He must be new, she thought.

The boy didn’t notice her. She kept quiet and watched him pass by, no more than twenty paces away.

The boy shuffled along slowly, whistling his tune. Maybe there was a trail over where he walked that she hadn’t noticed. Whatever, he didn’t seem to have any trouble navigating the forest. 

She watched him walk away until she couldn’t see him anymore. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. That was totally unusual for her. She didn’t really like people, but this boy intrigued her for some reason. 

She sat on the stump for a short time longer making sure the boy was gone. She didn’t want to be noticed out here in the middle of the woods by herself. Once she felt it was safe to leave, she set out for home.

The small house was empty as usual. Some pots and pans lay in the sink and a few dirty plates sat on the counter. The late afternoon sun shone through the window in the kitchen, coloring the unkept area in reflective light.

Tina swept through the area and headed straight for her room. She skipped past the dirty sweatshirt and pair of pants on the floor of the hall.

She flicked on the light switch and pulled her backpack from her shoulders. She tossed it lightly on to her bed as she noticed the comforting green shape of the stuffed figure resting quietly in the corner of the room.

Her best friend in the whole world was a simple stuffed animal named Blanka. It was a character from an older video game called Street Fighter. Blanka was an ape-like beast with green skin and tall bushy red hair on his head and a patch of red fur on his chest. The character in the video game was a ferocious, beast-like, close combat fighter, but the stuffed animal version was rather whimsical.

Tina spoke to Blanka as if he were a real person. She told him about her encounter with the boy in the woods. It wasn’t actually an encounter, more like a sighting. But she told Blanka about the strange feeling she got from seeing the boy. There was just something about him that she didn’t get. She continued to talk to her stuffed friend about her day as she always did, but the boy seemed to be stuck in the back of her mind.

It wasn’t until several days later that she saw him again. 

She was at school, and it was early in the day. She walked into the language arts room and headed toward her desk. The first thing that caught her eye was the strange kid, Phillip Janko, sitting near the window. He was weird to begin with, staring at people for uncomfortable amounts of time and saying inappropriate things. Today he looked even weirder. He was sweaty. As if he had just finished running a few miles. His long, greasy, unkept hair was pulled back into a bun of sorts. Not sure what was going on there, but it was unusual. 

The weirdo had caught her attention first, but then she noticed the empty desk just to the right of where she sat. A boy sat at the desk. 

It was him. The one from the forest.

She breezed past him trying not to stare and slipped into her desk.

The boy turned to his left and smiled at her. 

It wasn’t a smile like any other kid her age. It was as if he knew her. Like they were old friends, and he was happy to see her again.

“Hey there,” he said. “I’m Lleyton.”

Tina forced a smile back, but didn’t speak. The words just weren’t there. Which was very foreign to her. She always had something to say.

He kept smiling, blinked once, and then turned back around as if he had expected her response.

Class began as usual, and the teacher had just written a question about the book they were reading on the overhead display. He stood up and moved to the front of the class as he did every day, but that’s when Phillip stood up also.

The boy was shaking and his breathing was heavy. “I’m done with this shit, and I’m done with all of you people,” he said in a voice that would haunt Tina for years to come.

He reached into his baggy, worn jeans and pulled out a revolver.

Before the teacher could act, Phillip had squeezed the trigger.

The teacher’s eye exploded, leaving a gory red hole in its place. He crumpled to the ground.

Tina was in complete shock. It had happened so fast, that she was totally caught off guard.

The next few seconds happened in slow motion.

A shriek from one of her classmates erupted behind her.

Phillip swung his arm around and picked another target. Seemingly at random.

The bullet tore through Johnny’s head spraying the kid next to him in dark red blood droplets.

Phillip fired again hitting Cindy’s friend Katie in the shoulder.

He fired a fourth time, but missed his mark. But the fifth round found its place in Timmy’s leg near the back of the room.

He then swung his arm around and pointed the gun at Tina.

She would certainly have died that day if the new boy named Lleyton hadn’t shoved her to the side.

She didn’t know how, but he had gotten out of his desk, and pushed her out of her desk just before the bullet was fired.

She lay on the ground and looked back up at the shooter. He was already reaching into his pocket for more bullets. He was obviously good at reloading, because the gun was already open and waiting to receive more ammo.

“Throw it!” yelled Lleyton.

Tina hadn’t noticed that her hand was on top of a book that had fallen with her to the floor from her desk.

She didn’t hesitate. She knew this was life and death and the school had given her training about what to do in situations like this. She gripped the book and threw it as hard as she could at Phillip.

Her aim was either perfectly precise or lucky, because the book collided into Phillips’s hand knocking the gun into the air.

“Run!” she yelled to the class.

The kids scrambled for the door. A stampede of kids, climbed over the desks and over one another toward the door. Several more screams came from the crowd as the group of twenty or so kids fled in terror.

Tina was slow to get back up and she would certainly be bringing up the rear.

She saw Phillip scrambling for his gun that had bounced back behind the teacher’s desk. 

There were only moments to spare.

Lleyton grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the window.

“Go!” he yelled. He yanked the glass upward on its hinge and knocked the screen out of the long thin window with a quick swing of his hand.

She did as she was told and scrambled through the opening.

It was a tight fit and a larger person may not have made it out, but Tina’s slim frame fit through the gap and out into the open air.

In those few seconds, as she climbed through the window, she felt more scared than any other.

She fell to the ground five feet below and landed hard on the grass.

She pushed herself to her feet and ran as fast as she could to the corner of the building.

She rounded the edge and sprinted toward the growing crowd in the school parking lot. 

She felt the tears running down her cheeks as she ran.

Another teacher jogged toward her and Tina dove into the woman’s arms.

“You’re OK, Dear. It’s OK,” said the woman.

Only it wasn’t OK. It was terrifying.

The teacher put her arm around Tina and directed her toward the other kids in the parking lot.

