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Prologue
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At the Chicago Comicon, First Day

––––––––
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I pulled the Dimensional Diamond from beneath my costume and rubbed it. It glowed. I asked the jewel to stop time for the thousands of people around me in the gigantic convention center exposition hall.

To be completely honest, I didn’t expect anything to happen. Any superpowers I’d had in the past had been in another dimension. But this was the Dimensional Diamond, and the fourth dimension is time.

Time stopped. Comicon attendees who had been frenziedly shoving at each other froze. Screams and shouts were cut off. The darkened exhibition hall was suddenly silent.

Still no lights. Whoever had sabotaged the hall had messed with the emergency backup system, too.

I had no way of knowing how long I could keep the crowd in stasis. One minute in, the diamond grew warm. Three minutes in, it was hot. Ten minutes in, the diamond was so scorching that even through my gloves I couldn’t hold it anymore. I dropped it.

Time unfroze.

People were disoriented. They didn’t shout or scream, not yet.

Into the silence came blessed relief from the loudspeakers. “This is security for the convention center speaking. Please remain exactly where you are, while security staff leads everyone to safety in an orderly fashion.”

People around me sighed. Their taut poses relaxed. They still were tightly packed, but they no longer struggled in panic mode. It might have helped that the speaker was male this time. Not that same taunting female voice we’d heard previously. The mystery woman who’d plunged us into darkness, Mistress Miraculous. What did she have against comicons, anyway?
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Chapter 1
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One Day Before the Comicon, New York City

––––––––
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“Chloe, I need your help.” Roland Kirby, my former boyfriend, said when I finally answered my cell phone’s insistent buzz. He’d called twice in the last twenty minutes, having texted me earlier, but I’d ignored him. Not that it did any good. If there’d been a land line in Eric’s co-op, Roland would have tried it, too. He’s a sweetie, but a total Rottweiler when he gets an idea.

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked. “I’m trying to pack.”

“You’re coming to the Chicago comicon, right?”

“Yes. I’m even on the ‘Women in Comics’ panel. Real breaking news stuff. We’re women, and we work in comics. Duh.”

“Women artists are rare in corporate comics. You should represent.”

“I only have a high profile gig at Fantastic Comics because I sleep with the boss.”

For once, Roland said nothing about his rival. After a pause, he continued.

“Do you still have the Dimensional Diamond? That jewel your father gave you?”

I walked into Eric’s crazy main room, past the waterfall, the hanging couch, the fossil-inlaid side tables, and more. The Dimensional Diamond still sat on a coffee table, where I’d tossed it after my adventure with a supervillain from another dimension. The cleaning service had carefully dusted it each week. “It’s still there. Do you want it?”

“Bring it with you to Chicago. You’ll need it.”

“Will it allow me to jump the entrance lines faster than a speeding bullet?” I picked up the diamond on its chain and stared at its multifaceted sparkle.

Silence on the other end of the call.

“That’s supposed to be a joke,” I prodded. “You’re not laughing.”

“Funny you should cite the comic book superhero who started it all.” Roland’s voice sounded a little strangled. “Trouble is brewing at this comicon. Your superpowers could be crucial.”

“No way,” I said. “I’m done with being a superheroine.”

I padded back to Eric’s bedroom, and continued throwing clothes into my rolling suitcase. “How about you wear it instead of me?”

“Chloe,” Roland said, patient with my reluctance, but as determined as ever. “You know your abilities come from your blood relationship to—”

“Let’s not go there. How are you involved, anyway?”

“I’m overseeing security.”

“Did Jerry Fine get you the spot?”

“The influence of a grand old veteran artist and beloved icon may have convinced the promoters to hire my firm,” Roland replied modestly.

“You’re a talented security guy, don’t deny it.” Roland had spent some time being Jerry’s personal cyber assistant since our big adventure last year, but Roland had other abilities. He was a computer and security expert. I soothed his ego with a few more words about how helpful he’d been to Jerry.

“I have a bad feeling about this comicon,” Roland said.

“Other than what a nightmare being in charge of security is at an event that draws over a hundred thousand media fans and comics geeks?”

“There are rumors that several people with grudges against the big corporate comic book companies are intent on causing trouble.”

“Comic book creators who were talked into selling all rights when they were teenagers? Isn’t that old news? I thought there was a lawsuit or something?” I said.

“It’s the seventy-fifth anniversary of CP Comics. The company is celebrating with special events at the comicon. Certain people with an axe to grind want to take the shine off the party.”

“Hardly a superhero level threat.” I kept packing.

“You’ve heard of Norman Krigstein, haven’t you?”

I didn’t reply. During our short-lived romantic relationship, Roland had lectured me endlessly about the comic book business. He couldn’t help himself, fanboy that he was. I hadn’t paid much attention.

He said, “Krigstein is coming to this comicon, and he’s a dire enemy of Jeff Kane, who runs CP Comics. Krigstein has a history of punching people he doesn’t like. Plus there’s that nutcase Howard Hogarth.”

“You expect a fistfight in the middle of the comicon? How old are these guys, anyway?”

“Kane’s over fifty. Krigstein’s at least sixty-five, one of those baby boomers. Thinks he’s eternally young. He’s complained to the media for years that CP Comics ripped off his idea for Nightlarke back when he worked for them.”

“Another geezer still holding a grudge?* I thought Diabolical Dave McCay was the only one like that.” *[See Temporary Superheroine]

“Nightlarke is the only female superhero character in the Sky Holder movie. Did you see that? She’s now a licensing bonanza. Tons of toys and costumes for little girls. Krigstein wants a big piece of the licensing action.”

“Does any of this involve Eric’s company? Fantastic Comics?” I asked.

“All the trouble surrounds FC's biggest rival, City Periodicals. Better known as CP Comics.”

“Why should an old wrong matter at a comicon? Comicons are mostly about movies and television shows.”

“The original comic cons focused on the comics.” Roland said it with an unhappy tinge to his voice.

“But you’re not bitter or holding a grudge yourself, right?” 

“It’s weird that what I thought of as my private little world is now the hottest kind of movie or TV show.”

“There are more geeks in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” I intoned.

“Okay, I get it. You don’t care,” he said. He sighed. “Please bring the Dimensional Diamond anyway, and your superheroine costume—and hope I’m wrong.”

“I have no superpowers in this world, remember?”

“You underestimate yourself, Chloe. You’re a terrific action heroine, with or without superpowers. Plus the Dimensional Diamond has awesome powers.”

“It’s a concept from a comic book. It’s not real,” I said, more to convince myself than him.

“So was the Amulet of Life.”

That shut me up. The Amulet of Life wasn’t in our universe anymore, but it did have awesome powers, as Roland and I had good reason to know.
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Chapter 2
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I kept packing. I wasn’t visiting Chicago only for the comicon. I was thinking of moving back there. My superheroine adventure, coupled with some bad life decisions, had forced me out of Chicago the first time around. Since then I’d cleaned up my act as a webcomic creator. My weekly strip, “Average Chloe,” wasn’t all alone and lonely in the big nasty internet universe anymore. I’d joined an independent comics syndicate and now I sold my webcomics through online comics aggregators. My numbers, though small, were growing. That part was good.

I’d boosted my career by taking unfair advantage of my situation with Eric Wood. He was the CEO of Fantastic Comics. Eric lived the life of a successful New Yorker, and I lived it with him. We went to tasting events, late-night clubs, and special invitation-only premieres. We occasionally partied like rock stars. Plus, totally in the long-time tradition of the comics business, Eric offered me work at his company merely because we were lovers.

I leapt at the chance to draw a conventional comic book series featuring Swoonie, an American-style “magic girl” heroine. She was supposed to lure girls away from only reading manga and back to reading regular comic books. Little girls liked pretty pictures, and as they grew up, they wanted more. Swoonie was a delightful character for girly-girls. In my hands she also had a mission in life beyond looking pretty. I enjoyed doing the art, and everybody seemed happy with what I produced. Drawing Swoonie helped my name recognition, too. Win/win.

Last week, the scripter, Steve Lubbers, told me that Eric wanted him to kill off Swoonie. We had a big meeting, Steve, Eric, and me.

Eric said he was canceling the comic due to low sales. I argued, but Eric was adamant. Eric insisted Swoonie herself must die.

“But why?” I asked.

“She killed a man.”

“It was in self-defense, not on purpose,” I said, thinking about when I’d feared I’d killed a man.

“We can’t have heroes killing people,” Eric reiterated. He was like stone.

“They did it in a recent superhero movie and all the fans were appalled,” Steve said, in support of Eric.

“I saw that movie,” I said. “After twenty minutes of smashing buildings, they came up with a no-brainer ending.”

“We’re not here to criticize the competition,” Eric said, his frown showing his impatience. “Personally I don’t care if the CP Comics movie heroes destroy the entire universe. All I’m concerned with is this company.”

Eric had never made a truer statement. Although he sometimes acted as if he had a heart under his well-developed chest, the truth was he loved his job more than anything else in the world. I glanced around his plush office and wondered why I bothered to argue. I was a mere lowly beginner.

I turned to Steve. “Do you want to kill our heroine? The fans won’t like it.”

Steve, the suck-up, shrugged. “If Eric says it has to happen, then I’ll write the ending that way.”

“With no possibility of reviving her in a crossover to another title?” I pressed.

Eric weighed in again, loud and clear. “She’s going to die. Let it rest.”

I didn’t know where to look, I was so angry. This was wrong. I wanted to keep arguing with Eric, but he was laying down the law, not discussing it. No help from Steve. He wasn’t about to make waves over a lost cause.

Eric’s motive I wasn’t so sure about. He was the boss of Fantastic Comics. He could keep Swoonie alive and merely cancel the comic. Why kill her?

Eric’s adamance reminded me about a visit a couple of months ago from my former roommate from Chicago, Sarah Manning. After he ducked out early for a meeting, Sarah had spoken her mind. “He’ll never love anyone but himself. You deserve someone who’s crazy about you.”

“Eric and I understand each other,” I said. “We’re right for each other.”

“How can you believe that, when he ditches your luncheon date to run off to a meeting he could easily have postponed—you know how meetings are, and anyway, he’s the boss. He’s only interested in one thing.”

I looked down at my breasts, nicely displayed in a low-cut designer top Eric had bought me to show off his gift of a sapphire pendant. “Two things, actually.”

Sarah strangled a laugh. “Okay, fine, there is sex involved. That is one hell of a jewel dangling between your assets. Don’t shoot me, but sex is not enough to sustain a relationship. Hasn’t your mother ever told you that?”

I raised an eyebrow. “My mother? You must be thinking of some earnest suburban mom from a television sitcom. My mom is the anti-mom, remember? She’s entertained by my failures.”

Sarah’s expression turned serious again. “It’s still bad?”

I sighed. “I guess we’re doing better. She doesn’t complain that I’m wasting my time on my art career anymore.”

“Are you hoping to marry Eric?”

“No.” At her enquiring look, I said, “Reasons,” and shrugged. I didn’t want to tell Sarah how often it seemed that I would dress up and meet Eric for a late night dinner and a glamour event, and then we’d come home and have sex, and that was all I saw of Eric until the same scenario repeated the next night. We never talked. We never sat around his expensively decorated co-op and enjoyed the waterfall in the main room. Why had he built such an elaborate home if he hadn’t planned to spend any time in it? For show? Who was he trying to impress? He’d made it. He was a big deal in the comics world.

I could have given myself credit for changing Eric’s life. Being together could have made him so happy he accepted all invitations because he wanted to show off having found the right woman at last. 

Nah. It wasn’t that wonderful.

Sarah ended our reunion with an offer. “If you ever come back to Chi-town, and you actually have an income, we could be roommates again.”

“Why didn’t we work as roommates, anyway?” I wondered aloud. “Too young and selfish?”

“Check. Also, too busy looking for Mr. Right. We went through them like there was a time limit on dating. Like they weren’t making men anymore and we had to grab at whatever we could.”

Sarah and I parted with hugs, and I forgot all about her warning until the debacle with Swoonie. It brought home the unpleasant truth that I had no control over the character I had lived and breathed for months. Usually, an artist drawing a strip for Eric’s company was expected to generate story ideas. Not with Swoonie. For this strip, Eric told Steve what to write and then Steve sent me a detailed script. I'd been grateful for solid direction at first, since I had no prior experience drawing superheroine action or comic books.

Before the cancellation meeting, I’d had a warning, but I hadn’t acted on it. Eric had specifically insisted on the scene in which Swoonie killed a villain. I was not happy about it and softened it as much as I could—until Eric called me from his office and ordered me to change Swoonie’s expression when she pulled the trigger of her magic star gun. “Make her look happy. Make her enjoy killing him,” he insisted.

“But she’s only acting in self-defense. She doesn’t want to kill him.”

“Toughen her up. Draw her smiling.”

We argued over it, but finally I had to draw the comic the way the boss wanted. As I did, I seriously asked myself what the hell I was doing drawing for The Man. What had come over me this past year? Why had I gone along with Eric on his creative ideas instead of insisting on my own? Why had I let him assign a scripter to the series, when it was supposed to be my series? What was I doing drawing corporate comics?

“I’ve sold out,” I told my girlfriend, Ardis Tenniel, in a phone call. “I’ve become compromised as an artist.”

“Quit,” she replied. “Do it now, before it’s too late. Before you get into the habit of ignoring your own moral choices in favor of earning a steady paycheck.”

That was where it lay before I started packing. Eric had jerked me around over Swoonie. I didn’t like being treated like a serf. “Draw this,” “Draw that” didn’t sit well with me, and somehow Eric and I never had the conversation to resolve that issue. Which was only an issue for me, not him. As far as Eric was concerned, the bar hopping, premiere-going, and late night sexing were all fine. I like sex, and I even like dining out seven nights a week, but our relationship wasn’t personal, somehow. I didn’t even know how or when to tell Eric I was dissatisfied and might walk. Our life together didn’t give us opportunities for talking seriously, and for reasons I hadn’t examined, I didn’t have the courage to baldly come out with it while we were busy doing something. Which we always were. The relationship wasn’t working for me anymore.
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Comicon Preview Day, Chicago

––––––––
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I flew into Chicago ahead of Eric and took the subway from O’Hare straight downtown to the Loop, then walked a few blocks east to our fancy hotel. His company would pick up the tab for our shared suite, but I wasn’t about to waste my own money on a cab ride all the way from the airport. Old habits die hard. I’d been broke in this city once before. I didn’t intend to be broke again.

The convention center was south of the hotel, opposite Grant Park. Chicago had other convention centers, in Rosemont and on the South Side, but this was brand new, smack downtown in the business center of the city on the west side of Michigan Avenue. Fantastic Comics had taken a large block of rooms at the nearest luxury hotel, and rented event rooms for special VIP invitation-only parties during the comicon. Plus, of course, FC had a lavish, enormous booth in the convention center exhibition hall.

Sarah and Ardis arrived at the hotel suite in costume, and I quickly donned mine.

“Good idea, us going to preview night together. Cosplay is more fun if we do it in groups,” Ardis said.

“Plus, we won’t be harassed as much,” Sarah said, with a dark expression.

I hadn’t gone to a comicon alone since art school. “Is it still so bad?”

“Worse. Some guys have a real chip on their shoulder. They act as if the entire fantasy world of comic books, sci-fi film, and gaming belongs exclusively to males.”

“That’s nuts,” I said. “So we have the usual horny creeps, and another layer of guys being creepy for sexist reasons?”

Sarah nodded.

“Oh, wonderful.”

“You’re making too big a deal of it,” Ardis said, frowning at Sarah. “We look fantastic. Let’s go enjoy ourselves.”

We did look good. Ardis wore a classic Sailor Moon costume, the white navy blouse with a big red girly bow in front, a short puffy blue skirt, elbow-length white gloves, and red boots. She’d donned a blond wig with two very long pony tails, plus hair ornaments. In tribute to the manga art style, she’d exaggerated her eye makeup to make her eyes seem bigger and rounder. 

Sarah showed a lot of flesh as a fiery siren in a red strapless bodice, boy shorts, and fishnet stockings. She had an eye mask, a headdress, and a long purple cape that swirled around her. Fancy red gauntlet gloves, too.

My blue outfit had been adapted from a man’s costume in a hurry and didn’t bare any girl parts. Long sleeves with white gauntlet gloves, high neck, long pants. There were no peepholes in my bodice to show my boobs, and my pants went all the way up to my natural waistline without any wild slashes to show my hips, my wax job, or my behind. Granted, the costume was form-fitting Spandex, but the material was fairly thick. I’d needed elasticity when I was a temporary superheroine. I put my hair in a ponytail to keep it out of the way during battle. That was my uniform, the real garb of a working superheroine.

“We look marvelous,” I said. People in the lobby stared at us as we exited the elevator. “Guess we’re the first cosplayers they’ve seen. By tomorrow no one will give us a second glance.”

The walk to the convention center was short. Swarms of people came up from the below-ground railroad station, many of them in costume, or in partial costume, carrying masks, weapons, shields, headdresses, and every other conceivable add on. Anime characters as well as superheroes walked towards the convention center. I began to smile. These were my people. A little goofy, sometimes socially inept, and often downright annoying. Bring it on.

We plunged into the maelstrom of ticket buyers and ticket holders. The exhibitor passes I’d obtained from FC Comics got us in the doors with minimum lining up and waiting. Lucky us. The noise of thousands of people talking at once overwhelmed us despite the enormously high ceiling. It could have been a hundred feet up. All convention centers are ugly, and this new one wasn’t any different, a cavernous steel-and-glass box with a huge main concourse and windowless exhibition halls on all sides. We could barely hear each other speaking.

We consulted our info packets. Sarah had an app already downloaded onto her phone that listed her faves. “First stop, the exhibition hall. It’ll only get worse as the day wears on,” she shouted.

The massive convention center was already a zoo. We couldn’t see the end of the concourse because it was crawling with people. The ambient noise was a little less as we got away from the entrance, and finally, we could talk again.

“Let’s head for the indie part of Artists’ Alley,” I proposed.

“You don’t belong there anymore, now that you’ve sold out and are drawing corporate comics,” Ardis said.

“You’re not serious, are you?” I asked. Had I destroyed my credibility so easily? “I only did one little series, and by the way, it’s being canceled.”

“What a shame. Low sales?”

“I guess.”

At Ardis’ look, I shrugged. “Eric never showed me the sales figures.”

“Was anything done to promote it to geek girls?” Sarah asked.

I gave her a sarcastic twist of my mouth. “A tiny push to the education market, but nothing for the rest.”

“There are preview mags aimed at the comic book store market.”

“Girls and women don’t wander into those stores. If they do, they get treated like dirt.”

Sarah said, “Bitter much? What’s got you so riled?”

I explained about Swoonie being killed, not just canceled. Their outraged sympathy was soothing.

We three were getting quite a few looks from other attendees. We did our share of staring, too. After walking a full city block down the main concourse, we came to the entrance to the exhibition hall, often called the dealers’ room. It wasn’t the only spot that would have exhibits we wanted to see, but it was the most likely to get so overcrowded that the fire marshal would limit access to a “one in, one out” rule. We wanted to be inside before that happened.

The reverb wasn’t as bad inside the giant exhibit hall where the dealers had set up their wares and the many large companies had elaborate booths. The cloth-covered dealers’ tables and the booths brought in by the big media companies absorbed sound.

We roamed the aisles, looking at everything and everybody. Lots of cosplayers around in well-executed costumes. Body type didn’t stop anyone, either. We saw tiny Supermans and big fat Batmans, and everything in between. A lot of flesh hanging out, much more than Sarah or Ardis were showing. I, of course, was completely covered and soon was sweating. “Is it hot in here, or am I overdressed?” I asked.

A guy we didn’t know ogled me and said, “Feel free to remove your top.”

We rolled our eyes and ignored him.

Sarah said, “You’re wearing far too much costume. Plus, it’s very generic. Who’s the character, anyway?”

Oops. Hadn’t thought of that. Of course she would ask. “I’m...uh, a makeshift heroine. I call myself Temporary Superheroine.”

“Cute idea,” Ardis nodded. “You look authentic enough, except you don’t have a chest symbol.”

“That’s because I put it together in a hurry,” I replied. “Anyway, who needs to give the creeps an excuse to stare at my chest?”

“They’ll stare no matter what,” Sarah predicted.

“Let ’em look. They’d better not take our photos without permission or act rowdy,” Ardis said.

“How do you define rowdy?” I asked.

“Touching. Calling out obscene things,” Ardis replied.

“Behaving as if they’re in a strip club and we’re the pole dancers,” Sarah said.

We consulted our maps and went straight for the movie company booths. That was where we were most likely to see celebrities on this first day, which was Sarah’s major goal. TV show stars would be around this whole weekend, but in more exclusive special rooms within the convention center. 

As we walked, strangers called out to us. “Hey, nice costume.” That was okay.

“Hey, nice tits.” Not so okay. The guy who said it was staring at Sarah’s chest.

“I try to remind myself that not all men are pigs,” Ardis said.

“I don’t even try,” I replied. “Some guys are losers.”

“I'm thinking seriously about reporting the incident,” Sarah said. She pointed at one of the many anti-harassment posters prominently on display. It said, “Cosplayers are not here to entertain you.”

“Which one? Is ‘Nice costume’ as unacceptable as ‘Nice tits’?”

“That second guy specifically broke the rules.” She stared daggers at him. “Look, he’s harassing that girl now.”

We all looked, and sure enough, the guy who had called out “Nice tits” was bothering a teenage girl. She wore a Princess Tutu costume, basically a classic white prima ballerina outfit with pink petticoats. He was a lot taller than her, and he loomed over her, too close. From her desperate side glances, she was obviously uncomfortable and seeking help. We looked around for a security official, but there weren’t any.

Sarah shouted, “Leave her alone, you creep.” Ardis and I took up the cry. “Harasser! Creep! Leave her alone.”

Other people in the aisle heard and turned to look. The girl was in tears now, and the guy looked shocked.

“You should be thrown out,” I yelled. “Where’s a security guard? Somebody call security right now and kick this creep out.” A circle formed around us, and others in the crowd muttered about how he was spoiling the happy place.

Sarah said, “I’m not going to let him escape.” She charged up to the creep and used her “Don’t mess with me” voice. “Back away from her NOW! Hands UP!”

The guy was stunned. He even looked a little frightened, as well he should. Sarah was a cop in real life. She probably was packing, and she knew a million ways to hurt someone without the gun. Her aggressive manner transcended her sexy costume. He backed away from his latest victim.

“Don’t move,” she commanded him. “Don’t even think of trying to run away now that we’ve caught you harassing again.” The authority in her voice and the hostile glares from the crowd around him were enough to make him freeze.

A security person pushed through the crowd, a tall man with a glazed look in his eye indicating that he was in the middle of an overwhelming job. “All right, what’s the problem here?”

Sarah explained what had happened. When the teenage girl looked far too upset to make a formal complaint, Sarah said, “I’ll make the complaint. Not only did he harass her, but he harassed me first. I want zero tolerance, the way your posters promise. I’ll go with you to make sure you revoke his badge and physically remove him.”

The crowd around, plus Ardis and I, all cheered. People yelled, “Do it!” “Kick him out!” “We don’t need creeps here in our happy place.”

The security guard indicated with an angling shake of his head for the harasser to go with him. The creep looked shell shocked, but obediently followed.  

Sarah apologized to Ardis and me. “I’ll catch up with you later, or tomorrow.” Then she took off after them.

Ardis attempted to soothe the girl. “I hope you know you’re safe here. Did you come with friends?”

“I—came alone,” she said. Her tears had stopped, but she looked dazed from the attention the incident had drawn.

Another young teenage girl from the crowd ringing us stepped forward. She wore a sparkly costume also inspired by manga. She said, “I’ll be your friend. We can do the comicon together.” The first girl flashed her a relieved look. 

Ardis said, louder, “The good geeks win again.” The crowd smiled and laughed, as the two young girls exchanged tentative smiles and began to get to know each other.

Ardis and I continued down the aisle, gawking at the elaborate displays. Movie costumes. Cars from movies. Scenes from movies playing on televisions. I was sensing a theme here. Movies.

Ardis and I posed next to some giant cutouts of characters from a TV show, one of many riffing on medieval European styles. The local network affiliate was pushing the program by promising to put our photos on their site. We just did selfies. 

We buzzed along, looking at booth after booth featuring all kinds of movies, television, and game-related merchandise. Some comics, too. The aisles were more and more filled with people.  

Then the lights went out. As in zero lights on in a windowless exhibit hall. I was dead certain there was an automatic auxiliary power system, yet the safety lights did not come on.

After the first moment of shock, when everybody was silent, people around us started to move and talk again. Lightsabers were clicked on. Sonic screwdrivers glowed. People with LED lights as part of their costumes appeared as heads without bodies, or bodies without heads. A few booths had a handful of dedicated lights that must be running on battery power. We weren’t in total darkness, but close enough.

The overhead lights stayed off. We should have heard walkie-talkies from Security. We should have heard alarms. Instead, as people turned their cell phones to flashlight mode, we heard clicks. Slowly, a tide of cell phone flashlights clicked on. Still too much darkness.

“That’s better,” Ardis said.

“Is it?”

The tenor of the crowd’s exclamations began to change. People were louder. Now that they could see, sort of, their voices called out. People yelled for the lights as if we were in a movie theater and a projectionist merely had to be reminded to flip them. I didn’t think so.

A hundred feet away, a woman screamed. Then another. Farther away, an angry male voice demanded, “Security. Where the hell are you?”

I began to be uneasy. “If someone panics and starts running for the exit, we could be trampled,” I said to Ardis. “Let’s get inside a solid-looking booth, where we’ll be safe.”

She nodded and we scoped out our immediate area. The biggest and sturdiest-looking booth was already jammed with people who’d had the same idea. The closest booth held an array of t-shirts, crystals, swords, and posters, behind the solid row of tables. The booth runners looked ready to wield their swords to defend their wares. One of them, a tough-looking guy with seriously tattooed arms, pulled a sheathed sword down from the punchboard display behind him. We weren’t the only people edging toward the tables.

“Uh, I don’t think they’ll let us in,” Ardis said.

The cries and shouts of the crowd all around us accelerated. We had only a few seconds left. “Turn your flashlight off,” I said, clicking mine off, too. I grabbed Ardis by the hand. We pushed toward the tables, making excuses as we wove around the people who were trying to climb over. Nearly invisible, we ducked down and lifted the tablecloth, quickly scooting underneath. Among cardboard cartons smelling of fast food lunches, we crouched in the dark and listened as the crowd outside became a yelling, screaming mass.

Ardis said, “We can’t stay here. They’ll swarm the table and crush us.” The wood above us groaned as she spoke.

“If they don’t crush each other first,” I said. “Listen.”

We heard the sounds of struggle, of arms slapping other arms, and feet kicking other feet. People yelled at each other. We saw flickers of light through the tablecloth. The table shifted again, and creaked loudly.

“It won’t hold,” Ardis said.

The screams and shouts accelerated. They came faster and louder. Noises of packages being jammed into other packages as people pushed against each other, of people fighting each other, surrounded us. I shivered in our cold little spot of bare concrete.

The table above us didn’t groan again, but the mass of people did. A kind of keening arose from all sides, as we heard people losing their breath in their struggles.

“They’re killing each other,” Ardis said. “Oh, my god.”

The lights came back on.

Even hidden under the green tablecloth, with corrugated boxes blocking the sides, we saw the bright lights. We heard silence again, and then laughter. Laughter?
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Ardis made to crawl out, but I stopped her by putting my hand on her shoulder. “Wait. Not yet.”

The laughter emanated from the PA system. A female voice spoke. “Scared you, didn’t I? No need to freak out, my little fanboys and fangirls. I’ll put the lights on now. Beware my power, the power of Mistress Miraculous. You have been warned.”

With another flicker of the lights, long enough to make the crowd groan again, the lights went on and stayed on.

Crowd noise accelerated again. Cries and groans from individuals, calls for medical assistance, and shouts for Security pierced the air. Ardis and I carefully raised the tablecloth to peek out. Inert legs dangled over our table hideaway. Perhaps the person lying on the table was unconscious. Beyond, people lay on the floor, injured. Some were attended by concerned friends or family. Others lay alone and the crowd surged past them. People trampled dropped packages. They dropped their own possessions, too, but didn’t bend down to pick them up. Instead, they moved faster.

“Where are they going?” Ardis asked.

“They’re trying to leave.”

“There aren’t enough exit doors for everybody to leave at once.”

“Which makes the situation even more dangerous now,” I replied. “Let’s stay here. Wait them out.”

I texted Roland.

Need calm PA talk ASAP

“Who are you texting?” Ardis asked. She was tweeting.

“Roland. His company is providing some of the security for the con.”

“What can he do?”

“Get someone on the PA system to calm the crowd, I hope.” I said.

“That’s if the weird lady from before hasn’t trashed the system.”

“I hate your logical mind,” I said. Ardis had the brain of a scientist. She could have gone to MIT but chose art school instead.

She said, “The system isn't working right. Typically, safety backup lights are wired in a separate circuit from the main lights, plus there’s an emergency power source with battery backup. They should have come on.”

“Maybe the inspector got paid off.” 

“You’re very cynical.”

“I’m hiding under a table at a comicon, hoping that the crowd noises around us don’t signify people being trampled to death. Of course I’m cynical,” I replied. The sounds of people behaving erratically were as loud as before.

“Unless they come and drag us out from under here and deliberately kill us, we’re fine,” Ardis said.

“Hearing all the panic is scary.” 

“We can send more texts and tweets. That’s about it.” She drew a breath. “Anyway, back to how it happened. Even though the wires are on parallel, unconnected systems, she could install a manual interrupter. Or possibly, a radio-controlled interrupter.”

“Why not computer-controlled?”

“It’s actually more complex to have a computer talk to the wiring than to have a radio do it.”

“Aren’t walkie-talkies short range?”

“They use CB radio channels, and the range can encompass this entire convention center easily. That's how a security guard at the south side of the building talks to one on the north side,” she said.

Talking about technicalities wasn't distracting me. The noise of the crowds of people pushing and shoving, shouting and crying, was getting worse. The smell of the rancid fast food detritus was nauseating in such close quarters.

“I can’t stand this anymore,” I said. “I’ve got to try something.” I crawled to the back of the table, where the dealers running their sword exhibit must be.

“Don’t be a hero,” Ardis said.

“I already am.” I thought I’d given it up. Apparently not. I flattened a corrugated cardboard box by ripping it apart, and finally was able to clear the back of the tablecloth.

Standing up from my crouched position was made difficult by the people packed behind the table. I saw no sign of the tattooed salesman. At least ten people stood shoulder to shoulder like sardines, all staring at the aisles behind me. Their faces held horrified expressions. I turned and shimmied between them and the table, getting a very rough front massage from the wooden edge. The back massage was a little softer, but not by much.

The legs we’d seen dangling were attached to an unconscious man splayed across the table. Or he was dead. I couldn’t see the rest of his legs anymore. The crowd in the aisle pressed too hard against the table. I reached beside his legs to grip the far end of the table and hoist myself up on it. His projecting knees shielded my hands from the densely packed crowds in the aisle. People tried to move, but they couldn’t. Still, they shoved against each other, digging angrily into strangers’ flesh, yelling and screaming at the people ahead and behind.

Even two minutes ago, Ardis and I had seen people lying in the aisles. Now all I saw were the heads of people crushing together, trying to leave the hall and unable to get anywhere.  Were they standing on top of people who had fallen?

I’d been ignoring the buzz of the Dimensional Diamond for several minutes. No more. In the year since I’d been given it, I’d researched its comic book origin maybe once and since forgotten the details. The jewel held the possibility of many powers, all of them controlled by my thoughts if I held the diamond. Right now, as I finally stood on the table, I wanted the jewel to do the only thing that might alleviate the crowd’s panic.

Since talking to anyone was impossible in the din, voluntary hypnosis was not an option. I pulled the diamond from beneath my costume and rubbed it. It glowed. I asked the jewel to stop time for the people around me, in ever widening circles until it reached the edges of the dealers’ room.

To be completely honest, I didn’t expect anything to happen. Any superpowers I’d had in the past had been in another dimension. But this was the Dimensional Diamond, and the fourth dimension is time.

Time stopped. People who had been frenziedly shoving at each other froze. Screams and shouts were cut off. The hall was suddenly silent.

I had no way of knowing how long I could keep the crowd in stasis. One minute in, the diamond grew warm. Three minutes in, it was hot. Ten minutes in, the diamond was so scorching that even through my superhero gauntlet gloves, I couldn’t hold it anymore. I dropped it back to my chest, where, oddly, it didn’t burn. Immediately, time unfroze. People were disoriented. They didn’t shout or scream, not yet.

Into the silence came blessed relief. “This is security for the convention center speaking. Please remain exactly where you are, while our security staff leads everyone to safety in an orderly fashion.”

The message from the PA system repeated itself. As it did, people around me sighed. Their taut poses relaxed. Still packed against each other tightly, they no longer struggled to move. It might have helped that the speaker was male this time. Not that same taunting female voice we’d heard previously. Mistress Miraculous. What did she have against comicons, anyway?

The silence that accompanied the crowd’s relaxation of tension made it possible to hear the bullhorns of the security employees at the hall’s many exits. Their noise was proof the speaker had not lied to the crowd. People began to nod in approval, and a few even smiled slightly.

The PA system announced that ambulances were available. The speaker gave a hashtag for anyone who saw an injured person to tweet to.

“Buzz Roland again,” Ardis said. Somehow, she’d climbed out of our table cave, and hoisted herself onto the table, too. “I’m glad they’re trying to keep people chilled out,” she said, “This could have been bad.”

“I assume some people have been trampled. What about this guy?” I said, pointing to the still unmoving figure on the table below us. “I’m tweeting he should be a priority.”

We checked his pulse. He had one, and he was breathing. We couldn’t locate any obvious wound.

“He might have had a heart attack or stroke.” Ardis said. She looked at the other people crowded behind the table. “Do any of you have a baby aspirin? Water?”

An older man reached into a backpack and gave us one, which Ardis put into a half empty water bottle someone else handed her. She shook the bottle until the aspirin dissolved. Then she carefully fed the man a tiny sip.

“If he’s unconscious, how can he swallow it?” I asked.

“Automatic reflex. Watch.”

The man swallowed. 

“That’s all we dare do.”

At least he was breathing all right.  

We’d resorted to shouting again to hear each other. The noise in the exhibition hall had grown louder despite all the PA announcements.

A loud siren rent the hall’s din. People stopped talking briefly, then resumed. Ordinary behavior was creeping back.

Ardis said, “The crowd suddenly shut up for a while, before the PA system came on. Did you make that happen?”

I looked down at the Dimensional Diamond. It no longer glowed. “I think I did,” I said, “but I can’t be sure.”

