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Prologue

November 1984

 


Luke Skywalker was just about to take a
tumble into Jabba the Hutt’s Rancor pit when Theo got kicked in the
balls.

“DORK!” Tommy Livingston screamed as his foot
made contact with Theo’s groin. Tears welled in Theo’s eyes and he
dropped to his knees, his hands immediately traveling downward to
his crotch. He bent his head and fell onto his side.

Tommy was the top dog in fourth grade—not
necessarily the most popular kid, and certainly nowhere near the
smartest, but definitely the most feared. The lame, the dorky and
the weak cowered in his presence—the mere whispered mention of his
name was enough to send Danny Mandernach, the sickly albino kid
whose mom walked him to school, into bawling hysterics.

Decades later, all who were tortured by Tommy
Livingston would be advised by their therapists that his bullying
tactics were little more than an unfortunate response to his
premature physical development—in other words, Tommy was shopping
in the big boys’ section at J.C. Penney well before his
contemporaries had left their Osh Kosh outfits behind. And running
into him working the counter at the local Wendy’s was some
consolation once they had overcome the psychic scars brought on by
his reign of terror.

But in 1984, the kid was just plain scary.
Theo felt the full brunt of his fearful power as Tommy stood over
his agonized form, grinning his half-toothless grin. Behind him, an
ogling crew of his top cronies in the playground Gestapo snickered
like cartoon vultures. One of them had planted his boot on top of
Theo’s copy of the Return of the Jedi novelization.

“You are a DORK,” Tommy screamed again
mercilessly. The cronies renewed their giggles.

“Way to state the obvious, Tommy,” Theo
muttered under his breath as he rolled in agony on the parking lot
pavement.

“What did you say, dork?” Tommy was in Theo’s
face now, leaning over him, all four feet of his hulking frame
towering over Theo’s inert form.

“Nothing,” Theo muttered, rolling away from
Tommy. Tommy stared for a moment, chuckled to himself, and then
stepped away. The Gestapo followed a few feet behind, their hands
fumbling over each other to eagerly slap Tommy’s ample back, each
occasionally pausing to gawk back at their lead henchman’s
handiwork.

Aside from the fact that he’d been kicked in
the groin—a stripe of blow so vicious that even Tommy Livingston’s
near-boundless cruelty could only summon the hate necessary to
deliver it on rare occasions—this particular day represented an
average one for Theodore Makrakis. He’d be minding his own business
in the corner during recess at St. Anne’s Elementary School in
Chicago’s south suburbs, perhaps reading a Choose Your Own
Adventure (he had them all) or studying his Star Trek
Compendium for episode details he may have missed. Occasionally
he’d glance up over his reading, watching not just for Tommy but
for any other classmate who might have singled him out on that
particular day for a pantsing or verbal taunting. When you were at
the bottom of the grade school food chain, everyone wanted their
shot, and everyone took it.

He’d be standing there, keeping his
eagle-eyed watch, and still Tommy would somehow manage to surprise
him—every single time. Then came the pain. If it wasn’t a sharp
knuckle punch on the upper arm, it was a kick to the shin. If it
wasn’t a kick to the shin, it was a punch in the gut. If it wasn’t
a punch in the gut, it was a knee to the crotch. It was as
ritualistic as the sacrifice of the rebels to the Sarlacc pit, and
no more enjoyable either. Sometimes he felt like he, too, was
learning a new definition of pain and suffering as he was slowly
digested over a thousand years.

Still, as his grandmother was so fond of
saying, it could be worse. Theo was never sure how, but he was
certain there was some way.

Theo crouched cautiously on one knee, eyes
saucer-wide, scanning the area for further threats. Fortunately, he
was alone again in his corner of the playground. He dusted off his
jeans and reached over for his novelization, only to find it
missing. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he groaned.
First, the daily Tommy assault; now a surprise book heist. It was
shaping up to be a super day.

“Hey,” a voice shouted from a few feet away.
Ron Davies, a kid he recognized from his math class, stood there
holding the novelization. He had it opened up to a particular
passage and kept glancing down at it, a stunned expression on his
face. Next to him, that chubby new kid Marty McAfee was balancing
carefully on his tippy-toes and reading over Ron’s shoulder.

“That’s mine,” Theo said, striding over to
the pair. This couldn’t be good. The other kids only talked to him
if they wanted the cheap, sadistic thrills of mocking him or the
answers to a pop quiz.

“Have you read this?” Ron asked as Marty kept
reading, every so often losing his balance and falling back onto
his heels.

“Yeah,” Theo replied. “Just give it back.
Please.”

“No, this part right here.” Ron pushed the
book into Theo’s face. “Obi-Wan doesn’t say this in the movie.”

