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What do you do when you wake up in the middle of the night, can’t go to sleep, and don’t have anyone else to talk to (because, you know, it’s midnight and everyone you know is trying to get some sleep)? 
If you are a normal person, you probably just grab your phone or turn on the TV and mindlessly start browsing content. Or maybe, if you are feeling really ambitious, you’ll get up and try to do some basic exercise to try to tire yourself out. Or if you’re a workaholic (like a certain professional superhero I happen to work for), you might just try to get some work before everyone else gets up.
But if you are me—and I am not sure that anyone would describe me as ‘normal’—you decide to head straight down to the Basement of your workplace to meditate in front of the nearly-completed meteor that gave you your superpowers.
Oh, and also gave birth to seven of the worst supervillains the world has ever seen and indirectly caused the deaths and traumas of countless people in the city you live in.
Sometimes, I question why we keep that meteor around and imagine what it would be like to destroy it, even though I know that wouldn’t do anything except make me feel a little better about things.
Anyway, I take the elevator from the first floor to the Basement of the Stable, rubbing my eyes as I did so. Even though today was exhausting—stopping a bank robbery in the morning, rescuing a little girl from her crazy mom who kidnapped her and caused a police standoff in the afternoon, and ending with kicking the butts of some muggers trying to steal the purse from a little old lady right before dinner—I just couldn’t sleep tonight.
I’m not sure why, but for the past several months since the death of Lady Waste, I’ve found it harder and harder to sleep through the night. It has nothing to do with my recurring nightmares about the destruction of Oklahoma City, either, because those stopped after I killed Lady Waste, too.
I just wake up, shivering and covered in sweat, unable to stop thinking about the meteor.
So, every night since Lady Waste’s demise, I’ve found myself heading down into the Basement of the Stable to sit in front of the meteor and meditate. And by ‘meditate,’ I mean stare at it for hours until I either fall asleep or morning comes and I know I need to get to work.
I can’t explain why the meteor fascinates me so. I mean, it’s always interested me, but it feels like ever since I killed Lady Waste and put her two Cores into the meteor, I’ve become almost obsessive about it. I don’t even live in the same house as my family anymore. My night-time wakings have gotten so bad that I decided to move into the Stable so I could get to the meteor easier every night without having to travel to work or risk waking up everyone else.
On the plus side, this means that there is always someone to keep an eye on the Stable at all times. Granted, we do have a security system with cameras and everything, but Captain Cowboy and I agree that it is sometimes helpful to have actual human beings keeping an eye on things because automated security systems can't always be trusted to keep track of every intruder or problem.
So that is probably the only reason why I found out that six Cores of the Meteor Monsters we retrieved were missing this morning.
Stepping out of the elevator, I walk past the shelves of boxes containing various pieces of equipment and spare parts for our weapons and vehicles toward the center of the Basement. The lights are always on down here, which I understand is due to how the electrical system in the Basement is set up, according to Captain Cowboy. Even though no one is down here most of the time, it doesn't cost Captain Cowboy much to keep the power on all the time, and it can get pretty dark without the lights on, anyway.
So that is why I am surprised when I step out of the elevator and find that the Basement is totally dark.
Pausing in front of the open doors of the elevator, I look around the Basement. I can't see very much, other than what is illuminated by the light from the elevator behind me, which isn't much. I can see some shelves and boxes, but that's it. I can't even see the meteor from here, although I am sure it is still in the center of the Basement where it always is.
But that doesn't explain why the Basement lights are off, even though they are supposed to be on all the time. I don't recall either Captain Cowboy or Keith bringing up any maintenance issues with the electricity in the Stable, and the lights everywhere else work just fine.
So I flip the switch on the wall next to the elevator doors, but the lights do not kick back on. That isn't good. Maybe I should call and let him know.
