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  “For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.”
-The Holy Bible, James 3:16 (King James Version)








  
  1


I hate politics. 
Seriously, it’s so stupid. Every election, you have these dumb politicians in both parties making all sorts of impossible promises that they break as soon as they’re sworn in. Right or Left, doesn’t matter. Every politician is the same in my view. Plus, politics is boring as hell.
But you know who is even stupider than the politicians themselves?
The people who elect them and take anything those morons say seriously. Honestly, if you’re super into politics, you’re a dupe regardless of which side you vote for. Doesn’t everyone know by now that most politicians are just power-hungry tools, usually bought and paid for by corporations and billionaires?
Guess that was why Ralph Ellison—the father of my late ex-best friend, Drew Ellison—decided to run for city mayor himself.
Standing on top of the Brickopolis Building in Bricktown, near downtown Oklahoma City, I watch as hundreds of people fill the streets below. Everyone is gathering in front of a huge stage erected outside of the baseball stadium, with bright blue banners reading ‘ELLISON FOR MAYOR’ and ‘ELLISON AGAINST CRIME’ hanging from the rafters of the stage. I see a smattering of hats and shirts with similar colors and slogans in the crowd below, indicating that they were probably Mr. Ellison’s biggest supporters, although there’s a bigger crowd than I expected. Doesn’t these people have anything better to do on a Saturday afternoon than wait to hear a rich blowhard declare his candidacy for the city’s mayoral race?
Especially with how cold it is. January in Oklahoma is always cold, but today the wind feels extra cold. I’m okay because of my fire powers, which keep my body at a steady, warm temperature no matter how freezing it is outside, but the people below are just normal people. Granted, most of them are bundled up and Ellison’s campaign staff are serving hot chocolate and coffee—which I can smell even from up here—to the people, but this is still not really the best weather to be outside.
And even worse: Nothing is happening. I can feel myself falling asleep even as I stand here.
At that moment, my earcom crackles in my ear and Captain Cowboy’s familiar voice says, “The Canal is all clear. Any sign of trouble from y’all‘s positions?”
“The Chickasha Bricktown Ballpark is clear,” says Paintbrush’s voice in my ear, making me smile when I hear my girlfriend’s voice. “Neither I nor the stadium security has found anything suspicious or dangerous, nor has Mr. Ellison’s own security detail. Toby?”
I sigh. “Nothing, Mandy. And if you ask me, I doubt anything interesting is going to happen here. Mr. Ellison is just going to walk out on stage, announce he’s running for mayor, some people will cheer, and then everyone will go home. I’m sure there is a bank robbery or something in progress that we could actually be spending time stopping happening right now.”
“First, use your codenames when using this channel,” says Captain Cowboy. “I know it’s just the three of us on this line, but remember that sidekicks like you guys have secret identities. If anyone is listening in, you’ll risk not only putting yourself and your families in danger, but also losing your sidekick licenses.”
I roll my eyes. “Sure thing, Cap. Anything else you want to remind us of?”
“Actually, yes,” Captain Cowboy continues. “The police scanner isn’t reporting any other major crimes at the moment, so if we weren’t here, we’d probably be back at the Stable sweeping the floors and cleaning toilets.”
I groan. “Isn’t that Keith’s job?”
“Yep,” says Cap. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t help sometimes. Doin’ chores builds character. My parents made me help with chores all the time when I was your age. I’ve probably cleaned more toilets than you’ve even used.”
“I have to agree with To—I mean, Wyldfyre, Captain,” says Paintbrush. “Having all three of us here at the same time does seem overkill.”
“Mr. Ellison requested it,” says Captain Cowboy. “And as the superhero of Oklahoma City, I am actually obligated to provide security for politicians and candidates when they request it, assuming I don’t have anything else more urgent or important going on at the same time they ask for it.”
“Seriously?” I glance at the empty stage below in disbelief. “Why did you agree to that in your contract with the city?”
“Because political assassinations aren’t good for the city, Wyldfyre,” Captain Cowboy says. “And anyway, the FBI determined that the death threats against Mr. Ellison are serious, so that’s another reason we’re here. We don’t want Mr. Ellison to get killed.”
I rest my chin on my hand. “Are you planning to vote for him, boss?”