It took an hour to empty the hall. As the crowd thinned, we again saw downed bodies. Directly opposite us, a woman was lying inert, with three people surrounding her. The body of a man lay farther up the aisle. People who might have walked right over him a half an hour ago now carefully stepped around him. We tweeted the aisle location of the wounded, but apparently the wounded people we reported were only a drop in the bucket. No EMTs arrived for twenty-five minutes. Our position evidently had been safer than other areas of the vast room.

The man we stood over never moved, but we did when we saw EMTs approaching. We jumped up and down and screamed and pointed to him, trying to make sure he wasn’t overlooked. The EMTs cleared him off the table and onto a gurney. The aisles continued to thin of people.

Finally, Roland beeped me back. “What happened?” he asked.

“Crowd panic.”

“No, I mean before that.”

“I’m standing on a table,” I said. “This is not the time or place to talk.”

“The fire marshal is shutting the hall for tonight. Come down to the office I’m using.”

Roland described how to find his office, promising to meet us at the elevator and turn it on for his floor. He was in a locked area inaccessible to the public.

The tattooed swordsman by now had gotten rid of all his uninvited guests except us. He gallantly lifted Ardis down, then motioned to me to take his hand and step down onto a chair and then the floor. We apologized for stomping all over his merchandise.

“The others did worse. I’m missing some weapons, for sure,” he said. “What a disaster,” he said. “Did you hear that nutty lady over the PA?”

“Yes. Mistress Miraculous. Any idea who she is?” I asked.

He shrugged. “She sure had an attitude.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like geeks,” Ardis said.

“Then she should have stayed home and left us to have our fun,” I said.

Our sword master nodded. “Sucks. I’m paying a fortune for my hotel room and this table, and now I’ve lost merchandise and the opportunity to make any more sales today.”

Ardis made soothing noises. The sword guy smiled at her. Most men smile at Ardis. She’s cute and she looks sweet. She tells me the problem is they all think she’s their little sister.

True to form, our tattooed host was concerned for her. “You’re sure you can leave safely, now? Why not stay a little longer? It’ll be another hour before they boot us out of here.”

Ardis gave me one of her patented “I’m interested in this one” looks. We agreed that I would go see Roland alone and we’d meet outside the hall later to see the special movie preview we had tickets for.

As I walked slowly toward the exit, I was still among a throng of people. I passed booths that had been heavily damaged. Overhead decorations hung askew, and even sections of booth walls were broken. I thought I saw bloodstains, too, but didn’t want to look more closely.

The crowd had thinned out dramatically, but was still a crowd. The level of noise in the hall was too loud for me to overhear conversations, but I could discern the unhappy tones in the voices surrounding me.

Who could be vicious enough to set such a huge crowd into a panic? It had to be deliberate. This was Chicago, where the most deadly crowd panic in American history had occurred. I’d learned about the Iroquois Theatre fire of 1903 when I’d moved to Chicago a few years ago. Chicagoans were perversely proud of having had the worst fire panic ever. The Second City, as it styled itself, was very competitive about its status. In New York, we simply assumed we were the biggest and best.

Based on the length of time it took the EMTs to reach as far into the hall as I had been, it was likely that hundreds of people had been hurt. Somebody could be dead.

The guards at the doors wouldn’t reveal that information. They shook their heads when asked, and urged us to keep moving. Although a few people acted indignant, most appeared relieved to be out of the exhibition hall.

The concourse running the width of the building was another crowd scene, but convention management had somehow mustered enough staff to control it. They had stanchions up to create exit lanes. People were encouraged to move along, and to exit the building unless they had a ticket for an event. No one was allowed to stand and gawk at the shambles of the dealer’s room.

I found the elevator bank that led to the administrative offices semi-hidden behind a wall that made it look like a random space. I punched in the code Roland had given me, and the elevator came.

The elevator doors opened two floors down, and there was Roland, looking as cute as ever. I always thought he looked like Adrian Grenier in the TV show Entourage, handsome in a dark, curly-haired, boy-next-door manner. When we hugged, his compact body felt comfortable and familiar. We’d been lovers over a year ago. He was only a few inches taller than me, so it was easy for him to aim a kiss at my lips. I turned so it fell on my cheek.

We hadn’t seen each other in a year, not since my big adventure as a temporary superheroine.

“Tell me everything,” he said.

I did. When I said, “And then some idiot turned out the lights,” Roland started laughing and couldn’t stop.

“What? What did I say?”

He finally stopped guffawing. “It’s an old EC Comics joke. About a guy in a maze.”

“EC Comics. Mainly horror comics from the early 1950s, right? Which means your man in the maze didn’t come to a good end,” I said.

Roland started laughing all over again, almost choking in his mirth. I waited him out, a little bit impatient to get on with it. He could be too fanboy for me. Too much the geek. Every reference to a comic book called up a complex history he knew by heart.

When he was my boyfriend, back when I lived in Chi-town, Roland had told me a ton of details about old comics, but I paid attention to very little of it. Mostly what impressed me was how routinely the artists and writers got screwed out of any share in the profits on what they created.

My mother had discouraged me from trying to be an artist, but all mothers did that. Art of any kind was not a practical career choice. Roland was the one who explained in detail how particularly bad the comics business was, how artists lost out and lost heart, having given their all to create amazing characters and stories.

That was why I was a webcomics artist. I owned it. It was all mine. The fact that I hadn’t quite figured out how to make a living from my art was a problem, but it was my problem. I didn’t have to stew with resentment because a company was making a fortune off my creations. I could go ahead and resent myself for being too scared or too lazy to make success happen. Possibly not talented enough, too, but that was a thought I only had on a bad day.

Roland finally stopped laughing. “Tell me everything that happened next.”

This time around my punchline was, “Ardis decided to stay with the tattooed sword master instead of coming along with me.”

“Okay,” he said. “Here’s what I think. Someone patched into the PA system, taking advantage of sabotage previously arranged on the electrical system.”

“Did the evil laugh lady leave a note? What’s her motivation?”

“We don’t know. That makes Mistress Miraculous extremely dangerous.”

“Is this the reason you called me and asked me to bring the Dimensional Diamond?”

“I had a hunch. There was something in the air.”

I wanted to pooh-pooh Roland’s sensitivity, but I knew how accurate it could be. “Do you think bad people give off bad vibes even in advance of their bad deeds?”

“Dunno. Anyway, I thought if trouble was ahead, I needed the only real superheroine on the planet: you.”

“Thank you,” I said, bowing from the waist, “but my superhero-ness was only temporary.”

“You brought the Dimensional Diamond, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did, and I used it today, too.” I stood and took a turn around the tight confines of his little security command station. “What do you know about its powers? Can’t we shorten the name? It’s way too long to keep stumbling over.”

“You could call it the Jazzy Jewel.”

I looked at him.

He shrugged. “Okay, how about the DD?”

“DD it is. Spill.”

“The Dimensional Diamond—ah, the DD—does not come from the Fantastic Comics universe. Its origin is in the City Periodicals Comics universe, the world created by FC’s biggest rival.”

Roland leaned back in his chair, in his element as he summarized seventy-five years of comic book history, including intricate details of artists going back and forth across midtown Manhattan to work for one company and then the other in an attempt to get paid better. “Thus the Dimensional Diamond, or DD, if you will, was part of a burst of creativity that happened when two vastly talented artists left FC Comics to work for CP Comics. Their sheer output in only a few years was amazing.”

I narrowed my eyes. “My father was involved in this, wasn’t he.” It wasn’t a question.

Roland nodded. “I don’t know how the leap from an idea for a comic book to an object that works in the real world happened, but it’s cool.”

“We’re back to comic book pseudo-science,” I said, curling my lip. “I hate this. It’s as if people make up the rules as they go. It is logically impossible.”

Roland held up a finger, urging me to stop my diatribe. “Yet you say you used the DD this afternoon. You stopped time for ten minutes.”

I pulled my hair band off so I could drag my fingers through my erstwhile ponytail, a bad habit my mother had never been able to break me of. “Maybe I only imagined it.”

“Show me your glove,” he said.

“Huh?”

“You said the diamond got so hot it bothered you through the glove. Let’s look at the glove.”

I opened my right hand and there was a scorch mark on the glove’s third finger and the thumb. I looked up at Roland, who was grinning. “I guess it’s real,” I said.

“Whoo-ee, Chloe Cole, you are the most amazing woman,” he said. “Only you could be special enough to turn a trinket from a comic book into a real weapon.” He punched the air. “Yesss. We can win this.”

I rolled my eyes. An immature gesture, but Roland and I had been down this road once before. “I suppose this means it is my sacred duty to find the lady who turned the lights out and bring her to justice? What if I don’t want to be a superheroine again? What if I want to spend my time drawing ‘Average Chloe’ sketches in Artist’s Alley? How about I give you the diamond and you do the super stuff?”

Roland shook his head. “You’re the only one who has these powers. Look, I’ll prove it to you. Hand me the gem.”

I pulled the chain over my head and gave the Dimensional Diamond to him.

Roland carefully held the crystal between his third finger and his thumb, as I had. “What else did you do?” he asked.

“All I did was ask the gem to stop time. And I rubbed it a little.”

Roland rubbed the gem and stared at it. More like glared. I didn’t notice anything happening, but if he’d succeeded in stopping time, I wouldn’t, would I? I watched the wall clock behind him, but the second hand kept moving.

Roland put the gem on the table next to him. “Nothing,” he said, his drooping mouth showing his disappointment.

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Sorry,” I said. “If anyone deserves superpowers, it’s you.”

“I don’t think powers are handed out on the basis of merit,” he said, frowning at the jewel. “There’s some other, more cosmic explanation for these gifts.”

“Let’s forget about my so-called cosmic connection.” I donned the crystal. “How can you stop Mistress Miraculous from striking again?”

Roland’s pensive expression let on that he’d seized on some clue. When I pressed him to explain, he shook his head, “It’s a vague thought. I have to check something out.”

Roland refused to be drawn, which ticked me off. He used to tell me every thought in his head back when we were together. Roland was quite verbal by comparison to Eric, who never volunteered much.

Eric. He’d be arriving at the hotel soon, in time to attend the opening night party his company was hosting. A large batch of Fantastic Comics employees had already come to town to make sure the huge booth, which was more like a small village than a booth, had been set up correctly and nothing was missing. Marketing staff ran the booth activities, and Eric and his editors and some artists visited the booth and did the panels and autographing meet-and-greets. PR people from the company’s California arm also came to shepherd the stars of the various television shows and movies. Their huge media presence gave them a very long list of events and people to coordinate.

I was to be on several panels, thanks to my leap in visibility by drawing Swoonie. The rest of my time at this comicon was my own, although I had agreed to take a turn in Artists’ Alley, drawing for charity. Artists Alley was the section of the exhibition hall where individual comic book artists hung out and did sketches for fans, who paid moderate to fantastic sums for the privilege. 

The payoff we indie artists who self-published wanted from Artists Alley was for fans to like our publishing efforts more and want to buy our comics. We promoted our indie comics and characters, and hopefully sold a few more mugs and t-shirts as well as print copies of our collected strips. At a huge convention like this, thousands upon thousands of people might wander through the backwater at the edge of the dealers’ room. Even though we weren’t the reason they came, it was a major opportunity for publicity and sales.

This time around, though, I would only be helping out with a literacy campaign, doing drawings for the charity. Since last year, I’d worked harder to promote myself and “Average Chloe,” but I wasn’t quite ready to sell myself directly. I hadn’t sprung for my own table. 

I broke into speech, interrupting whatever Roland contemplated. “I have to go now and meet up with Ardis. We’re going to see a superhero movie called “Carp!”

“That premiered as a play right here in Chicago in 1971. It’s a superhero science fiction adventure. It ran in New York City, on Broadway, for a couple of weeks in 1973, too, and later in a couple other places. DC, I think. Then there was a 1980s comic book based on it. Not by the big dogs, though.”

“I wonder why anybody made a movie?”

“There’s a lot of media presence here. They might hope to find a theater distributor. Probably they’ve been hitting the indie film festival circuit.”

After Roland had given me the details, he fell silent. He still mulled over that clue he wouldn’t share with me. Something had sparked a train of thought.

I said, “Good luck with catching Mistress Miraculous,” as I walked to the door.

“Make sure you keep wearing the Dimensional Diamond,” his words followed me.

I slewed around. “I won’t be in the dealers’ room all day every day during this comicon. What kind of additional trouble do you expect?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about the DD? What else can it do? You do realize I made up stopping time on the spot?”

“How did you choose that?”

“It’s the Dimensional Diamond, duh. The fourth dimension is time.”

“Time,” he said. Then he was off in his own thoughts again.
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I couldn’t get anything more out of Roland. I returned to the concourse level and texted Ardis. She replied that she was eating at a café down the way. The convention center was so vast it had a dozen food concessions and groups of tables and chairs at intervals so people could take a break.

She was alone. “What happened to your admirer?” I asked.

“He’s getting a ticket right now so he can come with us to Carp!” She brushed that aside. “He and I discussed what you did to stop the mayhem. He told me he’d been staring directly at you when you touched the jewel and made time stop.”

“How did he experience it?”

“Differently from the way I did, since he knew you were causing it.” 

“How could he know that? Even I didn’t know it at the time. I was improvising.”

“He said you were so purposeful he expected you to act. He watched you.”

I conceded, “Your sword master is a keen observer.”

“Comes from having to watch the little creeps and stop them from pilfering,” he said, setting a bag of cheese puffs on the table, and a large soda. “I’m Damien, by the way, Damien Nast.”

“Chloe Cole. I draw ‘Average Chloe,’ a webcomic.”

Ardis prodded, “For Fantastic Comics, she draws Swoonie.”

“That’s a big deal title,” he said. “I run a comic book store. Little girls have been coming in with their parents looking for Swoonie.”

“Fantastic,” I said. “I wanted girls to know there was something out there for them.”

“Comics are a cool medium,” Ardis said, “wonderful for sparking kids’ imagination.”

“You should make companion products, especially dolls,” Damien said. “Girls love dolls.”

My heart sank. How could I tell him that Swoonie was done for? There would be no licensed products. I almost spilled the beans about the cancellation-and-assassination plans, but managed to hold my tongue.

Ardis offered, “Boys love dolls, too. They call them action figures.”

Damien grinned. “We have to be manly.”

From the amount of muscle on Damien, he was plenty manly. His black tank top showed off well-sculpted muscles under the tattoos.

“Swoonie has had her own book for eight months. Have the girls been coming in all along, or is this a recent thing?” I asked.

Damien rubbed his shaved head. “Let’s see. You had a little publicity going for the series at the beginning, as I remember.”

“Yes, a tie-in with a school reading promotion.” I didn’t explain how I had begged Eric to spend a few pennies on publicizing Swoonie beyond that.

“That was the initial rush. Then nothing much, but it’s been building. I have a sweet little list of subscribers,” Damien said. “Trouble is, I can’t sell them anything else in my store. Nothing appeals to the young female eye.”

Ardis said, “You should have horses. Tween girls love horses.”

Damien laughed. “Yeah, my sister had a horse phase.”

The din produced by the other convention-goers suddenly changed. A wave of quiet reached us, and then a wave of much louder, excited chatter. I looked around. Something had happened, but what?

“Did you hear that?” I asked my companions.

“What?”

I pointed down the long concourse “As if everybody there stopped talking for a second, and then began to shout a minute later.”

“That’s what happened in the exhibition hall,” Ardis said.

“It was all around us then,” Damien remarked. “Came from all sides, like those guys who climbed into my booth.”

I strained to see what could be causing the noise to vary so dramatically a few thousand feet south of us. All I saw was a mass of comicon attendees, at least half of them in costume, or funny hats, or some weird addition to normal street wear. Whatever normal was.

“Nobody’s running at us in a panic this time. A television star?” Damien offered.

Then I saw it. “Oh, my god. Look up, up near the ceiling,” I said. Someone flew a tiny personal airplane, looping around over the people at ground level a couple of times before moving in our direction and then doing it again.

“A publicity stunt.” Ardis said.

“It can’t possibly be legal to fly it inside the building,” I said.

“Could be they don’t care as long as they get attention,” Damien said.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said. By now I was half-standing, as if I was about to launch myself into midair. My automatic response from having done a stint as a superheroine. Down, girl. I wasn’t the law here. Plus, I couldn’t fly in this universe.

The noise of the crowd grew louder, with shrieks and yells beginning to dominate.

“What’s happening?” Ardis asked.

“He’s throwing something small at the crowd. Candy or toys, maybe.” Damien said.

“Whatever it is, they’re not happy about it,” I said. “I think we should look for a way to protect ourselves.”

Ardis said, “I am not going to hide under a table again. Once was enough. No offense, Damien.”

Damien said, “These café tables are too small, anyway.” He made a gesture with his head indicating the step-back of the restrooms nearby. “We’d be safe there.”

The flying person was coming closer. “What is he tossing out?” I asked. “For once, I wish my uniform—uh, my costume—had a cape.”

“Sarah’s cape could have covered us all,” Ardis said.

Damien stood and moved to her side protectively. “Time to make a run for it.” He urged her to move to the doorway that led to the recessed entrances to the restrooms.

“Come on,” Ardis said, motioning to me.

I picked up the plastic cafeteria tray on which her snack had sat, and held it over my head. I wanted to identify the manna that fell from the sky. If it was water balloons, then the flier was a prankster. If it was something that could cause harm, then this was Act II of “Mistress Miraculous Attacks the Comicon.” Our experience in the exhibition hall had primed me to look carefully at any surprise.

“Chloe!” Ardis called. Damien called me, too.

I edged toward them, still staring at the approaching aircraft. Others around me weren’t paying attention. The flier was now so close I could see that the aircraft was kept aloft by a very small motor powered by the pilot pedaling. The pilot tossed down darts.

All around me people suddenly cried out. When a man got bloodied and started cursing, I dropped the tray and grabbed the metal napkin holder from a table. I threw it at the aircraft, holding the Dimensional Diamond with my other hand. I’d been a fairly good pitcher in high school. The flier was only fifty feet above the concourse level, but it had been a while since I’d thrown a baseball. I counted on the jewel to boost my arm’s power.
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The power behind my throw wouldn’t have been enough to reach the aircraft. As the diamond warmed, the napkin holder sped up and hit the pilot dead on. He faltered, and began to lose altitude. Then he let go of the plastic bucket he’d been using to hold the darts, and increased his speed. The concourse met another concourse to form a T shape. The pilot turned the corner and went into the other concourse. I ran after him. That concourse had a balcony level. The pilot landed there, ditched his craft, and took off running. I saw it all as I kept running after him, dodging the crowds at my level, until he used a key and entered one of the staff-only doors. I gave up, and stopped to catch my breath. Without Roland, I couldn’t get into that section of the building to take the mystery attacker down.

Roland. I texted him frantically. Then I called him, but he didn’t pick up. As I trotted back to where I’d abandoned Ardis and Damien, I was moving against a tide of attendees who were leaving. Not quite in a panic this time around, because the lights were on and the clerestory windows in a row high up under the roof let in the sun, but definitely fed up or shaken after two events deliberately orchestrated to create crowd unhappiness. Some people dripped tiny rivulets of blood or held makeshift bandages against their injuries.

I finally got hold of Roland and poured out the whole story, but he had no answers. The amazing part was the bicycle-powered aircraft being able to operate—and land—in such a constricted space. I would never have believed it had I not seen it myself. How could anybody bring something that big in here, or launch it? Then again, with this geeky crowd, no one would think twice about a masked man—and yes, the pilot had worn a mask, I’d seen him close enough for a second as I was aiming the napkin holder at him—a masked man who probably brought in the aircraft on a dolly, with some kind of forged special permission.

This had to be planned in advance. It might even be an inside job, although it was hard to imagine what the motive was. A beef with the convention center management? A plant from some rival comicon? Why bother? Comicons were so incredibly popular that promoters didn’t have to fight each other for market share with these kinds of tactics.

What other reason would someone have to want to sow crowd anger and panic? Was Roland correct and the seventy-fifth anniversary of CP Comics being celebrated at this comicon was enough to set off someone who held a grudge? Or was it someone who had it in for comics fans? Or rather, against media fans? Where could that idea lead? Someone was angry because millions of people today wore licensed character t-shirts who had only seen the superhero movies? Did someone question the geek credentials of these hundreds of thousands of attendees?

“He landed the plane and got away,” I reported to Ardis. Damien was still close by her side. Guess he liked her. “On reflection, it might have been a she.”

“A woman?”

“I’m not sure. There was something about the way the pilot moved after he ditched the pedal plane that struck me as odd.”

“They can’t do anything too weird in the movie theater, can they?” Ardis asked.

“You still want to see the Carp! movie?”

“Damn right,” Damien said. “I’m not letting anyone chase me off. If somebody doesn’t like superheroes, that’s their problem.”

“That was some pitch you threw, girl,” Ardis said.

“I didn’t know I had it in me anymore,” I said with completely false modesty.

“You think he—or she—will be back?” she asked.

“Don’t you?” I asked. “Incidentally, where did the bucket go?”

Damien lifted it. “You took it mighty personally. I thought you’d be interested.”

The bucket still held darts. Exhibition staff arrived from the same direction I’d come from. They began picking up the darts. I handed the bucket to them with instructions to give it to Roland.

“This is crazy,” I said to Ardis and Damien. “If you have a problem with something, you don’t try to hurt thousands of people at a time.”

“If you're a terrorist, you might,” Ardis said.

“Terrorists don’t go around calling themselves Mistress Miraculous,” I said. I didn't want to contemplate the possibility that Mistress Miraculous was more than a mean-spirited prankster. 

We walked down to the next concourse to see our movie. Lots of other people had the same idea, although many others left.

“These two attacks will put a damper on the evening entertainment,” Ardis said.

“Here only,” I said. “Fantastic Comics is hosting a big celebrity meet-and-greet in a couple of hours at the hotel. It’s a hot ticket; only a few hundred A-list people will be allowed in.”

“I hear CP Comics is having their own bash tomorrow night. They’ve rented out the entire Walker Mansion and its gardens,” Damien said.

“That could be cool. A hundred-fifty-year-old mansion,” Ardis said.

“Were you invited?” I asked.

Ardis and Damien both said “Ha!” at the same moment. They looked at each other in surprise.

“My grandfather got screwed over by CP Comics,” he said.

“So did mine,” Ardis replied.

“We’ll have to talk about what else we have in common,” Damien said, smiling at her with a suggestive glint in his eye.
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We saw the Carp! film, which turned out to be bizarre. It was an amateur recording of a play given over forty years ago. The film was pretty much a mess. As for the play, lots of young, hairy people—especially the men—with peek-a-boo costumes showing flesh in unexpected places. Even by today’s standards, men with their butt cheeks hanging out were unusual. Also unwelcome, in my opinion. Anyway, a science fiction plot straight out of a comic book. Ardis and Damien stayed to listen to the panel afterward, which started with the movie producer’s explanation of the nutso storyline. I said a quiet goodbye and left, pretty sure Ardis and Damien wouldn’t miss me. Sarah had texted us both an hour ago saying she had an unexpected evening shift to work. She’d left the comicon.

I had to walk the length of the convention center to get to the exit nearest my hotel. The crowds had thinned out, which was good for making progress. The center still had plenty of evening programming ahead, but I didn’t plan to remain here hoping to perform another superheroic deed. If what I had done today with the Dimensional Diamond’s help could even be classified as heroic.

I didn’t bother to argue with myself about whether the jewel’s effect had been real, or mere fantasy wish fulfillment. My previous superheroine adventure had convinced me that however ridiculous and illogical, there were superpowers available to me—powers that no one else on the planet had. 

Was Mistress Miraculous a foe with superpowers? What level of enemy did the comicon have? The “lights out” scenario this afternoon, despite its terrifying effect, had not required superpowers. Advance planning, electrical and audio skills, yes. As for the bizarre pedal-pushing flying man—or woman—I didn’t know enough about the state of amateur flying to guess. Probably there were some daring people for whom flying indoors was a cheap thrill. Throwing darts at people was on a different behavior scale, though.

I was outside on the sidewalk when somebody said, “Your costume shows your hot ass.” I stopped contemplating big box villainy and noticed that a guy my age was leering at me.

“Eff off,” I said mentally, and kept walking. Not out loud because sticking up for myself would be seen as a challenge. We weren’t on the convention center property, so I couldn’t yell for Security. I didn’t see any cops nearby, and anyway, they wouldn’t have done anything. I heaved a huge mental sigh. Time for stupid social games that tended to make me lose hope that men could ever become more than brutes. Where was Sarah and her utter confidence when I needed her?

This kind of thing happened all the time. Yet I was as covered up as if I was Amish. If I’d shaved my head and worn a wig, I would have qualified for Hassidic. My remade superheroine uniform covered me from neck to ankle in thick spandex. My nipples didn’t poke through or anything.

Why was I even considering whether I was dressed provocatively?

My “admirer” had now decided to walk next to me. Danger sign. I tensed up, waiting for my chance. I also began scoping out possible escape routes in case this guy had any fight in him.

“Sorry, I don’t know you,” I said, and kept on walking. “Enjoy the con.”

“I want to get in your hot pants,” he replied.

“I’ve got a boyfriend.” I gave him the side-eyed bitchface, but he wasn’t looking at my face. He was looking at my chest.

“A babe like you with tits like that would, but I’m a much better—” 

At that point I tried to stop listening. I pretended to stumble, and deliberately stuck my boot in his way to trip him. He went down. I walked on.

Would that be enough of a kiss-off, or would he continue the harassment? A stumble wouldn’t be an obvious besting by a female, cause for him to follow me to “put me in my place” to regain his sense of masculine superiority. He could take the fall as mere bad luck. Plus, he’d get sympathy and help from the crowd around him that would soothe his deflated ego. And whatever else needed deflating.

I kept walking, but I casually pulled a small mirror from my utility belt—which had actual useful stuff in it—and looked over my shoulder discreetly, as if I was checking my makeup. I didn’t want to be struck from behind and hauled off to his secret bunker.

No sign of him, and I was finally near my hotel and a few milling doormen and bellhops. With luck, no other man would approach me in the next few yards. I wasn’t the only one in costume. The sidewalks on this convention preview night were beginning to fill up with cosplayers in outlandish and sometimes scanty outfits. Not that it mattered. Provocative was in the eye of the beholder, as my recent nasty encounter had proved. Maybe I should wear a burqa tomorrow. No. Some men probably thought those were hot, too.

“I saw what you did back there,” a male voice said. A guy a little younger than me fell into step with me. “I need to talk to you.”

Not again.

“Leave me alone,” I said. I sped up, leaving him in mid-sentence. Thankfully, he didn’t follow.

Roland buzzed me at last. “What the hell took you so long?” I demanded.

“A good evening to you, too,” he replied.

“Sorry. I had to deal with that flier, and then I got hassled by some creep, and then some other guy. I’m in a pissy mood. What have you learned?”

“That our no harassment policy isn’t working? What happened?”

I gave Roland as many details as I could remember about the first harasser, in case he tried something inside the convention center. The second one hadn’t said anything specifically vile, plus I never took a good look at him.

“That’s all I can tell you. What about Mistress Miraculous?” I was going through the hotel’s revolving doors. This was my last chance to hear Roland before I hit the lobby noise.

“We found the place where she’d rerouted the electrical. It didn’t tell us much except that it was a professional job.”

“Did she leave any clues, like her driver’s license?”

Roland chuckled. “Nope. I’m having my guys check all the service entries where people have to sign in and present ID. Then there are closed circuit TV records to review.”

“You probably have the flier incident recorded, too.”

“Already found that. The woman wore a mask. Once she keyed herself into the staff area, she wasn’t on CCTV anymore. Turns out we don't have cameras in all the staff hallways.”

“A woman again. She must know about the cameras.”

“We’re checking the list of disgruntled ex-employees.”

“What about earlier today? No anonymous notes? No scrawled warnings on walls?”

I struggled to hear his answer against the din of the lobby.

“Nothing. Maybe our villainess is a comics person who has a grudge.”

“According to you, that’s everyone who ever worked in the comics business, because they all got shafted.” I found a cozy quiet spot in the hotel lobby after all, behind some potted palms. “I assume it’s old age and lack of money that keeps them all from suing Eric’s company and CP Comics, too.”

“Why do you keep calling Fantastic Comics his company? It was founded before we all were born. He doesn’t own it, not the way Dickie Crandall owns his kiddie comics company. Eric is only the latest hired gun.” 

“Eric lives and breathes FC. You don’t like him, but as another fanboy you ought to at least admire his dedication,” I said.

“I’d respect him more if he didn’t keep killing off characters whose rich history at FC stretches back before I was even born.”

New characters, too. I hadn’t told Roland about Swoonie. I couldn’t tell him now. “I’m going to the FC meet-and-greet-for-the-elite next. Are you coming?”

“I have too much to check on at the convention center.”

“I’ll—oh, wait a sec, Eric’s trying to buzz through. Hold on.”

I clicked through to Eric. “Hi. I’m talking to Roland about the trouble at the comicon today.”

“Already heard about it. I need you here at the reception. Where are you?”

“In the lobby, brainstorming with Roland. You’ll never guess what happened—”

“Tell me later. Get up here, will you?”

“Okay. Right away.” I clicked back to Roland. When he replied I quickly said goodbye, promising to let him know if anything weird happened at Eric’s party. I clicked off and stood. The hotel lobby was now filled with people arriving, people dressed in their cosplay outfits, and some bewildered “mundanes,” as haughty science fiction fans liked to call normal everyday people. Surrounded by more of us than them, the normals weren’t in their usual top dog position. They were the abnormals here.
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After I’d made a quick change in our hotel suite into the glamour gown Eric had bought me for the occasion, a sparkly short peach-colored number with cutouts in some interesting places—and of course, towering designer heels that had me walking basically on tiptoes—I dashed back to the elevator to get to the rooftop pool deck. An outdoor pool was a crazy luxury in a town with as much winter as Chicago gets, but it made this top-rated hotel distinctive. I presented my pass and entered the glass-walled rooftop garden, another affectation that wasn’t practical many days out of the year. Chicago’s reputation as the Windy City was justified. 

Fantastic Comics had pulled out all the stops, with giant logos, superhero cutouts, and all manner of character-themed food and beverage stations. Lord Raga’s spiritual heir, Chitra, led a yoga class—or maybe it was a chanting class—around one corner. A movie reel showing FC’s hottest movies ran continuously in a different corner. No-name actors hired for the comicon roamed the party in superhero costumes, posing for photos with anyone who asked. The star actors from those movies and television shows were also here, talking business with producers, directors, and showrunners, and also posing with guests. Everybody looked to be playing their A game.

Eric, of course, was talking to the most important person in the room, the man who would be producing and directing FC’s next blockbuster movies, Jason Dellon. When Eric saw me, he frowned. I wore the Dimensional Diamond instead of the necklace he’d bought me to go with this dress. Still, he put his arm around me and drew me into their circle. “Chloe Cole is the artist for Swoonie.”  

Jason had built his career as a television showrunner and producer, and now had conquered the movie world directing hit after hit. He wasn’t as tall as Eric, but then Eric towered over other men. Jason had a pleasant smile and rangy body that seemed full to brimming with energy. His mostly shaven head sported very short blond hair. Ex-surfer dude? He wore casual clothes that belied his important position in the Hollywood world. Very California.

The woman with them was actress Ashley Friedlander. A fragile brunette, she would have been perfect for the movie version of Swoonie—if only Swoonie wasn’t about to be killed off in a very final manner. Of course Ashley was dressed to the hilt in a lamé gown with a hint of pink to contrast with her hair. She looked fantastic. 

Eric was somewhere in the middle, wearing his usual pristine white dress shirt with the top button undone, and dark pants. Not quite as if he’d just arrived from a board meeting, since he lacked a casually undone tie, but close.  

We all made polite noises.

“As I was saying, I’d like to get more women in the theaters,” Jason said. “We’re at risk of ghettoizing our brand. Women make the majority of the weekend movie-viewing decisions. I want them to come see my movies.”

“It would help if you had powerful female characters instead of an endless parade of damsels in distress,” I said. “No offense to the character you play,” I said to Ashley. I’d heard her character was abducted, brutalized, and left for dead in a shipping crate.

“There’s a strong woman in the upcoming release, Star Catcher,” Jason said.

“One?” I lifted an eyebrow. “One woman is enough to represent fifty percent of the population?”

“The actress is Asian, so she’s doing double duty,” Jason said with a droll twinkle.

Eric laughed. Ashley Friedlander dutifully laughed. I didn’t. Restive, I moved out of Eric's embrace.

“Women are not a minority,” I said. “Treating them that way in your movies won’t make more women want to see those movies.”  

“Thank you, Susan B. Anthony,” Eric said, frowning. “You’re getting to be very humorless about your feminism.”

“Considering not a half an hour ago I had to use force to make a creepy guy on the street leave me alone, I have a right to my anger,” I replied. “There’s no way of easily dissipating the fear and frustration involved with that kind of encounter.” 

“What happened?” Jason asked, seeming to ignore the edge in my voice as I'd replied to Eric.

“Do you really want to know?” I countered. 

“I do. I was raised by a single mom. I have a huge amount of respect for women.”

“Okay.” I outlined how the encounter began, including the nasty words Creepy Guy had used.

“Oh, man, I’m ashamed for my gender,” Jason said, shaking his head. “Where do these losers get off?”

“Why didn’t you ignore him and walk on?” Eric asked. He radiated impatience with my emotional outburst. 

“Are you mansplaining how I should behave?” My tone of voice was not pleasant and accommodating. “I could hardly ignore him when he walked next to me. This crap happens to women all the time. If we say something, it gets worse, and if we don’t say something, it gets even worse than that. The guy goes from calling me a babe to calling me a stuck-up bitch or some other word I shouldn’t have to hear from a total stranger.”

Eric still looked unconvinced. “You’re a strong woman. You should be able to cope with the occasional annoyance.”

“I did cope.” I told them how I'd tripped the guy. 

Ashley giggled. “I like that. Sometimes I ‘accidentally’ step on guys with my stilettos.” She raised her eyebrows. 

Jason looked at the two of us, and smiled. “I knew you had something in common. You’re both tigers under your melting good looks.”

I let that one stand.  

“We’ve come a far distance from discussing female characters in movies,” Eric said.

Jason said, “I want strong female characters, but I have to follow the storylines of the comic books as published, or risk the wrath of the geeks.”

“Are true fans so tiresome about continuity?” I asked.

“Damn right they are,” Jason replied. “I saved a famous tweet that got me where I lived from the last Zedboys epic.” He pulled out his phone and flipped through some files. “Listen to this:

‘You’ve destroyed thirty years of careful character continuity and world-building. You’re a lazy Hollywood know-nothing sellout.’”

