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For Augustus,

You are my joy and the light of my life. Never stop using that brilliant imagination. And never forget: 

(1) I’m proud of you, and so proud that you’re my bear. 

(2) I love you, and I will always love you. No matter what. 

(3) I’ve always got you. No matter how far out into those stars you go adventuring, I’m always here for you—even if you can’t see me.

 

 And for Geraldine,

You are my Moana, Kip, Ernie, Rimsky, Goldie, Bunkhouse, Bea Bea, Barry, Teddy, Trina, Millie, Wallace, Wynda, Penelope, Russ, and Minerva all rolled into one. I love you more than everything. 


A NOTE ABOUT THE SETTING:

This story takes place in Toonsville, a sprawling cartoon metropolis full of neighborhoods as vibrant as a Technicolor rainbow. It is a noir wonderland full of cartoon creatures of every imaginable species.

The center of the city is a dilapidated, black-and-white neighborhood named the Grays that was created before color entered the world. Neighborhoods grew outward from there to serve as homes to different cartoon species as new cartoons were created, novel cartoon styles were invented, and assorted characters were born. 

Toonsville is an ever-growing place filled with vivacious characters and surrounded by a dangerous wilderness.

We welcome you to our city, and we hope you decide to stay a while.

[image: Image][image: Table

Description automatically generated]

 


PROLOGUE

REX ROMANA GRINNED as he downed another snifter of brandy. His arms were too short to bring the glass to his lips, so he used a pole with a claw on its end to do it for him. He closed the book on his desk, the one he’d been perusing to learn about the history of his new residence and neighborhood, the one that came with his onboarding materials for his new job as mayor of Toonsville.

He stood and walked to the bay window. The book hadn’t lied. The view from the Mayoral Mansion was stellar—the best view in all of Toonsville—for the mansion was built on an overhang atop the colossal, craggy rock that gave this neighborhood its name: Capitol Hill.

Rex stared out the window at the neighborhood around him. The Toonsville City Hall sat on a separate overhang not far below, and the city’s other assorted government buildings and administrative facilities lay interspersed along the rock the rest of the way down the hill. Bodegas and street carts packed every nook and cranny between, causing chaotic congestion at all times of day on the winding roads that traversed back and forth along the rock to reach the seats of government. The constant cacophony of car horns created an oddly modern juxtaposition with the flickering from the old-timey gas lamps that all the buildings in this neighborhood used for lighting.

Rex flung aside his toga and stood naked. He leaned forward to push open the window, his tiny Tyrannosaurus rex arms forcing him to press his face against the glass so that he might reach the latch. The inconvenience did not bother him. He had lived with his short arms his entire life, and he was quite used to architecture in this city lacking accommodation for him.

Once he finished opening the window, he grinned harder than ever. He had already removed nearly all evidence of his mayoral predecessor from this mansion, and now he was about to remove the final piece.

He tossed the bust of the previous mayor’s head out the window. The marble visage of Lawrence L. Llama Jr. tumbled down the side of the rock. Rex then leaned out the window and relieved himself in the general direction of the bust.

While doing so, he glanced up at the night sky. Ms. Moon1 hung there with her celestial grin, paying no attention to the world below her. A shower of shooting stars flashed across the sky behind her.

Rex would have normally thought nothing of shooting stars, for he dedicated his focus to the gritty reality on the ground surrounding him. He spent his days ideating on ways to consolidate more power and grift as much money as possible from these surroundings on behalf of his criminal empire. And now that he had gained new executive powers via his election to the mayorship, he planned to expand his grifting exponentially. Soon, he would not only have the biggest criminal empire in this city, but he would also have a monopoly on all crime that occurred within its walls. And after that, he would expand his domain to the rest of the world.

But as he stared at these shooting stars, he noted there was something odd about them. They were not behaving as typical shooting stars behaved, which were notorious for wearing daredevil gear and performing tricks across the night sky while their apprentices shimmered around town and begged for donations.

No, these shooting stars were different. They were circular rather than five-pointed, and they wore none of the typical daredevil gear. As a matter of fact, as Rex squinted at them, he could see no details to their shapes. They were simply circular blurs.

Rex gasped when one of the stars broke away from the shower and blasted toward him. He gasped again when it twinkled for a brief second before becoming invisible. He was only able to perceive that it was there because of the trailing tail of heat it left behind from its entry through the atmosphere. He backed away from the window and tripped over the leather couch in the center of the room.

Rex lay prone as the invisible object stopped before the open bay window and floated there. Rex knew it was present because of the hissing noises it made as it hovered in place.

He realized the object was not actually a star when a door opened in its side. To Rex, it looked as though a portal that opened onto total blackness had just appeared outside his window. A ramp descended from the blackness and crashed to a halt on the sill of the bay window.

Rex wondered whether he had banged his head in his fall. Was he hallucinating?

From the blackness came a voice that sounded like wet tentacles writhing through mud. It was squeaky and squelchy, and it called, “Greetings, Mayor Rex Romana!”

Rex stared at the blackness, his mouth agape. The voice called once more, “Greetings, Mayor Rex Romana!”

What is happening? Rex wondered. What is speaking to me, and how does it know my name?

Rex knew he should respond to the voice, if for no other reason than to display his status as a staunch alpha in this—as in any—relationship. So, he licked his lips and tried to respond, but he found that his body refused to fully cooperate, and his mouth did not seem to work properly. He stuttered, “H-h-h-h-h-h-ho-ho-ho—”

The voice finished the question that Rex had intended to ask, almost as though the question had been anticipated: “How do I know your name?”

A creature with indigo skin scurried down the ramp. Its upper half looked vaguely humanoid, but its lower half consisted of a dozen octopuslike tentacles. Its eyes were yellow, and its pupils were black. It wore a bright purple Phrygian-style helm on its head and a pleated kilt with a yellow-and-purple tartan pattern around its waist. In its hand, it carried a pistol that it trained on Rex, but the pistol was unlike any gun that Rex had ever seen. It glowed neon green, and it had four-inch-diameter red rings around its barrel.

The creature continued, “Please, allow me to introduce myself. I am Mack Martoon, conqueror from Mars and commander of the Martoon clan. I know your name because we have been watching you. And you, Mr. Romana, are important to our plans.”