“Oh my God... Are you hurt, Dear?” asked the woman.

Tina didn’t feel any pain other than maybe a bruise from the fall out of the window.

She looked at the woman who was looking down at her legs.

She looked down at herself and saw a small streak of blood trickling down her leg past the knee-length skirt on the inside of her leg.

Tina wiped a tear from her cheek and half laughed. “No. I’m OK,” she said. “I think I just got my period for the first time.”

The teacher gave her a puzzled, almost satisfied look. “Well, if that’s all it is, then we can deal with that.” She patted Tina on the back and ushered her over to sit on the curb near some other kids.

Tina thought maybe she should be embarrassed, but the only thing she could think about was what had happened to Lleyton.

The police arrived on scene quickly and Phillip was shot and killed before he did any more damage.

Tina was taken to the hospital for precautions, but she felt fine physically. She was mentally fatigued, but she felt fine otherwise. 

When the police came to ask her a few questions, she told them exactly what had happened. When she was finished telling them how she remembered the incident, she asked what had happened to Lleyton.

The officer scratched his head and looked through the sheets of paper on his clip board. “Hmm, I’m looking, but I don’t see anyone named Lleyton on the list.”

He looked up at her. “In fact, the other reports from the other kids don’t mention any new kid at all. Most of the kids say you are the hero here.” He smiled at her. “That you saved them. You should be proud of yourself. You saved lives today, young lady.”

Tina stared back at the officer in disbelief. “What?” she said.

“I mean it,” he said. “You’re a hero.”

Tina frowned. “No, that’s not what I meant. You said Lleyton wasn’t there?”

“No. Sorry, I misunderstood. But to answer that question, no, there is no one name Lleyton. Maybe I should let you get some rest. It was a hard day, I know.”

The policeman made Tina question herself. As he left the room, she stared off into space. What had happened? Was she dreaming about what had happened? Was she in shock? 

No. She was much too smart for that. She knew better. She knew what she saw. She had even heard him speak to her. The boy named Lleyton had saved her.

Hadn’t he?

​
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Snow sat by herself at the top of the AOCC Headquarters building, it was one of the best views in the city. Her legs dangled as she sat on the edge of some sort of metal box. The seating was limited, with only the parking garage behind her and the other industrial elements on the top of the building.

It was cold outside, actually freezing, but that didn’t affect her.  Her abilities allowed her to withstand much colder temperatures than normal humans. It actually felt comfortable. She knew the cold air had turned her skin blue, something that happened when she lowered her body temperature, but it didn’t matter, nobody could see her anyway. Wearing nothing but a pair of red leather pants and a cream halter top, her date was standing her up again.

As she sat alone waiting to see if he would show up, she watched the snow fall against the inky black night sky. It felt peaceful without anyone bothering her. The city twinkled below, waiting for all those snowflakes to settle over everything. She couldn’t remember ever seeing real snow like this before. It was ironic given her code name, but she had lived under a protective dome for the better part of her life and the outside elements did not play a factor. Watching the snow globe-effect around her was sort of beautiful. 

She wasn’t sure if she should be mad or if she didn’t care. Or maybe she should be happy for him. Her fiancée, George McCarthy, was now the acting president of the AOCC. He was busy all the time, and that was simply part of the job. She figured George would do a better job than that buffoon of a president, Ronaldo Huff had done. At least George showed some initiative. Still, here she sat, again, waiting for him to join her for dinner. She got tired of waiting in his office and decided to come up here where she could think.

It was an unusual time around the city. The Ferals had been repelled and the thing that threatened the city most now was the weather itself. She wondered how everyone would get along. Especially those that lived in the slums. She hated that place, but she felt sorry for the people that lived there. Even with some time to prepare, she was certain that not everyone was ready for icy winter. The Sky Canopy had made them too soft. 

She inhaled deeply, pulling the cold air into her lungs. It was a strange time in Snow’s life, it was like everything was frozen around her, even time itself. Her job had grown rather stagnant as well. Crime in the city was down across the board and she didn’t have as much to do. Sure, she had been appointed as team leader of E-Squad, but that didn’t seem to replace the thrill of action. Maybe she had gotten used to running around fighting monsters and bad guys; trying to save this city or that outside town or whatever. Maybe she missed the threat of the Ferals? No, that wasn’t it. She just needed to get back to regular life. It had only been a few months since the big battle of the city and having the past few months to reflect was a little strange.

She brushed some snow off the metal box she sat upon and exhaled. She couldn’t see her own breath like most humans. She was an Ultra, and her powers to make things cold, kept her breath from being warm. It also gave her a responsibility to use those powers to defend the city. She and a few others with special gifts were all the humans really had in the fight against the Ferals. They had won the last battle, but the war was far from over. She knew that there was more to come. The battle for the city hadn’t ended anything. The Ferals were still out there, and they would eventually return. 

Maybe that was her problem. She was feeling antsy just waiting around.

She hopped off the metal box and walked over to the edge of the building. So many lights, she thought.

She looked at her watch. It was nearly seven o’clock. She shook her head. She knew George wasn’t coming. He would have called her by now.

She grabbed the red jacket that was still sitting on the metal box and slipped it over her shoulders. She needed to find something to do. She wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted to do, but she remembered that there was a mixed martial arts fight going on tonight. It wasn’t typically her cup of tea, but what else did she have to do.

The arena was packed. Snow peeked her head inside the seating area and looked around. It wasn’t large, but it was certainly filled. Maybe it was due to the fact that they couldn’t run the virtual seating due to the power shortages. The people had to come to the site to watch the event. 

The hallways outside were more crowded than she had ever seen. It wasn’t a place that she visited frequently, but she had never seen it like this. She felt fortunate to be able to have a seat. She had of course been given a free seat. Being one of the saviors of the city had its perks.

