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CHAPTER 1: RUMBLE ON THE RANGE
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“Movie star” Cal Rangle, whose real name was Calvin Haselgrove, sat quietly in the director’s chair while smoking a big, black, Honduran cigar. His white Stetson was pulled low to keep the late afternoon Arizona sun from cooking his face. The actor’s lack of movement seemed to contradict the frenetic activity that surrounded him, as the camera crew, director and sycophants, actors, extras, wranglers, stage–hands and horses hustled in every direction while raising dust and curses into the air. Vehicle tire tracks were being raked out of the dirt as cowboys and their mounts found their marks for the first chuck–wagon scene of Rumble on the Range, a musical–western television pilot being produced by Flackery Films of Fullerton, California.

Rangle, who had been plucked out of his position as boy singer with the Traveling County Fair Country/Western Review Players by Sonny Flackery to become what the producer had hoped would be a 21st Century version of Gene Autry, tugged on the yellow bandana around his neck as he questioned his career choice. With the Review Players, the tall, blond singer had relished the instant approval he became used to from the throngs of pretty girls, who always squealed with delight as they surrounded the stage during his County Fair performances. In those days he was able to stay clean and sharp, as he made his way through his adoring fans, signing autographs and hugging the prettiest ladies in the crowd, many of whom were 18 to 22 years old and not just enamored by his voice.

He used his bandana to wipe dust away from his mouth, knowing that his fan–fervor had dramatically cooled over the last few months. When he first joined Flackery, he had delusions of becoming a big movie star like Michael Dudikoff or Judge Reinhold. Instead, Rangle had become a 1950s–style B–western singing cowboy in a low–budget television pilot of which he held little faith. 

Flackery believed the public was ready for the nostalgia project and that families would gather with their children in front of their televisions to thrill at the western adventures of clean–living, all–American cowboys Cal Rangle and Lefty, as they battled the black–hatted bad guys of the Old West, saved the ranches, captured horse thieves, took their hats off in front of schoolmarms and sang country ballads to their horses.

Rangle was beginning to think Flackery was nuts. With all the streaming services and cable networks available, he thought, why would anybody choose to watch a G–rated, outdated, singing, horse opera? But it was too late to pull out of the project. He’d signed the contract and knew there was no escape clause. And maybe someone will see the pilot, he thought, and hire him for a classy ninja movie. But for right at that time, he sure missed his County Fair audiences of pretty ladies.

“You ready for the scene, Cal?” asked Bob St. Michaels, who portrayed the hero’s horse–faced, bearded, comical–sidekick “Lefty.”

“Let’s get this one over with,” Rangle spat. “I need a drink!”

Cal stood up as director Leon Whitley moved behind him and quickly slipped into his chair like an angry eel. “Places, everyone!” Whitley shouted.

The crew moved out of the digital camera’s field, revealing a background of Big Sandy dunes salted with fake saguaro cactuses in just the right places for a well–composed scene. The majestic Hualapai Mountains towered beyond the dunes with bright green pine trees and sharp gray rocks marbled with rust and quartz. Rangle picked up his guitar, placed his left foot on the spoke of a wagon wheel and adopted his most sincere fake smile, as the director’s assistant announced the scene and slapped the clapperboard at the same time that Whitley shouted, “Action!”

Four riders, including Lefty, faced the camera, pulled back on their reins as if they had just arrived and jumped off their horses.

“Cal!” Lefty shouted. “We’ve got trouble!”

“Just simmer down, boys,” Rangle said, while strumming his guitar. “I was born to face trouble.”

A crewmember behind the director pushed a button on a CD player, which coincided with the singing cowboy’s movements. A pre–recorded song, which included backup singers and at least a dozen instruments, played Cal Rangle’s country selection of Facing Trouble, as the star silently moved his lips along with his own recording. (A much–cleaner digital version would be dubbed into the picture in editing.) Actors, extras and horses all froze in place to stare adoringly at the cowboy troubadour as he faked singing the hopefully–soon–to–be popular number. (Flackery planned on releasing all songs Rangle performed in the pilot and potential series for downloading, CDs and even on vinyl.)

