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  1


Everyone knew that the best time to visit Lake Murray in southern Oklahoma was in the summer. And not just any summer day, but during the sun’s zenith, when its rays illuminated the crystal-clear waters, compelling people to slather on the strongest sunscreen they could find to ward off potential burns. 
No sensible individual ventured out to Lake Murray in the heart of the coldest months of winter, especially not in the dead of night, when the water chilled the same as a deceased man’s heart. Furthermore, no one in their right mind would willingly meet the deadliest and most infamous cartel leader in Oklahoma atop a tower that rose high above the lake itself, providing scant protection beyond a waist-high wall that could be easily scaled by anyone with the inclination.
Or pushed over, should such inclinations arise.
However, Professor Logan Krill, a logic professor at the University of Oklahoma in Norman, wasn’t a paragon of sanity. He was a champion of logic, if not entirely human—though whether he and his siblings could be deemed as such remained an open question.
Nonetheless, Professor Krill harbored an immense fondness for logic and reason.
Hence, his decision to convene with Mr. Jack G. Potter, the leader of the Green Jackalopes drug syndicate that wielded dominance over the underbelly of Oklahoma, was a model of judicious choices amidst the tide of events that had unfolded in Oklahoma City over the past two years.
Whether it would ultimately prove fruitful, however, remained to be seen.
Yet Professor Krill felt confident that this encounter would yield results, one way or another. It was imperative that it did, given the considerable distance he had traversed to reach this juncture. He pulled his thick winter coat tighter over his bony frame as he emerged atop Governor’s Tower, surveying Lake Murray’s expanse far below. The frigid wind nipped at his exposed nose and cheeks, yet Professor Krill paid it no heed. He harbored a disdain for physical discomfort as a matter of principle, but he understood the importance of projecting fortitude during a rendezvous with a notorious cartel leader.
Who also, incidentally, happens to be my annoying younger brother, Professor Krill mused, gazing over the tranquil, wintry lake below, veiled in the night’s obscurity. Or perhaps he is the elder brother and I am the younger. The intricacies of an unconventional—and decidedly non-human—birth.
“Look who decided to haul his lazy ass all the way down here after all,” said a rough, gravelly voice from Professor Krill’s right. “Frankly, I am surprised that you showed up. Thought you were going to ask me to do a video call or something equally easy like that.”
Professor Krill followed the sound of the voice to its owner.
A man in a garish green suit—the same shade of green as a new dollar bill—was leaning on his elbows against the parapet of the tower just a few feet away from him, his gold dollar sign cufflinks reflecting the moonlight overhead. Pulling a cigar away from his mouth, the man exhaled, sending a cloud of gray smoke into the air over the lake. Professor Krill wondered how he had missed him.
Professor Krill frowned. “Smoking is bad for you, you know.”
The man, who was, of course, Mr. Potter, laughed. “You do know that we can’t get cancer, since we ain’t human, right? I can smoke, drink, and sleep around all I want and never have to suffer the negative consequences of any of it. Just live a life of pure pleasure and fun. You should try it sometime instead of grading student papers all day like a nerd.”
Professor Krill smiled in amusement and glanced around at the empty parapet around them. “I did not realize that this is what you did for fun. It is considerably less sensational than I imagined.”
Mr. Potter glared at Professor Krill, wisps of smoke rising from his cigar barely visible under the moonlight shining down from above. “This is business, pal. Not fun. And anyway, why do you care if I smoke or not? Out of a sense of brotherly love for your wayward younger brother, perhaps?”
Professor Krill shrugged. He still hadn’t gotten any closer to Mr. Potter than he already had. A deliberate choice on his part, as he was well aware of his brother’s unpredictability. “The university where I work has recently started cracking down on smoking, vaping, and various and sundry other forms of narcotics among the student population that humans love to smoke or ingest for reasons that are beyond reason.”
Mr. Potter rolled his eyes. “What a party pooper. I’m no druggie myself, but there is definitely lots of money to be made selling to humans who are. If you ever want in on my hustle, perhaps selling some of my drugs to your students on the side, we might be able to work out a business arrangement that could benefit the both of us. A professor’s salary ain’t much to brag about.”
