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EPIGRAPH


“But those things which proceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and they defile the man.
For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies.”
-The Bible, Matthew 15:18-19 (King James Version)
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I didn’t murder my best friend-turned-bully in cold blood. Really, I didn’t. 
Don’t believe the rumors you hear in the hallways of Southwest Douglass High School or read on the Internet.
Seriously. Don’t.
Even though they are more believable than the truth. More believable than what really happened that night when my whole world changed.
But it wasn’t just my world that changed when that meteor crashed behind my apartment building. It was everyone’s lives, every person who lived in or near Oklahoma City, even if those people had never heard of me, Tobias Miller.
Because the monsters that were born that night?
The ones you read about in the news?
The ones everyone thinks were space aliens sent to kill us or escaped government experiments or even shadow beings trying to torment our souls (depending on your flavor of conspiracy and if you are my granny or not)?
The ones that crippled Oklahoma City’s greatest superhero and left the city defenseless?
I made them. All seven of them.
And now, I have to kill them before they kill more people I know, people I love, even if I didn’t know it.
So sit down. I promise this story won’t be too long, but it will be sad. You’ll probably think I’m an idiot.
And yeah, I was an idiot. Maybe still am.
But please read to the end. Someone needs to know what really happened that night, during those fateful four months that changed everything (and not always for the better).
Someone needs to know my story, the story of Tobias ‘Wyldfyre’ Miller. The story of how I made my own supervillains … and how I killed them, too.
-

Superheroes are lame. And do you know who the lamest superhero of them all is?
Captain Cowboy, the guy in the ridiculous cowboy/pulp spaceman hybrid costume lecturing my high school social studies class on the importance of following the Superhero Standard.
What is the Superhero Standard, you ask? Or don’t, if you’re smart and don’t want to hear a middle-aged guy playing dress-up lecture to you about ‘doing the right thing’ and ‘telling the truth’ and other things that were cliche in kindergarten.
According to Captain Cowboy, the Superhero Standard is kind of like the Oklahoma standard but really, really lame. It includes such genius ideas like ‘acts of service’ and ‘selflessness’ and ‘kindness’(insert vomiting noises here). It probably also includes butterflies and rainbows and tea parties and other things my annoying nine year old younger sister thinks are cool.
Then again, it makes sense that Mrs. Karen (yes, that is seriously her first name, and yes, it’s fitting) Smerters would think our class needs to hear this garbage. Our social studies teacher has taken it upon herself to fight all sorts of injustices and isms and phobias and crap I don’t care about in the comfort of her classroom. Guess that’s what you do when you’re a middle-aged cat lady who has nothing to look forward to at home other than your cats.
So I decided to spend social studies the way I spend pretty much every class I took: Drawing badass supervillains and anti-heroes in my sketchbook.
Why do I do that? ‘Cuz you’re looking at the next big comic book artist, baby. I might be only 15 years old, but even I can tell that school is a waste of time. Much better to spend my time becoming the next Joe Kettle AKA the coolest comic book artist ever, instead of listening to Oklahoma’s Son (yes, that’s one of Captain Cowboy’s nicknames) preach about being a good person or whatever.
“What are you doing there, son?” asks a drawling, Southern-accented male voice above me.
Snapping out of my thoughts, I look up to see Captain Cowboy himself standing in front of my desk. His hands are on his hips and he’s wearing the same look that every adult gives me when they see me drawing instead of paying attention.
I raise an eyebrow. “Drawing. Duh.”
I hear a familiar rehearsed gasp and Mrs. Smerters appears at Captain Cowboy’s side. She’s like half his height but double his weight and they make a weird-looking couple. “Mr. Miller! What have I told you about speaking to adults respectfully?”
I pretend to think about it for a second and shrug. “I dunno. Guess I wasn’t listening. Mostly because I already have your speeches memorized after hearing them a billion times.”
Mrs. Smerters’ face becomes red, which makes her look like a big red beet. “Young man, I won’t tolerate such disrespectful talk to either me or the guests I invite to speak in my class. Mr. Keaton here is a very busy man, so show him some gratitude for taking time out of his busy schedule protecting the city to speak to this class about the Superhero Standard.”