When Rangle completed the song, he calmly leaned his guitar against the wagon wheel, adjusted his two–gun belt and stood straight in front of the cowboys. “So, what kind of trouble are we gonna have to face?”

“Dang–it!” Lefty spat. “That flap–jabberin’ lawyer Blackie Slats is back in town and threatenin’ to take the ranch!”

Rangle pulled his right–hand gun out of its holster and held it up for all to see. “I think I’m gonna be forced to have a little talk with Blackie, boys. Like the song says, we need to face trouble head–on!”

“And cut!” Whitley shouted. “Everyone, hold your positions while we set up for a couple of close–up shots.”

The film crew noticed it was suddenly in the shade, as if a large cloud had just blocked the bright Arizona sun. Then a slight rumble was heard. The first complaint came from Lefty’s horse, followed by several other steeds that began to snort and stomp.

“What the hell’s wrong with them?” Whitley shouted, as wrangler Dan Davies stepped in to try and calm the mounts.

Cal Rangle felt the ground moving beneath his feet just as the camera fell and the horses went completely wild, rearing and running.

“Earthquake!” the script–girl screamed.

“In Arizona?” Lefty asked.

The sand dunes began to splash about with waves, tossing the fake saguaros into the air like driftwood in a typhoon. The film crewmembers grabbed onto whatever they could to make themselves feel more stable. Script–girl Patty Zimmer leaped into Cal’s arms, only to be dropped to the ground as the prospective western hero screamed like Jamie Lee Curtis, in just about any of her late–20th Century roles, and ran in little circles.

“Holy shit!” Lefty hollered as he pointed at the first long green tentacle to lift out of the sand, while dragging roots and clods of dirt. It had huge circular suckers on one side reaching from the tip to the base, a length of at least thirty feet. Then the sucker–covered arm slammed to the ground, smashing the chuck wagon into slivers as several more octopus arms burst out of the sand only to pull a great, bloated sea–beast body to the surface. The undulating, splotchy–green, giant octopus had two large, angry eyes and a sharp beak that opened, spat sand and roared at the terrified film crew.

“It be a kraken!” stagehand and former sailor Winston “Windy” O’Gill shrieked.

One tentacle wrapped around wrangler Dan and lifted him up into the air like a toy. Cal, still holding his revolver in his right hand, was frozen with fear as he looked up at the creature. He noticed his gun and thought, “Maybe the sound will frighten the beast.” The quaking cowboy also drew his left–hand six–shooter, pointed both silver prop pistols at the desert sea monster and fired twelve loud blanks. The wrangler was tossed to the ground, as the giant octopus slipped back into the Arizona sand. Then there was a moment of silence as everyone questioned his or her own sanity.

“What the f...?” Lefty began to shout.

“Is everyone okay?” Whitley asked.

“No!” Patty the script girl said, as she leaned over the wrangler. “Dan’s dead!”

“Oh, crap!” Whitley shouted. “That beast killed him!”

“Not exactly,” she said. “There’s a bullet hole in the center of his chest!”

Several people turned to look at the star of the picture.

“Holy Alec Baldwin!” Rangle stammered, with sweat dripping off his face. “My guns were filled with blanks. I was just trying to frighten that thing away!”
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CHAPTER 2: JUST A PUBLIC SERPENT
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At 8 a.m. the next day, Whitley and Rangle sat in Sonny Flackery’s office in downtown Fullerton, California. Flackery, who owned the small studio, which stood right next to DuckTard Comics, had invited his friend, comic–book publisher Vernon Jiles to the meeting.

“The reports I’ve heard sound like one of your comic books,” the producer had told the artist. 