“Who I’m votin’ for don’t matter,” says Captain Cowboy swiftly. “This is just one of the many duties that we, as Oklahoma City’s superheroes, have.”
I sigh. “Do we even know who is threatening to kill Mr. Ellison? The death threats were anonymous, right?”
“Yes,” says Captain Cowboy. “But they were very specific, specific enough that the FBI recommended that Mr. Ellison hire us as additional security on top of what he already hired for himself. Hence why we are freezing our butts off out here.”
I nod and glance at the hot chocolate and coffee cart below. “They’re serving hot chocolate and coffee here if you’re that cold, boss.”
“Nah,” says Captain Cowboy. “I’m fine. I can handle a little bit of cold. How are you holding up, Paintbrush?”
“I hate the cold,” says Paintbrush, “but the new costume you gave me is very comfortable and warm.”
Instantly, I find myself imagining Paintbrush’s new costume in my mind. Form-fitting green and blue spandex that emphasizes her interesting features … man, I wish she was here right now so I could see her in person and …
“Wyldfyre, did you hear what I said?” says Captain Cowboy, his voice snapping me out of my thoughts.
“Huh?” I say, shaking my head. “Something about wrasslin’ cows or something?”
“No,” says Captain Cowboy with a soft sigh while Paintbrush giggles in the background. “I was saying that if you or Paintbrush see anything, let everyone else know. Don’t handle it yourself if possible.”
I scowl. “Why do I get the feeling that you’re talking about me when you say that?”
“Because you have a tendency to run head-first into danger without telling me,” says Captain Cowboy. “Anyway, keep your wits about you, you two. With luck, the only exciting thing that will happen today is Mr. Ellison officially announcing that he’s running for mayor of the city. Cap out.”
“Let’s hope,” says Paintbrush. “Will keep both of you posted if I see anything. Paintbrush out.”
A couple of clicks in my ear indicate that both Cap and Paintbrush have ended our connection. I don’t mind Captain Cowboy doing that, but I kind of wish Paintbrush stayed to talk. It’s super boring up here and she’s more fun to talk to than Cap, not to mention a million times cuter, too. But Paintbrush is also very focused on our mission, so she probably doesn’t want to get distracted talking to me.
Anyway, you might be wondering why there is a mayoral race at all, seeing as we just had an election barely a year ago. The current mayor of the city won in a landslide victory against four other candidates. He didn’t even show up to the one televised debate, even though all of his opponents did. That’s how lopsided it was.
And honestly, it was pretty funny, even though I don’t like politicians.
Unfortunately, the current mayor has apparently been diagnosed with a rare, incurable version of cancer and is stepping down from office, even though he hasn’t completed his four-year term yet. As a result, the city government is holding an emergency election in March to replace him.
Obviously, Ralph Ellison, the current CEO of Ellison Industries, is one of the candidates. Or will be, anyway, once he makes his announcement, although it’s pretty much a done deal from my understanding, since his campaign has already filed all the necessary papers and he’s already got supporters.
I’m not even sure why Mr. Ellison is running for office. He’s a freaking oil billionaire, having made his money by discovering oil on his ranch in western Oklahoma. And I am not the only one who wonders why he’s running for office. Everyone was surprised when he made this announcement yesterday about his decision to run.
Personally, I think he’s just cutting out the middleman. Maybe he knows he’ll never be President of the United States, so he’s settling for Mayor of Oklahoma City instead.
Of course, as one might expect, Mr. Ellison has gotten a load of death threats already. Haven’t seen any of them myself, but Cap has, and he apparently agrees with the FBI about their seriousness. Given the amount of security that this event has—I can see security guards at the entrances to the street and milling about the stage—I feel like we’re kind of redundant.
But I guess this is more exciting than cleaning toilets in the Stable with Keith.
Suddenly, patriotic music blares from the speakers on stage and the crowds of people below fall silent. Raising my head, I see Mr. Ellison’s family assembling on stage, along with other people who I assume are his campaign staff. Mr. Ellison’s wife—Eleanor, I think her name is—sits on a metal chair behind the podium, although I don’t see Walter, Drew’s younger brother and Mr. Ellison’s youngest son. I wonder where he is and why he hasn’t shown up to his own father’s political rally.
