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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      When the light rail train glided to a stop at the 3rd Street station, Vance Campbell scooped his four-year-old daughter Claire into his arms, kissed her on the forehead, and stepped through the door into a mob of zombies. Claire tensed and squeezed her arms tighter around his neck. “Don’t worry, honey,” he said tenderly. “Zombies aren’t real.” Claire turned her gaze bravely back to the zombies, but still held tightly to his neck.

      Vance surveyed the scene in front of him: a crowd of happy zombies stomping and lurching in the bright Friday sun of Phoenix, Arizona, visitors with badges in lanyards around their necks, a few unfortunate locals struggling against the throngs, and police officers on the corners directing the whole mass of humanity across the street to the Convention Center for this year’s Comicon. Vance glanced back to make sure his wife was still with him.

      “I’m here,” Tabitha said, reading his mind the way people can do when they’ve been married for nine years. “Lead the way.”

      Vance turned back to the front and worked through the crowd across 3rd Street and toward the far entrance to the Convention Center.

      “Why did they have to make the entrance so far away?” Tabitha wondered out loud. “Why didn’t they just use these doors?”

      “I don’t know,” Vance replied. “But if the crowds are like this today, I can’t imagine what they’ll be like tomorrow.”

      A pair of zombies with particularly bloody face makeup passed by close to them. Claire wriggled and pressed herself against him more tightly. “Zombies aren’t real,” he said to her again. “It’s just people wearing masks and makeup.”

      “It’s pretend?” she asked him, not loosening her grip.

      “That’s right, honey,” Vance said, giving her a comforting squeeze. He didn’t want her to be afraid, but he had to admit he liked being her hero and protector.

      Officials had closed 3rd Street for Comicon, and Vance passed a line of food trucks parked on the closed road. The colorful trucks each offered food in a different theme, from standard fare such as cheeseburgers and burritos to more exotic offerings like grilled cheese sandwiches and fry bread. Vance felt enticed by the aromas, but repulsed by the high prices marked on the sides of the trucks. Despite the inflated prices, however, most of the food trucks had long lines of people waiting to order food.

      Past the food trucks, they found a variety of other vehicles on display in the street. Crowds flocked around replicas of vehicles from famous movies—or maybe they were the real ones, who knew? They passed a DeLorean like the one in Back to the Future. It looked smaller than it did on the big screen. Next was a hearse like the one in the Ghostbusters movies, though this looked different from what Vance remembered, and looking closer, he didn’t see any logos from the movie, which he suspected meant it was a knock-off.

      Next in line were a dune buggy and two jeeps. The vehicles at first reminded Vance of cars from Mad Max, but when he looked closer, he saw logos emblazoned on their sides: Zombie Defense Crew. The dune buggy had a machine gun mounted on the top of its roll bars. Both had elaborate gun racks, and the jeeps also sported mounts on the back for axes with wooden handles. Beside the dune buggy was a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties and having a good time. He had a bushy mustache, and he wore dark sunglasses beneath a floppy hat and tan desert camouflage festooned with bandoleers of shotgun shells.

      Claire had perked up at the display of vehicles. “Guns, Daddy,” she said.

      Vance looked at the guns in the gun racks. “They’re not real, either, honey,” he said. “You can tell by the …” His voice trailed off as he looked closer. “Wow,” he said finally, turning back to give Tabitha a quizzical frown. “Those are good fakes.”

      “In the event of a zombie outbreak, try to get behind these vehicles,” the man said, his smile showing teeth, “because the bastards aren’t getting past us.”

      Vance steered them back toward the Convention Center. Though it was only May, the Arizona sun felt relentless on his skin. Near the entrance of the building, they passed a mermaid exhibit, consisting of an elaborate but shallow above-ground pool painted to look like a mermaid lagoon, in which lounged several young ladies dressed as mermaids. Vance smiled as they passed, wondering how they would fare in the harsh desert sun. It was before eleven in the morning, and only a sliver of shade still fell in front of the building, but Vance stepped gratefully into it.

      They joined a line of people heading into the building. Many of the people coming to Comicon had put on costumes for the occasion, and they waited in line amid Transformers, Hello Kitty, and lots of superheroes. Vance put his daughter down and stretched his tired arm. “Is there a different line you can go in because you’re working here?” Tabitha asked him.