Indie filmmaker Flackery and Jiles had discovered common ground in both of their efforts to earn a living while entertaining the public. Award–winning DuckTard and Prof. Bismarck comic books had found a profitable and growing readership at a time while more traditional comic companies were struggling. At the same time, Sonny Flackery was attempting to produce a variety of unique entertainment offerings that other studios had rejected as not viable in today’s culture. His first full–length film was the slightly profitable Knights of the Digital Table, a wildly traditional while somewhat violent videogame fantasy. That effort garnered him the ability to produce his current singing western pilot – a genre that was definitely something other studios wanted nothing to do with. “Being unique cuts down on the competition,” he often said.

Flackery, who was a tall, thin man with somewhat bushy brown hair, was unaware of Jiles’ amazing abilities to bring his characters to life while controlling the perceptions of people around him. The cartoonist had learned as a child that he could visualize his characters on paper before lifting his pencil. Then, after years of focusing his mind on his illustration work, he found out he could bring his cartoons into the real world. Like a master hypnotist, Jiles realized people could be made to see and react to things that didn’t really exist. Little by little, he had created a cadre of unique comic–book characters that not only filled his publications, but also joined him on his quests to deliver real justice. And, as a true champion, he used his skills to purge civilization of its worst inhabitants, criminals who prey on the innocent.

“Coffee, gentlemen?” Flackery offered.

“No, thank you,” Whitley and Rangle answered in unison.

“My friend, Mr. Jiles, is here as a witness,” the producer said from behind his desk, as Vernon, wearing slacks, a white shirt and a red sweater vest, nodded from his seat on the office couch. “I understand you had a situation while shooting on location in Arizona. The information I’ve heard has been somewhat odd, to say the least. Can you clear things up for me?”

To the best of their abilities, the two men recounted their shared experiences in the desert. Wide–eyed and with a lot of hand gestures, they described the giant desert octopus that attacked their unit.

“Windy called it a kraken!” Rangle stated.

“And when Cal started firing his prop gun, the beast dived back into the sand,” Whitley explained. “And we found wrangler Dan Davies lying dead where the creature dropped him.”

“But I’m told he’d been shot,” Flackery said.

“Yeah!” Rangle exclaimed. “But I was shooting blanks!”

“He was,” Whitley explained. “I immediately checked his weapons. All of the shells were blank cartridges.”

“You said the monster crushed the chuck wagon,” the producer continued.

“Yes! Smashed it to bits!” Whitley said. “But when it was all over, the wagon was fine! Nothing was out of place! We couldn’t even find any tracks in the dirt from all those tentacles! Even our fake saguaro cactuses were back standing exactly where we had placed them! There was nothing left behind to prove we were even attacked, other than Dan’s body, and he had been shot!”

“That’s quite a report, Leon,” Flackery said. “I want you and Cal to work at our Gardena facility for a few days. Do all the inside set and close–up work you can. I know the Arizona location shooting gave you a lot of A–film quality backgrounds, but you might have to complete the picture at Disney Golden Oak Ranch in the San Gabriel Valley. I’ll let you know more after I investigate the situation.”

The two men left quietly as Flackery turned his chair to face Jiles. 

“What do you think, Vern?”

“Let’s wait until my spy comes in,” said the six–two, square–jawed and ruggedly handsome cartoonist, as he tossed his head to flip back a lock of his wavy red hair that had dropped over his right eye. “She’s been listening at the back door.”

The entrance at the rear of the office opened quickly and Jiles’ five–foot, three–inch, beautiful partner, Tenacity, entered the room wearing a light–blue skirt and suit jacket with a white blouse and cameo necklace. She held her stylish, small, feathered cap in her hand, which allowed her golden curls to flow onto her shoulders. She also had a matching purse that was just big enough for her lipstick, powder compact, notebook, pencil, a few lady accessories and Smith and Wesson .38 caliber revolver.

“What do you think, sweet–cakes?” Jiles asked.

“That’s quite a story, Vern, Sonny,” she said, as she made herself comfortable in a winged–back chair. “It’s probably the first time anyone’s ever reported having run into a sea monster in the Mojave Desert.”