I laughed. “He’s described you perfectly.” 

Jason’s grin expressed both his dismay at being accused of selling out, and pride in being called on it. “I have no way of knowing if that super geek has seen any of my more recent movies.”

Eric said, “Continuity changes every time a new writer takes over. It’s no big deal.” 

“That’s fine if they have something new to say, but too often it’s the same-old same-old,” I said. 

Eric did not look pleased at my interjection.

“Jason, I’m not sure if you know that I also draw a webcomic called ‘Average Chloe,’” I said. “I’ve tried to make it appealing to my generation by dumping classic storylines in favor of whatever's hot today. An example would be my main character not wanting to get married to her boyfriend.”

“I don’t think Jason is here to talk about romance,” Eric said. 

His expression might have quelled another woman, but not me, not tonight.  

“I’m talking about story tropes. The old clichés don't work anymore for younger audiences. Anyway, this is a party, isn’t it?” I gazed around the room. 

Ashley said, “The actors are all here to land new gigs, and the directors and producers want to make deals. That leaves only the children to see the party as fun.”

Eric looked at her as if she’d suddenly sprouted a second head. Jason’s eyes narrowed as if he was reconsidering who she was. Actresses didn’t usually voice an opinion, let alone one so politically astute. Ashley immediately pasted an idiotic smile on her face. To me, it seemed an obvious ploy to blur the men’s impression of her. Too obvious, but they fell for it. Each relaxed. They resumed talking about the difficulty of trying to attract a female audience. Irony much?

“I think I’ll go find something to eat,” I said, waving a goodbye. I drifted away. Enough making nice. I didn’t do it well. Hell, I didn’t do it at all. 

With Swoonie about to die, why pretend anymore that I was happy working for Eric? It placed me in too subservient a position with him. For sharklike Eric, that was an invitation to be bossy and demanding. We’d had a rocky time when we first met because he hadn’t confided in me. Had we ever solved that problem? No. Whether killing Swoonie had been a spur of the moment idea or the result of lengthy consideration, he had not shared his thought process. Instead, he’d sprung the decision on me once he’d set it in concrete. Eric had called the demise of Swoonie and no amount of arguing or remonstrating or appealing to his sense of fairness would change his mind.

Would the idea that Swoonie could be a licensing bonanza make him reconsider? I only had the evidence that one comics store owner, Damien, wanted girl-friendly products to sell. Most comic book stores were the same. They appealed to teenage boys and young men, and catered to their interests. The stores routinely ignored women’s interests. If a girl or woman came into a comics store, I’d heard that the guy behind the counter usually talked only to her male companion. Her questions were ignored, even if she was the geeky one and the boyfriend was merely along for the ride. 

I was piling up a lot of resentments this weekend. Or perhaps I’d finally opened my eyes and seen the truth for what it was. Or let myself acknowledge what I’d seen all along. The corporate comic book world was not girl-friendly. My stint on Swoonie, well-intentioned though it had been, had not changed anything at the decision-making level. Eric wasn’t interested in revising his strategy regarding comics for girls. 

I wandered out to the pool. No one was swimming, of course. It wasn’t that kind of party.  

One of the party rooms had a lighted acrylic pyramid, more like a snow-pyramid, of candies. Candies? Why? Jars of colorful old-fashioned candies sat on each level of the pyramid, and there were little scoops and pouches available for each. Anybody could help themselves. Only the children tried. Another instance of a lavish party design that served no one who was important to the occasion.  

The event was a dud for me. It was all about FC Comics schmoozing the TV and movie people. My stint as an FC artist was about to end, so what was I doing here? I should go to the CP Comics party tomorrow night. Maybe I’d find someone at CP who wanted to do more comics starring girls. They already had one female artist doing a successful female character. Why not two? 

When I’d started “Average Chloe,” I hadn’t done it as a feminist political strip. I’d wanted to express myself, talk about what life was like for new adults, those of us who were too old to be girls anymore, and too young and unsettled with our adult lives to feel we were fully women. Which had nothing to do with how sexually experienced we were. I knew a virgin or two, but most of us had passed that mark sometime in our teens, either in high school or college. 

This last year I’d been living a more adult life than ever before, which had enriched what I put in my “Average Chloe” strip. It still didn’t earn me a living, so somehow I had to balance my personal and artistic needs with my business needs.  

I wandered the party, looking for signs of trouble, but people weren’t even getting drunk yet. A white-haired old guy started making a fuss at the door. At first I thought it was Jerry Fine, but then I realized it was a man I didn’t know. He was skinny and tall like Jerry, but there the resemblance ended. I went over to speak to the bouncers. They were Eric’s assistants, and they knew me. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“He says he’s mislaid his invitation,” Mutt Engels said, and rolled his eyes. He’d heard that one a few times tonight already. 

“Who are you?” I asked.

The old guy drew himself up and puffed out his chest. He looked like any old comic book fan. Casually dressed in a white shirt and a colorless windbreaker, sort of shabby, he seemed indifferent to how out of place he appeared at this swanky party. 

“Young lady, I am Howard Hogarth. You may have heard of me.”

He was one of the possible troublemakers Roland had mentioned. Looked harmless, though. “I have indeed. You can let him in,” I nodded at the door guard.

“Come have a drink.” I took the old guy’s arm and steered him toward the bar. “Are you an FC Comics fan?”

“Young lady, what FC Comics publishes today is a far cry from the brilliant stories of the past. And all these movies, bah.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hands that matched the disgust in his expression. “Junk.”

“Lots of people like superhero movies.”

He glared at me. “They’re fools. FC Comics should bring back the real heroes of their golden age, back when Jerry Fine drew comics instead of being a Hollywood shill.”

“Like who?” I asked, wincing on behalf of Jerry. Good thing he wasn’t here tonight.

“I’m glad you asked.” Howard Hogarth ignored the bartender and reached into a canvas messenger bag so old it looked to be Army surplus from when he’d seen service.

“Look at this.” He shoved a piece of paper at me. 

A badly printed—or maybe it was typed?—text at the top of a rather worn piece of paper, and signatures below. “A petition? What for?”

“Read it, young lady.” He turned to the bartender after all. “I’ll have a club soda. Must keep my wits about me. There are enemies everywhere and I recently sensed a disturbance in the force.”

Oh, brother. 

In the party light, somewhat dim and not originating overhead, it was hard to make out the typed words. They were badly printed and there were cross-outs. Something about reviving—

I looked up. “You want FC Comics to revive Dauber-Man’s dead wife, Janet? Why?”

“Apparently you don’t know much about the comics, young lady. Well, look at you, of course you wouldn’t.” He eyed my spangled dress disapprovingly.  

I put my hands on my hips. “I’m Chloe Cole. I draw ‘Average Chloe’ on the web and Swoonie for FC Comics.”

“Girly modern stuff,” he said, waving a hand to indicate his disdain.

“I draw what I like to read.” I glared at him. “You have a problem with that?”

“I’m here to convince Eric Wood to bring back the glory days when Dauber-Man’s wife was his guide and mentor. She looked terrific in that slave girl outfit, too.”

“Oh-kay.” He wasn’t making a lot of sense. Was he a typical geezer sexist or was he trying to increase the number of female leads in the comics? 

He went on. “She was the heart and soul of the Dauber-Man storyline. And why is she missing? Because Hollywood doesn’t want married superheroes.”  

Another man came up to us. He wore tinted designer aviator glasses and was dressed fashionably—for an old guy—in an open throated button-down shirt under a blazer jacket. Yes, it was July in Chicago, but a jacket was welcome up here on the roof. I tried to place him but couldn’t. He was very short.

“Oh, it’s you, Norman,” Hogarth said in tones of disgust. “Kissing up as usual, no doubt.”

This must be the other troublemaker Roland had warned me about. Norman Krigstein. The newcomer’s shoes were as shiny as his rigid pompadour—it had to be a hairpiece. He said, “I have something valuable to sell to FC, unlike you. I have talent. You’re wasting your time. Eric Wood has no interest in crazy fans.” He turned to me, “I work in television. We call his kind of fan a ‘shipper.’” 

Before I could ask why, Howard Hogarth interjected. “You’re on the wrong side of history. When the Nast lawsuit is settled, you’ll wish you'd joined it. You’ll want your rights back, like the rest of the comics creators. Meanwhile, you’re a sellout.”

“And you’re a crazy old coot.” 

“You dare call me that? On guard!” Howard splashed his drink in Norman’s face.

Norman’s face turned an angry red, and he grabbed Howard by the scruff of his windbreaker. “You want a fight? I’ll give you a fight.”

Howard showed plenty of strength for an old guy. He pushed Norman away forcefully. I had to step aside or he’d have crashed into me. Fantastic. A brawl. All because I’d felt sorry for a geezer.

I ran over to Mutt. He rushed back in time to stop Norman from landing a punch on Howard. All the while, Norman called Howard names. “Hack! Trekkie!”

“You dare!” 

A woman started shrieking, “Fight! Fight!” 

Mutt tried to get between the two old guys, but Howard was spry despite his age and Norman was short enough to duck Mutt’s arms. Norman and Howard danced around Mutt and landed a few punches on each other.

“Hold still, you old windbag, so I can deck you,” Norman said, panting as he lunged at Howard again.

They crashed into the display of candies, sending the plastic jars tumbling. The noise drew more attention. People began to crowd around. 

Eric stepped into the circle the other spectators had left open. 

As often happened when Eric bothered to look menacing, people around him fell silent. Even Howard and Norman noticed. They stopped trying to get at each other around Mutt and faced Eric instead. 

He put his hands on his hips and simply stared at them from his greater height. Norman the bantam motormouth was silent. Howard shifted awkwardly on his feet, as if finally noticing that he was out of place in this glamorous crowd. 

“Krigstein, you should know better.” Eric said, “As for your crazy quest, Hogarth—” 

“Bring back Dauber-Man’s wife! I have thousands of signatures, thousands!” Howard cried, raising the petition’s ragged pages in the air.

Eric’s expression was impassive. “Get stockholder signatures. Then maybe we’ll talk.”

He turned away and walked through the crowd, which parted for him silently. 

How did he do that? 

“What a man,” sighed the drunken woman. 

“Hey, lady,” Norman said, “he’s not the only man here worth talking to. I happen to be a very well-connected television writer. You looking for a role?”

“I am,” she said.

Norman began schmoozing with the woman, leaning in and invading her personal space as he talked a mile a minute. She seemed to like it. 

Howard Hogarth, now ignored by all, stuffed his petition back in his Army surplus bag, muttering about emotionless aliens. Howard scanned the crowd, probably hoping to catch someone’s attention, but no one was looking at him anymore.

I felt sorry for Howard. No one wanted to talk to him. This party was not populated by comic book fans. The people here were all about movies and television. Entertainments made from dead trees were not their thing. Howard and his beloved comic book characters were on the junk heap of yesterday. He must sense he was fighting for a lost cause.  

“Mr. Hogarth,” I asked, to divert him, “were you in the exhibition hall this afternoon when the lights went out?”

He turned back to me. “I was. Luckily, I had my lightsaber with me.”

“Who do you think was behind that...uh, that prank?”

Something flashed in his eyes. He took his time answering. Finally, he said, “I don’t know.”

For some reason, I got the idea that Howard knew who it was, and was lying to protect that person. Interesting. 

Howard left the party soon after. I tried to get a word with Eric later on, but he was in a corner talking seriously to a woman I didn’t recognize. She was my age or a little older, wearing a beaded top and black crepe pants. She wasn’t overly pretty or heavily made up, not obviously Hollywood. It looked like it was business. Knowing Eric, it was business. I wasn’t needed in that conversation. Probably not in any conversation Eric had. 

*
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I returned to our suite, did a little unpacking, and got into my sexy nightgown. Eric had given it to me, bought from a very exclusive shop. It was real silk, with real lace. In it, I felt glamorous. After spending time around a bunch of buffed Hollywood types, I needed the ego boost. 

Feeling lazy, I turned on the television and checked out footage of the “lights out” incident and of the mystery flier. The reporter played it for laughs, speculating wildly that the perpetrator was a geeky fan out to cause trouble for unknown reasons. Not funny. 

I fingered the Dimensional Diamond, which was still at my throat. No way did I want to be unprepared to act like a superheroine at any time in the next few days. I think that’s when I fell asleep.

I dreamed Roland was my boyfriend again, and we were having sex. In my dream, I knew there was something wrong with behaving this way now, but I couldn’t quite remember what it was. Suddenly, Eric was there, and he was angry with me. I shrank away from him, but he plucked me out of his rival’s arms, and masterfully carried me to his bed. 

I woke up to find Eric was carrying me.

“Ohhh.” I was groggy.

“Go back to sleep,” he said. He carried me with no effort at all.  

I felt very comfortable crushed up against his chest, so I put my arms around his neck and began kissing his throat. 

He pulled away from my caresses. “Bed.”

As he deposited me on the mattress, I held onto his neck and tried to pull him down to me. “Kiss me.”

Eric removed my arms from around his neck and stepped back. “You behaved like a whiny brat at the party.”

Suddenly I was wide awake and my sexual urges had vanished. “I’d just suffered an assault on the street. Did you expect me to shake it off in mere minutes?” 

“You argued with Jason.” He made it sound like an accusation. He stood over me, looking down from his great height.  

“Hearing you talk so smugly about your male-dominated movies steamed me. Anyway, he said he wanted to attract the female audience.”

“You don’t know anything about the movie business.” 

He might as well have said, flat out, my opinions were worthless. 

I searched his face for any hint that he understood or cared about my feelings. I saw nothing but a man who disapproved of me having interposed myself between him and his business target. 

Who was Eric to disapprove of my behavior, anyway?

“Forget that,” I said, leaping up from the bed. “I don’t need your permission to talk to Jason Dellon or any other person in the universe.” I stalked out of the bedroom and went to the suite’s second bedroom. Eric didn’t follow. 

I locked the door. I knew for sure now that our relationship was over.
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I didn’t change my mind overnight. Breaking up with Eric wasn’t a new thought for me. I’d been moving toward ending it for a while. Anyway, when I woke the next morning, he was already gone from the suite. I’d have to hold any official breaking up for later.  

Today the convention was in full swing, and I was on panels. Despite my special ticket that allowed me quick entry, I would have to wade through the enormous crowds that made getting anywhere in the vast convention center maddeningly slow.

First, I picked up my erstwhile admirer on the sidewalk outside my hotel.

“There you are,” he said. “I knew you’d have to come out sometime.”

I stopped dead and stared at him. My stalker, the second guy I’d shaken off last night, was tall, around six feet, a little on the thin side, and dressed like any typical guy in his twenties: jeans, casual boots, dark t-shirt, a grey hoodie, and another jacket over that. He had curly brown hair, and some facial hair, too. He definitely hadn’t shaved last night. His face wasn’t bad looking. He looked younger than me.

“I have to talk to you. It’s important,” he said.

I glared at him and made a gesture to move on.

His words came out in a rush. “Please listen. I saw you throw that napkin dispenser at the crazy guy in the pedal plane.” He sounded sincere. He even looked worried at my possible reaction.

I had misinterpreted what he’d said last night. He hadn’t meant he’d seen me trip that creepy guy.

“Show me your ID,” I said.

“Okay.” He quickly pulled out his wallet.

“Now take it out and hold it up in front of you so I can compare the photo.”

His name was Ray Herriman. That name rang a bell, but I couldn’t place it right off. The ID he held up was his employee badge from CP Comics.

“Ray, may I call you Ray?” I asked. He nodded.

“I’m going to take a photo of you and send it to my friend who runs convention security. Friendly warning. If you have any funny ideas about harming me in any way, you will be hunted down like a dog.”

I snapped the pic and sent it to Roland.

“No, no. You have the wrong idea about me.” He sighed and scuffed the toe of his shoe against the pavement. “I need your help.”

“Doing what?”

His lips closed firmly, as if he was trying to get up the courage to speak. “I-I think my aunt is the one who turned out the lights in the exhibition hall yesterday.”

My mouth dropped open. This was not what I’d expected him to say.

“Who’s your aunt?”

“Jean Westover.” He didn’t look happy about saying it.

“Wait a minute. I’ve heard of her. She drew for CP Comics. Roland—my friend—told me she was a big deal, a golden girl.”

“She was. Her super popular run on Power Lady single-handedly saved CP Comics going under during the shakeout of comics in the 1980s. Once the company was prosperous again, it was sold, but the new owner fired her. He didn’t like women artists.”

“Do you know that for a fact?”

“It’s what Aunt Jean always told me.”

“Why do you think she was behind what happened yesterday?”

“I recognized her voice,” he said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Even distorted by the PA system and the echo in the huge exhibition hall?”

He nodded. “I’m sure it was her.”

“It couldn’t have been someone imitating her?”

He brightened at the idea. “Gee, it could have been. Although why would anyone want to set up Aunt Jean? She’s such a nice person.”

“Is she here at the comicon?” 

“Yes, in Artist’s Alley.”

“You need to tell this story to Roland Kirby, who heads Security.” I texted Roland, and he replied immediately with directions. I told Ray how to contact Roland at the gates. Roland could judge for himself whether Ray was telling the truth or not.

I sent Ray on his way, safely ahead of me. Not that I thought I was such hot stuff, but I didn’t know Ray Herriman.  

Considering the thousands of people crowded into the exhibition halls and concourse this morning and the near panic of yesterday, I shouldn’t have felt so relieved to enter. At least the convention center offered the promise of control over crazies. 

I checked the comicon app on my cell and the floor plan, and headed for my first panel. Right away, I bumped into Jason. He was dressed as ordinary as Ray, and nobody was mobbing him. The same basic uniform: jeans, suede boots, dark t-shirt, hoodie even in July, another jacket. Jason’s were designer versions, so they fit better and gave him a kind of casual sex appeal. Jason’s head was almost shaved bald, declaring him a hipster, although he had that blond surfer hair. In the strong light of the convention center concourse, he looked younger than he had last night. Handsome, even.

Where did that thought come from?  

“Hey, how are you?” he said, smiling at me as if he was glad to see me. 

“Better. Sorry about last night,” I said. “Getting hassled on the street was the last straw after the panicked mob scene here.”

“You were in the hall when the lights went out? What was it like?”

“One of those old disaster movies. People screaming, pushing, shoving. A nightmare experience.”

We talked about yesterday’s crazy events as we walked toward the west end of the convention center. He was interested and sympathetic. Nice guy.

Jason said, “I looked up your work. You’re good. Would you consider doing some of the visuals, the storyboards, or the character sketches, for my next movie?”

He said it casually, as if the offer wouldn’t rock my world. 

“W-what’s it about?” I asked, cautious about revealing how exciting his offer was. 

“A woman with unusual powers, who is called to defend our world from a supervillain.”

I could do that in my sleep, and literally, I had. “Tell me more,” I said. 

Fifteen minutes later I told him I’d think it over. If I said yes, my tryout would begin two months from now, when he was back in California to work on his next production. I’d acted cool, as if Hollywood came knocking on my door every day of the week. The financial terms were more than generous, and the timing was right. My commitment to FC Comics would be over by then. Also my commitment to Eric. So why did I hesitate?
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After the high point of talking with Jason, my first panel was embarrassing. The subject was educational comics and the other panelists all had degrees in education. What was worse, they specialized in learning concepts theories, whatever those were. Their jargon flew right past me.  

I had been included on this panel because FC Comics had touted Swoonie’s comic book stories as educational. Steve had been given a list of age-appropriate vocabulary words to use in the scripts. Steve wasn't on the panel this morning, so I had to try to look as if I understood the discussion. The educators debated the readers’ perception of syllables. I was outclassed and over my head, but luckily no one expected me to say much. 

I did get asked one question. 

“Why does Swoonie wear so little clothing? She’s not a respectable role model for girls.”

This was from a conservatively dressed audience member, probably another academic.  

“Ordinary street clothes would weigh down a heroine,” I said.

Nobody nodded.  

I continued, “You’d be surprised at how constricting even a pair of jeans or slacks can be. Superhero costumes are usually a takeoff on athletic wear.”  

From the dead silence, polite though it was, I realized no one here appreciated an artist’s concerns about how a superhero was garbed in the comics. They simply thought Swoonie was garbed like a pole dancer. They were right. She wore skimpy athletic shorts and a bodice slashed to the waist in front, defying gravity and always showing off her large breasts. Sometimes Steve had even incorporated the breasts into the storyline. I’d had fights with him over that. 

I hadn’t originated Swoonie’s costume. Eric had given me a completed character sketch. 

No more questions. The silence was killing me. “Uh, I only draw Swoonie. I don’t do the dialogue so I can’t comment on the syllables. Thank you,” I said, and quickly handed the mic to the woman sitting next to me. Awkward.

The torture couldn’t end soon enough after that. They debated the merits of syllables some more while I was sunk in embarrassment.

Released, I consulted my phone to see if I had time to swing through Artist’s Alley before my next panel. It depended on where in this vast building the seminar would be held. I used a map app to calculate the time and distance, but it couldn’t add in wasted time shoving through the enormous crowds. Despite the incidents yesterday, the crowds were much bigger today. Maybe some people had been scared off, but in a crowd of a hundred thousand people, who would miss another ten thousand or so?

Artist’s Alley had started years ago—I knew this from Roland—as a small area in the corner of a much bigger dealers’ room, where indie comics artists would try to drum up business for their small circulation zines by drawing characters for any fan willing to pay a sketch fee. Roland said when comic book conventions started, back in the 1960s, all the artists did quick sketches on plain paper, free, with whatever drawing implement they had at hand: ballpoint pen, marker, whatever. After a while, the artists realized some fans were selling those sketches. The artists started charging for the sketches, but also began to draw them more carefully and with permanent ink on decent quality Bristol board, the preferred medium for comic book artwork. Then some older artists started to take requests to recreate classic covers they’d done decades ago. They sold the recreated pages, thus giving themselves a financial boost in their elder years. The fans got original art that they couldn’t otherwise afford to buy, and comic book companies looked the other way about who had the right to draw their characters. Everybody was happy. 

Artists’ Alley now was a mix of veteran artists no longer working regularly, and newcomers hoping to start, and indies like me who wanted to build their audience, and everybody in between. Star artists were seldom in Artists’ Alley. They had regular autographing sessions at the big company booths, where they signed posters or other printed items the major comic book publishers handed out free to the convention attendees willing to stand in long lines.

I checked my app to find where Jean Westover might be. Her table number popped up. All I had to do was orient myself to the numbering of the tables and make my way through the throngs. Today I was dressed as a normal human, my attempt to look professional for the panels. Not that looking the part had helped so far. I wore the Dimensional Diamond under my conservative blouse, in case of trouble. Maybe I would regret leaving my utility belt back at the hotel. Then again, if Ray Herriman was telling the truth and his aunt was behind the lights incident, we could wrap this up quickly and I wouldn’t need to play superheroine at this comicon again.

In the section reserved for the veteran artists who had drawn for major comic books companies, Jean Westover was a female anomaly surrounded by a sea of men. She had a healthy line of people wanting drawings and autographs, or wanting to talk.  

I waited my turn, then introduced myself and told her about my webcomic and Swoonie. “I met your nephew, Ray, earlier today. Does he draw, too?”

As she replied, I recognized the timbre I’d heard over the PA system yesterday. I interrupted her. “Excuse me, but where were you yesterday afternoon, when the lights in the exhibition hall were turned off?”  

She looked puzzled. “Why do you want to know?” 

Think fast, Chloe. Of course she’d ask why. “I thought you might have recognized the voice that came over the PA system during the blackout.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I arrived last night.”

The other woman who was sitting at the table with Jean looked up from the drawing she was doing for a fan. I suddenly recognized her. It was Marie Severin, a veteran of EC Comics, Marvel Comics, and the Federal Reserve. I knew about her career. 

“Oh, my god! What are you doing here? I thought you were ill,” I gushed. I admit it. I gushed. She was my idol.

Marie Severin smiled with mischief in her eyes. “I’m helping out this poor lady.” She pronounced her words as if everything was a joke. Jean and she exchanged smiles of old acquaintance. 

Marie said to Jean, “Yesterday someone sabotaged the lights and caused a panic.” 

“My plane was late, and I was exhausted. I went straight to bed,” Jean said.

Marie looked at me and shrugged. “I was at the Art Institute. I missed the excitement. Tell me what happened. I never believe all that I hear on TV.”

“Happy to,” I said. “Could you answer a question first?”

“Fire away.”

“I thought you had a stroke and were stuck in a hospital or nursing home.”

“I escaped,” she said, in a cutesy voice. Her eyes danced. “Don’t tell anybody I’m here.”

I described the lights incident in detail, and then told them about the flier.

Jean said, “Why on earth would anyone risk his life to fly a plane indoors?”

“Craziness,” Marie said. 

I said, “It was a woman’s voice. Only a handful of women have worked prominently in the comics business. Don’t you all know each other?”

Jean and Marie shared a glance. Jean spoke. “We do. We’ve both been in the business since we were teenagers. Obviously Marie started long before I did. Before the big comic book expansion of the 1980s, there were only about three hundred people actively working in the comic books, and another couple hundred with syndicated newspaper strips.”

Marie added, “Comic books were a big step down in status from the newspapers.” 

“If the comic book artists got lucky, they got asked to fill in on a newspaper strip while someone was on vacation or ill. That gave them visibility with the syndicates, and could lead to taking over that strip,” Jean said. “That’s how I got out. I filled in, uncredited, on a major newspaper strip, and then was offered another strip to draw.”

“You did ‘Wilhelmina’! That was a terrific strip. I copied some of your ideas when I started my own, ‘Average Chloe,’” I said, secretly embarrassed that I hadn’t put her name together with newspaper strips.

We were rocking and rolling, but what about the comicon enemy? “Who do you think made that announcement yesterday? What woman has a grudge against comicons?”

Jean cocked her head. “What about you?”

“Me?”

“Are you one hundred percent happy to be drawing a character you don’t own?” 

I looked at Marie to see her reaction to Jean’s strong statement, but Marie was busy using colored pencils to draw the Hulk, starting with his fist. 

Jean had turned it back to me, and suddenly I was sweating. 

“I-uh-well, I don’t know,” I said. I thanked the ladies and left them to the fans. I walked away thinking hard.

Could Mistress Miraculous be a frustrated female comic book creator of my generation? Given all the social changes of recent decades and the improved position of women in our culture, we should have been on a fifty-fifty basis with men in the comics industry by now.  Instead, we were still a tiny minority in a male-dominated business, battling uphill to tell our stories our way. In my case, losing the fight. It could make a person bitter. 

I scanned the crowd, looking for the typical visitor. Teenage boys and girls, couples my age, and older men. A few older women who were obviously moms keeping track of young kids. Lots of genuine geezer-age men, but almost no middle-aged or elderly women. 

Jean had an alibi for the time period, one that could be proven. I couldn’t for a second believe that Marie Severin was an angry person who secretly held a grudge against the business she’d retired from. She was too cheerful. Anyway, she probably had a ticket stub issued by the Art Institute when she entered. It wasn’t a free museum. It probably had CTV cameras, something the police could easily access. Marie Severin was not a suspect. 

Perhaps someone had imitated Jean’s voice. Or possibly, she’d made a recording and had her accomplice play it during the “Who turned out the lights?” scenario. An almost-elderly lady wandering around the staff corridors of the exhibition hall might be invisible if she dressed like a member of the janitorial crew. 

As I considered all this, I tried to hurry through the mass of people, but it was impossible. All I did was work up a sweat. Groups would move a few steps, then pause as they were drawn to a display. I’d attempt to pass them but would soon find myself stuck again, behind another loitering group. Indie expos were not like this. Sure, they could get crowded, but their dealers’ rooms were tiny by comparison to this enormous convention center exhibit hall. The sense of this mass of people was overpowering.

By now, sweat was dripping in unmentionable places. Considering I was barely able to walk twenty steps without being stopped by the crowds ahead of me, that was surprising. Other people were wiping their faces. Uh-oh.

There was no way to listen for the air conditioning system. The crowd noise was far too intense. Now that I was paying attention I realized the air wasn’t moving. The temperature in the hall had risen. My hair got sticky, so I put it into a ponytail again to get it off my neck. That helped a little. All around me, others were wiping their faces, which shined with perspiration. 

I was still trapped miles from the exit doors. All I could do was text Roland, tell him what I thought might be happening. I hoped he knew how to fix the air system, because otherwise the fire marshal would close the dealers’ room again. 

Of course. That was the point, wasn’t it? Get these crowds to leave. The air system malfunction could not be a mere coincidence. Did Mistress Miraculous dislike the commerce of a dealers’ room? Or the publicity aspect? Lots of freebies were handed out to the public. The autographing sessions at the booths were free, although others were exclusive and expensive. Nobody had to buy a poster or a comic to have a television star or a comic book artist or writer sign it. Who could object to that?

Roland had told me many times that the original comic book conventions that took place in the 1960s were small affairs with a hundred people max. Then they grew a lot larger and had a thousand people. Still small, still concentrated on the comic books and sometimes the comic strips. The indie expos I’d been to had that feel to them. They were held in small hotels, they were focused on published comics rather than movie tie-ins, and they didn’t draw a lot of cosplayers.

Making all of us sweat didn’t pick on the cosplayers any more than the rest of us. Among the crowd were plenty of people dressed for the July heat, some in scanty costumes and others in scanty street clothes. No, the objective was to get us out of here. 

Roland finally texted me back.

No air = exhibit hall only.

My next panel was in a half hour. I had time to get to it if I pressed on. More and more people were heading for the doors because of the heat, but plenty didn’t notice it. No panic today, but how long would it be before someone collapsed from lack of oxygen? I already felt the stupor of sleepiness, the first effect. The pace of the throng slowed. I couldn’t get around anyone. It was as if I was on a crowd treadmill. Slowly, we passed booths and tables, but more booths and tables replaced them. Our pace grew slower, and slower still.

The female voice came over the loudspeakers again. “Hot in here, isn’t it? You should go outside and get some fresh air. Yes, you. All of you. Go now, before Mistress Miraculous decides to turn off the lights again.”

Then she laughed, a supervillain laugh. “Muahahaha!” 

According to Roland’s info, she couldn’t turn off the lights again; her splice had been located and fixed overnight. He’d have posted a guard, too. Although the guard might not have realized that a harmless-looking cleaning lady pushing a cart was about to take him down. If that’s what had happened.  

Was her threat empty? Lots of people around me didn’t think so. Throngs headed for the exits. The stampede from yesterday was on again. Or was it? They say lack of fresh air makes people stupid. They slowed down, began to browse the tables and booths again. As if everybody had developed distractibility. Maybe they had, from lack of oxygen. 

Artists’ Alley wasn’t visible from where I stood, but it hardly mattered. No way could anybody have left it and gotten out of the vast exhibit hall in time to patch into the loudspeaker system, override its security, and talk trash. Jean Westover was in the clear, unless these bizarre PA system threats were prerecorded. 

Anyway, why would Jean try to sabotage the comicon? She’d had the usual rough time in the comic book business, but then she’d gone on to own a successful newspaper strip, a rise in status and financial security. Why would she want to mess with a comicon?  

Was I supposed to stop time again? It wouldn’t help people breathe better, and I was due at my next panel soon. 

Finally, I extricated myself from the exhibition hall. It was blessedly cooler on the concourse. The crowd I’d left behind had cheerfully ignored the threats from the loudspeaker. Okay with me. I couldn’t keep stopping time, messing with powers I didn’t understand that might have side effects.
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My second panel of the day was very different from the first. I could have worn my superheroine costume and felt right at home with the other panelists. This time around they were all female game designers. The audience was mostly female, too. I was sensing a theme in my panel assignments.

The panel started off okay, with typical questions about what drew someone to gaming and what each panelist saw as gaming’s future. The questions came from both genders, but were answered from a female slant since the panel was all female. No one asked me anything, which was fine with me given that I’d only watched other people game and played some FreeCell occasionally. The second panel today for which I was unqualified. 

Latecomers marched into the room, all guys, about a dozen, all dressed in paramilitary style in camo. They would have looked at home during deer hunting season anywhere. 

“We’re closing this down, girls. You can all leave now,” said their leader in a loud voice that overrode the panelist speaking.

The audience members stared at them, looking confused. The panelists all looked at each other, clearly wondering who these men were. 

“Do you know what this is about?” I whispered to the woman next to me.

“I think they’re members of an anti-women gamers group,” she replied.  

The panel moderator leaned her head closer to the microphone and said, “Would all latecomers please be seated? Thank you.”

The guys didn’t sit. Instead they lined up against the wall, looking very bulky and threatening with their arms crossed over their chests. Their leader said, “We told you to leave. Girls don’t have any business gaming.”

“Knock it off,” someone in the audience yelled. “We have every right to game.”

“Gaming is a male-only sport,” the man shouted. “You should all go back to your kitchens.”

“Wow, a live troll,” a woman said in a loud voice, in a tone of pseudo wonder. The audience started to laugh.

“Don’t feed the trolls,” another person said. The cry was echoed around the room, until it became a chant. “Don’t feed the trolls. Don’t feed the trolls.”

The leader of the incursion’s face turned red. He looked as if he might have a high blood pressure stroke at any second. His companions eyed each other, visibly deflated and uneasy. Their leader was made of sterner stuff. He drew his weapon and pointed it at the audience. “If you don’t shut up right now, I’ll shoot. That’ll show you.”

I’d already texted Roland we had an emergency. Now I put my hand into my blouse and rubbed the Dimensional Diamond. My one coherent thought was to get this crazy guy out of the room. My fingers turned hot.

He vanished in a puff of air. 

Dead silence reigned for two seconds. After that, it was pandemonium. Everyone burst into excited speech. “What happened?” “Where is he?” “Did he fall down?” The moderator called in vain for quiet, but it seemed as if every person in the room spoke at once. “Where did the troll go?” 

The brave men who had accompanied their troll leader broke ranks and fled the room. Someone in the audience shouted, “Good riddance.” General laughter erupted. 

I slumped over the speakers’ table on the dais, hoping I hadn’t killed a man. 

Three staff members arrived, riding Segways. “What’s the problem here?” one asked. 

“Go after those men in camo. They disrupted the panel and threatened violence,” the moderator cried. 

The staff leader nodded to his companions. Two of the staff turned their machines around and took off. The leader dismounted and walked toward the dais to speak to the moderator privately. 

My fingers were burning. I dropped the jewel.

The troll reappeared, pointing his gun, as he’d been doing before I messed with him. Someone screamed. 

The staffer immediately tackled him and knocked him to the floor. The security man wasted no time getting the prone troll in handcuffs and calling for backup. In only a minute, five more staffers mounted on Segways arrived. They carried what looked like real weapons. The troll’s gun looked like the real deal, too, whether it was or not. 