      “I don’t think so,” Vance said with a shrug. “They didn’t mention it in orientation last night.”

      Tabitha stepped closer to him and gave him a squeeze, then stepped back and tilted her head up for a kiss. “Thank you so much for volunteering here,” she said after he’d kissed her. “Claire and I are so lucky you do things like this for us.”

      Vance smiled at her. “I’m just happy they give event passes for the families of the volunteers,” he said. “I know how much you like these things, but the prices are a little steep for a common garbage man.”

      “Truck driver,” Tabitha corrected. “The truck happens to pick up and drop off garbage, but you’re a short-run truck driver.”

      Vance laughed. “If you say so.”

      The line passed much more quickly than it had looked like it would. The security people inside were putting only minimal effort into their task, spot-checking bags here or there and waving people past. And good thing, too, Vance thought. With any actual security checking, the line would have been impossible. Instead, they were inside within a minute.

      Just inside the door, they saw a wooden cutout of the giant actor Vernon Downs, dressed in the space barbarian costume for his role as the villain in the second Solar Flare movie. Vance noted that the costume even included a large sword, and he wondered how useful that would be in space. He had seen all the Solar Flare movies, but that had been years ago.

      “He’s not that big in real life, is he?” Tabitha asked him.

      Vance looked at the cutout again. He drew himself up to his full height of six feet, but he estimated the cutout of the giant still towered at least a foot over him. “No,” he said. “Can’t be.”

      Bold printing on the bottom of the cutout listed the next day’s date.

      “He’ll be here tomorrow,” Tabitha said. “Would you like to meet him?”

      Vance looked at the hulking giant and smiled. “Sure,” he said, “I’m sure he’s a wonderful guy.

      The line pushed them further inside. In front of them now, in front of the food court, was a circular information kiosk. Above it hung a large banner with black and yellow letters in a comic book font: Welcome To Comicon.

      “Do you have time to go to the exhibitor floor with us?” Tabitha asked.

      Vance looked at his watch, made a face, and shook his head. “My shift starts in a few minutes.”

      “It’s a long shift today, right?” Tabitha asked.

      Vance nodded. “I need to pull sixteen hours total, and I want to get most of them out of the way today so I can enjoy tomorrow and Sunday with you and Claire.”

      Tabitha smiled at him, her brown eyes twinkling. She already knew this. “Okay,” she said. “But you’ll have time to meet us for dinner, right?”

      “I think so,” Vance said. “They have to give us a dinner break, right?” He bent to give Claire a hug, and she hugged him back. “Be good for your mom, okay, honey?” he said.

      “Okay, Daddy,” she said, giving him a smile that showed she’d inherited her mother’s twinkling eyes.

      Vance straightened. “Okay, honey,” he said. “I’ll see you later. Do you know where you’re going?”

      “Doctor Who panel,” Tabitha said to him with a smile. “First of six.”

      “Wow,” Vance said. “Sounds like fun.” He gave them a wave, and as he turned to go, he heard his daughter call out to him.

      “Daddy,” she said.

      He turned back to her.

      “If you see any zombies, don’t be scared,” she said, “because zombies aren’t real.”

      “That’s very smart, honey,” he said with a smile. “And you don’t be scared, either, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy,” she said. “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Vance had not suspected that so much of the business would be conducted in cash, and the sheer volume of the money blew him away. There were stacks and stacks of it, coming in almost faster than they could count, bundle, and bag it.

      He had volunteered to work any open position, and he had been assigned to the reception group, which greeted the swarms of visitors, vendors, and celebrities, or members, exhibitors, and guests in the lingo of Comicon, giving out passes for the convention and taking in money. Lots and lots of money.

      “If you run out of passes, run to the back and get more. We have boxes and boxes of them in the back,” Allison said. She was a plump woman that Vance guessed to be in her late twenties, with dark hair and black-rimmed glasses, but she moved with an energy that surprised Vance. He had found her at one of the cashier stations when he reported for duty, and she was hurrying to get him set up at a new station. The registration room was huge, and though at least a dozen cashier stations were open, the lines already stretched most of the way back to the entry doors. Folding tables were set up at the head of each registration line, with a cashier standing or sitting on a stool at each table. A temporary wall had been erected behind the row of cashiers, creating a private area against the wall in the back of the room.

