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  Epigraph


“Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.” 
-The Bible, Proverbs 16:18 (King James Version)
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Friday, July 1st, 2022, 11:02 PM, Picher, Oklahoma … 
A wicked stench—like that of sludge and oil—woke up Arnold Linderman’s nose before his mind did.
Blinking wearily, Arnold wondered what in the world had awakened him at such a late hour before pain flared in his joints, making him gasp involuntarily in bed.
He reached over to wake his wife, but his hand touched only an empty pillow beside him.
Right, Arnold thought, staring at the empty pillow. She’s been dead for years.
Shaking his head, Arnold tried to go back to sleep, but he couldn’t. Between the awful stench and his own creaking old bones, Arnold couldn’t get back to sleep as quickly as he used to.
Sighing, Arnold stood up and walked over to the window. It was incredibly hot tonight and he never slept well when it was this hot. He hoped that opening the window and letting in a soft breeze might cool things down a bit, because his old house didn’t have air conditioning and he didn’t want it.
After all, Arnold was the last person still living in Picher. And he wasn’t expecting to live much longer, if his health kept declining the way it did.
Opening the window was when Arnold first smelled it: A strong, nearly overpowering stench, like oil mixed with human feces. The stench nearly made him gag, forcing him to cover his nostrils with his hand.
Normally, Arnold was not bothered by the smells of Picher. Thanks to the massive piles of chat—leftover from the days of Picher as a bustling mining town—everywhere, the entire town always smelled slightly of lead. That included the groundwater, which Arnold did his best to filter, but he still sometimes caught a whiff of lead whenever he showered or drank tap water.
But this smell was different. Stronger and thicker than the stench of lead, it smelled what Arnold often imagined the sewers of New York City and other major cities might smell like. It was almost enough to make him literally ill, clutching the window sill for support, his achy bones demanding he go back to bed right away.
Normally, Arnold would have taken that as a hint to return to bed.
If he hadn’t also heard something sloshing around outside.
Peering out the window, Arnold couldn’t see much. The moon wasn’t out tonight and it was almost midnight. Most of the streetlights in Picher had long since been turned off back when the city had effectively voted itself out of existence. The only light that Arnold had to see by was the light from the ceiling of his bedroom, but that was of little help in revealing what was out there.
Because Arnold was sure he’d heard something moving outside.
And not any of the deer or rabbits or other wildlife that had moved into Picher since the town was abandoned thirteen years ago, either.
Arnold left his room, grabbing a bandanna with the Picher Gorillas logo emblazoned on it. Wrapping the bandanna around his nose and mouth, Arnold made his way down the stairs to the pharmacy that he owned. His living quarters were on the second floor while the pharmacy itself was the first floor.
Before leaving the house, however, Arnold grabbed two things:
His flashlight.
And his rifle.
The hinges of the door creaked too loudly for Arnold’s tastes as he opened it and peeked his head out. He still did not see anything, but the stench was overwhelming. He fumbled with his flashlight, flicked it on, and shone it around his backdoor.
The light landed on his trashcan … or rather, where his trashcan had been. What remained of his trashcan was a half-eaten lid and a slimy puddle of sludge and oil that made Arnold wish he still had his grandfather’s old WWI gas mask.
But it wasn’t just a puddle. A long trail of slime, sludge, and oil extended from the trashcan well past the range of Arnold’s flashlight.
Katie, Arnold’s wife, likely would have told him to go back into the house, lock up, and wait until the morning before investigating what happened to their trashcan.
But Arnold, always too curious for his own good, didn’t listen to her then and wasn’t going to listen to her now that she was gone. Besides, Arnold, being the last resident of Picher, had come to think of himself as the ghost town’s last line of defense.
And anything that could eat an entire trashcan whole was almost certainly a threat.
Closing the door quietly behind him, Arnold followed the trail of slime and sludge, being careful not to touch it. He put on his old miner’s hat—the hat that had belonged to his father, who had worked in the Picher mines for his whole life—and clutched the rifle with both hands.