The police action from then on took a long time and consisted of much standing around and consulting with others via walkie-talkies. The panel never resumed. Most of the audience and even the women sitting next to me on the podium were busy phoning, texting, or tweeting photos. No one made an attempt to get back to the topic of female gamers.

On shaky legs, I walked away from the seminar room. I found a bottle of water in my messenger bag and drank it. Then I collapsed against a wall, sliding down it until I was sitting on the floor. Many others around me had done the same since there were no chairs in this minor corridor that held small seminar rooms. I rested my elbows on my knees, dangling my water bottle from one hand, and thought.

Of all the thousands of people at this comicon, why was I so lucky to be on the spot when trouble occurred? Had I held the man in a different dimension until my fingers got too hot? Where had he been during those seconds? A nothing zone, like limbo or purgatory? Another room? Another world? Back in time? Forward in time? To deflect his overt threat, I’d wielded a powerful weapon. Was I any better than the troll? What gave me the right to use such power? 

Possibly I’d gone delusional, but given my history, nope. I’d been a powerful superheroine before, albeit in different circumstances.

Weapons at comicons were supposed to be “peace bonded,” but no one went through a metal detector the way they did at airports. Maybe they should. Was this incident a hoax? Why did their leader make an angry threat with a fake gun? Was it fake? 

What next would happen to make this a sucky day?

Eric texted,

Where R U?

Even in a text, he came across demanding and cold. At one time I’d thought he was my kind of guy. I answered, 

Can U talk? Call me?

Eric did. “Where are you? You’re supposed to be at a signing in the FC booth for the Swoonie creators right now.”

“I am? Be there as soon as I can.” I stood and headed for the nearest exit to the main concourse and the exhibition hall. “Listen, something crazy just happened.”

“Get to the booth.”

“Eric, it’s important.” 

I was talking to air. He’d clicked off.

Typical Eric. Focused on his goals, not anyone else’s. 

I pushed through the crowds in the concourse area as quickly as possible. The concourse was wide enough that they didn’t bunch up and block motion the way they did in the exhibition hall with all the dealers’ booths and people jammed around them. Once I arrived at the entrance, I’d have no trouble getting to the FC booth area. It was immediately opposite the doors, in a prime position.

I didn’t remember anyone telling me I was supposed to do autographs for FC. True, the company was picking up my tab to be here, but aside from the panels I’d been listed for, I’d thought my function was to be arm candy as usual. 

Out of breath, I arrived at the booth, which of course was mobbed with fans. I waved at one of the people behind the barriers—tables set up to block easy access to the center of the large area. The guy didn’t know me, so I shouted, “I’m Chloe Cole. I’m supposed to autograph.” 

He heard me, but he didn’t react. Odd. 

“Where’s the autographing?” I asked, attempting to push closer to him. “Excuse me, I need to ask a question,” I said to the people around me. They growled, probably assuming I was about to pull some ploy to jump the line. Technically, that was true. 

Booth guy pointed to my left. “That’s the line. Please join at the end.”

“I draw Swoonie,” I said. “Eric Wood told me to come here and autograph. Don’t you have a place set up for Swoonie signing?” 

“Eric Wood? He runs FC. This is CP Comics.”

I was at the wrong booth. My face must be red. I apologized and retreated. How had I mistaken the CP booth for the FC area? Same kinds of comics, same approach to this comicon with enormous booths? Probably. Looking around, I saw that their booths were opposite each other. I threaded my way through the throngs and tried to enter the FC booth.

This time I was successful. I was quickly escorted to the autographing table, where Steve sat. 

“Did you know about this before?” I asked. 

Steve was checking his phone, but finally answered. “A big name canceled, so they threw us into the schedule. I got the word last night. Don’t know how they managed the posters so quickly.”

I shrugged. “Probably an instant print shop near the convention center for business meetings.” Nice posters. A splash page with the indicia removed, in full color. Swoonie in all her glory. Why hadn’t Eric told me last night? Why hadn’t anyone?

We got down to work, signing and briefly chatting with what seemed like an endless line of eager fans. Most were female, I noted, and in their teens. Many were in homemade Swoonie costumes. There even were a couple of boys dressed as Swoonie. Not surprising at a comicon where I’d seen girls dressed as Chris Pratt being Star-Lord in Guardians of the Galaxy. 

We deflected questions about Swoonie’s next adventures, pretending the comic was a rip-roaring success and our heroine would go on forever.

“I’m so thrilled to meet you,” one teenage fan burbled. “I’m Sammy. I want to be an artist someday. Would you look at my samples? I brought my drawing pad.” She rummaged in the big tote bag she carried. All the comicon attendees carried one. They were handed large tote bags with their badges. This time around, CP Comics had picked up the tab for making them, and the sides of the bag were decorated with CP characters and a big number 75. “Here.” She pulled out a sketchbook. 

From the corner of my eye, I saw Steve looking impatient, reminding me that we still had a line of people behind this enthusiastic girl. I remembered how desperately I’d craved even one bit of positive encouragement about my art at that age. Paging through the book quickly, I put my finger on a couple of nicely executed pieces. “This one’s pretty good. And this. Sorry I don’t have more time right now, though. There are others in line behind you,” I said.

Smiling from ear to ear, and thanking me profusely, Sammy allowed the line leader to escort her away.

The next person stepped up to the table and we got back to our stock questions and to signing. A while later, the booth runner came to us and said, “I’m closing the line. Five more minutes.”

When we were done, I turned to Steve. “That was unexpected, but fun. When did you say you got the word last night that we were the fill-ins?”

“Around nine o’clock.” 

Before the big reception. Why hadn’t Eric said something? 

Steve stood. “I’m tired of little girls gushing. Next year I’ll be autographing a comic for guys.” 

He walked away before he could see my jaw drop. How had he hidden his distaste for females—and probably Swoonie, too—from me all these months? Why hadn’t I caught on that I was the only one at FC Comics who gave a damn about her?

Average Chloe takes a kick in the shins. I hadn’t seen that one coming. Probably this was the last time I’d see Steve. He’d scripted Swoonie as his stepping stone to what he wanted. Now he didn’t bother to fake enthusiasm anymore. Good riddance.

I walked out of the booth, remembering to thank the line leader as I did, but otherwise acting like a space cadet. On autopilot, I wandered the aisles, looking at action figures for sale, at sparkling crystals that could easily be dimensional diamonds, and t-shirts with comic book characters on them. I should be wearing a Swoonie t-shirt if one existed. I should at least advertise her while I could. 

I found one at a booth selling many pink items, from jewelry to swords. Pink swords? Yep. Despite the continued heat of the exhibition hall, once I’d paid for my pink Swoonie shirt, I put it on over my blouse. When I found a ladies room I’d remove the blouse and stuff it in my bag.

Eric and Steve had used me. No, I had allowed myself to be used. I knew that in corporate comics an artist was seldom trusted to write dialogue, so a writer had to collaborate on most projects. I was hardly an auteur when I walked in the door, despite my couple of years of doing “Average Chloe” as a webcomic. A failing webcomic, because of my personal stubbornness and unwillingness to treat webcomics as a business rather than a hobby. So, sure, I’d needed a writer then. I’d thought Steve was fully on Team Swoonie. Apparently not. 

As for Eric, I knew he was a corporate comic book guy. I’d never had any illusions that he was after more than the main chance, the biggest pop for his buck. To be fair, I had used him, too. We’d met at a low point in my life, and I’d clung to the security he represented. Because he knew what he wanted, I had the emotional space to figure out what I needed.

For sure I needed more than just a guy to have sex with. The vibe I got from Eric and Steve now was that girls didn’t belong in comic books, not as creators, not as main characters, and definitely not as girls. Swoonie was all girl, not a guy dressed up as a girl. She liked pretty things and sparkly things. She was silly and she gushed over super cute stuff, and she paid attention to details men ignored. Real girls did that. Women, too. Comic art was capable of conveying so much more than mere words. As with gaming, there was nothing specifically male about the medium itself.  

I hadn’t voiced these arguments with Eric or Steve. I’d simply gone along with their vision most of the time. I’d thought that the storytelling in my art would be enough to soften the edges of their bias against a female perspective intruding into what they’d grown up thinking as a male domain. From the lineup of girls for the autographing, I’d done my job at least passably well. My message of inclusion to girls had been picked up. For girls searching for such messages, all they’d needed was an inkling of their world view to seize onto. 

I found a restroom and stripped off the blouse. It hadn’t made me appear any more articulate during that early morning panel on syllables. Academia would never be my place. Community college had been plenty for me, along with art school. Given my mom’s strong opinion that art was not a suitable career choice, it was surprising she’d financed my two years. Unless my father secretly had kicked in with support. Water under the bridge. I’d probably never ask either of them.  

Was I back at square one careerwise? No. True, Swoonie had no future, unless I could convince Eric to keep her alive for the licensing value of having a female character. That was a possibility his practical brain might take seriously, where no amount of pleading about the fairness of publishing girl-oriented comics would penetrate. Worth a try, if I ever got a chance to talk to him. I didn’t see myself bringing it up during a bed session. If we ever did another bed session. I had severe doubts after last night. We were either on the rocks, or headed for them.  

I could continue "Average Chloe” no matter what, since she was all mine. I owned her. If I took the upcoming gig with Jason, it might open some doors, give me a sideways step into a different branch of the comics world where it intersected with movies. Could be scary, though. I’d heard tales of how Hollywood chewed people up and spat them out, especially young females. In addition, I’d have to find an apartment and get a car, and learn a brand new town. Best not to think about it anymore now, or I’d freak.

Hopefully today would not have any more bizarre incidents. Roland must have gotten the air conditioning system back online quickly, since the exhibition hall hadn’t been overly hot when I was autographing. He only had to keep the comicon running steady for three more days, but that might not be easy. 

Strange that Mistress Miraculous didn’t call in bomb threats. If she’d called the police from an anonymous phone, they’d be forced to clear the entire building to search for the bomb. That would be a disaster for the comicon sponsor, but perhaps Mistress Miraculous wanted the pleasure of seeing people freak out and hearing them scream. Who was her co-conspirator in the pedal airplane? Were the paramilitary gamer guys part of her plan, or a mere pop-up problem? Were they for real, or people pretending to hold those opinions? From the anger on their faces, they’d seemed real enough, but perhaps they’d been acting all along. Cosplaying.

Roland texted me, asking me to meet him for lunch. Sounded like a plan. I’d been feeding him info for hours. Now I wanted him to give.

As I walked through the clots of people on the concourse, I spotted Ray Herriman talking to Damien Nast, the sword master from yesterday afternoon. They seemed to know each other. Ray gesticulated as if he was angry or upset. Damien’s arms were crossed, as if he rebuffed whatever Ray wanted of him. With a shake of his head, Damien turned and walked off. Ray stood for a moment and then rushed away in a different direction. It all happened fast, before I could get within hailing distance of them. The crowds of people hid both of them within seconds.

What was that about? Why would they know each other? Why would they argue?
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Outside the convention center, brilliant sunshine ruled. The sky was blue, and a breeze off the lake to the east kept the temperature comfortable. Roland and I had agreed to meet at the Bean, the locals’ name for Chicago’s tribute to the millennium, located near the north end of Grant Park. The park was across the street from the convention center. A huge silver sculpture in an asymmetrical shape, the Bean resembled a legume, hence the nickname. On an ordinary day, the area was always busy with tourists and with people who had come out to enjoy the park and watch the presentations often given in front of the Bean. Today, the place was jammed. Obvious comicon attendees with their red badges and CP Comics tote bags or wearing superhero or fantasy costumes were taking a break and eating lunch. Vendors sold food from carts and there even was a dedicated food concession a few paces away.

As I got closer, I saw a comicon-related event taking place. Four men in superhero garb—colorful spandex costumes, capes, big boots, the works—battled with fantastic weapons made of plastic and what looked like lightweight aluminum. An announcer on a mic named and explained each move. The fighters stopped every few seconds to show the moves over again, to the crowd’s applause.

“Chloe! Over here!”

I looked around, and there was Roland, holding onto a prized piece of real estate, a wall low enough to sit on. As I neared him, the smell of pastrami hit me smack in the face. I took a deep, pleased breath. “Tell me you bought me a deli sandwich.”

“I bought you a deli sandwich.” Roland smiled at me. “Your favorite. With a pickle.  How are you doing, adventure girl?”

“Adventure girl?” I tried the words out. “Not a bad superhero sobriquet. I could get a mask and pretend to have a secret identity, and everything.”

I sat down and he handed me my lunch. As I ate, Roland ran down all the avenues he’d investigated. “The air system had only been shut off. Easy to flip the breakers. There was no sign that the lights had been tampered with again.”

“So she made an empty threat.” 

“Or perhaps at the time she made it she had reason to believe she could douse the lights again.”

“If the threats were prerecorded. I talked to Jean Westover in the flesh, face to face, only a minute before that PA system threat. There’s no way she could have gotten anywhere in that crowd to physically tap into the system, unless she had some kind of sophisticated way to interrupt it.”

“No sign of digital interference. If this was a James Bond movie, she’d have some superspy device that could do it remotely without our system’s consent.” 

Roland got excited when he explained technology.

“This isn’t a movie.” I said.

“Exactly. Such a device doesn’t exist commercially.”

I finished my sandwich. “What about that crazy ‘male gamers’ incident? Has the leader been identified? Were the police even called?”

“We had to call them, because the man brandished a weapon. His name is Joe Weisinger. He claims he was hired to put on a show, and got a little carried away.”

“I’ll say. Pointing a gun at the audience was scary. Who hired him?”

“Claims he doesn’t know. He received an untraceable phone call from a burner phone. The cash arrived anonymously. He and his buddies are all out-of-work actors.”

“I saw how angry he got. I’m not so sure he was acting,” I said.

Roland replied, “His gun wasn't real.” 

“That’s a relief.”

Roland leaned closer. “It doesn’t add up. Compare the scale of these pop-up incidents today to the attempts to panic the crowd in the main exhibition hall.”

“How many people were injured yesterday?”

“EMTs treated over five hundred. There was one heart attack, and somebody got seriously injured by a booth falling on him.”

I remembered the man’s body draped across Damien Nast’s dealer’s table. I didn’t want to know if that man was the heart attack. “Also, we’ve got a gender issue,” I reminded him. “The voice was female. The flier was female. The gamer paramilitary guys deliberately inflamed a preexisting controversy that is male against female.”

“You missed the exciting pink-bombing of a gaming panel. A group of women all wearing blonde wigs and pink froufrou tutus stormed into a panel about Orb of Fightcraft—that’s a multi-player online game—and started throwing pink beads at the mostly male audience and the all-male panelists.”

I laughed. “Hardly a big violent threat.” 

“When detained and questioned, the women also claimed they were hired anonymously,” he replied. “It’s a pattern of setting the sexes against each other.”

I asked the obvious question. “Who would want to do that?”

Roland shook his head. “Could be anyone. Even someone not involved with comics.”

“Here’s another piece of the puzzle.” I recounted seeing Ray Herriman and Damien Nast talking. “They knew each other, I’m sure of it, and Ray was angry. What did you get out of him this morning?”

“A load of baloney. He claims he’s worried about his aunt, thinks she’s gone round the bend.”

“Because?”

“She was snubbed by CP comics. She’s not a guest of honor despite her forty years in the business. Her ex-husband was the former publisher of CP. Herriman claims when CP invited veteran artists to participate in their seventy-fifth anniversary shindig, they left her out totally—even though he’d reminded his bosses about her.”

“Ray works in the business?” 

“On the distribution side for CP Comics. I’m expecting trouble at their party tonight.”

“The party’s at something called the Walker Mansion, right?”

“It’s across the river to our north, on the west side of Upper Michigan Avenue. In the 1880s and 1890s, that area was where the rich people built their lavishly decorated homes. The Walker Mansion has the distinction of never having sold off its side yard, as others did. It has a big walled garden.”

“So CP Comics is having an outdoor party?”

He nodded. “A garden party that starts at 10 p.m. and goes till 2 a.m. The convention is doing security for it, too, so I’ll be there. Are you going?”  

“I haven’t worked for CP, and I probably never will.”

He shot me a doubting look. “Two years ago you’d have sworn you’d never work for any corporate comics company, but here you are.”

My comics career stuck in his craw, and I knew why. “That was before I met Eric, before I was a temporary superheroine and learned a lot more about the history of conventional comics.”

His face held a hurt expression. “I told you tons of comics history when we were together.”

“But I had almost no context then. Now I do.”

“Your big shot boyfriend would get a VIP invite to the party. Go there with him as his date.” 

“Arm candy, please. That’s my current role in his life,” I said.

“Something bothering you?” He shot me a questioning look.

“I’m tired of it.” I waved away further questions about my personal life. “What possible trouble could happen at this party tonight?”

“Something related to when CP Comics started, although the man running it today isn’t who ran it decades ago.”

“If that’s the true secret origin of Mistress Miraculous,” I noted. He smiled at my use of the comic book term “secret origin.”  

“I remember some of what you told me,” I said, a smile curving my lips. 

Suddenly we heard a loud explosion. The Bean, which we were sitting very near, began to rock as smoke shot up from one side of it. 

“Was that an electrical short from the loudspeaker?” I asked. 

We both leapt up, as panicked people ran away from the Bean. The sword demonstrators backed away. Other people foolishly continued to stand under the huge piece of metal, pointing at how the sculpture was rocking back and forth. They didn’t seem to realize that if the Bean flipped over they’d be crushed.

Roland sent messages on his phone and spoke on his walkie-talkie. As he did, he said, “Chloe, use the Dimensional Diamond. You’re the only one who can help right now.”

I fingered it under my t-shirt. “I can’t stop the Bean from falling over, only delay it. Get everybody out of its path.” Then I pressed my fingers on the jewel and told it to slow the Bean.

When it slowed, the people who were leaving slowed, too. Was it the action of the jewel, or them thinking the crisis was over? Oh, rats. 

“It’s not working right,” I said. 

Roland switched his walkie-talkie to crowd announcement loudspeaker mode, and told people to leave the area. “This area is now closed. Please evacuate this area.”

They didn’t go. 

I tried again. This time I pushed the jewel to move the people faster and I ignored the Bean. All around me, the crowds of people started to run away. The Bean rocked faster, though.

“Chloe, get out of the way!” Roland warned as he sprinted sideways toward some stragglers. 

I moved back, but was afraid to get so far from the Bean that I’d have no effect on the people still menaced by it. A couple with a baby in a stroller and a crying toddler were too close to the Bean if it fell. They were having trouble quickly organizing all their stuff and moving away from the danger. Roland went over to help them or yell at them, I didn’t know which, because I was busy trying not to scream from the pain of the jewel heating up and singeing my fingers again.

Roland finally got the family away from the Bean. I yelled to him, “I’ve got to stop now,” although the crowd noise was tremendous and he probably couldn’t hear me. People were screaming like they did in the movies. Unreal.  

I couldn’t hold the Dimensional Diamond anymore. It burned my fingers. I dropped it back to my chest as I raced away from the Bean. 

The Bean rotated unevenly, and faster. Then it simply slid over on one side, and flopped down on the pavement. It made a nasty crunching, scraping noise as it hit the stone and then settled. It even raised some dust. But as far as I could see, the Bean hadn’t hit anyone.

I was ready to hyperventilate. One minute I was eating a pickle and the next I was frying my fingers trying to save people from mass disaster. The Dimensional Diamond had a serious drawback. If my father had invented it or made it come to life, or whatever, he’d neglected to make it safe for a superheroine. I guess that’s what I still was, despite the lack of actual superpowers.

Roland would be busy for the next hour talking to local police. I didn’t need their nosy questions and with luck no one had even noticed I’d been doing something weird during the crisis. I decided to make myself scarce.
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Back in the convention center, I headed for my next panel. I’d been texting Eric on and off all day. Except for the one command to show up at the FC Comics booth to fill in, I’d heard nothing from him. As I came around a corner and onto the main concourse, there he was.

“Eric,” I called. He turned. Didn’t smile, but beckoned me closer. He was with a woman around my age, although possibly a bit older. The same one he’d been talking to last night at the Fantastic Comics rooftop party.

“I don’t know if you’ve met Leslie Evans. She’s written and drawn for CP Comics for the last couple of years. Can you take her with you to the ‘Women in Comics’ panel?”

“Sure,” I nodded at her. She’d brought the only successful modern female character, a manga takeoff, to CP Comics. 

“When do we meet for the evening reception?” I asked him. He looked blank. “The CP Comics party at the Walker Mansion?” 

Eric didn’t answer my question. Typical Eric. “I’ll see you later, at the FC booth or the hotel.” He took off.

Leslie said, “I only arrived last night. I’m not oriented yet. I hope it’s not an imposition to tag along with you.”

I was still staring after Eric, wondering what he was hiding from me this time. “What? Oh, no problem,” I said. I consulted my handy phone app, then pointed down the concourse. “It’s this way.”  

As we walked, I asked her, “Do you enjoy working for CP Comics? I heard you’d written movies previously.”

She laughed. “Everybody’s heard that. It’s my big claim to fame, but it was only the one movie.”

“So what turned you onto comics?”

“Manga. I spent a year in Japan during college, and everybody there reads manga, so I did, too, to learn the written language.” She explained how she’d looked around for a shot at comics once she’d realized her movie scripting career wasn’t going where she liked. “Or going anywhere at all, actually. It’s a tough business and I didn’t have the stamina for it.”

My stomach clenched. Would I be walking into a bear trap if I went out to L.A. to work with Jason? “A lot of people in comics that I’ve met have ambitions to work in movies. Now that so many comics get turned into movies, it seems more possible than ever before.”

She shrugged. “Perhaps, but those are all superhero movies, aren’t they? The only manga movies are anime, not live action.” 

“Wasn’t there one a long time ago, called Tank Girl?”  

“Yes, and that’s it for live action manga. In the U.S., anything from manga that gets turned into a movie is animated or kid-oriented. We’ll never get American movies of the manga that’s popular with adult readers.”

We reached the seminar room and identified ourselves to the moderator. She checked the roster. “I have Chloe on my list, but not Leslie. Would you like to sit in on the panel, anyway?” 

“Yes, I would. I have an announcement to make at the end,” she said. 

We took the last vacant seats, which were separated by a couple of women I recognized as long-time comic book employees. The older one had been a hand letterer. The younger had started her career in comics with digital coloring. 

My prior panels today had been extremes, but this one was straight down the middle. Half the questions and comments were silly, and half were serious. I got asked many details about planning and drawing Swoonie. I was careful not to talk about her imminent assassination. I was too down about her fate to want to explain or attempt to justify it to fans.

A woman stood up and asked, “How does the panel feel about the inequity of females to males in the comics?” That quickly turned into a heavy discussion about young women in refrigerators, and dead heroines, and more. As the topic kept going, I said less and less. How could I not tell them that Swoonie would soon be dead? It was wrong to withhold the information to the very people who might be willing to launch a campaign to save her.

Leslie grabbed the mic and said, “It should make you happy to hear that tentative plans to cancel Swoonie have been dumped. I’ve signed a contract with FC Comics to continue her adventures after Chloe Cole leaves the strip.”

My jaw dropped, but I quickly snapped my mouth closed. I heard the excited questions and saw the raised hands, but from a distance. Leslie’s answers sounded as if they were spoken a mile away. At one point she seemed to send an apologetic look in my direction. I was on my own island, and it wasn’t a happy place.

I’m not good at hiding my emotions, but at least I tried to hide my surprise from the fans gathered in the seats in front of me. It was an effort to retain some pride, to not look like an utter fool. How the hell could Eric have done this to me? What was the point of that big editorial meeting and all the arguing we did last week? Had Eric known then that Leslie might be available? Had he been negotiating with her for a long time? Was his plan all along to kick me off the title and give it to her? After all, one woman drawing comics for FC Comics was enough, wasn’t it? Sarcasm appropriate here. 

Breathe. That’s right. Breathe. Leslie chirped on about how happy she was to be taking over Swoonie. If I’d been sitting next to her, I would have kicked her.

The excited questions kept coming. Somebody finally asked me how I felt to be leaving Swoonie and FC as well. News to me, but I played it cool. I even smiled. 

“I can’t reveal my next project yet, but it’s exciting and a new challenge for me. I’m leaving Swoonie in good hands.” 

I refused to say any more. I tossed the detailed questions back to Leslie. “She’s the one you should ask about upcoming storylines,” I said, shaking my head and putting on a great show of being collegial, when I wanted to gut her with a fish knife.

No, that’s what I should do to Eric. How many times had Eric done something behind my back? Something significant? Why had I expected him to tell me his plans instead of surprising me yet again with a betrayal?

He never confided in me unless it suited him. He often did not answer my direct questions. Now he’d fired me from a comic book title and had the gall to assign me to escort my replacement to her public announcement of their deal. Of course. Why should he be here during the sticky moment when I learned what he’d done?

Possibly the worst of it was that Leslie acted as if she had no idea I’d been ambushed by Eric. She clung to me after the panel as if we were now best friends for life. She wanted me to help her find her next panel. “Please show me the ropes,” she said, smiling like someone who knows she is charming. “I’ve never been to a huge comicon like this before,” she said.

Neither had I, but I wasn’t likely to admit it to her. Not now. Was she for real? Or was she the kind of manipulative bitch who pretended to be a friend? A frenemy? I’d had one before, a roommate who was a pathological liar. I was deeply glad Linea had emigrated to Chile. We needed to keep a continent apart. I wished I could be that far from chirpy Leslie Evans right now. 

Roland showed up at the door as the after-panel finally dragged to an end and all the questions from the fans clustered around me and Leslie had been answered or, in my case, evaded. 

“Twitter erupted,” he said. “I had to come see for myself.” His sympathetic eyes told me a kinder impulse was behind his arrival. He introduced himself to Leslie, promised to call for a special staff member who would escort her to her next event, and deftly separated me from her cloying company. 

As soon as we turned the corner outside the seminar room, I fell on his neck. “Oh, god. Thank you. I love you so much. You’re the best.”

“Let’s go in here,” he said, putting an arm around me and leading me to a closed door. He used a code to unlock it. An audio video closet, blessedly empty of people. He shut the door. “What happened? You were fine an hour ago.”

“That was before Eric told me to bring Leslie to this panel. Before he totally betrayed me.” I recovered my anger enough to notice that my hands were clenched into fists. “Why does he do this? Why won’t he tell me the truth, ever?” I started pacing.

Roland was tactful enough not to state the obvious, that Eric was a jerk. 

“I’ve always known he’s out for himself first,” I said, letting my fingernails bite into my palms. “It always has to be done his way. But this is too much.” I swiped angrily at my eyes. No damn way I would cry over Eric-the-bastard Wood.  

“He never told you he was replacing you on Swoonie?” 

I shrieked, “He told me he was canceling the title and killing her. Killing her.” I described the editorial meeting. “I was supposed to draw her death. I fought and fought. Steve simply rolled over. He’s such a suck-up. Or has he been in on this all along?” 

“It’s possible that Wood changed plans when Leslie became available,” Roland pointed out.  

“He had all these business reasons why Swoonie had to die. Numbers only he had access to, numbers I couldn’t fight. He said Swoonie was an abject sales failure.”

“CP Comics’ Power Lady barely sells any comics, but she’s a licensing dynamo,” he said.

I nodded. “Exactly. Little girls want to dress up as heroines, not just princesses. I was planning to try again, to tell Eric about Damien Nast’s comic book store and how he wants more products to sell to girls.” 

I threw myself onto a metal folding chair. “It’s so important to do something for the girl audience. I was going to beg for Swoonie to at least continue as a licensed product.”

“Now she will,” he pointed out. 

I lifted my head. “I’ve taken a lot of crap from Eric, but I’m not taking this. Leslie can start work on the last issue I was supposed to draw. I’m done.”

“Don’t you have a contract to fulfill?”

I shook my head. “When I started drawing Swoonie I had no standing in mainstream comics. I didn’t deserve a contract. Even I knew that.”

He frowned. 

I held one hand up to my aching forehead, weary even of my anger all of a sudden. “It doesn’t matter. I should have known it would end this way. More fool me.”

I stood. “Okay. I’m done crying on your shoulder.”

“Sure?” Roland asked. He reached out a hand and wiped a tear that had somehow spilled down my cheek.

I sniffed. He was too good. In a second I’d be bawling on his chest. Eric was not worth my tears.

Roland must have sensed my moment of weakness, for he put his arms around me in a comforting gesture. I relaxed against his familiar body. 

He tightened the embrace. “Chloe,” he murmured, tilting up my chin with one hand. He kissed me.

Something jerked inside. He was so familiar, so safe. When the kiss grew more passionate, I sighed into his mouth and let him do what he wanted. He put both hands on my butt and pulled me tight to him, so I felt how hard he was. My body wanted the comfort offered. I softened. I moaned. Sex was such a healer.

Sex with Roland? 

“No,” I said, and pulled away from him. “I can’t do this.”  

“We were always good together,” he said. “Let me make you feel better.” His words were soft. His sweet concern for me opened something yearning deep within me. 

Roland tried to embrace me again, but I backed away, wiping my face to erase his touch. I put words between us as fast as I could. “No. We’re over, remember? You’re a wonderful guy, much better than I deserve. You’re my friend. I need a friend.”

“Chloe.” Roland’s eyes showed how stricken he was that I’d rejected him again. I put my hand over my mouth, pressing against my lips. I ached for the pain his expression revealed. I had to hold myself back from kissing him again out of sheer sympathy. Or allowing more because I felt guilty at arousing him and I myself would welcome bodily consolation.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have brought you into a private problem.”

Roland’s expression tightened.  

“I love you,” he said. “Does he?”

I wrapped my arms around my midsection. The expression on my face was probably as sad as his. “I can’t go back to what we were over a year ago.”  

I ran out of the AV closet and pushed my way through the crowds until I was a football field’s length away. I ignored Roland’s repeated calls and texts. Finally, I had the composure to text Sarah, who was roaming the comicon today. 

Desp talk U. Where?

Within a minute, she beeped back.

2nd fl green rm

I found an escalator and rode it to the top floor, past the glassed mezzanine where they were doing television interviews. Still plenty of people here, but then I saw the green room, which was available only to people with special badges. It was crowded. I couldn’t talk to her here. As I paused, barely holding my tears in, Sarah swooped past me from behind and pulled me around the corner to a ladies room. It had a small anteroom with a couch and some chairs. 

“What happened?” she asked urgently.

I collapsed and told her the bad part about Eric, and then the even worse part, about Roland.

“I let him kiss me, and I kissed him back.”

“Roland hit on you when you were crying over Eric? That’s low, even for him.”

“I feel so messed up. I didn’t mean to kiss Roland back.” I raised my head. “What do you mean, ‘even for him’?” 

“You’ve been living with another man for a year and Roland comes on strong like that? You’re kidding yourself about saintly Roland, girlfriend. He’s a man, he wants to steal you back from Eric, and he seized on your weakest moment to do it. He doesn’t fight any fairer than your corporate hatchet man lover does.”

After she said that, and a lot more, reminding me of our ex-roommate, Linea, and some queasy moments involving Roland, I straightened my spine. She was right. I hadn’t committed a crime by kissing Roland or even by wanting more. 

“I’m not a dog bone for these men to fight over,” I said. “Maybe I should back away from all this superheroine stuff Roland keeps dragging me into.”

“Which he could have faked. Has Mistress Miraculous done a single miraculous thing yet?”  

“No.”

“Maybe that’s because Roland made her up, to give him an excuse to be together with you this weekend.”

“Why didn’t I realize that before?”

“’Cause you’re a nice girl, unlike me, the one who sees bad agendas behind every smiling face,” she said.

“I can’t believe he’s so hung up on me that he would cause these attacks.”

“He has the means, the opportunity, and possibly a twisted motive, too.” Sarah added, “Before you get the idea that you’re Helen of Troy, or something, think about this. Roland could be trying to score off Eric first and win you back second. He’s a man. Competitive. Territorial. Roland thinks Eric stole you from him.”

“But that’s not true. I broke up with Roland before I even met Eric.”

“Roland used to stalk you, remember? He’s not the angel you keep thinking he is. Don’t you remember how he and Linea screwed you over?” 

“That was all her fault.”

Sarah shook her head. “Roland and Linea were involved, hot and heavy. She simply moved on before she’d taken him from you completely. I happen to think his efforts to get you back are tied to his ego bash from Linea, who left him flat as you recall.”

“So should I stop doing the superheroine stuff and get on with my life?”

She nodded. “Uh-huh. You should.”

I stood and walked the length of the little room. “I’m not the kind of person who leaves a job half-done. What if Roland is innocent and there is a Mistress Miraculous out to cause harm to thousands at the con?”

She shrugged. “I’m a sworn peace officer, but I’m off duty today. If I see something, I’ll still do my job. That’s the attitude you should take.”  

Sarah always made sense. 
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Sarah and I strolled the comicon from one end to the other, enjoying ourselves and living in the now for hours. Being with her kept my thoughts at bay, but as soon as she left for her evening shift, I was back to thinking obsessively about everything that had happened today.

Eric must have sealed the deal with Leslie today. Otherwise, wouldn’t he have flaunted her at the movie company party last night? She’d said she was known in movie circles. In comics, any connection to Hollywood was a big deal.

Did I believe I could be going to Hollywood in two months to work on movies, just like that? With no effort on my part? Was that possible? To work with a hot guy like Jason? Where did “hot guy” come from? Forget that. I had no time to dwell on this strange new turn my life was about to take. One door closed, another opened. When I had to tell my mother I’d been supplanted at FC Comics, having a new job already lined up would help. Jason had offered me a lifeline. Now I would take it.

Despite my already long day, I had the idea that I should check out the dealers’ room again, maybe chat with Damien Nast. Why had he been talking to Ray Herriman? 

Our beefy, tattooed comic book store owner was the grandson of the man who had brought a major superhero character to CP Comics. The grandfather had been paid a few dollars for all rights, and then a few dollars more now and then. The company that bought the character got rich. 

It was the old story. Damien’s grandfather had even sued, unsuccessfully, to get his rights back and more. After his death, after the thirty-five years the copyright law mandated, the family had asked for the rights back. The matter was still in the courts, but the outcome, given a battle between a middle-class family with modest financial resources against a rich corporation that kept high-powered law firms on retainer, was likely to be in the corporation’s favor. If Damien thought that the family lawsuit would end in a loss, would he be angry enough to cause mischief at this comicon?

Damien Nast had a very good reason to want to disrupt any comicon that helped give the big name comic book companies an even higher profile. Despite his claim that shutting the dealers’ room had injured him financially, he could be here deliberately to disrupt. 