Theo had read the Return of the Jedi
novelization sixty-seven times since he’d begged his mom to pick it
up in the checkout line at Venture last May. He would have squeezed
in twice as many readings, but his dad kept hiding it around the
house to prevent him from disappearing into it too often. Theo knew
the section of which Ron spoke especially well—in the passage
detailing Luke’s chat with his mentor Obi-Wan Kenobi on Dagobah
after Yoda’s death, Obi-Wan delivered a speech about hurling his
former pupil Anakin Skywalker into a pit of lava. Of course Obi-Wan
didn’t say that in the movie.

“Of course Obi-Wan didn’t say that in the
movie,” Theo said.

“Well, that’s weird,” Marty retorted,
standing normally again and pushing his sliding glasses back up his
nose with a sniffle. “Why not?”

“George Lucas just decided to change it or
something,” Ron said. “Maybe he changed his mind.”

“I don’t think George Lucas would change his
mind!”

Theo snorted with disgust at their
insinuation that George Lucas could ever be wrong about anything.
And with that snort, a glob of early winter snot flew from out his
nose and straight onto the open page of his book. The three boys
stared at the snot for a second, and then Ron stuck out his
hand.

“I’m Ron. This is Marty. And that was so
cool.”

 


 


 


August 23, 2001

(Thursday)

 


“Man, I told you,” Marty said, dropping the
Return of the Jedi novelization with disgust. “There is
still snot on this book.”

“No way!” Ron lunged over the poker table to
grab the novel. He flipped quickly toward the offending page, and
there it was—a tiny speck of green, 17-year-old booger. Beneath it,
Yoda’s moniker had been shortened by the aged projectile to simply
“Yo.” “It is still there! Take it away. It sickens me.” He grasped
the book delicately between his thumb and index finger, dangling it
with disgust an arm’s length from his body, treating it as though
it were a noxious biohazard.

“What can I say?” Theo replied, shuffling a
deck of cards. “It’s true vintage.”

“That’s a real classy collectible right
there, Ham,” Marty said. They’d stopped calling Theo by his real
name in fifth grade, when he’d confessed that of all the known
characters in the Star Wars universe, his favorite was
Hammerhead, a skinny brown creature in a blue tank top who had all
of five seconds of screen time in the films. Since this admission,
he was addressed as Ham, or Hammy, or occasionally Head.

The trio was gathered in the basement of
Ham’s mother’s home, where Ham still lived. It had been the site of
many a battle between the action figure forces of the Rebellion and
the Empire throughout their childhoods, as well as one memorable
sleepover where Marty unleashed a fart that, Ham claimed, made a
small section of wallpaper start to peel. It was also the annual
location of their Thursday night poker game before the
UnConvention, Schaumburg, Illinois’ largest yearly science fiction
convention, a game which was about to commence when Marty recalled
Ham’s snot outburst in second grade and made for the bookcase.

Though Marty and Ron had moved out of their
respective homes since graduating college—Marty to an apartment in
downtown Chicago, Ron to New York City—Ham had remained here, in
South Holland, in his mother’s house.

“The attic, not the basement,” he usually
said when pressed for details. “Only losers live in their parents’
basements.”

Occasionally he contemplated moving out, but
the setup was too sweet—an attic room to call his own and a
basement den to decorate however he liked, all for just $300 a
month. This left plenty of extra cash for action figures, comic
books and DVDs. Besides, his mom made all his meals and stuffed him
with enough home cooking to choke Jimmy Doohan. Not that it
showed—he still weighed about 140 dripping wet.

“Will you deal already?” Marty said to Ham,
who was staring idly at the ceiling, contemplating boogers and
bogarting the deck.

“Damn you! DAAAAAAMN YOOOOOOOOOU!” Ron began
screaming in his best Ricardo Montalban Khan impersonation. A lot
had changed since second grade for Ron—he’d filled out plenty and
earned occasional physical comparisons to a young Harrison Ford—but
he still knew every line of Star Trek II backwards and
forwards.

“Ah, it’s nice to have you back in town, mi
amigo,” Marty sighed. “The finest Ricardo Montalban impersonator in
America returns to the Midwest for one weekend only.”

“Good to be back, pal. Good to be back.” Ron
smirked and took a drag off his beer. In moments like these, he
regretted leaving town so quickly after college. There was nothing
quite like the fellowship of his best geek buddies.

“I see you so often online, it’s like you
never left,” Marty said. “That’s chapter twelve in the new book I’m
working on, How to Tell You’re A Pasty White Tech
Consultant: You see your best friends more often online than
you do in person.” He laughed with Ron at his own joke as he
brushed pretzel crumbs off the front of his Chewbacca T-shirt. His
slight beer gut tended to act as a shelf for any detritus that
happened to fall from his mouth.

“Alright, so is anybody cheating already?”
The basement door slammed against the wall with a boom and Toby
Gordon entered, the chains on his leather jacket jangling as he
walked. Having been purchased in 1977, his constantly flaking coat
always looked like it was in danger of falling in frayed pieces off
his middle-aged frame. Ditto his torn blue jeans, combat boots and
the remaining gray hairs clinging to his head. He dropped a
six-pack of Corona bottles off in the fridge and took the fourth
seat at the table, popping open his beer as he sat.

