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CHAPTER 1: MURIDAE, HE WROTE
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Wolf Spinoza was stylin’ that Thursday afternoon on Hancock Street. The black-haired 35-year-old waste of oxygen wore his new ANTIFUZZ cap proudly backward, leaving a strap tan-line on his forehead that looked like a lobotomy scar. The facial putty he stole from his mother’s purse almost filled the ragged pockmarks on his cheeks, which were visual records of his lifestyle and long-term lack of cleanliness. In his mind, he certainly felt he was too sexy for his T-shirt, which pimped a former rapper who has since retired from the business due to a drive-by shooting. And his baggy pants were dirty and appropriately filled with all the things men of his image hid from warrantless cops.

The man was truly ready to meet his clientele, who were just about to be released from their daily drudgery at Roosevelt Middle School. Wolf didn’t know which Roosevelt the school was named after. He didn’t care. What he cared about was that his top salesman, Bobby Sinclair, would deliver on his promise to unload all of the pills he had fronted the boy.

A bell rang and the mass egress of 11-to-13-year-old, screaming, laughing, snot-nosed brats commenced from the public academy of mediocrity. Wolf spotted Sinclair descending the steps and making his way through the crowd toward him. Bobby wasn’t smiling. Wolf donned his patented yellow-toothed friendly grin and reached down to high-five the boy.

“Hey, Slick!” Wolf greeted. “You are lookin’ sharp!”

“Hi, Wolf,” Bobby answered quietly.

“So, how’d we do?”

“I sold most of them last night,” Sinclair explained. “But nobody’s buyin’ today.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. What the hell’s the matter?”

“Three clients passed out at the dance. And Diane’s still in the hospital.”

“That’s not your fault, kid! They just took too much.”

“Everyone’s afraid of this stuff! And now I’m worried Diane or one of the others is gonna name me as their supplier.”

“You’d better just put a bit of fear in them, Bobby boy!” Wolf snarled. “Like this – if you ever say anything to anybody that leads the cops to me, you’re dead!”

Bobby lowered his eyes and held out a red cloth bag.

“Here’s all the money and the rest of the pills! I’m not gonna rat you out, Wolf.” He paused. “But if you bother me again, I’ll make sure a pre-written confession gets to the man.”

The pre-teen former drug salesman turned and walked away from the devil.

“You little shit...” Wolf started after the boy only to realize he was in full view of dozens of students, teachers and parents. He shoved the red bag into his pants, returned to his Toyota pickup and drove away quietly, not realizing he had picked up a tail.

“Dammit!” Wolf muttered to himself, as he darted through the traffic. “Where’d that little bastard get the balls to quit like that? And now, how the hell am I gonna find another mouth-breathing Roosevelt turd-kid to sell this crap to his friends?”

Wolf’s limited cognitive abilities were too occupied with his grumbling and poor-driving habits to notice the black 1948 Packard Super Eight that stayed three cars behind him.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Tenacity Mills said to her boss. “This long black museum piece stands out like a Malibu pride parade float at a Fontana Klan rally. That guy must be popping his own product like Altoids at a speed dating event not to be able to see us back here.”

“Power of the mind, Tenny,” Vernon Jiles responded. “He doesn’t see us because I don’t want him to. Simple as that.”

In the driver’s seat, Vernon Jiles, age 38, owner, publisher, writer and illustrator of DuckTard Comics of Fullerton, California, was following both the drug dealer and his own plan of vengeance. At six-two, square-jawed and ruggedly handsome, Jiles tossed his head to flip back a lock of his wavy red hair that had dropped over his right eye.

“If you were being filmed, the Clint Eastwood squint would be a nice touch,” Tenny said. “But keep those big blues open enough to see the road.” She didn’t add her favorite endearment, “Hambone!”

Tenacity Mills, age 29, was Jiles’ secretary and letterer. She preferred the label executive assistant. She stood five-foot, three-inches tall, had curly blonde hair, five-star curves, lashes that could slice bread, a cute smile that would have pissed off Emma Stone and the self-confidence of Ronda Rousey.