As Arnold followed the trail, he found things far more disturbing than a half-eaten trashcan lid. Green grass charred black as if set on fire, corpses of rabbits, deer, and raccoons covered so thickly in the black slime that Arnold barely recognized them, and similar signs of death everywhere.
A crazy thought occurred to Arnold as he walked: It was almost as if whatever monster he was following could kill things just by touching them.
But Arnold dismissed that thought. Arnold was a practical man. He didn’t believe in myths, legends, or anything science couldn’t prove.
Even so, Arnold struggled to think of a scientific explanation for what looked like the chat of Picher coming to life and moving on its own.
That was when Arnold heard the sloshing sounds again. He looked up, his headlamp revealing the mountains of white chat around him. He hadn’t realized how far out of the town he had walked. Everywhere he looked, he saw the lead-filled chat hills standing silently, a familiar, if unpleasant, sight during the day, but absolutely eerie at night.
But it was the massive, bulky form about ten feet away from him that truly caught Arnold’s attention.
In all of his 66 years of living in Picher, Arnold had never seen anything like the creature before him.
It looked like a living, breathing ball of slime and garbage. The stench was overpowering this close to it, to the point where Arnold’s bandanna did nothing to protect his nose from it. His eyes started to water, but he could still see the creature itself.
Although the creature did not seem to notice him yet. As Arnold watched, the creature made chomping sounds like it was eating something, although what, Arnold could not even fathom to guess.
Nor did he want to.
He had seen enough.
It was time to leave.
Arnold took one step back … right onto a glass bottle he had not seen in the shadows, breaking it in two under his boot.
The sound of glass breaking was too loud in the silence of the night.
The monster stopped eating. It then began to ‘rise’ higher and higher until it was twice as tall as Arnold before turning around to face him, glowing green eyes peering out of a misshapen face at him.
Arnold gasped. “What in God’s green earth is—?”
Arnold did not get to finish his sentence before the monster opened its mouth wide and lunged toward him.
Instinctively, Arnold raised his rifle and fired several times at it. The bullets hit home, causing the monster to stop and moan in pain, although Arnold also thought he heard it say, in a monstrous, low voice, “Ow …”
But Arnold did not stop to listen. As soon as the creature stopped, Arnold turned and ran. He ran as fast as his achy, old bones would go, faster even, driven by pure adrenaline to leave this creature behind and forget it existed.
Yet deep down in Arnold’s heart, he knew that he was no longer the only resident of Picher, Oklahoma anymore.
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Monday, July 4th, 2022, 12:01 PM, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma … 
There are two ways this fight can end, brat,” says Tattooth, standing before me, arms folded in front of his chest. He holds up two fingers. “One, you stop trying to play the hero and let me and my pets go. Or two, you get to find out what it feels like to be swallowed whole by a snake … alive.”
You might think that a guy who calls himself Tattooth—a pun on ‘tattoo’ and ‘tooth,’ in case you can’t read—shouldn’t be able to back up a threat like that.
But when his giant tattoo snake is already squeezing the life out of you while his pet gorilla, Chunky, has been beating the snot out of you for the past ten minutes or so … yeah, it’s a serious threat.
Oh, and did I forget to mention that both the snake and the gorilla are actually literal tattoos brought to life by this guy? Tattoos that were on his body until he ripped them off like stickers and used them to attack and rob a bank?
And Captain Cowboy is always teasing me about how unrealistic my drawings are.
Anyway, Cap and I got the call about five minutes ago from one of the bank tellers, who managed to lock herself inside one of the vaults and sneak us a call while Tattooth and his tattoos emptied out another vault. Since I can fly and Captain Cowboy can’t, I flew on ahead of him to stop Tattooth myself.
Which is another thing Cap is always chiding me about: My inability to wait for other people to catch up.