“The fact that everyone saw the chuck wagon destroyed and, later, found it to be untouched tells me the film crew was subjected to a mass hallucination,” Jiles explained. “That’s weird enough by itself. But when a murder takes place during the presentation, then it becomes very disturbing.”

“So, you believe what they had to say?” Flackery asked.

“I do,” Jiles answered. “Magicians, hypnotists, attorneys and politicians have been able to make people see and believe the unbelievable since so–called civilization began.”

“Well, if it was a mass hallucination, what caused the horses to go wild?” Flackery asked. “Animals can’t be hypnotized.”

“Sound! Whoever or whatever was controlling the illusions also used some high–pitched sounds to mess with the mounts. This ‘attack’ was well planned.”

“Vern and I know someone who is a bit of an expert on the subject of mass hallucinations,” Tenacity said. “We’ll contact him and find out what we can.”

“That’s right, Sonny,” Jiles said. “Leave it with us for the moment and we’ll see what we can do.”

“Thank you. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“We’d like to see whatever you have on the wrangler, Dan Davies.”

“I’ll call Delores Claypool,” Flackery said. “She handles human resources. I’ll have her email a copy of Davies’ file to your office. I understand the Mohave County, Arizona, Sheriff’s Department already asked for a copy.”

“Sounds good, Sonny,” Jiles said. “Tenacity and I just sent our pages to the printer for the next DuckTard/Prof. Bismarck crossover book and we’ve got a couple of loose days. And I know how you can’t afford any more problems with the pilot. You handle things with your production and we’ll do a little investigating.”

****
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The two cartoonists walked next door to their comic–book studio.

“You know, Vern. This means there’s someone out there who can do a few of the very same tricks that Vermin is noted for. And that is a bit worrisome, isn’t it?”

“And by an odd coincidence it seems to have landed at our doorstep.”

“Coincidence, maybe,” Tenacity said. “Or, perhaps someone knows who you are and chose the Flackery flick because the two of you are friends.”

“You mean it was a message being sent to me personally?”

“More of a challenge, from someone who knows our secret!”

****
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The prior year had been a wonderful one for the couple. Jiles and Tenacity had fallen in love, married and expanded DuckTard Comics to include Tenacity’s Prof. Bismarck series, which was a tremendous success. Readers embraced the new characters so well that Tenacity had won the coveted Rico Award, which was named after the legendary imaginative cartoonist, writer and editor Don Rico, whose inspirational artwork improved the quality of the comic–book business from the 1930s into the 1980s. Publishers and critics had recently rediscovered his unique illustrations and creative stories and brought them to the attention of 21st Century artists and writers. The Comic–Book Creators of America (CBCA) organization launched the Rico Award to honor the most original innovators of the business at their annual gatherings.

Winning that award was the second most amazing achievement of Tenacity’s life. The first came a few months later with the birth of Vincent Jiles, a seven–pound, three–ounce, male, masterpiece of creativity.

“Please tell me that Vincent and I don’t have to go to Arizona to investigate this desert sea monster,” Tenacity said, as the couple entered DuckTard Comics studio.

“For right now, I want to check out the late wrangler,” Jiles said. “If this is connected to me in any way, we’ll find out soon enough.” 

“I’ve been thinking, Vern,” Tenacity said.

“I thought I smelled smoke.”

“We shouldn’t be surprised that someone out there not only knows that you are Vermin the avenging master of crazy cartoon characters, but also shares some of your abilities,” she explained, while ignoring Jiles’ facetious remark. “Just last year we had to battle against mobster/rat–beast Sal Dracosi. And, for an evil villain, he had quite a talent in mind control.”

“He did. And if it weren’t for you and Pity, we wouldn’t have defeated him.”

Pity is a cute little pit viper cartoon character that usually works with King Cobra in the DuckTard comic books. He also helps his fellow characters battle evil in the real world right next to Jiles’ alter ego, Vermin.

“Mass hallucinations can be created several ways,” Jiles said. “As you know, I only use my mind to create illusions.”