Hearing that he was important gave Rex confidence. Importance meant that he was necessary to this creature, which meant that the pistol trained on him was a negotiating tactic. And if Rex had learned anything about himself during his methodical rise to the most powerful position in Toonsville, it was that his negotiating skills were top notch.

With his confidence returned, Rex found that his mouth worked once more. He stood, and he towered over the creature. He arched his back and stretched his body, intending to put his size on display to intimidate. He noted to himself once more that this room had obviously been designed for smaller toons, for his massive tail knocked over a few of the leather-studded chairs behind him.

Rex smiled, though there was no mirth in his eyes. He stared at the creature exactly as he would stare at any potential prey: coldly and mercilessly.

Then he said, “Important to your plans, eh? And what would these plans entail?”

The creature smiled. He had no nose, and his smile literally stretched across his entire face, revealing dozens of rows of sharp fangs. Even to Rex, who had seen many disturbing sights during his rise to power, the sight was oddly unsettling.

Mack replied, “World domination, of course.”

Rex laughed. “Seems we have similar goals. You should put that gun away, and we can talk about them.”

Somehow, though it didn’t seem possible, Mack’s smile widened. It looked like his head had been bisected by his rows of fangs. As he spoke, the top of his head bounced up and down upon his lower jaw. He notably did not stop training his gun on Rex as he responded, “Oh, you think so? In that case, we’re competing for the same thing. So, pray tell why you think we have anything to discuss.”

Rex thought back to the many toons he had conquered to get to where he was today. He remembered first his father and the blows they traded over the family business, Centurion Brewing. Rex could still taste the old dinosaur’s blood at the back of his throat, and he could still hear the old bastard’s screams when he finally ousted him and buried him in the tarpits on the east side of their home neighborhood, Dinotopia.

He remembered the squeals of his board of directors as he ripped out their throats when they attempted to blow the whistle on his embezzling of corporate funds to finance his forays into Toonsville’s illicit drug trade.

He recalled the dying faces Cory Kitten and Hubert Hippo and Cormac Crocodile and Seamus Shark and Bernardo Bat as he wiped them and their gangs off the face of the map, one by one. And then the visages of all the other crooks and gangsters he’d murdered passed through his mind’s eye so quickly, he stopped being able to tell them apart.

Rex’s grin widened. “Because I’ve built an empire from my own two claws by besting all who have stood in my way. But I want more. I want the wilderness. I want the world. And if you have come to this planet for world domination thinking you can simply kill me, you will find me to be … not such easy prey.

“But we need not resort to violence, and you need not die today. We need not even be competitors. We can join forces, for there’s more profit in partnership than in war.”

Rex stepped toward the end of the ramp. He would lull this fool into letting his guard down, and then he would strike. Rex’s heart raced, thumping with anticipation as it always did before he leapt onto his prey for a kill.

Mack Martoon took a step back. He giggled. “Oh, Mayor Romana, you make me laugh. Do you really think I don’t know what you’re planning? I told you: we have been watching. I know of your underhanded tactics, and they shall not work on me.”

The creature aimed his pistol at Rex’s heart. Rex frowned and said, “C’mon. I’m not armed. Point that thing somewhere else. Let’s talk like civilized toons.”

“But I don’t feel like talking anymore.”

“You’re makin’ a big mistake!” bellowed Rex. Then he turned his head and yelled toward his office door, “Tilda! Call security!”

Mack giggled again. Then he flipped a toggle on the pistol and shifted his aim. He pulled the trigger, and an undulating wave of purple energy mixed with black lightning erupted from the barrel. It crashed into Rex’s right claw, and the claw melted into a pool of gore that smacked atop the thick rug.

Rex squealed, “Tilda! Hurry! It’s an emergency!”

Mack tsked at Rex. “Oh, Mayor Romana. You are such a fun toy to play with. Now, I would advise you to remain still and stop shouting, unless you want me to do something drastic.”

Rex growled in frustration, but he obeyed. After a few seconds, he risked a glance toward the office door.

The door was open, and his secretary, Tilda Triceratops, stood in its threshold. Her splotchy green-and-purple scales appeared oddly mottled tonight. Her brown eyes stared back at Rex through her Coke-bottle glasses. Her horns were polished white, and she wore a yellow pantsuit that complemented the blond wig she wore in a beehive hairstyle atop the crest on her head.

Behind her, three security guards stood with pistols drawn. Two of them were rabbits and the third was a sheep. Rex had not yet learned their names.

Rex grinned. “Tilda, thank the Creator! You called security! Now move out of the way so they can shoot this bastard!”

Suddenly, Tilda’s face shifted. The whites of her eyes swirled yellow, and her mouth stretched into a grin that extended across her entire face. And then it continued stretching, bisecting her head and revealing row upon row of fanged teeth.

Then the security guards grinned identical grins. Their pistols shimmered with light, and then they looked exactly like the pistol that Mack held trained on Rex.

“Wh-wh-wh-what?” stammered Rex.

Mack tsked at Rex again. “Oh, you pitiful, pea-brained dinosaur. You’re important to our plans. But much like your former comrades now standing in this room with us, it’s your body that’s important.”

And with that, Mack toggled another switch on his pistol, and he fired once again at Rex. A series of yellow rings launched from the barrel and crashed into the dinosaur’s torso. He found that he was unable to move.

His mind raced, searching for an out. After all he had survived in his lifetime, after all his planning and conquering and fighting, he had believed that he was the fittest of all—that he was the one toon destined to be at the top of Toonsville’s metaphorical food chain, running the place.

Mack hopped down from the ramp and into the office. He stalked over to the Tyrannosaurus rex, and he held a hand outstretched. He poked the tip of one indigo finger into Rex’s ear.

Mack said, “Now, prepare to be replaced.”

Mack disappeared inside Rex, entering the dinosaur’s body through the ear. Rex melted. His ghost appeared nearby, wearing white robes and floating on angel wings. His ghost roared in fury and swooped toward Mack. A fiery pit opened in the floor. A demonic hand reached out and grabbed the ghost and pulled it into the flames. The pit disappeared, and Rex Romana disappeared with it into Toon Hell.

Mack soon re-formed, absorbing the dinosaur’s gore into himself. He said, “It is done. This beast and his memories are mine. And soon, so too shall be this planet! And then we can ogle those sweet, sweet Venetoons with nothing in our way!”