Then again, I haven’t seen Walter since last year after Drew’s murder at the hands of Humanimal. Last I heard, Walter had dropped out of school, but I guess I assumed that maybe his parents started homeschooling him or enrolled him in a fancy private school. So his absence from today’s rally is really weird to me.
And makes me feel guilty. I still remember how pained Walter looked when Humanimal ate Drew’s heart. And how hatefully Walter looked at me when he realized I was responsible.
But my thoughts are interrupted when the man of the hour, Mr. Ellison himself, steps onto the stage. The crowds below immediately cheer at his appearance, with Mr. Ellison flashing a too-white smile at his throngs of supporters, waving at them like he’s a rock star or something.
Even from a distance, Mr. Ellison looks like an older, middle-aged version of Drew, except totally bald unlike Drew. Also unlike Drew, Mr. Ellison is wearing a fancy gray suit that probably cost more than a year’s worth of rent at my family’s apartment. He definitely looks mayoral.
I tap my earcom. “Mr. Ellison has walked out on stage. Any updates?”
“Nothing here,” says Captain Cowboy. “Though that explains the screaming I heard earlier.”
“Same,” says Paintbrush. “Everything seems secure so far.”
“Don’t let your guard down, kids,” says Captain Cowboy. “You never know when the assassin might strike.”
“Sure thing, boss,” I say.
I tap my earcom again, closing our connection for the moment. I focus on the stage below, specifically focusing on the crowd. If there is an assassin anywhere, I imagine he’ll be somewhere in the crowd, because the crowd is huge. It would be easy for a potential assassin to hide in there without being seen.
Mr. Ellison taps the microphone on the podium in front of him and says, in a deep voice, “Is this on? Testing, testing, one, two, three …”
The crowd laughs at Mr. Ellison’s joke. I don’t because it’s cheesy and lame.
Mr. Ellison smiles. “Thank you to everyone who made it out on this cold January day! I didn’t plan for the weather to be this bad, but I promise I won’t keep you long. And remember, Ellison Industries is providing free coffee and hot chocolate for everyone at the cart, so if you need to warm up, you have plenty of options. And don’t forget to use the heat lamps set up throughout the square, too.”
Although the coffee cart is already busy, Mr. Ellison’s announcement causes even more people to head over to it. Have to admit, the hot chocolate does smell pretty darn good, but I stay put.
“Anyway, some of you might be wondering why I chose today to announce my run for the office of Mayor of Oklahoma City,” Mr. Ellison continues. “For that matter, I know that my decision to run has come as a surprise to many and has led to lots of speculation, especially from the press. Let’s just say it took me by surprise, too.”
Everyone laughs again. I continue not to, though I do crack a small grin. Gotta admit, Mr. Ellison does seem a lot more likable than Drew. I do remember him always being nicer to me than Drew was, he and Eleanor, who always made delicious grilled cheese sandwiches for me whenever I came over to visit.
Before they got rich and decided they didn’t want anything to do with me or my poor family after that, of course.
Mr. Ellison rests his hands on the podium. “All jokes aside, I’ve been seriously concerned about the city’s health for a while now. Especially since last year. Crime rates have risen astronomically since January of last year, not helped by the emergence of the supervillain group known as the Meteor Monsters. Even our local superheroes, God bless ’em, are struggling to keep up with this never-ending crime wave.”
At least Mr. Ellison is right about that. Crime rates really have been rising exponentially since last year and Cap, Paintbrush, and I have been struggling to keep up. Not sure what he thinks he can do about it, though.
Mr. Ellison gazes out across the crowd. “Violent crime, especially, has gone up over the last twelve months. I bet many of us here have lost someone to murder, gang violence, and similar crimes. That includes me.”
Ouch. I wonder if it’s too late for me to tell Cap I’m not feeling well and need to go home, because I know exactly what Mr. Ellison is going to say next.
Mr. Ellison lowers his eyes onto the podium. “Exactly one year ago today, my oldest son, Andrew, or Drew, as we always called him, was murdered, along with four of his classmates, by one of the Meteor Monsters. And if not for the appearance of the police, my youngest son, Walter, would have joined him.”
People in the crowd wear sympathetic expressions and whisper words of shock and sympathy to each other. The Humanimal Murders—as the papers started calling them—are famous in OKC at this point, but I am pretty sure this is the first time that Mr. Ellison has publicly spoken about them. I listen more closely, forgetting about the death threats, wanting to know what Mr. Ellison will say.
