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      As the light rail train approached the 3rd Street station, Vance Campbell felt female bodies press against both sides of him. He gave his daughter Claire a gentle squeeze with his left arm and kissed her on the head. He tried to pull his wife Tabitha close with his right, but she held herself away from him. He turned to find her looking at him, her forehead creased with a deep scowl.

      “Are you doing okay?” she asked.

      Vance looked away, shook his head, and shrugged. “I guess so,” he said.

      “Good,” Tabitha said. “Just remember, everything is going to be all right.”

      “Okay,” Vance said. “It’s just—why are we going to Comicon? We don’t really need to do this, do we?”

      “Well, Claire is excited about it, for one thing,” Tabitha said.

      Claire perked up at the mention of her name. “Allison’s going to be there,” she said.

      “I know honey,” Vance said to Claire. He gave her another squeeze, then turned to Tabitha and quietly added, “But seriously, after last year? Why do we need to come here again?”

      Tabitha gave him a smile that looked like she meant it to be reassuring, but he could see the concern in her eyes at his mention of last year. “Last year was a fluke,” she said. She shook her head, then scowled in an expression of determination. “The earthquake, that stupid lab work.” She glanced out the window, then back at Vance. “It was a freak accident,” she said. “Comicon just happened to be there.”

      “No,” Vance said quietly, trying to keep Claire from hearing him. “Without Comicon, those things would have added up to nothing.” He turned his gaze out the window, where they could see dark masses of people crowding outside the Convention Center. “Comicon makes bad things happen.”

      “That’s not true,” Tabitha said. “Everybody says good things about Comicon. That’s why it grows every year.” She looped her arm around his waist and gave him a reassuring squeeze. “Besides, they said that this year they will have special teams set up just to watch for zombies. They even canceled the zombie walk, and people in zombie costumes are being turned away.”

      Vance looked at the other people on the light rail who appeared to be headed to Comicon. Not one zombie. Lots of vampires, though. “I still don’t see why we have to go,” he said.

      “Well, they are giving you an award,” Tabitha said.

      “So?” Vance answered.

      “So, that’s a good thing,” Tabitha said.

      Vance scoffed. “It’s an awards luncheon,” he said. “It’s barely ten o’clock now. Why do we have to get here so early?”

      “They’re giving us five years’ worth of free badges. It would be a shame to waste them,” Tabitha said. “Besides, we need to get back to normal. We can’t be scared of things like Comicon.”

      Vance groaned. “I’m not scared,” he said. “I just don’t want to risk our lives to see some movie stars.”

      “We’ll just take a look around, we’ll go to the awards luncheon, and we’ll head home,” Tabitha said. “It’ll be fine.”

      “It had better be good food,” Vance said, shaking his head. “And it better be a big award.”

      “After what you did last year, I’m sure it will be huge,” Tabitha said with a smile. “They owe you big time.”

      Vance sighed and turned to his daughter. “You aren’t scared, are you honey?” he asked.

      “I’m not scared of zombies,” Claire said bravely. “But …” She looked away from Vance at the other passengers getting up to exit the train at Comicon. “Vampires aren’t real, are they?” she asked.

      Vance followed her gaze. A tall man in classic vampire attire had risen from a seat at the front end of the train car. He had his hair slicked back, and he wore a long black cape wrapped around himself. The woman who rose beside him also had long black hair and a similar cape, and she appeared to be wearing colored contacts that gave her eyes an unnatural amber sparkle. As the train slowed, approaching the stop, the couple glided toward the front exit door, and their weird garb and movement made Vance uneasy. He put on a confident smile and turned back to his daughter. “No, honey,” he said. “Vampires are not real.”

      Claire took Vance’s hand and held it tightly, and they moved to the exit and stepped out into the crowd of people headed to Comicon.

      The Phoenix Comicon was an annual convention for fans of comic books and graphic novels, science fiction, horror, fantasy, games, and other elements of popular culture. Held at the end of May at the Phoenix Convention Center in downtown Phoenix, Arizona, the four-day event attracted dozens of celebrities, hundreds of vendors, and tens of thousands of fans, many of whom worked all year on elaborate costumes just for the event.

      Vance Campbell liked popular culture as much as most people did—well, probably not as much as most people. He was in his late thirties, past the age of playing games with his friends. When he wasn’t working as an ordinary garbageman, he liked to read good books, mostly westerns, and watch some television, mostly sports. He liked movies and television shows all right, but he did not care enough about them and the people who made them to pay exorbitant admission fees and fight the massive crowds just to be close to them.

      His wife Tabitha, however, did. Tabitha was a few years younger than he was, and while she didn’t worship at the altar of celebrity, she recognized that she had only one life to live, and she wanted to live it to the fullest. She enjoyed good books as much as Vance did, but she also didn’t want to miss a good movie or television show. And when she got the opportunity to spend time with a bunch of like-minded people, she jumped on it.

      Their only child, Claire, who was five, took after Tabitha. She loved good media in all its forms, and she wanted nothing as much as to spend time among its creators—and to become one of them.

      With Claire in the middle, the three held hands as Vance led them down the sidewalk to the Convention Center. Though the Comicon programming didn’t start until ten-thirty, the sidewalk and street were mobbed with people heading inside. Again Vance was fascinated by all the costumes he saw: people dressed as superheroes, characters from movies and television, robots, and even animals. Scary costumes, furry costumes, subtle costumes, and costumes so large they couldn’t possibly even fit into one of the convention’s rooms except as an exhibit, including a rolling robot, a dinosaur, and even someone dressed as a Zombies Defense Crew jeep.

      Vance was happy to see that his wife was right: he didn’t see a single zombie costume in the crowd. In fact, it looked as though the previous year’s drama hadn’t kept anyone away this year, and everyone who had dressed in a zombie costume last year was in a vampire costume this year.

      Most of the crowd was headed the same way they were: into Comicon. A short way down Washington Street, they turned left onto 3rd Street. Police officers in safety vests directed traffic at the intersection. A massive tide of people walked north on 3rd Street, which was closed at Washington for the event.

