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In  Captain Cowboy VS Great Spirit, set 20 years before Toby became Wyldfyre, a young, less experienced Captain Cowboy must stop the supervillain called Great Spirit from summoning a tornado big enough to destroy Oklahoma City!
Captain Cowboy VS Great Spirit is a freebie for joining my weekly newsletter (which you can join HERE), where, in addition to the free short story, you get:
	New release announcements before anyone else

	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books
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Standing atop the ruins of Devon Tower, I watch Oklahoma City burn. It’s a beautiful sight. Fire everywhere, consuming buildings, melting concrete, the crackling of flame filling the air with smoke and the stench of burning flesh and oil… it’s enough to make a guy cry. Or would be, if I was a crybaby.  
Fortunately, I am not that sentimental. Still, I am an artist, first and foremost, and I must say, I am actually quite pleased with how this art piece of mine turned out. I wonder what I should call it.
Maybe I will call it ‘The destruction of the city I always hated and the deaths of everyone within it.’
Yeah, that’s a good name, if a bit of a mouthful. But I am sure I will come up with an easier name to say later. Long names are a pain to remember.
On the other hand, it’s not like there will be anyone left alive to criticize my artistic choices and the naming of my creations. That is the benefit of destroying a whole city. You don’t have to listen to the ignorant cries of stupid people who don’t know anything. You can just listen to the sound of fire consuming their bodies and homes and everything they’ve ever known or loved.
Man, this just gets better and better the more I think about it. Maybe this is my magnum opus, after all. But I kind of hope it isn’t because I have an entire planet to destroy after this measly city, and if this is where my destructive creativity peaks, then that would be depressing. I definitely don’t want to be remembered as a one-hit wonder, after all.
“Toby!” A familiar, southern-accented male voice says behind me in a frantic tone. “Why did you do this? Why did you kill everyone?”
I groan loudly and turn around to face the speaker. “I must not have done a very good job of it if you are still alive, Cap.”
A middle-aged superhero in a blue and yellow spandex uniform, wearing a brown jacket and a matching cowboy hat, lies on his stomach on the roof of the tower a few feet away from me. Leaning on his hands and elbows, Captain Cowboy, my former mentor and boss, stares at me and the destruction I have wrought with absolute terror in his eyes. Frankly, I am surprised that he is still conscious, given how I burned his legs into useless little stumps. He’s annoying that way.
Captain Cowboy takes a deep, shuddering breath and says, “This isn’t you, Toby. You are better than this.”
I chuckle and mockingly mimic Captain Cowboy’s voice. “‘You are better than this, Toby.’ Spare me the sanctimonious BS, Cap. You and I both know this is what I am, what I was always destined to become from the start. Honestly, I should have killed you first. At least that way, I wouldn’t have to listen to your preaching, which I always hated.”
Captain Cowboy’s fists shake as he glares at me, although I don’t sense any hatred in his gaze. Just pity. “No, Toby, you definitely are. Remember all of the Meteor Monsters we killed together? All of the people we saved? Are you just going to throw all of that away just because you hate this city?”
Something in Captain Cowboy’s words almost stirs something in my heart. Something like regret, maybe, or even guilt. Naturally, I put that guilt to death without a second thought.
I chuckle. “Poor, silly Captain Cowboy. It’s not just about Oklahoma City, you know. It’s not even just about Oklahoma, honestly. It’s about this entire planet, along with every human being who lives on it. Do you think that my flames will stop here? Of course not. Every city in the world will look like Oklahoma City when I am done with them… and then I will rule the ruins of this dead planet forever, for as long as I live.”
Captain Cowboy gives me a look of utter horror and disbelief. “What in the world are you even going on about, Toby? You sound just like the Meteor Monsters.”
