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  Make no friendship with an angry man; and with a furious man thou shalt not go: Lest thou learn his ways, and get a snare to thy soul.The Holy Bible, Proverbs 22:24-25 (King James Version)
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I have a riddle for you: 
Why do supervillains, criminals, and various evildoers always pick abandoned warehouses in the middle of the night to conduct their illicit activities?
Seriously, it’s such a cliché at this point and really reflects on the lack of creativity that most bad guys have. Or maybe it’s because abandoned warehouses are cheaper than a castle and moat or something equally cringe and cliché.
But as Cap always says, “Hey, it makes our job easier, so stop complain’.”
I think about that as I peer through the window of just such an abandoned warehouse that is located on the southern side of Oklahoma City. This particular warehouse is actually empty, surprisingly enough. And by ‘empty,’ I mean totally barren, aside from a few empty crates here and there. Whatever used to be stored here has been gone a long time, although if our research is correct, then this is an old automotive parts warehouse where one of the big auto companies in town used to store their extra parts.
Tonight, however, it is full.
Full of criminals and illegal arms dealers, that is.
Well over a dozen armed men—mostly generic thugs and crooks, from the looks of their clothing and weapons—stand in a circle around a long, thin wooden box. Sitting atop the box is a man in a trench coat, his head bowed as if in prayer. It’s impossible to see his actual face thanks to the wide-brimmed hat he’s wearing, not to mention the thick gloves covering his hands. That kind of clothing seems unusually warm to wear in early September in Oklahoma, and tonight isn’t even an especially cold night, either.
The armed dudes look nervous. A few seem to be chatting or having smalltalk among themselves, but the vast majority are shifting nervously, rubbing their trigger fingers against the sides of their guns, or glancing toward the entrance. None of them are looking at the windows, however, which is good.
It means they won’t know what is about to hit them.
“What do you see, Wyldfyre?” asks a Southern-accented male voice below me. “Is Tangle there?”
I look down to see my boss, Captain Cowboy, the superhero of Oklahoma City, and my girlfriend and fellow sidekick, Paintbrush, standing below me. Unlike me, neither Captain Cowboy nor Paintbrush can fly, so it’s usually up to me to scout out areas that are easier to see from the air.
“Not sure,” I say as I descend just slightly enough so that none of the guys in the warehouse will accidentally peer out the window and see me. “There’s a guy sitting on a long wooden box in a wide-brimmed hat, trench coat, and gloves, but I can’t see his face.”
Captain Cowboy grimaces. “Definitely Tangle. At least, it fits the description and pictures the FBI posts on the Internet.”
“You mean you’ve never actually met this guy before?” I ask incredulously.
Captain Cowboy shakes his head. “No. In fact, very few supers have. Despite his name and appearance, Tangle is more of a black-market criminal than a true-blue supervillain. He rarely tangles with supers himself and usually acts as an arms dealer for the kinds of villains and criminals we deal with on a daily basis.”
I groan. “You did not just make a pun off of a supervillain’s name on a mission where we are hunting down said supervillain.”
Paintbrush giggles and covers her mouth. “I don’t know. I thought it was kind of funny.”
Captain Cowboy flashes me a smirk. “See, kid? Even your girlfriend thinks I’m funny. Just admit it: I tell the best dad jokes.”
“Only under threat of torture would I ever willingly admit that,” I reply with my best grimace. “Anyway, Tangle and his men look pretty nervous in there for some reason.”
Paintbrush gulps. “Do you think they know that we know about the deal going down tonight?”
I shake my head. “Doubt it. They aren’t looking at the windows. They’re looking at the entrance to the warehouse. I think they are nervous about whoever is coming to buy their secret weapon.”
“You mean the Weather Staff,” Captain Cowboy corrected. “That’s what it is.”
Paintbrush cocks her head to the side. “We still don’t know that for sure, Cap.”
“Wyldfyre said Tangle is sitting on a long wooden box,” Captain Cowboy says, gesturing at the window. “And the Weather Staff was stolen by Tangle or at least one of his associates.”
“Wouldn’t Tangle be more likely to use the Weather Staff himself instead of selling it to the highest bidder?” I ask. “If the Weather Staff is as powerful as you say it is.”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head vigorously. “Ain’t how Tangle operates. Not all supervillains want to destroy the world. Some just want to make a buck off those who do. But yeah, the Weather Staff actually isn’t as powerful as I said it is.”
I blink. “Then why are you so worried about it ending up in the wrong hands?”
Captain Cowboy gives me a hard look. “Because it’s actually more powerful than I said it was. And in the wrong hands, could cause the kind of damage that most supervillains only dream of.”
Both Paintbrush and I exchange puzzled—and, I will admit it, worried—looks when Cap says that. Even though Captain Cowboy is a bit cheesy and overdramatic like most superheroes are, he rarely exaggerates, well, anything, at least when it comes to dangerous supervillains and the weapons they use to hurt people or commit crimes.