Captain Cowboy waves off Mrs. Smerters’ lecture. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Smerters. I always make time in my week to speak to schools in the OKC metro area. Besides, there is at least one kid like him in every class I speak to. He’s definitely not the first.”
Huh. Although I will never, ever admit this, I have to admit I am impressed that he isn’t going to just lecture me like Mrs. Smerters. Granted, he is cringe incarnate, but I guess not all adults feel the need to treat me like I’m a criminal before I have committed any real crimes.
Captain Cowboy folds his arms in front of his chest and leans against my desk.“Tell me your name, son.”
He is obviously trying to establish eye contact with me and I obviously am not going to give him that satisfaction. “Tobias. Tobias Miller. Though I go by Toby.”
Captain Cowboy nods. “Well then, Toby, it’s nice to meet you. You said you were drawing there? I like art. What are you drawing? Care to share it with me?”
That is when I realize that everyone in my class is staring at me, Captain Cowboy, and Mrs. Smerters. In particular, I notice that Mandy Summers, the prettiest girl in my class who sits a couple of rows ahead of me, is watching with fascination, her eyes practically glued to Captain Cowboy.
My neck growing hotter for some reason, I say, “I, uh, I draw—”
Someone coughs behind me and mutters, in that fake muttering way that people do when they want everyone to hear them, “School shooter art.”
I whip my head over my shoulder to see who had spoken and immediately spot Drew Ellison, my bully and archenemy, behind me. He keeps his head down like he is carefully studying his textbook instead of looking at me like everyone else, but I know he is paying more attention to me and Captain Cowboy than anyone else in the classroom. He is smirking, for god’s sake. No one has ever smirked at a social studies textbook.
As nonchalantly as I can, I kick the shin of Drew’s left leg, which he just so happens to have sticking out. Drew immediately pulls his leg back in and looks up at me, still smirking like the idiot he is.
That is why it is really creepy when Drew whispers, “Watch out after school today, Miller. You never know when you might get hurt.”
That may have sounded like a lame threat, but I suppose I forgot to mention that Drew Ellison is the quarterback of our high school football team and approximately half the size of a newborn baby elephant, and smells about as good. I, on the other hand, am a normal-sized human being with normal-sized muscles, even if I am a bit on the thin side because I don’t stuff my face like a pig every time someone puts food in front of me like Drew does.
But I don’t show any fear toward Drew. Or I try not to. Like I said, baby elephant.
“That is not a nice thing to say to one of your classmates,” Captain Cowboy says, reminding me that he is still standing there. He reaches out and picks up my sketchbook before I can react. He flips it open to a random page as he says, “I’m sure that Toby’s art is perfectly fine. Why, I certainly can’t draw a stick figure to save my life, so I’m always impressed by people who—”
Captain Cowboy goes silent when he sees one of my drawings. He even becomes as still as a statue, his mouth hanging slightly open.
I fidget in my seat. I hear giggles around me, more whispers and mutterings about that weird Toby and his weird art. Drew even manages to get in another fake cough about school shooter art. Mrs. Smerters just looks embarrassed.
I don’t pay attention to any of them. Really, I don’t. I don’t care what any of those dummies think about my art. Not like any of them even have a creative bone in their bodies, anyway.
But it always is awkward when someone who has never seen my art before sees it without proper warning.
And Captain Cowboy is the last person in the world who I think would appreciate, much less understand, my art.
Then Captain Cowboy abruptly drops my sketchbook onto my desk and, without looking directly at me, says, “Uh, interesting art, kid. Not my style, really, but keep at it. I’m sure it’ll get, er, better over time. Practice makes perfect!”
Then Captain Cowboy looks at the rest of the class and says, in his normal happy voice, “Well, it looks like it’s time for me to go, kids! Remember, you don’t have to be a superhero to follow the Superhero Standard and make Oklahoma City a safer place for everyone.”