I roll my eyes and walk up to the defenseless and injured Captain Cowboy. As I approach him, I summon a particularly hot fireball in my right hand, which I begin bouncing in my palm like a ball. “I’m not Toby anymore, Cap. Frankly, I’m not even human anymore. That name means nothing to me at this point. As does the name Wyldfyre, which might as well be gibberish in my ears.”
Captain Cowboy gazes up at me as I draw near to him, a look of pure horror spreading across his bloodied features. “If you aren’t Toby anymore, then who are you? What is your name?”
I stop in front of Captain Cowboy and glare down at him. I take a moment to think about how much I hate him and want him to suffer, how I’ve always hated him, honestly. I can’t believe that I ever looked up to him or respected him in any way. Tobias Miller was weak. Just like every other human on this planet, like the human race in general, truthfully. I am glad that I killed him, too. Now it is time to clean up this last loose end.
Gazing down at Captain Cowboy with complete and utter mercilessness, I say, in a voice barely louder than a whisper, “You want to know my name, human? Very well. I will tell you my name. It is one you have heard before, but never really understood, not in a deep, primal way, until now. It is—”
“Big brother!” A high-pitched, teenage girl’s voice shouts in my ear all of a sudden. “Wake up, big brother! You’ve gotta see this! Now!”
I blink and wake up from my dream, staring up at the ceiling for a moment, unsure of where I am or what is going on. The vision of the injured, near-death Captain Cowboy and the burning ruins of Oklahoma City disappear from my sight, and I find myself lying in my bed in my room in my family’s old apartment, blinking rapidly as I try to make sense of what just happened.
Had all of that just been a dream? It must have been. Otherwise, I would not have woken up when my younger sister screamed in my ear. And while that normally pisses me off whenever she does that, this time, I am actually quite glad that she did. Because that wasn’t just a dream. It was a nightmare… And one that I have been dealing with ever since I killed Jackpot back in January.
It plays out exactly the same every time. I am standing atop Devon Tower, overlooking the ruins of Oklahoma City, taunting and torturing Captain Cowboy while making grand boasts about how I am going to destroy the world and rule over it forever. I have no idea where this dream comes from or why I keep experiencing it, but I suffer from it nonetheless. And I haven’t actually told anyone about the nightmare yet. Not even Captain Cowboy. I am afraid of what he and the others might say if they found out about my recurring nightmares, and anyway, it’s just a nightmare. It probably has to do with some stress about my job or whatever. I am sure it will go away as soon as I take care of the last two Meteor Monsters.
But then a fly swatter comes out of nowhere and slaps my forehead, making me groan and say, “What was that for?”
“Don’t be such a baby, big bro,” says Dakota, my baby sister, who is standing beside my bed holding a pink fly swatter in one hand. She quickly hides the fly swatter behind her back as I turn in my bed to glare at her. “I just wanted to make sure you were awake, because you were just staring at the ceiling there for a while and I was worried that you might not actually be awake yet, even though your eyes are open.”
I groan and rub my eyes and forehead. “Did you have to hit me with a fly swatter, though?”
Dakota gives me an innocent smile. “I thought it wouldn’t hurt you since you are a tough superhero and everything now, big bro. Maybe next time I will just rip the sheets off your bed instead.”
I glare at Dakota but don’t immediately respond. If Dakota were younger, I would have just dismissed it as her usual childlike naivety. She’s 12 years old now, almost 13, and she still acts this way sometimes. At this point, I am starting to suspect that Dakota is just milking the whole baby sister thing so she can get away with doing stuff like that to me without getting yelled at by Mom or me.
And I’ll be darned if it isn’t working. She would probably make a pretty terrifying supervillain herself if she was older.
“Why did you want to wake me up so badly, anyway?” I say, sitting up in my bed and stretching my arms, deciding that there was no way I was going to sleep in now at this point. I glance at my bedside clock. “It’s summer, for Pete’s sake. We don’t even have school, and today is my day off from work, so I don’t have to worry about that, either.”