She knew she had a little while before the action began. She figured she could even miss the first fight. The AG Fighting Association always put the lesser fighters on first. She didn’t care much about them. She didn’t care much about any of them, the fighters that is, except for one. She came here to see Jathen. Even if they weren’t on the best of terms, she still felt like she should support him. She knew he was fighting tonight. He hadn’t tested his surgically repaired shoulder since it had been operated on. The Red Feral had done a number on him, but she was sure he would make a full recovery.

She waited in line to get a drink. She wasn’t hungry and just wanted something to take the edge off. She ordered a vodka and tonic from the man behind the counter. It seemed to take longer than normal as the bartender didn’t seem to be as efficient as the typical Holo-clerk had been. However, when she took a sip of the drink, she realized she might like humans pouring the drinks better. This particular drink was rather stiff, and she wasn’t going to complain.

She made her way back to her section and found her seat. The first fight was already underway. She watched without much interest. The drink was more satisfying than the entertainment.

A man sat down next to her in the seat to the right. He draped his jacket over the back of his seat and dropped his beer into the cup holder attached to the seat in front, spilling some of the golden liquid onto the ground and nearly splashing onto Snow’s foot.

She moved her foot out of the way just in time and stared up at the man giving him a dirty look.

“Sorry, lady. I’m running kind of late. Didn’t want to miss the first fight.” He rubbed his hands together quickly, and then blew into them with his breath. “Colder than a bitch outside, you know?” He said not really talking directly to her. He plopped down in the seat and proceeded to speak to the man next to him.

They obviously knew each other, and Snow watched them interact. She had more interest in that than the fight itself. It made her feel sort of lonely, watching the two men speak, laugh and cheer.

She looked at the other people around her. Men and women all interacting with each other. They were all there with other people. They all had someone. Ironically, her man was probably the most powerful man in the city. But he wasn’t here. He was never here. Never really had been.

It wasn’t something that had ever bothered her before. She wasn’t sure why it was tonight.

The man jumped up and cheered as the combatant on the mound finished his opponent with a knockout. He hit her elbow in the process and her drink splashed onto her blouse.

The man noticed what he had done almost immediately. “Shit, I’m sorry. I can’t seem to stop spilling stuff on you. Let me get you a napkin or something.” He looked at her for the first time as the lights grew a bit brighter. “Say, do I know you? You look really familiar.”

Snow felt irritated, but she knew it was an accident. “No worries. It’s not the first drink I’ve had spilled on me. I’ll live.”

The man continued to look at her and she tried not to notice.

“I didn’t notice you at first, but you are that E-Squad lady, right? You’re Snow.”

She smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s me.”

He extended his hand. “Very nice to meet you. Name’s, Scotty. I was actually on the wall fighting alongside you, but I never got a chance to meet you in person.”

She gripped his hand lightly. “Nice to meet you, Scotty” she said.

Scotty nudged his buddy next to him. “Hey man, this is Snow sitting next to me.”

The other man leaned forward and looked over at her.

She smiled at him as well and nodded in greeting.

The other man reached his hand across Scotty to shake her hand. “It’s quite a pleasure, Ma’am. We came here to see the famous E-Squad guy fight and here we are sitting right next to one.”

She nodded again, trying to act casual. “Yes, it is wonderful to meet you both.” She leaned closer to Scotty. “Can we just keep it between us. I don’t want to cause a scene. I’m just here to watch the fight as well.”

They both responded attentively. “No problem. We understand.”

The next fight came and went and the two men seemed to pay almost as much attention to her as they did the fight. They kept looking over at her and smiling.

Finally, the man two seats down leaned back across his friend. “You know, you are actually really pretty. Would it be OK if I bought you a drink?”

Snow smiled back again. “No, thank you. I think I’ve had enough already.”

“Are you sure?” asked the man.

“Quite,” she said matter-of-factly.

They seemed to get the hint and even though she could hear Scotty snickering at his friend, they directed most of their attention toward the fights for the remainder of the evening.

It wasn’t long before the main event began. Snow was able to ignore her two admirers as she waited for Jathen to come out.

The lights dimmed, but the usual pyrotechnics were absent as the combatants made their way to the mound. Snow figured his entrance would be less extravagant, but when she saw Jathen step up onto the mound, she could see the single spotlight that shined down on him from above. His muscular features were accentuated by the lighting and the lack of fireworks made his appearance more striking.

She hadn’t really seen him much over the last few months. He had taken a leave of absence from E-Squad to have surgery and follow up with his contract with the AGFA. His hair had grown out a little more than she was used too. He looked even more ripped than she could remember, and his face held a stone-hard expression. 

Seeing him in this atmosphere was surreal. He looked good. And she had to remind herself that he was still the cocky punk that she knew all too well. But there he was, standing confidently, focused and dangerous. The other people in the crowd cheered loudly when they announced his name.

He raised his hand and played to the crowd. Snow watched the other women around her. They all loved him. He was a star out there. 

Snow had to push it all out of her mind. She knew Jathen. She knew him well. He was her friend. Wasn’t he? She wasn’t sure anymore. 

He was pissed when he found out she was engaged. Things had been a little different since then. Their friendship seemed a little rocky. As much as he annoyed her sometimes, she didn’t like having him angry with her. They had both mostly kept their distance from each other after that. But as she sat their watching these women around her lust after Jathen, she felt a little defensive, maybe a bit selfish. She didn’t like how they acted toward him. They didn’t know him like she did. What right did they have? 

She shook her head to change her thoughts. What was she doing? She was engaged for Christ sakes. She was acting like a little schoolgirl. Jathen wasn’t her boy toy. He wasn’t hers at all. She was way beyond this kind of selfish thinking.  But still, why was she here? She half wanted him to notice her like he had in the past. To make all these women jealous of her. To let them all know that he only wanted her.

But Jathen was focused on his opponent.