      Though it was early, a half-dozen or so food trucks were already parked along the sides of 3rd Street, selling everything from hamburgers to pizza slices to grilled cheese sandwiches and Navajo fry bread—and all at premium prices, Vance noted.

      Past the food trucks, Vance saw the first real exhibits of Comicon: a row of fantasy vehicles, replicas or maybe originals of those found on movies and television. Among many others, Vance saw a black robotic Trans Am, a hearse for fighting ghosts, a time-traveling Delorean, and a car that had been modified to look like a famous brown hovercraft.

      What caught his eye most, however, was a jeep with elaborate weapon holders, tall antennas, a five-gallon gas can attached to its back, a camouflage paint scheme, and a bold logo emblazoned on its hood: Zombie Defense Crew. Seeing the jeep, Vance felt the hair on his arms stand on end. Last year, Vance and a group of Comicon workers and celebrities had been trapped on the mezzanine level of the Convention Center when a bizarre combination of events unleashed a horde of zombies on them. When they had finally fought their way back to the surface, it was the Zombie Defense Crew that had rallied to help put down the zombie horde.

      Vance was damn glad to see them, but their presence surfaced some disturbing memories.

      Looking closer, he saw another Zombie Defense Crew jeep at the other end of the line of show vehicles. And another up 3rd Street at the intersection of Monroe. And another across the street by a band setting up on a small stage by the sidewalk. “Wow,” Vance said to Tabitha. “Lots of Zombie Defense Crew vehicles here.”

      “Told you,” she said. “They’re not messing around this year.”

      Claire pulled on his hand to get his attention. “But zombies aren’t real, are they, Daddy?” she asked.

      “Not anymore, honey,” Vance said, giving her a confident smile. “Not anymore.”

      “Let’s get inside,” Tabitha said. “It’s supposed to be record heat today, and I am already sweating.”

      They joined the crowd heading to the main entrance into the Convention Center. The pace slowed as they got close to the doors, and once inside, movement became stop-and-go as people filed past the security guards.

      Alongside the security guards stood men in camouflage uniforms with Zombie Defense Crew patches and what looked like shotguns slung over their shoulders. While Vance was happy to see the Zombie Defense Crew out in full force, and he was thrilled at the complete lack of zombies of any kind, he did find something troubling: the vampires. The trend that he had noticed on the light rail had continued to the Convention Center and inside. It seemed as though at least every third person was dressed as a vampire. They weren’t all the same. Some were traditional Gothic vampires. Some were southern-style Louisiana vampires. Others looked like vampire characters from movies or television programs. But all had pale complexions and pointy teeth. Even worse, most of the vampires and many of the others had what looked like bite marks on their necks. Just when Vance was feeling warm at the lack of zombies, the vampire spectacle gave him a chill.

      “What’s with all the vampires?” Vance asked his wife.

      “It must be because of Sonoran Suckers,” Tabitha said.

      Vance frowned, always surprised at pop culture things he’d never heard of. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a web series about vampires,” Tabitha said.

      “Web series?” Vance asked.

      Tabitha gave him a look. “Like a television show, but online,” she said. “At the kickoff event I took Claire to in January, they mentioned it would be prominent, but I had no idea it was this popular.” She nodded at a display at the side of the entrance. “Wow.”

      Vance looked at the display, which showed an enormous mouth, probably eight feet tall, formed out of plywood. The mouth was open wide for a bite, with bright red lips and long, sharp canine teeth. The mouth had hinges and slides on its sides, and a worker on a long ladder was fastening a rope to the top of the back of the sign. On the front of the sign, just below the bottom lip, fancy lettering read: Sonoran Suckers, and under that, a row of large, block letters added: starring Maranda MacIntyre. Lines at the bottom added Season 3 Premiere 9 PM Tonight! and A MacIntyre/Walker Production.

      Claire gave the teeth a wary look. Tabitha noticed and said to her, “It’s just a show, Claire. It’s not real. Remember when we saw the people who were making it?”

      Claire nodded, but pressed herself against Vance without taking her eyes off the teeth on the sign.

      “Don’t worry, honey,” Vance said to her. “I’ll make sure vampires don’t get you, even if they aren’t real.”

      Clair looked away from the sign long enough to give him a smile so sweet and trusting that Vance felt his heart melt a little.

      Suddenly, someone to Vance’s right screamed, and the crowd instinctively flinched away from the noise. Then a loud voice commanded, “Zombie Defense Crew. Stand back!”

      At the words, the crowd shrank away from the security checkpoint to Vance’s right, revealing what looked like a high-school kid wearing glasses … and dressed as a zombie.

      “Wait!” the kid said, panic widening his eyes as the Zombie Defense Crew member’s shotgun came up at him. “I’m not a zombie! It’s just a costume!”

      “That’s a forbidden—” the Zombie Defense Crew man started to say.

      Another scream pierced the air, this one from close by Vance’s left. He turned, expecting to see another zombie, but instead saw that the crowd that had shifted away from the zombie had bumped into the ladder of the worker installing the Sonoran Suckers sign. As Vance watched, the worker lost his balance. His arms flailed, and he pulled at the top of the sign to regain his footing. He managed to get hold of the ladder and not fall, but he had shifted the top of the sign. The tension seemed to go out of the hinge, and Vance saw a pin fall loose.

      Then the sign pitched forward. The worker grabbed at it, but the wooden structure must have been four feet wide and three tall, and accordingly heavy, and it slipped from his grasp.

      Under the falling board was a little boy, probably no more than three or four, wearing a furry kitten costume except on his right hand, which was bare. A woman who must have been his mother was a step away from him. She wore a cat costume like his, and she must have tried to pull him out of the path of the board, because she had the kid’s costume glove in her hand and a horrified expression on her face.

      The crowd gasped as the board fell.

      Vance leaped forward, parting the crowd with his left hand. In an instant, he reached out, seized the scruff of the boy’s costume, and yanked him back. Vance felt a puff of air on his forearm as the falling board missed the boy by inches and crashed to the floor.