      “Who do I see to get the passes?” he asked. “Will you be there?”

      “I was here at six this morning, and I’ll be here until eleven tonight,” Allison said as she showed Vance around. “They put me in charge because I’m super anal. I love details, and I’m super quick with numbers. Plus, I’m a total nerd,” she said. “I read Slashdot every day.”

      Vance didn’t know what that was. “So, I get the passes from you?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “You just take what you need.”

      Vance frowned. “Just take them?”

      Allison nodded. “And when you have too much cash, come back here and make a drop.”

      Vance tipped his head, but Allison couldn’t see the gesture because they were still hurrying too fast. “How much is too much?”

      “We used to say one thousand,” she said, “but that was turning into too many drops, so now we say try not to get more than two.”

      “Thousand,” Vance said, incredulous.

      “Yes,” Allison said.

      “Dollars,” Vance said.

      “Right,” she said.

      “Does everyone have to pay?” Vance asked. “I thought people could register in advance.”

      Without slowing down, Allison pointed up at signs mounted on the temporary wall behind the registration lines. Most read CASH, but others said, CREDIT CARD, a few said, PREPAID, and one on the end said, EXHIBITORS AND GUESTS. “If they already paid, they need to get in the prepaid line,” she said. “You’re going to be on a cash line.”

      “Okay,” Vance said. “Seems straightforward.”

      Allison reached the end of the line of cashiers and stopped at the next empty table. “This is you,” she said. She took a metal box from under her arm and handed it to Vance. “This is your cash box,” she said. “Don’t lose it.”

      Vance took the box from her and raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a problem with cash disappearing?”

      Allison made a face. “Not since we stopped hiring off-duty cops as security.”

      Vance opened the box and found a plastic tray and several bundles of ones and fives.

      “There should be two hundred there for making change,” Allison said. “You want to count it while I get this set up?”

      “Sure,” Vance said. He removed the bundles of cash from the box and found them pretty straightforward: four bundles of twenty ones, one bundle of twenty fives, and two ten-dollar bills. “It’s right,” he said. He put the cash back into the box, which also held a bunch of loose rubber bands, a couple of pens with the Comicon logo, and a small calculator.

      Allison had taken a cardboard sign from a stack in the back and fastened it to the wall behind Vance: CASH. She turned to him, now with a clipboard in hand. “Sign here for the money,” she said.

      Vance signed his name on the line next to where she’d written the date, his name, and the amount.

      Allison handed him another clipboard with a stack of papers on it and a pen hanging from a length of string. “It’s simple,” she said. “For every person, write a number in the quantity column for the kind of memberships they purchase, and the total on the right. When you finish a page, write the total at the bottom. And when you finish your shift, total all the pages.”

      Vance looked at the paper. “Simple,” he said. He turned back to the table, surprised to find a line of ten people had already formed.

      “Okay,” Allison said. “We’re in business.” She turned to the crowd. “Who’s first?”

      Within a few transactions, Vance felt into the swing of things, and within a few more, Allison was ready to go.

      “You’re doing fine,” she said. “The two important things to remember are no refunds, and no replacements.”

      Vance looked at her. She was wearing her most serious expression.

      “We hear a lot of sob stories,” she said. “But they’re all scammers.”

      “Okay,” Vance said, not sure that was true.

      “And if you have any questions, just shout,” she said. “I’m always around.”

      With that, she was off. Vance actually had one or two other questions, such as what he should do when he had to go to the bathroom and when could he expect a dinner break, but when he turned back to the crowd, his line was already as long as the others, at least 40 people deep, and he quickly lost any thought of anything else.

      Time flew by as Vance worked. He couldn’t believe how many people were here to register on Friday afternoon, and he couldn’t believe how much cash was coming in. It was so much that he stopped thinking of it as a resource to be guarded and considered it as a growing side-effect—a nuisance to be stashed anywhere out of the way.

      Allison came by after forty minutes or so and looked into his cash box. “Holy cow,” she said. “You have way over two grand in here.” She made eye contact with him as though maybe he couldn’t be trusted. “You’re supposed to make a drop every two thousand.”

      “Okay,” Vance said with a sigh. He finished his current transaction with a young lady who looked to be a teenager wearing a yellow T-shirt, taking seventy dollars and giving her a weekend pass in return.