Professor Krill walked over to the parapet and leaned against it like his brother, though still keeping a good distance. “You didn’t call this meeting just to try to get me in on your drug-selling scheme, did you? Because if you did, I might just jump off this tower right now. That would be far less painful—and likely more profitable—than getting involved in a business deal with you.”
Mr. Potter turned his gaze toward the lake below and puffed on his cigar again. “You know exactly why I called this meeting, Krill. Or should I say, Logikill?”
Professor Krill stiffened. “I thought we had agreed not to use our real names in public.”
Mr. Potter spread his arms wide, his cigar trailing smoke that Professor Krill unfortunately smelled. “Public? There’s no one here, other than my bodyguards at the entrance below.”
Professor Krill gave Mr. Potter a sharp look. “Your bodyguards … Do they know what you actually are?”
Mr. Potter barked a short, harsh laugh and flicked ash off the end of his cigar. “I pay them to protect my life, not to know things. Fortunately for me, Jose and Garcia are very good at ‘not’ knowing things, if you catch my drift.”
Professor Krill, or Logikill, as he was actually called, frowned even more deeply. “I suppose no one would believe that the infamous Jack G. Potter, head of the Green Jackalopes, is, in fact, the Meteor Monster known as Jackpot.”
Mr. Potter, or rather, Jackpot, puffed on his cigar again before blowing another circle of smoke into the air. “Exactly! But I’ve got no worries. These cartel guys are used to keeping dirty secrets anyway. They’d probably kill anyone who tried to leak that information to anyone who wasn’t supposed to know it, and they wouldn’t even ask me about it first. Seriously, these cartel guys have a really good work ethic for a bunch of humans. Make good employees. Worth every penny, I tell ya.”
Logikill resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I am overjoyed that you have found yourself some useful, if ethically questionable, minions. But I wonder how useful they will be against Wyldfyre.”
Jackpot looked away from Logikill, chomping hard on his cigar. “Don’t just go using that dumb kid’s name around me like that. It’s very—how do the young humans say it?—triggering, if ya get what I mean.”
Logikill nodded. “I do. I also understand that we cannot afford to ignore the boy forever, particularly given how effective he has been at hunting down our siblings over the past couple of years.”
Jackpot scowled even more. “And even worse, how he has personally messed with my business. Taking down my drug business partners, interfering with my weapons dealing, putting my men behind bars … That little shit is lucky that I haven’t killed him myself yet.”
“Presumably because you are afraid of him.”
Jackpot jerked his head toward Logikill, as Logikill had expected him to. Pointing his cigar at Logikill, Jackpot said, “I ain’t afraid of a spoiled brat who is playing at being a superhero.”
Resting his chin on his hands and his elbows on the parapet of the tower, Logikill said, “Why not? He is the only person in the world who can actually kill us, you know. Fearing him would actually be quite logical, rational even. Why else do you think I have avoided directly confronting him? I am not interested in dying yet myself.”
Jackpot chuckled. “And here I thought you were just too much of a couch potato to even consider taking him on. Then again, you are pretty thin for a lazy person.”
Logikill shrugged his shoulders again. “It takes effort to be fat, effort I am simply unwilling to put in.”
Jackpot shot him a vicious grin. “You mean like our late brother, Humanimal? Not that he was terribly fat, either, but boy, did he like to eat.”
Logikill looked out over the dark lake below and frowned. “Until he ate an arrow from Wyldfyre, anyway. Who, I assume we are here to talk about.”
Jackpot drummed his fingers against the surface of the parapet. “You are partly correct. I do indeed want to talk about the kid, especially now that there are only three of us left.”
Logikill nodded. He looked over his shoulder before turning his face back to Jackpot. “Where is our dear sister, by the way? I was under the impression that she was hanging out with you these days.”
Jackpot snorted. “Preying on horny idiots back in OKC like she always does. Told her that she should come down, but you know how Lady Lust gets whenever she goes without a man for longer than two seconds.”
Logikill rested his cheek in his hand, shuddering slightly in the chilly night air. “Probably for the best. You and I are the two most rational among our siblings; our sister would not have anything useful to add to this conversation, I imagine. After all, we are still alive while four of them are dead.”