And in this case, that tendency of mine just might get me killed.
I’m sitting on the marble floor of the bank, the massive purple-and-blue snake squeezing the life out of me inch by inch, the smell of freshly applied tattoo ink filling my nostrils. Tattooth stands before me, while behind him, Chunky the gorilla is lugging two huge sacks of gold bars over his shoulders. The gorilla seems to be struggling, though, but given how many gold bars have to be in those sacks, I can’t blame him.
Fortunately, we are pretty much the only people in the bank lobby. When I showed up and started fighting Tattooth and his minions, the civilians and bank employees got the heck out of Dodge as quickly as they could.
So as far as I know, that means there is no one else inside the bank building other than me, Tattooth, and his creations.
Which means I don’t have to hold back anymore.
Gazing up at Tattooth, I say, through a slightly strained voice, “I can think of a third option.”
Tattooth raises an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”
I smile. “I burn you.”
With that, I draw upon my inner strength, tapping into the Core in my body, and wrench myself free from the snake’s grasp, defeat Tattooth, and go home and celebrate.
Actually, that isn’t what happened. The snake just tightens its grasp on me and I gasp for air.
Tattooth tutted. “Not going to work. You see, my Tats—as I call them—are not normal flesh-and-blood creatures like you and me. They are living ink, closer to robots than living beings, which means they do not get tired or injured. You might as well be trying to burn a brick wall for all the good it’s doing you.”
I glare at Tattooth. “Lucky you. Some of us only wish our Monsters were just ink.”
Tattooth raised an eyebrow. “I have no idea what that means, but I don’t really care. I have more important things to do than play with Captain Cowboy’s new sidekick, who, I have to say, I am very unimpressed with.”
I stare at him. “Unimpressed?”
Tattooth nods. “Indeed. Your boss and I have clashed a few times over the years. We’re almost archenemies, if you want to use that term. So when I heard the news that Captain Cowboy finally recruited a sidekick after so many years of criticizing the very idea of them, I—”
“Wait,” I say. “Did you say Captain Cowboy hates the very idea of sidekicks?”
Tattooth looks at me in surprise. “You mean your boss never told you how he feels about sidekicks? Interesting. But also irrelevant. Because once you die, then Captain Cowboy will once again be without a sidekick.”
Despite my current situation, I can’t help but wonder if Tattooth is telling the truth.
It’s well-known that Captain Cowboy—current superhero of Oklahoma City and my boss and mentor—never had an official sidekick before hiring me. I should know. Lots of kids in my school wanted to become Captain Cowboy’s sidekick, but of the handful who gathered the courage to apply, none ever got accepted. Given how ignorant of superhero stuff in general I was before the meteor crash, I never gave Cap’s reasons for not wanting a sidekick a lot of thought.
And I still can’t. Ink or not, the snake’s crushing force is very real. If I can’t break out of it using my super strength, then I might be—
Wait.
Ink.
I know what happens to ink when you expose it to fire. 
Guess we’ll find out if Tattooth does, too.
Smiling at Tattooth, I say, “Sorry, Tatty, but I think the only one who is going to be without anything today is you. And you are going to be without your freedom. That’s what I mean.”
Tattooth stares at me with a frown. “I see Captain Cowboy didn’t hire you for your wit.”
“Wit this!” I shout.
My body temperature shoots up to, like, a million degrees. Flames explode around my body and, though the heat still hurts, it doesn’t hurt nearly as bad as it used to.
At least for me.
The snake, on the other hand, is a different story.
As soon as my flames come into existence, the snake starts rapidly melting around me. I can feel it tightening its grasp on me, but that is actually working against it. The more the snake constricts, the closer it gets to my body, which in turn makes it melt faster and faster, until soon there’s nothing but a puddle of purple and blue ink at my feet.
Tattooth’s eyes widen as I rise to my feet, shaking the rest of the ink off my body.