      After a moment’s shock, the crowd cheered at Vance’s rescue, then broke into scattered applause. Vance let go of the boy, who ran back to his mother. With tears in her eyes, she scooped him up and mouthed the words Thank you to Vance.

      Vance nodded, gave her a smile, and headed back to his wife and daughter.

      “That was a great save,” said a woman’s voice behind Vance. “I see you’ve still got it.”

      Vance turned to the voice, and his smile grew bigger. “Hi, Allison!” he said.

      She pushed her glasses back onto the bridge of her nose and gave him a crooked smile. “Hello, Vance,” she said. “Welcome to Comicon.”
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        * * *

      

      Claire squealed and yanked her hand free of Tabitha’s. “Allison!” she yelled, rushing forward to hug her.

      Allison was a stout young woman of about thirty. She had been Vance’s volunteer supervisor the year before and had been with him in the group that was trapped on the mezzanine level with the zombies. They had stayed in touch after the misadventure, but the last time he had seen her was when she had come to a barbecue at Vance and Tabitha’s house the previous fall. Allison had straight, black hair that hung down between her shoulder blades, and she wore a badge in a lanyard around her neck, and Vance noted that it said STAFF on it. She scooped Claire up in her arms, gave her a big hug, and put her back down on the floor. “Wow, CC,” Allison said, “you’ve really grown since I last saw you.”

      Claire broke into a proud smile. “My muscles are big,” she said, holding her arm up and flexing. “I’m super strong like Daddy, so I can fight the zombies.”

      Allison laughed.

      “Well, we’re going to make sure there aren’t any zombies this year,” said a man, stepping forward from behind Allison. He wore a baggy camouflage military uniform with a Zombie Defense Crew patch on the shoulder, and his brown eyes sparkled. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      Allison gave him a smile, then turned back to Vance and Tabitha. “Everybody, this is Ryan. You might remember him from⁠—”

      “You were driving the jeep last year,” Vance said. “You knew about Slashdot.”

      Ryan laughed and pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “That’s right,” he said. “News for nerds. Stuff that matters.”

      “If you say so,” Vance said. He looked back and forth from Allison to Ryan. “Are you two … together now?” he asked. “If that’s any of my business.”

      “Yes,” Allison said, looking as though she might blush.

      “Only days and nights, though,” Ryan said.

      Allison held up her left hand, emphasizing a ruby ring.

      “Ooh,” Tabitha said, and looked up at Allison expectantly. “You’re engaged?”

      Allison nodded.

      Tabitha squealed and giggled.

      “He proposed on the street outside just as Comicon started,” Allison said.

      Ryan shrugged with a big grin. “It’s where we met,” he said.

      Tabitha grabbed Allison’s hand to look at the ring. “Have you set a date?” she asked.

      “No,” Allison said, “but we’re thinking about Comicon next year.”

      Tabitha squealed again.

      “I guess that would be appropriate,” Vance said with a grin. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” Allison said. She gave Ryan a big, beaming smile, then turned back to Vance and his family. “Well,” she said, “let’s get you your badges.”
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      Allison and Ryan led Vance and his family through the crowd to the big registration room, where people stood in long lines to buy or pick up their prepaid badges or to receive their exhibitor or celebrity credentials. Vance walked by Allison in the lead, and Tabitha and Ryan fell in behind them, chatting with each other. Vance had always admired the way Tabitha could strike up a conversation with anyone, and Ryan seemed more than able to hold his own with her, talking about everything at a fast pace.

      “So, you’re still working here?” Vance asked Allison as they walked.

      “Yeah, but I’m not in the cashier section anymore,” she said. She gave Vance a happy smile. “This year I’m a manager-at-large.”

      “Nice,” Vance said.

      “I know!” Allison said. “I get to work with all the big names, but I have the freedom to spend time with any of the really cool ones.” She flashed him another smile. “Like you.”

      The compliment made Vance feel a little awkward and uncomfortable. He was trying his best not to be here, but Allison was treating him like a hero. He gave her a tight smile and decided to make an effort to be more sociable.

      A line of folding tables stood against the far wall of the huge registration room. Each table had a sign over it telling what forms of payment were accepted or what kind of badges could be gotten there—CASH, PREPAID, EXHIBITOR, VIP, and a few others—and attendants behind each table worked to match the people to the right badges. This was Friday. The convention had kicked off with a preview the evening before, so many or most of the people with full-event badges had already picked theirs up, and tomorrow, Saturday, would be the busiest day, but despite these factors, most of the tables had lines in front of them stretching across the room. Colorful costumes filled the space, and Vance recognized some from outside.

      “Lots of vampires here,” Vance said.

      “I know,” Allison said, raising her eyebrows. “Looks like Tristan’s getting what he wanted.”

      “Tristan?” Vance asked.

      “Tristan Walker,” Allison said. “You know, the founder of the Comicon?”

      Vance vaguely remembered meeting the man—although he hadn’t remembered his name—at the previous Comicon, the one with all the zombies.

      “Tristan saw the first season of Sonoran Suckers when it showed here last year,” Allison explained. “It was cheesy and low-budget, but he was so impressed that he got involved as a producer for the second season.”

      Vance nodded. “So now that he’s involved, he wants it front and center,” he said.

      “Right,” Allison said. “I think they’re hoping to get noticed and make the jump to television.”

      Vance raised his eyebrows. “That would be impressive,” he said.

      “I know,” Allison said, a note of admiration in her voice.

      Vance took another appraising look at the vampires around them, then turned to Allison. “Do you think it will work?”

      Allison shrugged. “Maybe. Tristan has been tying the show into as many Comicon themes as possible, everything from ‘Vampire Costuming’ to ‘Build Your Own Vampire Hunting Kit’ for kids.”

      “No!” Vance said.

      Allison nodded with a smile. “He’s really going all-out,” she said. “They’re screening episodes from last season as part of the film festival, and they’re having the season three premiere tomorrow night.”

      “Wow,” Vance said.

      “And that’s not all,” Allison said. “Maranda’s running around like crazy to promote the thing. She’s doing panels and signings, and she’s a presenter for the awards. She even did a USO show last night.”