I quickly shake my head. That's a silly idea. Captain Cowboy is probably fast asleep with my mom at the moment, and I know that he doesn't like to be roused from his sleep unless it's a genuine work or personal emergency. Right now, I have no reason to think that the broken lights are anything except the lighting down here malfunctioning, so I'll probably just inform Keith about it in the morning so he can call the electric company and have someone fix it. Yeah, that makes sense. Besides, I don't get good cell reception down here, so I would have to go back up to one of the higher floors just to be able to call anyone, and I don't really feel like doing that right now. My fire powers and the light from the elevator can provide plenty of illumination.
At least, that is what I think until I hear the shuffling of feet somewhere in the darkness ahead of me, followed by the sound of something like a rock landing on the floor and someone swearing under their breath.
I freeze and listen closely to my surroundings, but the Basement is silent again. Rubbing my eyes, I wonder for a moment if I was just imagining things or if I had actually heard someone. Then I hear more footsteps before me.
This time, they sound like they’re coming from the direction of the meteor.
If someone who shouldn’t be down here is trying to get to the meteor...
“Fire up!” I shout, my voice echoing through the Basement.
Flames envelop my entire body for a second before disappearing, replacing my pajamas with my signature Wyldfyre costume.
But I don't stop to admire how comfy my costume is. With adrenaline racing through my body, I rush down between the shelves of boxes toward the center of the Basement, going deeper and deeper into the shadows. Wielding my trusty club in one hand, I hold my flaming club out to provide more illumination as I seek out whoever is down here.
And then I reach the meteor and come to an abrupt stop. Staring at the meteor, my jaw drops.
Because all six of the Cores of the Meteor Monsters—the Cores that my team and I spent the last two years carefully collecting—are gone. The star-shaped holes in the meteor where the Cores normally rest are empty, just like they were after the Meteor Monsters came to life the first time.
My mouth dry and my heart hammering in my chest, I look around desperately, saying, “Who is down here?”
No one answers, obviously, because whoever is smart enough to make it past the Stable's security systems and steal all six of the Cores without anyone knowing would have to be smart enough not to answer my question.
But whoever is stupid enough to try to steal all six Meteor Monster Cores right from under my nose probably is too stupid to realize that using my powers enhances my senses, including my hearing.
Which is how I hear the faintest shuffling of feet behind one of the shelves on the other side of the Basement.
In one smooth motion, I swap out my club for my bow, nock an arrow into it, and let the flaming arrow fly toward the shelves. The fiery arrow strikes the shelves and instantly sets the entire thing on fire, which I know is probably not a smart thing to do in an enclosed environment like the Basement, but seeing as I am immune to fire and smoke damage, this is just the most efficient way to flush out the rat I am hunting.
And flush him out I do. A man wearing a ski mask and a black outfit rushes out from behind the burning shelves toward the elevator, a brown cloth bag thrown over his shoulder. He moves surprisingly fast, probably because he doesn't want to suffocate on the smoke from the burning shelves or burn to death in here.
But I am faster still.
I fly over the head of the man and land directly in his path between him and the elevator. The thief skids to a stop before pulling out a gun and pointing it at me, but I kick the gun out of his hand, sending it flying somewhere into the shadows around us.
The thief, jerking his hand back to his chest, then turns around like he is going to run away, but I grab the collar of his shirt and yank him back onto the ground. The thief drops the bag, which clunks to the floor, suggesting that it’s full of the missing Meteor Monster Cores.
Slamming my foot down on the thief's chest, I summon my club again and point its burning tip at his masked face. “Try anything else, and I will burn that ski mask straight off your face. Or maybe onto your face. I could probably do that too if you piss me off badly enough.”
The thief gulps loudly and says in a frightened tone, “Please, Wyldfyre! Do not kill me. I was only doing what I was told to do. I promise I won’t try to hurt or kill you if you let me go!”
The thief sounds like an old man, surprisingly, and not just any old man, either. His voice is very familiar, even though it has been a while since I last heard him.
So I grab the thief by the collar of his shirt and, hauling him to his feet, slam him against the wall next to the open elevator doors. I put my club in one of my belt loops and yank his mask off of his head before he even realizes what I’m doing.