Dakota gives me one of her trademark sweet smiles. “Ohh, I know you like to sleep in every day, big bro, but you definitely don’t want to sleep in for this. I was just scrolling online and saw this thing that I think you should see before Mom does, although I think she might have seen it already.”
Cracking my neck to the side, I say, “See what online? Did the trailer for that new Miss Unicorn movie you have been looking forward to finally drop?”
“Actually, yeah, it has,” says Dakota brightly. “It looks really cool. But that isn’t what I wanted to show you. It’s about Captain Cowboy.”
Normally, when Dakota says Captain Cowboy’s name, she says it with the kind of reverence that Catholics use when they talk about the Pope. She used to have a big crush on him before he and Mom started dating, and when he and Mom got engaged, Dakota just turned into his number one fan. She’s always liked him in one way or another for as long as I can remember, even before I came around to liking the guy.
But when she says his name now, she sounds a lot less enthusiastic than normal. She didn’t sound upset, necessarily, but she also didn’t sound like her usual self, either. She sounded almost disappointed, which is certainly an emotion I never would have expected her to express about Captain Cowboy, of all people.
Now I am not certain I want to see whatever she wants to show me about Captain Cowboy. Weird, I know, since I am usually more than interested in learning people’s dark secrets, but not if that secret is dark enough to make my baby sister change her mind about her favorite superhero of all time.
Dakota, of course, gives me absolutely no choice in the matter and thrusts her phone in my face. Taking her phone, which is in a bright pink mist unicorn phone case, in my hand, I look at what she has opened on the screen.
Surprisingly, she has her screen opened to the front page of the local news. That’s how you know it’s serious if Dakota, who thinks the news is the most boring thing ever, is reading the news.
And I don’t have to look hard or long at all for the article she wants me to read. Its headline stabs at my eyes, but it’s the picture directly below it that really catches my eye.
It shows Captain Cowboy and a woman I’ve never seen before in my life, but who looks vaguely familiar, making out in a nice-looking restaurant.
A woman who is definitely not Mom, the woman to whom Cap is engaged.
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SCANDAL: LOCAL SUPERHERO CAPTAIN COWBOY CAUGHT AT FANCY RESTAURANT WITH UNKNOWN WOMAN,” reads Dakota, having taken her phone back to read the article. “According to the article, Captain Cowboy was seen last night at a local restaurant in downtown Oklahoma City, seemingly on a date with an unknown woman. This picture, taken by another person at the restaurant, was posted online and went viral immediately, especially among social media accounts based in and around the Oklahoma City area.” 
I grab Dakota’s phone back and look at the picture again. Yep, that’s definitely Cap. Although he’s skipped his costume in favor of a dressy button-down and slacks, I’d recognize those blond hair and blue eyes and classic superhero facial features anywhere. For some reason, though, his hair has hints of what looks like purple glitter, of all things, in it, but that’s probably from like a party they went to or something.
But the woman, whose face is not facing the camera, I still don’t recognize.
Yet I feel like I should. Like I have seen her somewhere before, though not sure where.
Dakota takes her phone away from me again and, after giving me a briefly annoyed look, continues to read the article. “ ‘The picture has sparked controversy because it was only six months ago that Captain Cowboy announced his impending marriage in July 2024 to Wendy Miller, a nurse and resident of Oklahoma City who has been dating Oklahoma’s Son for over a year now. Their wedding was expected to be a big event, with superheroes from all over Oklahoma and the United States coming to attend, but the future of the wedding, as well as their relationship, has been called into question by social media users, including more than a few of Captain Cowboy’s diehard fans.’” Dakota looks at me. “Want me to keep reading or—?”
I shake my head, feeling like I am about to fall over from the shock of it. “No, I get the picture. I mean—”
“I know what you mean, big brother,” says Dakota. She stares at the phone with obvious disappointment in her eyes. “How could Captain Cowboy be dating women other than Mom on the side? And when they were supposed to get married this month, too?”