      Vance frowned. “A USO show?” he said. “They still have those?”

      “I guess so,” Allison said with a shrug. “But they said it was only a couple hours away, so she went there last night.”

      “Still,” Vance said, looking around again, “it seems like a lot of vampires for just a web series—and one I never heard of.”

      Allison frowned at the crowd thoughtfully. “Yeah, I think a lot of people who wanted to be zombies decided to come as vampires instead.”

      At the left end of the line of tables was one whose sign was simply a large black rectangle. No one stood in front of this table, and Allison adjusted her course to lead them to it.

      “What’s this table?” Vance asked as they approached it.

      “It’s for the A-list celebrities,” she said. “If you have to ask, you generally don’t belong here.”

      “Wow,” Vance said. “I’m an A-list celebrity here?”

      Allison raised her eyebrows with a little smile. “Yeah—well, you are to me. But … I just stashed your badges here when I set up this morning.” She took out a small silver key, turned it in the lock of a wooden box attached to the table, and took three badges with attachment clips from inside. “Here you go,” she said. “Your keys to the castle.”

      Claire took the from Allison, immediately clipped it to the front of her shirt, and beamed up at them with a big, proud smile.

      Tabitha looked at her badge, raised an eyebrow, then slowly began to put the lanyard over her head.

      Vance looked at the badge Allison had given him. “Wait a second,” he said. “What is this?”

      “It’s a badge,” she said, not making eye contact. “It’s good for all-access, for the whole weekend.”

      “It doesn’t say ‘All-Access’ on it,” Vance said. “It just says ‘Sidekick.’” Vance glowered at her. Normally, the SIDEKICK badges were for the 13-and-under children of adults paying full price. “It’s a badge for kids.”

      “No,” Allison said. “It’s just that they don’t have other badges for celebrities like you.”

      “So they are kid badges,” Vance said, “and they do have badges for celebrities. I’ve seen them. They say ‘VIP’ on them.”

      Allison shook her head and gave a shrug of dismissal. “It’s just that those aren’t for celebrities like you,” Allison said. “They’re for …” She trailed off, and she looked to Ryan for help, but he was pretending to have noticed something else important in the room.

      “Real celebrities,” Vance suggested. “Is that the phrase you’re looking for?”

      “No!” Allison said. “But …” She shook her head at him. “It’s five years of free badges. What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that everyone is going to think I stole some kid’s badge,” Vance said. “Plus, only five years? If it wasn’t for me, this whole thing would have ended last year.”

      Allison looked at him. “If it wasn’t for us,” she said quietly.

      “Yeah,” Vance said, shaking his head in disgust.

      Allison sighed. “I’m sorry that you don’t like the badge, but it’s good enough for right now, isn’t it? And we can talk to Tristan later and make it a different one if you want.”

      Vance looked at the SIDEKICK badge in his hand, then rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he said. “It’s just for a few hours, anyway.”

      “Great!” Allison said, a smile returning to her face. “Let me show you the good stuff.”

      Setting a brisk pace, she led them back across the registration room. Ryan hustled to march beside her. As they walked along behind, Vance and Tabitha exchanged little looks of frustration and looped their badges over their necks. “Let’s go!” Claire said excitedly.

      They exited the registration room, then walked across the hallway and through the doors into the vast Exhibitor Hall. As they entered, Vance heard Claire let out a “Wow!”

      The hall was enormous. The main room was big enough to play two football games side by side, with room left over for the teams and fans, and an adjacent space connected like a panhandle to the main area added enough space for a third football game. On the upper floors, the building was divided into halls and rooms. Down here, this one room filled the entire space. And the panhandle stretched across under 3rd Street and the west building. It was so big, Vance had trouble even seeing how big it was. It just boggled his mind.

      “Wow is right, honey,” Vance said.

      Despite the immense size of the hall, it was nonetheless packed full. Displays large and small filled aisle after aisle of the vast space with everything Vance could imagine, and plenty more he couldn’t. Hundreds of vendors hawked their wares to the thousands of visitors that prowled the aisles.

      Allison stopped just inside the doors, in front of a vendor booth selling collectible miniature fantasy figurines of dragons, unicorns, and such. She turned to Vance with a big, proud smile. “It’s bigger this year,” she said.

      “I’ll say,” Vance said, raising his eyebrows. “You have to see it in person to know how truly big and crazy yet is. There’s no way you could ever truly understand from a description on the internet.”

      “Or in a book,” Allison said.

      “Daddy,” Claire asked, pointing at the display, “can I get one of these?”

      Vance looked where she was pointing. The vendor had shelves of figurines of Biblical characters, fantasy creatures, and ordinary animals all mixed together. Claire was pointing at a figurine of a cat. “Not yet, honey,” Vance said. “Let’s look around at everything first, then we’ll decide what to get.”

      “But I really want this,” Claire said. “Please?”

      “Don’t start,” Tabitha said to her daughter. “Your dad said we need to look around first.”

      “Is there anything you guys are interested in seeing?” Allison asked them.

      Vance shrugged. “No,” he said. “We’re just here for the awards luncheon.”

      Ryan turned to him. “Oh, that’s⁠—”

      “That’s coming up soon,” Allison said, cutting Ryan off and stepping in front of him. “We should get going.”

      Vance looked from Allison to Ryan and back again. “Okay,” he said slowly. “Let’s get going.”

      Allison looked at her watch. “We’ve got a little time,” she said. “Let’s take the scenic route.” She straightened and led them at a leisurely pace down the aisles of the Exhibitor Hall. The whole place was abuzz with energy. First, they strolled down an aisle of booths with vendors selling comic books, many in plastic sleeves, in boxes lined up on folding tables. The next aisle was replete with booths displaying and selling all kinds of weapons: fantasy daggers with wavy blades and jeweled pommels, swords for knights and ninjas, and nerdly things like blaster pistols and crossbows from science fiction movies.

      At the back corner of the room, they found a large display of Lego blocks made into a city several blocks wide in each direction. Model train tracks wound among the buildings and through tunnels, and several trains of all sizes zipped along the tracks.