In the dim light of the open elevator, I find myself face to face with the aged and scared face of Arnold Linderman, of all people. He looks even older than the last time I saw him, which is a bit strange because it was only a couple of years ago now.
Quick backstory: Arnold was the last surviving resident of the Oklahoma ghost town called Picher, located in northeast Oklahoma near the borders of Kansas and Arkansas. While he lived there, the second Meteor Monster I killed, Wasteland, took up residence in the abandoned mines underneath the town and turned Arnold into his lackey, who fed unwitting travelers to Wasteland to make him stronger and more intelligent. When I first met Arnold, he pretended to be an innocent man who was being manipulated and controlled against his will by Wasteland, but it turned out that he was very much a willing believer in Wasteland’s goal of destroying the country and nearly got me, my team, and my baby sister killed.
After my team and I killed Wasteland, Arnold disappeared. Last I heard, the government had put out a warrant for his arrest, but I guess they didn't know where he had disappeared to, either. Personally, I had assumed that he had fled the country, maybe to Mexico or something, because I didn't see how else an old man like him could evade both the government and my team forever.
Yet here he was, a frightened look on his elderly features, breathing hard and sweating even harder as I press him against the wall. If I didn't remember how he had tried to get me, my girlfriend, and my baby sister killed the last time we met, I might have even been tempted to feel sorry for him.
Right now, however, I am this close to bashing his brains out with my club, but first, I want answers.
Pushing him against the wall even harder, I snap, “Arnold? What are you doing here? I thought you had fled the country. How did you break into the Stable without alerting our security system? And what were you doing with the Meteor Monster Cores?”
Arnold gulps. “I was trying to revive Wasteland. I had recently read in the news that you had killed a Meteor Monster called Lady Waste and realized that she was at least partly my old master. I did not realize, however, that you were here, as our intelligence suggested that the Stable is usually empty at night.”
I frown. “Our intelligence? Are you working with someone else?”
“He certainly is, Wyldfyre,” says an all-too-familiar gravelly, smug voice behind me. “Unfortunately, he was too stupid to keep his mouth shut.”
I look over my shoulder in time to see a fist flying toward my face. The fist smashes into my jaw, sending me staggering to the side as I let go of Arnold, who collapses onto the floor in a heap. Rubbing my jaw, I look up to see who assaulted me, even though I am pretty sure I recognize that voice.
Standing several feet away from me, wearing his pristine white suit, is none other than Agent Templeton Black. Tall and gangly, Agent Black glares at me from behind his signature shades, which he apparently wears even in dark basements. He smirks at me. “Why the surprised look, kid? Did you really think that Arnold Linderman would have the skill necessary to hack into your base’s security and sneak in without anyone noticing?”
I scowl at Black as I stop rubbing my chin, lowering my hand to my side. “Black? I thought you were in prison. What are you doing here?”
Black, however, doesn't answer my question. Instead, he glares at Arnold and snaps, “Grab the bag and leave! I will keep Wyldfyre busy.”
Arnold, to his credit, scrambles to his feet and snatches the bag that is on the floor a few feet away from him. I immediately rush toward Arnold, only for Black to jump in my path and lash out with a kick that forces me to back off to avoid getting nailed in the jaw.
Staggering backward, I glare at Black and snap, “Black, what the hell do you think you are doing? Arnold is trying to revive Wasteland! Even you have to know that that is a bad idea.”
Black snorts and cracks his knuckles. “You’re right. Reviving Wasteland alone would be a bad idea. A much better idea is reviving all of the Meteor Monsters. Which is exactly what we are trying to do.”
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My head spins from the revelation that Agent Black just dropped. “Wait, you guys are trying to revive  all of the Meteor Monsters? Why?” I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not going to let you.”
I summon my bow and aim at the fleeing back of Arnold as he rushes toward the elevator, but again, Black leaps toward me. Landing in front of me, Black lashes out with a kick to my gut, making me double over from the impact of the blow before he grabs my shoulders and throws me to the side.