Mack’s skin began wriggling, and seconds later he transformed into Rex Romana. He said, “And now, it is time to commence phase two of Project Overthrow!”




CHAPTER 1

I LEAN BACK on “The Alligator Chaser” Teddy Tasmanian Devil’s couch, and I prop up my feet on his coffee table. Guilt overflows my heart, and after stewing inside me for a few moments, it rumbles up my throat and escapes my lips as a deep sigh.

I smell Teddy everywhere. His musk is deep in the cracks of the plush leather of his couch. It’s like every breath brings with it a gaseous, accusing finger, pointing in my direction and reminding me that Teddy is dead and it’s all my fault.

I watch Teddy’s twins—now orphans—as they sit next to me on the couch and stare at the television. Their eyes are glazed, and their expressions are numbed. I recognize the expression well. It’s the look of someone deep in the throes of grief. I rub the tops of their heads, trying to let them know I understand.

As I do so, I feel like an imposter, like a doppelgänger who has attempted to replace Teddy with a terrible facsimile of him, but one that can never live up to the precedent he set for being a great toon and father.

His daughter, Terri Jr., must feel my gaze, for she turns to me. She frowns. Then she climbs onto my lap and barks an order in the confident, commanding tone all toddlers have when they’ve made up their mind about something: “Unca Manny! No more cry!”

I don’t realize I’ve been crying until she points it out to me. When she reaches up and rubs away a tear with the side of her fist, it does me in. And the waterworks really begin pouring.

But then a steam whistle blast erupts from the wall to my right. The sudden intrusion of noise startles me, and I leap onto my feet. I place my hand on my pistol, and my legs tense, readying to throw myself into whatever action is about to take place so I might defend these kids. 

Unfortunately, my leap also manages to dump Terri Jr. onto the floor. She bumps her head and begins bawling.

I glance toward the steam whistle, and I feel like a heel. I sigh. This whistle blows multiple times a day, and I should be used to it by now. It simply signals a shift change.

I’ve been on edge since my run-in with Carlo Chihuahua and the Heck Bitch not too long ago,2 and with all the pals I lost during that ordeal, it’s been hard for me to let my guard down and relax, even in moments like these when I’m spending quality time with Teddy’s kids.

I lift Terri Jr. off the ground and hold her while she cries. In the meantime, I stare at the portrait of Teddy and his family that’s hanging on the mantle over the fireplace. Above the portrait is mounted an enormous hunting rifle.

Five heads hang mounted on each side of the hearth. There’s a pig and a lion and a gerbil and a hawk and a sheep and a kangaroo and an alligator and a fire ant and a rat and a blue jay. These are the impetus behind the steam whistle, and now that it has sounded, all the heads disappear behind the wall. A door on the right side of the room opens, and they all exit single file. They punch out on time cards that hang below the steam whistle, and then they march out Teddy’s front door.

A line of new arrivals walks in to replace them—a wolverine and a crocodile and a crab and an eagle and a rhinoceros and a woodpecker and a cockroach and a mole and a donkey and a coyote. These clock in and rush through the door in the wall. Seconds later, their heads pop through the mounts on the wall and they begin their shifts pretending to be taxidermic heads.

I sigh. Teddy was a hunter of exotic animals, though he did it for the sport rather than the trophies. And in the short time I knew him before his death, I learned that he enjoyed recreating the aesthetic of a hunting lodge in his house. But he insisted on doing so without actually killing any toons, and because his television show was so successful, he wanted to be sure to give back to his town through employment. Thus, he hired Toonsville citizens to pretend to be mounted heads on his wall. I’ve been assured it’s a huge boon to the local economy, and following his murder, his estate has continued the practice in perpetuity.

The steam whistle and the shift change shake me out of my guilt enough to stop my tears. I feel embarrassed. I try not to cry in front of people, let alone an audience of children and mounted heads. I frown. A few of the heads blink.

Then I smell smoke. I glance toward the opposite wall, and I see black smoke trailing along the ceiling, entering the room from the hallway. I curse.

I set Terri Jr. on the couch next to her brother, and I order, “Stay here!” 

Neither responds, for they’re both hypnotized once more by the show on the television, something featuring a bunch of Fuppets3 singing about the avenue on which they live. I shrug, and then I dart toward the hallway. 

I follow the trail of smoke to its source: the kitchen. It’s a lavish room with tons of stainless steel pots and pans. All the counters are mounted with black granite, including the huge island in the kitchen’s center. There’s a chandelier crafted from animal teeth dangling from the ceiling. There’s a double oven next to the biggest fridge I’ve ever seen. A breakfast table built from maple wood sits near the far wall, surrounded by high-backed mahogany chairs.

There’s also a massive stove with sixteen burners, near which floats my best pal in the whole world, Ernie Elephant. Ernie has one of the burners lit and is holding the handle of a skillet in his mouth to toss peanuts in hot oil, making a concoction that he has invented called popnuts. It’s like popcorn, except it’s made from peanuts and is disgusting. And I’m absolutely sure the only people in the entire world who have an appetite for ’em are Ernie and Teddy’s twins—though that’s not saying much, since I’ve never seen any of them refuse to devour anything.

Ernie has stark-black hair atop his head that ends in a widow’s peak and a pair of fangs that poke out of his mouth. He’s a flying vampire elephant head, a development that occurred when he was bitten by a bunch of vampire bats while helping me on a case. Before that case was resolved, he ended up chopping off his own head to survive our climactic showdown with a mad scientist. 4

And not long ago, despite him surviving the loss of his body, I nearly lost Ernie entirely. A gunslinging horse who called herself the Heck Bitch shot my pal a bunch of times in the face. And it left him deformed. He’s missing large patches of hair and much of his upper lip, as well as his right tusk and his right eye. Worst of all, most of his trunk is now gone. He’s only got about a half foot of it left before it ends in mottled scarring, and he wears a bad prosthetic over it that doesn’t come anywhere close to matching his skin color.

And that’s when I notice the source of the smoke. It’s his prosthetic, which is dangling in the fire of the stove top. And because he can’t feel it, and because the wound left him unable to smell, he apparently hasn’t noticed the fire.

I bellow, “Ernie, back up!”

If nothing else, my pal’s good at obeying orders. He floats back from the stove. He plops the skillet on the counter and asks, “What’s wrong, Manny?”