Coincidentally, the school bell rings at that exact moment and then my classroom becomes a whirlwind of activity as everyone tries to get their stuff and get out first. Drew slams into my shoulder with his bag on his way out and reiterates his veiled threat to beat me like a punching bag after class.
But I pay them no attention. I do, however, notice Mandy and her friend Millie joking and laughing with each other as they empty their desks and fill their bags. Due to all of the noise, however, I don’t know if they were laughing at me or not.
Not that that makes much of a difference either way, however.
Because I feel really embarrassed.
And not just because I hear Captain Cowboy say to Mrs. Smerters in a low tone on his way out the door, “That kid needs counseling,” to which Mrs. Smerters replies in her usual shrill voice, “We’ve tried.”
Though honestly, that isn’t the worst reaction I ever had from an adult I didn’t know who has seen my art for the first time. It is a pretty mild reaction, actually, given how it showed a guy who is obviously meant to be Drew being devoured by one of my supervillains, Humanimal the Cannibal, in very graphic and bloody detail. At least he didn’t see the ones showing Humanimal eating Mrs. Smerters or my dad.
Then he really might think I am disturbed.
But I don’t care. I just slide everything into my backpack, including my sketchbook, and leave the classroom.
After all, I don’t want to be late for my ‘date’ with Drew later.
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Mrs. Smerters’ social studies class is my very last class of the day. 
Coincidentally, it is probably going to be the last class of my life.
Not.
I’m not an idiot. I can’t take Drew or any of his thick-skulled teammates in a fight. I’m an artist. Artists don’t fight. We draw.
But the student pick-up zone is where my mom picks up me and my sister after school. As I don’t have my driver’s license yet or even a smartphone (’cause we are poor as shit, in case you can’t tell) and Mom doesn’t like the bus, I have to rely on Mom to take me to and from school.
Which is really inconvenient, because that is where Drew planned to beat me. And he probably will, seeing as my mom is always late due to the long shifts she works. Mom is a nurse at St. Anthony’s, where she has to work double because my dad isn’t (and never has been) around to support us.
My only hope is that Drew and his goons won’t dare start shit with me if hundreds of students, parents, and especially teachers are around. Drew might like to beat his chest, but he’s a total wuss with most of the teachers. Nor is he a complete idiot. He’ll probably just wait until tomorrow or some other opportune time to jump me with his buddies and beat me like a pinata.
Which is fine by me. I just want to get the hell out of school and go home for the day. Future Me can worry about that tomorrow.
Unfortunately, when I reach the student pick-up zone on the south side of the school, I realize I must have been the first student to get there, as it is totally empty. I don’t even see Mr. Mann, my chemistry teacher, who usually volunteers for traffic duty.
I check my cheap plastic Walmart watch. Crap. I’d been in such a hurry to get out of class that I somehow left school ten minutes before the actual pick-up time started.
Not that I have much time to think about it, though. The cracking of knuckles, plus the scent of that awful deodorant that Drew wears all the time, tell me that my time was up.
“Hey, future school shooter,” says Drew’s mocking voice behind me. “Thought you would be too chickenshit to fight me.”
Suddenly, someone shoves me from behind and I hit the pavement and hear mocking laughter behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I see Drew standing there with his buddies, who I mentally name Dumb and Dumber, laughing like he just told the funniest joke in the universe. He must have shoved me over.
Sitting up and the dirt off my knees, I say, “I don’t want to fight you, Drew. I just want to go home.”
Drew laughs and says to Dumb and Dumber, “ ‘I just want to go home!’ Man, what a loser. I can’t believe that we were ever friends.”
“Same,” I reply. I raise my hands defensively. “Look, if you want my lunch money or something, you can have it. I don’t want to fight.”
“Lunch money?” Drew repeats. “What do I look like? A stereotype? Please. I’m rich enough that I don’t need your pennies. Nah, this is about pounding a disrespectful, little twerp like you into the pavement for making me look bad in front of Captain Cowboy.”
I grimace. “I didn’t realize you were a Captain Cowboy fan.”