I crash into one of the shelves, knocking it over and sending boxes flying everywhere. But I recover quickly, rising to my feet as Black walks over to me, his white suit still very clean in the low light provided by the open elevator.
By now, Arnold has reached the elevator, but instead of escaping, he’s standing in the elevator with an urgent look on his face. “Templeton, what are you doing? We need to leave now before the boy calls for help!”
Black, however, shoots an annoyed glare over his shoulder at Arnold. “I am well aware of the plan, Arnold. Which is why I am following my part of it, the part that our leader evidently did not share with you.”
I quirk an eyebrow. “Your leader? Who is that?”
Black turns his annoyed gaze back to me, though now he looks more amused than anything. “You haven’t figured it out yet? I’m debating if I should tell you or if I should let you figure it out on your own. That might take a while, though, seeing as your brain is slower than molasses.”
I scowl at Black. Swapping out my bow for my tapena club, I say, “I’m not sure what you and Arnold hope to accomplish by reviving the Meteor Monsters, but regardless, I am going to make sure that neither of you leaves with any of them.”
Black cracks his neck again. “A credible threat … if we didn’t have a rather strict deadline to keep and a rather unforgiving master to appease.”
Black suddenly pulls out some kind of spherical object from his coat and throws it at me. The ball lands at my feet and, before I can react, it explodes, filling the air with a weird green smoke that I accidentally inhale. The green smoke is surprisingly sweet, but I still hack on it anyway as it coats my lungs, feeling sticky in my mouth and on my throat.
“What … are … you … doing?” I cough, trying—and failing—to stay on my feet. I fall onto my hands and knees. “Poison …?”
Black, standing over me now, shakes his head. “No. Sleep gas. It will put you out for a few hours, but you should wake up from it.”
I stare up at Black weakly, my eyelids feeling extremely heavy for some reason. “Why …? So you can kill me in my sleep …?’
Black lowers his shades to look at me, smiling triumphantly. “Not yet. We can’t kill you until the time is right. My boss just wanted me to give you a message from him. Take this.”
Black throws a USB drive onto the floor before me. Blinking rapidly, I try to pick up the USB drive, only to fall forward and crash onto the floor, the flash drive mere inches away from my face.
I am so tired … I can’t even think …
Before my eyes close, the last thing I see is the back of Black’s white suit as he walks back to the elevator and joins Arnold. The elevator doors close after Black enters.
And then I lose all consciousness and drift into complete darkness, the kind of sleep I had wanted for a while now but know, in the back of my mind, is not what I should be doing right now …
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Toby!” a loud, Southern-accented male voice practically screams in my ear. “Toby, wake up!” 
My eyes fly open and I sit upright. Without even thinking, I reach out, grab the collar of someone’s shirt, and slam them onto the floor, instantly putting them in a chokehold. For one wild moment, I think I am holding down either Black or Arnold, who were apparently too stupid to stay out of my reach after I woke up from the sleep gas.
But then I hear shuffling feet and surprised cries around me and finally look around at my surroundings.
I am still in the Basement, but apparently, someone got the lights working again because the lights are on and I can see everything again now. I see Keith and Paintbrush standing near the elevators, the two of them wearing surprised and alarmed expressions on their faces. Keith is even reaching for his pocket knife, though not sure why.
Odd. I see Keith and Paintbrush, but where is Captain Cowboy?
A groan under me answers that question for me. I look down and see that the man I have in a chokehold is neither Black nor Arnold, but rather Captain Cowboy. His cowboy hat must have fallen off his head when I grabbed him, too, because it now lies on the floor at my feet.
“Toby, what are you doing?” demands Cap, his face red and his blond hair messy. “Now’s not the time to be horsing around!”