See, about a month ago, someone broke into a federally-controlled weapons facility somewhere in western Oklahoma and stole a weapon called the Weather Staff. Once wielded by the supervillain Great Spirit, the Weather Staff supposedly gives the user the power to control the weather itself, ranging from making small rainclouds localized around an individual to full-on tornadoes and maybe even hurricanes (but given how this is Oklahoma, I doubt we will be seeing any of those).
No one knows who, where, or why the Weather Staff was originally created. The original user of the weapon, Great Spirit, claimed to have found it in Missouri in the caves that the Choctaw people are said to have come from. Allegedly, it had been crafted by the souls of the Native Americans who perished during the colonization of the Americas and given to him to avenge them by destroying Oklahoma City and the world.
Or so Cap tells us, because it was Captain Cowboy, along with help from the previous OKC superhero Pioneer and the state and federal governments, who stopped Great Spirit over twenty years ago. As Paintbrush and I weren’t even born when that happened, we don’t know for sure, but we did learn about it in Oklahoma State History in school and saw footage from the Great Spirit’s attack on the Capital, so we assume that’s how the story went.
Great Spirit is currently locked up in a high-security prison in McAlester, but the Weather Staff was taken by the federal government and locked up somewhere only they knew about. Knowing how Cap feels about the feds, I doubt he was happy about that, but I guess he didn’t have the pull to stop them back then due to being an inexperienced superhero.
Anyway, the Weather Staff was allegedly held in that federal storage facility until a month ago, like I said, when someone apparently broke into the facility, stole the Weather Staff, and vamoosed. Oh, and they may or may not have murdered a whole bunch of security guards and other people employed at the facility on their way out, but we aren’t sure. Why?
Because we literally did not even know about the theft until yesterday when Cap’s favorite federal agent, Templeton Black, contacted us out of the blue and told us that the feds had intel about a weapons deal happening in OKC tonight. According to Black, Tangleworm—and yes, that is his full villain name for some reason—is selling the Weather Staff to a mystery client tonight for a huge amount of money. Apparently, the only reason Black contacted us at all is because of federal laws forcing federal law enforcement officials to reach out to the local superhero in an area where they are going to be conducting an investigation or sting.
And that’s what he called us about. Black and his men from the Department of Superheroes wanted our help ending the deal before it even began. Together with some of Black’s agents, we have the warehouse pretty well surrounded, although everyone is trying to stay hidden so that none of the people involved in the deal, whether Tangle or his men, know about us and call off the deal. Given how Tangle is here tonight, I can only assume that means we were successful in keeping our presence hidden from the bad guys.
Being suddenly told about the theft of a superweapon powerful enough to nuke a city is one thing, but doing it the night before SuperCon—the biggest superhero conference in the country, if not the world—that we are supposed to attend and host?
I had never heard Cap cuss the feds that much until yesterday. And frankly, I agreed with him this time. I imagine if Tangle had not stolen the Weather Staff, we wouldn’t even be here.
That tells you how dangerous the Weather Staff is. If Captain Cowboy, who usually looks for every excuse not to work with the feds, is still willing to work with them to get the Weather Staff back … then yeah, I get why Cap seems so nervous.
As for who Tangle’s client is, we have no idea. Even the feds aren’t sure. They think it may be a terrorist or criminal gang, possibly even someone associated with the cartels, but again, they don’t know for sure. And honestly, it doesn’t matter. No one should have a weapon as powerful as the Weather Staff. Heck, I am surprised that the feds didn’t outright destroy it after confiscating it from Great Spirit, although I can guess why they didn’t:
They probably wanted to study the Weather Staff and see if they could replicate its powers and make a weapon for the military to use. That’s what Cap thinks and, while neither Black nor any of the other agents we met up with earlier said anything, I think it’s a fair theory.
Regardless, I’d rather the Weather Staff be in the hands of the government than in the hands of some random criminal or supervillain who doesn’t fully understand its destructive power.
Or even worse, someone who does.
My thoughts are interrupted by the sound of several motorcycle engines revving loudly nearby. The rays of lights from what I assume are motorcycle headlights shine over the top of the warehouse, coming from the front entrance from what I can tell, before the engines die and the lights turn off, making everything dark again.
“What was that?” Paintbrush asks, her vine whips already extending from her wrists. “An attack?”
I hover up to the window and shake my head. “No. I think the client is here.”
The reason I say that is because Tangle and his goons have turned their gazes upward. They are staring at the front door, which lets me see Tangle’s face for the first time.
Not really. Tangle’s face is covered in thick brown bandages like a mummy while his eyes are hidden behind thick sunglasses, which seems really weird. Who the hell wears sunglasses at night? The lights in the warehouse can’t be that bright.