      Along the back wall were several concession stands selling snacks, sandwiches, pizza, and a variety of drinks and frozen treats. Seeing the food, Vance felt his stomach rumble, but no one else seemed interested in stopping, so he didn’t mention it.

      They headed back down another aisle, this one lined with booths of clothing vendors. Here Vance could see all kinds of clothing, from mysterious black trench coats to superhero costumes to a towering Temple of T-shirts, an elaborate display with tall racks of clothing structured to look like an Asian temple.

      “I want to get a lanyard,” Tabitha said, stopping in the crowd to look at a display near the Temple of T-shirts.

      “Not a lanyard,” Vance said. “Lanyards are dumb. If you’re going to buy something, it should be something practical, like one a T-shirt.”

      A man with a plaid, button-down shirt had turned toward Tabitha at her remark, then cringed a tiny fraction at Vance’s. Looking closer, Vance saw that the man was holding a pen and a clipboard with what looked like blank sales receipts.

      “Are these your lanyards?” Vance asked.

      The man made brief eye contact, then gave a curt nod.

      “Good grief,” Vance said to himself.

      “I like this one,” Tabitha said, picking one off the rack.

      Vance looked at the colorful lanyards, thought about how useless they were, then looked up at the Temple of T-shirts and spotted the sign with the shirt prices: twenty-five dollars each or three for sixty dollars. Vance scoffed. “Fine,” he said, turning back to Tabitha. “Lanyards it is.”

      “Great,” said the man with the clipboard. “They’re ten dollars each or three for twenty-five.”

      “For a strip of colored ribbon and a hook?” Vance asked incredulously, in spite of himself.

      “Super,” Tabitha said. “I’ll take three.”

      The man with the clipboard wrote up the order, and Tabitha paid him with cash. With the transaction complete, the man said thanks to Tabitha, gave Vance a sly smile, and walked away.

      “Here,” Tabitha said, trying to hand Vance a lanyard. “For your badge.”

      Vance shook his head. “Mine’s good clipped here,” he said, gesturing to where he had it clipped at the bottom of his shirt.

      Tabitha frowned at him, then began sliding her and Claire’s badges into the new lanyards. Claire was unreasonably proud of hers, which made Vance feel a little guilty about his stuffy attitude.

      Allison led them down another aisle. They passed a booth with an enormous display of books, with most used but some new. Allison and Ryan stopped to look at some of the titles, talking to each other in quiet tones. Beyond the books, the aisle had booths of authors. Most of them sat behind tables with stacks of their books on display in the front of their booth and posters about their new releases or featured work on the booth walls behind them. This aisle had the fewest Comicon guests wandering it, and many of these looked embarrassed, as though turning down this aisle had been a mistake. Fortunately for their group, Allison knew most or all of the authors, and she gave each a friendly word or a nod as they passed.

      The next aisle featured artists. Most of the booths were similar, with their walls decorated with paintings and prints of science fiction scenes with colorful planets or fantasy scenes with dragons and scantily clad women, and with the artists sitting at tables at the front of their booths either chatting with other artists or fans or sketching on large pads of paper.

      On the near end, however, a lavish display caught Vance’s eye. A young woman with curly red hair sat on a stool, talking to a group of shy young men. Behind her, a tall, thin man with platinum hair flipped through a stack of large prints. He selected one, drew it from the collection, and lifted it to an empty space on the wall behind him. The picture, like the others on the wall around it, showed a trio of young women with their naked bodies painted and posed in a variety of themes such as a garden of butterflies, the ancient elements, and exotic animals.

      “Now, this is work I can appreciate,” Vance said, half-joking.

      Tabitha elbowed him in the side.

      “That’s Kristoff Oberwaald,” Allison said, tipping her head to indicate the thin man. “He’s a body painter. His work is amazing, isn’t it?”

      “It … grabs your attention,” Vance said.

      “He’s doing a panel tonight,” Allison said. “It’s going to be a live body-painting demonstration.”

      “Really?” Vance said. “Too bad I won’t be here to see it.”

      “Well,” Allison said with a smile. “You never know.”

      They walked down the row of artists, then turned to the last aisle in the room. The line of booths on their right featured comic book artists. Like the other artists and authors, they sat at tables in the front of their booths with displays of their work behind them and little attention in front of them. The aisle was actually packed with people, but they were almost all facing the other way, where the wall of the room was lined with stations of movie and television stars.

      The celebrities sat at tables with their backs to the wall of the room. Long queues formed by velvet ropes extended from their tables down to the aisle. Signs over the entry points for the queues gave the name of each celebrity, together with the price list of available souvenirs. Prices started at ten dollars for a signature and went up, with souvenir photos and other things for much higher amounts.

      As Allison led the way down the aisle, Vance recognized some names from television shows of the 1970s and 80s, but none of the actual people in the booths were familiar to him.

      At the end, Vance saw a station with a sign for Maranda MacIntyre. She was not there, but a note on her sign indicated she’d arrive at three-thirty, which was a long time away in Comicon hours.

      Beside the table at the end of her stations was a life-sized cardboard cutout of Maranda MacIntyre dressed apparently as a vampire hunter, wearing a pink leather jacket and holding a wooden stake. A couple of young fans stood by the sign while a third took their picture. Like so many others, they were dressed in Halloween vampire costumes, and one of them held a small metal object that looked kind of like a knife to the throat of the cutout of Maranda.

      “Hey!” Allison called to them. “That station isn’t open yet. Come back at three-thirty.”

      The trio started and looked frightened when they saw Allison’s STAFF badge. The one holding the metal object hastily put it down on the signing table, and they hurried down the queue to the main aisle.

      “Don’t leave your stuff there,” Allison said to them.

      “It isn’t ours,” said the one who had been holding it. “We found it there.”

      The three scurried off down the aisle, taking furtive glances behind them to make sure Allison wasn’t following them.

      “People sure do love celebrities,” Vance said.

      “Yeah,” Allison said. “We wouldn’t be here without them.”