Sheepishly, I release Cap from my chokehold and, bending over, pick up his hat and hand it to him. “Sorry, boss. I thought you were—”
“Temple Black or Arnold Linderman?” asks Captain Cowboy, his voice slightly annoyed as he takes his hat back from me and plops it on his head. He gives me a sardonic look. “Who do I look more like, the guy old enough to be my dad or the guy with skin darker than his black heart?”
I blink in surprise at Captain Cowboy. “How did you know I was fighting those two?”
“We saw the security footage from the first floor this morning when we came into work,” says Keith grimly. He scratches the back of his head. “We saw you go down in the elevator and then saw Black and Arnold come up a little while afterward, but we didn’t see you. There isn’t security footage from the Basement itself, mostly because the security cameras down here seemed to have stopped functioning at some point during the night.”
I grimace. No doubt that is also the work of Black or Linderman or whoever they happen to be working for.
Paintbrush nods in concern. “Yeah, it was really scary for a while there because we didn’t know if you were still alive or … if you were … well …”
I scowl, but not at any of them. I’m mostly scowling at Black and Arnold, who clearly scared my girlfriend into thinking I was dead and stole the Meteor Monster Cores at the same time. “Trust me, there’s no way in the freaking world I would ever let either of those two lowlifes kill me. They just knocked me out with a weird sleep gas, but I’m fine otherwise.”
Captain Cowboy strokes his chin thoughtfully. “That explains the strange minty smell I smelled when we came down here. Not sure who makes mint-scented sleep gas, though.”
I open my mouth to make a witty comment about it myself before I suddenly remember what Black and Arnold stole and, gasping, whip my head in the general direction of the meteor. “The meteor!”
Ignoring everyone else, I fly over the shelves toward the meteor. Landing on the ground, I stop in front of the meteor and felt my heart stop.
All of the Cores are gone. Every last one of them.
And I have no idea where they are now.
I fall to my knees, staring in disbelief at the empty meteor, my heart hammering in my chest. “The Cores … the ones we spent the last two years collecting … they’re gone. All of them.”
A hand lands on my shoulder and I jerk my gaze up at Paintbrush, who is looking down at me with a calming expression on her face.
“But you are alive,” says Paintbrush, squeezing my shoulder, “and that’s what matters.”
Captain Cowboy nods as he and Keith walk up beside me on my other side. “Mandy’s right. Your life is way more important than the Cores.”
Keith puts his hands on his hips as he looks down at the meteor, a frown on his face. “Yes, but I wonder why they didn’t kill Toby when they had the chance. If Toby was knocked out, like he said he was, then he would have been at their complete and total mercy.”
Rubbing the back of my head, which hurts a lot for some reason, I say, “All Black mentioned was that it was not yet time for me to die. He said he wanted to leave a message from his ‘leader,’ whoever that is.”
Captain Cowboy groans. “Great. What was the message?”
I shrug. “I don’t know. Black left a flash drive containing the message but I fell asleep before I could read it.”
Keith holds up a black flash drive. “Is this the flash drive that Black left? We found it when we got down here but haven’t had a chance to plug it into a computer yet.”
I nod quickly. “Yes, that is the flash drive. We should head back up to the first floor and watch the message there.”
Paintbrush, however, suddenly pulls a laptop out of nowhere and says, “No need to do that. I brought Codetalker’s laptop with us down here. He isn’t available at the moment as he’s apparently involved in a different mission, but we did text him to let him know that we found you down here, and he said he would call us later after lunch when he has some time.”
I had been wondering about Codetalker, our resident superhero hacker who had been very helpful in dealing with the last couple of Meteor Monsters recently. His ability to track pretty much anyone and anything would undoubtedly prove useful when it came to tracking down Black and Linderman, along with their mysterious employer.
Thinking about Black, however, made me scratch the back of my head again and say, “I don’t understand how Black even got down here. Wasn’t he arrested by the feds and thrown in some federal black site somewhere where he was going to rot for the rest of his sorry life?”