But then the front doors swing open and another half dozen guys walk in. They look completely different from Tangle and his men. Whereas Tangle’s men are wearing paramilitary gear and uniforms, these dudes are wearing long, dark cloaks, with hoods and blank black masks covering their faces. Their cloaks have what appear to be black angelic wings on a motorcycle etched into them, but I can tell that these guys are all super buff even with their cloaks.
Except the guy in the middle, who is super short. Seriously, he barely even comes up to the waists of the guys surrounding him and yet he walks like he’s in charge. The other guys surround him like bodyguards, however, which tells me that he must be the leader. His face is hidden under his hood, however, making it impossible for me to see who he really is.
My earcom in my left ear crackles and Black’s gravelly voice says, “Agent Black to Captain Cowboy and sidekicks. Our scout at the front of the warehouse saw half a dozen robed men on motorcycles enter the warehouse.”
“We saw them, too,” I reply. “Oh, and you do know that we ‘sidekicks’ have names, right, dude?”
“Please speak like an adult or I will be forced to cut you off this line and send you home from the mission,” says Black without missing a beat. “Remember who is in charge of this mission. Hint: It is not you or Captain Cowboy.”
I scowl, but Black is right. As annoying as Black is, he is technically in charge here, and there is no way in hell that I am going to sit this mission out. Besides, I’ve got a bad feeling about that short guy in the middle for some reason, even though he looks like the smallest and weakest guy in that whole room.
“Any idea who those bozos are, Black?” Captain Cowboy asks.
“I am having my lead researcher look them up in the FBI’s criminal database right now,” Black says. “As it is, we aren’t sure who they are, so I assume they are a local gang rather than a national one.”
I look down at Captain Cowboy with mystified eyes. “Do you know who they are?”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head. “Nope. No idea.”
“Troubling,” is all Black says. “In any case, we will keep monitoring the deal and, whatever you do, do not engage with either Tangle or his client until I say so. Understood, Wyldfyre?”
I scowl. “Understood, sir.”
I say that with as much sarcasm as I can. I know Black is singling me out because he thinks I am the most impulsive person on this mission, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.
“Good,” says Black. “Black out.”
My earcom turns off with a click and I scowl even more. “Stupid feds.”
“Now you know why I dislike them,” says Captain Cowboy. He sighs. “But Black’s got a point. No point in any of us rushing in until we have a better idea what we are up against.”
I fold my arms across my chest. “I wasn’t planning on rushing in guns blazing. I just don’t like being told what to do by Black.”
“Understandable, but we still need to keep on our toes here,” says Captain Cowboy. “If we move too early, we risk losing not just Tangle or his mysterious client, but the Weather Staff, too. We gotta be smart about it.”
I nod and look back into the warehouse. At least I can monitor the situation and hey, since I can fly, I will probably be one of the first to respond when it is time to start kicking bad buy butt.
The cloaked dudes have stopped several feet away from Tangle and his men. Oddly, Tangle’s men now look even more nervous, based on how still they stand, their muscles tight with tension. Are they afraid of these hooded guys?
Only Tangle appears relaxed, although he’s a hard one to read, and not just because every inch of his body is covered up. His body language is just … off, like he’s not even human. He’s not one of the Meteor Monsters—I would know if he was—but he’s really weird nonetheless.
Then the leader of the hooded dudes steps forward and lowers his hood and my breath catches in my throat:
It’s Walter Ellison, the younger brother of my late ex-best friend, Drew Ellison.
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I immediately look down at Captain Cowboy and Paintbrush and hiss, “It’s him.” 
Captain Cowboy raises an eyebrow. “It’s who?”
I gesture at the window. “The leader of the bikers. It’s Walt.”
Paintbrush’s eyes widen in shock. “Walt? As in, Walter Ellison? Are you sure?”
I nod urgently. “It’s definitely him. I’d recognize him anywhere. He looks … he looks just like Drew, except scrawnier.”
Backstory time!
Over a year ago, when I first became the superhero Wyldfyre, I got cornered by my school bully and ex-best friend, Drew Ellison. He and his friends were planning to beat me to a pulp before Humanimal the Cannibal—one of the Meteor Monsters, whose origin I am basically responsible for—showed up and killed them all right in front of me, thinking it was exactly what I wanted him to do.
Everyone, that is, except for Walter, Drew’s younger brother.
Walter then blamed me for Drew’s death which, to be frank, he isn’t entirely wrong about. Humanimal, along with the six other Meteor Monsters, came to life thanks to energies from a mysterious meteor that crashed behind my apartment complex, the same meteor that gave me my powers. The meteor brought the Meteor Monsters to life from my sketchbook, thereby making them my creations, more or less, even though they do what they want. Humanimal killed Drew and his goons because of how much I hated Drew, even though I never actually told Humanimal to do any of that.
In fact, Drew’s death is one of the main reasons I am hunting down the Meteor Monsters. His death is one of my greatest regrets.
But Walt didn’t, and still likely doesn’t, know that. I learned from his parents that Walt had dropped out of school after that fateful night, but they did not say what happened to him or where he went afterward.