Jackpot nodded without looking at Logikill. “Yep. But I don’t think either of us will be safe for much longer. The kid is obviously hunting us down one by one, and unless we learn to work together quickly, the odds are definitely not in our favor.”
Logikill gave Jackpot a surprised look. “I never would have pegged you as one to believe in, much less suggest, teamwork. Didn’t you personally shoot down the idea of us working together after I suggested it after we fled from the crater two years ago now?”
Jackpot puffed out a ring of smoke from his mouth, clutching his cigar between two fingers. “That was before I knew just how persistent that kid would be. Frankly, I expected Humanimal to kill him because he was the only one who actively wanted anything to do with him.”
“Humanimal, Wasteland, the Crippler, and, as of a few months ago, our dear brother Road Rage,” said Logikill, tapping his fingers on the rough surface of the parapet. “Each one has ravaged Oklahoma City even more than the last, yet in the end, Wyldfyre has always defeated them.”
Jackpot pushed off the parapet and stomped away from Logikill, puffing furiously on his cigar. “And that’s what bothers me. Each one of those guys should have killed the kid by themselves. Even taking into account the brat’s allies, it still should have been a decisive victory in their, in our, favor. We’re better, stronger, and faster than the humans, yet somehow, we keep losing like we ain’t.”
Logikill turned to watch Jackpot, who was now pacing back and forth along the stone floor of the tower in a manner that did not seem very characteristic of him. “I did not realize you cared so much about our idiotic siblings.”
Jackpot shook his head, smoke trailing from the corners of his mouth. “I don’t. But I do hate it when things don’t make sense. I mean, when Humanimal got killed, I wasn’t super surprised. That idiot had a bigger stomach than a brain, plus his daddy issues were all over the place.
“Then there was Wasteland. Also hardly a genius, but smarter and more powerful than Humanimal. Again, however, he got himself killed by the kid, which again is stupid.”
Logikill shrugged. “Neither the gluttonous nor the prideful are known for their intelligence.”
Jackpot, however, seemed to ignore Logikill as he continued his rant. “The Crippler’s death took me by surprise the most. He might have been a creepy asshole, but he was a smart creepy asshole. Surely he should have gotten the kid, but then he got killed anyway like a loser. Which he was, don’t get me wrong, but still weird.
“But what really got me worried—and made me call this meeting in the first place—was Road Rage back in September. He and I had a few business dealings together during his time as the leader of that biker gang of his. Sure, he had anger issues, but at the same time, he could keep his anger under control most of the time and even had a plan for taking out all of those annoying superheroes in one go. If I was going to bet money on any of our siblings taking down the kid, it would have been him for sure.”
Logikill nodded. “Yes, Road Rage was a smart one when he wasn’t frothing at the mouth with anger. Although I take it that his death also hurt your business.”
“Sure did,” said Jackpot, again without looking at Logikill. “But again, that ain’t my main concern here. All the money in the world doesn’t matter if you’re dead.”
Logikill shrugged and turned away from Jackpot to look at the lake below, as he was starting to lose interest in the conversation. “A surprisingly insightful perspective from you, of all people, Jackpot, but at the same time, that is simply how the dice roll sometimes, to use a phrase you might understand. The best we can do is learn from the mistakes of our fallen, illogical siblings and—”
Logikill stopped speaking when he felt the cold barrel of a handgun pressed against the back of his skull.
Jackpot’s voice was harsh and sinister in Logikill’s ears. “For supposedly being the smartest of us, you sure are naive sometimes.”
Logikill kept his cool, not moving his head or doing anything to indicate that he was uncomfortable or afraid. He was, of course, uncomfortable, between the cold night air and the even colder barrel of Jackpot’s gun pressed against the back of his head, but he wasn’t afraid.
He was more … curious.
If slightly hesitant.
“It’s rather rude to point a gun at someone, you know,” said Logikill. “Dangerous, even.”
Jackpot chuckled again, although this time, he sounded quite unnerving. “Your Core is in your head, isn’t it? The bullets in this gun are carved from one of my die blocks. One shot, and that big brain of yours will be scattered from here to the other end of the lake in a million little pieces.”