Captain Cowboy shakes his head. “I was as surprised to see Templeton as you were when we looked at the security footage this morning, Toby. No one from the federal government has warned me about his escape, which is basically what I’d expect from the feds. They’re very helpful that way, you know.”
Keith, who was opening the laptop and inserting the flash drive into it, said, “We should contact Agent Camel at some point and let him know. I mean, he probably already knows that Black is on the loose, but at least if we call him, we can perhaps get some answers.”
Keith is referring to Agent Charlie Camel, another agent from the Department of Superheroes, who is significantly less corrupt than Black but also pretty eccentric in his own way. After Black got arrested, we were given Agent Camel’s contact information as our liaison with the federal government, especially concerning the Meteor Monster situation. Personally, I like Agent Camel’s partner, Rodney Jake, a lot better as he seemed a lot more serious and competent than Agent Camel, but either way, Keith was right that we would have to reach out to him at some point about this. It probably made sense to mention the theft of the Meteor Monster Cores as well because, even though we don’t want the feds to have their hands on them, we also don’t want a couple of crooks like Black and Linderman using them either, especially if their goal is to revive the Meteor Monsters.
I push that thought to the side as Keith clicks a few buttons on the laptop and then a video. At first, the video is just a dark, blank screen that makes me wonder if maybe there is something wrong with the computer.
But then the blackness fizzles and the image of a man appears on the screen.
The man looks like a stereotypical professor. Thick, nerdy glasses along with a sweater vest over a button-down shirt and slacks give him the appearance of a philosophy professor about to start lecturing his students on the nature of chairs or something like that.
But his skin is pale white, and when he smiles, he reveals a row of vampiric teeth that send shivers down my spine. Oh, and did I forget to mention that he has the exact same green eyes that all Meteor Monsters do?
I exhale sharply. “Logikill.”
Captain Cowboy glances at me briefly. “That’s him? The last Meteor Monster?”
I nod. “Definitely. I wouldn’t mistake him for anyone else.”
Another quick backstory: Logikill is the seventh and last member of the Meteor Monsters. In fact, we had been trying to hunt him down for the past six or seven months ever since I killed Lady Waste. Unfortunately, he had proven to be very tricky to find, even for Codetalker, so the fact that he sent this message to us directly is shocking, to say the least. I didn’t think he wanted to be found, but I guess he does.
In the video, Logikill is reclining in an old wooden chair behind a desk, but the rest of the room is too dark for me to make out any real details. I imagine that is probably deliberate on his part so we aren’t able to pin down where this video was recorded.
Logikill smiles at the camera, showing every one of his vampiric teeth. “Greetings, Wyldfyre. Or should I say, Tobias Miller, the son of Michael and Wendy Miller, as well as the older brother of Dakota Miller? Personally, I think I will refer to you by your given name, as I find your superhero name quite ridiculous.”
I snort. “Says the guy named Logikill.”
As if aware of what I just said, Logikill continues, “And before you snark about my name, let it be known that you named me, just as you named my other siblings. I do not complain about that, however, because I understand that it is the job of the creator to name his creations. To the extent that I have taken on pseudonyms, it is only to hide my true identity until I was ready to come out of the darkness. Unlike my siblings, who simply could not help themselves. Like moths drawn to a light, they came to you, and each and every one of them died as a result.”
Captain Cowboy folds his arms across his chest. “He sure likes to talk, don’t he?”
Keith chuckles and elbows me. “Like ‘father,’ like ‘son,’ right?”
I resist the urge to respond to Keith's teasing because I want to focus on Logikill's video message.
Logikill continues to speak. “Anyway, if you are viewing this video, then that means my minions have successfully stolen all six of the Meteor Monster Cores that you so helpfully collected for me. I wanted to thank you for doing my dirty work for me. You saved me a lot of time and effort that I’ve spent more productively in other areas of my life, such as planning this heist, for example.”
I glare at Logikill's smirking face on the laptop. He’s acting like I spent the last two years collecting the Meteor Monster Cores just for him. If I didn’t already hate him for stealing the Cores, I definitely hate him now.