Which led me back to Ray Herriman. He claimed he was worried about his aunt. Jean Westover did not come across as someone holding a grudge, secret or otherwise. What about Ray? Did Ray resent the millions of dollars that CP Comics had made—money he had no chance to inherit because Jean owned nothing? Or was I missing some other comics connection? I couldn’t find anything about Ray on the net other than the usual, his Facebook account, his Twitter handle, and a few other social media items. Unlike Damien, Ray had almost no online presence. Or perhaps he did it under another name.

I put in a call to Ardis, who’d only been able to take yesterday off from work, but by now should be winding down.

“Spill everything about Damien Nast,” I demanded.

She giggled. “Everything?”

“Okay, not that,” I said. “I guess you got to know each other very quickly.”

“Yes, we did. He’s a cool guy. Those tattoos are all over his body.”

“Ignoring.” Ardis was a fast worker. Or Damien was. “Did you get any sense that he has strong unhappy feelings about the comic book business? His grandfather was cheated out of the fortune that made CP Comics huge.”

“He says he doesn’t care.”

“Did he bring up the topic, or did you?”

“I don’t remember. We were talking about how we’d gotten interested in attending comicons, I think. He seemed cool about his family connection.”

“Talking about how your grandfathers both got a raw deal should have given you something in common.”

“We have plenty in common already,” she said, giggling again.

We agreed to meet for a burger in an hour. Tomorrow all three of us would spend the whole day wandering the comicon. I had no panels on Saturday, so we could stand in line for hours to get into popular panel events, or for autographing. Ardis liked to get autographs, for some reason I had never understood. 

Ardis was a high end graphics designer who had all the work she could handle. People begged her to do their books and magazines. We’d met in art school, which I had attended with a huge chip on my shoulder because my mother was so against art as a career. Ardis by contrast had been chill. We’d become friends. She’d been my roommate briefly when I lived in Chicago, but for various reasons that hadn’t worked out. 

Still looking for Damien, I fought the overwhelming assault on my senses from the sheer massive number of booths and people. In a hall this huge, there were multiple broad aisles. I didn’t remember the name of his business, or which aisle Damien’s table was on, but I had a sense of where it was inside the exhibit area. The largest amount of space was taken by the big movie companies, the major comic book companies, and the toy and gaming companies. They weren’t selling anything; they were here to show off their wares, to spark fan excitement. The movie companies had exhibits of the original costumes used in their superhero movies. Those and beloved props were all behind glass. Huge blow-ups of action scenes decorated the temporary walls of their exhibits, drawing people in to stare and providing visual entertainment as fans waited in long lines to be given free posters or get autographs from actors familiar from television and movies.  

I passed many booths selling old comics, new comics, and graphic novels, but they were small and to the side of the exhibit hall. Some booths held copies of every superhero movie and television show. Others sold high-end first edition movie posters and lobby cards. I looked at the price of one Hollywood poster. It was six figures.  

Smaller sellers hawked handmade jewelry in semi-precious stones. Numerous booths sold crystal pendants in various shapes, crystals that looked the same as mine. It would be weird if the Dimensional Diamond was only some cheap crystal picked up at a comicon—and mysteriously imbued with superpowers by my crazy father. Weird enough to be possible.

I passed a booth that sold crocheted stuffed animals, the animals all familiar from television and movies. Sometimes from comic books first, but by now, were the Ninja Turtles even thought of as comic book characters? Someone had even created one-of-a-kind quilts featuring well-known comic book characters. 

I also saw many booths that specialized in one item only, like board games or toy model kits. Some were vintage. Others were new and strange. Zombie board games. Zombie model kits. Shape shifter role playing games. Shape shifter model kits. Submarines and time tunnels and every conceivable model. At the next table I could buy a moderately priced Jane Austen action figure, or a two-foot tall Godzilla sculpture for big bucks.  

Finally, I stumbled on Damien’s table. I recognized the sword display on the metal rack set up behind him.

“Hey, Chloe. Good to see you,” he called. “That one’s $500,” he said to a man pointing at a very long sword. “Weapons are mail delivery only.”

“That sucks.” Disgruntled, the guy walked away. 

Damien shook his head. “What, they think I’m allowed to sell them killing machines right here and now?”

“He probably wants to carve a path to the front of an autograph line,” I said. “Did you hear that two panels were disrupted by protestors?” I told him about the paramilitary guys and the girls in pink. 

“Wow. That’s extreme,” he said. “This con has bad vibes. Ever since the lights out yesterday, customers have been tools. They don’t look and move on. That I expect. They make comments first. Not the typical way people behave at big shows like this.”

“I wouldn’t know. This is my first time.”

“Ardis said you’re a comicon virgin. Stand in line for an hour to watch a panel of two-bit television actors pontificate about their derivative show. That’ll pop your cherry.”

“No thanks. I’ve been on three panels so far and every one was a stinker.”

“Aw, too bad.” He extended one tattooed arm toward me. “Take this with you to the VIP CP Comics party tonight.”

“What is it?” I stared at the foil-wrapped sphere he’d placed on my palm. It looked oddly familiar. 

“Cherry bomb. They’re illegal, but not harmful. My gift to Jeff Kane.”

“Your grandfather created a major CP Comics character, didn’t he? You should be at the party.”

His expression darkened. “Jeff knows I consider him a criminal. My family is currently suing his company.”

“Jeff Kane wasn’t even born when your grandfather got cheated.”

Damien gave me a tolerant look. “He upholds the comic book criminal tradition. Every day, he makes creators sign away all rights to new material as workers for hire. He could change the deal to shared ownership going forward, even if he can’t do anything for my family regarding what happened decades ago. He chooses not to.”

My mouth dropped open. Eric also could restructure how creators were compensated, but he didn't. What did that make him? Another criminal, according to Damien? “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

Damien’s expression folded into a disgusted sneer. “The new bosses are the same as the old bosses. They don’t give a damn about squaring the deals for the next guy or the next. It’s a rotten business.”

I heaved a sigh. “I used to think that the internet would sweep the corporate comic companies away, but tablets and larger phones have given them new life.”

“Even if tablets hadn’t come along, the superhero movies and TV shows made them so rich they can publish all their print comics at a dead loss. The value of the comics now is that they generate story ideas and fans. Fans who buy tie-in products.”

Damien had made a connection I hadn’t even seen. Viability in other media. That’s where the game was now. Licensing. Then why had Eric claimed low sales were the reason he was canceling Swoonie? He must have known she had licensing potential.  

“You’re not behind all these mysterious happenings, are you?” I asked Damien. 

He laughed. “Right. Like my lawyer would let me with litigation pending. I’m not as dumb as I look.”

“What about Ray Herriman?”

Damien scowled. “What about him?”

“I—uh—I happened to see you and him talking. I wondered how you knew him.”

“Not talking about him. That’s personal.”

“What about his feelings about CP Comics? Do you think Ray could be behind the lights out and all that?”

His laugh was a loud bark. “That little lamer? No way.”
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Damien refused to be drawn into discussing anything more relating to Ray Herriman. I left the exhibition hall as fast as I could, but with lots of people having the same idea, what should have taken five minutes took twenty. As I slowly followed the flow of the crowd, I saw displays of more t-shirts with superheroes and games on them, a toy booth with interactive giant-size plastic blocks, and much more. If I hadn’t been preoccupied with wondering what could possibly go wrong next, my eyes would have glazed over from the huge amount of visual stimulation.

Ardis and I met up at my hotel’s overpriced coffee shop. I apologized for the venue. “It was the only place I was sure wouldn’t be too crowded to get a seat.”

She looked up from the plastic-coated menu. “At these prices, no wonder. How do they get away with them?” She shook her head.

“Location, location, et cetera.” I said. “I talked to Damien a bit ago. Interesting guy. You’re seeing him tonight, too?”

“We’re planning to toss cherry bombs over the wall of the Walker Mansion,” she said, deadpan. 

My eyes opened wide in shock.

“Gotcha. Kidding,” she said, smirking.

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Damien handed me a cherry bomb. He probably has a bag of them and plans to use them.” 

“Nah. We joked about it last night, but he’s under strict orders from the lawyer. Damien was quite the hell-raiser in the past. Now there’s a lot of money at stake. He believes they’re close to reaching a huge financial settlement.”

“If so, he’d be doing all he can to cool anybody else who has wild ideas about starting trouble?”

“Exactly.”

“Maybe that’s why he was talking to Ray Herriman.” I recounted what I’d seen. “You’re okay not going to the CP Comics party?”

“Ha. As if they’d invite me.”

“You have as much right as Damien to be recognized as related to the creator. As much right to be ticked off, too.”

“My dad told me to forget about it. He said it would eat me alive if I let it. He saw what it did to his own father.”

“Can you blame him? He was a kid, and he got robbed. The rest of his life, the corporate rich guys connived to make sure he never got a fair share of the fortune his idea created.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said. “We used to go visit Grandpa and Grandma for Thanksgiving. It was awful. He never stopped talking about what had been done to him. Never.”

“Like, all the time?”

“Every sentence he uttered related to his first year in the comics business, to those first few meetings with the people who had betrayed him. It was as if time had stopped for him afterward. He never talked about meeting Grandma, or moving back to Indianapolis, or anything. Only about that one year in New York. Everything reminded him of it.”

“That’s sad. I never thought about how the injustice could eat at him on a daily basis.”

“Dad moved out on his own as soon as he could. I took Dad’s advice and never made the Bad Thing That Happened to Grandpa my cause in life.”

“Wow. And I thought I had a lot to get over in my background.” I shook my head.

“Not knowing your father is a biggie, too.”

“There are lots of kids with no father.” I shrugged aside the ache that had bothered me for years.

By now we’d consumed overpriced but quite decent burgers. Ardis said she and Damien were going to another special movie preview at the convention center, but a bigger room than last night’s movie. She was looking forward to loads of raucous fun.

“Be really alert.” I said. “A large venue like that is ripe for troublemaking on a massive scale. Roland and I are guessing the next disruption will be at the CP party, but we could be wrong.”

“You know what your problem is?” Ardis asked. “Mistress Miraculous hasn't caused enough mischief. You have too much time to think about what she’ll do next, and who she might be.”

“Thanks. Like I need more reasons to haul out the Dimensional Diamond.”

“It’s a fantastic tool. Damien says there are rumors of other jewels with great powers.”

I didn’t comment. Damien was right, but that story was for another day. I’d never told Ardis or Sarah all the details of my fantastic adventure as a temporary superheroine last year.

We parted company, she to meet Damien as arranged, and me to go change for the evening.
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Chapter 14
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When I entered the hotel suite, I heard Eric moving around.

“Hey, girl,” he said. He came into the living room of the suite holding an old-fashioned glass. He’d already changed into his trademark starched white shirt and dark dress pants. Eric liked to look the part of an executive. He’d been an artist before he’d made his power grab at FC Comics. He was aware of how looks played a role in how he was perceived, and how much power a suit could convey. Since his acne-scarred face would never be conventionally handsome, he compensated by accentuating his danger quotient. He’d never gone Hollywood and tried high-end casual clothes. For him, the retro Frank Sinatra look, the loosened tie against the white shirt, was perfect. I could have jumped his bones right then, except for one tiny little thing. He’d betrayed me.

“What the hell was all that BS you fed me about canceling Swoonie and killing her off?” I asked, fire in my eye.

“Plans changed,” he replied, cool to my heat. He sat in an easy chair and watched me pace toward him to stand over him with arms akimbo.

“When did your plans change? Why did they change? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Leslie became available.”

“So?”

Eric looked at me with dispassion. “She’s high profile in the business. She has movie chops, too.”

Implying that I was nobody, which was the truth.

Eric continued, “There’s free publicity in snatching her from Kane.”

“Most of all, you get to score him off,” I said. Of course that mattered to Eric. He always kept score.

He nodded. His eyes glittered. “He’s got to lose sometime. Why not while he’s celebrating CP’s seventy-fifth anniversary?”

I cocked my head, my anger forgotten. This was more for Eric than merely keeping score. “What do you have against CP? I’ve been talking to people who have issues with CP Comics stemming from the 1940s. What did CP Comics do to you?”

His expression darkened. He took a sip of his drink. “A long time ago, I was a new boy in town. Went with my portfolio to all the comics companies. Showed my idea for a certain comic book character.”

“They didn’t. Oh, Eric,” I said. I knelt by his chair and tried to touch his face. He shook me off. I sat back on my knees.

“Tell me,” I urged. “Have you ever told anybody?”

He surged up from the chair. He ran a hand through his hair. “Why not?” He put his glass on a table. He took a turn around the area between the couch and the chair. “It’s the same ugly story you’ve heard in this business forever. They bought my character, all rights, for the dollar equivalent of one night in this hotel. Then they showed me the door.”

“Which character?” I didn’t know all the names, but I would recognize the big ones.

“The Sidewalker.”

“Oh, no.” Even I knew that name. CP Comics had a TV show with him this year. Eric had been cheated out of a fortune.

“I lived on that fee for six months,” he said. “Couch surfed, ate a lot of ramen noodles, and every day I pounded the pavement, looking for art jobs, inking, backgrounds, even coloring, anything. Finally, after some assistant work, I got my own assignment from FC. When they hadn’t fired me after the second issue, I took the risk of using my hoarded income from that gig to go in on an apartment with three other guys.”

Strange that he told me this now, when we both knew our relationship was ending. Or maybe not so odd, because Eric and I had only one main point of contact.

I stood. “I’m so sorry that happened.” I went over to him and caressed his neck, pressing my body against his. “So sorry.”

The harsh angles of his face were more sharklike than ever. He leaned down as I tilted my head up. Our lips touched and clung. He hoisted me in his strong arms and carried me to the bedroom.
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Afterward, I lay in the bed and watched him dress again. His expression had closed up. I sighed. I couldn’t soothe the troubles he held tightly within his heart, although I’d done a fairly good job of soothing some other aches, and he mine. Why had I? I could have made love, real love, with Roland earlier today and I’d turned him down. Roland loved me. Eric didn’t.

“Was it Jeff Kane himself?” I asked.

Eric knew exactly what I meant. “Makes no difference. It’s a corporation. It lives forever.” He raised his head, a cold look in his eyes, “Until you take it down.”

“Eric,” I cried, but he walked out of the room. I heard the door to the suite slam a few seconds later.

Did Eric intend violence? Or would it be enough to outwit Jeff Kane in one business deal after another? There was something so nineteenth century about suffering an injustice, becoming powerful, and then delivering cold vengeance. Eric had probably read The Count of Monte Cristo, the ultimate Dumas revenge novel, as a teenager. It was exactly the kind of adventure book a comics fan and would-be comics artist would have devoured.

Would Eric be satisfied with merely giving Jeff Kane the metaphorical finger at his own party tonight? That Eric intended to flaunt Leslie’s dramatic change of allegiance in front of a rival I could be sure of, but what else had he in mind?

How linked in was Jeff Kane, anyway? Did he even know about Leslie yet? It had been on Twitter for hours, but lots of older people didn't do Twitter. Maybe Eric was counting on surprising the head of CP Comics. Nasty.

Was our relationship collateral damage in Eric’s drive to one-up, or alternatively destroy, CP Comics? If I was honest, no. I couldn’t reach him and he chose not to reach out to me. At the start, I’d thought what we found together was amazing and special. As it turned out, fantastically in tune sex wasn’t enough for a lifetime. It hadn’t even sustained us for a year.
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Chapter 15
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I dressed for the party in another gown purchased by Eric. It was blue with white touches, reminiscent of my Temporary Superheroine uniform. Cut down to there and up to here, it showed a large amount of flesh, but decently enough for an evening party, and I could move fast in its short skirt if required. I ditched the tiny jeweled designer evening purse he’d bought me—spider-shaped, the cost of which was five times that of the dress, making it quite the status symbol—and instead snagged my more capacious black silk bag with the shoulder strap. Still appropriate for this kind of party, but something I could fill with supplies, including the very illegal cherry bomb from Damien. 

Eric had left me a ticket to the party on the hall table. Out on the street, sound trucks went by, with enormous posters advertising the comicon and various superheroes. Despite being two blocks from the convention center, the streets were thronged with attendees wearing their distinctive red badge holders and hauling their enormous tote bags filled with swag. 

A couple of Jedi Knights strolled by in full costume, followed by several women in pink suits and pillbox hats, aping Jackie Kennedy circa 1962. I had a pillbox hat at home myself that I’d once put to good use.

People were moving in every direction, some back toward the convention center and its evening programming, others away, to eat or whatever. All the hotels on the block were seething with people coming in and out constantly, many of them in costumes.

It was nearly 10 p.m., time for the party. I wended my way through the crowds of t-shirted fans and hailed a cab. In the distance from the hotel to the Walker Mansion, the crowds of obvious convention goers thinned. Upper Michigan Avenue was jammed, but with the usual tourists doing late night shopping. The center of the comics universe, only half a mile away, might as well have been in another galaxy for all these crowds cared. No, wait, there were some people in costume on the island in the middle of Michigan Avenue. 

Three people, one dressed as a space adventurer, one as a furry animal, and the third as a slave girl, posed in the center of traffic, as bright television lights caught them.  

Professionals, or amateurs? The geeky goodness of comicons included people who spent countless hours replicating complex movie costumes. Or they could be hired actors here to remind Michigan Avenue shoppers that a big media event was happening only a few blocks south.

At the Walker Mansion hotel, I was shown outside to the garden. The whole area had been turned into a fairyland of tiny white or gold LED lights in the trees, more outlining the pool, and more following the lines of the architectural features of the antique garden. These included a gazebo, a long pergola walk, and a fountain. The LEDs gave off a surprising amount of light, plus gas braziers had been placed around the garden strategically, providing light and ready to provide heat if the evening cooled off. The gold LEDs turned everything a strange color, as if we were in a sepia tint. 

True to the exclusive nature of this party’s invitation list, most of the attendees were television actors and others allied to the field, all here to push their current gigs or pick up new ones, as Ashley Friedlander had said last night. This was a different group, though. Some washed-up actors, people who’d had minor roles in James Bond movies, or who had worn red shirts in Star Trek episodes were also in attendance. They could hardly be said to be industry movers and shakers. Perhaps Jeff Kane had a soft spot for them. I didn’t see many oldsters from the comic book business, though. His soft spot didn’t extend to the very people who had made CP Comics what it was today. No sign of Jean Westover, for instance.

I identified only a handful of comic book writers and artists. Everybody else was a media type, easy enough to distinguish from their buff bodies, regular features, and poised appearance. 

Extremely attractive, heavily made-up girls my age roamed the party serving canapés or delivering drinks while dressed provocatively in gold-and-diamond bustiers, tiny mini shorts, and gold stockings with sky-high, “eff-me” heels. A few handsome young men were similarly attired, although without the bustiers and the heels. They carried trays of drinks and sashayed around the guests as if they were on a mission to please, which of course they were. The waitstaff was composed of out-of-work actors hoping for their big break at this party where so many people were movie industry movers and shakers. Hadn’t I gotten my big break after a minute’s chat with Jason? The servers hoped they’d make important contacts tonight, or even hit the jackpot and be hired on the spot for an upcoming television show or a movie. It could happen.  

The effort to emphasize the seventy-fifth anniversary of CP Comics made for shiny diamond-and-gold decorations and diamond-and-gold-costumed servers, but most people were here for the media opportunities. A few elderly men in suits were also present, some with equally elderly wives. These appeared to be the tame artists whom CP Comics paid to be their spokesmen, who typically did the rounds of the media events whenever a new CP superhero movie premiered. They weren’t the A-list guests, of course. Those were the actors. I stood next to one briefly whose hefty build and gym-produced muscles were impressive. He held a drink and was dressed casually. He moved slowly instead of flashing by me. 

I wandered the party, looking for people who didn’t have happy expressions on their faces, whose body language was out of sync, or who weren’t actively partying. The large garden made it possible for people to roam on their own, as paths forked and split again and again. No doubt it would be charming in the daylight and romantic at night—if the guests could be trusted. Not tonight, when trouble was likely.

Howard Hogarth was here. How had he even obtained an invitation? He was the kind of anomaly I was on the alert for. At present, all he was doing was listening intently to a conversation taking place a few feet from him, between two high-powered actors best known for their roles in Star Wars movies. He still had that shabby Army messenger bag hanging from one shoulder.

A quartet of classical musicians played chamber music softly in the background, so the guests could hear themselves as they held their important business conversations and did their deals. It was a pleasant change from the ceaseless noise of the convention center. Some people stood to eat, and others sat at the small tables casually set among the trees. I chose not to sit, wanting to be near to wherever the action might be. I was close by when Eric walked in with Leslie on his arm. Kane did a double-take. As he greeted Eric and Leslie, dawning comprehension came over Kane’s face. Then he wiped it clean, and put on a mask of host bonhomie. Leslie looked a little troubled, but Eric was cool. They proceeded toward the buffet, as I shrank back into the half-light of the trees at the edge of the green.  

Ten minutes later, Jeff Kane got on a microphone and called for attention. He gave a short speech welcoming us, then segued to saying how grateful CP Comics was to be here after seventy-five years and the comic book industry’s many ups and downs. He didn’t mention the lawsuits pending from frustrated creators. He made it seem as if the CP Comics empire had sprung straight from the ideas of the executives who ran the company. Although he was dressed in expensive casual clothing, not one word from his mouth would have been amiss in an executive boardroom. Smooth. 

“We have some special entertainment for you tonight. First, Renée Fleming, the renowned opera soprano and creative director of Chicago’s Lyric Opera, will sing for you. No, not the National Anthem, as she did recently. Renée Fleming in the ‘Song to the Moon’ from the opera Russalka.”

Polite applause when a middle-aged lady, glamorous in a sea green chiffon concoction and a tourmaline necklace to match, emerged from the house and took a bow. She signaled the musicians, and began to sing in a clear high voice. Most people stopped talking to listen. When she finished, she received heartfelt applause. 

“Next,” said Kane, “a scene from our classic movie, Space Hijackers, played by an alternate cast just for this event. We never had audition tapes, so here they are auditioning live, a few years later. Welcome former Second City players, now Tony Award winners, Tim Selden and Helen Mayes.”

The noise level went up dramatically. Everyone knew that Selden and Mayes had been the movie company’s original picks for the wildly successful “Oklahoma Smith” series. Conflicting contractual situations had nixed both popular actors from doing the movie. Now we’d see how they would have inhabited the roles.

Dashing leading man type Tim Selden played Smith as open and caring about the woman, but obsessed with finding the treasure. Helen Mayes was both less nagging in this version and more beautiful. Despite lack of costumes and scenery, they heated up their impromptu stage. A very different take on a familiar movie.

After enthusiastic applause, Kane announced another act. Two jugglers took the stage area, and proceeded to play with plates, a watermelon, a chainsaw, and more.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jeff Kane go up to Eric, angry intent in his stance. Whatever Eric said, it made Kane angrier. His hands tightened into fists, and he started to raise his right hand. For a moment, it looked as if Jeff was about to throw a punch at Eric. That must have pleased Eric mightily. Eric towered over Kane, though. 

Leslie backed away from the two men and cast a desperate gaze around, as if looking for help. Kane dropped his hand. He didn’t have the same feistiness as Norman Krigstein, it seemed. Or he had more self-control. Eric turned and walked toward Leslie, as if he was done talking. Jeff stared after them, an angry look on his face. Leslie seemed to be remonstrating with Eric, but Eric, of course, acted as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Having scored off his rival, perhaps Eric felt quite happy for a moment.

After the jugglers finished, Jeff resumed his emcee role. “And now, for the official celebration of seventy-five years of City Periodicals Comics!” 

Champagne flutes were handed to all the guests while an enormous cake was wheeled out on a cart. The sky-high confection had multiple layers glittering with diamond-and-gold-sprayed frosting. The top layer had action figures of all the CP major superhero characters, also sprayed gold and glittering with a diamond effect. You’d have thought this was the Oscars, or something.

“Here’s to another seventy-five years!” Kane said. Pops over the speaker system simulated fireworks. From somewhere in the trees, golden streamers were launched and fell onto the partiers, while sparkling Mylar balloons with the CP Comics logos were sent flying upward. The quartet, now augmented by trumpeters, played loudly as the partiers applauded.

Jeff Kane collapsed onto the hard terrace flagstones and lay motionless. 
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A woman screamed. From nowhere, Roland appeared and went to the fallen man. Then Roland leapt up and grabbed the standing mic. “Is there a doctor here?” 

A man and two women were already pushing through the crowd. A minute later, Roland asked some of the male servers to help transport Kane inside. 

“He’s dead, Jim,” said Howard Hogarth, who happened to be standing next to me. 

I turned to stare at him. He wasn’t smiling or anything. Maybe he thought a Star Trek joke was appropriate to someone collapsing? Did Howard have a beef with Jeff Kane or CP Comics?  

“Did you see what happened?” I asked. 

Howard said, “He got hit by a streamer. That’s all I saw.”

My mind leapt on the idea that a streamer launcher could have been modified to shoot something potentially lethal at Kane. As the idea formed, I dismissed it. Kane had been constantly walking around, hardly a stationary target.  

I turned to the person on my right, who by strange coincidence was Leslie. She looked pale and upset.

“What did you see?” I asked.  

She shook her head. “Do you think he had a heart attack? He was awfully angry at Eric.”

“He’s old enough. Or a stroke,” I said, but I didn’t believe that. I ditched Leslie and checked out the perimeter of the party area. All the launch tubes had been removed by the catering staff, except one. A catering assistant, a young guy, was fiddling with it and cursing. 

“What’s wrong with that launcher?” I asked.

The catering assistant jumped in surprise. He turned to look at me. Ray Herriman. “It’s you,” he said.

“Did you fire something at Jeff Kane? Is that why he collapsed?”

“Leave me alone. I didn’t do anything,” he said, looking frightened.

“Then why are you disguised as a caterer?” 

His answer was as sullen as the look on his face. “I wanted to go to this party, but Jeff wouldn’t invite me. Too low a staff position. Aunt Jean created the Juggerman. I have a right to be here.”

He was pushing it. I shrugged. “Are you a party to the big lawsuit against CP Comics?”

His expression darkened. “No, but I wish I was. She nixed joining it.”

“Why’d you sneak in tonight?”

He hung his head. “I wanted to see, okay?”

“Is that what you were arguing with Damien Nast about this afternoon?”

He scowled. “You saw that? None of your business.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him a sour look. “You invited me into your business this morning, remember? You practically begged me to check out your crazy aunt, who you accused of trying to sabotage the comicon because of a personal grudge she holds against CP Comics.”

He scuffed his shoe against the planked pathway and avoided looking me in the eye. 

I didn't hide the asperity in my voice. “I went to the trouble of talking to your aunt, who by the way is a doll. I saw no evidence of bitterness or grudge-holding. She’s not here tonight, either.”

“That bastard Kane didn’t invite any of us.”

“Wouldn’t his lawyers have warned him not to be in any kind of personal contact with any of you during the other lawsuit?”

“Yeah, but...”

I threw up my hands. “Ray, I’m trying to help you, but you seem confused. What do you want from CP Comics? What did you argue about with Damien?”

“What you said. He told me not to come here tonight. Said I’d get into trouble.”

“You didn’t come here to cause a ruckus, did you?” I looked around at the remnants of the party. “Unless you’re dying for a piece of cake, you might as well leave. This party is dead now that Jeff Kane has been attacked.”

At his guilty look, I asked, “You didn’t do it, did you?”

“No. I...No!” he said, his voice rising.  

“What about this launcher?” 

Ray looked uneasy. Scratch that. He looked guilty as hell. He grabbed it before I could look at it closely. “Got to return it to the catering truck,” he mumbled. He rushed away to the back of the garden where the service entrance was. 

I stared after him. He was hiding something, but what?

At the house proper, the partiers were still milling around, casting anxious glances at the building. Security staff blocked access to it, which also meant the guests had no way to leave.

I asked one of the security guys if I could speak to Roland. A few minutes later, he came to the nearest door and beckoned me inside. The room was an old-fashioned millionaire’s library, the kind the rich monopolists of the 1900s era all built. Leather armchairs, shaded lamps, lots of Morocco-bound leather books no one read. Now it was being used as the hotel lobby. A knot of people were gathered in a corner where Jeff Kane lay on a couch.

Roland said, “The EMTs are working on him. The doctors said he was hit by some kind of dart. They suspect a heart attack, too.”

“A dart? That can’t be coincidence,” I said. “Mistress Miraculous strikes again.”

His uneasy expression showed that he agreed. I told him about my little chat with Ray Herriman. Roland said Ray was a strong suspect. 

“This attack was pointless,” Roland said. “Looks like Kane will be okay, but even if he'd died, nothing would change. CP Comics would simply hire a new publisher.”

“Who hates Jeff Kane personally?” I asked. 

At that moment, one of the PR ladies bustled in and demanded Roland’s attention. I retreated to the garden, where the partiers were trying to get back into the groove. It wasn’t working.

Leslie rushed up to me. “How is he?” 

“They think he had a heart attack. They’re stabilizing him now.” 

Leslie now seemed to want to cling to me. I looked around. “Where did Eric go?”

She said, “Jeff was very upset when Eric told him I’m doing Swoonie. Very upset.”

I stared at her. “What the hell did you expect?”

“Eric offered me the security of a contract. Jeff never did.”

I shook my head, disgusted. “We’re just pawns to these big dogs.”

Leslie’s expression took on hauteur. “My career is going very well. I know what I’m doing. I have more offers of commissions than I can accept.”

“Wonderful. Do you know even one woman who has successfully worked for both of the major comic book companies recently? Even one?” 

When she said nothing, I continued. “The guys in this business go back and forth from the one company to the other, sometimes playing them both off by going to a third. What makes you think that a woman attempting that will be tolerated?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Where’s your evidence?”

“This is a boys’ club. Do you think Jeff Kane will come to me and ask me to work on the strip you’re abandoning?” I asked.

“Of course not. You’re a beginner. You barely have fans.”

That stung, but I’d asked for it. “How long does your contract with FC run?”

“A year, not that it’s any of your business.”

“I’ve been drawing Swoonie for a year, and according to you I haven’t made an impression on anybody. What makes you think you can do better in the same short amount of time?”

She bridled. “My style is well developed, and I already have a fan following.”

“Are they letting you write Swoonie?”

“Steve will continue to script the storyline, for continuity,” she said.

“I knew it,” I threw up my hands and then dropped them in disgust while rolling my eyes. “You have been so suckered. You’ll be a mere hired hand relegated to drawing whatever Eric and Steve demand. I don’t give much for your chances of getting your contract re-upped.”

Leslie said, “I think you’re really nasty to be talking about what could happen a year from now when poor Jeff might be dying, or dead.”

I put my hands on my hips and cocked my head to one side, looking her over. Leslie was only a few years older than me, but she’d been in the comic book business long enough to know better than the rubbish she was spouting. She probably was correct that regardless of what happened a year from now, she would be offered other opportunities. Was I wrong to think that she, too, might become collateral damage in Eric’s campaign to score off against CP Comics? Switching companies this way was a huge risk for Leslie. Offering her only a one-year contract was nothing to Eric.

I stopped arguing with her. Let her live and learn, just like me.

Roland came outside and made his announcement, and the party broke up. There were still other parties the media people could visit in search of business opportunities tonight, parties hosted by lesser comics companies, or toy companies, or gaming companies. Jeff Kane’s collapse had put the kibosh on this event, but the comicon attendees had plenty more to choose from. They streamed out of the Walker Mansion hotel and onto Superior Street, where a fleet of limos waited to return them to convention central. Another perk of being at an elite event. I decided to walk back to my hotel down Michigan Avenue.
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The shoppers had mostly vanished, but there were plenty of people wandering the Miracle Mile. Once I’d crossed over the Chicago River, the crowds got more and more intense. At Madison Street, between Michigan Avenue and Wabash, the side street was jammed with people watching a show on a truck bed. Two men garbed as superheroes leaped and cavorted, giving a good pretense of having a serious duel with a third man holding a futuristic-looking weapon. Probably an altered water gun, since realistic-looking weapons were a no-no at fan events. The crowd cheered whenever one of them rolled or pulled off a fancy maneuver. 

Down the block, another truck featured a live band, and girl singers dancing in unison in sequined costumes. The rocking music blared from the giant amps next to them. The crowd swayed and waved their arms above their heads to the music.

Street party. All anyone needed to do to create chaos was throw a tear gas bomb. A few firecrackers wouldn’t be enough to annoy this noisy crowd. In fact, I was sure I heard some firecrackers being set off east of here, in Grant Park. No matter how illegal they were, someone always got hold of them. I still had the cherry bomb in my evening bag. 

The crowd was having a blast. Comic book characters in full regalia roamed, both actors hired for the occasion or mere fans whose talent and enthusiasm had pushed them to do the hard work of making accurate costumes. Plus, there were many, many cosplayers here tonight. Whatever cosplay event had taken place at the convention center, a stream of them were now on the streets, coming from that direction.

Each of the truck beds had huge lights as well as amps, so the visibility level on the street was excellent. Chicago’s finest were also out in force, on foot. Some of Roland’s security staff mingled with the throngs, using Segways. Chi-town had taken to the machines and multiple companies offered Segway tours. I’d done one when I first moved here, and ended up with many aches and pains, but it was fun.  

I stifled a yawn. It had been a long day. I hadn’t been required to use my superpowered jewel tonight, which was fine with me. I could go back to the hotel, lock myself in the second bedroom, and crash.

Then again, as I heard angry yells from nearby, maybe not. No, the cops were on it. I wasn’t needed. They would restore order. 

The screech of a car and sudden screams sent me running toward the center of the trouble. A man in a mask was behind the wheel of a car, trying to run people down. They screamed as they tried to evade him. He did it deliberately, no question. I kicked off my heels and jumped up on a bench to get a better view of what was going down. The police couldn’t very well pull their guns and shoot him in this crowd. In fact, the cops were hampered by the stampede of people trying to avoid the car. They ran in a wave that pushed the cops back. I grabbed my jewel and pointed at the car.

Yeow, the jewel got hot fast. I didn’t have my superheroine gloves on tonight. The car stopped. The man inside banged the steering wheel and wrenched it, but the jewel kept the car motionless. He gave up, and threw open the door. Then he leapt out and took off into the crowd. 

By the time the police got to the car, the man was gone. I saw one cop run after him, but the crazy guy could easily remove his mask and shirt and be unrecognizable in a few seconds.

I couldn’t hold the jewel anymore. As I dropped it, the car began to move again. A quick-witted policewoman jumped into the vehicle and jammed on the brakes.

Crisis over. Now it was my turn to melt into the crowd and disappear. The police were looking in the direction the perpetrator had fled, not at me, I hoped. I jumped off the bench and put my shoes back on. My hotel was only half a block away. Once inside, I walked in at a sedate pace to the elevator bank.

The suite was quiet and dark. I tiptoed into the second bedroom, and locked the door.