      “Thanks,” she said with the kind of exuberant smile that he hoped his daughter would grow up to have. “Now I can spend the weekend with my boyfriend.” Her smile turned mock-hurt, and she added, “If I can find him.”

      Vance returned her smile, then turned to Allison. “How do I make a drop?”

      “Easy,” Allison said. She counted three thousand dollars out of Vance’s cash box, then turned to his tally sheet and wrote “$3000” on the first line under DROPS. Then she flipped to the bottom of the clipboard and pulled out a form that only had four fields: date, number, amount, and name. She filled these in quickly, then wrapped the cash in the paper and secured the bundle with a rubber band. She put up a hand to the next person in line, a young woman with two small children. “Back in a minute, folks,” she said, then, turning her head to Vance, said, “Follow me. Don’t forget your box.”

      Vance tucked the cash box under his arm and followed her as she led the way behind the line of cashiers around the end of the wall to the space in the back. At the end of the wall, four or five cardboard boxes sat on the floor, their tops hastily cut open, their contents visible inside. Most of the boxes held passes for each of the days or the full event, but one box held plastic pass holders and cloth lanyards. Several eager cashiers scooped out handfuls of the passes as Vance and Allison hurried by, looking up at them with weary smiles.

      Allison led the way around the end of the wall to the area cordoned off by the temporary walls. Tall stacks of brown boxes that Vance guessed held more passes sat against the room’s back wall. At a folding table to Vance’s left sat an older man with strands of hair combed over his bald head. He looked up as Allison and Vance approached, his eyes peering at them through thick, wire-rimmed glasses.

      “Vance Campbell with three thousand,” Allison announced to the man, who made a note on a paper on the table in front of him.

      “Vance Campbell,” repeated a black man standing to the left of the table. Vance looked at him and saw that he wore the blue and black uniform with the gaudy, oversized, badge-shaped shoulder patch of a private security firm. The gold name tag pinned to the front of his uniform said INGRAM. He scanned down a list attached to a clipboard of his own, then scanned back up the list, repeating Vance’s last name. “Campbell,” he said, and he looked up to make eye contact. “You’re good.”

      “That’s right,” Vance said with a smile. “I am.”

      The guard did not return his smile.

      “Don’t mind him,” Allison said to Vance. “That’s Raymond. He’s just making sure you’re on the list of approved cash handlers.

      “And you are,” Raymond said. His expression darkened. “But security protocol says to make a drop every two-thousand dollars. Don’t let your money build up. It’s a hazard.”

      “Okay, Raymond,” Vance said. He looked once again at Raymond’s uniform, then asked Raymond, “You’re not armed?”

      “Why are you asking?” Raymond returned with a frown. “Should I be?”

      “I just thought it was strange, that’s all,” Vance said. “It seems like there is a lot of cash here.”

      Raymond shrugged. “I’ve seen more. Homeland Security says guns are a security threat,” he said, in a tone that meant he thought Vance didn’t understand. “Terrorists could get hold of them.”

      Vance smiled. “Terrorists can’t get guns unless the guards bring them?”

      Raymond gave Vance a serious look. “What do you know about the terrorists?”

      “Not much,” Vance said, “except that armed robbery seems much more likely.”

      Raymond dismissed the idea with a shake of his head. “If you saw the training videos, you’d understand.”

      The bald man finished making his note on the paper. “All set,” he said. He reached over to a large black metal box on the right side of the table, dropped Vance’s cash bundle into a slot at the top, then twisted a handle that rotated the opening on top down into the box. Vance heard the bundle drop into the box, and when the slot in the top opened again, the compartment was empty.

      “You’re not going to count it?” Vance asked.

      The man shook his head. “It all gets counted later.”

      “We’ll let you know if it’s wrong,” Raymond said in a serious voice. “Believe me.”

      Vance looked at him with a quizzical expression.

      “All right, we’re done here,” Allison said. “Cash is waiting.” She gestured to the open box at the end of the wall close to the cashiers. “Grab some more passes and let’s go.”

      Vance nodded at Raymond and the bald man, paused at the boxes long enough to grab a few dozen Friday and Full Event passes, then hurried after Allison as she hustled back to his table. Vance looked at the people in line as he set down his cash box and reopened for business and found them surprisingly tolerant of the interruption.