Mr. Ellison balls his hands into fists. “Losing a child is the hardest thing a parent—any parent—can go through. But I know that I am not the only parent who has lost a child to murder and violence.” He raises his head, a determined look on his face. “I love this city too much just to let this rampant murder and chaos go unaddressed. If elected Mayor of Oklahoma City, I promise—no, I swear—that no other parent in this city will ever have to lose their children to senseless violence and murder ever again. I will work closely with both the police and Captain Cowboy and his sidekicks, along with the superheroes in surrounding cities, to crack down on violent crime and bring true peace, justice, and order to this city.”
The crowd goes wild, people chanting Mr. Ellison’s name over and over again. Even I have to admit that it was a pretty good speech, and I’m as cynical as all get out.
Mostly because I sense his pain about losing Drew is real. I understand his pain, because, although Mr. Ellison doesn’t know it, I am partly responsible for the loss of his son. If I hadn’t made Humanimal, Drew would still be with us today.
“Did you guys hear that speech?” says Captain Cowboy, his voice crackling over my earcom. “Almost makes me want to vote for him.”
“It was very impassioned,” says Paintbrush. “I feel sorry for him for losing his son. I’m not a parent but I can’t imagine how terrible that must be.”
I gulp. “Yeah. It’s a nice speech and all, I guess, but it’s shorter than I expected. Dude’s already leaving the stage.”
Mr. Ellison, still waving at the crowds, takes one step away from the stage …
And someone shouts, “Liar!”
That single word somehow rises above the cheers of the crowd. Everyone looks around for the person who said that, including Mr. Ellison, who scans the crowd below with a puzzled expression on his face.
“Did someone just call me a liar?” says Mr. Ellison, narrowing his eyes. “Who said that?”
“I did,” that same person shouts.
A man wearing a dirty, heavy-looking jacket emerges from the crowd. With his wild, messy hair and manic green eyes, the man looks homeless to me. He’s clutching a cup of either hot chocolate or coffee in his left hand, while his right hand is pointing accusingly at Mr. Ellison.
Mr. Ellison furrows his eyebrows. “And you are—?”
“Nobody,” says the homeless man. He chugs down the rest of his drink and tosses the cup aside, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his jacket. “Just a homeless person like the kind you rich people ignore on the streets every day.”
“Sir,” says Mr. Ellison, “I would be happy to discuss my plans for helping the homeless as well, but maybe in another time and place—“
The homeless man sneers at Mr. Ellison. “Shut it, Richie Rich. If you really cared about the violence in the city, you’d donate your money to charity and shit. Not promise to ‘crack down’ on violence, which really means just targeting marginalized individuals and communities.”
Mr. Ellison purses his lips. “As a person of color myself, I understand the issues facing such communities in OKC and I promise—“
The homeless man once again interrupts Mr. Ellison. “I spit on your so-called ‘promises.’ Real change in this city won’t happen until people like you are dead.”
The homeless man shouts that last word, causing the people in the crowd nearest him to exchange uneasy looks with one another. Security guards are already making their way through the crowd to the homeless man, although they’re way too slow and definitely won’t make it in time to stop the homeless man from doing whatever he’s going to do.
Me, I’m not concerned. He’s just a homeless dude. He’s probably more of a threat to himself than he is to Mr. Ellison. I doubt he’ll do anything. He probably doesn’t even have a gun.
Mr. Ellison, on the other hand, appears to be sweating slightly despite the cold. “Sir, I understand you are upset, but your attitude is not appropriate. I must ask you to leave my rally. Now.”
The homeless man smirked. “Why don’t we leave together?”
Without warning, the homeless man rips off his jacket and throws it to the ground. Everyone gasps and I stand up straighter to get a better look at the homeless man’s chest:
Attached to the homeless man’s body are a ton of dynamite sticks … and a timer counting down to zero.
Mr. Ellison’s eyes bulge in his skull. “A bomb—?”
The homeless man grins maniacally at Mr. Ellison. “There’s enough TNT here to blow all of Bricktown sky high. You have five minutes to run like hell and pray that God might spare your sorry life.”