I don’t answer. Instead, I rush to the sink, and I fill a dirty pot with water. Then I rush to my pal and douse the prosthetic trunk to put out the flame. Ernie glances down. His single eye locks on the charred prosthetic, and he bawls, “Manny! What’d I do?”

I sigh, and then I hug my pal. “You’re okay, kid. Just gotta be more careful.”

It’s been a tough couple months for him. He’s still not used to his loss. And he’s been grieving the trunk like I grieved my Moana—though it’s more literal for him when he says it feels like a piece of him is missing.

I hear the click of the front door opening. I immediately disengage the hug and draw my pistol, ’cuz I take no more chances since the Heck Bitch and Carlo Chihuahua hurt so many of my friends.

I whisper to Ernie, “Gimme just a sec, pal. I’ve gotta make sure them kids’re safe.”

I dart back into the living room. And I see there’s no cause for alarm. It’s just Trina Toucan returning from her date. As always, she’s returned alone. None of these fellas ever meet her standards—though it’s easy to see why, since she was in love with Teddy and that fella’s about as saintly as they come.

Trina glances over at me and shrugs. The movement causes the plumage atop her head to bounce, and the light blue feathers look like the sea as they dance up and down. The sclera of her eyes are a distinct yellow, and her black pupils stand out in stark contrast as she stares at me. A ring of turquoise surrounds each eye, and bright red feathers surround these blue rings, which appear to droop more than usual, a sure sign she’s exhausted.

She wears a scarlet dress. Her beak is the color of mustard, except it looks like some anarchistic artist attacked it with swaths of turquoise to match the rings around her eyes. Orange feathers puff from the collar of her scarlet dress. Her feet are turquoise, and they are standing in scarlet high heels. 

“No luck tonight,” she says. She pulls a cigarette from her purse. “Got a light?”

I holster my pistol and toss her my lighter. She lights up, and she takes a deep drag. “The males in this city are hopeless,” she observes.

She tosses the lighter back, and I light my own. In the background, pops of gunfire resound from the television. Apparently, the Fuppet show the kids’re watching has transitioned scenes, and now a giant blue bird and an orange hippopotamus are performing a parody of Old West shoot-outs to teach kids about the letter Q.

“Can’t argue with that,” I reply, ignoring the television.

“Fella took me to dinner at French Bulldog Laundry over in the Dog Pound. Ever been?”

“Nope. Moana and I weren’t really into them white-tablecloth joints, and I ain’t had no reason to go to none since she’s been gone.”

She nods. “Conversation was like pullin’ teeth, except stuck to every tooth that I pulled was to a story about ’imself. If I hear one more time how fun the Toonsville Soccer Federation games are, I think I’m gon—”

I hold a finger up to silence her. I’m not harsh about it, it’s just that there’s a clattering noise coming from the kitchen. I dunno what Ernie’s gotten up to in there since I left a few moments ago, but when it comes to him, it’s better to check in frequently to prevent too big a mess.

I glance over at the twins and see that their eyes are still glued to the television set, so I nod toward the kitchen and say, “Sorry to interrupt. Definitely interested, so don’t forget where ya left off. Just wanna check on Ernie real quick. Left ’im in a bad way, and I ain’t gonna be able t’concentrate till I make sure he’s alright. Wanna join?”

She nods. She’s had a soft spot for the elephant ever since he came home disfigured from the hospital, and she’s always been quick to jump in to help me comfort him. And I’ve gotta say that I’m thankful for it, ’cuz I’m not always the best with talking about feelings—something that shouldn’t come as a surprise, since I spent years drownin’ in booze so I wouldn’t have to deal with ’em.

We walk to the kitchen. As we do so, she interlocks her wing tip with my hand. I look over at her, and she smiles. I smile back.

And then we enter the kitchen. The breakfast table has been turned onto its side, and Ernie’s obviously responsible, for his head is so big that the top of it is visibly poking up behind the wood.

He’s shaking and whimpering. His teeth are chattering, and it’s causing his nervous beads of sweat and terrified tears to be flung into the air, where they’re splashing across the kitchen like upset raindrops.

We walk over to the upturned table and peek over the top. Ernie is curled into a ball. Tears are flopping from his eye. Slobber drools from his mouth as he shivers uncontrollably. He’s gone white as a ghost. He’s staring straight ahead, his pupil a tiny speck in his eye. 

I frown. There are few more heartbreaking sights than this good-hearted lug hunkered down like this, so paralyzed by fear that he can’t move.

I let go of Trina’s wing, and I walk around the table to sit beside my pal. I pull him onto my lap and pet his head.

“It’s okay, pal. I’m here. I’ve gotcha.”

He doesn’t say anything back. He simply continues to bawl. Trina approaches him too, and she grabs him by the cheeks and looks him in the eye. She says, “Ernie, you’re in Teddy’s kitchen. You’re okay.”

Ernie blinks.

I say, “Take some deep breaths. Calm down. Ya ain’t got nothin’ to worry about. There ain’t nothin’ bad happenin’.”

“Wha’samatta wi’ Unca Ernie?” asks a voice from the doorway.

I glance around the upturned table and see the twins standing in the threshold of the kitchen, rubbing their eyes like they just woke up from a deep sleep, which seems to be a frequent gesture when they watch the television for a long time.

I nod my head at Ernie and say, “Ernie’s just havin’ another episode. Ain’t nothin’ to worry your l’il heads about.”

That last statement rings false even as it escapes my lips. It ain’t technically a lie, ’cuz it ain’t something these kids should have to worry about, but that doesn’t make it feel right. Ernie’s been having more and more of these episodes ever since he returned home from the hospital. And it seems like any surprise or tense situation or loud noise sets him off.

The twins don’t buy my reassurance. They rush into the kitchen and around the table. The little propeller atop Teddy Jr.’s hat swirls as he runs. They crash into Ernie and hug him as tightly as they can. They cry, “Unca Ernie! Unca Ernie! It’s okay! Come play wi’ us!”

And that seems to do it, as it always does. Ernie’s developed a special connection with these kids over the last couple months, one that seems to overcome the terror left in his soul from the horse’s attack.

Ernie’s eye refocuses and seems to reenter the present. He sees us all gathered around him, and he mutters in a dejected voice, “I did it again, didn’t I?”

I nod. “Yeah, pal. But it’s okay. We’s here.”