“Thought you’d hide in here,” Eric’s voice came out of the darkness.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 18


[image: image]


I jumped about ten feet. He was sitting in an armchair by the window.

“Eric.” I tried to catch my breath after the shock. “What are you doing in the dark?”

He turned on the table lamp next to him. He’d loosened his tie. As always, he looked fantastic to me, ultra male, comfortable in his body, big and muscular and intensely appealing on a sexual level. Down, girl. Remember he’s a dead end. 

His expression was sober, but it changed when he studied me.  

“Why are you holding your hand like that?”

I looked down. My fingers that had held the jewel were burned, and I’d been favoring them. I opened my hand and let him see. “I’ve been using a superpower.”

“You’re joking.”

I shook my head. “For real. I feel like the Little Mermaid—from the Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale, not the movie, because it burns every time.”

He stood, towering over me. “There’s tea in the kitchen. Let’s go soak your hand.” 

He put his strong arm around me and led me to the door, unlocking it. I didn’t resist. In the kitchen, he lifted me onto a bar stool. Very masterly. Then he found a tea bag, microwaved a cup of tea, and cooled it with ice cubes. 

“Put your whole hand in,” he directed, once he’d poured it into a bowl. 

I did as instructed. “That feels better,” I said, on a sigh.

“Now tell me about the superpower.”

“Remember the Dimensional Diamond that Barb threw at me a year ago? From my dad?”

He nodded. “It’s been sitting on the table in my living room ever since.” 

“Roland suggested I bring it with me.”

“Him again,” Eric muttered.

“He’s my friend,” I started. “No, I take that back. I refuse to be distracted by your petty jealousy. Considering your double-dealing about Swoonie, I think I know which of you has my best interests more at heart.”

“What the hell have you been up to with the Dimensional Diamond? It’s not a toy.”

How dare he lecture me?

“That’s right, it’s a superweapon, one that only I can use.” My voice rose. “I’ve used it five times already. Not that you showed any interest.” 

Eric frowned. “Tell me exactly what you’ve done.”

I told Eric everything. Sure, I was mad at him, but I could use the benefit of his excellent analytical mind.

“All told, I have stopped time, frozen literally thousands of people for ten minutes in the exhibition hall, I have boosted my throwing arm’s power and accuracy and hit a moving target fifty feet above me, I’ve made a man vanish into thin air, I held up a colossal piece of public art, and just now, I stopped a car that a man on a rampage was driving into the crowd on the street.”

I would have paced, but remembered my hand, and forced myself to stay still, but I was restless. “The first power was obvious. I stopped time. The second, not so obvious. The third, really strange. The fourth, I tried to slow time and then I tried to speed it up. The fifth, maybe what I did was slow time down for the car’s internal combustion engine. I don’t know what else it could be.” 

Eric pulled out his cell, typed in a few words, and started reading aloud. “The mystical Dimensional Diamond was first used by White Mask’s nemesis, Aggrippa, in the War Between Times. Created by the Warlord of Scorat, the Diamond was stolen by Aggrippa and wielded during a battle royal between the Protection Squad and the Revisionary Army.”

“Translate into human talk,” I said. 

“The bad guy stole it from a good guy, and used it in a battle against some other good guys,” he said. “Simple enough?”

I ignored his sarcasm. He was the bigger geek in the room, even though he looked the part of a James Bond villain. Specifically, Jaws. “Then what happened?”

“The Protection Squad won the War Between Times. Afterward, they locked the Dimensional Diamond in the vault of their station house.”

“I won’t ask how a purely fictional item became a real weapon that is linked genetically to me. My father has a lot to answer for.” I put my free hand to my forehead, weary, and needing more useful information. “Does it say what the jewel is capable of, or cite specific powers?”

Eric nodded. “Stop time, accelerate time—that’s how your napkin holder reached the pedal aircraft so fast, shift people in time zones. At one point, Juggerman tried to go back in time and change history. He used the diamond and went back, but he couldn’t change anything. He could only observe.”

I cocked my head at an angle. “That could be useful, but right now I need—” 

“Silicone gloves,” he said.

I laughed, surprised. “You’re right. Where can I get some? An oven mitt might do in a pinch, but it's a little late at night to prowl a kitchen supply store.”

“You’ll figure it out, if you want to.” He waved that topic away. “This has been very distracting, but why were you planning on sleeping in the second bedroom?”

“You can ask that after you went behind my back and hired Leslie to draw my comic book character?” I was angry all over again.

“That was business. It has nothing to do with us.”

“Swoonie is my business. You could have discussed it with me, told me you were considering it. Instead, you sprung it on me as an afterthought. It never occurred to you that you humiliated me? That I looked like a fool, arguing for Swoonie to be kept alive, when you planned all along to do so, only not with me drawing her?”

“You don’t get it,” he said, impatiently. “When we had that meeting, killing Swoonie was my plan. Then Leslie became available. The opportunity to draw Swoonie was the key to luring her over. It was a business decision, that’s all.”

I straightened as much as I could with one hand in a bowl of tea. “I’m not an idiot. I understand about business. We supposedly have a relationship. We’re supposed to talk to each other, confide in each other, support each other.”

“You’re describing marriage,” he said. The coldness with which he said it spoke volumes.

There was no answer for that. If he didn’t see living together as a serious commitment, then of course he wouldn’t see any necessity to share his thoughts with me.  

I wanted to grind my teeth. My eyes were open now. Not only was our relationship a failure by my standards, but it wasn’t even serious by his. News to me. Looking back on how we’d been relating, though, it made perfect sense. 

I wasn’t willing to let it go that easily. “When we first got together, we were on the same team. I wonder why you don’t think of me as your teammate now?”

“Teammate? I don’t think so. I’m the captain of any team.”

I rolled my eyes. “Even if you’re the captain, you have to let the players know what the game plan is. Does that analogy make sense?” 

Eric smiled his sharklike smile. “Think of me as the team manager or owner. I do my strategizing on my own. Then I announce my decisions to the players on the team, and expect them to carry out my goals.”

“Nice to know the hierarchy.” Eric’s attitude stung. At least he hadn’t been leaving me cash on the nightstand, but his view of our relationship did not flatter me, not at all.

I carefully lifted the bowl of tea with my good hand. “Thanks for the help. I’m going back to the second bedroom. It has been a very long day.” 

When I stood, he rose from his chair, too. He took the bowl, and then grabbed a towel and wrapped it gently around my hand. He leaned down and planted a kiss on my lips. Nothing aggressive, but not soft, either. Eric was not a soft man.

I couldn’t help a sigh escaping. He was so tempting.

“I’ll leave my door unlocked,” he said, and smiled as if he had my number.

I stiffened my back and walked to the second bedroom. Once I was inside and had deposited the bowl on the bureau, I locked the door again. Not to keep him out, but to keep me in.

I should have told him we were over. I should have ducked his kiss. I kept wanting to end it. I wasn’t getting what I needed from our relationship, and I couldn’t give him the deeper emotional consolation I’d only hours ago discovered he needed. Despite that logic, when I was near Eric, all my body registered was that it could get what it wanted from him.

Could we change our relationship to sex only, not living together? It was mostly sex only already. Would that be good enough for either of us? Eric liked a lot of sex and so did I, with him, anyway. I’d always liked sex, but sex with Eric was...wow. 

Buddies who made booty calls? That wouldn’t work. We weren’t in the same financial league, so if I left, I’d have to move far away from his expensive midtown Manhattan address. Which would make having a regular sex thing inconvenient. Anyway, in two months I would be moving to Los Angeles, calling it L.A. the way the cool kids did. I ought to tell Jason I was taking him up on his offer. 

I probably should move out of the hotel suite tonight, since I wasn’t planning to have sex with Eric anymore and he saw that as the sum of our relationship. I was too tired tonight to make such a grand gesture. We’d been through too much together for mere show. 

Or possibly I might not have fully given up on us.

I dunked my aching hand in the bowl of tea again. I was too wiped to do anything about a silicone oven mitt right now. Maybe tomorrow I could buy one at the former Marshall Field’s department store. It was only a few blocks away, but tomorrow would be craziness all day. I was on panels. I would wear my superheroine uniform again, since the gloves gave me some protection. The gloves without the uniform would look weird. Not that anything was too weird for a comicon, but I’d draw less attention in a full costume. 

I sent Roland a text, asking him to call me. This bedroom was across the suite from Eric’s, so he wouldn’t hear me talking. I wouldn’t hear him, either. A metaphor for our relationship.

Within two minutes, Roland called. “Jeff Kane was taken to the hospital. He was hit by a dart containing a mild poison, and that precipitated a heart attack.”

I told him about my adventure later on the street with the rampaging driver.

“He might not have anything to do with our nemesis,” he said. “Could be disgruntled because of the crowds, or something.”

“That’s lame. Comicons are the geekiest events ever. Everyone is welcome from the nerdiest MIT grads to the guys who think televised costumed wrestling is real.”

“Whatever,” Roland replied. His stiff tone indicated his displeasure at being lumped in with so many different ilks of social losers.

“No offense, Roland, but you’ve seen the crowds. They're fixated on superhero movies or television, not comic books.”

“Comic book conventions started as a safe place for comic book fans. Now we’re—they’re the outsiders at their own events.”

“I'm sorry you feel that way, but how does that tie in with Mistress Miraculous?”  

“From the evidence so far, she’s someone who doesn’t like the current crop of comicon fans. That and the pointed attack against Kane suggests an older person with a grudge against CP Comics.” 

“I should talk to Jean Westover again. She knows everyone in the business. She might have an idea.”

My fingers tingled with renewed pain so I shoved them back into the bowl of cool tea. Better.

I said, “I heard that the Dimensional Diamond can take me back in time, too.” 

“Not successfully. White Mask’s girlfriend, Cara Nome, borrowed the jewel and went back in time to 1793 to save Marie Antoinette. The queen was guillotined despite Cara’s efforts.”

“But that’s in the comics. We don’t know what powers my father put into the real jewel, though, do we?” I yawned. “Okay, I’m done. I’ve got to sleep. Hopefully there won’t be any crises overnight, because I’m off duty.”

“Rest. I’ve got guys covering the entire convention center, and cameras on every entrance.”

As I gingerly removed my clothes and took a shower, trying my best to shield my burned fingers, I thought about Roland. He still hoped we could go back to a romantic relationship. Despite what Sarah had suggested, I believed Roland was the good guy, the rock-solid guy, the guy who wanted a commitment. I liked him very much. I even depended on him emotionally to some degree. We could talk, whereas Eric and I never seemed to talk.

I heaved a sigh that hurt my chest. I donned my nightgown, and got under the covers. Eric would welcome me if I went to the other bedroom and slipped in with him. The sex would be as fantastic as always.

We never talked. Our bodies talked, but I was at a loss to interpret the truth behind what my body said about Eric. 

I sat bolt upright. We’d talked this evening. Eric had plainly said we did not have a serious, committed relationship that we would someday take to the next level by getting married. How had I forgotten that? He’d told me his truth. Why was I in denial about his cold repudiation of an “us”? Did I think I knew his emotions better than he did? Was I so fixated on Eric-the-sex-god that I routinely ignored when he spoke the truth about our relationship? Had we been talking all along, but I’d pretended otherwise because he’d never said what I wanted him to say? 

I flopped back down on the mattress. Had I been using Eric even more than he’d been using me? It was a shaming thought. I needed an advice columnist to tell me what was true here.

I turned restlessly on my side, burrowing my head into the pillow. I wanted to sleep, but with my thoughts going around and around, it wasn’t likely to come easily tonight.

*
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I was inside a jewel. Facets were all around me, first like diamonds, then, as I wandered down a long corridor, colorful like stained glass. I peered at the glass bits and realized they were windows. Stained glass windows set into a jewel? No, into a wall, in a corridor that stretched emptily before me. No. It wasn’t empty. A masked figure walked away from me. I sped up, wanting to see who it was. A long dark cape billowed out behind the figure, and some kind of headdress—a hat? a helmet?—obscured details like hair. I must catch up to the person. He was the answer to all my questions. The long corridor was lit with yellow gold girders. My running footsteps echoed on the marble. 

The distance between me and the retreating figure never lessened. I put on a new burst of speed and suddenly I was flying. I caught up to the person and grabbed his cape, pulling him so he turned to face me. 

His face was a mask, with no head behind it. His laughter mocked me.  

It was a woman’s laugh. I recognized that laugh.

The mask and cape collapsed in a heap onto the marble floor. 

I woke up. I was in my bed in the hotel room. It had been a dream, but what a dream. In my dream I’d been walking a piece of the Chicago Pedway—the underground network of passages that linked many parts of the Loop so people could avoid going outside in inclement weather. I even knew which section it was. Macy’s, the current owner of Chicago’s fabled Marshall Fields department stores, had built its own lavish section of the Pedway and recently decorated it with some of the vintage stained glass windows from the Smith Museum that used to be on Navy Pier. The effect was jewellike, an obvious dream shorthand meaning the Dimensional Diamond.

Where I’d been in my dream was the easy part. The rest was harder to decode. I was chasing a phantom? I thought I was chasing a man, but it was a woman? Was that what the dream was telling me? And why had I been flying? I couldn’t fly in this universe.

Jewels, color, gender, superpowers. What did they mean? Or was it only a dream, and not a message? Was someone trying to tell me something, or was my brain trying to rearrange clues so I’d see the mystery of Mistress Miraculous differently?

I tossed and turned some more. Finally, I slept again.  
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Saturday at Comicon

––––––––
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The biggest day of the comicon I awoke with renewed hope that I could thwart whatever plans for disaster Mistress Miraculous and her band of henchmen had in mind. When I opened my bedroom door, I found a silver gift-wrapped package in front of it. My heart sank. Had Eric bought me yet another mistress gift? Until now, I hadn’t even realized that’s what he’d been buying me all along. Jewels, clothing, a roof over my head, dining out. Mistress gifts. A toaster would have said something entirely different.

Reluctantly, I picked up the box and opened it. 

Inside were two silicone oven mitts. 

*
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After modifying the mitts with the kitchen shears Eric had thoughtfully provided lying under them, I set out for the convention center. Dressed in my temporary superheroine uniform, my gloves reinforced with silicone, I was ready for trouble. 

Nothing exciting happened. My panel was on webcomics and how and whether they were taking over from conventional newspaper comic strips. We had a decent attendance of about forty people, but it was a minor event taking place in a side corridor, far from the big fan events. I’d passed the long line of people waiting to get into the large hall. They hoped for a seat when a panel of television actors were to discuss the finer details of their zombie-and-vampire modern dystopia show. Getting in wasn’t easy. Conventioneers had figured out that to see an 11 a.m. panel, they should line up and get a seat for a 10 a.m. panel and never leave the room when that panel was over. At least the audience for our webcomics panel had come to see us, not the next people who would sit behind our microphones.

When my panel was over, I walked back toward the larger auditorium and bumped into Jason again.

“Do you have time to see my next panel?” he asked. “It would help you get a sense of what you’ll be working with when you come out to L.A.”

He was so confident that I’d say yes. He was right, too, but I smiled a little, teasing him. “Don’t you mean ‘if’?”

Jason’s expression warmed, and his eyes seemed to encompass me in a way he hadn’t shown before. “Come on, say yes. I want you very much.”

His wording sent a shiver through unmentionable lady parts. I couldn’t stop my answering smile. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

“Fantastic!” He swept me into his arms for a hug. 

It felt curiously right. Uh-oh.

Jason pulled back. “Now come sit in on this panel.”  

“Uh, look at the line,” I said, pointing at the hundreds of people waiting to be allowed in. “They’ve probably been waiting for hours.”

Jason smiled. “No problem. I’ll square it with whoever. You can sit on the podium with us.”

“Sweet.” I followed him to the door. The people lined up nearest the entrance started squealing when they recognized him. 

“It’s Jason Dellon,” one girl shrieked. “Would you sign my zombie shirt?”

Jason signed several items before the door guard said the panel would begin in a minute. Then he and I hustled inside the massive auditorium that seated a thousand. Nearly every seat was already filled, but people were filing in to grab the remaining ones. Security pointed to empty seats and used portable broadcast mics to tell people to remove all items from all seats, and not save seats for anyone.

As I dutifully followed Jason to the stage where the long panel table was set up, I wondered if I’d been hasty agreeing to work with him. I’d be the newbie again, the one without background who was feeling my way. I was bound to make mistakes. I might bomb out. I didn’t want to screw up this time around, but it wasn’t entirely up to me. Many other aspects of the business and the personal feelings of my new boss would factor into whether I had a successful stint with his company.

For now, I was moderately happy to watch one of the mammoth panel events comicons were famous for. The lineup of television stars included Max Schwartz, Sheila Wolverton, Jeremy Craig, Samuel Robinson, and of course, Jason. Max was the dark-haired young hottie all the teens—and their moms—swooned over. Sheila, a flaming redhead with dead pale skin, brought out the tiger in men of all ages. Jeremy Craig, the only Asian on the show, played against his heroic looks and was working up to be a major villain as the series continued. Or at least, that was how the previous season had left him. He was sure to be questioned on that score. Samuel Robinson, a very tall and muscular Black man, was anybody’s guess. His character was impressive, but nobody knew on whose side he was on. Did I mention this was a zombie series? The most popular of many on television. 

The moderator asked each of the actors a short list of predetermined questions about how they liked playing their character and what they saw as their character’s strengths and weaknesses. Jason was asked about the direction the series would take in the new season. He teased and evaded, managing to whip up crowd enthusiasm without telling much that was concrete. Then audience members lined up behind standing microphones and asked questions. I watched carefully how each actor handled the alternate gushing and probing, and how Jason subtly but definitely handled the actors. They knew their roles, but they also checked with him before answering the more pointed questions from serious geek fans. The display of seeming openness was merely that, a display.

What did that tell me about working with Jason? That he put himself out there as offhand and spontaneous, but he’d created that persona as a calculated crowd-pleaser.  

As the showrunner of television’s most popular zombie series, was Jason a target of the comicon’s secret enemy? He was a known comic book fan, but otherwise he’d never had a comic book connection until recently. He wasn’t one of the people involved in grabbing creative rights from uninformed teenagers for pennies and then making a fortune. Although, he was doing a new television show for CP Comics.  

I grew restive with observing. Shouldn’t I be outside on the concourse or in the dealers’ room, looking for any sign that trouble was brewing?

No. Scratch that. Where had I gotten the idea that the safety of every single attendee at this massive event was my personal responsibility? Next I’d be doing nightly patrols of the city like that dark knight guy. So not my style.

Jason took the mic and said, “I have a special announcement. Comic book artist and legend Jerry Fine is here with us today.” 

The crowd went wild. Jerry was an icon, having successfully parlayed a career as an FC Comics artist into a multimedia career in Hollywood. Roland escorted Jerry from the wings to the podium. Jerry was up in years, with the white hair to prove it, but wiry and strong. He still liked to make a few unscheduled appearances at important comicons. Roland and I had met him last year during my first stint as a superheroine.

“Chloe, good to see you,” Jerry said, taking my hand. He slapped Jason on the back and thanked him for inviting him on this panel.

“Are all you fans behaving yourselves for this whippersnapper?” Jerry asked, holding a mic and addressing the crowd. 

The fans roared. Jerry said a few more words, promising to do a short autographing session at the FC Comics booth later. He posed for a couple of photos with Jason. Then, with a trademark wave, Jerry moved to leave the stage.  

The PA system suddenly blared, “Exterminate! Exterminate!”

Smoke billowed into the auditorium from all corners. 

As the smoke enveloped the room, people started coughing and shrieking. 

Could it be poison gas? What kind of smoke was in a typical smoke bomb, anyway? Was it tear gas? This was not a moment to Google the answers.

“Exterminate! Exterminate!” the voice shrieked. A female voice. Mistress Miraculous, of course.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Roland hustle Jerry off the podium and back into the wings. Meanwhile, the rising smoke set off the sprinkler system. Water sprayed down on everyone. People squealed and cursed.

Jason yelled into his mic, “You’re a coward. Stop trying to spoil our happy place.”

The smoke and rain continued, with more, “Exterminate! Exterminate!”

Jason kept up his rant. “Show yourself. Stop hiding.” 

The voice said, “Exterminate! Exterminate!”

“Come out and state your beef, or leave us alone,” Jason shouted. 

The drenched crowd took up the cry. “Come out! Coward! Come out!”

The smoke stopped. A few seconds later, the sprinklers shut off. The voice said nothing.

In the sudden quiet, Jason spoke again. “I’ve heard that Chicago has dramatic weather, but that was ridiculous.”

The crowd roared. His instinctive ability to keep control of the large crowd was impressive. He’d kept Mistress Miraculous from creating another panicked crowd. Jason had turned the smoke bomb attack into a battle of words. His lines of dialogue were better than hers, too.

“We’re not done here, so if you people aren’t too wet,” he rubbed the water off his almost bald head, giving the crowd a genial smile, “Let’s continue our panel.”

The audience cheered. A few people left the hall, but others came in to fill their seats immediately. The panel continued for fifteen more minutes, long enough to calm everyone despite all the excited tweets people were sending.

The panel ended, and the crowd gave the panelists a standing ovation. Jason in particular was singled out for applause. A staff moderator took over the mic and announced, “We do have to clear the room now, so please if you hope to speak to any of the panelists, go to their regularly scheduled meet-and-greets and autographing sessions. Thank you.” 

The moderator kept reminding the crowd that this was not the time or place to cluster around the panelists. Then she led us all out by a separate exit door. 

“I am in awe of you,” I said to Jason. “You saved the situation from turning into chaos.”

“Who the hell is pulling this crap?” he replied. His expression was more baffled than angry.

“Somebody who doesn’t like comicons,” I said. “Do you think the voice was prerecorded or live?”

Jason turned to Max, who was walking with Samuel. “You two have the most experience with voiceovers. What do you think? Was the voice live, or digital?”

In his sonorous voice, Samuel Robinson said, “Live. Or at least, not on a loop. Even though the voice attempted to say the words exactly the same way each time, they came out differently.”

“It’s hard to say anything exactly the same way twice,” Max said. 

“Why get people coughing and then make them wet? It’s July. Nobody’s going to catch pneumonia from a drenching.” I was fed up with the saboteur. 

“Someone wants to destroy the happy feelings these cons are known for,” Jason said. 

“Mistress Miraculous has bad memories of comics, and wants the rest of us to share those feelings,” I said, thinking out loud. “Attacking the crowds hasn’t made sense up until now.” 

Max asked me, brow furrowed, “Are you personally trying to solve this problem?”

“I’m friends with the guy running special security for the comicon. Sometimes I do a little security work myself, too,” I said, in a vast understatement of what being a superheroine was like and how deeply I was involved.

Jason made a point of introducing me to Max, saying, “Chloe’s going to come to the coast and work with us developing the next movie.”

“You’ll love working with Jason,” Max said. “He’s a crazy man, but all the crazy is good.”

I smiled in as noncommittal a manner as I could. I’d find out for sure in two months. 

A text from Roland buzzed me.

Jerry got grabbed 

Then another text. 

Meet west door
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I sped around people as fast as I could, all the while trying to call Roland. The west exit was the nearest. It would put me on Wabash, the street where the elevated trains ran. 

I raced out the exit doors and found Roland running toward me from the south. Two Segways were waiting for us.  

“Quick! Hop on!” he yelled.

“What? Why?”

He threw his machine into the sidewalk pedestrian traffic. 

I followed. Good thing I’d taken a few Segway rides before. Otherwise I’d have instantly fallen off. 

Roland pointed at the elevated tracks above us. A train was heading north. 

He shouted, “He’s on that train. Can you slow it down? We have to get to the Randolph Street station in time to intercept them.”

A tall order. I was supposed to hold onto the steering stalk and not hit any pedestrians while going north as fast as possible. I grabbed the Dimensional Diamond and rubbed it. The el train slowed.

“We have to go faster!” Roland cried. 

“No way. Too many people,” I yelled back. The sidewalk was full of people who did not like us weaving in and around them.

“Stop them,” he yelled. 

“No, that won’t work. Better idea coming up.”

I took a deep breath and pushed the jewel to stop all the cars and buses. 

“Onto the street!” I yelled. Suddenly I was zipping ahead of Roland, crossing the intersection of Monroe and Wabash. We weaved around the cars frozen on Wabash and continued to Madison Street. There we hit construction.

“What’s happening here?” I asked.

“They're building a new Washington and Wabash station. They closed the old one and tore it down.”

The train slowed as it passed through the construction zone, and we gained on it a little. 

“Almost there,” I said, wincing from the scorching my hand was receiving despite the silicone inserts. “Then what?”

“We’ll jump through fare control and grab him when the train pulls into the station.”

It didn’t happen as smoothly as Roland hoped. I almost fell off my Segway about three times as I maneuvered around vehicles on Wabash and then around people on the sidewalk near the stairs to the el. I’d forgotten how much leaning controls a Segway. Plus, I was holding onto the Dimensional Diamond the entire time, trying to keep the traffic frozen and the people on the sidewalks frozen as needed and not forgetting the el train above us that was moving anyway.

Expending so much power to freeze the whole street had let the train move. The el got ahead of us. It blocked the light as it passed above us and sped beyond toward Randolph Street.

“We’re going to miss it!” I cried.

“Can you freeze it now?”

I yelled back, “Not and keep the street frozen. I don’t have that much juice.” 

We watched as the train stopped, let people off, and started again. 

Roland yelled, “Can you slow it down? We have to check to see if they got off at Randolph.”

Roland moved his Segway to the farthest exit, and I covered the near one. I let the street traffic move again, concentrating on slowing the el train. 

People streamed down the exit stairs. I didn’t see Jerry. Finally, they stopped coming. 

Roland waved his arm, signaling that we should continue to State and Lake. 

I had to let the train speed up a little so I could stop traffic. The midday throngs on the sidewalk were too dense to penetrate. I didn’t try to stop everything, though. I’d learned my lesson.

“Roland,” I yelled. “What if they took him down via elevator?”

“The elevator was out of service.”

We made the turn onto State Street, going west now, still behind the train but gaining.  

My hand felt scorched. When we finally reached the stairs to the el at State and Lake, I threw caution to the wind and unfroze traffic while slowing the train to a crawl.

We hopped off. “Leave the Segways,” Roland said, and he took the stairs two at a time. I couldn’t match his pace, but I ran up the steps as fast as I could. We both vaulted the fare control barricade. 

The train slowly pulled into the State and Lake station. 

“Which car?” I asked. 

“The first one, but the kidnappers probably moved him to the other end to facilitate either transferring trains or running down the steps to get to the subway station below us.”

“They could have taken him off at Randolph.”

“True. But if we'd tried to intercept them there we’d have missed them here.”

“What happened, anyway?”  

“Two men pulled the handlers out of Jerry’s golf cart—you know, the kind that transports people who can’t walk far. Then they took off out of the center, heading south. I ran after them, but they got way ahead of me. They abandoned the cart at the elevator. I ran all the way up the stairs until I realized I couldn’t catch them.” 

“This is nuts,” I said. “What kidnapper uses the el?”

“It wasn’t Mistress Miraculous. Two guys,” Roland said. He gestured at the train door that was about to end up opposite us. “As soon as the motorman fully brakes and the doors open, freeze everything and we’ll search the whole train.”

“I can do that,” I said, ignoring the cramping pain in my hand. 

I waited for the train to brake to a stop.

“Now!” Roland said, as the doors opened.

I caught the train perfectly. We dashed into the front car. No Jerry. We ran outside and into the next car. Again no Jerry. “Are you sure he’s on this train?” I asked.

“I saw those two guys practically hoist him inside. That’s when I texted you.” 

We were at the fourth and last car now. Jerry was standing in the middle, holding a pole. No one was near him. 

I unfroze everything.

“Jerry, time to get off,” Roland said, as the elderly icon flipped back to awareness. I stood in the door in case the motorman tried to close it before we could get Jerry out and onto the platform.

“What happened?” Jerry asked. “How did you two suddenly pop up?” He looked at me. “Chloe, are you using a new superpower?”

I held up the Dimensional Diamond.

“Ahh,” he said, nodding. “Now I understand. One of his better ideas.” 

“Where are the kidnappers?” I asked. No one in the train car objected as we escorted Jerry off. We stood on the platform as the doors closed and the train pulled out of the station at normal speed. People leaving the train went about their business.

“They left at Randolph Street. Told me I should stay on one more stop.”  

“What did they want? Why did they grab you?” I asked. 

Jerry said, “No idea. One of them claimed he was a fan of my artwork. He said he wouldn’t have helped if he’d known it was me. Then he and the other guy got into an argument about who I was. Next thing I knew, they hopped off.” 

“Can you give me a description of the kidnappers?” Roland asked. 

“They were ordinary-looking young guys, no older than thirty.” Jerry shook his head. “Sorry. I meet so many people. Faces blend.” 

“I guess it’s pointless to ask if you recognized either of them,” Roland said.

“If anybody comes up to me saying we’ve met before, I smile and pretend I remember.” Jerry shrugged. “It makes them happy.”

“What about Mistress Miraculous?” I asked. “Did they say anything about her?” 

He said they didn’t. Jerry asked more about what I was doing with the Dimensional Diamond. While we chitchatted about it being invented for a CP Comics storyline involving the White Mask, we got Jerry down to ground level, where our Segways were still waiting. We contacted Jerry’s limo driver to come pick him up. We could have bundled him into a cab, but Roland was trying to convince Jerry to go to the hospital and get checked out.  

Jerry refused. “I see enough doctors already. I’m fine.”  

Roland looked upset. “Then why not return to your hotel and rest?”

Jerry said no to that idea, too. He intended to sign autographs as promised. “I wouldn’t want to disappoint the fans.” 

Game guy. He got kidnapped and he brushed it off.
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Within minutes, Jerry was safely put into his cushy limo in the care of one of his regular handlers. They drove off. Roland and I carefully threaded our Segways back to the convention center through the congested sidewalk traffic.

At the west entrance, we dismounted and returned our machines to the security force. 

“Why kidnap Jerry Fine and then let him go immediately?” I asked. “It doesn’t fit the pattern.”

“He’s always been associated with FC comics, too.” Roland shrugged. “Maybe they picked up the wrong guy.”

“That’s it!” I cried. “What do you bet they were hired to grab Howard Hogarth? In a shabby kind of way, he looks a lot like Jerry. Very old.”

“You think?”

“If the kidnappers were young, they might mistake Jerry for Howard. There aren’t many people as old as Jerry at the comicon. Or Howard. All those old guys dress the same.”

“Why kidnap Howard at all?” Roland wondered. 

“What if Howard knows who Mistress Miraculous is?”

“Genius! That must be it. And I know why,” Roland chortled. Then he sobered. “But not who.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember I had a vague idea about who Mistress Miraculous might be, but wouldn’t tell you? That was because I remembered the big scandal at the 1977 Chicago con.” 

“What happened in 1977?” I asked.

“Norman Krigstein and Charles Westover got into a fistfight.”

“Charles Westover? Is he related to Jean?”

“Was. He’s long dead. He was her husband then. They got divorced later.”

“You think Howard Hogarth was at that convention and could identify Mistress Miraculous? How can you possibly know that Howard Hogarth was at that convention?”

“Back in the day, the comic book conventions listed the names of whoever bought advance memberships in their program books. I checked. Howard was there.” 

“What happened?”

“I don’t know the whole story, but it was a huge deal. Norman never worked for CP Comics again, and now he’s constantly threatening to sue the company for millions.”

“So is everybody else,” I said. “That’s no help.”

Before I had a chance to ask him another question, he received a text. 

“Gotta go.” He remounted his Segway and took off down the convention center concourse.

I went back to mulling over my too-short list of suspects and motives. Jean Westover. Howard Hogarth. Norman Krigstein. They shared a history, but what? According to Ray, Jean was embittered, yet she hadn’t acted that way when I talked to her. Then there was Norman Krigstein, who supposedly hated Jeff Kane’s guts. He was making do with threatening a lawsuit. Howard Hogarth was circulating an eccentric petition, but it was about FC Comics, not CP. Anyway, I couldn’t see Howard as a devious villain type. He was like a sad uncle whom time had passed by. Also, he’d been standing right next to me when Jeff Kane got shot by that dart. Howard couldn’t have done it.  

Ray Herriman had exhibited the most suspicious behavior, and he did have a grudge against CP Comics even though he worked for the company. Lots of people had been screwed by CP Comics. The company had made its fortune on the coincidence that a GI in World War II had invented a superhero, drawn a complete story, and shown up at the CP offices trying to sell it before his troop transport ship left New York. The then-president of CP had leapt on the chance to pay peanuts to a naïve boy who was about to risk his life for his country. 

That happened a long time ago, before Ray's time. Before Jean Westover’s, too. I consulted the net on my cell and learned that Jean’s first comic book gig was in 1977. The same year Roland said there was a scandal at the Chicago comic book con. 

Who wanted to implicate Jean Westover? Who had a personal grudge against her? Perhaps I should go back in time and try to learn what the long-standing grudge was.

As if going back in time was simple. Just tell the Dimensional Diamond to take me back...where exactly?

Roland must know if anyone did. I texted him. He shot back,

Conrad Hilton Hotel. July 3, 1977. Pro cocktail party
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I found a quiet spot in an empty seminar room at the basement level of the convention center. I put my gloved hand on the Dimensional Diamond. A year ago I would have called myself criminally stupid to blindly trust my life to a comic book device. What I had experienced then had made me a believer. Comic book “science” made little or no sense to a scientist, but under certain unique circumstances, it worked anyway. 

I touched the diamond, and I thought about going back in time to the specific incident in 1977. A cloud of nothingness came over my brain. When I returned to consciousness, I was in a corridor filled with people. 

I must be back in 1977. The men all had long shaggy hair, or big poufy hair, or big droopy mustaches. Or beards. Lots and lots of beards. I was standing in a hotel corridor. I could tell because the wallpaper was so gaudy. Young men in wildly patterned shirts—I recognized them as polyester from having seen the movie Saturday Night Fever—rushed around from one seminar room to another. They were mostly skinny teenage boys at the awkward stage where their faces didn’t fit their bodies. Some carried hard-sided briefcases, attachés. Others held ring binders cradled in their arms, the binders in which they placed the free sketches they asked artists to draw for them.  

Some girls and women moved through the hall, too, but very few. They were geeky types, the kind who didn’t wear makeup and never got a good haircut. Most of them could stand to lose a few pounds and were in dire need of a gay friend to help them choose more flattering clothes. 

Was I being a total bitch? I was merely observing. This was what Roland told me comics fandom had been like back in the day. Far from the cross-section of typical Americans I’d seen at the comicon this weekend, these fans were what used to be called the nerds. They were the ones who didn’t get dates on Friday nights, so they went to the public library or they read their comic books and dreamed of a different life. They also were the ones who would soon invent the computers and the apps that changed everybody’s lives.   