The fight began. She watched Jathen move around the ring. He moved with grace and precision. His opponent was probably a good fighter, but he couldn’t compete with Jathen. No normal human could match the gifts that Jathen had in a physical confrontation. Snow thought she remembered him telling her that his powers were sort of inner telekinetic. He didn’t use his muscles but rather his mind. His speed and strength were only hindered by the will of his thoughts.

As the fight progressed, Snow expected Jathen to breeze through it as normal.  She had watched him toy with his opponents, even the Ferals. However, she noticed that he favored his right side. He must not have gotten past the mental damage the Red Feral had done to him. He seemed hesitant. Was that a ploy?

Most people would not have noticed the very slight difference in his attitude toward the fight, but Snow knew better. He was apprehensive. Something she had never seen from him before.

His opponent attacked and Jathen easily blocked and countered, but he still seemed hesitant. The fight continued for several minutes as the men danced around the mound. Jathen dodged and weaved like he usually did, but he seemed a step slower, and then suddenly, he took a jab to the chin.

What was he doing? she thought.

Jathen’s opponent followed that up and struck again hard. He hit Jathen with a straight left and a right hook. Jathen staggered, but quickly gained his composure.

The crowd gasped. Snow felt her stomach drop, she had never seen him take a shot like that before. 

Jathen jabbed lightly and tapped at his opponent with his right hand. Keeping his left cocked, but not using it.

Another shot to the kidney from his opponent nearly dropped Jathen to the floor.

The crowd was on its feet, and so was Snow.

Everyone cheered and yelled, filling the arena with sound.

Snow yelled at Jathen. “Stop playing around you fool! Use your powers!” She knew there was no way he could hear her, but it was all she could do.

She watched him take shot after shot. It was hard to watch. He looked like he was about to topple over. He was hurt and bleeding.

Snow noticed that she was shaking. Seeing Jathen take a beating was more upsetting than she expected. She didn’t enjoy watching this. She remembered seeing the Red Feral over top of him, ready to deliver the death blow. She had gotten there in the nick of time. She fired at it in desperation to save his life and she managed to shoot Jathen instead. The creature escaped. But the image of the monster bearing down on him was haunting. Jathen was the one that never lost. Even as cocky and egotistical as he was, his presence was reassuring on the battlefield. Seeing him down on the ground was painful. Seeing him take a beating on the mound was not pleasant either.

She yelled at him again against the noise of the crowd. Why isn’t he fighting back?

As if in response, Jathen dodged the next punch. Then he twisted and dodged another. He was fighting as she had seen him do before.

He twisted and moved like a deadly dancer getting into position to retaliate. And that he did. His fists, elbows and knees exploded into the other man. A vicious combination dropped the challenger to the mound in a violent flurry of strikes. The last punch landed flush on the opponent’s jaw and he crumpled to the ground.

It ended that quickly. 

Jathen’s hand was raised, and the crowd cheered.

Snow allowed herself to relax. Although, she almost felt like she wanted to fight something herself.

She wondered what he was doing out there. He must have been toying with his opponent, right? 

She got up and moved past her two admirers. She needed to find out what was going on with Jathen. She headed toward the locker room.  

​
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3 Jathen
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Jathen looked in the mirror at his battered face. “You’ve looked better, buddy,” he said to himself. He lightly poked his finger above his right eyebrow feeling the swollen area. His lip was split on the right side as well. He pinched his nose and shifted it back and forth, feeling the cartilage shift. He hoped it wasn’t broken. He bent over and blew into the sink, one nostril at a time. Blood dripped out, but it seemed to be working. He then rinsed his mouth out with water and more blood circled the sink before going down the drain.

“Not a bad jab on that guy,” he said again to himself. “Maybe I shouldn’t put on quite as much of a show next time,” he looked at his eyebrow again. “Although, how can you get rich and famous without any opposition?”

He straightened up and moved over to the bench seat against the wall. He sat down and began to unravel the tape around his knuckles. The room was quiet and small. He didn’t have any coaches, because he simply didn’t need any, so there was no entourage like other fighters had. He was alone in the room with only a sink, a couple of chairs, the bench he sat upon, two shelves with coat hangers and a digital monitor in the top corner of the room.

He paused from unwrapping his hands and rotated his left shoulder, testing for any weakness. In general, it felt fairly good. The doctors had worked wonders on it. Jathen had feared that he might not ever have full movement again, but it seemed to be in good working order. He felt the indentations in the skin, the scar that served to remind him of the first time he had ever actually lost a fight in hand-to-hand combat. Even if it was to a super Feral, it still pissed him off. 

The door opened and a slender brunette with long, golden highlighted hair walked in. She wore a tight black tank top with a dark mid-riff style jacket. Just a hint of her belly showed, revealing her pierced belly button. The black leggings clung to her long legs like another layer of skin. She walked confidently with swagger, one leg in front of the other.

She smiled as she moved into the room. “You won!” she said excitedly. Her voice had a slight Russian accent.

Jathen smirked. “Of course, I did.”

As she approached him, her high heels clicked against the tile floor. She bent over and looked at his swollen features. She made a face as if she were in pain. “That looks like it hurts.”

Jathen shrugged. “No worries, nothing I can’t handle.”

She made a face again like she felt sorry for him. “Maybe I can make it feel better.” She leaned forward and softly kissed the swollen part of his eyebrow. “There. That will help.”

Jathen smiled. “Feels better already.”

He grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap. “Was that exciting enough for you?” he asked.

She squirmed around momentarily on his lap until she was comfortable. Then she put her arms around his neck. “It wasn’t fun watching you get hit in the face. But I am so happy that you won.” She batted her eyes and the long eyelashes flashed up and down. Her face was pretty, but she used a lot of makeup to accentuate it even more. “I hope you still have some energy left.”

Jathen raised an eyebrow. “Are you kidding? The way you look? We might have to lock that door over there.”

She leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips. She didn’t pull far away but whispered, “Does that hurt?”