Ernie looks ashamed. “I’m sorry ya all gotta deal with this. I dunno what’s wrong with my noggin’.”

I frown. “What did it this time? Do ya remember? What was the last thing ya heard ’fore it happened?”

His eye darts from me to the kids to Trina. And then to the floor. “Well, Manny, ya pulled your gun out and ya walked into the livin’ room. An’ then I heard a buncha gunshots, an’ I-I-I-I-I …”

He pauses a moment to collect himself. And then he continues, “An’ I gots t’thinkin’ somebody else’d come after ya. An’ the kids. An’ then I remembered ’at horse, an’ suddenly I’s back in the bank and gettin’ shot and havin’ my life ruined.”

I rub his head. “Gunshots? There weren’t no gunshots, pal.”

He glances at me and bawls, “Oh, no. Now I’m hearin’ things too! What’s wrong with me?”

And something clicks into place in my mind. It was that stupid parody sketch on the Fuppet show. The Old West shoot-out. I sigh. “Aww, kid. Ya wasn’t hearin’ things.”

Then I explain about the show. And I turn to the twins and say, “Hey, kiddos, I know we love that show, but maybe when Uncle Ernie’s over, we change the channel if there’s any shootin’ or loud noises, huh? Can ya do that for ’im?”

The twins both think for a moment. Then they nod. Terri Jr. says, “Course we will, Unca Manny!”

And then they hug Ernie, and Teddy Jr. demands, “Unca Ernie, ya come play wi’ us now!”

Ernie smiles at them. It looks a little revolting with his missing upper lip, but the kids don’t seem to care. They hug him harder. He floats into the air, and Teddy Jr. grabs him by the end of the prosthetic trunk and barks, “C’mon! Let’s play firefighters!”

Ernie giggles and follows the twins into the other room. I stand. Trina does the same. I turn the table upright, and she helps me replace the chairs around it. We sit. Then we look at one another and frown.

She says, “That’s been happening a lot more recently.”

“I know. I’ve been tryin’ not t’take him out in public much until we can get the episodes under control. Tried t’take ’im shopping for a birthday gift earlier today, but a car backfired near the department store, an’ the kid curled up in the street an’ blocked traffic. I couldn’t get ’im t’move. Beat cops wanted t’call the paddy wagon and send ’im to the Looney Bin, but I managed to stall ’em till they gave up. It wasn’t till Kip showed up that Ernie came to his senses.

“An’ if this kinda thing keeps happenin’, it’s only a matter of time before it happens when I’m out on a case or somethin’ and not around to help.”

Trina nods.

I remark, “I’m hopin’ time will help, but it seems to be making things worse.”

She nods again. “Wish I could do more to help ya.”

“Awww, ain’t no call t’go sayin’ nothin’ like that. You’s plenty of help. Ya put up with our sad, ugly mugs most every night. Ya give us an excuse t’get outta my office, ’cuz the Creator knows the caseload’s been slow lately.”

She shrugs. “Have you given any more thought to what I asked? This place is too big for just me and the kids. They love Ernie, and they’re good for ’im.”

She places a wing tip atop my hand.

Trina’s a good bird. Probably the best one I’ve met in this town. I stare in her eyes, and there’s none of the cold, predatory calculation that’s common in most of her species.

After Teddy was murdered, Trina sold her place and moved in here to take care of the kids. Teddy didn’t have any next of kin, so she stepped up to prevent them from entering the foster system. She’s asked me to move in plenty of times over the last months. And she’s made plenty of gestures that make it clear she’d like to explore taking our friendship to the next level.

I drop my gaze to the floor. It’s been years since the cancer took my precious Moana. And though my pals have done a ton to help pull me outta my downward spiral into the bottom of every booze bottle I could get my mitts on, it doesn’t mean I’m ready for somebody new. And I don’t know if I ever want to be.

So, I do the same thing I always do when she brings up the idea, when she places her hand atop mine or touches my knee: I change the subject.

I ask, “So, the fella tonight was obsessed with soccer? Hmmph. If ya’re gonna be obsessed with a sport, at least pick a good one.”

She sighs. She strokes my cheek, as she always does when I use this tactic, and she whispers, “Someday, Manny, you’ll let me in.”

And then she follows the thread of conversation that I laid out, asking, “And what sport would you say is a good one? ’Cuz there’re plenty of people in this city that love soccer.”

I grin. “Them polar bears over in the Bears Den got a pretty good one wit’ the Polar Bear Plunge Federation. Ya ever watched it?”

She shakes her head. “Can’t say that I have. Tell me about it.”

I shrug. “I’ve seen it on that Whacky Sports Show the Network plays sometimes on Saturdays. It’s like pro wrestling, but it’s completely underwater. The polar bears cut holes in an iced-over pool, and then they dive in and wrestle. First one t’come up for air or get knocked unconscious or submit loses.”

“That sounds ridiculous. And dangerous.”

I laugh. “What’s not ridiculous and dangerous in this stupid, insane world?”

She laughs too. And then we keep talking late into the night. She tells me more about Teddy. I tell her more about Moana. Eventually, when it’s nearly sunrise, we walk back into the living room to check on Ernie and the twins. We find them curled on the couch, asleep in a heap. She says, “They’re too cute to wake, huh? Why don’t ya just stay the rest of the night? And through the morning, too.”

She interlocks her wing tip with my hand, and her eyes dart toward the bedroom. The wild part of me wants to go. But again, I resist. I’ve got a friendship here, a true one, and I ain’t gonna ruin it. And moreover, I ain’t gonna betray Moana’s memory. I’ve done so a few times over the years when I’s too drunk to stop myself, and I’ve never forgiven myself for it.

I change the subject and don’t acknowledge the offer. “Well, as much as I’d love t’continue gabbin’ your ear off, I think I better head back to the office. Y’know, in case any new cases come in this morning.”

I remove my hand from her wing, and I walk over to Ernie. I pick up the big lug. I point at a bunch of bananas in the center of the coffee table. They’re huge and yellow and ripe, and they’ve got the little Chekhova Bananas logo sticker on them, the one with the lady throwing a fruit basket into the air and shooting it with her pistol. “Ya mind if I grab one for the walk home?”

She stuffs the bunch into my trench-coat pocket. “I bought ’em for you. Take the whole bunch.”