That’s why I am extremely shocked to see Walt apparently leading his own gang of buff, full-grown adult bikers to purchase a superweapon from a supervillain arms dealer. And the weirdest thing is, he’s basically still a kid. He looks just as small and scrawny as I remember him. The only major physical change in his physical appearance that I can see is that his hair has grown out to his shoulders, along with what looks like a neck tattoo poking out from his collar, although the hood makes it hard to see the tattoo’s details.
“What the hell is Walter doing here?” says Captain Cowboy. “That makes no sense.”
“I know,” I say. I reach for the window. “I can’t just watch. I need to get in there and—”
A lasso suddenly flies up toward me and wraps around my ankle, yanking me down slightly. Startled, I look down to see Captain Cowboy holding the other end of the lasso, a disapproving expression on his face.
“Sorry, kid, but I can’t let you do that,” says Captain Cowboy. “If Walter really is in there, then you showing up and confronting him is the very last thing we need.”
I scowl. “I don’t want to confront him. I just want to hear what he and Tangle are saying. For reconnaissance purposes, of course.”
And it’s true. I don’t really want to confront Walter, not right now, anyway. I just want to find out why he’s leading a biker gang and buying weapons from supervillains. Seems like important information to learn to me. Maybe it will help us understand where Walter has been for the past year.
Captain Cowboy doesn’t look or sound convinced. “Toby, I know you well enough to know that letting you go inside, even just to listen, is a great way to get us all in trouble we don’t need and might not be able to get ourselves out of.”
“Besides, didn’t Black say to stay put until he gives us the go-ahead?” Paintbrush asks, glancing around nervously. “Perhaps we should wait, at least until—”
“Until what?” I say. “Look, I’ll just go in, hide behind a crate, and listen. I’ll even open the line on my earcom so that everyone else can listen in, too. I’ll be stealthier than a black cat at midnight.”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head. “Nope. Sorry, Wyldfyre, but it’s just too dang risky.”
I scowl. “I wasn’t asking for permission.”
My ankle burst into flame, instantly incinerating the lasso around it. Captain Cowboy, who had been holding the line taut, fell backward in surprise, forcing Paintbrush to catch him with her vines.
Without looking back, I pop open the window, slip inside, and fly behind a nearby empty crate. Landing softly on my feet, I tap my earcom a couple of times until I am sure that everyone can hear me but mute them so that no one can interrupt me. I want—no, I need—to focus on Walter and Tangle’s business deal and can’t afford to let anything distract me. I even ignore the dusty scent in the air, which makes my nose twitch slightly, but fortunately, I don’t sneeze.
Then I feel something squirming under my feet and start. Looking down, I see some strange worms crawl away underneath the crate before I can get a good look at them. They’re kind of gross, but I guess if this warehouse has been abandoned for as long as it has, then it makes sense that it would have a bug problem. I return my attention to the deal happening in the middle of the room.
Even though it’s been a couple of minutes since Walter dropped his hood, neither Tangle nor his men have said anything. For that matter, Walter’s bikers have been strangely quiet as well, staring down Tangle and his men like they are trying to pick a fight or something. It’s like both groups are having a staring contest and are just waiting for the other to break first.
Finally, one of Tangle’s men—a somewhat fat black guy who nonetheless looks like he could eat Walter alive—chuckles. “You got to be kidding me. The dreaded leader  of the Angels of Wrath is a kid?”
Walter gives the fat bodyguard a hard look. “I’m not the leader. The Boss is. I’m just his representative and right-hand man he sent to pick up the package for him.”
Walter’s voice is deeper than I remember, although it does crack slightly. Must not be done with puberty yet.
Despite that, however, I don’t feel like making fun of him. There’s something in his eyes and voice that tells me he’s not nearly as weak as he looks. Then again, Walter always did try to make himself look and sound tougher than he actually was. Unlike Drew, however, Walter always lacked the physical strength to be a successful bully and I always considered him more of an annoyance than anything.
The fat bodyguard snorts. “That’s even worse.”
“Jamal,” says Tangle, his voice low, “please do not antagonize one of our clients. It’s supremely unprofessional.”
This is the first time Tangle speaks and his voice is … weird. It has a slight New York accent to it, but that’s not the weird part. He strangely trills his words, like he’s speaking through a mouthful of tentacles or something. It’s probably just the bandages around his face, which also cover his mouth, and therefore muffle his words somewhat, although he’s still fairly understandable despite that.
Jamal gives Tangle an incredulous look. “Sending a freaking kid to negotiate with us is even more unprofessional, boss man. I think they are messing with us. Probably don’t even have the money to afford this weapon.”
“Money is no issue for the Angels,” Walter says. “But if you keep talking to me like that, then we might just have to call this whole deal off and walk away. Or get into physical negotiations, if you catch my drift.”