“No doubt,” Logikill agreed, still not moving. “It would likely be an environmental hazard, at least if any humans were down there.”
Logikill had to be careful about what he said next, as he did not want to give Jackpot an excuse to pull the trigger right away. His Core was not actually in his head—not anymore, anyway—but dying here would still be quite inconvenient for his long-term plans.
Such as living for longer than the next few seconds, for example.
Logikill kept his cool expression. “If I wasn’t such a curious person by nature, I’m not sure I would be asking you what the meaning of this is.”
“Ain’t it obvious, brother?” said Jackpot. “I am threatening to take your life, just as you set up our siblings to die.”
Logikill allowed himself to lick his lips, mostly because they felt rather chapped in the icy wind. “When did I ever do that?”
Jackpot snorted. “Let’s go over the facts. I know for a fact that you were helping Humanimal by hiding him from the police and the kid and his boss. You’re the one who encouraged him to go after ‘Daddy,’ even though he ultimately lost his life for it.”
Logikill pressed the tips of his fingers together, biting his lower lip. “Perhaps I did help our brother, but it isn’t my fault that he overextended himself and suffered the consequences, even if I was the one who encouraged him to kidnap Wyldfyre’s family in the first place.”
“I’m not done talking yet,” said Jackpot in a sharp voice, jamming the ice-cold barrel of the gun into the back of Logikill’s head. “Anyway, I also know that you were the one who told Wasteland about Picher and gave him the idea of eating the toxic waste there to grow stronger. Wouldn’t surprise me, too, if you planted the idea in his mind that kidnapping the kid’s sister—and therefore making it way more personal for him—was brilliant, too.”
Logikill shrugged. “You are giving me far more credit than even I deserve. If I recall correctly, it was your men who moved Wasteland’s Wastelings around Oklahoma City in a garbage truck.”
“Which I did not tell them to do,” said Jackpot. “Turns out someone else had paid them off under my nose to help transport Wasteland around the city undetected. Had my men interrogate them, and what do you know, those two—before I killed them myself, of course—admitted to receiving bribes from a mysterious ‘L.’ Wonder who that could be.”
Logikill felt nervous for the first time since Jackpot had pulled the gun on him. He had underestimated how thoroughly Jackpot investigated any and all potential threats to his business.
But Logikill would not give him the satisfaction of admitting to anything.
“And then there was the Crippler,” said Jackpot. “Where, I wonder, did he get all those explosives? I asked one of his surviving minions, Nobody, the one who had tried to blow up Mayor Ellison’s campaign in Bricktown, and he admitted that the Crippler had gotten those from a certain friend of his in Norman who he thought worked for the University of Oklahoma.”
Logkill pursed his lips. He should not have let that one survive.
“And finally, Road Rage,” said Jackpot. “Good ol’ Road Rage. No way he could have come up with the plan to successfully steal the Weather Staff—and carefully time its use with SuperCon in OKC—entirely on his own. He was smart, but not that smart.”
Logikill pursed his lips. “Now I see. You think our siblings lost to Wyldfyre because I covertly sabotaged their efforts, so you lured me here to kill me before I got you and Lady Lust killed.”
“A confession?”
“Merely an observation, dear brother.”
“Explain why my theory is wrong, then, because from my point of view, it sure as hell looks plausible.”
Logikill sighed. He would have to choose his next words carefully because one misstep would end with his demise.
Although he did have to resist the temptation to let Jackpot blow his brains out, if only to see Jackpot regret that unwise decision.
“What would I have to gain from sabotaging our siblings’ efforts to kill Wyldfyre?” asked Logikill. “Logically, helping Wyldfyre only increases my own odds of getting killed by him myself, whereas it would be far more rational to help my siblings or at least stay out of their way, even if I had no care for them at all.”
The barrel of Jackpot’s gun dug uncomfortably deep into the base of his next, cold and hard. “Just because I don’t see how you benefit from sabotaging us doesn’t mean you don’t,” said Jackpot.
Logikill smirked. Not a smile, but a smirk. Now he was actually amused.