I have no answer, mostly because this is the first I’ve heard of it.
And it doesn’t make any sense. Captain Cowboy loves Mom. I know this. I’ve seen how they treat each other, how they get along. I’ve heard them talk about each other in private and they always have the kindest, most loving things to say about the other. Sometimes I even get diabetes (not literally, of course) listening to them go on and on about how much they love each other. Not to mention the multiple times Cap put his life on the line to save Mom, before and after they started dating and got engaged.
Yet if this picture is real and isn’t Photoshopped or AI-generated or anything like that, then it seems like Cap threw away his great relationship with Mom for … what? A night out at a fancy restaurant with some lady none of us have even heard of?
That isn’t Cap. That definitely isn’t the Captain Cowboy I know.
Something is up and I need to find out what. Before—
That is when I hear Mom’s voice suddenly ring out, “Toby! Dakota! Get in the living room, now.”
That. Before that.
Sighing and exchanging nervous looks with Dakota, we leave my room and enter the living room to find Mom, wearing her nurse scrubs for work, sitting on the couch. She is staring at her phone and there’s no need for me to even look at her phone to know what she’s looking at. It’s written all over her face.
Rubbing the back of my head, I say, “Mom, it’s not what it looks like.”
Mom raises her head and I am startled, although not really surprised, to see tears streaming down her face. “How do you know that, Toby? Did Oscar tell you that he likes to take out random women he doesn’t know to restaurants the week before his wedding and give them platonic kisses?”
Dang. I knew Mom would be upset, but I’d never seen her this angry before. “Mom, you know Cap. I can’t explain the photo, but—”
“I can,” says Dakota grimly. She folds her arms across her chest. “Maybe Captain Cowboy isn’t as cool as we thought.”
I want to strangle Dakota, which is a pretty normal big brother reaction to his younger sister acting stupid, but for totally different reasons now. She’s making the situation worse. “Dakota, stop talking for just one freaking—”
My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out, hoping it’s Cap, calling to explain what is going on and give us all assurance that the picture is fake or something.
Instead, it’s the number of Keith, Cap’s right-hand man and personal servant, flashing on the screen of my phone. I resist the urge to decline the call and instead answer it, saying, without taking my eyes off an expectant-looking Mom, “Keith, what’s going on? Have you seen that picture of Cap and the woman at—”
“Yes, I have,” says Keith tersely, “but that’s not what I am calling about. There’s a hostage situation at a daycare near your apartment and Cap wants you to handle it.”
“Me?” I say in confusion. “But what about Cap? What’s he—”
“Oscar’s got a lot on his plate right now and it would take him too long to get to the daycare in time to be useful,” says Keith, again cutting me off without a hint of an apology. “He already told the police that you and Paintbrush are going to be there. I’ve sent you the address, but it’s just a few minutes west of your apartment complex so shouldn’t be hard to find. After you resolve the situation, come to the Stable. We’ll talk about what to do from there. Bye.”
Keith hangs up before I even have a chance to ask if Cap is going to call Mom.
“What did Keith say?” asks Dakota before Mom could say anything.
I lower my phone to my side, trying not to look Mom directly in the eyes. “Apparently, there’s a hostage situation at a nearby daycare and Cap wants me to respond to it. Sounds serious.”
Mom stands up. “Then go and save those kids, Toby. That sounds important. I need to get to work myself anyway, otherwise I’ll be late for my shift.”
“Mom,” I say carefully, “are you sure that you don’t want to maybe call in sick or something? Just to process—”
“I’ll be fine, Toby,” says Mom. “You aren’t the only one who works in a field where lives are on the line if you don’t show up. Just keep those kids and daycare workers safe and I will see you for dinner tonight.”
Mom leaves the apartment so fast I swear she secretly has super speed, leaving me and Dakota standing by ourselves in the living room, both looking at each other awkwardly.
And, even though neither of us are telepaths, we’re both clearly thinking the same thing:
What is going to happen to our family now?