      Across the aisle from Maranda’s station was a booth for a comic book artist. A sign on the back wall of his booth gave the artist’s name, Bryson House, in large calligraphic letters. On the front table sat a large cardboard display of what looked like the cover of a comic book. The book had the title Sonoran Suckers in a cheesy font of dripping blood over an image of a young woman in a leather jacket being threatened by a vampire in a high-collared black cape. A gold star on the upper left corner of the cover announced the project was “In collaboration with Maranda MacIntyre.” Another sign on the booth’s front table promised: “Free sketches—just ask!” Though a few people were taking selfies with his comic book sign, none looked interested in a free sketch, perhaps because the artist sat slumped in a chair at the back of the booth and seemed to be asleep. He was dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt, but he had also donned a red-trimmed black cape similar to the one in the drawing on the comic book cover. The wide collar of the cape was turned up and pressed against the man’s face, which looked uncomfortable, and its tail was draped over the chair underneath him as he slept.

      Vance turned from the artist and scanned the signs of the celebrity booths, looking for the names of two celebrities in particular. His forehead furrowed as his eyes went down the line without finding what he was looking for. “Nicholas isn’t here?” he asked Allison. “And no Lidia?” Nicholas Dane and Lidia Feltman were two celebrities best known as the stars of a science fiction television show. Nicholas had been the star of the original series, and Lidia had been the star of the sequel. They had been featured VIP guests at last year’s Comicon and had been part of the big zombie misadventure with Vance and Allison. “I thought they’d be here,” Vance said.

      “They are here,” Allison said, “but they’re working on a special project, and they won’t be here to sign autographs until Sunday.”

      “A special project?” Vance asked. “Here at Comicon?”

      Allison nodded. “Want to go see it?” She was almost bubbling with excitement. “You’re going to love it!”

      Vance shook his head. “We don’t have time,” he said. “We’d better be getting to the awards luncheon.”

      Allison opened her mouth to speak, but before she could utter a word, Ryan interjected, “The awards thing isn’t a luncheon. It’s a dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Allison made an apologetic face and looked at Tabitha for support, but got only a frown.

      “What?” Vance said. “You specifically told me it was a luncheon and we had to be here early.”

      “I’m sorry, Vance,” Allison said, “but I heard you were having a hard time, and I thought if you got here early, you would have time to look at the exhibits and see some panels, and you’d see how great Comicon is, and⁠—”

      “Okay,” Vance said, shooting a dark look at Tabitha, who glanced at him and averted her eyes. “We’ve seen Comicon. Can we go home now?”

      “Oh, this isn’t Comicon,” Allison said. “This is just the Exhibitor Hall. There’s also the panels and the film fests, and they have a lot of great celebrities here this year. Maranda MacIntyre is here⁠—”

      “I know all that,” Vance said, shaking his head. “I just want to go home.”

      Allison looked at Vance’s face for a moment, then sighed heavily. “Okay,” she said, “I wanted to show you everything else first, but I guess we’ll have to get to all that later and go straight to the big surprise.”

      “The big surprise?” Vance asked, not with interest.

      “Yeah,” Allison said, then, seeing the look of confusion on Vance’s face, added, “You know, the one I mentioned when I said you had to come to Comicon this year.”

      “I thought you were speaking figuratively,” Vance said.

      “No, it’s real, right now,” Allison said.

      Vance shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Come on!” Allison said. “It’s so awesome, you’re absolutely going to love it!”

      “No,” Vance said. “I just want to go home. We can come back at dinnertime.” He shook his head and turned to look for the door.

      “I want to see the surprise,” Claire said.

      “You’re going to love it, honey,” Allison said to her. Then, turning to Vance, she added, “And you’ll love it, too. You really will.”

      Vance shook his head in disgust.

      Allison straightened and sighed again. “Okay,” she said. “I guess even if you don’t go now, you’ll find out about it at the awards dinner.” She looked at Claire, shook her head, and turned back to Vance. “How about if you can go home, and Claire stays here with me?”

      Vance looked at Allison in exasperation.

      “I want to stay, too,” Tabitha said.

      Vance scoffed. “I don’t believe this,” he said. He looked back and forth between the two women, who both offered him hopeful smiles, then looked at Ryan, who gave him a sheepish grin and shrugged. Vance kept shaking his head, looking out over the sea of T-shirts and souvenirs and nerds and movie buffs and people dressed as vampires. At least there were no zombies. “Fine,” he said, turning back to Allison. “Show us the surprise.”

      “Awesome,” Allison said, breaking into a big smile and clapping her hands together. “You won’t regret this.”
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      Their tour of the Exhibitor Hall had taken them most of the way back to where they had started, and Allison led them down the aisle to complete the trip back to the entry doors. As they walked, Ryan tried to keep ahead of Allison with his arm outstretched, attempting to part the crowd for her as though she were royalty.

      They exited through the doors from the Exhibitor Hall into the vast lower-level hallway. An information booth sat in the center of the cavernous space, and a few advertisers had booths set up along the perimeter. Hundreds of Comicon members walked through the area, coming and going on the escalators, entering or leaving the Exhibitor Hall, or moving quickly to other nerdly attractions. Past the escalators, Vance saw a line of Comicon patrons waiting to get onto the elevator. The sight of the elevator doors brought back memories of the previous year, and he shuddered.

      “You want to go up the escalator here?” Ryan asked Allison as they emerged.

      She shook her head. “Let’s cross to the west building,” she said. “It’s too hot outside, and I don’t want to fight the crowds.”

      Ryan nodded, and they set a quick pace toward the opposite end of the room, which was so vast that it actually crossed under 3rd Street and the building on the other side. Escalators on that side of the room transported people to and from the lobby of the west building of the Convention Center. Though these escalators were not as capacious as those serving the north building of the Convention Center, they still carried a massive and continuous flow of people in both directions.

      They emerged from the top of the moving stairs into the bright and loud lobby of the west building of the Convention Center. This building was across 3rd Street from the north building, which housed the bulk of the panels and activities of Comicon, but it seemed as crowded with Comicon people as the main building had been.