“That you haven’t pulled the trigger yet, however, tells me that you have your doubts about your own theory,” said Logikill. “If even you are not convinced by your own theory, then it must be even weaker than I thought.”
“Shut it, pal,” Jackpot said with a snarl. “I have killed more people for even less reason. Call it … curiosity, if you want.”
Or cowardice, Logikill thought, as he had felt the gun waver against his neck slightly, which was the tell he had been waiting for.
Time to move in for the kill.
Still speaking calmly, Logikill said, “As I told you, I had no hand in the defeats of our siblings. Their failures were entirely their own fault. You have to believe me.”
“Why should I?” Jackpot demanded, his voice full of venom and paranoia. “Still see no proof that you are innocent.”
“And I still see no proof that I am guilty,” said Logikill. “So we are either both blind as bats or fear of Wyldfyre has clouded your rational thought processes and made you act in a hasty way.”
“Who said I am afraid of the kid?” asked Jackpot. “Because believe me, that kid don’t scare me one bit.”
“Is that why you invited me out to a meeting in the middle of nowhere late at night just to kill me on the assumption that I might be compromised in some way?” asked Logikill. “Because that doesn’t sound entirely rational to me.”
Jackpot became quiet instantly. No doubt he was thinking about what Logikill just said, which was fine by Logikill. Although Logikill may have been the smartest of the Meteor Monsters, Jackpot wasn’t exactly an idiot, so Logikill was certain that Jackpot would listen to reason.
Finally–slowly–Jackpot removed his gun from the back of Logikill’s neck. Refraining from sighing in relief, Logikill rubbed the back of his neck as he turned around to face Jackpot. The drug lord held his gun at his side, but at least he wasn’t pointing it at Logikill anymore.
Jackpot, however, still did not look pleased. “You … make a fair point, Logikill. Having spent the last couple of years living and working among the dredges of humanity, I forgot that it is still possible to trust someone else occasionally.”
Then Jackpot thrust a finger into Logikill’s chest. “But I only until the kid is out of the picture. Got it?”
Logikill nodded slowly. “Of course, dear brother, of course. Do you have a plan in mind?”
Jackpot nodded as he stuffed his gun into his overcoat. “I do, but I need to iron out some of the details first. You stay out of the kid’s way until I’m finished with him.”
Logikill tilted his head to the side. “But aren’t we going to work together? I thought that was the whole point of this meeting.”
Jackpot shot Logikill a deadly glare. “The point of this meeting was to test my theory. And frankly, pal, you just barely passed. So just sit back and relax while I do what our other siblings failed to do and take care of Wyldfyre myself.”
Logikill shrugged. “Works for me. I’d rather read a book, anyway. Much more relaxing.”
Jackpot snorted and turned away. “Whatever. See you later. Maybe I will invite you to my ‘Wyldfyre is dead’ party next week. Going to be blackjack and hookers, unless that’s too fun for you, of course.”
Without waiting for Logikill to respond, Jackpot left, going down the stairs to the tower’s entrance
Logikill did not move a muscle, however, until he heard Jackpot’s car roar to life and leave the park, its engine gradually fading into the distance.
With a satisfied sigh, Logikill turned around, pulled out a cigarette of his own, lit it, and smoked it, savoring the narcotic taste in his mouth.
Now I remember why I could never stand Jackpot, thought Logikill as he blew smoke out his mouth. And why I will be so much happier once Wyldfyre kills him.
A buzzing sound in the right front pocket of his coat snapped him out of his thoughts. Without even looking at its screen, Logikill pulled his phone out of his pocket and answered, in his usual lazy tone, “Late night at the office, Agent Black?”
The gravelly voice of Agent Templeton Black, an agent from the Department of Superheroes, said, “I will sleep when I am dead, Logikill. How did your meeting with Jackpot go?”
Logikill sucked on his cigarette again and blew a smoke ring from his mouth. “We did talk, but he stubbornly refused to share any details of his plan with me. As I told you he wouldn’t.”
“Gloating is a good way to get on my bad side, Logikill,” said Agent Black. “And people who get on my bad side rarely live long.”