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Keith was right about one thing: The daycare isn’t that far from my home at all. In fact, we drive by it all the time on our way to and from school, although I have obviously never been to it before. 
Even if I had never seen the place before in my life, however, it would have been easy to spot.
Mostly because of the dozen or so police cars surrounding the building, with their red and blue lights flashing and everything.
Dozens of police officers surround the building on all sides, some hiding behind the open doors of their cars, others standing out in the open, wearing body armor and carrying some wicked-looking guns as they chat in tense, serious whispers among themselves. I don’t see anyone through the windows, but if this is a hostage situation, I doubt the hostage taker wants to give any of the victims a chance to communicate with the police.
Landing next to one of the cars, I immediately wave over one of the police officers, a black lieutenant whose name I don’t know but who I am pretty sure I have seen on past missions. The lieutenant, whose name badge reads ‘LT. BENNETT,’ walks over to me quickly with a look of relief on his young features.
“Wyldfyre!” says Lieutenant Bennett, holding out a hand to shake mine. “Glad you are here! We were told Captain Cowboy was busy but that you could make it. That was a few minutes ago. You got here quick.”
I shake Bennett’s outstretched hand, which is firm and tough. “I happened to be in the neighborhood when I got the call. Anyway, what’s the current situation? What’s going on?”
Bennett blows out a breath through his lips and glances over his shoulder at the daycare, scrunching his eyebrows at the same time. “Approximately half an hour ago, a young man named Paul Marley entered that daycare with a gun and took the daycare workers and kids hostage. He’s threatening to shoot everyone in there if any cops try to enter the building, so we’ve been in a standoff for a while now.”
I nod. “How many hostages are we talking about here?”
Bennett purses his lips. “We don’t know for sure, but one of my guys sends his daughter here and thinks there’s maybe twenty-five kids, five workers. Could be more, could be less, but that’s our estimate.”
I grimace. Twenty-five kids and five adults? That’s a lot. I’ve never handled a hostage situation on my own and really wish Cap was here right now. He’d know what to do better than me.
But I keep my cool. “Got it. You said this Paul guy doesn’t want any police to enter. What about superheroes?”
Bennett scratches the back of his head. “That’s partly why we called you guys. Paul said he wants only you or Captain Cowboy to enter. Apparently, he has a bone to pick with both of you.”
I jerk my head toward the daycare in alarm. “Us? Why? We’ve never even met the guy before.”
Bennett shrugs. “We’re not sure, but he seems to be a former member of the Green Jackalopes who we’ve been trying to track down for a while. We think he wants revenge for Mr. Potter’s death. We’ve already informed the feds about this situation and they said they're sending someone to help, but no idea when their guy is supposed to get here.”
I snort. “Can always count on the feds to take their sweet time in an active hostage situation. Anyway, thanks for the info, dude. Suppose I should probably go inside in case Paul loses his patience and decides to start shooting up a bunch of innocent kids.”
Bennett hands me a bodycam. “Put this on first. This way, we can monitor everything that happens in there from out here and send in backup in case you need any.”
I resist reminding Bennett that my earcom is already on the same channel as their police radios and that I probably don't need backup against a crazy guy with a gun. I'm a bulletproof superhero, after all, with lots of experience against actual supervillains way scarier and more dangerous than some guy with a gun. Admittedly, this guy with a gun IS holding a bunch of children hostage, but I still think I could take him and save everyone by myself.
But that definitely isn't how Cap would respond to the police and I am trying to follow his example in this situation. Anyway, a bodycam could be useful, especially if Paul survives our fight and tries to take us to court over this.
So, after putting on the bodycam, I walk past the police line and enter the daycare itself through the front door.