“You’re too good to me,” I remark with a grin, and then I walk to the front door. I use my foot to open it. I turn back to her and ask, “Ya got another date tomorrow night? Ya need me an’ Ernie t’stop by to watch the kids?”

She smiles. “No date, but we’ll have dinner around seven. I’ll make you and Ernie a plate.”

I nod. “We’ll be here.”

Before I can leave, she says, “Manny, there’s somethin’ else I’ve gotta tell ya. Something that neither of us wants to hear.”

A frown creeps across my face. “Well, I find the best way t’deal with that kinda thing is to just spit it out.”

She nods. “It’s the episode. The head of the Network blocked it. It’s not just delayed. It’s never gonna air.”

I sigh. The episode. There’s only one she could be talking about. It’s the episode of The Alligator Chaser that I filmed with Teddy, the one about the case to find his kids and my Moana’s snatched body. The one that got him killed. The one that contained evidence that Toonsville’s new mayor, Rex Romana, is a corrupt, murdering sleazeball.

“How long ya known?”

She frowns. “About a month. I was workin’ on an appeal to the board. But now it got shot down too. I was nervous to tell ya, but I couldn’t hold it in any longer.”

I nod. I think back over the last month. I’d noticed a lot of odd behavior in her—I’m a private dick, noticing is what I’m paid to do. When she didn’t know I’s in the room, I’d hear her talkin’ to herself about problems, and practicing speeches to her bosses about key targets and demographics ripe for snatching. Hell, her desire to get physical with me has really only ramped up over the last few weeks.

I’d assumed her dealing with grief accounted for all this change in behavior, but I guess there was an added layer of anxiety involved. I frown. I noticed. I should’ve been a better friend and asked about it, but I’d figured she’d tell me about what was bothering her when she was ready.

“Ain’cha gonna say something?” she asks.

I realize I’ve been standing here, lost in thought for a bit. I shrug. “Ain’t no matter, really. It’s frustrating, but I trust thatcha done all ya can. The reptilian bastard’ll still face his day in court.”

Trina frowns. “Then why hasn’t he been charged yet? Have you heard from Kip or any of your other contacts on the force about how much longer it’s gonna take?”

I shake my head. “Nah. But these things generally take lotsa time to ensure all evidence is gathered—especially when the target’s as big as the mayor.”

“Maybe you should call Kip or your buffalo pal today and check in on progress.”

I nod. “Probably a good call. Will do.”

“And, hey, if the case has stalled, then lemme know. Maybe I can get somebody on the news team involved, have them dig.”

I nod again. “Okay, I will. Now try an’ get some shut-eye. We’ll see ya tonight.”

“Okay. Call me if you need anything.”

“You do the same.”

And then I turn and walk out the door.

 

 




CHAPTER 2

I WALK NORTH along Cummings Avenue, sticking to the sidewalk on the right side of the street. I tip down my fedora to block out the bright light of Mr. Sun5 as he rises on the horizon to my right. His smug grin as he ogles passing comets makes me wish I had the power to wipe it off his face, especially since his heat seems to be growing stronger the more aroused he gets, and it’s making me sweat.

Despite it being so early—or late, depending on your perspective—the city is bustling. Car horns blare as traffic chugs along the streets. The sidewalks are packed with nocturnal toons headed home to sleep for the day and diurnal toons headed about their business. I smirk as a group of earthworms carrying lunch pails waves at a passing murder of crows.

Somehow Ernie remains asleep through all the noise. He’s cradled in my arms, blasting snores into my ear and drooling all over my trench coat. Every time my arms get tired and I consider waking him so I can get a break, I remember all the sacrifices the big fella has made for me, and I keep trudging.

After crossing through a few neighborhoods—Wolverine Willows and Lizard Town and the Flamingo Fountains—I’ve got to admit that his snores have become at least a bit hypnotic. I find myself struggling to keep my eyes open as I reach the border between Capitol Hill and Deer Park.

Like the borders between all Toonsville neighborhoods, there’s a dotted line in the center of the street, and each neighborhood begins in earnest on its side of the line. The environment and weather and architecture changes according to what type of toon lives there, and I’ve got me a theory that these constant changes are a major cause of this city’s manic nature, for unless you stay in the same place for your entire life, it’s impossible not to find yourself experiencing constant—sometimes jarring—tonal and physical shifts in your surroundings.

On the left side of this street resides Capitol Hill, and with it the massive jagged rock upon which all our city’s central government buildings reside. The normal grid layout of our city’s streets transforms into zigs and zags that traverse the sides of the colossal rocky outcrop. Food carts and drink stands fill every open space not occupied by government facilities.

Morning sunlight reflects off the government buildings. They’re honed from white marble, and the effect is rather blinding, so I tip my fedora down even further to block the sunlight from that direction. Doric and Ionic and Corinthian columns hold the many buildings upright, though there seems to be no pattern or logic in what type of column goes where. Friezes stand out on every bare patch of marble, telling the stories of what type of governmental office resides in each building. I don’t care enough about politics to know any of these stories, so I couldn’t expound on ’em even if somebody begged me to.

And high above at the top of the rock, I can make out a sight I wish I couldn’t. There is a naked, maroon Tyrannosaurus rex standing before an open bay window in the Mayoral Mansion. It’s Rex Romana, the new mayor.

This is a thing he does every evening before heading to bed and every morning before beginning his day. It was a scandal in all the papers when he first took office—“Unbefitting of the expected conduct for the most powerful position in the world,” they said—but the scandal soon faded when he continued doing it unapologetically and without comment to the press. More scandals arose elsewhere in the city as they are wont to do in a metropolis this size, and the public outcry faded as it lost focus and the news cycle moved on.

Mayor Romana is so high up and these sidewalks are so crowded that there’s no way he can make me out individually down here. But I don’t care, I flip him my middle finger anyway, ’cuz I hate the guy, and he’s caused me more pain than most others in this city. He makes me yearn for the mundane levels of corruption from his predecessor, Lawrence L. Llama, Jr.

On my right—the right side of Cummings Avenue—sits Deer Park, the neighborhood that houses Toonsville’s deer population. Tall, deciduous trees line the streets, providing a depth of shade to the place. There are a ton of parks and glens and fountains tucked within the borders. It’s a nice spot to take a date, and Moana and I had a favorite fountain near the northeast side that’s carved to look like a reindeer in red elvish clothes who delivers toys to children. He’s apparently a pretty big deal in deer culture, and over the decades, the winter holiday that celebrates him has spread throughout Toonsville.