Grinning at Tattooth, I pull out my tapena club and point it at his face. “Let’s do this again: Give up, and I won’t turn you into a puddle of ink like your pet snake.”
Tattooth grits his teeth. “Very clever. Perhaps you aren’t so useless after all. But I don’t need to use my Tats when I have my gun.”
Tattoo lingo lesson for people who don’t know about tattoos:
A lot of tattoo artists refer to their equipment as a ‘gun.’ I know this because my dad, before he and Mom split up six years ago, used to go to a tattoo parlor regularly and often took me with him. So, while I am far from an expert on tattoos, I know enough of the lingo to know that he’s probably just going to pull out a tattoo pen or something and threaten me with it.
But then Tattooth subverts my expectations by drawing an actual gun from his pants, pointing it, and shooting it.
The bullet strikes me in the chest with enough force to send me staggering backward, the bang echoing in the enclosed lobby.
Fun fact about me: My costume is actually bulletproof, so I can’t be killed by guns.
Not-so-fun fact about me: Getting shot point-blank in the chest by a gun still hurts like hell.
I fall to my knees, clutching my chest, while Tattooth runs away after Chunky. I try to get up to go after him, but I’m winded from the bullet and know I won’t be able to stop him in time.
Turns out I don’t need to stop him, though.
Because at that moment, Captain Cowboy—riding his cool motorcycle named Betsy—smashes through the front glass doors of the bank lobby in full glory, the song Oklahoma! blaring obnoxiously through the bike’s speakers.
Skidding to a halt in front of Tattooth and Chunky, Captain Cowboy waves at me. “Sorry for bein’ late! Us mortals can’t fly like you, so we have to deal with holiday traffic.”
“Captain Cowboy,” Tattooth growls, pointing his literal gun at Captain Cowboy. “We meet again.”
Captain Cowboy raises an eyebrow. “We know each other?”
Tattooth frowns. “We fight all the time. Don’t you remember the fight on the Bricktown canal? Or the clash in Cafe Kacao?”
Captain Cowboy strokes his chin. “Nope, sorry. Don’t ring a bell.”
I snort. ‘Archenemy,’ huh? Yeah, this guy is full of it.
Tattooth shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve already shot your precious sidekick. Now Chunky and I will be making our leave, unless you want your legs broken again, that is.”
Captain Cowboy folds his arms in front of his chest. “Now, ya see, Tatty, that just ain’t gonna work for me. I’ve got a hot date tomorrow night and that will be difficult to go to if my legs are broken. But if you don’t tell your monkey to put those bags down right this instant and surrender peacefully, then someone might end up in the hospital, and it won’t be me.”
Tattooth points his gun at Captain Cowboy. “Yeah? You and what army, Captain?”
Captain Cowboy smiles. “Just me and Betsy.”
Without warning, a lasso made out of electrical cables shoots out toward Tattooth. But Chunky throws itself in front of the lasso, which wraps around its neck and tightens. Electrical pulses shoot through the lasso into Chunky, making the giant ape roar in pain as the heat from the electricity melts its skin.
Tattooth, on the other hand, just turns and runs the other way. He’s probably looking for a back exit, but I’m not going to let him escape.
I hold up my hand, summoning my fiery skateboard, and, dropping it onto the ground, jump on it and shoot toward Tattooth. Tattooth notices me coming out of the corner of his eye and aims his gun at me again, but I swerve out of the way of the bullets with ease until I get close enough to hit him in the back of the head with a thwack with my tapena.
Tattooth instantly collapses onto the ground, groaning in pain, dropping his gun, which I kick away out of his grasp. Pointing my tapena at Tattooth’s face, I say, “Game over, Tatty. You. Lose.”
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As soon as Cap and I finish tying up Tattooth (and melting Chunky), the police enter the bank lobby and cuff the supervillain, who they march out into a police cruiser on the front steps of the bank. Cap and I stand on the front steps of the bank, watching as Tattooth struggles against the officers as they stuff him into the back of their cruiser like a sardine. 