Logikill smiled. “Good thing I am not a person, then.”
“Enough with the quips,” said Agent Black. “Stay in contact with Jackpot and Lady Lust. If you learn anything about their plans for Oklahoma or the country, message me ASAP. Otherwise, continue your work.”
Agent Black hung up before Logikill spoke one word. Lowering his phone to his side, Logikill shook his head in wonder at how hasty humans could be.
And vicious, thought Logikill. Agent Black made that very clear to me at our first meeting.
But Logikill was not worried about either Jackpot or Agent Black. In truth, he wasn’t even worried about Wyldfyre or his friends, even if they were actively hunting him and his siblings down like wild animals.
Because the truth was, everyone was already playing their part. Events were still moving along as Logikill had expected they would not long after he and the others were born on that fateful night two years ago now, on a night similar to tonight.
Like chess pieces moving across a board, none of those fools know, much less understand, what is actually going on here, Logikill thought. And by the time they do–if they do–I will be laughing.
That thought alone made Logikill chuckle, even as he rubbed out his cigarette and tossed it into the cold night air toward the quiet lake below.






  
  2


We’re being evicted?” I say, staring at Mom in utter disbelief. “No. Way.” 
Mom, holding the eviction notice in her hands, grimaces. “I didn’t believe it, either, but this notice is real and complies with Oklahoma state law. Believe me, I checked.”
Sitting on our couch, I put my hands on my face in exasperation, still refusing to believe Mom. “But why? We always pay rent on time. We’re one of the best tenants.”
My little sister, Dakota, who is sitting next to me on the couch, gasps and gives Mom a concerned look. “You didn’t forget to pay rent this month, Mom, did you?”
Mom sighs heavily as she rests the eviction notice on the coffee table before us, taking a seat on the recliner on the opposite side of the coffee table. “Of course not, Dakota. I have our account set on autopay and I always make sure to set aside a certain amount of my monthly paycheck toward rent.”
I snatch up the eviction notice and start reading it myself, scowling as I do so. “Then why the hell are we being–-Property under new ownership?”
“New ownership?” Dakota repeats like an echo. “Did someone buy out our apartment complex?”
Mom nods with a frown on her face. “Yes. That is why we are being evicted. Everyone is.”
I tear my eyes away from the notice–which, by the way, definitely says what Mom says it does–to look at Mom. “You mean that everyone in our complex is being evicted, even if they paid their rent? Seriously?”
Mom nods again. “I spoke to our upstairs neighbors and our neighbors on either side of us. They also received eviction notices like ours. It seems like whoever bought out our complex is planning on tearing everything down and building brand new apartments from scratch.”
“Is that even legal?” asks Dakota doubtfully.
“Apparently,” I say through gritted teeth. I shake my head. “I mean, yeah, our apartment sucks and all, but evicting everyone on such short notice? That’s awful even by management standards.”
“I imagine they want to build fancy new apartments aimed at a higher-income bracket than us and our neighbors,” says Mom. She shrugs. “Which we are not.”
I grimace.
Mom’s right. We aren’t rich. She’s a full-time nurse and single mother barely making ends meet while raising me and my sister. My job as Wyldfyre, sidekick to professional superhero Captain Cowboy, brings in some money, but not enough to truly make us wealthy or anything like that.
But it still pisses me off. We’ve lived in this same apartment complex since our parents divorced and, as cheap and awful as it is, at least it’s a place to live.
Now, however, it sounds like we are losing our home because some rich jerk wants to get money from other rich jerks. Can’t say I am surprised that the previous management sold us out, though. They were always money-grubbing bastards. And they haven’t even fixed our apartment’s busted heating system, either.
And even worse, we were just about to go out to the First Americans Museum to check out some of the cool exhibits there, too. Now we’ll definitely be late for meeting up with Captain Cowboy and my girlfriend, who are also going to go there with us.
Dakota purses her lips. “But if we are being evicted, then where are we supposed to go?”
“According to Oklahoma state law, we have thirty days from the time we receive the notice before we have to leave,” says Mom. “But I already called Granny and she said we could stay at her house until we find another place to live.”