“A little,” he conceded.

She reached down and put her hand between his legs and up against his crotch. “How about this?” she asked.

“Nope, that doesn’t hurt.” He really couldn’t feel much through the safety gear he was wearing, but the act itself was cool.

A knock came from the door and a moment later it opened. Murray Liscone peeked his head inside. “Hey Jathen, you got a visitor.” He paused when he saw the girl sitting on Jathen’s lap. “Oh, I’m sorry. Didn’t know you already had company.”

The woman leaned in and put her head against his. “Just making sure my man is OK.”

Murray opened the door all the way and Snow stood beside him. “The lady here, wanted to have a word with you, buddy. Asked me to bring her back here.”

Jathen noticed Snow’s eyes get ever so slightly larger at the sight of the girl on his lap.

“Oh, no, it’s OK. I can wait outside,” said Snow.

Jathen liked her reaction. He loved that she looked a little flushed. “Snow, I would like you to meet Pelagea.” He pointed at Snow. “This is Snow. She’s a colleague of mine from E-Squad.”

Snow nodded. “Nice to meet you,” she said quickly. “I’ll wait outside.” She started to close the door while Murray was still inside.

“Yeah, cool. I’ll just be a few minutes. Let me get changed and then I will come out and find you,” Jathen told her.

Murray made a face like he may have done something wrong. “Sorry about that, man.” He nodded toward where Snow had been. “I’ll wait outside with her. Unless you want me to send her away?”

Pelagea slid off his lap and straightened her jacket. “No, I need to go as well. My friends are waiting for me. I will see you later, love?” she asked Jathen.

“Count on it,” he replied with a wink. “It’s OK, Murray. I will be right out. Just need to finish up here.”

Pelagea left the room with Murray and Jathen watched her walk out. She certainly knew how to walk like a woman, he thought.

It took him a little while to get cleaned up, but soon he was back in normal street clothes and opened the door to the hall.

Snow was there waiting for him. She leaned casually up against the wall with her arms folded. Her one leg was bent and her foot wrested flat against the wall. She looked at him through narrowed, comfortable eyes. “Got yourself a girlfriend?” she asked.

Jathen shrugged. “Something like that, yeah. Did Murray take off?”

“Yeah, he said he had some business to attend to. Left me here to wait for you. She’s pretty, by the way. I’m happy for you.”

“I’m sure you are.” He paused for a moment before asking, “So what can I do for you?”

“Well, you can tell me just what the hell were you doing out there?” Her tone was straight forward.

He almost laughed. “What, you mean out on the mound?”

“Yeah, out on the mound. You should have wiped the floor with that bum. Do you like getting hit in the face?”

Jathen didn’t necessarily like the tone in her voice. “I could have ended it at any time. You know that.”

“Sure, I do, that’s why I’m back here. You took quite a beating out there. Have you looked in the mirror?”

“Look, Snow... Don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing. Outside of E-Squad, I still have ambition. I mean I came to the town to get rich and famous. I certainly don’t plan to live in that tiny little apartment for the rest of my life. I have bigger plans.”

Snow rolled her eyes. “Oh, do you? Well, your nose is crooked, your lip is split and your eye is all swollen. I’m not sure I think that’s the best way to get rich, but that’s beside the point. I think there’s a little more going on here. Did you ever have any kind of psyche evaluation? Maybe you should talk to someone.”

“Talk to someone? Who are you kidding? I wanted to give the crowd something to cheer for. I want them to think I might be able to lose. Plus, I wanted to see how far I could push it. Wanted to see what I could take. Obviously, I can take quite a bit. I did win, right?”

“Yeah, you won. But there’s no need to get your ass kicked to prove some kind of macho test to yourself, even if you are trying to put on some kind of show. It’s a bit extreme.”

“You’re not the boss of me,” he said with a laugh. “I do what I want. If I want to push myself a little, if I want to entertain my fans, it’s my own decision. Has nothing to do with being macho.”

“Actually, I am your boss. Back at E-Squad that is.”

“Well, this isn’t E-Squad.” He started to walk down the hall toward the exit.

Snow stepped into pace beside him. “Look, I’m not trying to scold you. I just want to make sure everything is OK. I know what happened out there on the battlefield. That creature is—”

“Yeah, you saved me. I know,” he interrupted. “You don’t have to rub it in.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m just concerned. I know what something like that can do to your mind. It can haunt you.”

Jathen stopped and looked at her. “Look, I’m totally fine. OK? No need to be concerned. Sorry if I upset you,” he said sarcastically. “I just want to push the boundaries a little. No better place to do that than right here. That guy out there wasn’t going to kill me, not like a Feral would. I need to see how much I can take.”

“Why?”

“So, I can be better next time.”

“Next time, what? Next time you fight that monster?”

“Damn straight. There’s going to be a rematch. That fucker is still out there. Next time I won’t lose.”

Snow shook her head. “I knew it. That is exactly what I thought. You need to talk to a shrink, dude. There is no need to worry about that Red Feral. What’s done is done. We stopped them from taking the city. Who cares about anything else?”

“Easy for you to say. You didn’t get your ass handed to you by that bastard.”

“Oh, actually, yes, I have. You forgot that I went toe-to-toe with that thing here in the city before you came back. I did everything I could to kill it and failed. Had a whole damn team after it before it got away.”

“Yeah, but that’s different.”

“Different how?” she asked.

“Because you’re not me.” He paused and looked straight into her eyes.

She was quiet for a moment and then took a step back. She was clearly irritated. She nodded her head. “OK. I get it. Yeah, you’re right, I’m not you. I don’t have an ego to match yours. But here’s the thing, I don’t like to lose either.” 

Jathen remained silent but held her gaze.

“There are better ways to deal with this,” she continued. “You don’t need to beat yourself up or have other guys beat you up to prove anything.”