As these thoughts flowed, I peeked into each meeting room. I eventually found a small banquet room. Waitstaff was setting up. I kept looking, and discovered a cocktail party being held next door. The sign at the door proclaimed it a Pro Party. Security guards at the door kept fans out. How could I get in? I resorted to an old trick. I marched up and demanded, “What security measures are you taking to keep fans from crashing this event?” 

The two guards fell all over themselves explaining that they checked everybody’s convention badge, and if it didn’t have a P on it, they didn’t let the person inside. I nodded curtly, not wanting to appear too satisfied. Around the corner, I pulled out a tiny marker from my utility belt and a card, and quickly designed a P similar to the badges others were wearing. Then I confidently walked up to another entrance. The guards there let me in with no problem.  

I wandered the party. Too bad Roland wasn’t with me. He’d be thrilled to see all of his idols here, younger. Still alive. The old men from the CP party last night were all younger. They wore suits in this more formal era, and their wives were decked out in party dresses. I hoped I didn’t stick out too much in my superheroine uniform. 

I finally located Jean Westover. She hadn’t changed much in nearly forty years. She was a bit thinner in 1977 and her hair was ash blonde. Clad in a pastel blue cocktail dress of chiffon over satin, she stood next to several men, all of them in suits. I edged closer to them. Then an even older man with grey hair at his temples joined them and put his arm around Jean. He must be Charles, her husband, the president of CP Comics. 

How had the Dimensional Diamond taken me to the exact moment in time I needed? I didn’t know. This was also the first time the jewel had kept on working even after I wasn’t directly touching it. I couldn’t walk around the con holding a jewel in my hand. I’d look...nerdy.  

As I edged nearer, I noticed someone else moving into their circle. Norman Krigstein. He wore the loud suit style popular back then, wide gangster pinstripes, and his hair—his real hair, not a toupee—was longish, with big sideburns and a ’stache. The room was full of them. 

“I sense a disturbance in the force,” the guy standing between me and Jean said. I recognized Howard Hogarth. By July 1977, he would have seen the movie those words came from, the first Star Wars. Maybe seen it a few times already. Sad that he still quoted those words nearly forty years later. He was thin, and his hair was already grey. He wore a bolo tie with his suit.  

“Norman,” Jean greeted the short man. He looked the part of a troublemaker, pugnacious and already angry, plus possibly a few sheets to the wind. He carried an old-fashioned glass. 

“What the hell is this I hear about you dumping War Striker, Charles?” He addressed Jean’s husband.

Charles answered with seeming indifference. “The book’s not selling.”

“It would sell if you didn’t let your talentless wife make a hash of the art,” Norman replied. His tone of voice made his disgust clear. 

Jean’s expression showed her mortification. Charles’s face turned red. He punched Norman, who went down like a lead weight.

Jean screamed.

“Take that back,” Charles snarled, standing over Norman. Norman’s mouth was bleeding. 

Jean tried to drag her husband away. “Don’t. He’s not worth it.” 

Norman wiped his face with his hand, “You can’t beat the truth into submission.” He lunged up and caught Charles with an uppercut to the jaw. Charles’s head snapped back and he collapsed into Jean’s arms. She wailed and screamed for a doctor.

Norman stood over Charles’s slack body. “Never start a fight with an Irish Jew.” He turned away. “I need another drink.” He ambled over to the bar, not noticing or caring that his hand was bloody.

Charles regained full consciousness and Howard Hogarth and another younger man helped support him to a chair. Charles pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his mouth. “I’ll see to it he never works again,” he vowed.

“Now, Charles,” Jean started.

“He needs to learn some respect,” Charles muttered, still angry. Jean gestured discreetly with one hand that others were to back away so she and her husband could talk in private. As she spoke what looked like soothing words into his ear, I insinuated myself between Howard and the other man edging away. 

I asked Howard, “Has this ever happened before?”

The younger man said, “When Norman has a few, he’s a crazy man.” 

Howard said, “He never lets being a dwarf stop him from trying to take down the bigger guy.”

“Is he really a dwarf?” I asked, wide-eyed. 

“A dwarf Irish Jew with a bad attitude,” Howard said. “But a fantastic writer.”

The unknown man said, “We like to kid him.”

“We also duck when he’s drunk,” Howard said.  

“Will the man he socked keep him from getting work?” I asked. “He hit him first.” Howard and the other man suddenly noticed my unusual appearance.  

“Who are you?” Howard asked. “Were you hired to be in costume and advertise the con?” 

“I’m Temporary Superheroine,” I said. 

“Never heard of her.”

“I made her up,” I replied.  

“Are you here with somebody?” the other guy asked. He was only in his thirties, maybe. 

Uh-oh. Did he think I was some kind of rent-a-bimbo? “My boyfriend’s around somewhere.” I made a show of craning my neck and pretending to search for him. “Do you think your friend Norman will continue to get work in the comic book business?” I asked again.

The unnamed man, who was very ordinary looking, said, “Norman can always get work. If Charles bans him, Norman can script a newspaper strip under someone else’s byline.”

“Why was he so angry about War Striker?”

“He owned the copyright on it and sold the idea to CP Comics. He was hoping to cash in,” the man said.

Howard said, “That’s Charles all over. He’ll buy an idea for peanuts, promising the creator a share of the profits, but only on the comic book. After Charles kills the book, he’ll license the hell out of the character anyway and make a fortune.”

Frowning, the other man said, “I’m the one doing the licensing, not Charles.”

Howard said, “Same difference.”

Now I understood. Krigstein had a very good reason to hold a grudge, and to sue CP Comics over and over. If Norman thought Jean Westover was part of a well-worn scheme Charles routinely used to cheat creators, Norman would hold a grudge against her, too. Even if Charles was the one who punched him first. 

Men were weird about fistfights, anyway. They could easily forgive each other once honors were even. What Norman Krigstein might not have forgiven was Jean Westover’s supposed incompetence as an artist that might have caused the book’s cancellation.

Was I in the same class, an incompetent artist who got her job through sleeping with the boss? An artist who drove her title into the ground?  

If Charles had acted on his vow to make sure that Norman would “never work again,” was Norman so twisted he would blame Jean, not Charles? Or blame CP Comics, the corporate entity, not Charles? 

I’d been lucky to get such detailed answers out of the guys I was questioning, probably because the fistfight had overridden their sense of discretion. 

“I think I see my boyfriend,” I said. I said goodbye and took off. Strange, Howard Hogarth had spoken to me a couple of days ago, but never recalled our meeting previously. Then again, for him it had been nearly forty years.

Had I learned what I needed to know? Norman had a financial grudge against Jean and Charles. Jean might have a grudge against Norman for insulting her and decking her husband. But they’d gotten divorced later, so maybe not. Howard was a bystander. Yet Roland had called him a lunatic. Why? I’d thought Howard was a mere fan, but here he was at an exclusive pro party I’d had to fake my way into. He must have worked in the business in 1977. Now he was an old man Eric disdained, pushing a hopeless petition.  

Very few of the fans in the corridor had been in costume. It must not have been common at comicons in 1977. Instead of fitting right in, I stuck out. Too many people noticed me as I strode across the room. I should find a quiet spot and activate the Dimensional Diamond. Always assuming it would work, and not send me to the wrong time. 

These comic book power sources were weird. Logically, there was no reason for the jewel to have delivered me to the exact year and event I needed to see, but it had done so. Equally, there was no reason for the jewel to take me back to the exact moment when I left July 2015, but like a rubber band, it would do so. 

I hoped my confidence was not misplaced.

I exited the cocktail party and found a quiet spot in a corridor leading to a maintenance area. I held and stroked the diamond, and thought myself back to my own time. 

In a whoosh of air and nothingness, I returned. Proof I was back was immediately apparent once I turned the corner in the business complex in the convention center. The milling crowds included a significant number of people in costume, both males and females. The beards were a different length, for starters. The markers of an era were as simple as the ordinary clothes people wore and their hair styles, as I had learned last year. 
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For a couple of hours, nothing else went wrong. I went to my table in Artists’ Alley to do drawings whose proceeds went to literacy. A few fans asked me to draw “Average Chloe.” A larger number of people lined up to have me draw Swoonie. I did so with mixed feelings. 

Ardis and Sarah arrived at 2 p.m. so we could stroll through the dealers’ offerings and then lineup for a major media panel. Once again, they were in full cosplay costumes.

It was time for a general turnover at Artists’ Alley. Nobody worked the Artists’ Alley tables all day every day unless they had absolutely nothing else to do at a comicon. Usually, we sublet our tables to others for the hours we weren’t using them. I was glad I’d only signed up for a few hours. I’d been hopping every day so far. Sitting and autographing isn’t taking a rest, nor is drawing what a fan demands all that easy. 

We passed a table selling crystals that looked exactly like mine. As a joke, Sarah bought half a dozen and put them all around my neck. “We’ll mix them up. You’ll never be able to tell the difference.”

I forbore to explain that the real jewel burned. I filled them in on the adventures my Dimensional Diamond had taken me on since we’d last met. They swallowed it all without doubting me. 

“What about Leslie? What’s up with that situation?” Ardis asked.

“You heard about it, too?” I asked.

“I saw a tweet about her announcement yesterday,” Ardis said. “How do you feel about it?” 

“Should I arrange to have her arms broken?” Sarah asked.

When she said things like that, I never knew if I should take her seriously. “Uh, no need.”

I looked at Ardis and Sarah, my good friends, and caught my lower lip under my upper, trying not to say anything. 

“Are you going to cry?” Sarah asked. Her expression was curious, not sympathetic. She wasn’t the crying type herself. 

I shook my head. Then I burst out in a snort. I couldn’t help myself. 

“What?” Ardis said.

“C’mon. Spill.” Sarah nudged me, not a gentle nudge, either. 

I broke. “She’s an idiot. She burned her bridges at CP over a mere one-year contract with FC.”

“You’re kidding.” Ardis’s jaw dropped.

I shook my head. “Nope. She’s a trusting soul.”

“Wow,” Ardis said. “She had to know Eric shafted you despite you being his girlfriend. Why does she imagine he’ll treat her any better?”

I repeated Leslie’s naïve boast that she was the better known artist and had a fan following. My pals thought that was a hoot, too. 

“She’ll get well known for her short tenures at not one but two major comic book companies. Let her reputation recover from that,” Ardis said, smirking.

We agreed that Leslie probably deserved what was likely to be her rocky fate at Eric’s cool hands. I’d even considered whether he was romancing her to influence her decision. A polite term for what he and she might be doing. I would not put it past him. Although according to him our relationship didn’t give me the standing to expect fidelity.  

We’d exhausted the topic, and I was exhausted thinking about Eric and his unknowableness. “I’ve got some interesting news that no one knows about yet,” I said. I told them about my deal with Jason Dellon.

Sarah’s eyes about popped out of her head. “Your big break. This could be huge for you.”

“Or I could bomb out in yet another arts arena.”

“You’re not as wet behind the ears as you were a few years ago,” Ardis said.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Nobody could stay that naïve. Listen, whatever happens out there, it’ll be a great experience. Your name recognition will increase, too.”

Ardis was cooler. “You’ll have to make the effort to publicize your adventure. People can get swallowed up in Hollywood. They make lots of money and work hard on big projects, but their reputations don’t grow beyond L.A. Remember Gordon Moldoff? He was in art school with us, a couple of years ahead. He went out to L.A. and no one has heard of him since. Watch out for that, if you want to keep your career going in more than one pond.”

Ardis was a good friend and her warning made sense, not that I wanted to jinx an experience I hadn’t even begun yet. 

Sarah said, “Forget the endgame. We’ll come visit you and expect a full tour.”

“Deal,” I said. “If I’m not living in my car.”

“You don’t have a car,” Ardis pointed out. 

“True, and I also don’t have an apartment. I hear California is crazy expensive. My big bucks salary might not be enough for both a car and an apartment.”

We joked some more as we tore through the dealers’ room, commenting on silly toys and super cute t-shirts, and finally having a good time without any threats looming over us.

We’d made it to the show floor, the main concourse, when someone said, “Look, they’re interviewing Max Schwartz for TV.”

We stared up at the mezzanine, which had a glass-enclosed overhang where the big stars were interviewed by the media, while we hoi polloi down below could watch. The bright lights for television alerted the crowd when a publicity moment was happening, so we could gawk all the more and look even more idiotic as the background for the shoot. Some comicon attendees carried large poster board signs and stood in groups where the cameras would pick them up when the crowd was panned.

“He’s hot,” Sarah said. 

“I met him this morning,” I said, the kind of thing one says while thinking of something else. Had I seen a pop of light from the roof of the mezzanine glass? A red flash, gone in an instant. There it was again, farther down the side of the glass box. “Something’s wrong.” 

“What is it? What do you see?”

“Look. There!” I pointed. “A light running over the edge of the glass. The corner of one piece of glass where it attaches to another. Why would it do that? What could it be?”

“An LED embedded between the layers? I’ve heard of them but never seen it before.” Sarah guessed.

“We’d better step back. It’s a laser cutter heating up the anneal of the glass to the PVB, so the whole box breaks,” Ardis said. “Delaminating is very dangerous. The glass could blow, or shatter, or slide apart.”

“Not again,” I wailed. I grabbed for the Dimensional Diamond, but my hand grasped the wrong one. Nothing happened. I couldn’t tell the chains apart. “Help me,” I cried. “Which crystal is the real one?” I clawed at my throat. 

Sarah pulled one out as my hand groped for one after another. “Try this one.”

It did nothing. 
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“Try this one.” Sarah held up another crystal.

We went through four until finally a crystal warmed as I touched it. “Got it. Now I’m in business.” 

The delay had been enough to let the laser finish its evil work. One entire side of the booth suddenly split apart and fell straight down toward the crowd thirty feet below. The glass would become a guillotine unless I stopped it.  

Amid rising screams, I concentrated on slowing the glass down. Not the people. They must be free to move out of harm’s way. 

Sarah was on it. She used her most authoritative voice, a loud, deep tone, while holding up her cop ID and running toward the falling glass. “Police. Move away NOW!” 

Ardis ran after her, to pull her away from the danger zone. My hand burned as I pushed the jewel to keep the entire glass box intact, even as the lasers continued their evil work. Another sheet of glass began a slow drift downward, floating horizontally back and forth as if it were a feather, looking peaceful and pretty. The sheet hit the ground with an explosive noise and shattered, spraying deadly shards of glass into the air. 

Epic fail for the Dimensional Diamond. The sheet of glass could have killed someone. I wasn’t near enough to be struck by the flying shards, but others were. The screams intensified. Someone might have been seriously injured. 

All my effort went to controlling the glass. Sarah had run headlong toward the danger zone. “Sarah,” I cried, “Get back.” Not that she could hear me with all the noise of people screaming.  

Up on the mezzanine level, they’d finally realized their danger and run for it. Max looked down from a solid part of the floor and saw Sarah controlling the crowd. Did he see me standing farther back, rubbing a crystal? Did it matter?  

Many bystanders must have tweeted the excitement, because staff on Segways began to converge near the disaster. Hopefully they saw the glass and stopped short of it. One more huge sheet of delaminated glass, the third side of the projected overhanging box, fell to what was now an empty area below. I urged the jewel to speed up the aging of the glass. Instead of creating sharp pieces as it landed, the glass sped through its natural life cycle as it shattered, becoming harmless rounded pieces. No more bystanders were at risk of the glass injuring them. 

My hand hurt again, a lot. I dropped the jewel. The Dimensional Diamond was showing signs of fatigue, as was I. I stumbled to a side wall of the concourse, needing the support. My hand felt burnt, even through the glove and a layer of silicone. Why not? Comic book science, such as it was, ruled the diamond’s capabilities and attributes. Ordinary silicone, safe to 450 degrees Fahrenheit, didn’t stand a chance against the Dimensional Diamond’s weird science. 

I leaned my head back against the wall and wiped the sweat off my brow with my good hand. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t keep this superheroine thing going forever. I was a mere mortal.

When I opened my eyes again, Roland had found me. From the sympathetic expression on his face, he had an inkling of how drained I felt. “You need a break.”

I said, “It’s just one damn thing after another.”

“Come on, I’ll take you to the green room.”

“Sarah and Ardis are here, too.”

Roland looked where I’d pointed. He used his walkie-talkie and soon all three of us glamour girls were seated in a golf cart taking us to the green room. I was glad of a rest. I let Roland huddle with Ardis to determine how the laser had been utilized. He could consult with his security force later to find the exact spot from which it had been deployed. Once we were in the green room, I tossed all the fake jewels on a table. That joke had laid an egg.

Sarah and Ardis picked at some food, but then decided to go back out to the show floor and stand in line to get autographs from Max Schwartz. Sarah winked. “He’s fine.”

“Maybe we’ll catch up at the ballpark later?” I asked. 

“Not sure,” Ardis said. “I promised I’d help sell beadwork this afternoon.”

“I might go. I’m a King’s Strategy fan,” Sarah said. “Catch you later.” She waved goodbye. “Thanks for lunch, Rolly.”

Roland winced. He hated nicknames. Odd coming from a guy who knew a gazillion nicknames for every one of his favorite comic book characters. 

I finally revived after eating some leftover cake from the CP seventy-fifth anniversary party. Day-old cake, yum. A soda or two. A little caffeine goes a long way. I couldn’t remember having breakfast. Roland coaxed me to eat some of the six-foot hero sandwich. 

Once Sarah and Ardis left, Roland dragged a chair over to sit in front of me, while he wolfed down a hefty slice from the sandwich. “What did you do about 1977?”

I recited every detail I remembered from my visit to the classic old comic book con, paying special attention to descriptions of the people involved in the fistfight.

Roland was ecstatic. “Wow. Just... wow. You really went back in time?” His eyes sparkled with his excitement. “That is so awesome.”

“I don’t know who the other man was. I could draw him if I had my pad, but he’d be old by now. Howard Hogarth was already middle aged.” My shoulders slumped. “Meanwhile, we’re still drawing a blank about Mistress Miraculous. Although, I think she’s lost interest in the exhibition hall,” I said.

“Agreed. She’s done it twice, and we have the security on that so tight there’s no way she could do it again.”

“She could hire a plane to drop a bomb on the convention center.”

“A bit extreme, don’t you think? Everything that’s happened so far has threatened people, but very few have been seriously hurt.”

“She doesn’t mean to hurt people?” I said, with plenty of sarcasm in my voice. “If even one person loses his eyesight from that glass, she’s a criminal.”  

We ran through our short list of suspects. I didn’t include Eric. He’d already gotten his revenge. Or Roland himself. He wasn’t a devious sort. “I still don’t think Jean Westover has anything to do with it. She’s nice. Nice people don’t try to harm crowds of innocent people.”

“The history of the world says otherwise, but let’s say you’re right. Who are we left with?”

“People like Howard Hogarth. What’s he doing here? Why is he always around?”

“He’s a sad old fellow. Hard to imagine that he’s hiding a festering sense of ill-usage. I don’t know much about him. He used to be a letterer. He attends comicons regularly, has for years.”

“What’s the next biggest thing happening, the culmination of the big events?”

“The extravaganza celebrating King’s Strategy, with the first episode preview at Comiskey Park.”

“How can I possibly keep a lid on trouble in a venue that huge?”

“The Dimensional Diamond gives you reach. If trouble happens you can react faster than I and my crew can. Plus, I’ll give you a GPS-powered tracker to wear. We can stay in touch in the vast new stadium.”

Roland pulled out a wristwatch.

I made a face. “You’re kidding. Does it signal a superhero?”

“The latest thing. Straight out of Dick Tracy. You know, the old newspaper strip.”

When he secured the watch on my wrist, his fingers touched my skin gently. Roland had always been a gentle lover. He was a sweet guy.

He stroked the soft skin of my inner wrist. I stared at his fingers, then at his face. His expression was...hopeful? 

Ignoring the other people in the green room, he leaned in and put his lips on mine.  

I pulled back, shaking my head. “No.”

“He’s the wrong man for you,” he said. “Come back to me.”

“Oh, Roland,” I said, my face crumpling in pain. Tears sprang into my eyes. Pain for him, and for me. “We can’t turn back time.” 

“Why not?” His compact body crowded mine. Roland was suddenly the man, not the fanboy, the man who had wanted to marry me.

A memory of sweet nights and soft sighs swept over me. We’d been good together, once upon a time.  

I was left open-mouthed as he stood. “Think about it,” he said, and walked away.  
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The King’s Strategy extravaganza was scheduled for Comiskey Park. King’s Strategy was the wildly popular pseudo-medieval fantasy television show. Comiskey Park was the original name of the ballpark that had been torn down. The new field had a different name, but Chicagoans were stubborn. They still called it Comiskey. 

Given the popularity of the King’s Strategy creator, Fred F. Binder, all forty thousand of the available seats would soon be filled by comicon attendees headed for the park right about now. To get there, I could try to hail a cab, or I could take the METRA commuter rail—the IC, as Chicagoans stubbornly still called it—south to the Sox-35th station. Or I could use my magic carpet, the Dimensional Diamond, except I wasn’t sure it liked me hanging out anywhere for long. No, wait. The comicon had a shuttle bus. Problem solved. 

Not quite. I stood in line outside the center for a while as shuttle buses came, filled up, and left. Apparently, everybody else at the comicon had the same bright idea as me. I got quite chummy with the people before and after me in the line. The three guys ahead of me were frat boys doing summer school at Northwestern, the big university north of the city in Evanston. Although none of them could have been older than nineteen, they each tried to get me to agree to a date. A date? Really? I didn’t think so. I kept telling them I had a boyfriend, but they were drunk enough to forget that inconvenient fact several times, and try again. Harmless, though.

The three guys immediately behind me were the real deal, hardcore geeks, serious comic book fans. They didn’t notice I was female, except to broadcast their disdain that I was here at all. Hardcore King’s Strategy fans also, they kept quizzing me about the plotline, a quiz I failed on purpose. I’d read the books, but so what? When they couldn’t pin me down as a television fan, they started quizzing me about the FC Comics universe. I got pissed off.  

“Wait, so you three are the admissions testers for this comicon? Don’t be dicks.” 

The bravest of them said, “We don’t like how media fans—essentially, anyone who only sees a superhero movie—have invaded our world.”

Roland didn’t like it, either, but he wasn’t trying to eliminate people through some arcane test. I had a fantasy of showing off my knowledge of comics to these three. I also thought, no, I shouldn’t have to. They should prove their knowledge to me. Fitting the typical physical profile of a geeky guy didn’t prove they were comics fans. 

I interrupted their flow and said, “Can you recite Lord Raga’s chant for the Amulet of Life?”

That stopped them cold. “Can you?” I repeated. “Because if you can, maybe I’ll accept that you have any right to be at this comicon. Come on, do it.”

The three guys looked at each other. Finally, the one who had been the most obnoxious to me started, “Uh...great spirits...”

The other two managed, “let us fly...”

I shook my head. “No, that’s the second verse. You have it all wrong.”

I folded my arms across my chest and stared at them with as condescending an attitude as I could project. “You say you’re the real deal, real comic book fans? How come you’re stumbling over the simplest little proof?”

They looked embarrassed. They shuffled their feet awkwardly and one continued trying to say the words but kept getting tangled up. The second boy got a distinctly sheepish expression on his face. The third had more ego in the game. He got miffed, and said, “As if you could do better.”

I should have acted more like a grown-up, but I couldn't resist. I rattled off, “Great spirits, let us pass, as if through a mirror glass. Great spirits, let us fly, as if into the blue sky.”

Suddenly, everything shifted. 

Michigan Avenue and Grant Park beyond it vanished. For a hazy second, I was nowhere, in a gray nothingness. Then I stood on a Manhattan street in a totally different universe. The instantly recognizable canyons of New York surrounded me. Men on the sidewalk wore seersucker summer suits and lightweight hats. The women were clad in dresses puffed out with petticoats. Some sported pillbox hats. Many wore wrist-length cotton gloves. 

I took it in with one glance, and then launched myself into the air. I flew. I rose steadily, surely, up beyond street level and then ten, twenty, thirty stories high. Once I’d attained fifty stories high—more or less, I wasn’t counting—I paused in midair and gazed around me. Yes, there was the Sky Tower. I was definitely in my father’s universe.

I flew to the top of a nearby building and landed on a roof with a penthouse garden. No one was there, so I could think this through. 

My stupid attempt to act superior by reciting the Amulet of Life chant had somehow combined with the powers of the Dimensional Diamond. Had I even been touching the jewel when I’d said the words? No. 

Holy mackerel. 

It was the wrong moment, but I couldn’t help laughing at myself. I’d never said “Holy mackerel” in my life, but this was the universe that didn’t allow swear words. 

For the heck of it, I raised my fingers in the classic position of Lord Raga and aimed at a weed that dared to grow in a nearby pot. Yellow bolts came out of my fingers and zapped the weed to burnt ash.

Yep. I was a total superheroine again.

I could fly around midtown Manhattan and enjoy the scenery. I could take a ride on the sky highway, whose elevated ramps were visible beyond the Sky Tower. Or visit my father in his futuristic offices and watch him ruling this universe. I could even visit my mother’s doppelganger, if I wanted a dose of sarcastic disdain.

But I’d left behind kids in Chicago who now would think they’d experienced a paranormal event. Kids who might even be hauled away to mental institutions for a day or two because nobody would believe what they’d seen. Or who would think they’d gone nuts. So not good.

I had to get back to my world to before the moment I said the chant. I put my hand on the Dimensional Diamond and specified exactly how it would be. 

A moment of grayness again, and there I was, standing in the shuttle bus line once more. The third boy had just challenged me to prove I was a true geek by reciting Lord Raga’s chant. My mouth was open as if I was about to spew the words, but I snapped it shut. 

At that moment, two teenage girls came up to me. One said, “You’re Chloe Cole, aren’t you?”

“We saw you at the women in comics panel,” the second one said. “I read Swoonie and 'Average Chloe,’ too. I’m a huge fan.”

Now it was my turn to look embarrassed, while the geeky boys’ eyes practically popped out of their heads.  

I dealt with my earnest fans as honestly as I could, saying, “You do know that Leslie Evans is taking over Swoonie, right? She’s a fantastic artist and I’m sure you’ll like her work.”

One of the girls started talking excitedly to one of the geeky guys. At first he looked overwhelmed, as if a girl never had spoken to him before. Maybe one hadn’t. The conversation became more general, with the geeky boys slowly getting enthusiastic about talking to the girls.

At that moment, before my drunk frat boy friends decided to invite the girls to party with them, I got a text from Eric.

Need ride? Where R U?

I texted him back. It was like an Uber, only better. Eric had a limo. The driver pulled up illegally in the bus lane. Then Eric opened the passenger door. He leaned out and called my name. 

The fanboys around me recognized him and started to squeal, as did the girls. “Do you see him? Omigod, it’s Eric Wood. He runs FC. He’s totally famous.”

“Here I am,” I said. 

“C’mon,” Eric said, in his usual masterful way.

I hopped in, and we left the younger set to find their rocky way to adulthood and tolerance. 
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I settled into the plush seat next to Eric. 

“You will never believe what just happened,” I said. 

Eric raised an eyebrow. 

“I said the chant for the Amulet of Life and the Dimensional Diamond took me to the other universe. For real.”

He frowned. “Were you holding the diamond when you chanted?”

I shook my head. “That’s the spooky part.” 

I sighed. “You were right that I don’t know what I’m doing with this jewel. It has extreme powers. Maybe all this hand burning was completely unnecessary.”

I pulled back one of my gloves to show the silicone inserts. “Thanks for the pot holders. They helped.” 

“Yet you went to the mirror universe and weren’t touching the Dimensional Diamond?”

“That’s right. Come to think of it, when I was back in time, I wasn’t constantly touching it either.”

I told Eric all about my trip to 1977. After I finished that part of my story, he shook his head. “Your superpowers put you in a very special class. Why are you wasting your time being a mere artist in this universe when you can be a superheroine in the other?” 

“You’re forgetting what an egotistical puppet master my father is.” 

“I could help you with that.” 

Eric had navigated the halls of power and won out against others vying for the same executive position. He’d made the leap from being a mere artist to someone powerful enough to topple the reigning boss. He had transformed himself into the head honcho type ordinary men merely dreamed of becoming. 

“Maybe,” I said. I tried to imagine what our personal relationship could be like if I commuted from a day job kicking ass in another universe.  

He continued. “I know how to get people to do what I want. Or to back off and stay out of my way.”

“I believe you.” I didn’t want to consider all the ramifications now. “I’ll think about it.”

He looked disappointed. Eric was a lot more interested in power plays than I was.

He saw me eyeing the can of soda open on a tray. “Want something?”

“Water?” 

He got me a bottle from a small fridge that also was built in.

“That’s convenient.” I gazed around the deliberately posh interior. Eric fit right in. “You enjoy all this, don’t you?”

“Damn right. Although riding in a limo wasn’t on my specific list when I was younger, it’s a part I enjoy. Look at the traffic we don’t have to care about.” He gestured at Lake Shore Drive, and the line of cars attempting to leave for the ballpark.

“You’re not working,” I said. “That’s a first.”

“I’m planning. You ought to know me by now, girl.”

I thought I did. Then again, Eric always kept me off balance. The silicone gloves this morning, for instance.

“Look, there’s the park,” he said. “I haven’t been back since I was a kid and my parents took me to the real Comiskey Park. Now it's the parking lot next door.”

Eric had a reminiscent expression on his otherwise hard-featured face.

“Where did you grow up?” I asked.

“Ohio. Farm country.”

“Did you like it?”

He glanced at me briefly. “Ohio, or farming? There’s no there there, as the saying goes.”

“So you got out rather than, what? Till corn? Milk cows?”

“Both. My mother was an accountant in the big city nearby—Cincinnati. Dad did the farming.”

“How practical is farming anymore?”

He shrugged. “Once you get enough to eat on a regular basis, you realize farming is a lousy business to be in.” 

Eric had said a lot more than he’d ever said before. He was opening up to me when our relationship was closing. Safer for him, I guess.

“So you got out as soon as you could. Did your parents support your dreams?” I asked.

“Oddly enough, it was my dad who encouraged me. Of course, now that I’ve given up art to be a CEO, my mom is over the moon proud of her successful businessman son. Dad would have been okay with either.”

I wondered where he saw his future. Eric had the sharklike ability to fight off all comers for his current executive position, but the large corporation above him might spew him out regardless some day. If his executive career tanked, would he go back to art?  

*
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The limo was waved through by the police who stopped other cars. We pulled up at a private entrance at Comiskey Park—which this week was called U.S. Cellular Field, but next year could be named something else.  

Of course Eric had a special pass that let us into a luxury suite via a private elevator. “The convention center leases one of the best boxes. Very useful.”

“Why are you bothering with this event?” I asked, as we settled into the plushly appointed suite.

Eric didn’t answer. Back to not wanting to share what was important to him right now. 

“Come on, give.” I said. “You don’t go to this trouble to see Fred F. Binder on a Jumbotron.”

With reluctance, Eric said, “We’re talking about doing his graphic novels.”

“That didn’t hurt, did it?” I asked. “I’m surprised he doesn’t already have a graphic novel deal.”

“He does.”

“Don’t tell me. Let me guess.” I walked around the luxury suite, not seeing anything. “You’re going to talk him out of that one, in favor of signing with you.”

Eric smiled. “You got it.”

I couldn’t resist. I walked over to him and kissed him on the lips. 

“What was that for?” he said, and then he grabbed me and pulled me onto his lap. “Wait, let’s do it some more.”

We kissed for a while. It was . . . sweet. We’d never done sweet, not that I recalled. We’d seldom been equals. He’d always had some secret angle he hadn’t confided in to me. I’d always wondered what he was hiding, if I could trust him. Not a good way to live with someone for a year. 

I’d thought I was over my relationship mistakes, but my understanding about what I had done still needed some serious attention. I didn’t understand what still drew me to Eric. How could I end up in his lap, with his hands on my breasts, and contemplate moving out? Or was I being terminally naïve about what importance sex has in a relationship?

Eric said, his hands still caressing my flesh, “I want you to do something for me.”

On a strangled breath, because I liked his touch, I replied, “What?”

“When Binder gets here, I want you to distract Kane. Talk to him so seriously that he can’t pay attention to me and Fred.”

I sat up, removing his hands. Way to kill a mood. I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”

“I have some urgent business to conduct with Fred. It can’t wait.”

I stood, looking down at him. “You mean you’re cooking up a deal and you think Jeff Kane might get to Binder first? Is that it?”

“He’s trying. I don’t want him to have a chance.”

At that moment, other people entered the suite. Eric rearranged himself. I shouldn’t have been surprised when not only Jeff Kane arrived, but also Dickie Crandall and the presidents or owners of several other comic book, toy, and collector card companies followed. I’d met some of them once before, but doubted they remembered me.  

Now that the glow of sex had been doused, I examined every amenity of the suite. Comfortable padded chairs in front of the large and meticulously clean viewing window. Tables and chairs spread around the room. A bar. A door leading to our private restroom, of course. Then there was the call button for waiter service.

Sarah texted to say Ardis and Damien were giving her a lift to the park. He knew a secret way to beat the crowds. 

Our luxury suite began to fill up with every suspect I’d considered. Jean Westover. Norman Krigstein. Howard Hogarth. Jeff Kane, with a bandage on his forehead from where his face had hit the flagstones last night when he’d pitched over. Leslie Evans. Even Ray Herriman. Damien Nast and Ardis arrived after I got Eric’s okay and texted them. Sarah appeared on her own, as mysteriously as always. Only Roland was missing, but he was probably somewhere in the ballpark. 

Did I have enough suspects? Did it matter? If we were all corralled here, wasn’t Fred F. Binder safe down in far center, where his stage had been set up?

The gig was a medieval reenactment, a battle royal staged by his television production company in a repeat of a scene that fans had gone ape over. Live action for the fans. With thirty or more actors, horses, fake medieval armor, costumes, and more, it was quite the spectacle. Additionally, they’d set up colorful tents along the perimeter, to mimic a renaissance jousting field. Fred F. Binder sat, dressed as a king and on a throne, on a dais surrounded by the highest ranking noncombatant members of the court.  

First, he gave a speech welcoming the fans and talking about how much fun he’d had seeing his characters come to life. He made no promises about the future. “My health is good. I’ll live long enough to finish this story. Now, on with the battle!” he cried.

The crowd roared as one. It was amazing to see that many people together not for a sporting event, not for a rock or pop concert, but for a series of books that had been made into a television series.  