“Good job, kid,” says Captain Cowboy, patting me on the shoulder. “When you got to the bank before I did, I was worried you might get yourself killed or maybe burn the whole building down. But not only did you survive, you even played a key role in stopping Tattooth.”
I try not to smile. “Thanks. Feel like I am really starting to get the hang of this whole superhero thing.”
“I’d say,” says Captain Cowboy with a nod. “You’ve come a long way since those robbers at the Golden Dome. Heck, you’ve come a long way since the Humanimal incident.”
I glance at Betsy. “Since my superhero training is coming along so well, do you think I could take Betsy for a ride soon?”
Captain Cowboy smiles at me. “If you want to die a brutal death, then sure.”
I bite my lower lip. Captain Cowboy is really protective of his motorcycle for some reason. He never lets me ride it, not even as a passenger. Says I’m not ‘responsible’ enough or whatever. And yeah, I know I can fly and everything, but driving a motorcycle is really cool. Maybe I’ll take it for a spin one of these days without him or Keith, Cap’s right-hand man, knowing.
Shaking my head, I say, “By the way, I caught your mention about a ‘hot date’ tomorrow night.”
Captain Cowboy suddenly looks away from me, tugging on the bandanna around his neck. “That was just something I said to Tattooth to sound cool. I’m actually not doing anything except catching up on Yellowstone.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Cap, you are the worst liar, you know that? Take it from another terrible liar. You’ve got a date and you just won’t admit it.”
Captain Cowboy sighs and puts his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I do have a date tomorrow night with this nice lady I met not too long ago.”
“Really?” I say. “Where did you meet her? You always seem to be working to me.”
Captain Cowboy shrugs. “We met online. Been chatting for a couple of weeks now and have decided to meet in person for the first time. Have to admit, I’m kind of nervous because I haven’t been on a real date in years.”
I nod. Captain Cowboy used to be married, but he and his wife got a divorce a while ago because, according to him, of the stresses of superhero life. Cap even told me once that he thinks that superheroes and relationships don’t mix at all, which is why he’s never remarried or even dated anyone since then.
I wonder what prompted Captain Cowboy to change his mind.
Not that I actually care. While I’m as into girls as any other guy—a particular girl, in fact—I’m no romantic. I don’t really care about the details of Cap’s date or who she is or what she’s like. I guess if they end up liking each other and spending more and more time together, I’ll get to know her, but until then I’m not going to give this a lot of thought.
Speaking of Captain Cowboy changing his mind, though …
“Hey, Cap?” I say.
Captain Cowboy, who is scrolling through his phone, glances up at me. “What’s up, kid?”
I jerk a thumb over my shoulder at the bank. “Back in the bank, Tattooth said I’m your first sidekick and that you actively criticized the idea of sidekicks in general before hiring me. Is that true?”
Captain Cowboy purses his lips. “My feelings on that are … complicated. But yeah, I guess it’s true. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have hired you if not for the fact that you are the only person who can actually harm the Meteor Monsters.”
I cock my head to the side. “Why don’t you like the idea of sidekicks?”
It’s Captain Cowboy’s turn to raise an eyebrow and I have to say he’s a lot better at it than me. “Why wouldn’t I be against taking young teenagers and putting them in dangerous, life-threatening situations for no reason? It’s like asking why you are against child soldiers or child labor. Should be self-evident, shouldn’t it?”
Huh. I never thought of it that way. “I guess I can see your point. But I’ve been okay so far. Plus, aren’t there like, a ton of laws regulating sidekicks and stuff to protect us?”
“There are, but I still can’t get behind the concept entirely,” says Captain Cowboy. “Granted, not all sidekicks have to be or even are underage. But most are. If I had my way, I’d probably raise the minimum age to work as a sidekick to eighteen at the very least. Even then, there’s a good argument to be made for twenty-one instead.”