Jathen closed his eyes and shook his head. He was about to speak but Snow didn’t let him. “OK. I’ve said what I have to say. I won’t say anymore,” she said. “Do what you want, but if I need you for E-Squad, I expect you to be ready to go.”

“I’m ready to go right now.”

She stared back at him. “I hope so...”
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4 Mlock
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Sebastian Mlock opened the door to the old apartment building and stepped inside. The relief from the cold was very welcome as he pulled a black mitten off his right hand. He was busy unbundling himself as he heard a voice directly in front of him.

A large burly black man stood towering over him. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked in a deep baritone voice.

Mlock unwrapped the gray scarf covering most of his face, pulled off the black hat and peered over his long, pointy, bird-like nose at the larger man. “Do you not recognize me, my son? My name is Father Mlock. I am here to see your boss, Ares.”

The bigger man snorted. “Yep, he’s waiting for you. Go on up.”

Mlock smiled, patted the big man on the shoulder and began to climb the stairs upward. He was surprised at how warm it was in the building. The temperature outside was as cold as he could ever remember, but the building was very warm, borderline scorching.

As he climbed the stairs, he could feel his body switching from cold, to nearly breaking out in a sweat. He unbuttoned the long, heavy, black coat and stopped at the third floor to catch his breath. He was not as young as he once was, and the climb upward was taxing.

Once he finally reached the fifth and final floor, another man opened the door for him that led out of the stairwell and into the hall. A third person, a female this time, waited to hold the apartment door ajar.

“Please come in, Mr. Mlock,” she said. She wore a sheer, white gown with her hair tied up into a bun.

“It’s Father, actually,” he corrected.

“Sorry, Father. Please leave your shoes at the door. May I take your coat?”

He stepped into the room and handed the woman his coat, slipping out of his boots and placing them next to the door.

The room was much larger than he expected. It was literally the whole top floor. Several apartments had been combined into a large suite. The space was extravagant and luxurious for an apartment in the slums. He stepped into a simple, yet elegant sitting area just after the doorway. He then noticed the large digital pictures adorning the walls each depicting some form of combat. The ceiling was vaulted, and the floors were polished wood. 

A space toward the center of the large room had been embedded with a wrestling mat and two oily, topless women rolled around playfully on the contrasting surface.

“Father Mlock!” called a voice from the far side of the room.

Mlock recognized the strange feminine voice of Ares.

“Please come this way,” he shouted from the back. “Unless you want to watch the girls on the mat. I can even switch them to boys. Young ones if you like.”

Mlock was not amused and moved hurriedly past the oily females towards Ares.

Ares sat on a dark brown leather couch overlooking a large fire pit. Animal fur rugs lay about the area on the ground and two more brown couches surrounded the pit. Several people sat around the area in various positions, while Ares sat alone by himself. 

With a drink in his hand and a studded choker around his neck. Ares lounged back against the couch spreading out as wide as he could. He wore only a pair of black, leather pants. The tattoos that covered his shirtless upper body nearly made him look clothed except for the few patches of pale, bare skin that the ink did not cover.

“I hate this weather outside. Always have. I hate winter. That’s why I keep it so warm in here. Helps hide the fact that it’s fucking freezing outside,” Ares said in that exaggerated higher than normal voice. “By the way, what do you think of the new place? Had to make some renovations, but I’m thinking it’s quite an upgrade from what the Gods of War had Outside.”

Mlock glanced around the room as if he hadn’t noticed anything. “It’s lovely,” he replied.

Ares stood up. “Where are my manners?” He motioned to the others sitting around the fire pit to stand. “Go on, get out of here. Get the fuck out of here.”

Mlock waited as the others cleared the area. He hadn’t noticed until just now, but the two women that always accompanied Ares were present. The red-haired, warrior woman named Alala, and the one they called Medusa.

Alala wore a golden corset and black leggings with her long red hair pulled straight back into a ponytail. Medusa hid most of her face with large black sunglasses, but she wore less clothing than Mlock had ever seen, with only a white crop top baring her midsection and a pair of white leggings to match. The long bangs of her strawberry-blonde hair hung overtop the sunglasses and her lips were coated in red lipstick. He did notice a long scar that stretched down her arm and covered part of her belly. It looked like she had been burnt at one time or another. Surprising that she allowed the scar to be seen. Probably a product of Ares’ powers, using them on her to show more skin.

Ares looked at them both and raised an eyebrow. “Well... you too. Go on, beat it.”

Both women moved out of the area and left Ares and Mlock alone around the fire pit.

“Have a seat,” said Ares as he motioned for Mlock to sit down. “So, what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

Mlock sat down on the opposite couch and folded his hands in his lap casually. “I had a vision,” Mlock said getting straight to the point. “A vision of the two of us working together to take over this city.”

Ares smiled in a sarcastic manner. “Very direct, Father.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees and his hands under his chin. “And will we succeed?”

Mlock shrugged his shoulders. “My visons only give me a premonition of what is to come, not a certainty. However, what I have seen involves you.”

Ares looked satisfied. “OK, I like where you are going, I can see myself controlling this giant mess-of-a-city. But how are we going to do that—what about the creatures... The Ferals? And what about E-Squad?”

“I believe they will be keeping each other busy. Somehow neither the Ferals nor the heroes were a part of my vision. I can’t quite explain how, but they are absent from the dream. You are front and center. That is why I am here.”

Ares smirked and looked up at the ceiling, obviously envisioning something himself. “OK. So, you have some vision of me controlling the city—which is completely understandable given who I am—and you want to be a part of that?”

“Well of course. That is why I’m here. We can do this together.”

Ares nodded. “I like what you are telling me. I mean obviously. But what about you? What do you want out of this near impossible task. The people? So, you can what? Feed everyone to the Ferals?”

Mlock had expected the question. “On the contrary. I only show them the path. The path that God intends for them.”