Logikill presses the tips of his fingers together. “But I didn’t just want to thank you for being so unintentionally helpful. I asked my minions to leave this message with you because I want to talk in person very soon. And by very soon, I mean tomorrow morning for breakfast. Or perhaps brunch, seeing as I do prefer to sleep in.”
I raise a skeptical eyebrow and glance at the others, but they look just as lost as I am about Logikill's offer. But we don’t talk about it because, obviously, none of us know what Logikill is going to say next.
“Undoubtedly, Toby, you are curious to know why I want to talk with you,” says Logikill. He leans toward the camera, a ghoulish grin on his face. “The reason for that is quite simple. You have questions, and I have answers. All of the answers. About the Meteor Monsters, about our true origin, about all the ways that we are connected to you, and why everything in your life in the last two years has happened. I know all of it, and I am more than happy to share it with you in person over some delicious biscuits.”
It feels like my heart stops in my chest when Logikill says that.
It is true that I have always had a lot of questions about the origin of the meteor that brought the Meteor Monsters to life and gave me my powers in the first place, among other topics. I have gathered bits and pieces of the answers to those questions from the other Meteor Monsters over the years, but seeing as most of the Meteor Monsters were of questionable sanity and character, I never knew if I could actually believe them or not.
Yet here was Logikill, claiming to have all the answers. And while it is definitely possible that he is lying, I can’t think of who else could possibly have the answers to even half of those questions. Plus, I can’t explain it, but something in Logikill’s words rings true to my gut, telling me that his offer is a lot more serious than it seems.
But Logikill continues to speak in the video. “If you are at all interested in taking me up on this offer, simply show up at the Hunny Bunny location on 23rd St. at 10:00 AM tomorrow morning. Once you get there, there will be an empty outdoor table where you can sit and wait for my arrival. Rest assured that, although I do enjoy sleeping in, I will be there on time.”
Logikill leans back into his chair and holds up a finger. “But in the interest of fairness, I must disclose a couple of requirements that I must see fulfilled before I will show myself. First, you must come to the restaurant alone. You cannot bring Captain Cowboy, your girlfriend, or any of your family members, friends, or allies. This meeting will be between you and me and no one else. To ensure that you come alone, I will have several agents of my own at the restaurant keeping an eye on you. If any of them see or even suspect that you brought someone else with you, they will immediately shoot up every customer and worker in the restaurant.”
My gut wrenches when Logikill says that. Everyone else wears horrified looks on their faces, and Captain Cowboy even swears under his breath. But we keep listening because it is all we can do at this point.
Logikill raises a second finger. “Secondly, I will ask you to leave your phone, ear communication device, and any other communication devices you may have back at your home or wherever you choose to keep them. I do not want you recording our conversation without my knowledge, and I certainly do not want any of your allies listening in on our conversation. It will be just between you and me. Even my own agents will not be listening in.”
I bite my lower lip. I really want to argue with him about all of these strict requirements, but arguing with a computer is never a good look, especially a computer that can’t even respond to you. So I hold my tongue but am already thinking of the best ways I will get back at Logikill when I see him in real life.
Logikill finally raises a third finger. “And thirdly, and lastly, please bring your sketchbook. It will be much easier to explain the situation to you if you have your sketchbook with you.”
Now that is weird. I can’t imagine why Logikill would need my sketchbook, seeing as it is just an ordinary sketchbook. True, it is the source of the Meteor Monsters, but only because the energies from the meteor brought them to life from it. Regardless, out of the three conditions he listed, that one is definitely the least burdensome on me.
Logikill adjusts his glasses on his face. “So that is my offer to you. If you do not wish to show up to our meeting tomorrow morning, that is your prerogative. There will be no immediate consequences to that decision, other than that I cannot guarantee the safety of the workers and customers at Hunny Bunny if you refuse to show up. Many of my agents are quite trigger-happy, to put it mildly, and I cannot stop them from doing whatever they wish to do, especially if it involves taking innocent lives. But now the ball is in your court, Toby. It will be interesting to see what you do next.”