      Much of the foot traffic was headed to the escalator going down, and much more was going past, headed either to the events inside or through the building to the main panels of Comicon across the street. Allison pushed through the crowd, and Ryan tried to keep forging a path ahead of her. “Make a hole!” he’d shout whenever he had the opportunity. “Comicon staff coming through!”

      Vance held Claire’s hand tightly and pulled her close behind him as he worked to keep up with Allison’s brisk pace, and he kept looking back to make sure Tabitha was still holding onto Claire’s other hand and following behind. “I’m here,” she said when she saw him checking on her, breathing heavily. “Just keep going.”

      As they pushed through the crowds into the center of the building, Vance saw the glass doors leading to the activity rooms on this floor and shouted ahead to Allison, “Is it a film?” he asked. “In the film festival? Is that the surprise?”

      “No,” Allison said, then looked back at Vance and tipped her head with a thoughtful smile. “At least, not yet.” She adjusted her course, and now Vance could tell she was headed to the escalator to the upper levels. “Come on!” she called.

      They reached the escalators. Allison and Ryan stepped on ahead of them, and Vance followed, helping to make sure that Claire didn’t lose her balance getting on. Tabitha stepped on behind Claire, gave Vance a look of exasperation, and blew the hair out of her eyes.

      “Still happy to be here?” Vance asked her.

      Tabitha’s quick grin left no doubt. “Lovin’ every minute of it,” she said.

      Vance looked around as the escalator carried them to the second level. He had not spent time in this building before, and he only knew it from looking at the maps of the Comicon events in the program guide. A little coffee shop stood at the east end of the room, just inside the doors that led to 3rd Street. The cafe looked like a calm oasis in the roiling mass of Comicon enthusiasts, and Vance noted that the line for service wasn’t too long. All of a sudden, Vance was thirsty for coffee and wished he could go back down and get a cup.

      “I want to do the crafts,” Clair said. “I want to make a mask.”

      Vance looked at her and saw that she was gazing wistfully at the glass doors to the activities on the ground floor. He knew from the map that the children’s craft activity rooms were in that space along with the film screening rooms, but he wondered how she knew that. “Maybe we can do it later,” he said to her.

      “I want to do it now!” she said, demonstrating all the patience of a five-year-old.

      “Well, we obviously can’t, can we,” Vance said, a degree of frustration in his voice that he wasn’t proud of. “We’re on the escalator to the second level.”

      Tabitha tried to console Claire, and Vance shook his head and faced forward again. As they approached the landing on the second level, he tried to remember what was there. All the mainstream panels and such were across the street in the north building. From what he could recall, the second level of this building was reserved for things obscure even for this crowd. If the surprise was here, it was probably stupid.

      It wasn’t, though. Allison and Ryan stepped off the escalator onto the second level and immediately made their way across the landing to the next escalator rising up to the third. Vance followed them, still holding Claire’s hand.

      Vance’s gaze went to the right, where the building was open in a huge space from the lobby to the ceiling. Large windows in the walls let in ample outside light and made the room feel even larger than it was. Vance looked for a moment at a massive piece of what must have been art rising from the floor of the lobby to the top of the second level. It seemed somewhat like a giant concave telescope mirror on a mount, but it also looked like it wouldn’t work for that, and it didn’t look like it moved anyway. He imagined it must have some special meaning to someone, but to Vance, it was just another of the grand, mysterious wonders that made up Comicon.

      At the upper level, they stepped off the escalator, and again Vance wondered where they were going. To their right, a sky bridge left the building entirely, going over the street to connect with the upper level of the north building.

      Allison turned and paused a moment, waiting for Vance, Claire, and Tabitha to catch up, then pointed across the sky bridge toward the north building. “That’s where the awards dinner is going to be,” she said.

      “Do we have to come up in this building and go across?” Tabitha asked.

      “No,” Allison said, shaking her head with a smile. “There are more escalators and elevators over there. We crossed under the street to avoid some of the crowds.”

      “And the heat,” Ryan added.

      “That’s right,” Allison said. “We’ve already had three heat injuries so far today, and it’s still morning.”

      “Is that where your surprise is?” Vance asked, nodding at the walkway.

      “No,” Allison said, giving him a sweet smile, “but we’re almost there.” She turned and led them past the security attendant and through the doors to the hallway.

      Vance remembered from his preparation that there were only two activity rooms on this floor. “We’re going to the spotlight room?” he asked, incredulous. The “spotlight” events were sessions usually featuring just one celebrity answering questions from the attendees. “They aren’t planning on asking me to⁠—”

      “Oh, god, no,” Allison said, and scoffed. “That room holds three thousand people, and it’s booked solid all weekend with real—I mean, other—celebrities.”

      “Fine,” Vance said, disappointed in spite of himself, “then where⁠—”

      “Here we are,” Allison said. She turned and swept her arm at a closed door, ending the gesture by pointing at the sign on the wall beside the entrance.

      Claire stepped forward and read the sign: “Zombies Versus Comicon,” she said, then paused and read the second line haltingly as a question: “The stage play?” She turned to Vance, proud of her reading.

      Tabitha gasped and looked expectantly at Vance.

      Vance shrugged. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.

      “No,” Allison said with a sly smile, “you’ll be amazed.”
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        * * *

      

      Another sign on the door read No Admittance: Closed Rehearsal, and in all caps underneath, PHONES OFF! Allison gripped the handle, pulled the door open, and held it for Vance and his family. Ryan stood on the other side of the door with a hand up to block anyone else who might try to get inside.

      Still holding Claire’s hand, Vance stepped through the door. Allison and Ryan followed, closing the door behind them, and together with Tabitha, they took out their phones and worked at them, presumably either turning them off or silencing them. Reluctantly, after Tabitha gave him a look, Vance put his own phone on vibrate.

      Inside was a room not terribly unlike the many rooms holding panels at Comicon. The space was wide enough across for perhaps twenty or twenty-five chairs, and about twenty rows deep from the back of the room to the front. Like the regular Comicon panel rooms, the front of this room had a raised platform about two feet above the floor, but unlike ordinary rooms, which used this elevated space for tables and chairs for the panelists, the raised area at the front of this room had been turned into a stage.