“He just pulled in front of that dilapidated skid-row hotel,” Jiles said.

“Thanks for the radio mystery description, Vern. But I can see too.”

“I’ll just park our buggy under that broken street light on this side of the road.”

Tenny rolled her eyes.

“Okay, sweetheart. You ready to dispense justice?”

“Sure, Vern. Are you bringin’ the posse?”

“Some of them will be with us when we enter the building.”

The tall stern crime fighter stepped out of the Packard wearing his scarlet red scarf tucked into his vest, ankle-length cobalt blue trench coat unbuttoned and flapping in the breeze with his matching oversized-brim fedora snapped low over his forehead. Four bandana-wearing gangbangers stood by wide-eyed at his appearance.

“I believe your inconspicuous vehicle and attire may have attracted some local attention,” Tenacity stated.

“Not to worry, dumpling,” Jiles said, as he reached out with his left arm fully extended, bending his wrist and pointing three fingers at the men in a style he had seen Bela Lugosi use in “White Zombie.” The crime fighter snarled as the four street-level examples of proud illiteracy stood frozen, with slack-jawed expressions on their faces. “They’re currently lost in a never-ending loop of a Betty Boop cartoon, as they are being chased through a black and white jungle by a laughing crocodile.”

“I’ve gotten used to your abilities, Vernon. But your mind never ceases to amaze me.”

“Come! We have victims to avenge!”

The tall, lean visage of death swooped toward the crumbling Cleopatra Hotel, probably named to capitalize on the popular motion picture (the Claudette Colbert version, not the one with Eddie Fisher’s wife), with his jacket tail flapping in the wind and his beautiful blonde assistant, who was wearing a white polo shirt with her aqua-blue windbreaker tied around her waist just above her delightfully tight jeans, scurrying along next to him. She held her Smith and Wesson Model 49, five-shot, .38-caliber pistol in her right hand.

“You know you don’t need to carry that,” Jiles whispered.

“You sound like a wussy congressman,” Tenacity snapped. “I know you can take care of most situations with your abilities. But I don’t have abilities, other than pulling this trigger.”

Five seated lobby residents looked up from their tedium to see the unique couple enter the hotel. Without looking at them, Jiles lifted both hands out from his shoulders and waved, sending them all into a possibly unpleasant dream world. One of the men dropped his beverage of choice to the floor causing it to leak its contents through its brown, paper-bag covering. 

Vernon Jiles and Tenacity Mills walked up to the front desk and rang the bell. A seedy looking clerk with thinning yellow hair, a tan suit, white shoes and a smile showing more fake ivory than a toy piano walked out of his office and faced them.

“I thought I just saw you walk through here,” the man said. “What is it now, Wolf?”

The clerk was looking at the DuckTard Comics cartoonist and his secretary; only he was seeing Wolf Spinoza and a cheap lady of the street who was wearing bright red lipstick, a matching short skirt with a very low-cut sky-blue blouse, yellow scarf around her neck, net stockings, magenta beret and carrying a small silver purse.

“Uh, yeah. I just can’t seem to remember. What room am I in?”

“You really need to lay off using your own pills! Your brain is deteriorating.”

“Room?”

“312.”

“Net stockings, for cryin’ out loud?” Tenny whispered as they ascended the stairs.

“Shhh!”

Wolf was seated on his unmade bed while counting the dollar bills and loose change he had dumped from the red bag when he heard a knock at the door. Not being a trusting soul, he pulled a 9-millimeter Luger out of his baggy pants and stood up.

“Who’s there?”

“Room service.”

“What the hell? Room service? In the Cleopatra Hotel?”

Holding the Luger in his right hand, he flipped off the light, yanked the door wide and stepped back. The hallway was solid black. He swallowed a wet chunk of fear as he saw the tall, black, leather-wrapped, beaked, 16th Century plague doctor advance into his room followed by a white, floating, transparent woman who seemed to glide about a foot off the floor. She lifted her veil to show him her sunken-eyed face while pulling her grinning lips away from very sharp teeth.