‘Physical negotiations’ is obviously a euphemism for ‘kill Tangle and his men and steal the Weather Staff.’ The other Angels clutch their guns more tightly or reach for weapons in their robes, while Tangle’s bodyguards exchange nervous looks and lick their lips.
Everyone, that is, except for Tangle, who still looks totally calm, even though he appears unarmed. He looks at Walter and says, “It would be in everyone’s best interests if we could get through these negotiations with a minimum amount of violence. And in a timely manner, too. I have an early flight tomorrow morning and I like getting my beauty sleep.”
“Then tell your stupid bodyguard to keep his trap shut about my age and show us the weapon,” Walter snaps.
Jamal growls. “Stupid? Kid, you haven’t even lived long enough to know what stupid is.”
Tangle turns his gaze to Jamal. “Jamal, please—”
“No, boss man,” Jamal snaps. He glares at Walter. “I’m done with this kid’s disrespect. Why don’t you run home and tell your ‘Boss’ to negotiate himself instead of sending his bratty sidekick?”
Walter tenses. “Call me that word again and you will wish you hadn’t.”
“What? Bratty?”
Walter shakes his head. “No. Sidekick. I hate sidekicks.”
Even though Walter obviously doesn’t know I am here, I still shuffle uncomfortably behind the crate. Not only does Walter blame me for Drew’s death, but he also knows my secret identity. Why he hasn’t told everyone in the world about it, I still don’t know. Regardless, I know why Walter hates sidekicks and I feel a bit guilty about it.
Jamal smirks. “You hate sidekicks, huh? What, were you one of those brats who wanted to be Captain Cowboy’s sidekick, only to see that Wyldfyre kid get the job instead?”
Walter says nothing to that, but he is visibly trembling. Is he going to cry?
No.
He’s not going to cry.
He’s angry.
“Jamal, please,” says Tangle, the calmness in his voice now tinged with annoyance. “Your job is to be my bodyguard, not to antagonize clients.”
“No, let him run his mouth,” Walter says. He smirks. “Although I think being afraid of a kid is kind of pathetic myself.”
Jamal’s smirk instantly transforms into an enraged scowl. “You little brat! I’m gonna teach you a lesson your dad apparently never taught you.”
Tangle holds out a hand, but Walter raises his own and says, without taking his eyes off Jamal, “Don’t worry. Let him. If this big grown man can’t handle a little teasing from a ‘brat’ like me, then he deserves what’s coming to him.”
Jamal chuckled, although there was no mirth in his voice. “Big words coming from a small baby. But if you wanna fight, then I’m fine with that. I won’t even use my gun. You’re thin enough that I could break you like a stick with my bare hands.”
Jamal hands his gun over to the bodyguard standing next to him and, smashing his fist into his other hand, rushes at Walter, yelling.
My every instinct tells me to jump out and save Walter. Because there’s no way in hell that Walter is going to be able to stop, much less survive, a charging man who is easily two or three times his size.
But Walter doesn’t move. He doesn’t even look particularly afraid. Nor do any of his Angels step in. In fact, they actually back away and give each other knowing looks, as if they know something I don’t.
And, apparently, they do, because when Jamal gets close enough to Walter, he throws a fist directly at his face …
Which Walter catches like a baseball.
Jamal has just enough time to look confused before Walter pulls back his fist and punches it straight through Jamal’s stomach and out his back. Blood explodes out of Jamal’s back as Walter’s fists smashes through his body, causing Jamal to gasp in pain.
Everyone stares at the horrific sight, myself included. Even the normally unflappable Tangle appears to pause and stare at Walter and Jamal with more than a hint of fear. Only Walter and his Angels appears unsurprised by this result
Hell, even I feel some fear. The Walter I knew couldn’t throw a punch, much less punch straight through the belly of a full-grown adult.
Where the hell has Walter been over the last year and how did he get so damn strong?
Jamal, breathing hard, looks down at Walter’s arm still thrust into his stomach and blinks. “What … huh …”
Walter then yanks his arm out of Jamal’s stomach and sweeps his legs out from underneath him. Jamal cracks his skull against the concrete floor and, an instant later, Walter’s foot crashes down on his skull and utterly smashes it to pieces.
Jamal’s blood and brains splatter across the floor, including at the feet of the bodyguards nearest the fight. Said bodyguards then take several steps back from Walter, half of them staring at Jamal’s headless corpse, the other half staring at Walter himself.
And Walter is definitely a sight to see now. His entire left arm is covered in blood and guts, while thick blood stains cover his robes. His face has some blood on it as well, which, combined with his insane smile, makes him look almost exactly like Humanimal to me.
Only somehow even scarier.
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Dead silence hangs in the air as Tangle and his bodyguards stare at Jamal’s headless corpse. The previous nervous expressions on the bodyguards’ faces have turned to outright fear and a few are moving their trigger fingers from the sides of their guns to the triggers themselves. 