“Only?”

“Stage magicians have tricks to make their audiences see things that aren’t real, including special lights, mirrors, sounds and automatic devices. And I’ve read that some governments have been experimenting with chemicals that can cause hallucinations. If this is the results of a gas attack, then America’s defense capabilities could be in big trouble.”

“Somehow I think this is more personal than that,” Tenacity answered.

“We’ll find out! In the meantime, let’s check to see if the email on Dan Davies has arrived. The wrangler died for some reason. And that reason could help lead us to whoever or whatever is behind his death.”

The couple heard a loud pounding on the stairs.

“Hey, boss! You’re not gonna believe what’s happening!”

A five–foot–six–inch, web–footed, purple–Mohawk–wearing, duck–billed comic–book character rushed into the studio with a little green pit viper scurrying along behind him.

“We’ve got big trouble, boss!” DuckTard stammered. “C’mon, I’ll show you!”

Jiles and Tenacity hurried out to the reception room right behind DuckTard and Pity.

“What’s going on?” Tenacity asked.

“There’s a snake in the street in front of the building!” Pity shouted.

“One snake?” Jiles asked, as he and Tenacity looked at Pity with confusion on their faces. “I’m sorry, but it won’t last long out there in the Harbor Boulevard traffic.”

Neither Pity nor DuckTard answered. Their eyes were large and, apparently, words wouldn’t come.

The gaggle of cartoonists and cartoon characters ran to the window facing out toward the street. King Cobra stretched up, with his hood wide and his face pressed against the glass, looking out at the incomprehensible action that was taking place in front of the building. A greenish–brown rattlesnake the size of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Super Chief was crushing cars, trucks and buses as it devoured pedestrians on both sides of the street.

Several of the neighborhood’s classic old streetlight poles were twisted and broken, some crashing down on parked cars and into business windows. A metal sidewalk mailbox was crushed flatter than a coyote on the I–5 freeway. 

Standing on the windowsill, Ricky the pistol–packing, one–eyed capybara pushed his gaucho hat up from his forehead, turned and looked up at Tenacity with tears in his good eye.

“That monster is eating people! And it crushed the black 1948 Packard Super Eight Vermin–mobile!”

Tenacity hugged Ricky while Jiles, King Cobra, DuckTard and Pity watched the violent destruction that was taking place outside. The creature stopped its savage behavior and, then, slowly turned toward the DuckTard Comics building. It lifted its head, focused its angry yellow eyes, opened its fang–filled mouth and spat a ten–gallon sample of its venom on the building’s glass windows, causing everyone except Jiles to leap back. At that instant, a bright light flashed in the street and the snake vanished.

There was no venom dripping down the door, no crushed vehicles in the street and the Vermin–mobile remained parked in front of the building, shiny, clean and unscratched. A couple of minor fender benders had taken place, but no one seemed to be injured. The streetlights and windows were all unharmed.

“What the hell?” Ricky shouted, as many other expressions of the same sentiments were spoken throughout the reception room.

Pedestrians were equally in shock as several of them were pressed up against business walls while others sat on their butts on the sidewalk. An elderly man stood stone still with wide eyes while holding a leash, which was attached to a little terrier that calmly walked over next to him and peed on the corner of a brick building. One young mother grabbed her baby out of a stroller and held the child closely while looking in every direction.

Tenacity turned to Jiles and said, “It’s personal, alright!”

“DuckTard,” Jiles said. “You’re in charge in here. Keep the troops inside. Tenacity and I will look around out there and see if there’s anything suspicious.”

“Like a Duesenberg–sized pile of snake poop or something?” DT asked.

“That was a mass hallucination,” Jiles said. “Maybe one of the pedestrians saw something that might have significance from before the snake appeared.”

The two cartoonists walked up to the young, wide–eyed mother who was still clutching her newborn tightly in a light pink blanket.

“Are you alright, ma’am?” he asked.