      “All right,” he said, smiling at the room and rubbing his hands together. “Who’s next?”

      Just as Allison turned to leave Vance again, a boy with the acne and posture of someone still in high school approached the table. Vance recognized him as one of the first he’d helped. “Excuse me, sir,” the man said. “I bought a one-day pass here this morning, but I lost it when I went into the restroom. Do you think⁠—”

      “No,” Allison said, suddenly back beside Vance. “No refunds.”

      “I don’t want a refund,” the boy said. “I was wondering if⁠—”

      “No,” Allison said, her voice unnecessarily loud and brash. “No refunds or replacements. All sales are final.”

      “But I—” the boy began again sheepishly. He looked to be on the verge of tears.

      “Next in line, please,” Allison shouted, though the person was right in front of them already.

      The boy’s whole body sagged as turned to go, and Vance began to quietly help the next person in line.

      When the boy had gone a few steps away, Allison said to Vance, “You have to watch the scammers,” she said, loud enough for the boy to hear. “No refunds or replacements.”

      Vance made eye contact with Allison and tried not to look in the direction of the open boxes of passes at the end of the wall behind the cashiers, where the attendants were in a line waiting to scoop more to take to their stations. “No refunds or replacements,” he said. “Got it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      As the day wore on, Allison opened more lines of cashiers next to Vance, and before long, he was a cashier in the middle. The swarm of people at the event on a Friday afternoon was literally incredible.

      Vance made drop after drop and grew more and more appalled at the money handling of the operation. The cash itself, after it went into the box, was recorded all right. Before that, however, there was almost no control. The passes were completely unaccounted for before they were sold. The cashiers simply grabbed what they needed, and if they slipped them to their friends, took them outside and sold them, or even merely sold them in line but put the cash in their pockets rather than the metal boxes, there was nothing to stop them except their consciences.

      Allison prowled the lines, repeating her mantra of No refunds, no replacements! more often than Vance thought necessary. Most of the people in line for the event seemed to take it very seriously, and more than one sprouted actual tears when they came back saying a pass had been lost or stolen, only to have Allison shout in their faces. Vance wondered how many of them were actually scammers. From what he saw, he guessed very few.

      Several times throughout the afternoon, Vance saw Raymond escort Allison and the large metal box from the back, which was mounted on rollers, across to the back of the room and out into the hallway. Allison took a different cashier with her each time, and though Vance didn’t know what for, they always returned a few minutes later, and Vance guessed they were emptying the cash into an even larger safe somewhere. Vance shook his head at how much money had to be accumulating there, and he felt a little ridiculous at being a volunteer at an event so steeped in cold, hard cash.

      Toward the end of the afternoon, as the crowds were beginning to subside and Allison was shifting the cashiers around for their dinner breaks, Vance detected a change in the room. People had come into the back and said something to those waiting in the back of the line. A wave of shock rippled through the crowd as people turned to repeat the news to each other. People shook their heads sadly. Vance heard gasps of disbelief, and more than one person burst into tears. Within a minute or two, the wave had reached the front of the line. “Did you hear?” a young woman asked, turning back to Vance. “Vernon Downs died.”

      “What?” said the cashier on Vance’s right. “Oh, no!”

      “Oh, no,” repeated another cashier. “Poor Vernon.”

      Everyone wanted to know, “What happened?”

      As the crowd tittered, Allison produced a television from the back, dragged it around by the cashiers on a long extension cord, and set it on a stool where she could see it while she continued her job, which at this point was mostly just shouting No refunds! at people. She turned it to a local station, catching what seemed to be the beginning of a news broadcast.

      “This week’s heat wave continues to take its toll on the homeless,” said the anchor, a blond woman. “Two more homeless men were found dead in Encanto park this morning, and authorities say it looks as though they died from heat-related injuries. That brings the total to eight so far this week.”

      “And in an update to a story we first broke last night,” said the other anchor, a man with perfect brown hair and white teeth, “the married couple involved in the wrong-way crash on I-10 has died, bringing the death toll in that tragedy to five.”