But I also am not surprised. In my experience, bullies love superheroes. I’m not sure why, other than they like the idea of going around in a costume beating up poor people on the streets and getting away with it. At least, I am pretty sure that is what Drew finds so appealing about Captain Cowboy.
“Who isn’t a Captain Cowboy fan?” Drew asks. “He’s awesome. And not a freak like you.”
“Captain Cowboy is lame,” I say without thinking. “I can see why you like him.”
Damn it. I don’t mean to say that. But something about Drew always brings out the worst in me. Probably because we used to be friends and now we aren’t.
Drew growls like a tiger and smashes his fist into his open palm with an audible crunch. “Okay. I was just going to kick your ass for kicking me in class, but now I’m going to make sure you miss school for a week, maybe get sent to the hospital where your mom works so she can take care of you there.”
I gulp. Drew and his gang begin to gang up on me. There is no way I can outrun them, not when they are so close and are all members of the football team and in way better shape than I am. I almost regret not putting more effort into track than absolutely necessary.
“Stop!”
Drew and his gang stop and look over my head. I also look over my shoulder, although I already know who spoke based on her voice alone.
A short, nine-year-old Choctaw girl is running toward us, her braids flying behind her. She runs past me and stops between me and the three bullies, holding her arms out as if to protect me. Although I can not see her face, her firm body language tells me that she isn’t afraid of the bullies at all, even though she doesn’t even reach their waists.
“Leave my older brother alone, you big meanies,” says the girl in a high-pitched, girlie voice that intimidates exactly no one. “Or else!”
I groan out loud and say to the girl, “Dakota, what are you doing here? I didn’t ask for your help.”
Dakota, my aforementioned annoying younger sister, looks over her shoulder at me. “But brother, these meanies looked like they were going to hurt you.”
I groan again. “It’s just embarrassing to have my baby sister protect me from bullies. Imagine what this will do to my reputation if it gets out.”
Dakota smiles at me. “Don’t worry, big brother! You don’t have much of a reputation to begin with. You will be fine.”
Did I mention that my sister has the uncanny ability to insult you right to your face without even realizing it and in the sweetest possible voice? Because she does.
Drew laughs again. “Hiding behind your baby sister? This is a new low even for you, Toby. Although I guess if your idea is to take advantage of the fact that I don’t beat up little girls to protect you, then it’s not a bad plan.”
Dakota looks at Drew once more. “I may not be as big or strong as my big brother, but if you take one step closer, you will have to face the consequences.”
Drew raises an eyebrow while his minions giggle behind him. “Consequences? What are you going to do, throw pretty flowers at me?”
Dakota shakes her head very seriously and thrusts her right hand into her pink backpack. “I will do something even worse! I will sic Miss Unicorn on you!”
Dakota pulls a small, pink stuffed unicorn doll out of her backpack and thrusts it in Drew’s face. It is the pinkest and girliest-looking unicorn ever, almost painfully so.
Drew cocks his head to the side, while his goons burst out laughing behind him. “Miss Unicorn—? Is this supposed to be a joke?”
Dakota shakes her head again. “No. See this horn on her head? Miss Unicorn can shoot friendship beams and sparkles from it and turn even the worst enemies into friends. Miss Unicorn is also very protective of her friends, including the big brothers of her friends. So you had better watch out and leave my big brother alone or face the wrath of Miss Unicorn!”
In case you are lucky enough not to have an irritating younger sister obsessed with all things pink and girlie, Miss Unicorn is the girliest TV show in the universe. It’s so disgustingly girlie that I think it should be considered a war crime to make a man watch it.
And my sister just so happens to be the biggest fan of the show.
But my little sister, like most little sisters, sometimes struggles to separate fiction from reality. She probably does believe that Miss Unicorn is real on some level and that Miss Unicorn will save us.
Unfortunately for her, however, Drew doesn’t seem to agree with her about Miss Unicorn’s realness. He just stares at her, dumbfounded, for several seconds, along with Dumb and Dumber.