Television, that was the answer. You couldn’t find forty thousand comic book fans to seat in a stadium. The frat boys, sure. The geek boys, not so much. Some of them were busy at science camp. Or space camp. Or volunteering. The frat boys got their volunteer credits free from the team coaches. When I was on the girls’ baseball team, we got volunteer credits for attending practice. Once a week, they brought in a few underprivileged kids to watch, we let them bat a little before the game, and we called it volunteer work. What a crock.

A massive battle got underway. Knights on horseback and fighters on foot carrying shields and large swords went at each other. Once the men started to fight, I couldn’t see how they could keep it up for more than a minute, not without producing actual mayhem, but they did. It was quite a performance. 

The action halted after one side “won.” Binder signaled, and the leader was brought forward so the “queen” could give him a reward. I was surprised that Binder himself remained throughout. 

After a suitable number of battles, not too many to bore people, and not too few to make them feel they hadn’t been given a show, Binder declared the tourney over, and got down to business. He announced the next season’s main thread, and then introduced the movie. “Only for you, my most loyal fans, we’ve got the first episode of next year’s season. This will not be released until September.” 

Imagine forty thousand people at the movies with you, screaming with ecstasy at seeing their favorites on the screen. It was noisy and crazy. The crowd roared as if they were baseball fans watching a grand slam.  

As the movie credits were shown, Fred and his court left the field, making it a royal parade. The crowd cheered.

About ten minutes later, Fred F. Binder appeared in our luxury suite, led in by one of the hundreds of PR people working the comicon. They were anonymous and all looked the same, eager, energetic, and generic.

“Wow, that was work,” he said. “Can I get a beer?”

“Where’s the queen?” I asked, as someone handed him a longneck from the bar.  

“She’s an actress, so she’s going to parade around with the rest of my ‘court’ after the episode is over,” he replied. “Me, I’m done.”

“You’re a natural ham,” someone said. 

“Thank you,” Binder bowed.

Damien went up to him and hit him on the back, “Good show.”

That’s right. Ardis had told me they were cousins. Seemed like everybody in comics was related to everybody else. Me included.

After the general congratulations were over, Eric gave me a significant look and made his move toward Fred. I moved toward Jeff Kane. Why I was about to help Eric was something I would examine later.

“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Chloe Cole. I draw Swoonie.” I smiled. “Or at least, I’ll be drawing her until Leslie takes over.”

Jeff Kane grunted. He craned his neck to see what Eric and Fred were doing. I didn’t bother to look. Eric no doubt had Fred cornered. 

Nothing daunted, I continued, “I saw you collapse last night at the CP party. Are you okay now? We all were afraid you'd had a heart attack.”

“Huh?” said Kane. Finally, I had his attention. “It was a false alarm. Some nutcase shot me with a poison dart, but I'm fine.”

I made soothing noises and told him how concerned Leslie had been. “Speaking of Leslie, since she's coming to FC to take over Swoonie, the book I draw, I'll be available to draw a title for CP Comics. Would you consider an equal switch? When she leaves the Ms. Tangaberry book, I draw it from then on?” I smiled my best commercial smile.

He frowned. I could almost hear him thinking that they now would have room for a new  token woman on their roster. 

“It’s a possibility. I’d have to talk to the editor.”

Kane’s attention drifted past my left ear, and I turned to see what he stared at. I already knew, of course. Eric and Fred were shaking hands. The deal had been struck.

Eric wanted to make the most of his moment. “May I have your attention?” he said in his deep voice. “Fred and I have just agreed that FC Comics will publish all of his King’s Strategy saga as graphic novels.”

People applauded. Fred beamed. Jeff Kane actually growled. He walked away from me without a backward glance. 

Jeff stalked up to Eric and said something heated. Fred had moved away by then and probably didn’t hear it. Eric’s response to Jeff was to smile. It was not a smile that was meant to make anyone who saw it happy. It was a winner’s smile. Jeff clenched his fists. 

Would there be a brawl right here, even though Jeff had barely recovered from last night's attack? 

Suddenly our attention was drawn to the people in the stadium. We had the window slightly open to get the crowd reaction to the television premiere. An odd sound interfered with the spoken dialogue of King’s Strategy.

A woman’s voice superimposed over the mostly male voices of the King’s Strategy episode. The same woman’s voice I’d heard three times now over loudspeakers. 

I slewed around to see what Jean Westover was up to at this precise moment. Her mouth was wide open in shock. One hand was at her throat. 

I didn’t look out at the stadium through our fancy viewing window. I studied the expressions on every person in the suite. Damien Nast looked amused. He must have recognized the female voice, a voice that got louder and louder until it overpowered the actors completely.

“I warned you. I urged you to leave before it was too late. Now you will pay,” the voice shrieked over and over.

Howard Hogarth was smiling, too. What did he think was so amusing?

Leslie looked confused and worried. She was over her head in more ways than one.

Ray Herriman looked eager, as if he wanted to see what happened next.

Norman Krigstein also had an expectant expression on his face. How odd.

I finally turned to check out the field, exactly when the green grass exploded into the air. Strips of sod lifted from the underlying dirt in strange long pieces, like green ribbon. Then they fell back down, landing helter-skelter. The crowd shrieked in terror.

The female voice said, “Go home. Leave this place. Go home.”

Another explosion sent sand at home plate into the air—and into people’s faces. The Home Plate Club seats directly below us bore the brunt of it, as Eric slammed our window shut against the sand. The shrieks of forty thousand people penetrated. 

People tried to leave. Some people jumped onto the field, obviously the least safe place to be, but I’d already discovered how irrational a panicked crowd could be. 

Then the dais where Fred and his court had reigned blew up. Chunks of wood and other debris flew into the air. Smoke billowed. 

“Good god!” someone said behind me. 

Eric said, “Time to head for the stairs.”

“Won’t we be safer in here than outside with thousands of people trying to escape?” someone asked.

“That lunatic could have planted a bomb here. Let’s make tracks.”

I finally swung into action. Of course we should leave. Instead, I opened the window, put my hand on the Dimensional Diamond, and slowed everything down. I could hold onto the slowing process for only a few minutes before the diamond burned me, but whatever I did might help, especially if police and fire and rescue units had been automatically notified as the mayhem began. 

Eric grabbed my arm. “What are you doing? Are you crazy? Let’s get the hell out.”

I shook him off. “I’ve got to stop her.”

I concentrated on slowing down the rest of the stadium. Behind me, I heard Eric again ordering the others to leave. 

I aimed my slowing down time effect at the crowd, trying to reduce the deadly effects of their terror. Stadiums have massive ramps so crowds can all leave at once, but a panicked crowd would overwhelm the system of concrete paths that crossed and circled a stadium. Elevators would be the scenes of brutal fights. People would trample each other. I had to slow them all down, turn them orderly.

The woman’s voice over the loudspeakers kept hectoring, but now her words were spread and sounded slower, too. She sounded like a record at the wrong speed. I heard sprinkled laughter from the crowd. People continued to leave, but their mood lightened a little.

Then the scoreboard blew up, raining glass and metal on the crowd below. I tried to hold the pieces in midair, slow them down, too. Speeding up wouldn’t work here. From the screams and cries, I wasn’t successful. I hoped no one had been killed, but that was a fleeting thought in my effort to concentrate all the jewel’s power on slowing everything down.

Perspiration dripped down my face. My body felt alternately hot and cold. My hand burned despite the doubled silicone insert I’d shoved under my glove. My stomach began to heave with a sick feeling. I was nauseated from the effort to ignore my physical pain and avert disaster for thousands of innocent people. 

How much longer could I hold the chaos on simmer? The Dimensional Diamond didn’t give me the power to stop the perpetrator from blowing up the rest of the stadium.

Or did it? Had I been dealing with the symptoms instead of the cause? Only a couple of hours ago, the jewel had taken me to the exact place and time in 1977 when the pivotal fistfight had happened. Why couldn’t it take me to the spot in this ballpark where the secret enemy controlled the deadly effects she unleashed on the crowd? 

Of course it could, but the jewel couldn’t hold the crowd down from terror-inspired panic. Which was more important, finding Mistress Miraculous’s hideout within this huge building—assuming she was here—or trying to keep thousands of people from trampling each other? What if her next move was to blow up the entire building?

That was crazy thinking. Ordinary people didn’t have access to the kind of explosive power that would take out a building. Wait, yes they did. Fertilizer bombs. Other items from the Anarchist Cookbook. I’d forgotten, because I wasn’t a terrorist looking for ways to hurt people or destroy buildings.  

Oh, crap. What was I supposed to do? My instinct was to save the largest number of people, but then she’d do more bad stuff. She might have planted bombs all over the park and the convention center, too, ready to go when the people who made it out of the ballpark alive finally straggled back there.

The Dimensional Diamond chose for me. I lost consciousness.
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When I regained my senses, I was in a small room, looking at a man I knew I should recognize, but didn’t. He was middle-aged, but older than Jeff Kane, maybe in his sixties? I wasn’t so good at guessing ages. Why did he look familiar? Clean-shaven, and wearing chinos and a short-sleeved shirt that buttoned. He had a laptop with many wires going to something that looked like an ordinary timer you’d use to turn on your lights before you got home from work. 

“Who are you?” We both asked it at the same moment.

“Ladies first,” he said, with a twist to his lips. 

“Where am I?” I asked instead. I looked around the room. It was far from luxurious, but it had a window with a view of the field. A bank of television monitors showed people racing down the causeways and ramps, leaving the ballpark. A security monitoring station, then. Signs that he’d been here for a while included an open water bottle and a half-eaten sandwich casually sitting on the counter that held the monitors and his laptop.

“Who are you?” he asked again.  

From his blank expression when I said my name, it meant nothing to him. 

“I draw a webcomic called ‘Average Chloe,’ and also Swoonie for FC,” I added, in case that rang a bell. 

Recognition hit him. “You’re the one Ray told me about, who tried to stop the pedal aircraft.”

“You know Ray Herriman?”

“He’s my cousin. Quite the blabbermouth.” 

“If Ray is your cousin, you’re related to Jean Westover, right? Do you work in comics also?”

“You’re asking if I’m famous?” He made a disgusted sound. “If that isn’t comics myopia all over. Because my name wasn’t on a comic book as a creator, no one noticed that I spent thirty years turning CP into a licensing juggernaut.”

“Uh, I take it you were in the licensing department at CP?”

“I built it back from nothing.” He snarled. “It was in total disarray when I took over. I made sure every character was on some product a child or a collector could buy. I got the best deals. I wiped up the floor with FC and their puny licensing division.”

“You’ve been impersonating Jean Westover’s voice, sending it on the PA systems and pretending she’s causing all the trouble?”

He nodded. “Clever, huh? I even made up a female supervillain name, to confuse everyone.”

“You’re saying there is no Mistress Miraculous?”

“Of course not. I’m the genius behind everything.” He looked angry again.

“How are you related to Jean?”

“Charles was my cousin. The bitch divorced him after her comics career tanked. Broke his heart.”

Which explained why he’d implicated Jean by faking her voice.

“No one told me about you,” I said.

“Of course not. Nobody makes up a Wikipedia page about people like me, yet I single-handedly kept CP Comics from bankruptcy with my brilliant licensing deals. What was my reward? I was shoved out the door in the prime of my life by that upstart Jeff Kane.”

“When did that happen?”

“That idiot Kane dumped me a year ago. As if the nonperformance of his movies was my fault. I’d gotten us plenty of licensing and ink.” 

“You don’t have a grudge against the media fans who show up at comicons like this?”

“I got them here, with my genius for licensing tie-ins. I can make them go away again.”

I nodded. “I see. The plan is to deter fans from supporting CP Comics.” 

I eyed him with care. He wasn’t exactly a supervillain, but he seemed a little unhinged. Maybe a lot unhinged. Right now, my best move was to keep him talking, until I could figure out what to do next. I fingered the pouches on my utility belt nervously. “How long have you been planning this?”

“Since the day Kane showed me the door. After all my years, all my efforts, all my greatness.”

The big egos of comics weren’t confined to the creators after all. “What did you say your name was?” I asked.

“I didn’t. You’ve never heard of me. You’re just another ignorant hanger-on who thinks she knows something about this business, but doesn’t.” 

I kind of nodded my head in agreement. He wasn’t far wrong. Given what had happened with Swoonie, I was a naïve idiot. 

“I’m impressed,” I said. I meant it. Licensing was one of the key elements that drove the enormous number of fans who showed up at the comicons today. People wore the shirts and bought the toys after they saw the movies. Possibly, they also read the comic books, but far more of them bought t-shirts and toys. 

I continued, “Even though I don’t know anyone at FC Comics in the licensing department, I’d be happy to tell someone there that I met you. There could be a place for you at the competing company. Have you ever considered asking Eric Wood for a job?”

“Why should I, when what’s important is taking Jeff Kane and his enormous ego down a peg? He’s a latecomer to this business, yet he acts as if he owns the company. I built it into what it is today.”

Join the club. With Eric working on the business end and Nameless Guy here going for violence, Jeff Kane’s heyday as head of CP Comics might soon draw to a close.

Wait a minute, though. According to Roland, superheroes built the comic book business. Everything else, from movies and television to licensing, revolved around the popularity of the characters. This man might have been treated badly, but he was hardly the sole architect of CP Comics’ enormous success. It had started before he was born.

“What’s your name? How long ago did you retire?” I asked.

“Retire? They kicked me to the curb,” he shouted. “Jeff Kane thought my ideas were old-fashioned, that I didn’t move fast enough to command the newly opening markets.”

“That’s a very interesting angle,” I said, doing my best to act calm and respectful. “You mean, like tablets and phone apps?”

“Of course. I had a plan for everything, but I never got the chance to bring it to fruition. Now FC Comics is on top. All because Kane threw me out instead of listening to me.”

Having gotten that off his chest, he looked at his computer. “Time for the coup de grace,” he said.

“Wait. Why are you trying to hurt all these innocent people?”

“They’re mindless sheep. What do I care about them?” 

“But why not go after Jeff Kane directly?”

“Didn’t you notice that he got shot last night?” He sneered at my delaying tactics. 

“You shot him?”

“My silly young cousin did, not knowing the weapon was loaded. All I had to do was tell Ray to aim my substitute rocket at Kane and shoot. Ray did as he was told, for once.”

“That explains why Ray looked so guilty afterwards,” I said, finally seeing where Ray fit into the picture. “Ray works for—I mean, he worked for you in licensing?” I kept the questions coming and he kept answering. Nameless Guy wanted an audience badly. 

“The kid still works for CP Comics, so he gave me information I needed to make my mark on this comicon—and on that rat bastard Kane.”

“Kane was in the sky box with the other executives a few minutes ago,” I said, “sporting a small bandage on his head. Maybe you should go punch him out, the way Norman Krigstein punched out Charles Westover years ago?”

“Oh, you heard about that? I was there when it happened.”

Of course. The unidentified man in the fracas. Now I recognized him.

He peered at me. “So were you, and you look the same as if it was yesterday. You’re even wearing the same silly costume.”

“My mom used to work for FC Comics. I look a lot like her.” No, I didn’t, plus she always had a cigarette hanging out of her mouth, but he seemed to buy it. For him, the memory was decades old. Not as sparkling clear as mine from three hours ago.

Before he moved to activate his computer to wreak more havoc, I tried again, “Why don’t you sue CP Comics for age discrimination instead of causing trouble for innocent people, and implicating an innocent woman at the same time?”

His expression soured. “She ruined his life. She deserves to suffer.”

“Oh-kay,” I replied, thinking fast. “You faked Jean’s voice because you don’t like her?”

He sneered at me. “That should be obvious.” He puffed up his chest. “I’m enjoying myself. No one knows it’s me. They think I’m rotting in a retirement community. Ha! This nobody isn’t done yet. I can cause plenty of damage to all of them.”

“Not if I stop you,” I said, as I threw down my cherry bomb, which made a nice explosion. What Damien had given me was actually a bang snap, and didn’t need a fuse. It shocked Nameless Guy enough that I had time to lunge over and squirt the contents of the water bottle into his computer. 

It wasn’t a PC, so it died instantly. Smoke shot up from the keyboard. I shoved it, sending it crashing to the floor. For good measure, I yanked at the cables connecting the laptop to the monitor console.

“Damn you!” he cried.

“You’re done,” I said. I used the Dimensional Diamond to send him to the limbo zone.

He didn’t go.

Uh-oh.

“How dare you try to stop me!” He charged at me.

Nameless Guy was a grown man, and he didn’t move like a codger, either. He came at me and I backed away, dancing out of his reach, but it was a small room. I couldn’t escape him. He grasped my wrist hard and swung his fist at me.

I’m a superheroine in this universe only when I have weapons. If they don’t work, I’m in trouble. I have no hand-to-hand combat training.

I ducked. That kind of took the wind out of his sails. Maybe hitting people wasn’t his usual thing. He was still angry, so he tried again. I dodged to the right even though he still had my wrist, and he missed me again.

He wasn’t big or athletic, but he had plenty of strength. Although I struggled in his grip, I couldn’t break free.

“You’ve ruined my plans, you interfering snip,” he said.

We wrestled. “Let go of me!” I cried.

I banged up against the monitor console, and somehow that wrenched his grip off me. I ran for the door, hoping it didn’t lead to a broom closet. As I wrenched it open, my opponent grabbed me by the neck of my costume.

The door opened to a corridor. Sarah stood in the doorway, holding her gun. 

“Back off, buddy,” she said, pointing it at him. The effect might have been spoiled a little by the amazing display of breasts her costume gave. Our villain goggled at her. I slipped out of his grasp and moved away.

“She’s a cop,” I said, breathing heavily. “Do what she says and she might not hurt you.”

Behind Sarah trailed Roland with four of his security staff.

“Thank God,” he said. “You’re okay? We got your signal, but it was a mess fighting the crowds.”

I stripped off my glove, revealing the signal watch Roland had begged me to wear.

“It came in handy after all,” I said.

“What th—?” our antagonist said, outrage in his voice. “That’s my licensed product. I put together the deal to manufacture the signal watch.”

“You should be pleased that it works,” Roland said, “especially after I modified it to send an actual radio signal. Who are you, anyway?”

He still didn’t tell us.

My hand ached, where I’d held the jewel. That meant something. I examined my skin, but thanks to the silicone gloves I’d cut up and fit into the glove as liners, there was no new burned area. Still, something nagged at my hand, and at my whole body. “I think I have to go back to where I was,” I announced. “The Dimensional Diamond likes unity of time and place.”

“You were in the luxury suite?” Roland asked.

I nodded. “Is it a pile of rubble by now?”

Sarah said, “No, but be careful. The Home Plate Club area is a mess. Took a direct hit.”

I walked out of the little room and down the corridor. As soon as I was out of sight, I hauled out the jewel and rubbed it. I was back in the luxury suite a second later. Now the jewel was quiet, and my hand no longer ached.

The crowd’s screams alerted me that I hadn’t merely returned to the physical place, but also to the time I had left it. The exit door slammed and I heard running feet outside. My companions in the luxury suite had escaped mere seconds ago. Explosions sounded from several parts of the ballpark. As I turned to run, something exploded directly behind me. I fell, and knew no more.
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I awoke face down. The plushly carpeted floor of the luxury suite now was full of sand. When I moved my head, the sand pricked the skin of my face, as if I was already scratched. 

I tried to move my whole body, but something heavy was on top of me. Or was I paralyzed and merely imagining that heavy weight? I tried to lift the top half of my body, to turn enough to see what was on top of me, but I couldn’t. It hurt. Too heavy. All right. Start with checking myself out. My right arm moved okay, but was trapped in position. My left arm moved, too, but also was pinned by debris. My head hurt and my right cheek burned, but I didn’t feel any blood oozing or dripping. I wasn’t in pain exactly, but it was hard to take a deep breath. The weight on top of me kept me immobile. For some reason it felt soft. 

Scarier to try to get a sensation from my toes. Could I feel them? Could I flex them? Yes, but most of my torso and thighs were stuck under some object I couldn’t see. Part of a wall? Seats? Maybe seats, which would explain the softness touching my body, yet also why I couldn’t escape. They had saved my life, but the cushions didn’t have enough give to allow me to wiggle out from under.

I couldn’t use my signal watch. It took two hands. Although I could move my arms, I couldn’t move them enough. My right arm was caught under the heavy thing, too. The Dimensional Diamond couldn’t help, because I had to rub it to make it work. Anyway, I couldn’t move either hand to my neck to touch the jewel. I was pinned.

The crowd noise had abated only a little. On a good day, a ballpark took at least a half an hour to empty. This wasn’t a good day. I hadn’t been out for long, then. Unless the destruction had become so intense that people couldn’t leave? 

I shouted for help. No one came. Of course not. The occupants of luxury suites were all about themselves first. Unlike the other thirty-nine thousand people attending, the A-listers could leave the stadium within a minute or two, either by elevator or by running down the dedicated stairs next to the elevator. They were gone, to their limos.

I thought bitterly of how much I had enjoyed many limo rides with Eric over the past year. They made our life more relaxing.  

I shouted for help again, at intervals, until my voice couldn’t shout anymore. I had to stop. I couldn’t expand my lungs enough to make a loud noise for long.  

I worked to remove the glove from my hand, to try to make the watch signal again. Impossible. Either the watch itself was dead, or I’d lost or crushed the phone it talked to. It wasn’t optimized for voice command input, more’s the pity. I couldn’t remember if this smart watch was a wholly independent device, but since I couldn’t activate it, that hardly mattered. If there even was a signal in this bunker. It did feel like a bunker, until I started to notice creaking noises. 

A piece of concrete fell on the rug in front of me, along with a stream of powdery debris. Then I heard another cracking noise. The ceiling must be caving in. I shouted again, desperation in my voice. “Help! Help! I’m trapped!” 

Nobody came. The crowd noise dimmed even further. No more explosions happened. In another room in this vast building, Roland and Sarah were standing guard over the self-declared nobody who nevertheless had the smarts to arrange a very lengthy and complex series of attacks on the comicon. And the money to pay henchmen. All because he’d been laid off. If every American who lost a job did that, our society would break down into chaos. 

Comicon’s resentment-fueled secret enemy had been right about one thing. No one paid any attention to his behind-the-scenes work. He’d been all over this case from the beginning and no one had noticed.

I hoped Sarah and Roland would start to miss me and come looking for me, before the ceiling caved in. 

Another piece fell.  

I shouted again. I screamed and tried to raise myself off the floor and throw off the heavy piece that trapped me, but to no avail. Even desperation wasn’t enough to make me super strong. How ironic that with all the superpowers I had used through the Dimensional Diamond, and all the powers I’d used last year, I had nothing now to save myself. Brilliant. If I ever got out of this jam, I should remember not to trust in comic book objects with weird mystical powers.

More bits of concrete rained down, some pinging onto whatever held me captive, others hitting my head. Sand? Sand was part of a concrete mix. 

I shouted again.  

I tried to move more of either arm from underneath what pinned me. It hurt, and I got nowhere. If there hadn’t been the Great Wall of Wherever two inches from my head, I’d have tried getting my hands together, but there was no way.

Was that a noise in the hall? “I’m in here! Help!” I cried, and kept it up as loud and long as I could. My throat was dry from the sand and dust. It hurt to yell. 

The door opened. “I’m here,” I said. “Help me.”

Somebody cursed. 

“I’m over here,” I called, trying to make my voice sound strong, but coughing on the last word.

“My god,” said Eric. There was something rough in his voice.

“I’m okay,” I said, “but I’m pinned under something and can’t move it.”

His large hand touched my cheek. “I’ll get you out.”

He shoved at what pinned me. It barely moved. He shoved again, and it moved again but then settled down on me, harder. I couldn’t stifle a groan.

“Sorry,” he said. “That won’t work.” He moved away.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m looking for something I can use as a lever,” he said. He moved farther away. Another little shower of concrete fell on my head. 

“The ceiling is crumbling,” I said. 

Silence. Then his steps moved further away. “Where are you going?” I cried. 

“To get help. You’re under an entire row of seats, plus the concrete that once anchored them.” 

“Don’t leave.” I couldn’t stop the sob in my voice. “Don’t leave me.” 

He returned to me briefly and placed a couple of seat cushions—thick, heavy leather cushions from the fancy club seats—over my head. Before he did, he touched my cheek again. “These should protect you a little. I’ll be back soon.”

“There’s no time,” I said, whispering as I heard his footsteps retreat, and proceed into the corridor.

“Oh, god.” I breathed out, my fear level suddenly causing my heart to pound heavily. I wanted to scream for him to come back, not leave me here alone and trapped again. I wanted to snivel, to get hysterical and scream and cry. Yet how could he save me by himself? He was strong, but he wasn’t a superhero. Even if he found a lever, how could it be enough, when the object crushing me wouldn’t move? The lever would crush me first. If the ceiling didn’t before he returned.

Was his touch on my cheek the last human touch I would ever know? 

Breathe. 

More concrete rattled down, sliding off the cushions protecting my head. If the ceiling fell, they wouldn’t save me. The ceilings in the ballpark were all concrete, not the pressed sawdust and cardboard in a home or the plastic from an office ceiling. 

A larger piece of ceiling hit the cushion. I suppressed a moan. It had been cowardly of me to beg Eric to stay. I wouldn’t wail and cry now. I’d known the risks when I interfered with Nameless Guy’s efforts to destroy the comicon. I’d been in danger before when I’d taken on the role of Temporary Superheroine. Even full-time superheroes had trouble doing the job right, so why should I expect to ace it with only one weapon in my arsenal?

The Dimensional Diamond. Crap. I should have told Eric to pull the Dimensional Diamond off my neck and put it in my hand. Then I could have saved myself. Why hadn’t I thought of the diamond? I was going to die here because I never did think when Eric was around. I waited to see what he would say or do. I got all girly and let him, the big, strong, take-charge type, take care of me. Or betray me. Now I would die because I’d forgotten I had the power to save myself.

If I could have moved my hands to touch my face, I would have slapped myself silly. Then I would have grabbed the damn diamond and shored up the ceiling with an application of fourth dimensional power, and waited patiently until the Jaws of Life could come extricate me—or whatever Eric brought to get me out.

It wasn’t the jaws, but close enough. 

I couldn’t see what Eric and the men he’d rounded up did at first. All I heard was his terse, “I’ve brought help.”

Then, “Chloe? Answer me.”

“I’m okay,” I said. With an effort that hurt my chest, I said it louder. “I’m okay.”

Someone pushed the piece of concrete off the cushion. Indistinct mutterings were followed by “Stand there.” “Put the stretcher there.” “Grab hold.” “Okay, on the count of three.”

“One, two, three.”

A great groaning of metal, and suddenly the pressure was off me. The cushions were pulled away from my head, and Eric bent down and picked me up in his arms. He strode from the suite. I counted four other men who quickly followed, two of them hefting a metal ambulance stretcher that must have been the lever they used to free me. “Leave it,” he said over his shoulder. 

We passed through the suite doorway as a thunderous sound of falling concrete came from behind us. The men ran for the stairwell, Eric still carrying me as if I weighed nothing. I wanted to say I could walk, to insist I was fine. I didn’t feel fine. I was alive, though, thanks to him. 

The men all ran down the stairs. Even Eric, carrying me. At the ground floor, we exited the stadium itself past a lineup of police. An ambulance was waiting for us.  

They had another stretcher inside their vehicle, but I refused to let them drag me inside. I made Eric put me down. “I’m fine. I’m too young to have a heart attack from delayed shock.”

“Your hand is burned,” one of them noted. 

The jewel’s work. “That happened yesterday,” I said in an offhand manner.” I deliberately didn’t meet Eric’s eyes. I felt around my neck. It was bare. “My crystal’s gone.”

Knowing how powerful it was, Eric still said, “Probably crushed when the ceiling fell into the suite. Does it matter?”

“No, I guess not. It was only a crystal.” 

We walked toward his limo, but I kept stumbling. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

“Don’t let them drag me to the hospital. I’ll be all right in a minute or two.” I was shaky, that was all. Very shaky. 

Then I blacked out. 
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Chapter 29
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I woke up a few times after that, but I was in a hospital room when I regained full consciousness. My back felt sore, and my front. My burned hand was bandaged. I felt around with my other hand and discovered that my ribs had been taped. I must have cracked a rib or something.

Eric was sitting by my bed, taking a catnap. Even in repose, his face had harsh lines. He never looked vulnerable. He woke up then and stared straight at me.

I smiled. “Bet they tried to kick you out.”

A slight smile creased his expression. “As if I’d let them.”

“What happened after I conked?”

“EMTs did their thing. They brought you to the ER.”

“Did the doctors find anything? Other than what feels like some broken ribs?”

“Three cracked ribs. You haven’t been admitted, but the syncope—technical term for your faint—suggested a wait-and-see period.” 

“That’s exactly what I was about to say,” said a pleasant-looking young woman. She introduced herself as a doctor, and explained about my ribs and the planned progress of care. She said a short period of observing my vitals was necessary. “We’ll probably release you in a couple of hours.”

“Or whenever I feel up to walking out,” I said. I didn’t intend to be a prisoner here all night.

The doctor eyed me with disapproval. “You were wearing a superhero costume when you came in, but you’re not super. Why not relax and rest a bit?”

I looked down. Sure enough, I was now in a regular hospital gown printed with tiny designs all over it. No one retains dignity in such garb. I didn’t give her another smart aleck answer.

After she left, I turned to Eric. “Did you hear about the guy behind all this?”

“Your tame ex-boyfriend filled me in. He caught up to me as they were loading you into the ambulance. He’s outside in the waiting room,” Eric finished, with evident satisfaction.

Eric never could miss a potshot at Roland, but I let it pass. Roland had the same problem. 

I didn’t say how grateful I was that Eric, typically masterful boss-man Eric, had taken care of me when I was out cold. It would be nice to have him here with me, just doing nothing, although Eric never, ever did nothing. “Before you leave, I have something to say to you,” I said.  

“I’m not going anywhere.”

I continued as if he hadn’t spoken. I leaned my head back and stared up at his face. “You are such a tool sometimes.”

“I know.”

“We can’t go on like this, the ‘you’re the boss and I’m the serving wench’ routine.”

“Serving wench?” He raised an eyebrow.

“You know what I mean.”

When he started to say something, I talked over him in typical New Yorker style. “No, you listen to me. You’re older than me, and you have more experience, and you definitely are taller than me, too. But I’m not a child. I’m not stupid. I’m an adult, even if I’m still feeling my way. I need you to respect me.”

“I do.”

“No, you haven’t been. I get that you don’t see us as in a serious relationship. Maybe we aren’t meant for each other in the long run, but even if we’re not, I deserve respect. It’s not right or fair to spring things on me, like the whole deal with Leslie. I’m your girlfriend, not a hired sex worker. Tell me your plans, explain my part in them honestly. Treat me with respect.”

“I can do that,” he said. His large chest expanded as he took a breath. “I’ve been screwing Leslie to get her to sign the deal.”

“Wait, what?” I said, gaping at him.

He grinned. “Kidding.”

“You are such a tool.” I couldn’t help a tiny laugh. “How can I get through to you?” 

My fingers folded and re-folded the sheet as I said, “You ought to forget getting revenge against CP Comics. They cheated lots of talented, naïve people out of their creations. Still do. To use some of your favorite words, it wasn’t personal. It was business. You have to forgive them so you can forgive yourself. Then get on with your life.”

Eric’s expression gave nothing away. Typical. 

Roland, Sarah, Ardis, and Damien arrived together.

“How are you?” Roland asked, moving to the other side of my bed and bending down to place a too-intimate kiss on my lips. 

“Don’t mess with her ribs,” Eric warned. His tone indicated he wanted Roland to back off from kissing me, too. Roland straightened and stared at Eric, not looking intimidated. My current lover and my former lover faced each other across my bed, hostility open in their eyes.  

I didn’t want them coming to blows. I detailed my short list of injuries before seeking another distraction. “Did the comicon’s secret enemy ever reveal his name?”

“After I put my foot on his neck, he did,” Sarah said, without an ounce of braggadocio. “Ralph Fisher.”

“Never heard of him,” Eric said.

“That was his beef,” Roland said. “He’d been overlooked his entire career. According to him, he’s the one who built CP Comics licensing into the powerhouse it is today.”

“He probably did,” Eric said, “but no one cares about licensing.”

“The company owners do,” Roland said. “Comic books are a loss leader today, merely the inexpensive generators of story concepts that can be turned into toys and blockbuster movies.”

Eric did not look pleased to hear he was the boss of a cheap house of ideas.

“I lost the Dimensional Diamond,” I broke in. “It’s somewhere in the rubble of what used to be that luxury suite.”

“I’ll alert people to look for it,” Roland replied. 

“Don’t bother. I’m done with being a temporary superheroine,” I said. “I spent the entire comicon looking for trouble. It’s no way to live.”

Roland’s expression showed his skepticism. “Being powerful enough to save the day is important. I hear it’s addictive.”

I shook my head. “My adventures are over. I have no superpowers in this universe and no comic book weapon anymore, either.”

Eric frowned. “You’re bigger than that. Anyway, I called your mother when you were unconscious. She said your father felt a disturbance in the force and is sending you another weapon.”

“You’re kidding,” I said, rolling my eyes. “A disturbance in the force? Howard Hogarth specializes in talk like that.”

Roland grinned from ear to ear. “You were meant to be a superheroine. When a need occurs, a heroine appears.”

“Are you quoting a sci-fi movie?” I asked. I tossed my head. “Of course you are.”

Damien said, “I’m heading back to the convention center to pack up. It’s been an exciting comicon in very unexpected ways.” He looked at Ardis with warmth in his eyes. “Maybe Ardis and I will combine comic book dynasties and strike back at the corporate comics empire after all.”

“The revenge of the cheated,” Roland said, slurring the last word to sound suspiciously like “Jedi.” He’d made a movie joke. A big step for him.

We all groaned.

The End
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A Note from the Author
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Thanks for reading Crisis at Comicon. If you enjoyed this book, please tell your friends, and consider reviewing it wherever you like to post reviews. Reviews give a special kind of peek into the book, something you’re best qualified to do. Why not help other readers discover all the goofy goodness of Chloe’s superheroic adventures? Tell the world about Chloe.

But wait, there’s more! Chloe’s superpowered adventures (and her problems) began with Book 1 of the Temporary Superheroine series. If you haven’t read it yet, check out Temporary Superheroine for a wild ride complete with classic comic book clichés and over-the-top supervillains. To get your copy of Temporary Superheroine, click here.

The third Temporary Superheroine novel, Hollywood Superheroine, features more battles and more problems for Chloe as she dips her toes into the movie business. Has she finally grown up at last? What about her developing powers? To get your copy of Hollywood Superheroine, click here.

Will there be more of Chloe’s adventures? Keep an eye on my website, irenevartanoff.com, or my Facebook author page, for the latest info. Or, if you’d like to be notified when any of my next books are released, please click here to sign up for my random newsletters.
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