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Everyone screams and runs off in different directions from the homeless man, which makes it even harder for the security guards who are trying to reach the would-be suicide bomber to get to him. 
The guards on stage, on the other hand, seem to be less concerned about stopping the homeless man and more concerned about getting Mr. Ellison, his wife, and his campaign staff to safety. Already I see Mr. Ellison’s bodyguards trying to lead him and the other people on stage away to somewhere safer. Mrs. Ellison seems to be crying.
“You can run, but you can’t hide, you billionaire bastard!” the homeless man screams. “Even you can’t outrun an explosion that will level this entire part of the city!”
My earcom crackles to life in my ear as Cap says, “The hell is going on up there, Wyldfyre? I heard screams and someone talking about a bomb.”
“A homeless guy has a ton of dynamite sticks attached to his body,” I say, “and has a five-minute timer counting down to when they will explode. Apparently, he has enough explosives to destroy all of Bricktown.”
“He’s going to blow up Bricktown?” Paintbrush says in alarm. “We have to stop him!”
Captain Cowboy swears. “Stay right where you are, you two. I’m on my way now.”
“No time,” I say with a shake of my head. “By the time you get here, the bombs will have exploded. I’ll handle it.”
Muting my earcom so I don’t get distracted by either Cap or Paintbrush’s protests, I launch into the air toward the homeless man, flying over the crowds of fleeing civilians. Landing in front of the homeless guy, I hold up my hands. “Hey, man. Stop the timer on that bomb before anyone gets hurt.”
The homeless man giggles. “I can’t stop it even if I wanted to, Wyldfyre. Or should I say …” He lowers his voice to just barely above a whisper. “… Tobias Miller?”
I start. “How do you know my real name?”
The homeless man smiles. “I don’t. But the boss does.”
“The boss?” I say. “Who’s your boss and how does he know who I am?”
The homeless man’s smile becomes even crazier. “You created him, Mr. Miller. Just like you created Humanimal and Wasteland.”
My eyes widen. “Your boss is a Meteor Monster? Which one?”
“Take a wild guess,” says the homeless man. “I’m sure you could figure it out. You’re Wyldfyre, after all. Another spoiled rich brat who thinks beating up homeless people will solve this city’s problems.”
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I realize I know exactly which Monster this homeless guy works for, but I have no further time to ponder that. There are less than three minutes left on the timer and I needed to disarm it at least two minutes ago.
“Whatever, dude,” I say. “If you can’t turn off the timer, then maybe you could take the bomb off your body and give it to me. I could throw it into the sky or something where it can explode without hurting anybody.”
The homeless man gives me a grin showing off every crooked tooth in his mouth. He tugs on the bombs. “Sorry. They’re strapped pretty tightly to my body and there isn’t nearly enough time to remove them. You’ll just have to kill me if you want to disarm the bomb.”
I scowl. This isn’t going well. This homeless dude’s boss clearly thought through everything.
And time is still ticking down.
Suddenly, I hear the clicking of guns and look to my left to see half a dozen security guards, standing about two yards away from me and the homeless guy, pointing their rifles at him. The homeless man turns to face the guards, a wild expression on his face.
“Take off your explosives or we will shoot,” says one of the security guards. “Now.”
The homeless guy raises his arms. “Go ahead. Shoot me all you like. Maybe you will get lucky and hit one of the bombs and blow us all to hell ahead of schedule.”
“Don’t shoot!” I shout, causing the security guards to look at me. I gesture at the homeless guy. “He’s going to explode no matter what. You’ll just get us all killed.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” asks one of the security guards. “We don’t know how to disarm bombs and the bomb squad won’t be here for another five minutes.”
The security guard doesn’t say it, but the implication is clear:
We don’t have five minutes to disarm the bomb.
We have less than two now, and ticking rapidly.
The homeless man giggles. “That’s right. You’re screwed and you know it. There’s nothing that the brilliant, young, handsome superhero called Wyldfyre can do to stop one measly bomb strapped to one measly homeless person. How weak and pathetic you must feel. You are so useless.”
I tune out the homeless guy’s taunts to the best of my ability. I need to think. Can’t disarm the bomb, can’t remove it from his body, can’t kill the man, either … damn it … damn it …
Wait. The timer. If I can disable the timer, then I don’t need to remove the bombs from his body.