I find myself standing in an empty hallway, the walls covered in watercolor paintings made by the kids who go here. There's an empty front desk where the receptionist probably usually sits but I don't see anyone sitting there (I bet she's one of the hostages). Additionally, I see a bunch of small shoes and backpacks on racks to my left, again most likely belonging to the kids. It smells like paint and small kids in here 
What I don’t see is the shooter, so I raise my voice and say, “Paul! This is Wyldfyre, Captain Cowboy’s sidekick. The police explained the situation to me. If you want revenge for what I did to your old boss, don't take it out on these innocent kids or the daycare workers. This is between you and me.”
No response at first, but then a door flies open at the other end of the hall and a man walks out. He’s tall and fairly thin, with a scraggly beard and big brown eyes that tell me I am dealing with a very special kind of crazy. Even from a distance, the stench of alcohol and smoke wafting off him is impossible to ignore.
Oh, and he's dragging a big-eyed, trembling little girl with a tear-stained face behind him. Who bears an extremely close resemblance to Dakota when she was that age.
Paul stops in the middle of the hallway, his gun held loosely by his side, a scowl on his rough features. “Where's Captain Cowboy?”
“Busy,” I reply. I point at the girl. “Let the girl go and then we can talk.”
Paul thrusts the girl in front of himself and presses the barrel of the gun against the girl’s head, making her whimper. “No. First, we talk, then I kill you, and then I let the girl go … if I feel like it.”
The little girl stares at me fearfully but doesn't say anything. Smart girl. This dude seems legitimately unhinged. I need to take this slowly, even though my first instinct is to run over and beat the ever-living crap out of Paul for being even worse than his old boss. I try to give her a reassuring smile, which she actually returns for a brief second before going back to looking terrified for her life.
Paul's smart, too, now that I observe him closer. He’s standing just beyond the sight of the front windows, meaning the police snipers I saw outside couldn't hit him. He must have deliberately chosen to stand there for that exact reason. Not that I think the police are going to risk taking a shot at Paul while he's got a hostage with him, but he's definitely playing it safe.
“If your goal was to get revenge for Mr. Potter, why did you take this daycare hostage?” I ask, gesturing at the building. “Did a five-year-old owe your boss  money or something?”
I use Jackpot's alias instead of his real name because I don't know if Paul was one of the Green Jackalopes who had been aware of his boss's true nature and identity or if he was a mook who didn't know anything his superiors didn't want him to know. Guess it doesn't really matter one way or another, but it would give me an idea of what kind of crazy I am dealing with.
Paul sneers at me. “I don't care about the kids, the workers, or the daycare itself. I just wanted to get your attention. Looks like my plan worked.”
I snort. “Good for you. You’ve got my attention. Just be careful what you wish for, though, because you just might get it.”
Paul gives a mad little giggle. “Oh, I know exactly what I want, you stupid brat. Your head, so I can avenge Mr. Potter and the greatness of the Green Jackalopes.”
I raise a skeptical eyebrow. “Even if the police bust down the doors and arrest you immediately afterward? Doesn't seem like a great plan to me.”
Paul shakes his head. “Do I look like a man with anything to lose? So long as I get to kill you, I don't care what the police do to me afterward. I live only to avenge Mr. Potter.”
Definitely crazy.
Aloud, I say, “Got it. So how, exactly, do you intend to kill me? You aren't even pointing your gun at me.”
Paul smiles. “Who said I was going to shoot you?”
Paul raises his gun and fires.
Not at me, however.
But at the ceiling light directly above my head.
The light explodes and a strange purple, glittery dust falls on me. Taken by surprise, I inhale a lot of the dust, which makes me cough and hack wildly for a couple of seconds. No idea what he just dropped on me, but it feels weird and–
Oh. Now it doesn't feel weird at all.
It's hard to describe what I feel. I feel sleepy and tired, but in a good way. My legs shake, and I find it hard to focus on my surroundings and what I am currently doing. In fact, what am I doing? I feel like I should know the answer to that question, but it is escaping me at the moment, like it is sitting on the tip of my tongue, just ready to jump out.