The residents of this neighborhood behave a bit differently than many of the other residents in this city. Though it’s full of different deer and deer-adjacent species—ranging from white-tailed deer to reindeer to moose to elk—they don’t build homes or office buildings. They participate in the Toonsville economy by working jobs throughout the city like most other citizens, but they are nomadic when in their home neighborhood, and they roam every evening until they decide to lie down somewhere random to sleep.

So, it’s not completely surprising when a stag pokes out from behind a gigantic tree trunk and stares at me. He’s got huge antlers—at least twelve points—and he wears a red-and-green flannel shirt, a matching hunting cap, and brown camouflage pants. He carries a hunting rifle on his shoulder.

I can’t decide whether his gaze is threatening or simply odd. But either way, I don’t like it. I pause for a moment to shift Ernie to my left arm so I can have my right one free in case the deer is intending to threaten me. Unfortunately, the move shifts Ernie so his next snore blasts me right in the face, and I curse as my face is doused in his slobber.

I wipe my eyes with the side of my right fist. Then I sigh and glance back over toward the stag. He’s gone. I sigh again.

Did I dream him up? I’m barely able to keep my eyes open at this point, so I wouldn’t be completely surprised if I did. But I know that doesn’t ring true. I need to jump-start my brain so I can stay alert.

I try to recall where the closest coffee shop’s located. There’s a roaming one in Deer Park somewhere, but I’m not sure where it’d be parked right now. The other is a sharp climb upward into Capitol Hill, and that’s not something that sounds appealing. So, I decide that a cigarette will have to do the trick. I stand on one foot and use my other to retrieve my pack from my trench-coat pocket. I light up. Then I shrug and keep walking.

A few steps later, a red-and-white striped shepherd’s crook darts out from behind a tree. It hooks around my torso and yanks me into the thick underbrush of Deer Park. I curse.

I lose my footing and find myself pulled into a pile of dead leaves. I glance around me, and that’s when I realize that this ain’t just any pile of leaves. The leaves are camouflage for something more important.

I’ve been pulled inside a shack with radar signals and antennae lining its walls. There’s a radio playing the news on low volume. Standing in the middle of the room and holding the handle of the shepherd’s crook is the stag.

I hop onto my feet and draw my pistol. I aim it at the stag. “Alright, Mac, ya got three seconds t’tell me what’s happenin’, or I start blastin’.”

Ernie wakes up. He sees me aiming my gun at the stag. To his credit, he doesn’t ask questions. He flies into the air and growls at the deer, readying himself for battle.

“Calm down, Manny,” says the stag. “Lower the gun before you do something stupid.”

I furrow my brow. “Do I know ya? I don’t keep many deer in my social circles. No offense, there’s just somethin’ odd about the way you fellas operate.”

The stag smirks. “Of course you know me. I’m married to your cousin.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Ummm, is Marco some kinda polygamist? ’Cuz I’m pretty sure his spouse is a funky eagle-alien-hybrid thing.”

The stag sighs. “Manny, I am not a hybrid of anything. I’m a Martoon.”

The stag’s skin blurs and melts, and then in its place stands a humanoid creature. It’s my cousin’s wife, Millie Martoon. She wears the clothes that the stag was wearing, but she has violet skin, an upper body that is humanoid, and a dozen octopuslike tentacles poking out of her camouflaged pant legs. Her eyes are yellow, and her black pupils stare at me.

Millie says, “Manny, we need to talk.”

“Ya know, you coulda just called. Or stopped by my office. Or, hell, done anything less creepy. Ya know me and my friends was nearly murdered not long ago, right? I’m feelin’ a bit trigger happy, and ya’re lucky I didn’t blast first and ask questions later!”

Millie sighs. “Please, keep your voice down. The presence of this hideout is not something I like to advertise to the toons in this town. It’s camouflaged in dead leaves for a reason.”

I sigh back. “Well, my point still stands.”

“Fine. You’re right. I apologize. But the disguise was necessary. The time your cousin and I feared has arrived.”

“I thoughtcha was gonna come find me after I finished my last case. When ya didn’t for so long, I guess I kinda figured you and Marco had just … I dunno … had just solved this problem on your own.”

Millie bites her lower lip. “Marco’s treatments have … have … have not been going well. I allowed myself to get distracted. And now, our time to prepare is all but gone. And that’s my f-f-fault.”

I nod. I place a hand on her shoulder. “Look, if anybody understands that decision, it’s me. Ya gotta be there for hi—”

She closes her eye for a moment to steel herself, and then she interrupts me, “I appreciate the sentiment, but there is no time for it. The Martoons are here. They have begun their conquest.”

I frown. “That don’t sound good.”

“It’s not. And we are nearly out of time to stop it. I need you to come with me to see Marco.”

“Lead the way. Not like there’s much of a—”

Ernie interrupts, “Manny, what’s happenin’? Is this a dream?”

I sigh. “I wish it were, pal. I wish it were.”

 




CHAPTER 3

MILLIE’S SKIN BLURS, and then she looks like a stag once more. She leads us out of the shack and on a zigzag path through the trees.

“I don’t understand, Manny,” whispers Ernie, but even whispering, his voice is loud enough that a family of deer bursts from some nearby underbrush and disappears into the forest, shouting curses and demands for us to keep it down. “Can ya explain it again? But simpler?”

“Some bad fellas was on their way t’town,” I whisper back. “An’ my cousin an’ his wife, this … well, she’s a stag now, but she’s also that purplish blobby thing ya saw before. Well, my cousin and this’n, they’s been keepin’ their eyes peeled for these bad fellas. And now the bad fellas are here, and my cousin an’ his wife need our help to stop ’em.”

Ernie’s teeth begin chattering. “D-d-d-d-d-d-do these bad fellas got g-g-g-g-g-guns?”

“Well, I wish I could tell ya they don’t, pal. But I’d put my money on yes.”

Ernie nods at Millie. “She’d know for sure, wouldn’t she?”

“I’d reckon she would.”

“C-c-can ya ask her for m-me?”

But before I have the chance to ask, Millie glances over her shoulder and barks, “Can you two hush? I will catch your elephant friend up on the situation when we are safe, but for now, let’s refrain from talking so loudly that everybody in the city can pinpoint our location.”