As for Walter and his Angels, they look perfectly at ease. Walter wipes Jamal’s blood off his face and stares at Tangle. “Are we ready to negotiate like adults now or do you have another loudmouthed fatass who needs to be taught a lesson?”
No way will Tangle want to keep negotiating after that kind of scene. At least, I wouldn’t if I were him. Selling weapons to someone who just effortlessly killed one of your bodyguards in front of you does not seem like good business to me.
But then Tangle stands up and says, “Of course.”
Walter eyes Tangle cautiously. “You seem awfully chill for a guy who just saw me paint the floor red with one of his bodyguards’ brains.”
Tangle shrugs, which causes his body to ripple slightly like a wave for some reason. “Jamal was always my least favorite bodyguard. And besides, he violated one of the very few codes I follow: Never attack your customers.”
Walter raises an eyebrow. “So he had it coming, in other words.”
Tangle nods. “In simple terms, yes.”
Walter chuckles. “I think we’re going to get along just fine, Mr. Tangle.”
“Agreed,” Tangle says, “although I am fascinated to see that the rumors about Fury are true.”
Fury? What is he talking about?
Whatever he’s going on about, Walter seems to know. “We can give you as much as you want, but first, the Weather Staff.”
Tangle gestures at the box behind him. “It’s right here, just as I promised.”
“Not good enough,” Walter says. “The Boss says that if I don’t confirm you have it, the deal is off.”
Tangle cocks his head to the side. “I can assure you that the Weather Staff is indeed inside this box. I would rest my very reputation on it.”
Walter shakes his head. “Either show us the Staff or we walk. Unless any of your men would like to try to take Fury off us by force, that is.”
Walter gives the bodyguards a threatening, yet hungry, look when he says that. He even licks his lips.
Tangle’s bodyguards, smartly, say nothing. They don’t even look at Walter but avert their gaze. They look at the walls, floor, ceiling, their weapons, their shoes … anything but Walter.
And frankly, I can’t blame them for it. Even though I am basically indestructible, I’m not sure I want to pick a fight with Walter right now, either.
Wherever Walter is been and whatever he’s been doing … I don’t like it. Not one bit. It must be related to that ‘Fury’ thing, whatever that is.
Tangle appears to be debating with himself whether or not he should give in to Walter’s demands before nodding. “Fair enough. As a businessman myself, I always strive to lower my clients’ risk, especially for first-time clients like you and your boss.”
Walter snorts. “If you wanted to ‘lower’ our risk, then we wouldn’t have met up in Oklahoma City. Cops everywhere, man.”
Tangle chuckles. “I know about your group’s reputation. Choosing a major metropolitan area for the deal, rather than some middle-of-nowhere rural town, is as much for my protection as it is for yours.”
Walter scowls. “You accusing us of going back on our deal?”
“No,” Tangle replies without missing a beat. “If I trusted anyone in this business, I would have gotten myself killed a long time ago. It’s nothing personal, I assure you.”
Walter scowls for a minute before nodding. “Fine. Now show us the Weather Staff.”
Tangle glances at one of the bodyguards. “Open it.”
The bodyguard pulls a crowbar out of nowhere and walks over to the box. He quickly pops open the lid, but from my current position, I can’t actually see it.
But Walter can. He walks past the bodyguards—who nervously turn to watch Walter, although he pays them no attention whatsoever—and stops beside Tangle, who stands with his hands in his coat pockets. Walter peers into the box before looking at Tangle. “This is it?”
Tangle nods. “Indeed. The one and only Weather Staff.”
Walter frowns suspiciously. “How do we know it’s real? Lots of fakes floating around out there.”
Tangle put a hand on his chest. “I would never sell a fake to anyone. I can personally guarantee you that this was indeed stolen from the top-secret government storage facility in western Oklahoma where the Weather Staff has spent the last two decades. Touch it if you still don’t believe me.”
Walter cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll do you one better.”
Without warning, Walter grabs the Weather Staff and holds it up, allowing me to see it for the first time.
The Weather Staff is a long, old wooden staff topped with a Choctaw shield that has what looks like a lightning bolt engraved on it. It frankly doesn’t look very different from the kind of staffs you might see at a Choctaw pow-wow or gathering, such as the kind that Mom and my sister, Dakota, are visiting in Durant right now. I wish I was with them, but duty called, so I had to stay here.
But even from a distance, the Weather Staff seems to hum with power, the kind of power that should definitely not be in the hands of a murderous teenage gangster like Walter.
Tangle’s bodyguards apparently agree because they all immediately point their guns at Walter, while Tangle takes a step back, holding up his hands.
“What’s got your boys’ panties in a twist?” Walter asks casually as he flips the Weather Staff around, analyzing it from every angle. “I’m just looking.”
“This is just a precaution to ensure that you do not, er, walk off with the product,” says Tangle, who now sounds a little nervous himself. “Normally, I do not allow clients to handle the product until payment has been given.”
Walter glances over his shoulder at the Angels. “It’s legit. Give him the bag.”