A deep, echoing voice seemed to filter from the walls.

“Wolf Spinoza! You are a plague upon humanity!”

The drug dealer fell back onto his bed, knocking pills and coins to the floor. He lifted his Luger up, aimed at the leather-faced bird image and pulled the trigger. Another shock. No sound. He looked at the pistol and saw the barrel bend, twist and turn back toward him, stretching upward in front of his face, tipped with the shiny green head of a fanged pit viper. He tossed the offending weapon to the floor and stammered, unable to form real words.

“Are you enjoying these visions that are not unlike some of the ones your victims have endured, poisoner of the innocent?”

“What... what are you?” he shouted.

“I am Vermin! And today, I’ll be the facilitator of your justice!”

“Justice? I’m not in a court! And you aren’t a prosecutor!”

“I am your judge! And I sentence you to death!”

“You’re going to murder me?”

“The correct word is Muridae!”

The black hallway suddenly appeared to be filled with shining red eyes about a foot off the floor. The plague doctor reached out with a long talon-like finger and slashed a small rip in Wolf’s cheek, which dripped crimson down onto his shoulder. “The Muridae is the family of the largest rodents in the world. For you, Mr. Spinoza, today’s special will be a selection of southern giant slender-tailed cloud rats from the Philippines. The smell of blood drives them mad! Enjoy your death!”

Wolf screamed louder than Jamie Lee Curtis had during her first 40 years of slasher films, as the two-foot-long, hungry, black rats swarmed into the room and dived onto the howling pill pusher, biting, ripping and fighting their way into his body, as Vermin left, closing the door quietly behind him. Unseen and unheard by hotel residents and the greasy clerk, the cartoonist and his secretary left the building and returned to the Packard. Just as they closed the vehicle doors and started the finely tuned engine, the four sleeping gang members awakened and dropped to the sidewalk with looks of terror on their ugly faces.

“Did you enjoy the cartoon?” Jiles asked, as the men jumped to their feet and ran.

He then looked over at beautiful Tenacity. “See? I told you so. You don’t need that pistol.”

“Yes, I do! And if you ever make me up as a two-bit hooker again, I’ll use it!”
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The stern-eyed champion of the innocent and his feisty secretary, Tenacity, drove back to DuckTard Comics headquarters building in an unnamed strip mall off Harbor Boulevard a couple of blocks from Chapman Avenue. Jiles entered the garage from the alley and closed the door behind him as he shut off the engine. Inside the studio were a small reception lobby with a wooden table and four chairs, and two larger artist’s rooms, each with a wide, oak drafting table with drawers and a 48-inch parallel straightedge, flat-file cabinets, light table, desk with desktop computer, large printer/scanner and antique oak armoire filled with inks, pencils, brushes and art equipment. There was also one bathroom, on the bottom floor. At the top of the stairs was a hallway between two apartments with private baths. 

Tenacity kept her studio workroom exactly like Vernon’s, as it made it easier to do all of his lettering on the full-sized equipment, according to her. Actually, she hoped that one day her boss would accept one of her proposals for a comic book series of her own. That is if she ever found the time to come up with one in between her work in lettering his golden prose, assisting him with his obsession with delivering justice and, quite often, making coffee.

Obviously, Vernon Jiles had amazing abilities. And he didn’t get them by being bitten by a radioactive snake, handed to him by a wise alien from a distant galaxy or even being pushed into a vat of experimental Jell-O pudding by a disgraced former comedian. Vernon’s abilities came about naturally, as he has had an amazing imagination all of his life. And that’s something that was not necessarily appreciated when he was growing up.

Twenty-six years earlier, 12-year-old Vernon was considered a nerd, a dork and a lower form of life. Apparently, the judgment was unanimous in that his middle school classmates, teachers, brother and parents all believed the brand. The boy didn’t care. All he cared about was reading comic books and drawing. The most important part of his life was in his mind. He would come up with characters and storylines and then illustrate them with a drawing ability that was well beyond most adult cartoonists, let alone others in his age bracket. Anyone who really cared would have said his artwork was amazing. But children’s drawings were not important to Vernon’s family. 