With that, the video goes blank again … leaving us all staring at the computer in sheer disbelief.
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Captain Cowboy removes his hat from his head, scratches the top of his head, and says, in a surprisingly calm tone, “Well, if this doesn’t have the word ‘TRAP’ written all over it, my middle name is Betsy.” 
Snapping out of my thoughts, I give Captain Cowboy a deadpan look. “What gave it away, Cap? The fact that Logikill threatened to have his minions shoot up an entire restaurant full of people or the fact that Logikill said he’s gonna have his minions blend in with the crowd so they can start shooting up people as soon as things start going south for him?”
Paintbrush furrows her brow. “I noticed Logikill didn’t mention anything about calling the police or getting the government involved. Do you think there’s any significance to that or—?”
“Unlikely,” says Codetalker, his cool, slightly monotone voice coming from the computer. His ‘CT’ logo suddenly appears on the screen, obscuring the video player. “Most likely, the police and government were included in Logikill’s definition of ‘allies,’ which is probably why he didn’t feel the need to single them out specifically.”
I stare at Codetalker’s laptop in surprise. “I thought you wouldn’t be available until after lunch.”
“Wrapped up my other mission sooner than I thought,” says Codetalker dismissively. “Plus, my computer indicated that a potentially hostile device was just inserted into my laptop, so I had to check. As my laptop and desktop are connected, I was able to watch the entire video with you from my base.”
“Good,” says Captain Cowboy with a nod. “Saves us a lot of unnecessary explaining.”
“Indeed,” says Codetalker. His voice takes an abruptly serious tone. “Wyldfyre, you shouldn’t go to brunch with Logikill tomorrow morning.”
I raise an eyebrow. “I shouldn’t?”
Paintbrush gasps at Codetalker. “Didn’t you hear what Logikill was threatening to do to all of those people at the restaurant if Wyldfyre doesn’t show up? I don’t think we really even have a choice at this point.”
“You are assuming that Logikill’s threat is at all credible,” says Codetalker, “which I find highly unlikely. If his threat is credible, then we should probably just call the restaurant, show them the video, and warn them not to open for business tomorrow morning. That way, he won’t even have the opportunity to hurt anyone.”
My hands ball into fists. “But we’ve been searching for Logikill for months! Credible threat or not, this is our best chance to nab him and probably retrieve the missing Meteor Monster Cores, too, which I don’t think we’ve told you about yet.”
“I just watched the security footage of Black and that old man leaving the Basement with a bag of what are obviously the Cores,” says Codetalker. “I know what is at stake here. And that is precisely why you cannot go, Wyldfyre.”
I fold my arms in front of my chest. “So because this is our best bet at finally catching Logikill, I should just … not? I’m not following your logic here, Codetalker.”
Codetalker’s logo disappears, replaced by a live webcam view of Codetalker’s haggard face. The bags under his eyes behind his glasses make it look like he did another all-nighter, though he usually looks like that. “There is no reason why Logikill would want to meet with you anywhere if he didn’t have some way to take advantage of you.”
“You think he’s gonna try to kill Toby in public?” says Captain Cowboy doubtfully. “I mean, it’s possible, I guess, but seeing as Toby is still alive after his tussle with Black and Linderman, color me skeptical.”
“Logikill probably doesn’t want to kill Toby,” says Codetalker. He rubs his eyes tiredly. “I don’t know what he wants, exactly, but if Logikill has all six of the Meteor Monster Cores and wants to meet with Toby in real life, it is obvious that his motives are less than pure. If I had to guess, it has something to do with Toby’s powers, which we know are deeply connected to the origin of the Meteor Monsters.”
I shift my weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. “He did mention the sketchbook, but I don’t know why he would want that.”
“I don’t, either, but it doesn’t matter,” says Codetalker. “Logikill doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to simply do things for
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