“Did you see the snake?” she stammered. “It swallowed both of us! Yet we’re still here!”

“Everything is now calm,” Tenacity told the woman. “You and your baby are safe.”

“I, I, but...”

Vernon reached over and placed his hand on the woman’s shoulder.

“Listen to my words,” he said calmly in his deep, Vermin–the–avenger voice as the woman’s eyes focused on his. “I want you to completely forget about the snake. Purge all those memories from your mind. You are secure and happy. Take your baby and go home.”

The woman smiled at Tenacity.

“Oh, hello,” she giggled. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Tenacity smiled.

“Little April and I have been enjoying a morning walk.”

She turned, put the baby back in the stroller and pushed her child lovingly down the sidewalk.

“She seems fine,” Tenacity stated. “I just hope the baby doesn’t have nightmares.”

“Infants are too young to understand most of their real surroundings,” Jiles explained. “Their minds can’t be manipulated by any form of hypnosis.”

“Oh. That makes sense. Vincent doesn’t seem to be bothered by DT or the gang either.”

“That’s because he doesn’t see them, yet.”

A cab driver wearing thick glasses stood leaning against his taxi while wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. 

“Are you okay, sir?” Jiles asked.

“I’m fine,” he said. “It’s just another day in Orange County, another giant venomous snake crushing cars and eating people.”

“It wasn’t real,” Jiles explained. “It was a mass hallucination. The people and cars are still here.”

“Yeah! That’s hard to take in. One minute the sky goes dark at the same time that I’m swerving to avoid hitting a twisted–up cowboy swinging down the middle of the street like Tarzan on an invisible vine and the next minute the King Kong of snakes is shoving my cab off the road! And now, everything is fine and I’m standing here talking to you.”

“Can you describe the cowboy?”

“Yeah,” the man said, while stroking his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “He was a little less than average size but he was sort of like twisted. He was wearing boots, a long, tan rain jacket and a big black Stetson. He had a western six–shooter hanging from his belt and strapped to his right leg. And he was bouncing, leaping, flying or swinging on something that I was unable to see above the middle of the road.”

“Did you see anything that he might be using to stand on, like a cherry picker or something?”

“No. I just swerved to keep from slamming into the guy.”

“Thank you,” Jiles said, as he handed the man a twenty–dollar bill. “This is for your time. Oh, and...” his voice changed to the creepy Vermin voice, “...forget all about the snake. You might want to drive over to John Wayne Airport and pick up a fare.”

The cabbie smiled, shoved the twenty in his pocket and drove away.

“Well, that was interesting,” Tenacity said. “But I don’t see any leftover invisible Tarzan vines layin’ around.”

“True, but it’s a beginning,” Jiles said. 

“I can think of one bit of good news,” Tenacity said. “Since a beast illusion has arrived at our front door right here in Fullerton, I’ll bet ratatouille against ragweed that we won’t have to drive to Arizona now.”

“Always finding the silver lining, snookums. That’s why I love you. Let’s go see if that man with the camera has anything to say.”

A short, balding man wearing a pushed–back fedora with the bill flipped up in the front and a digital camera hanging around his neck stood stone still next to a street lamp.

“Did you get a picture of that thing?” Jiles asked.

“Uh, yes! Yes, I did!” the man sputtered. “But I also got eaten! I don’t understand how it is that I’m standing here.”

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Austin Blake from the Tribune,” he said.

“Well, Austin. I’m Vernon Jiles and this is my wife Tenacity. This is our comic–book studio and, inside, I just happen to have a desktop Mac computer that has Photoshop software. Would you like to use it to get a clear, close–up view of what you captured?”

The short man looked at his camera and then up at Jiles. “I really should get back to the paper.”

“No, you should go inside the DuckTard Comics building and view your photos on the computer,” the Vermin voice stated. “It’s in your best interest.”

“I’d love to use your computer to view my pictures,” Austin said with a smile.  

Jiles, Austin and Tenny walked back to the DuckTard Comics building. 