Although Mom is obviously trying to keep a strong face, I can tell pretty easily how upset she is about all of this.
Dakota stands up, hands balled into fists. “This isn’t right! We should team up with the other tenants, find a lawyer, and take these … these …”
I glance at the eviction notice. “Three Pieces Rental Management Community, apparently.”
“Those guys!” Dakota says defiantly. “And take them to court. They shouldn’t be allowed to do this.”
Mom frowns at Dakota. “Dakota, dear, I sympathize with you, but going to court is not an option. Even if we convinced every other tenant in the complex to form a class-action lawsuit with us, it would be really expensive and take years before we got any results.”
I lower my head. “And we wouldn’t be guaranteed to win, either, especially if the other side got better lawyers and found a sympathetic judge.”
“What about Captain Cowboy, Toby?” Dakota asks me. “We should let him know. He might be able to do something about it or help us.”
I look up at Dakota’s hopeful face and shake my head. “Sorry, but Cap is a superhero, not a lawyer. He’s got a lot of clout, but I doubt that even he could stop the new owners from doing whatever they want to this place, especially if they aren’t technically doing anything illegal.”
A defeated look crosses Dakota’s face and she slowly sits back down on the sofa, her head in her hands. “Then what can we do?”
Mom reaches over and rubs Dakota’s shoulder affectionately. “Like I said, we can stay with Granny for a bit until we find our own place. I’ll reach out to your dad and see if he can help with the move.”
Dakota raises her head hopefully. “Maybe we could stay with Dad instead? Or even Captain Cowboy? He has to have a big house.”
Mom’s expression becomes hard to read when Dakota mentions Dad. “It … wouldn’t be smart for us to stay with your dad. As for Oscar, I can ask him, but I don’t know what he will say.”
Mom calls Captain Cowboy by his first name because the two of them are dating and have been so for about a year now. It’s still kind of weird how Mom is basically dating my boss, but they seem really happy together, so I’m fine with it.
Dakota gives Mom a knowing look. “Of course he’ll say yes! If you two are getting married, this could be a great way to practice our new family life!”
I start and give Dakota an alarmed look. “Marriage? Who said anything about–”
“No one, Toby,” says Mom politely but firmly. “Oscar hasn’t proposed to me, and if he ever does, I will let you both know right away. As it is, marriage isn’t in the cards for us right now.”
Wow. This is the first time I have heard Mom openly discuss marrying Captain Cowboy with us, and she sounds not happy about it. Or maybe she’s just upset that Dakota brought it up so carelessly.
Dakota brushes a strand of dark hair out of her eyes apologetically. “Sorry, Mom. I just–”
“It’s fine, Dakota,” says Mom in a tense tone, “I know, but I wouldn’t worry about that if I were you. We will be moving in with Granny at her house until we find our own place.”
Yeesh. Normally I find Dakota annoying, but I actually feel sorry for her being so excited about us staying with Cap. Guess she really wants a literal superhero as a stepdad.
Honestly, I’m not surprised that Cap and Mom haven’t discussed marriage. Captain Cowboy pretty firmly believes that superheroes and marriage don’t work due to his previous marriage falling apart due to his career. Granted, Cap has been dating Mom for a long time now and they really seem to love each other, but still, I’m not expecting a wedding anytime soon.
Still, I’m with Dakota about the sheer injustice of it all. Getting evicted when we did nothing wrong really rankles me.
So I fold my arms across my chest and say, the couch cushion squeaking underneath my behind as I lean back, “Man, I wish I could confront the guy who bought out our complex myself. Even if I couldn’t make him change his mind, just getting to give him a piece of my mind would be nice.”
Mom suddenly looks at me and says, “I almost forgot! There was another letter attached to the eviction notice addressed to you, Toby.”
I raise a skeptical eyebrow. “To me? From who?”
Mom pulls out a folded piece of paper from her purse and hands it to me from across the coffee table. “The owner of the company, a Mr. Jacques G. Potts.”
I grimace as I take the note from her. “Jacques? What, is he French or something?”
“Or maybe Canadian!” says Dakota excitedly. “Canadians are cool. If he’s Canadian, then he has to be nice.”