At the same time, though, I don't think it really matters what I'm doing or where I am. I just kind of want to feel all nice and gooey inside. Kind of like how my girlfriend makes me feel sometimes, actually, which makes me wonder what Paintbrush is doing at the moment. I would definitely like to see her right now and hope that she is free for the rest of the day so we can get together and have some fun.
I blink, and Paintbrush is suddenly standing right there in front of me, reaching out to me with her arms. She wraps her arms around me tightly and immediately starts kissing me over and over again right on the lips. Unable to resist her passionate embrace—and why the heck would I want to, anyway?—I embrace her right back and get really into the whole thing.
I don't even question why Paintbrush is here anymore. All that matters is that we are together, so close that I forget about pretty much everything else. I don't know if I'm home or at the Stable or at Paintbrush’s home or even just out in a park somewhere. And frankly, it just doesn't matter. As long as we're having fun, that's the only thing that concerns me right now.
Then the cold metal of the barrel of a gun presses against my forehead, and I blink, and Paintbrush is gone.
And standing in her place is Paul Marley, grinning like a maniac, his manic eyes glaring at me with triumph.
“Goodnight, kid,” says Paul.
Then he pulls the trigger on his gun.
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Whenever my life is in danger, sometimes time seems to slow down around me. Maybe it is that whole life-flashing-before-my-eyes thing that I hear sometimes people experience before they die or when they are in a dangerous situation. Or maybe it is something else entirely. I don’t know. 
But I do know that I watch as Paul’s finger depresses the trigger of his gun in slow motion. It’s like I can see the muscles in his hand and finger pressing down on the trigger, each aspect of his body working hard to bring about my death.
But then something smashes through the window behind the receptionist’s desk and hits the ground. The abrupt arrival of whoever smashed through the window causes Paul to point his gun in that direction. I would have taken advantage of the distraction to attack him, but I am still recovering from whatever he did to me with that weird purple dust earlier.
Instead, I turn to see who had broken into the building as well. Was it one of the cops?
No, that guy is definitely not a cop. Not unless cops have giant tanks of oil on their arms and back or wear green and black spandex uniforms that cover up their whole bodies. And I am pretty sure that most cops don’t wear helmets that resemble the masks of welders crossed with the face of an ant, either.
Paul points his gun at the newcomer and snaps, “Who the hell are you? Another superhero?” He glares at me. “This one of your super friends or something?”
Rubbing the back of my head, I say, in a slightly dazed voice because I am still not entirely sure what is going on here, “No, I don’t know who that guy is. Never seen him be—”
I stopped speaking because the newcomer’s presence suddenly set off my Meteor Monster senses. They’re going absolutely nuts in my head and focusing squarely on him, practically screaming at me that this guy is a threat that I need to take out right away.
Unfortunately, the stress from my Meteor Monster senses combined with the fact that I still am recovering from the purple dust that Paul threw on me nearly knocks me over. I clutch my head with both hands and moan, just barely managing to stay on my feet.
Looking up, I find myself face to face with the business end of Paul’s gun again, while Paul keeps his gaze on the newcomer. I don’t see the terrified little girl anymore, but maybe Paul let her go when he tried to kill me the first time.
Instead, Paul is glaring at the superhero who I don’t know. “I don’t know who you are or what you want, but if you take even one step closer, I will put a bullet in your friend’s head here.”
The mysterious superhero glances at me for a brief second and then it says, “He’s not my friend. But I won’t let you kill him, either.”
The mysterious superhero’s voice is muffled slightly by his helmet, but it sounds strangely familiar to me for some reason. Not that I can even think between my crazy Meteor Monster senses going off like blaring alarms in my head and the after-effects of the purple dust still making it hard for me to tell the difference between reality and fantasy at the moment, though.
Paul sneered at the superhero. “Why do you care if he lives or dies, then? Not that you will be able to stop me either way, but I don’t understand why you want to save him if he’s not your friend.”