I frown. “Does that mean I am not going to be working for you forever?”
Captain Cowboy shrugs. “I don’t know. Right now, I need your help killing the Meteor Monsters. And we have no idea how long that will take. After that … well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”
Interesting. Not just Captain Cowboy’s stance on sidekicks—which seems totally at odds with the greater superhero industry and our culture in general—but also my own feelings about the subject.
Before becoming Wyldfyre (and yes, I am spelling that correctly, shut up), I didn’t want to become a superhero, much less a sidekick.
But now, I find I actually kind of enjoy it. Sure, it’s a lot more dangerous than being a comic book artist (my other career choice), but it’s kind of fun. Flying around, stopping bad guys, protecting the weak … I could get used to this.
Thus, the idea of Captain Cowboy letting me go after we deal with the Monsters is kind of scary. Even if that won’t be for years into the future, it still bothers me a lot. Maybe I can convince him to keep me on even after we kill all of the Monsters.
Or … maybe I can strike out on my own and become my own superhero at some point.
That might be cool.
“Speaking of the Monsters,” says Captain Cowboy all of a sudden, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Have you sensed any recently?”
I shake my head in frustration. “No. And not for lack of trying on my part, either. I just can’t sense anyone else.”
See, because I share an origin with the Meteor Monsters, I can actually ‘sense’ them to some degree, so long as they are in the same general area as me or very close by. I’ve been trying to expand that radius to see if I can sense them elsewhere, but I don’t know if that’s working or not because I can’t feel a thing. I haven’t felt any of them since Humanimal, which is annoying because I know the other six are still out there somewhere. It’s just a matter of finding them.
“Figured as much,” says Captain Cowboy. “And I haven’t had much luck, either. My contacts in OKC’s criminal underworld haven’t reported on anything except for a shakeup among the drug cartels who treat the OKC metro area as their territory.”
I raise an eyebrow. “We deal with drug cartels? I thought the police handled that.”
Captain Cowboy folds his arms in front of his chest. “It depends. Most drug cartels do not have supervillains, so the police and feds usually deal with them. But every now and then I’ll be invited to help with a drug bust or else I’ll get involved if I’ve got nothing more urgent to deal with.”
I shake my head. “’m happy to stay away from those guys. Getting my body thrown into a mass grave is definitely not on my list of ways to die.”
“With luck, neither of us will die,” says Captain Cowboy, “at least not anytime soon. Anyway, do you have any Fourth of July plans today? Keith and I are planning a barbecue if you want to join.”
I shake my head. “Not really. I’ll probably just go home to my family, maybe stay up and watch fireworks—”
I stop speaking at that moment because I suddenly remember something very important:
That I do have Fourth plans today and that I will be very late if I don’t leave now.
“Crap,” I say. I look at Captain Cowboy. “I need to leave now. Can you handle clean-up duty?”
Captain Cowboy nods. “Of course, but why are your pants in such a twist?”
I take a deep breath. “Because I do have plans with my family today—and if I don’t get there ASAP, I’ll be really late.”
Captain Cowboy nods again. “Got it. Then you’d better git, boy. Have fun!”
I barely catch Captain Cowboy’s comment, however, because I immediately turn and shoot into the sky, heading north.
My destination:
Will Rogers Memorial Park.
And the location of the annual Miller/McGilberry Fourth of July family reunion.
Which, even flying at full speeds, I will definitely be late to.
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Let me explain what I mean by ‘Miller/McGilberry family reunion.” 
See, my mother’s side of the family, the McGilberries (yeah, not the most traditional Choctaw last name, but neither is Miller), have held a huge family reunion on or around the Fourth of July every year since at least the end of World War I when my great-great-grandfather came back from the war. According to Granny, who was just a baby when the first reunion was held, the reunion was the first time the whole McGilberry clan, plus extended or married family, got together since the war, and we haven’t skipped a year even during the Second World War.