      “Also at this hour, we have more information about the plane crash last night in the east valley,” the female anchor said into the camera. “We’ve learned that the pilot issued a mayday citing mechanical failure and was given clearance to land at Sky Harbor, but crashed before they could make it to the airport.” One of the cashiers groaned in dismay. “On board the plane were the thirteen members of the Russian gymnastics team, together with their coach. They were traveling to the world championships in Los Angeles. All thirteen on board are dead.”

      “That’s terrible,” someone behind Vance said.

      “In other news from the north valley,” the male anchor said, “police are reporting multiple arrests in Cave Creek after a confrontation between two rival biker gangs erupted into a gunfight that left at least seven dead and six more injured.”

      More people behind Vance tsked at the news.

      “And a sad first for us this Memorial Day weekend,” reported the blond woman. “A five-year-old boy has accidentally drowned in his family’s pool. Our hearts go out to his family, and we can’t stress enough how important it is to watch your kids around water, all summer long.”

      “All year, for that matter,” the male anchor said.

      “That’s right,” the female said.

      “And finally, more sad news, this time from downtown Phoenix,” the male anchor said. A murmur of anticipation rose in the crowd behind Vance. “We’ve just received word that beloved actor and former professional wrestler Vernon Downs has died.” The screen beside the anchor went to clips of Vernon Downs in his wrestling gear. Vance had forgotten how huge the man was. In the clips, he lifted the other wrestlers as easily as Vance lifted his daughter. “Downs was in town for this weekend’s Comicon event,” the anchor continued, “and was found dead in his hotel room of an apparent aneurysm.” The screen beside the anchor changed to a reporter holding a microphone. “We have a reporter on the scene with reactions from Comicon,” the anchor said. “Brad, what can you tell us?”

      The screen filled with the reporter, now somewhere near the Convention Center. In the background, Vance could see more people dressed for the evening’s zombie walk, now hamming it up for the camera. “I’m here with revered actor Nicholas Dane,” the reporter said, turning to the man standing next to him. “Can you share your feelings with us on the passing of Vernon Downs?”

      The camera tightened on Nicholas Dane. Vance recognized him, as did probably everyone in America, and maybe the world. Dane had been the lead on Solar Flare, an eighties science fiction television program about a space force under a futuristic United Nations. Each week for three years, he had led his crew on missions of scientific discovery and military importance. The show’s exploits were kept within our solar system, and the show had been praised for its scientific authenticity and credited with boosting interest in science among school children. Seeing Dane made Vance aware of just how many years had passed since the eighties. Dane had been in his mid-thirties when the show premiered, and now he was in his mid-sixties. He still had a vibrancy to him, but his body had felt every year.

      “As everyone knows,” Dane said to the reporter, “I had the pleasure of working with Vernon on several of the Solar Flare films after the series ended.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “He was a physically large and imposing figure,” he said with a smile, “but he had the warmest, biggest heart of anyone I’ve known.” He nodded his head sadly. “He will be missed.”

      “That he will,” said the reporter.

      “I knew Vernon, too—” said a woman coming into the picture behind them.

      “Back to you, Ted,” said the reporter.

      The broadcast returned to the studio and moved on to sports news.

      “Was that Lidia Feltman?” asked a young man behind Vance.

      “I think it was,” said a cashier. “I can’t believe they cut her off like that.”

      A few people chuckled in disbelief at the idea, then things began to get back to normal. Allison turned the television off and began coiling the extension cord as she took it around to the back.

      “I was only here to see Vernon Downs,” said a woman at the cashier next to Vance. “Can I get⁠—”

      “No refunds!” Allison shouted over her shoulder, while the extension cord held her back like a dog on a chain.

      The cashier gave the woman a sad shake of his head, and her mouth fell open in disbelief before she turned and walked away.

      Vance returned to his duties. A moment later he noticed someone moving to the front of his line, and as his most recent customer turned away with his weekend pass, the teenage girl with the yellow T-shirt was back in front of him, giving a sheepish grin over her shoulder at the man she’d cut in front of.

      “Excuse me,” she said quietly, “but can you help me?” Her eyes came up to Vance’s, filled with certainty that he would not help her.

      “What’s wrong?” Vance asked.

      “My name is Ophelia. I’m not a scammer,” she said, directing a scowl in Allison’s direction before turning back to Vance.

      “Okay,” he said with a little nod.

      “A little girl was having trouble getting a paper towel out of the dispenser in the bathroom,” she explained. “I put down my pass while I helped her because I didn’t want to get it wet, and when I turned back, it was gone.”