One of the Angels suddenly pulls a bag about the size of a purse out from his robes and tosses it to Tangle. Tangle catches the bag and holds it up himself. Despite his face being covered up, Tangle seems to be eying the bag eagerly.
“How fascinating,” says Tangle, bobbing the bag up and down in his hands. “It feels light, even though it’s obviously full.”
“Fury isn’t very heavy,” says Walter, still flipping the Weather Staff around. He gives Tangle a hard look. “And be careful when you open the bag. That stuff will go everywhere and you can have too much of it.”
“Exactly how much is too much?” asks Tangle.
Walter glares at Tangle. “The hell you asking me for? Are you planning to snort it all yourself?”
Tangle laughs. “Of course not. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. Fury is the hottest thing on the market at the moment and I fully intend to make a tidy profit by selling it to those who wouldn’t ask that question.”
“Do whatever the hell you want with it,” says Walter. He lowers the Weather Staff to his side. “We don’t care. The Boss just wants the Staff.”
“And now you have it,” Tangle says. “Well, I would call this a successful business transaction. It has been a pleasure doing business with you, Mister—?”
“Ellison,” Walter says. “Walter Ellison.”
Tangle seems to be chewing on that name. “Ellison, eh? You wouldn’t happen to be related to the city’s new mayor, would you?”
Walter shoots Tangle an intimidating look. “Maybe I am. Maybe I ain’t. What’s it to you?”
“Nothing, of course,” says Tangle. “I simply like to know as much about my clients as possible, but keep your secrets. I have plenty of my own, after all.”
In case you didn’t know, Walter actually is the son of Mayor Ralph Ellison, the current Mayor of Oklahoma City. Apparently, however, Walter doesn’t want that knowledge to become public for some reason.
Not that it matters. I’ve seen enough. I need to step in now before either Walter or Tangle gets away with the Weather Staff.
I rise to my feet, only to feel that strange squirming sensation under my feet again. Looking down, those same strange worms from earlier are now crawling all over my boots. There have to be hundreds of them, at least, and they are all tangled together into one huge mass. It’s like they are trying to keep me from moving, but why—?
Tangle suddenly sighs. “Unfortunately, I do not believe we can wrap up our deal just yet.”
Walter jerks his attention away from the Weather Staff and back to Tangle. “Why? You want something else?”
“It’s not that,” says Tangle. He rubs his forehead in exasperation. “It’s just that someone has been eavesdropping on us the entire time without even telling us. Quite rudely, if you ask me.”
Damn it. Tangle knows about me. I need to—
Without warning, the worms on my feet suddenly shoot up my legs. They crawl up my pant legs at crazy speeds, reaching my waist in seconds.
I yell and start kicking them off, but they’re stubborn bastards who hang on regardless. That is when I hear a bunch of guns clicking and look over to see Tangle’s bodyguards pointing their assault rifles in my direction.
Tangle points at my crate. “Fire at will.”
The bodyguards’ rifles explode with bullets, shooting toward me in a wave of lead and death. But I manage to shoot into the air, avoiding the bullets, which smash into and through the empty crate, utterly demolishing it into pieces.
Flying toward the ceiling, I kick the worms off my legs, sending them flying to the ground. But the majority still hang on, so I set my legs on fire, instantly incinerating them. Interestingly, at the same time below, Tangle cringes slightly for some reason. Maybe they were his pets.
Tangle’s bodyguards point their guns at me again, but Walter suddenly shouts, “Don’t shoot!”
“You heard the boy,” Tangle says to his bodyguards. “Hold your fire.”
Although Tangle doesn’t say it, the words ‘for now’ are clearly implied by his statement. His bodyguards lower their guns, although I notice they do not take their fingers off the triggers. Seems like poor trigger discipline to me, but I guess they want to be ready for when they get to shoot at me again.
Lowering to the floor several feet away from the bodyguards and the Angels, I summon my tapena in my hands and grip it tightly. “Drop the Weather Staff, Walt, or else I will make you drop it.”
Tangle gives Walter a puzzled look. “A friend of yours?”
Walter shakes his head. “More like my mortal enemy. He’s Captain Cowboy’s sidekick.”
Tangle looks at me with obvious surprise. “You mean the famous—or infamous, depending on your point of view—Wyldfyre?”
I look at Tangle in surprise myself. “You know me?”
“I make it a point to research the local superheroes and their sidekicks in any area I choose to do business in,” Tangle replies. He points at me. “You are Captain Cowboy’s first, but certainly not only sidekick, Wyldfyre. Known powers include fire, flight, super strength, bulletproof skin, and enhanced speed, among others.”
That ‘bulletproof skin’ bit isn’t accurate. It’s actually my costume that is bulletproof, but aside from that, his description of my powers is pretty spot-on. “Good on you. I’m sure you will ace the quiz later.”