Vernon’s secret was that he had developed the ability to actually see what he was drawing before he drew it. His eyes would project the images he wanted to illustrate prior to putting pencil to paper. It was a talent created by a boy who really didn’t have any friends, other than those he created in his mind.

The fact that he also spent a lot of time listening to old-time radio mysteries didn’t fit well with his 1990’s peers either. Unfortunately, the habit took its toll on Vernon’s speech patterns in that he became overly descriptive at a time that youth culture was creating a new abbreviated, yet quite illiterate, version of English.

But, being a youthful optimist, Vernon had continued to try to make friends at school. Without thinking how it would sound, he would attempt to edge his way into ongoing legitimate serious conversations of which his peers would be enthusiastically participating. They would be discussing rap music, whether Clarissa really could explain it all and if the Fresh Prince and the short singing Prince had ever met, when Vernon would interject his nerdy scenarios of lesser importance, such as why there should be a fifth Ninja Turtle named Dali with a clock on his shell, would it be fatal if Spider Man ever tried to breed with Spider Woman and if there was ever a disguise problem when Plastic Man got aroused.

Such dorky endeavors usually brought about ridicule at the least, a playground pummeling quite often. Sometimes, his older brother Clark would lead the charge against him.

Young Vernon lay on his back rubbing the soon-to-be bruise on his left cheek as Clark stood over him with his fists clenched. 

“You’re an embarrassment to the world, Vernon! Vermin!” Clark spat at his brother. “Just stay out of everybody’s way around here and you might not get thrashed again, turd!”

Clark’s toadies Kenny, Jimmy and Beverly stood behind him laughing and pointing at the young cartoonist.

“What a creep!”

“Kick him!”

“Your brother’s a fucktard, Clark!”

“Hey,” Vernon thought. “That could be a great comic book character. I’ll change one letter and, voila, DuckTard!”

The obsessive youth concentrated on future illustrations, completely forgetting that there were four enemy children standing around him ready to finish him off.

The older brother reached down and picked up Vernon’s notebook. “Take a look at this shit! Rembrandt here is spending his time drawing cartoon snakes. What a load of crap!”

He then ripped the pages from the notebook and tossed them to the ground. “Just stay out of my sight from here on! Unless you want me to bash your head in again, and again!”

Destroying his artwork brought Vernon’s mind back to his current situation. The boy knew no one would believe or care that his older, honor-student brother had, once again, knocked him down and ridiculed him in front of others. Clark, the most popular student at Crane Creek Elementary School, was untouchable. He had perfected the goody-two-shoes persona that everyone saw, only to smack his little brother whenever no one was looking. At gatherings, his parents would introduce him to their friends as the “smart one,” while never coming up with a descriptive term for Vernon, at least not in front of him. Whenever that happened, it was usually the point when Vernon would leave the room so the others could enjoy themselves without his less-than-worthy hide cluttering up an otherwise good time.

The boy looked over at his torn notebook and saw some of his snake illustrations, which were shredded on the lawn behind his classroom. His amazing imagination began to spin and the pages floated back together, one of which held the complete character design drawing of a villainous King Cobra he was planning for one of his comic stories. The scaly dark-green serpent lifted off the page and coiled directly in front of the young cartoonist. Its hooded head spread wide in front of Vernon’s face, its mouth fully open, tongue darting through teeth as it leveled its angry red eyes toward his.

“Great,” the boy said. “Now I can see my creatures even when I’m not drawing them.”

The snake hissed.

“Very frightening! Where were you a couple of minutes ago when I could have used you?”

The snake turned its head quickly in the direction that Clark and his friends had gone. The serpent then nodded at Vernon, twisted around and quickly slithered away in the same path. 