In fact, Drew is so still that I consider taking this moment to run. Yeah, it would mean walking all the way home, but school wasn’t that far from home and besides, I could really use the—
Drew laughs. “Wow! You’re serious.”
“Super serious,” Dakota says, her little girlie voice not even slightly frightening. She thrusts the doll in Drew’s face. “Now leave my brother alone or face the magic of friendship and sparkles!”
Drew, being the asshole that he is, just snatches the doll from Dakota and tosses it over his shoulder to Dumb, who catches it. “Sorry, girlie. I’m not afraid of stuffed animals.”
Dakota gasps. “Give me Miss Unicorn back!”
And Dakota, the idiot girl, actually runs up to Drew and starts punching him. Drew probably doesn’t even feel it, but the quarterback just picks up Dakota by the scruff of her shirt collar and hands her over to Dumber, who holds my struggling sister the same way someone might hold a wriggling, yapping chihuahua or something like that.
“Put me down!” Dakota screams. “Let me go! Or I’ll tell!”
Drew rolls his eyes and looks at me with something resembling pity. “I forgot how annoying your little sister is.”
Although neither Drew nor his goons have harmed Dakota yet, I’m not going to just lie here and let them manhandle her like that. Something sparks inside me, and before I know it, I am on my feet, staring Drew defiantly in the face
“Tell your minion to let my sister go, jerk,” I say in a firm but quiet voice. “Or else.”
Drew’s eyebrows rise in surprise, but then he cracks his knuckles and says, “Or else what? You’ll shoot me with the magic of friendship, too?”
It is at that exact moment that I realize I should have just stayed down. However angry I might be at seeing these bullies treat my sister that way, I am still half their size and as thin as a noodle. Drew’s fists alone are as big as my head. Jerk can pound me into the pavement without even thinking about it.
But I have no time to move or run. Drew pulls back his fist, clearly aiming for my face. And I’ve seen him play in football games. He has really accurate aim.
So I do the only thing I know how: I cover my head and look away. At least this way, I can keep my nose from getting broken and not have to explain to Mom what the odds of me getting my nose broken twice in one school year are.
“That’ll be enough, boys,” says a familiar voice with a distinct Southern drawl.
Startled, I open my eyes and lower my hands from my face.
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Captain Cowboy stands between me and Drew, arms folded in front of his chest. He hasn’t drawn any of his weapons from what I can tell, but he must have been giving Drew the  look, as Drew now looks more like a scared little mouse instead of the big bully he is.
“C-Captain Cowboy?” Drew stutters, sounding like the idiot he is. “I-I thought you had left the school already.”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head once. “I was going to, but the principal wanted to talk. Was just on my way out when I heard a commotion over here and decided to make sure that everyone was safe.”
Drew gulps, but says, in that dumb fake innocent voice he always uses whenever adults catch him in trouble, “Uh, nothing was going on, um, sir. We were just having a little fun with Toby and his sister here. That’s all.”
Captain Cowboy tilts his head to the side. “Is that why you look like you’re gonna punch the kid while your friend restrains the poor girl like an abused animal?”
Captain Cowboy is totally right. Drew is still holding his fist back, but he immediately drops it and folds his hands in front of his crotch like he’s an innocent little angel. Dumber immediately drops Dakota, who rushes over behind Captain Cowboy and hugs me. She’s crying and, despite feeling like crying myself, I hug her back while saying comforting things to her.
But I keep watching Captain Cowboy fillet Drew like a dead fish.
“Our fun just got, um, out of hand, Mr. Cowboy, sir,” Drew says. “No one was really in any danger. Everyone was perfectly safe.”
“Uh-huh,” says Captain Cowboy in the least convinced-sound voice I have ever heard in my life. “Perfectly safe.”
“Perfectly safe,” Dumb and Dumber echo in unison.
Drew takes a step back, saying, “So, um, my friends and I have to go. I think I hear our parents calling us.”
I look around but still don’t see anyone’s parents around, although that’s fine. It’s not every day you see the biggest bully in Southwest Douglass High School crap his own pants in front of a real superhero. I intend to relish every moment of it.