Tangle lowers his hand. “Hmm, if you are here, then that must mean that Captain Cowboy is not far behind.”
Walter glares at Tangle. “I thought you said no one knew about this deal but us.”
Walter sounded this close to doing a Jamal on Tangle, who raises his hand and says, “I did everything in my power to mitigate all risks involved in this business transaction. It’s not my fault that Captain Cowboy is apparently more competent than I thought.”
“That’s right,” I say. “Any second now, Captain Cowboy, Paintbrush, and a bunch of government agents will burst in and take you guys out. Every last one of you will be going to jail, including you, Walter.”
I believe every word I say. Yes, I know I am going to get chewed out later for acting on impulse, but now that the jig is up, there’s no reason for Cap and the others not to show up and back me up.
So where is everyone?
“How unfortunate,” says Tangle, gripping his bag of Fury tightly. “We should get out of here before—“
“No,” says Walter, not taking his eyes off me. “We’re staying. I want to teach Wyldfyre a lesson.”
Walter walks toward me and, as he does so, he hands the Weather Staff to one of the other Angels.
I tilt my head to the side. “Not going to use the Weather Staff on me?”
“I don’t want to accidentally break it,” says Walter. He cracks his knuckles. “The same way I am going to intentionally break you.”
With that, Walter rips his bloody robes off his body and tosses them to the side. My jaw drops.
Walter is ripped. Wearing a sleeveless black jacket over a white shirt and ripped jeans, Walter’s arms look like mountains. His shoulders are like mountain peaks, his biceps are boulders, and his arms are like pistons. He even looks a little taller now, too, like his robes had somehow made him shorter.
And even more strangely, Walter’s muscles appear to be growing. His chest strains against his white shirt while his thighs and calves grow against his jeans. Even his shoes start to crack apart, giving me a glimpse of his toes, which are way bigger than they should be.
My eyes widen and I step back. “Walter, I know you’re angry about Drew, but—“
“But nothing,“ Walter snarls. His voice sounds even deeper than before and more bestial, too. He raises his fists. “You should have stayed home tonight, Wyldfyre, because then you might have lived to see tomorrow morning.”
Damn. Whatever Walter is doing to himself, he’s beyond reason now. Looks like I’m going to have to get—
Suddenly, my Meteor Monster senses start tingling, causing me to look around, but oddly, I don’t see any Meteor Monsters nearby. Maybe there’s one outside?
Unfortunately, my senses distract me from Walter, who suddenly appears in front of me and grabs me by the throat. Choking me out, Walter lifts me up off the floor, his eyes glowing green, and my Monster senses continue to go crazy.
Which is when I realize that my Monster senses are going crazy not because there is a Meteor Monster outside, but because of Walter.
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Walter’s grip on my neck is like iron. I’ve been choked by strong guys before, but Walter easily takes the cake. I can’t breathe at all and my neck feels like it is about to shatter into a million pieces. 
I lash out with a kick at Walter’s face, but even when my boot connects, Walter doesn’t flinch. He just catches my foot and twists it.
Snap.
I scream—or try to, thanks to the lack of air—as Walter breaks my ankle. The pain is sharp and abrupt and, even though I know I will heal, I still want to scream.
Walter chuckles. “What’s the matter, Toby? Don’t have your Monster to save you?”
“Walter,” says Tangle urgently. “We really should get out of here before the—”
Walter almost spins his head around and yells, “Leave, then, if you’re so scared of a bunch of superheroes and the government! Take your damn drugs and get out of here before I decide to break your neck, too!”
Walter hasn’t actually broken my neck yet, but he must be planning to. No way in hell am I going to let him do that to me.
I draw upon the heat inside me and channel it through my neck specifically, hoping to heat it up enough to hurt Walter’s hand and make him let go.
And it works. Walter’s skin starts sizzling and Walter lets go of my neck with a yelp.
Unfortunately, that also makes Walter drop me to the floor, which I land on with only one good leg. Because of that, I completely lose my balance and fall onto the concrete floor, dropping my tapena, which rolls away from me.
I reach out to grab my tapena, only for Walter’s boot to come out of nowhere and slam onto my hand. Crying out, I look up to see Walter standing over me, his green eyes hot with rage.
“You don’t have the right to fight back after what you did to Drew,” Walter snaps. He reaches out toward me and there’s no way I can avoid him this time.
Bang.
A bullet whizzes by Walter’s face, making him jerk his hand away from me and step back. This forces him to step off of my poor hand, allowing my healing factor to start working on that, although it’s still working on my broken ankle, too. That seems to slow down the healing process or maybe the pain just makes it feel like my healing factor is working more slowly than it normally does.
Nonetheless, I look toward the window I used to enter the warehouse to see Captain Cowboy perched up there, gun in hand, his other hand clutching the window for support, and a very unhappy expression on his face.
“Stay away from my sidekick,” Captain Cowboy snaps as he points his gun at Walter. “Or by God’s name, I’ll
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