The location has varied. It used to be in Durant, which is where most of my family is from, but after World War II, the location went to Tulsa and finally has been in OKC for the last couple of decades. And within OKC, the usual location has always been Will Rogers Memorial Park.
Will Rogers is a nice park, I’ll admit. Granted, all of the flowers everywhere make me want to hurl, but it’s got a lot of room, is near our apartment, and has a lot of ducks and geese, which I’m a big fan of. It’s probably my little sister’s favorite place in the city because of the abundance of flowers, but I like it mostly because it’s where all of the family reunions I’ve been to have taken place.
And I am definitely going to be late, because the family reunion starts at 10:00 and it’s just after lunch. Hopefully I haven’t missed Uncle Chet’s grilling, because he makes the best hot dogs and burgers bar none.
Even as Will Rogers comes into view below, I can see the main parking lot is packed with cars. I also see lots of people in the park, the vast majority of whom are various relatives from my family, ranging from aunts and uncles to nephews and nieces and a handful whose relation to our family I can’t immediately place.
Here’s another tricky issue: Aside from my biological family (Mom, Dad, and Dakota), no one else knows I am Wyldfyre and, because of laws regulating sidekicks, I can’t actually tell the rest of my family who I am. So I can’t just land in the park and turn back into regular me without drawing a lot of attention and getting into a lot of trouble with a lot of people, including the government.
Instead, I choose a nearby bridge that seems pretty empty to land underneath. As soon as I land, I glance around briefly to make sure no one is around and then say, “Fire down!”
My Wyldfyre costume burns off me in an instant, leaving a slightly smoky scent in the air, but I don’t wait for it to go away. I dash out from underneath the bridge, running across the road to the Will Rogers Gardens parking lot, hoping against hope I don’t miss Uncle Chet’s grilled burgers and hot dogs. I would take my skateboard, but I am in too much of a hurry to ride it.
“Big brother!” a young female voice calls out suddenly. “There you are!”
Startled, I look to my right to see Dakota, my aforementioned little sister, running beside me. A few inches shorter than me, she’s nonetheless able to keep up with my long strides, her usual happy smile on her face.
“Dakota?” I say in alarm as I come to a stop. “Where did you come from?”
Dakota, also stopping, points toward the flower garden, where most of the family seems to be gathered. “The flower garden. See this rose?”
Dakota shoves a big rose in my face, but I push it away as I say, “Has Uncle Chet started grilling yet?”
“Yeah,” says Dakota, rubbing her stomach. “I already had, like, four hot dogs. You’re late, though.”
I scowl. “It’s not my fault that bank robbers don’t take days off even on holidays.”
“Oh, I wasn’t judging you,” says Dakota cheerfully. “It’s just that everyone kept asking me where you were and I was starting to think that people were going to figure out you can’t have that much homework to do over the weekend.”
I sigh, although I am grateful for my little sister for always covering for me when my superhero duties interfere with my regular life.
Nonetheless, I shake my head and sniff the air, catching a whiff of Uncle Chet’s hot dogs. “Thanks for covering me. Now if you will excuse me, I’m definitely not going to miss Uncle Chet’s grilling. See ya.”
Dakota suddenly steps in my path, a sad look in her eyes. “But aren’t you going to play with me and our cousins? I told them you would join us as soon as you got here.”
I rub my forehead in exasperation. “Dakota, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m basically an adult now. I don’t care about your little kiddie games anymore.”
Dakota frowns. “But cousin Sarah has been playing with us and she’s even older than you.”
I bite my lower lip. “Sarah is here?”
Dakota nods, smiling. “Yup! She even complimented me on my dress. Coolest cousin ever. Why? Don’t you like her, too?”
I grimace. “It doesn’t matter. What does matter, however, is getting food. Bye!”