But how do I disable the countdown timer before it counts down to zero …
My eyes fall on the nearby coffee cart, which lies abandoned where the barista manning it had left it. Most of the beverages have been knocked over, but a wild idea occurs to me, an idea so outlandish that it just might work.
I dart over to the cart and fill a cup with hot, steaming coffee that smells vaguely of chocolate and spice. Rising to my full height, I hear Captain Cowboy shout, “Wyldfyre!”
Snapping my head up, I see Captain Cowboy climbing up the stairs from the Canal, twin pistols in hand. I hear footsteps behind me and look toward the baseball stadium to see Paintbrush and the other security guards running from the building. They come to a stop when they see the bomber, who flashes a mad grin at everyone.
“My, my,” says the homeless man, “I didn’t expect to get all three of you super idiots in one go. This will be even better than just bombing that stupid billionaire to hell. Thirty seconds until you’re all in pieces on the streets!”
The bomber is right. The timer on his chest is rapidly counting down from thirty seconds.
I needed to act now.
The cup of coffee in hand, I rush back over to the bomber. Even though it’s a short distance, I feel like I am moving in slow motion, watching as the timer ticks down on the bomber’s chest faster than ever …
Twenty-five seconds …
Twenty seconds …
Ten …
Five …
Four …
Three …
Two …
The bomber opens his mouth again, probably to insult us one last time, but I splash the coffee all over the countdown timer on his chest.
The timer instantly sparks, freezing with only two seconds left. The bomber cries out, clutching his chest as he staggers backward. Looking down at his chest, the bomber’s eyes grow even wider than before.
“You … you disabled the timer …” the bomber says in disbelief.
I nod. “Yep. Good night.”
With that, I punch the bomber in the face, causing him to collapse onto the ground at my feet, the timer still frozen on his chest.






  
  3


Not long after I punch out the bomber, the OKC police bomb squad arrives and takes over the situation. Fortunately, it takes them about five minutes to disarm not just the timer, but the bombs as well. They even remove the bombs from the bomber’s body safely, which is pretty impressive, given how tightly strapped they were to his body. 
By the time the bomb squad safely disarms the bombs, the fire department, several ambulances, and even more police cars show up. The whole Bricktown area is closed down and everyone in the surrounding businesses evacuated while the police do a clean sweep of the area just in case there are any other hidden bombs nearby.
As for the bomber himself, he is taken into custody by the police. Although the police managed to rouse him from getting knocked out, the bomber is oddly silent as they walk him into their cruiser to be taken to prison. Given how much of a braggart he was before I punched him out, the bomber’s silence is weird, but he probably just doesn’t want to give the police any information about his boss or say anything that could incriminate him further.
Captain Cowboy, Paintbrush, and I, meanwhile, stand near the Bricktown Christmas tree, watching the police work. Although Cap had offered to help the police search for more bombs, the police turned down his request. Guess they didn’t think they needed our help.
“Man, that was so scary,” says Paintbrush, glancing at the police cruiser where the would-be suicide bomber sits. She puts a hand on her chest. “Almost as scary as when we fought Wasteland in the mines of Picher.”
“I’m just surprised that spilling coffee on it worked,” says Captain Cowboy, pushing up the brim of his hat with one thumb. He looks at me. “That was some quick-thinkin’ there, kid.”
I shrug. “The timer looked homemade to me, so I figured it probably wasn’t waterproof. Honestly, I just kind of got lucky. I could have been wrong and we could have all died.”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head. “Damn. I wonder where a homeless dude like him even got his hands on those explosives.”
I grimace. “He told me that his boss gave them to him.”
“Who is his boss?” asks Paintbrush. “Did he say?”
I look around briefly to make sure no one is eavesdropping on us and, leaning in close to Paintbrush and Cap, I say, “A Meteor Monster.”
Captain Cowboy narrows his eyes. “A Meteor Monster? Are you sure?”
I nod. “Very. The bomber knows my real name and my connection to the Monsters. Said his boss was one of them.”
Captain Cowboy scowls. “Damn. This complicates things.”
“Which Meteor Monster is it?” says Paintbrush, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “There are five left, right? Which one do you think he works for?”
I scratch the back of my neck. “I don’t know for sure, but I think he is
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