As if on cue, a toon exits the bushes. It’s another stag, and he’s wearing an outfit nearly identical to Millie’s, the only difference being that his hat is a neon-orange trucker hat with a picture of a sunrise on it. This stag nods at Millie and grins. His smile stretches literally across the entire lower half of his face.

“Prisoners already, Sergeant? I thought we’s only supposed to be performing replacements until given the signal. Did the orders change?”

Millie stares at him, but she says nothing.

He says, “Is your headwear malfunctioning? I’m from home too. What unit and division are you with? I’m with the Fistin’ First.”

Millie continues staring.

“I’m Private Marvo. This here’s my first conquerin’. I’m so excited to get out and see the galaxy! What about you? How many is this for you? And what’s your name?”

Finally, Millie grins back. Her smile matches his, cutting across the entire lower half of her face. She says, “Private Marvo, is it? Let’s start over. Were you not paying attention during training? The first thing you’re supposed to do when you run into another Martoon on an alien world is to say your pass phrase to ensure they’re not an undercover spy.”

Marvo gulps. “You’re right, Sergeant. I’m so sorry.  I just assumed since the only major invasion force planet-side right now is from Mars, it was unnecessary. Please, don’t tell my C.O.”

Millie arches her eyebrow.

Marvo sighs. Then he clears his throat and asks, “Did you see the Big Dipper last night?”

Millie nods. Then she replies, “And now, I want you to answer the question to prove to me that you are not undercover. You’ve acted like a buffoon for this entire exchange, and only an idiot or an undercover agent would perform as you have. So, which are you?”

Marvo stares at the ground. “I guess I’m an idiot.”

“That can’t be the answer to the pass phrase. Speak it now.”

Marvo sighs. “It shined bright, but Mars shined brighter.”

Millie nods. “Private Marvo, I promise you that I won’t tell your C.O. about your foolishness. As a matter of fact, I want to thank you for it.”

And with that, Millie’s rifle blurs identically to the way her skin did. And it transforms into a contraption that looks like a bright green cane surrounded by hovering orange hoops. She points the tip of the cane at Marvo and taps a button on the handle.

She orders, “Drop your headwear, and drop your weapons.”

“Wait, what?”

“You are a fool. And now you’re at my mercy. Try anything funny, and I’ll blast you.”

Marvo must realize what’s happening, that he’s been tricked by a defector into letting his guard down and handing over some kinda intelligence, for his expression changes to a scowl. Drool secretes from the corners of his mouth. Rows of sharp fangs are visible behind his lips, and the teeth remind me of shark teeth, but somehow more sinister and alien. Marvo tosses his hat onto the ground. Then he tosses his lunch pail next to it.

He remarks, “So you’re a traitor, huh? Who’s payin’ ya? The Neptoons? The Plutoons? Who? And what’d they offer ya? Oh, you’re gonna regret this. You’re gonna regret this so bad!”

Millie says, “Manny, grab the hat and the lunch pail. But take off your coat and wrap them in it. Be careful not to touch them. I must inspect them to ensure they’re safe, which I cannot do until we are somewhere safe.”

I obey. As I wrap the objects in my trench coat, a breeze blows through the trees, and I feel naked without my coat on. This old, smelly thing makes me look much bigger than I am, and that’s saved my hide more times than I can count when the perps start blastin’.

Millie then says to Marvo, “What else ya got? Maps? Plans?”

Marvo frowns. “Nope, but I’ve got this.”

And then he transforms from his stag form into a Martoon. A necklace with a locket on its end hangs around his neck. He reaches for it. Millie curses.

A fireball launches from the cane’s tip—well, it’s shaped like a fireball, except it’s purple and swirls with black lightning. It crashes against Marvo’s face, and he’s incinerated in an instant. A translucent alien ghost hovers over the fried body. It wears white robes and flutters its angel wings and carries a harp, though its harp is distinctly futuristic with features like robotic knobs and strings formed from lightning.

Millie points the tip of the cane at the ghost and orders, “Now beat it, you fool.”

The ghost disappears into the underbrush. Millie turns to us and barks, “And now he’ll be scurrying to his bosses. With any luck, the Creator will pull him into the afterlife before he can reach them to give a report, but it’s best not to risk it. We must run.”

And with that, Millie’s skin blurs, and she transforms into a massive grizzly bear wearing a bathrobe and pink carpet slippers. Then she darts ahead.

Ernie faints. I sigh. Then I pick up my pal, and I sprint after Millie.




CHAPTER 4

MILLIE LEADS ME through alleyways and side streets, never stepping out into open spaces unless it can be helped. We dart through the thick bamboo underbrush in the Panda Pad, and then we delve deep into the Bears Den.

The homes and buildings in this neighborhood look like huge dirt mounds with caves carved into them large enough to house Toonsville’s ample bear population. Millie takes me to the far eastern edge of the neighborhood, right up to where three small mounds butt against Toonsville’s city wall—the massive twelve-story-tall structure demarcating the end of the city and the beginning of the wilderness.

I frown as bear snores emanate from the cave in each mound. But rather than leading me into any of these caves, Millie takes me to an outhouse to the right of the middle cave. The outhouse has an image of a crescent Ms. Moon carved into the door, and its back stands flush against the city wall.

As we approach, the door bursts open. A female black bear in a bright blue nightgown emerges, and she says, “Oh, pardon me. Didn’t know there was a line. You may want to let it air out some before you head in. I left a bit of a doozy in there.”

Millie sighs, but she does not otherwise respond. She waits until the black bear has disappeared into her cave, and then she leads us inside the outhouse.

That black bear wasn’t lying. I nearly retch at the stench. But I hold my dinner in as best I can. Millie does not seem to notice it. Instead, she bends down and lifts one of the floorboards. She taps the dirt underneath four times in quick succession.

A door opens in the back of the outhouse. Millie leaps over the toilet and darts inside. I shrug, and then I do the same.

Inside is a huge room with metal walls. It’s kinda reminiscent of a secret base you might see in one of them BatManta Ray flicks, the kind of base the hero uses as a secret lair to track crime. There are satellite dishes and radio antennae and screens with green radar images lining the walls. The crackle of a police scanner echoes in the background as the dispatcher orders police cars to assorted crime scenes to intervene or investigate.
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