I ignore Dakota and focus on the letter itself. It’s short and to the point, which I appreciate at least, and is written on fancy paper that feels expensive to hold. Even the ink looks better than you’d expect and the letter reads this way:
Dear Tobias Miller of Apartment #44A,
Your presence has been formally requested by Mr. Jacques G. Potts, owner of Three Pieces Rental Management Community, to the leasing office as soon as possible. Any attempt to ignore this request would be very … unwise.
And please come alone. Do not bring your family members or anyone else with you. Or else.
I tilt my head to the side, confused and worried about the threat at the end. “Mr. Potts wants to meet me at the leasing office?”
“Why?” Dakota asks.
I sigh in frustration. “No clue. And he says I have to go alone, too.”
Mom shakes her head. “That’s why I didn’t want to give you that note at first. I don’t want you to–”
I throw the letter down on the table and say, “Meet him? Why not? I’m in a bad mood. Not like he can evict us twice.”
Mom bites her lower lip. “Yes, but–”
“Mom, I’ll be fine,” I say with a wave of my hand. “I’m a superhero, remember? Doubt some rich French jerk could do anything to me.”
“Or rich Canadian jerk,” says Dakota proudly. “But yeah, I believe in you, big brother!”
Mom clearly disagrees with my decision, but she says, “Fine, Toby. But be careful, okay? And try not to say anything that might make our situation worse.”
Jumping to my feet and stretching my limbs, I say, “Mom, we’re getting evicted. It’s literally impossible for me to make the situation worse. Anyway, I’ll be back in a bit after I chew off that French jerk’s head. Tell Cap and Mandy we’ll be late for our outing.”
With that, I leave our apartment and head straight to the leasing office. I still have no idea why Mr. Potts wants to see me instead of Mom, but I will make sure he regrets ever talking to me.
Although I am sure I will enjoy getting to chew him out.
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The leasing office is located near the front of the property, a ramshackle old building that has clearly seen better days. Even though you have to pass it to exit or enter the complex, I think I have only been inside it once, and that was years ago when me, Mom, and Dakota first moved here. Since then, only Mom has ever gone back there and only to either complain to management or use the free printer they have for residents (no, that is seriously the best perk this place has). 
But I am pretty sure it didn’t have a bunch of tough-looking guys in black suits surrounding it, each one clearly armed, despite not having any visible weapons in their hands. Guess this ‘Mr. Potts’ guy really is loaded if he can afford that many bodyguards.
Although, as I approach the front door, I wonder if they are actually normal bodyguards. Most of them have scars on their faces or look more like thugs than professional bodyguards. They even smell weird, like cheap cigarette smoke and booze.
But I don’t show any fear as I approach them, even though all of them are staring death glares at me from behind their expensive-looking shades. In all honesty, these guys should be afraid of me.
“Name?” says one of the bodyguards, a dude who can be best described as looking like a cross between an orangutan and a boulder.
I look up at him defiantly. “Toby Miller. Heard your boss wanted to see me.”
Big Ugly nods and steps aside. “Let yourself in. The boss has been expecting you.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Didn’t realize I was so famous.”
The bodyguard smiles and steps aside. “Don’t let it get to your head.”
My eyebrow raises even further. This dude couldn’t be more blatantly ominous if he tried.
But I’m not going to let him get to me. Without another word, I stride past the bodyguard …
And, out of the corner of my eye, catch a glimpse of a Green Jackalope tattoo peeking out of his suit collar.
I pause for half a second, my gaze lingering briefly on the tattoo before I resume walking.
My eyes definitely aren’t playing tricks on me. That guy has a Green Jackalope tattoo.
In case you don’t know, the Green Jackalopes are bad news, being the local drug cartel who Cap, Mandy, and I have tangled with one too many times over the years. We haven’t dealt with them too much recently, but they are still responsible for a good chunk of the organized crime in OKC. Their members are easily identified by the tattoo on their necks, which depicts an actual green Jackalope.
So if this guy has a Green Jackalope tattoo, then that means one of two things are true of him:
One, he’s a former Green Jackalope who just hasn’t gotten rid of his tattoo yet.
Or two–and far more
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