I rush past Dakota before she can object, following the sounds of grilling and the smell of burgers being grilled to perfection. This leads me to the flower garden, where I find all of the adult family members gathered around a grill, including Mom and Granny. Everyone is too busy talking among themselves to notice me at first, which is good because I don’t really feel like talking with the adults right now. I just want some of Uncle Chet’s—
“Hey, little nephew!” says a boisterous male voice suddenly. “Glad you finally made it!”
Freezing, I look toward the grill to see a man who looks a lot like my dad—except younger, with more hair, and smelling less like alcohol and cigarettes—standing at the grill, holding a spatula in one hand and wearing an apron that says ‘KISS THE COOK’ over his shirt and jeans.
A big smile breaks out across my face. “Uncle Chet!”
I probably spoke too loudly, however, because the other adults look at me and Granny asks, “There you are, Toby! We were wondering where you were. Is Captain Cowboy keeping you busy?”
I gulp. Granny doesn’t know that I am Wyldfyre. The most I’ve told her is that I work as Captain Cowboy’s assistant and am doing a big school project with him about superheroes.
“Yeah,” I say, scratching the back of my head. “Work’s been pretty crazy, but Cap gave me today and tomorrow off for the holiday. He even dropped me off in his car.”
Granny nods approvingly and says to one of my other older relatives, “Toby’s working with Captain Cowboy now, by the way. Glad a kid his age has a job. Back in my day …”
I ignore Granny to walk over to the grill where Uncle Chet is standing, though I make sure to grab a paper plate from the nearby foldable table first and put my skateboard under my right arm. His burger patties smell so good that I can already taste their juicy meatiness even before I take even one bite.
See, Uncle Chet is my favorite uncle. Which is surprising, because he’s actually Dad’s brother, but the two are really nothing alike. Dad is short and kind of fat, while Uncle Chet is tall and seems to have replaced all of the fat in his body with pure muscle. Did I forget to mention that Uncle Chet is a lot cooler and more fun than Dad? I mean, he’s a member of the Oklahoma Coast Guard, which is pretty cool.
And yeah, Oklahoma does have a Coast Guard. They mostly patrol the Arkansas River, but they do exist. I know it seems weird, given how Oklahoma is landlocked and all, but it’s true.
“That’s right, little nephew,” says Uncle Chet, flipping over a patty on the grill. “I saved the biggest for you.”
I smile, holding out my plate as Uncle Chet drops an absolutely monstrous patty onto my open hamburger bun. “Thanks, Uncle Chet! I’ve been waiting all year for this.”
Uncle Chet shrugs. “No problem, Toby. Anyway, I hear you’re working for Captain Cowboy now. Is that right?”
I shrug as I put ketchup on my burger, just the way I like it. “Yeah. It started out as a school assignment, but it worked out so well that Cap decided to hire me outright. Now I’m basically his errand boy, at least when I’m not in school.”
Uncle Chet chuckles. “That’s pretty cool, neph. I’ve always admired Captain Cowboy myself. Is he as cool as he seems?”
I shrug again. “He’s fine, I guess. A little cheesy, but what superhero isn’t, really?”
“True, true,” says Uncle Chet. He sighs, flipping over another burger. “You know, I thought about becoming a superhero once, before joining the Coast Guard.”
My burger halfway to my mouth, I look at Uncle Chet in surprise. “Really? What stopped you?”
Uncle Chet smiles wryly. “Our parents. They thought it was too dangerous. Said that working for the Coast Guard would be safer. Which it kind of is, although personally, I think they just wanted to make sure that your dad and I had steady employment and benefits, which professional superheroes don’t always get.” He clasps me on the shoulder. “So I’m proud of you for getting closer to being a superhero than I ever have, neph. You’re lucky.”
I shrug again, although mentally, I now find myself wondering what Uncle Chet might have looked like as a superhero. Given how tall, handsome, and strong he is, I bet he would definitely look the part, if nothing else.
“By the way,” says Uncle Chet, scooping another patty onto the plate of one of my younger cousins who just came up to us, “do you ever get to talk to that
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