      Five or six people of varying races and ages were on the stage by a mock elevator, and another pair of men stood aside from the platform, one giving directions to the actors on stage and the other watching the action and making notes on a clipboard. The activity was interesting, but it was the set pieces on the stage that drew Vance’s eye. He felt a chill as his eyes took in the scene, and he could feel his mouth hanging open. Against the back wall on the right side of the stage stood a metal frame with a pair of arrow buttons on the side and the word MEZZANINE in digital letters above. “That’s the elevator,” Vance said, to himself as much as anyone.

      “Yep,” Allison said. She pointed to the left side of the stage, where another backdrop was painted to look like an arch with a passage leading away. “And that’s the tunnel over there.”

      “The Basic Underground Transport Tunnel?” Ryan asked. “So that’s what it looks like?”

      Vance shook his head. “No, it’s much different in real life. Plus, this one looks blue,” he said, squinting at it. “I seem to recall the original was a brownish gray.”

      “Still, it’s pretty good,” Allison said. “And they have other backdrops for the hallways, the storage room, the stairway, the food court, and of course the lobby.”

      “Of course,” Vance said with a shudder. “You can’t forget the lobby.”

      The director finished his instruction to the actors on the stage, and as they walked back across the stage as though to reset the scene, the director turned to see who the new arrivals were.

      Vance recognized the man at once. He was in his mid-sixties, a bit rounded and paunchy and with jowls, but blue eyes that sparkled with life and energy. It was Nicholas Dane, one of the celebrities that had been in the elevator with them at last year’s Comicon, when the earthquake had trapped them on the mezzanine level with zombies.

      Nicholas looked in their direction, shading his eyes with his hand. “Hey, Allison,” he called, then, on seeing Vance, he added, “Vance? Tabitha!” He turned and hurried down the aisle to meet them, moving with surprising hustle and grace for a man of his age and weight. He reached them with his hand sticking out, and when Vance took it, he found Nicolas’s grip surprisingly firm, if a little fleshy. Nicholas flashed him a smile of teeth so white it made Vance self-conscious.

      They exchanged greetings, and Nicholas gave Tabitha and Claire a smile so big she looked as though she might faint. Vance gestured to the stage. “What is all this?” he asked.

      “This is the surprise I was telling you about,” Allison said, beaming.

      “We’re doing a play about our adventure last year,” Nicholas said.

      “That’s … incredible,” Vance said, feeling dazed. He looked around the stage again, then raised his eyebrows at Nicholas with a nod and a grin. “I can see it,” he said. “Are you basing it on the book that guy wrote?” Vance asked.

      “No,” Nicholas said, expression instantly sour. “That book was dumb.”

      “I thought it was pretty good,” Vance said.

      “I liked it,” Allison said.

      “I thought it was kind of lame,” Tabitha said, sheepishly lowering her head.

      Nicholas waved a hand. “I don’t need to base it on the book. I was there. I know what happened. What happened is a fact, and that guy doesn’t own the facts. He doesn’t own my life story.”

      “I kind of feel like he owns mine,” Vance said with a shrug.

      “Well, let him try to sue,” Nicholas said. “This play is ten times better than that book ever was, and more accurate to boot.”

      Allison looked at the stage with a frown. “Where’s Lidia?” she asked. “I thought she was here with you.”

      Nicholas groaned and shook his head. “You know us celebrities,” he said. “We aren’t good at schedules.”

      “Lidia’s in the play?” Vance asked.

      “No, she’s coaching the girl who’s playing her,” Nicholas said. “Playing a celebrity is the most challenging role an actor can have.” He gave Vance a serious look. “We’re just so …” He waved his hand in the air as though the words would not come to him. “… complicated and nuanced and … sophisticated.” He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Anyway, we’re waiting on her, Maranda MacIntyre, and one of the other actors.”

      “Maranda MacIntyre?” Allison asked. “I didn’t know she was going to be here.”

      “The actress playing you got sick,” Nicholas said with a smile. “Tristan begged me to let Maranda take her place.” He shrugged. “He thinks it might help them jump her web series onto television.”

      “Wow,” Allison said, a touch of what sounded like envy in her voice. “How’s that working out?”

      “Well, she just stepped into the role, and she’s not used to performing live,” Nicholas said, “so she keeps forgetting her lines, but …” He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll get there.”

      “Good for her,” Allison said. “And, just so you know,” she added, raising her eyebrows with a sly smile, “if she can’t do it⁠—”

      “Everyone has jitters on the first day,” Nicholas said. “She’ll be fine.”

      Allison’s smile faded.

      “Maybe I should go out and escort her in,” Ryan said, tipping his head at the entry door.

      Nicholas gave him a confused look.

      “The crowd’s pretty thick out there,” Ryan said, then added, “sir.”

      “Celebrities don’t go into crowds,” Nicholas said. “They’ll be coming in the service corridor.”

      The service corridors were a network of private passageways, stairs, and even elevators in the spaces behind most of the meeting rooms in the Convention Center buildings. The system provided discreet access for service personnel and also allowed celebrities and other VIPs to get into the panel rooms by the back doors, without them having to contend with the crowds in the main hallways.

      “Right,” Ryan said, blushing. “Of course.”

      “So,” Vance said to Nicholas, “was it hard to find someone to play me?”

      “It was, actually,” Nicholas said, giving him a smile. “You’re not very complicated, but dammit, you’re unique.”

      Vance, sensing that the comment had not quite been a compliment, frowned.

      “Have you seen Tristan?” Allison asked Nicholas. “I’m surprised he’s not here, especially if Maranda’s in the play.”

      “He planned to be here,” Nicholas said, “but he called a while ago and said he had to deal with a bunch of complaints about people having their clothes stolen, and he’d be up later.”

      “Clothes stolen?” Vance said. “Does that happen very often at Comi⁠—”

      Vance’s question was cut off by the sound of a scream of terror from the direction of the stage.

      And it might have been acting, but it sounded real.
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