“What the heck?” Vernon said. “Come back here, you, you cartoon!”

The snake disappeared around the corner toward the front of the classroom.

“Jeeze!” someone screamed.

“Look out!” another shouted from the other side of the building.

Vernon jumped to his feet and raced toward the screams. They were echoing out of the classroom as he ran through the door.

“Oh, my God!” Mrs. Healy shouted. “Children! Get outside!”

Vernon was almost trampled as Clark’s classmates stampeded out the door. Mrs. Healy was standing on her desk shouting into the telephone. Clark was lying on his back practically in the same position that his little brother had lain following his pummeling. Clark had tears in his wide eyes as he looked up at his little brother and ripped his shirt away where a growing purple bruise showed a clear snakebite!

“You! Vermin! You did this!” Clark screamed, as spittle ran down from his mouth.

“That’s right!” Mrs. Healy shouted into the phone. “A God-damned cobra! We need an ambulance now! And we have to evacuate the school!” She paused. “Just shut up and do it!”
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Vernon smiled at his older brother, turned and left the classroom. That’s when he realized his imaginative abilities were far more powerful than just a simple drawing tool. He also knew his brother would never harm him again.

Of course, no snake was ever found at the school and Clark was treated at the hospital for the scratch on his shoulder that even the doctor thought was self-administered. Mrs. Healy and the other students all began to doubt their own memories, as most people simply wrote the situation off as an example of mass hysteria caused by Clark’s mental breakdown.

Vernon continued to hone his visionary techniques; at first simply by making sure Clark was aware of what could happen if he didn’t change his behavior. Often at night, Clark would huddle awake, shaking and whimpering in his bedroom as red eyes would float throughout the darkness and the sound of rattles, hissing and a voice that whispered, “Hello, snake food!” emanated up from beneath his bed. Of course, the boy’s “hallucinations” led to their parents placing Clark in a “special” school away from his nerdy brother. Truly a win-win outcome, Vernon thought.

His parents spent a lot of time visiting Clark, first at the special school and then later at the facility that attempted to correct his problems. They didn’t know why or how, but they still blamed Vernon for Clark’s meltdown. Vernon was never asked, and he didn’t volunteer to visit his brother. As far as he was concerned, that part of his life was over. His brother could find other victims to bully while Jiles focused on his own reality. The cartoonist had also learned that he was wasting his time trying to make friends at school, so he focused on his art.

At 17, Vernon applied for and received a full-boat scholarship into the Bonestell School of Art in San Fernando, where he excelled in all classes. However, it was obvious to the faculty that commercial and fine arts was not his career goal. Comic-book writing and illustrating were Jiles’ primary interests. Over the following years, Vernon continued to utilize his visionary drawing techniques to develop artwork that he took to a variety of comic-book publishing houses. Of course, he isolated himself more and more because of his abilities and lack of confidence in himself when it came to socializing with others or, heaven forbid, making friends. 

Many of his earliest jobs as a cartoonist were to illustrate other artists’ characters in formulaic graphic stories. But those jobs paid enough that, by the time he was 29, he was able to launch his own series of DuckTard comic books from his studio in Fullerton. Sometimes he would create his characters and then discuss their scripts with them over coffee or hot cocoa. His first villainous character, King Cobra, appeared in many editions as either a boss of a serpent mob or the henchman of another evil being. His chief protagonist, DuckTard, was especially gregarious and, a bit like an over-pampered The Actors Studio alumnus, felt entitled to have a hand in every storyline. To say he was a Brando-level prima donna would have been an understatement.

“This is ridiculous!” DuckTard screamed at his creator. “I am not wearing that dress!”

“It’s part of the story, DT,” Vernon said. “You’re going undercover as a sleazy hooker! King Cobra has placed venomous prostitutes near L.A. City Hall and you have to discover their hideout!”

“Yeah,” Cobra said through the cigar he had clenched in his teeth. “My girls are putting councilmembers in compromising positions.”

“Uh, huh, fangy,” DT responded. “And I’ll bet they’re workin’ for scale.”