“Hey, Tenacity, Mr. Jiles,” Bailey the bookstore manager hollered from across the street. “Nothing happened to my books!”

“That’s good, Bailey,” Jiles said. “That whole situation was just a big illusion that some dime–store magician created to upset people. Everything’s fine.”

“That’s right, Bailey,” Tenacity added. “It was like something you might find in one of your pulp magazines.”

“Yeah!” Bailey shouted, obviously winding down from an excess of adrenaline in her system. “By the way, I just got in the new Hollywood Cowboy Detectives magazine. And not only Hoot Gibson, but Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi have joined in on the adventure!”

Tenacity quickly jaywalked across the street and handed the woman a ten–dollar bill and said, “Sold. Keep the change.”

Bailey passed her the pulp and stepped back into the store to hustle another customer.

Once inside their building, Jiles and Tenacity herded the photographer toward the reception room computer. DuckTard and the gang had wisely chosen to stay hidden.

“Austin and I will handle this, sweet potato,” Jiles said. “Why don’t you go upstairs and check on Vincent.”

Tenacity rushed upstairs to the two apartments that had been remodeled as the couple’s single–family home.

“Hey, Wendy,” Tenny greeted the babysitter. Then she addressed her young son. “Hey, sugar.”

The redheaded seven–month–old baby looked up from his comfortable position in Wendy’s lap.

“How was the baby?”

“No trouble at all,” Wendy declared. “At this age, they just like to be held. Other than that, he laughs and poops.”

“Takes after his dad!”

Wendy was in her 20s and quite the go–getter. She and her younger brother, Andy, worked at Woofy’s Den, a pet store owned by their parents a couple of blocks south on Harbor Boulevard. Although the brother and sister knew of Vernon Jiles’ abilities, they were sworn to secrecy. They both had been involved in the prior year’s situation where an evil rat–man had caused a variety of problems in the city.

“Did you hear any of the street noise in the last hour?”

“Nope. Was there a problem?”

“Oh, nothing out of the ordinary. Just a few small fender–benders.”

“It’s been quiet up here. We sang a few songs, debated the newspaper headlines and decided to vote that clumsy spotted dog off Paw Patrol Island.”

“I sure appreciate this, Wendy. Right now, you’re the only one I trust to care for Vincent when we’re away.”

“Little Vinnie’s no problem at all. We’re pals. And I really appreciate the extra work. My pet store salary isn’t that great, you know.”

Tenacity paid her for her time, plus a 25–percent tip.

****
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About 30 minutes later, Tenacity came down the stairs holding Vincent in her arms and wearing a towel on her shoulder. She patted her young son’s back as she acknowledged Jiles and DuckTard, who were seated at the snack table.

Vernon stood and rushed forward to make a silly face in an attempt to catch Vincent’s attention. Jiles’ whole life had changed when he and Tenny married, and, then, especially after Vincent’s birth. In earlier days, Jiles had concentrated completely on his comic books. His only friends were the characters he created. Having grown up as an outcast, rejected and ridiculed by teachers, students and family members over his focus on writing and drawing comics, he had completely internalized his existence. His cartoon characters had become his family. During those formative years, he worked hard, but had no worries because he was young and not responsible for anyone else.

Once he had been successful in building DuckTard Comics into a profitable publishing house, his only external activities were when, joined by DuckTard, King Cobra, Pity and other characters, he ventured forth as Vermin, champion of justice, to battle thieves, drug dealers and a variety of no–good blackguards. Life was fun as he had very little responsibilities. But now he was a husband and father. Life had become not only more complicated; it had become more stressful. But, as he looked down at his son’s smile, he knew it had also become much more wonderful.

“Where’s Austin?”

“He had to go back to the Tribune.”

“Did he get some good shots for the paper?”

“Nope,” Jiles answered. “But he got a good one for us.”

He held up a color print of a twisted man wearing a long rain jacket and cowboy hat, which was in front of his face. He had one spider–like leg up in the air as he, apparently, bounced just above
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