“Before y’all leave, you have something important that you need to give back,” says Captain Cowboy.
Drew gulps while his goons look stark white. “What … what do you mean?”
Captain Cowboy points at Dumb. “The unicorn doll. It belongs to the girl.”
Dumb immediately throws the doll at Drew, who catches it and hands it to Captain Cowboy like it was a piece of fine china or something while saying, “So sorry about that! We just got so caught up in our, um, fun that we almost forgot to give her back her doll.”
Captain Cowboy takes the doll as he glares at Drew. “Thank you, kid. I’ll make sure not to tell your parents and the teachers about this little bit of fun as long as you don’t even think of doing it again. Got it?”
Drew gulps again before nodding and then running like heck in the other direction back into the school. Dumb and Dumber follow him quickly, not even bothering to look back to see if Captain Cowboy is following or not.
But Captain Cowboy isn’t. He watches them go for a bit before turning around and kneeling before Dakota, who is not crying as much anymore but is still quite sniffly.
Smiling warmly, Captain Cowboy holds the Miss Unicorn doll out to her. “Here you go, miss. Best take care of your unicorn. They are really rare.”
Dakota takes her Miss Unicorn doll back and hugs it tightly. Shyly, she says to Captain Cowboy, “Thank you for saving us and my unicorn, Mr. Cowboy.”
Captain Cowboy nods at her with another smile. “You are quite welcome, miss. I’m just glad that your ‘friends’ didn’t hurt you. Otherwise, things would’ve gotten very nasty.”
“That’s nice and all, but why don’t you go hunt them down and teach them a lesson?” I demand, pointing in the general direction that Drew and his minions have fled. “They will just try again another time when you aren’t around.”
Captain Cowboy looks up at me, frowning disapprovingly. “Because one, they are kids like yourself and I am an adult, and two, they stopped bullying you when I asked them to. Trust me, they will leave you and your sister alone for a very long time.”
I scowl at Captain Cowboy. “That’s it? You aren’t even going to tell the teachers? Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You superheroes always apply band-aids and never permanently fix a problem.”
Dakota gasps. “Big brother! Don’t be so rude to Mr. Cowboy. He saved us and Miss Unicorn.”
Captain Cowboy raises a hand toward Dakota, never taking his eyes off me as he rises to his full height. “Son, you clearly have no idea what superheroes actually do. So please don’t act like you do.”
I haven’t realized how intense Captain Cowboy’s glare can be. No wonder Drew and his goons were so easily scared off.
But I still don’t look away, especially knowing that Captain Cowboy will not actually harm me. “I don’t need to be a superhero to know what you guys do. You’re always in the news and on social media. I know exactly what you do.”
Captain Cowboy continues to glare at me, although there is something off about it that I cannot place my finger on. He sighs and rubs his forehead before saying, “A simple thank you would have sufficed. But I guess you wouldn’t thank me unless I was like that disgusting drawing of yours, right?”
I am speechless. I just stare at Captain Cowboy, my fists shaking, but am unable to speak. I really want to speak, but something about Captain Cowboy’s look and the words he uses and his general demeanor signals to me that talking more won’t actually solve anything.
That is when I hear a car’s horn honk behind us and look over my shoulder to see my mom’s old blue Dodge Neon parked in front of at least three other cars that are here to pick up students. Mom waves at me and Dakota from behind the wheel, although the bags under her eyes are obvious even from a distance.
“Looks like your ride is here,” Captain Cowboy says. He tips his hat at me and Dakota. “Stay out of trouble, kids. Especially in school.”
Captain Cowboy turns and walks away. He disappears back into the school just as the rest of the student body makes its way out the front doors. Dakota waves goodbye at Captain Cowboy but I don’t say anything.
Instead, I grab Dakota’s hand and practically drag her to Mom’s car. I ignore the whispers and murmurs from the other students as they watch Captain Cowboy leave and immediately jump into the front seat of Mom’s car and tell her to take us home.