“Funny,” Vernon said. “You’re a five-foot-six-inch, web-footed, purple-Mohawk-wearing, duck-billed something or other in a leather jacket and you object to a little red dress?”

“Can it, Jiles!” the character spat while wiping lipstick off his beak. “My fans know I’m too macho to cross-dress for justice! Cut to the chase and let me machine gun the snake-hookers, shove a white phosphorus grenade down Cobra’s hooded neck and, just for the fun of it, polish off a few of those perverted councilmembers with my samurai sword.”

“I feel so used,” said one of the snake-whores, as she poured herself a cup of cocoa.

Those kind of storyboard discussions and table readings were just about the only conversations Jiles would have in that, thanks to his upbringing, he was still quite socially inept. Then one summer day during his 35th year of life, Jiles was delivering 52 pages of self-proclaimed “magnificent” graphic storytelling to his printer for a “groundbreaking” new issue of DuckTard comics. He parked his Packard in the fenced lot near Hoffman Offset Printing on Beach Boulevard and carried his large leather portfolio of original art toward the facility. He started to pass an alley when he heard a smack.

“Back off, shit for brains!” a woman shouted.

Vernon turned into the shaded alley where he could see two large bikers facing a beautiful, petite, blonde woman who was wearing a white polo shirt with her aqua-blue windbreaker tied around her waist just above her delightfully tight jeans. Even though she was snarling at the goons, she had the kind of looks that would have sent half of Hollywood back to their plastic surgeons. One of the bikers was bald and had his ears and nose pierced with ugly, sharp pieces of metal. The other had matted hair hanging down off his head and mixing with the curly hair reaching up out of the neck of his filthy leather vest. Their Harleys were parked not far behind them.

By their looks, Vernon figured most of the alley rats and roaches must have vacated the area because they objected to the leather boys’ foul smell. He also noted, a full-sized portfolio was leaning against the ivy-covered fence behind their lovely victim.

“That’s the last time you ever smack a man, bitch!” Baldy spat.

“I didn’t smack a man, scumball! I smacked you!”

The biker started to snarl, but stopped when he heard a crash of motorcycles hitting the pavement behind him. The men turned and faced two Harleys crumpled onto their sides with a strange figure standing next to them, one webbed foot on a gas tank.

“What the hell is that?” Baldy shouted.

“Jeeze, Mort! It’s DuckTard!”

“From the comic book you read?”

“Yeah!”

They stood momentarily motionless with their mouths open staring at the leather jacket-wearing, web-footed, duck-billed dude with the purple Mohawk. In fact, the pretty blonde lady mirrored their stance with question marks figuratively circling her head.

“You had betht—” sometimes DuckTard lisped when he was upset, “—hop on your thcooters and run away before I kick the thit out of you!” And he was certainly pissed.

“That’s a comic-book character!” Hairy thug said. “He’s not real. Let’s kill him!”

DuckTard arched his back, lifted his arms and shot lightning bolts out of his fingers. The electrical current arced over to strike Baldy on his various piercings, sending him into a screaming fit while the nose and ear skin around the offending metal shards sizzled and blistered. The metal melted and dripped off his face, while two other lightning bolts continued to arc into the man’s navel and crotch area. 

At the same time, a small, red-eyed, green pit viper wrapped around Hairy’s legs and swiftly coiled up his body to face him.

“Say!” Pity said. “You’re somethin’ else. I’m just gonna have to kiss you!”

Hairy screamed as Pity planted his viper mouth on the biker’s neck, leaving two puncture marks. Just for effect, DuckTard then pulled his Thompson machinegun from under his jacket and blasted a good 30 rounds from its drum magazine into the now destroyed motorcycles.

“You have angered the warriors of Vermin!” DuckTard screamed. “Now prepare to meet thy doom!”

Hairy and Baldy threw their hands in the air, screamed and ran toward the other end of the alley. Baldy had a fairly silly way of running, with his legs spread wide and tears pouring out of his eyes. 

