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      Paul cringed when former colleague Johnny Briggs took the stage at the 78th annual Writers and Illustrators Conference. Briggs waved one hand at a large projector and a series of vivid, full-color illustrations appeared under the session title “Visuals Matter”. Paul recognized the works on display—charcoal illustrations that had been scanned for digital manipulation. They were all pieces from Johnny’s website.

      Johnny cleared his throat and smiled. “Hello, everyone, I’m Johnny Briggs. I’m here to emphasize the importance of quality illustration in your published works.”

      Paul scanned the room. The audience was attentive, leaning forward in their seats. Their eyes flitted from Johnny to the projector and back. Paul sighed. Johnny knew how to engage a crowd. They didn’t realize he had no vision. The guy was a rip-off artist—he’d stolen his creative processes from Paul. Right down to the brand of pencils and graphics program. And his art was all derivative—offshoots of others’ successes.

      Johnny walked to the front of the stage, waving a hand over the audience. “Everyone knows the saying ‘don’t judge a book by its cover’, right?” He nodded emphatically, and the crowd joined him.

      Paul didn’t nod.

      “Raise your hand if you’ve heard that before!” He raised a hand, and the audience raised theirs. He thanked them silently with his lips, and they let their arms fall back to their laps. “But I think we all know that readers do exactly that. Am I right?”

      The crowd was all nods and murmurs, turning to one another and smiling.

      “But that’s still not good enough, folks.”

      The crowd grew quiet with anticipation. Paul scowled.

      It was infuriating how Johnny’s thievery worked. Paul’s greatest professional regret was going into business with him after they graduated from New Brimswick’s Art Academy. The partnership hadn’t lasted long—six months of Johnny stealing Paul’s ideas and creative processes while polishing his marketing prowess. After their split, the market hadn’t rewarded Paul’s greater intrinsic skill. Instead, Johnny’s career had flourished because he was an absolute star at selling his work. And here, displayed on expensive conference equipment, his “art” looked better than it deserved.

      “You can have a nice cover for your magazine,” Johnny continued. “You can have a solid illustration inside your beloved novel. It might have cost a pretty penny too. And it all might still not be good enough.”

      Johnny pointed backward at his projected illustrations, keeping his attention on the crowd. “You need the very best.”

      Paul kicked himself for not checking the speaker listing before attending this session. If he’d known his nemesis was presenting, he would have opted for a different session. And if he left now, Johnny would see him.

      The bastard would get amusement from that. He’d consider it professional jealousy.

      Paul chose to ignore his presentation instead. He’d focus on developing his strategy for the rest of the conference. Bills were piling up—he needed to get better at this networking thing. He needed to sell work.

      “Take a look!” Johnny’s boisterous voice pulled Paul’s attention to the stage. “Time for a critical lesson. Let’s compare.”

      Johnny waved to a stagehand and a second, older projector lit up. The screen was much duller than the one featuring Johnny’s drawings. The hazy images lacked crisp lines and the tonal balance was off. The illustrations looked bland, washed up.

      “There are good illustrations here. But how do these look to you, folks?” Johnny scrunched his face and shrugged his shoulders. He raised one hand and turned it quickly from side to side in a so-so gesture. “I’d put these in the not good enough bucket, wouldn’t you?”

      Paul barely heard the last words. One illustration had captured his gaze, locking it in place. It was Madeline, the green-scaled lady with serpentine features and long red nails. It was one of Paul’s greatest works, but here it looked terrible—her pale skin unimpressive, her normally striking eyes, dull. Her shape was ill-defined in the projector’s poor contrast, blending into the background cavern.

      “Poor sales will result,” Johnny continued. “Those are the facts.”

      Blood rushed to Paul’s face. He clenched a fist. His lips curled back into a snarl.

      That bastard!

      Further down on the screen, his eyes found another of his illustrations—The Great Tree. The poor display masked its intricacies. The detail of the leaves and the latticework of imagery within the many branches. All lost. The trunk was a hideous mustard-seed color. Bland, uninspiring, ugly.

      This was a first. He’d never seen Johnny show his work in a demeaning light. Copying was one thing—this was a whole new level. He wanted to scream. To call Johnny out on the whole thing. But that would appear unhinged. His rival would spin it until he was the victim. No—he wouldn’t give him that opportunity. He’d confront him at the end. Paul closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Well, that’s it for today, folks.” Johnny’s full voice echoed across the room. “I hope you learned something useful. If you’d like to talk with me after the presentation, I’ll be here until late tonight and all day tomorrow. I’d love to help you propel your projects to success.”

      The audience applauded, then stood and filtered into the exhibition halls leaving Johnny behind in the suite, packing his duffel bag with his portfolio and tech equipment.

      “Hey! What do you think you’re doing?!” Paul’s voice was loud on his approach.

      Johnny turned toward him and nodded in recognition before standing. “Hey, Paul. Did you like the presentation? Good conference so far.”

      Paul pointed at him. “You need to take my work out of your scam-of-a-presentation right now.”

      Johnny held his hands out in reconciliation. “Whoa, okay. Lighten up, big guy. I thought you’d like the free publicity. After all, obscurity is the greatest threat to our livelihoods. I’m not sure anyone knows who you are. I’ve been making a killing since our split, but you … not so well, am I right?”

      “Don’t act like you’re trying to help. You’re making me look bad with your sleazy tactics.”

      “Hey, no problem, Pauly. If you’re that gun-shy, I’ll take them down. But, you should expect that I’d highlight my art in my seminar. Isn’t that what any businessman with a brain would do? You could do your own presentation too, you know. But that’s your problem, Paul. You just want to doodle. Sad, because I think you have the potential for more.”

      “Just take my work out of your presentation or you’ll be getting a call from my attorney.”

      Footsteps approached from behind, followed by a deep, nasally voice. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but are you Paul Desmontes?”

      Paul turned to see a short balding man, round of head, with weasel eyes and a beak-like nose. He wore a dapper suit of black and lavender with silver buttons and carried a dueling cane. Paul recognized the man. It was Clive Murkin, Head of the Elite Illustration Society—a network of prestigious illustrators dubbed The Society for short. His group had secured several lucrative contracts in recent years. Paul hadn’t ever seen Clive—or any representative from their group—in person. He didn’t think they were from the area. But The Society was well known, and Clive’s photo had been on several high-end advertisements.

      “Yes, I’m Paul.”

      Clive held out a hand, and Paul shook it. “I saw your name on the attendee list. I’ve been meaning to speak with you, Paul. We’ve had our eye on you for some time. The Elite Illustration Society has an opening. Are you free to talk for a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” Something about Clive seemed off, and Paul had reservations about The Society. Their artists all adopted a similar, comic style that didn’t appeal to him—and each was so similar that it became difficult to tell them apart. He preferred a more gritty, realistic approach. And he liked to do things his own way. However, The Society was commercially successful, and he needed money. It couldn’t hurt to talk.

      Clive winked and gestured to the door. “Perfect. Let’s go chat at my vendor table.”

      On the way out, Paul glanced back at Johnny. The bravado had fled his rival’s face, replaced by scarlet skin and narrow, jealous eyes.

      Paul smiled. Maybe something was finally going his way.
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