Mom doesn’t argue. She just drives the car out of the pick-up zone back onto the highway, but it isn’t until we are halfway home that I realize what Captain Cowboy seems upset about:
He is disappointed in me.
And for some irrational reason, that bothers me a lot.
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Mom, as usual, asks me how my day went on our way home and I, as usual, say it was fine. 
That would have ended Mom’s inquiries about my school day under normal circumstances, but Dakota pipes up and gives a complete blow-by-blow recreation of Captain Cowboy’s ‘epic’ (her words, not mine) intervention in our conflict with Drew and his gang.
By the end of it, you might think that Captain Cowboy jumped down from the roof of the school, intimidated Drew and his minions with a single glare, and rescued Miss Unicorn from being tortured to death. Dakota’s version of events is so different from how I experienced it that I wonder if she and I are in different universes.
Naturally, Mom is super impressed. She’ll never admit this, but she has a huge crush on Captain Cowboy. Always going on about how handsome he is, how he is such a good role model for children, how grateful she is that he was there when we got bullied, etc. I tell Mom to propose to Captain Cowboy if she likes him so much, which seems to annoy her for some reason.
“Mr. Cowboy was really nice,” Dakota says. “Unfortunately, Toby didn’t say thank you.”
Mom, her hands on the wheel, glances at me in surprise. “Is that true, Toby?”
I try not to look at Mom. “I did. Dakota probably just didn’t hear me.”
“Nuh-uh!” Dakota says from the back seat. “I have really good hearing. You were just rude to him.”
I am now debating whether it was a good thing that Captain Cowboy saved me and my sister if all she is going to do is get me in trouble with Mom.
Mom just sighs and says, “I believe you, honey. And I know how you feel about superheroes in general, but it doesn’t hurt to say thank you even to people you don’t like very much.”
I snort. “But he really didn’t do anything. He just kind of lectured the bullies and they ran away because he is an adult.”
Mom shakes her head. “It sounds to me like he protected both you and Dakota from Drew. I wish I could have thanked him myself.”
Ugh. If there is something even more embarrassing than my sister coming to my defense, it would be Mom getting all hot and bothered around Captain Cowboy because he saved us. Makes me glad that he took off when he did.
Trying to change the subject, I say to Mom, “You were early. I thought you would be at work for another couple of hours at least.”
Mom laughs. “I got lucky. My boss let me off early today because it was very slow. That means we can spend more time together this evening after dinner. How does Hideaway Pizza and family game night sound?”
Dakota squeals behind me like a pig. “Family game night! Yay!”
As for me, I do what any self-respecting teenage boy does in my situation and slump in my cracked leather seat and say, “Ugh.”
Mom glances at me as we come to a stop at a red traffic light, causing the car to make weird whining noises like it always does whenever it stops abruptly. “Are you not going to join us tonight, Toby? You do know that you are always invited to family game night, right?”
I nod, keeping my eyes on Devon Tower, the tallest building in Oklahoma City, in the distance and not on Mom, mostly as a way to avoid looking at her. “Yeah, sorry. I have a ton of homework to do. I’ll probably just grab some pizza and eat it in my room while I work.”
Dakota’s head pokes between the driver and passenger seats, a mischievous grin on her face. “By homework, do you mean drawing?”
The green light comes on and the car moves forward again, but Mom looks at me with her trademark concerned Mom look, causing some people behind us to honk because we are not going fast enough. “Drawing? Are you still drawing those disgusting monsters?”
I sink deeper into my seat. “They are not disgusting. They are cool. And so what if I am drawing weird things? At least I’m not doing drugs.”
Mom purses her lips. I know how she feels about my drawings, but I also know that the only thing she hates more than my art is the thought of doing drugs. Probably because, as a nurse at St. Anthony’s, she has to deal with drug addicts and victims of drug overdose all the time.
Is that kind of a low blow? Maybe. But Mom has lectured me on my ‘disgusting’ drawings a billion times by now. I know what she is going to say and she knows saying what I am going to say. As long as I stay away from drugs, Mom usually doesn’t care what I draw unless it gets me in trouble at school. Which it has, but not anytime recently.