“Yuck!” Pity exclaimed. “That Hairy guy peed and I dropped in it.”

“Well, that’s kind of funny,” DuckTard said. “I kind of thought the bald guy was gonna ask for my autograph.”

“Prepare to meet THY doom?” Pity questioned his duck-pal while he rolled in the ivy to dry himself. “Where’d you steal that line, Aquaman?”

The pretty lady’s jaw was still hanging when Vernon walked over by the bikes, pulled a Winsor & Newton Series 7, No. 1 brush out of his pocket and held it out.

“Good job, boys. But we got work to do.”

The duck and the snake immediately zipped into the tip of the brush, which Jiles placed back into his pocket.

“Are you okay, miss?” he asked the young lady.

She looked up at the handsome man in the cobalt-blue trench coat and smiled.

“Thank you, I think.”

“You’re very welcome, miss. Let me help you with your portfolio.”

“Oh. Thank you. I’m delivering some comic pages for Destiny Comics. I do the lettering and, uh, delivering and make coffee and stuff. I consider myself a cartoonist, but no one will pay me for my drawings, yet.”

“That’s nice.”

“And that was DuckTard and Pity, wasn’t it?”

“You read my books?”

“I do. And that makes you Vernon Jiles. I’ve never seen you at the regular artists’ watering holes.”

“I don’t get out much.”

“Uhm, but your characters apparently do?”

“That’s a long story, ma’am. Right now, I think we both have pages to deliver.”

That was the day when Vernon Jiles and Tenacity Mills met, delivered their pages, enjoyed a friendly lunch at the Fleischer Diner on Commonwealth and decided to work together. And, it didn’t take long before Tenny began to join in at the table readings with Jiles and his merry band of imaginary characters. 

I know. Most people would have had a very hard time accepting the concept that a duck-billed Bozo could step off a comic-book page and argue about his motivation. But Tenacity Mills was a special case. She found that she not only accepted Vernon’s strange cartoony world, she embraced it. She was also responsible for his first attempt at real crime-fighting. She had convinced him to be less reclusive. And because of that, they were seated at a table with stacks of comic books in front of them during the world-famous Fresno Comic-Con, as fans came forward to talk to the formerly reclusive writer/artist/publisher. Tenny worked her strengths as a barker to get their offerings noticed and lure costumed fans for possible purchases of comics.

A female Captain America, who would have been more suited as Hulk, brought her giggling Furry raccoon friend up to the table and smiled.

“You’re Vernon Jiles!” she announced.

“I am.”

“I just love DuckTard! He makes me laugh while cheering him on as he whacks the bad guys.”

“He’ll be glad to know that. I’ll tell him.”

“And Mr. Jiles would be glad to sign any of these comics you want to buy,” Tenny steered the discussion toward a profit.

“Wonderful,” the captain said. “I’ll take two. Do you have the one where DuckTard dresses up as a cheap hooker?”

“Right here,” Tenny said, while sliding it and another issue in front of Vernon.

“Who would you like me to sign these to?”

“This one to Captain Lucy and the other to Rocky.”

Tenny took the money, turned back to the passing throng of strange costumed folks and hollered, “Formerly reclusive cartoonist Vernon Jiles, right here, signing DuckTard classics!”

The day started out great as so many of the fans offered really nice compliments about Vernon’s artistic endeavors, affirming his own sometimes overblown illusions of his work, according to Tenacity. The cartoonist was actually giggling as he signed a book for a tall, thin, black man who told him he was dressed up as the late Stan Lee.

“That’s a wonderful tribute,” Tenacity stated.

There was an increased amount of excitement as a group of older people walked by on their way to do a panel discussion about the television programs they worked on a few decades earlier. One tall man with curly gray hair and a can of beer in his hand winked at Tenny as he passed. She didn’t know who he was, but Jiles remembered him as the human half of a program where he costarred with a talking car. It was cutting edge when it was made, but didn’t age well in that all cars talk today. A nice-looking lady who had obviously
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