“Because it is the right thing to do,” said the superhero. “Not that someone like you would understand doing the right thing.”
“Well, I definitely can tell you are a superhero now by your holier-than-thou attitude,” said Paul as he pressed the barrel of his gun against my forehead. “Although my main target was the kid here, I am more than happy to rid the world of yet another insufferable super jerk at the same time. There are way too many of you guys as is. That Walter kid who tried to kill everyone at SuperCon last year had the right idea if you ask me.”
The mysterious superhero seems to get angry when Paul says that. “This is your last chance to lower your gun and step away before I have to get violent. Very violent.”
Paul cracks a smug grin at the newcomer. “Get as violent as you want. You definitely aren’t faster than my trigger finger, but you are welcome to try if you want this kid’s blood on your hands.”
Paul may be a smug and insufferable jerk himself, but he’s not exactly wrong. Even if the newcomer has super speed as his power, which I doubt he does, he’s not fast enough to stop Paul from pulling the trigger on his gun. And even though I said I was bulletproof earlier, it is really only my costume that is actually bulletproof. Any parts of my body that are exposed, such as my face, are definitely not bulletproof.
The newcomer, however, does not look particularly concerned. He glances at me again and, although I can’t see his face, I can tell he is trying to silently communicate with me about something. He gestures at the floor in a subtle way that I don’t think Paul noticed, causing me to glance at the floor to see what he is pointing at.
Oh. That is what he is pointing at.
A thin stream of oil goes from the newcomer’s feet to the shoes of Paul. I don’t know how or when the newcomer started to leak oil, nor how he was able to direct the stream so it would go onto Paul’s shoes. But I understand what he is trying to get me to do now. And frankly, it is pretty ambitious. If not entirely undeserved on Paul’s part.
My eyes dart to Paul, and I say, “Hey, Paul. What happens when you expose oil to fire?”
Paul gives me an irritated look like I just asked him the stupidest question in the whole world. “It explodes. Duh. Everyone knows that. Now why don’t you shut your stupid little mouth before I shut it for you.”
I shrug. “I just wanted to make sure that you understood what was about to happen to you before I did it.”
Paul has like a second to look very confused before I channel heat and flame through my feet onto the ground.
More specifically, I shoot off a spark onto the oil at Paul’s shoes, just a small spark that I doubt he even noticed.
But he did notice the flames that completely engulfed his body. Paul screams as the flames eat at his shoes and feet, tearing his gun away from my head as he dances around in a feeble attempt to put out the flames. I almost feel bad for the guy before remembering the little girl who looks like my sister and decide that this is definitely the nicest thing he deserves.
Unfortunately, I don’t get to enjoy watching him suffer for that much longer before the newcomer rushes forward and punches Paul in the face. The impact sends Paul flying backward into the lockers on the other side of the hall, which he crashes into hard enough to leave a dent in them. He then sinks onto the floor, his shoes no longer on fire, although I doubt he is going to be using them again anytime soon, if ever.
Rubbing the back of my neck, I hear a whimper and look down the hallway to see that the little girl he had held hostage is still here. She is hiding behind one of the locker doors, her frightened little face peering around as if to assess the situation for herself.
I wave at the girl and say, “It’s okay. The bad guy is down. You can come out now. We’re your friends.”
Again, I am trying to channel Captain Cowboy’s friendliness and approachability because he is always good about doing that in even the tensest of situations, especially with frightened little children, whom Cap has always been especially good at calming.
Unfortunately, the little girl doesn’t look quite convinced about my friendliness, but then the newcomer says, stepping up beside me, “Wyldfyre is right. The shooter is down, and the police will be here shortly to make sure everyone is okay. You can trust us.”
Now that the situation is mostly under control, this newcomer guy is still giving off major Meteor Monster vibes to me for some reason. Yet he clearly isn’t one of the two remaining Meteor Monsters, so
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