Finally, as we turn onto 39th Street, Mom says, “I suppose so. But can’t you at least draw nice things? I remember when you were younger than Dakota and drew pictures of happy things, like puppies, our family having a picnic, and so on.”
I roll my eyes. “Our family that hasn’t existed since Dad left us?”
Even as the words leave my mouth, I realize I made a very bad mistake.
Mom’s shoulders tense and she grips the steering well so tightly that her knuckles look like they are going to burst from her skin. She says, in a low and forced calm voice, “I am just saying that it would not hurt you to draw nice things every now and then. It doesn’t have to be our family. It can be anything you want.”
“Like a superhero!” Dakota says. “You drew a superhero once, didn’t you, big brother?”
Mom looks at me in surprise. “You did? When?”
I squirm in my seat. “Don’t listen to Dakota. She doesn’t know what she’s talking—”
“But I saw it,” Dakota continues. “You drew it to impress a girl you like.”
“Really?” says Mom. “How did that go?”
I bite my lower lip. “Badly. Very badly.”
Remember Mandy? The cutest girl in ninth grade?
Like Dakota, she also thinks superheroes are cool. So I decided to go against my usual style and draw one for her: The fire-themed Native American superhero, Wyldfyre.
Unfortunately, when I showed it to her, she ... wasn’t very excited. She didn’t HATE it, but I think all I did was make her think I was as much a weirdo as everyone says I am.
I lapse into use silence and so does Mom. Even Dakota keeps her mouth shut for once.
None of us say anything until we get back to our apartment home and go inside. I immediately head into my room, close the door without saying anything to Mom or Dakota, and lay down on my bed, clutching my sketchbook while staring up at the water-stained ceiling of my room.
See, I have always been an artist for as long as I could remember. Mom even says I was drawing stick figures when I was three years old. I don’t remember that, but I don’t dispute it, either.
Then Dakota was born and then Dad left us not too long after and suddenly I no longer want to draw anything nice. I only want to draw supervillains like Humanimal and Jackpot, anti-heroes like Wyldfyre, and monsters like Wasteland. My sketchbook is full of those kinds of drawings.
It is my way of dealing with the shitty hand that the world has given me and my family. Art is my only real escape, the only way I can get my feelings out of my head. Otherwise, I’d probably have gone crazy a long time ago.
In real life, I can’t do anything about my deadbeat dad, overbearing teachers like Mrs. Smerters, or bullies like Drew.
But as I flip through my sketchbook, looking at the various pictures I’d drawn of Humanimal killing and eating these people … it is my way of having some semblance of control over my life.
I hear Mom and Dakota playing games in the kitchen and even think I hear Mom knock on the door, probably to check up on me.
But I ignore her. I flip through my sketchbook for a while, glance at my homework stacked on top of my wobbly Goodwill desk, and decide to call it a night.
A long, boring night.
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I am thrown out of my bed by an earthquake and land face down on the floor of my room. Shaking my head, I rub the back of my head and stare groggily around my room, which is now bathed in a weird green light for some reason. 
That is when I realize that the weird green light is coming from my window. I hear screams and shouts and a lot of movement outside, so I scramble to my feet and race over to the window. Yanking the UFO-covered curtains aside, I stare out the window at something that feels more like a nightmare than reality.
The public park behind my apartment complex is surrounded by mounds and mounds of dirt. A huge glowing green light rises up from the other side of the mounds, spreading all over the cars parked in the parking lot of the complex. It is a legitimate light show out there, revealing a lot of the cars have been flipped over or knocked down, with broken or even outright shattered windows from the impact of whatever just happened.
Because I am starting to think that this isn’t an earthquake.
The door to my room slams open and both Mom and Dakota stagger inside, with Dakota practically wrapped around Mom’s legs. Both are still in their pajamas, Dakota wearing her pink unicorn pajamas and my Mom wearing flannel bottoms and a ratty T-shirt featuring a band that was hot when she was my age.
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