      Vance frowned. “Someone stole it?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe someone was just mixed up,” she said.

      Vance shook his head with a grim smile. He looked down the row of cashiers. Allison was helping someone on the far end. His eyes went to the boxes lined up against the wall. One was completely broken open now, with passes spilling out into the walkway and getting trampled underfoot. Vance signed and turned back to the girl. “Well, Ophelia, I can’t give you a refund,” he said. He reached into his cash box, moved some of the bills around with his hand, then picked up his pen and pretended to make an entry on the form on his clipboard. “And don’t you dare tell anyone about how great I am,” he said. He finished his pretend writing, took a new Full Event pass from the stack, and pressed it into the girl’s hand. “But I just sold you a new membership.”

      Ophelia smiled, and almost broke into a sob, but the tears in her eyes were from relief. “Thank you,” she said.

      Vance returned her smile. “I’m just doing what’s right,” he said.

      She walked away, and Vance turned his attention to the next customer, who was buying event passes for her whole family. Before she could finish telling Vance what she wanted, however, the floor began to rumble.

      Then, with a mighty shake, the lights blinked out.
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        * * *

      

      The earthquake shook the floor with a solid jolt that Vance felt all the way up his legs through his spine, and everyone in the great room ducked and shot their arms out involuntarily as their bodies kept their balance. Several people—not all of them women or children—screamed as the overhead lights went off, but fortunately, they stayed off only for a moment before they flickered back on one by one. As the lights slowly came back up, the floor continued to tremble and throb as the earthquake subsided. Before it settled completely down, however, a large chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling and exploded on the floor in the middle of the room. A woman emitted a startled scream, but fortunately, it seemed to have missed everyone’s heads.

      Inside the reception area, people stood in a daze, wondering if everything was over and what they should do. Many people hurried out the doors at the front of the room, but most held their ground, expecting that business would continue as normal.

      It did.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice said over the public address system. “The Phoenix area seems to have experienced a rare earthquake. The locals are probably a little riled up, but those of you from California are probably not impressed.”

      The crowd chuckled at this, obviously in relief that the announcer was making light of the situation.

      “Our initial assessment is that no critical damage has been done,” the man’s voice continued, “but we have our crews out now, making sure that everything is still in place for you to have a safe and enjoyable weekend here at Comicon. Rest assured that we’ll keep you posted with any information you need to know, and in the meantime, you can resume your festivities.”

      The crowd emitted an audible sigh of relief, and at once the room was louder than ever as people talked to each other about the earthquake and, inevitably, others like it.

      Vance pulled out his cell phone and called his wife. “Is Claire all right?” he asked when she answered the phone. “She’s not scared, is she?”

      “We’re fine,” Tabitha said, obviously choosing the word to point out that he hadn’t asked about her. “We’re on the exhibitor floor. Some stuff tipped over and broke, but everybody seems all right,” she continued. “Claire is mostly worried about you.”

      “Okay,” Vance said. He looked over at Allison, who was now at the table next to him. A sign on the wall behind the table marked it EXHIBITORS AND GUESTS, and Allison was covering for the cashier there, a young woman who was on her dinner break. A tall, rather heavyset man with scraggly hair and a salt-and-pepper beard was claiming his badge. Vance scanned the crowd again and spotted the cashier on her way back to the table, a tall drink cup in one hand. “I’m going to take my dinner break now,” Vance said into the phone. “I’ll come find you.”

      As they hung up, the tall man turned away to go, fastening the lanyard to the cover and circling it over his head. No one else stood in the EXHIBITORS AND GUESTS line.

      “Allison,” Vance called. He held up a hand to the next guest in his line. “I’m sorry,” he said as he closed the lid on his cash box. “It will be just a moment.”

      Allison had turned to him, ready for trouble. “I need you to cover for me next,” he said. “I need to take my dinner break now.”

      She looked at her watch and shook her head. “I said I’d give Joanne⁠—”

      “I need to go now,” Vance said. “I need to make sure my little girl is all right after the earthquake.”

      Allison met his eyes. “As soon as Cecily gets back,” she said.

      Vance gestured toward the young woman with the drink cup, who had almost reached them. “She’s here,” he said. “I’ll be back.”
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