Ares stood up. “The path, huh? Well, if you are supposed to be some kind of messiah, then how does this work for you?”

Mlock stood up also. “I don’t understand the question?”

Ares made a motion with his head for Mlock to follow him. “How is taking over this city going to spread your religion? Isn’t it about choice?” 

Mlock smirked at the sarcasm as he rose and began to walk slowly with Ares. “The people will still have a choice. They just need the proper guidance to show them. One with a higher position of power. That is what we must do. When I say take over the city, I mean take a position of power.”

“A position of power?” Ares asked as he led them back to the wrestling mat. He whistled lightly and the two girls stopped what they were doing and stood up straight. He turned back to look over his shoulder, raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Alala, who had been standing off to the side watching, moved up beside him. He refocused his attention back to the girls on the mat. “Begin,” he commanded.

The two girls rushed at one another. This was not playful. It was aggressive and savage. They tore at each other with nails and fists. One grabbed the others hair and yanked her to the ground. They tumbled downward and the other fought back by biting into the thigh of the first. Screams came from both women as they fought like animals on the ground.

Blood began to flow on both women from bites and scratches. Just before one or the other was about to be seriously hurt, Ares clapped his hands. They both stopped immediately and rose to their feet again.

Ares motioned toward them. “That is power. That is strength.” He licked his lips. “They will do whatever I command.” He walked onto the mat and approached one of the women. He pointed at a tribal tattoo on the lower part of the woman’s back. “This is all they need.”

“Yes, I understand how your powers work,” said Mlock. “But do you believe you can control everyone in the city? What would happen if your powers of persuasion were stretched that thin?”

Ares narrowed his eyes, but didn’t answer.

“Yes, Ares. You need me just as I need you.” He folded his hands behind his back. “You see, I can reach the masses. Something your powers will not allow. In turn, we can take hold of this city and show the people what God has truly intended for all of them. Just as he has intended for you to have these wonderful powers you have.” He stepped onto the wrestling mat feeling the energy he did when he gave his sermons. “Yes, young Ares, everything has a purpose. Even you... It goes beyond controlling a few people and watching them batter each other senselessly. You can do so much more. You can help me spread my word and I will grant you a position to rule beyond what you currently have. What say you?”

Ares nodded and walked out onto the mat. He approached the nearest woman who bore a nasty scratch down the side of her face. He reached up and placed his hand under her chin and turned her head gently toward him so that he could see the scratch more clearly. “What I say is thank you... Thank you for giving me more confidence about myself. I like hearing that I will take over the city.” He leaned forward and whispered something into the girl’s ear. He smacked her lightly on the butt as she turned and took the other woman’s hand in her own and the two of them headed off towards another room. “I don’t need to spread words, Father. I just need to take control. And that’s something you won’t be able to help me do. You don’t even have much of a following anymore. You led them all to their doom. I stood and watched you send all your followers to their deaths. I honestly can’t quite understand that, but who am I to judge? Each to their own, I guess. 

“No, Father. I may not be able to control them all, but those I can’t control myself, I control with fear. Yes, the same fear that you use to get these mindless fools to listen to you. Granted, I’m not some kind of twisted priest like you. I’m straight forward. I’m not telling them some load of horseshit to have them run off and die at the hands of the Ferals. No, no. My type of fear is straight-up. They don’t like what I’m selling, I fuck them up.” Ares turned and began to walk back toward the sitting area. “Thanks again, Father. Now someone get this old piece of shit out of my sight.” 

Mlock knew he had lost. Ares was not going to help him any further. Ares was right, Mlock’s followers were mostly killed in the battle for the city. It was a glorious day, but it was bittersweet. Now his influence had faded. He briefly thought about trying to plead his case further, but he knew there was no arguing with Ares. He allowed Alala to escort him back toward the exit. He knew now that the Gods of War were now just as much of a threat to him as the leaders of the city. Now... he was on his own.
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5 Othello
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Jim Othello stood in line at the Heavy Roast Coffee shop. He normally would have felt self-conscious wearing the overly large, dark green poncho, but everyone else in the place wore strange outfits as well. 

Scrounging whatever they could, people used a variety of clothing to try and stay warm. About half of the people in the coffee shop wore regular winter attire such as coats, hats and boots, but some of the people wore double layers or hooded sweatshirts. Othello figured they could either not afford the heavier attire or hadn’t gotten around to it. Most of the people were not ready for this subzero weather and must be wearing whatever they could find at home. Things are going to have to change, he thought.

Things certainly had changed for him. He was now a bona fide part of E-Squad. Something he would never have even considered before the Sky Canopy came down. But now everything was different. 

Under the large poncho, he wore his very own, E-Squad issued, techni-suit. It made him feel cool. Like he was special. And he was. Othello could see in ways no other human could. He could see in the dark and he could even see through things. All he had to do was focus his eyes on the woman in line in front of him and he could see all the best parts of her body. But he was more than just a guy that sat at home looking through the walls of his apartment and watching the people. He was using his powers for good. He was helping fight the good fight.

“Excuse me? Can I help you?” asked the barista in front of him.

He pulled his eyes up from the lace-edged, pink underwear that fit nicely around the well-shaped butt of the woman in front of him to look at the boy behind the counter.

“Um, yes, sorry. I would like a large café mocha, hot, two regular coffees, and four donuts.”

The barista had a tired look on his face. “Which donuts would you like?”

Othello pointed out his favorite donuts and then waited for the boy to give him his order.

It took a few minutes longer with an actual person serving the food and drinks than it did when the holo-clerks did the job, but Othello understood that the city was trying to conserve power wherever it could. Humans were doing more manual labor than they had in years. He guessed it was good in a way, it gave the kid a job and got him off the streets.

As he walked down the street toward the rendezvous spot, he could barely stop thinking about the donuts in the bag. He had already eaten two at the coffee shop. The chocolate and peanut butter iced donut was rather scrumptious, and the gooey caramel stick tasted fantastic, but he still had a chocolate crème stick and a huckleberry, glazed cake donut to go. They were actually for his two teammates, but he was fairly certain they would not accept his generosity.

As he walked down the street, he was happy to have his techni-suit. It kept him warm and toasty. And when he put the helmet and visor down, he was completely safe from the elements. The hood of the poncho concealed most of his head, but he figured nobody noticed the black mask that covered his face. It had two glowing red eyes that made him feel like a bad-ass. His suit helped his physique as well. It made him a bit taller and tightened up his frumpy body. The large shoulder pads counterbalanced his stomach and made him look much better with the suit on. It wasn’t just the suit though, it was the weapons, the two sidearms on each leg and the powerful, multi-function rifle on his back that made him feel like he belonged.

He felt good walking down the street in his suit. Ha, he thought. None of the rest of you have what I got. He strutted toward his destination with his coffee and donuts in hand.

“Where have you been, Othello?” asked Swelter through gritted teeth.

“I stopped and got breakfast. Brought you two some donuts and coffee.”

Swelter ignored him. “You were supposed to be here forty-five minutes ago. You’re lucky Snow isn’t here, or she would have your ass.”

His voice came out a little higher pitched than expected. “What? I didn’t know this mission had an expiration date?”

Swelter looked down and made a chopping motion with his hand. “You have to take this shit seriously, Amigo. You can’t be late. Lives may depend on it.”

“Well, sorryeee.” He looked down at the coffee. “Do you want your coffee or what?”

“No thanks, I’m good,” said Swelter. 

He gestured over to Harmony who was quietly waiting.

“No thanks on the donuts, but I will take the coffee. Thank you,” she said softly.

“At least someone appreciates the things I do.”

“I would appreciate you getting here on time,” hissed Swelter.

They met in a bar that was currently closed. Most of the wooden chairs were tipped upside down and sitting on the tables. The lights were low and the place was quiet. 

“So, now that you’re actually here, we can get to work. Tell me what you see over there?” asked Swelter.

Othello looked through the wall and into the building next door. Changing his field of vision was not much different than flexing a muscle. It came so easily these days, he barely had to make an effort.

He saw a group of younger people sitting in various virtual pods. Some of them sat at normal holo-computers and others used the full virtual reality. He noticed one man that appeared to be running the show, walking around speaking to his patrons, and one other man at the door, looking to be a bouncer of sorts.

“One guard at the door and a bunch of kids having fun.” He unwrapped the bag and took out the cake donut. “Do we really need to stop these guys from having some old-fashioned fun. I mean, this is the stuff that we all used to do just last year.” He looked at the donut. “Sure you guys don’t want this? I don’t want it to go to waste.”

“Go for it,” said Swelter, referring to the donut. “And yes, we have to do this. These guys are operating without a license. The city can’t afford to lose the power.

Othello bit into the donut and spoke as he chewed. “Just sucks, that’s all.”

“I don’t think busting a bunch of kids is the coolest thing either,” said Harmony. “But, I will take this over fighting monsters.”

“Any day,” agreed Swelter. “Can’t say I’m thrilled about doing this kind of work either, but, apparently, they feel the need to give us something to do. Come on, let’s get this over with.”

Othello took a sip of his coffee and another bite of the donut. “I’ll be right here. You don’t need me over there. I’m just here as the special witness that can look through walls and confirm that the ‘evil-doers’ are doing bad things. I’ll be watching and I will keep you up on anything unusual that I see. Not that I expect anything.”

Swelter looked at him and shook his head. “Come on, Harm. Sniper-boy here can be our back-up.”

Othello watched them leave and head toward the other building. He continued to devour the other donut and sip his large café mocha. Wouldn’t want to disappoint anyone by changing my physique, he thought.

Swelter and Harmony made their way toward the back room of the opposite bar. Othello could see them speaking with the bartender of the other place, a twenty-four-hour bar and grille called The Hopper.

He touched the Vir-comm on his arm and felt the helmet and visor rise and form around his head. He never got tired of that feeling, watching the helmet form around his head. The gauges on the visor materialized into his field of vision and Swelter’s voice became audible. Othello could see and hear everything that was happening in the other building from his own comfortable spot away from danger.

Swelter and Harmony had already moved past the bartender and was heading toward the back room. The bartender didn’t do a whole lot to stop them as they barged through the door into the hidden virtual reality parlor in the back.

“E-Squad!” shouted Swelter. “Sorry guys, but we got to shut this down.” 

The bouncer was a normal sized guy and probably didn’t offer a whole lot in the way of actual bouncing. He stepped back and out of the way.

Swelter continued. “Not to be a prick, but I’m sure everyone here knows that we are under an energy restriction here in the city. This is an unauthorized and unlicensed operation. We have to shut you down. Nobody here is going to get in trouble other than possibly the owner of this establishment —who appears to not be here.” Othello watched him move into the center of the room. Harmony stood near the door.

The room was entirely plain, black walls with white tile floors and ten seated virtual reality gaming stations inside three gaming stations.

“Let’s go people. Time to go home. Hope you brought your coat and boots because it’s freezing outside.”

Othello watched most of the kids scramble out of the backroom and head for the exit. There must have been about seven or eight kids ranging from teenaged to early twenties.

“Wait a second, we ain’t going anywhere,” said a voice from the back. Othello focused his view into one of the virtual gaming rooms. A man already peeling off a VR sensitive suit looked agitated. He tossed the VR helmet to the side leaving it dangling from the cord that attached from the ceiling. Half out of the VR suit, his arms were covered in heavy tattoos revealed by the tank top he wore. His hair was dark and he looked of Mexican descent.

The man stepped out of the VR room and out to where Swelter stood waiting.

“You ain’t shutting this thing down. No way. Not you, Pavell.”

Swelter looked at him and
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