“No one’s cheating yet,” Ron said. “But the
night is young.”

“Nice to see you, Ronnie.” Toby offered his
free hand for a shake. “I haven’t seen you since…well, since last
year at about this time. You still shagging that same bird?”

“Is that all you care about? My sex
life?”

“No, that’s all you care about,” Toby
said.

“What, no hearty handshake for me?” Marty
said in his best mock-wounded tone.

“I see you far too often as it is,” Toby
replied. To the untrained ear, Toby would have sounded bombed
already, but the slurring was just his unmistakable Liverpool
accent. He’d been a British ex-patriot since the early eighties,
and somehow his accent seemed to grow thicker by the year. In his
own defiant kiss-off to colonial ears, he also managed to throw
more Brit-centric lingo into an average sentence than all the
limeys in Yorkshire could cough up in a week.

Toby owned and operated The Fortress, perhaps
the finest comic book and pop culture detritus shop in Chicagoland.
At least, that’s how he liked to think of it. He became acquainted
with Ron, Marty and Ham when they began appearing every afternoon
after school in his shop, and once they reached his idea of a
drinking age (sixteen) he found himself inviting them into the back
room for Friday night beers.

“It’s Ham’s deal?” Toby rolled his eyes and
groaned. “Christ on a bike.”

“What?” Ham immediately whined.

“You deal like a girl. Give me the bloody
cards.”

“Yeah, well, you talk like a bloody Beatle,”
Ham attempted to retort but failed miserably. The joke flopped hard
to the floor in a painful silence and languished briefly in their
collective memory before the conversation moved on. “Ante up, gang.
The game is five-card draw.”

“No Sabacc tonight, Ham?” Ron said.

“Screw off. Ante up.”

Each of the four tossed a trading card into
the ring—a Garbage Pail Kid for Ham, a Jedi card for Ron, an
Alf card for Marty and a Star Trek III card for Toby.
Ham lobbed playing cards around the table at each of them.

“While we’re on the subject of sex, I’ve been
meaning to ask you goons a question for months,” Ron said as he
picked up his cards. “Here’s the situation. You can have sexual
intercourse with any Star Trek character from any series or
film. Who do you choose?”

“Including the novels?” Ham asked. Toby
punched him hard on the arm.

“Fuck the novels! Who knows any of that
crap?”

“There are a few foxes in the Trek
novels,” Marty said, scanning over and rearranging his hand.

“Anyone can be hot in a book,” Toby said,
“but if you’re hot on the telly or in a film, you’re really hot.
You’re not the fictional hot of some slimy hack’s trembling
fingers. We can all see that Lieutenant Uhura is hot.”

“Even when she does that strip tease in
Star Trek V?” Ham asked.

“Except for that strip tease in Star Trek
V,” Toby said. He grimaced at the mere memory of a hefty
Nichelle Nichols, naked and shimmying suggestively behind two
feathers. “Damn near made me want to toss up my popcorn, that
did.”

“I’ll go first, and I’ll take two cards, por
favor,” Ron said. “I would choose Miss Nichols as Uhura. The
Original Series incarnation. Preferably dressed up in her Mirror
Universe uniform. Hot, hot, super hot. Ham, your turn.”

“This is a tricky conundrum,” Ham said in his
best Spock impersonation, discarding his own cards and taking three
from the pile. “Of course, the knee-jerk choice would have to be
Seven of Nine, but she’s so cold from all that Borg programming.
Has she ever known any love but bleeps and tweets? Could any
human’s touch penetrate her shield of quasi-robotic functions?”

“You copped that line from fan fiction,
didn’t you,” Marty said.

“And Deanna Troi, while certainly sensual,
has all that messy hair,” Ham continued, ignoring Marty. “It would
only get in the way. Thus, my choice is Beverly Crusher. A bit
older, yes, but still foxy. And her medical training gives her an
intimate knowledge of the human body, which would come in
oh-so-handy when she’s taken me back to her quarters and she’s
beaming me up, Scotty.”

“Right, then,” Toby interjected. “My turn. No
cards. I’m gonna pull out my own honey of a wild card and say
Lieutenant Ilia, from Star Trek: The Motion Picture.”

“Excellent call, old man,” Ron boomed.
“Persis Khambatta, sporting the Sinead O’Connor hairdo long before
it became fashionable. I cannot help but be touched. Marty, it’s
all yours. Some slim pickings left, but a few gems…”

“Captain Kirk,” Marty said. The table fell
into a stunned silence.

“You must be a poofter, then,” Toby said,
throwing two more trading cards into the pot. “A right square
queer.”

“Absolutely not. He has always been the most
sexual being in the galaxy. He scored poon in the Original Series,
he scored poon in the 1980s in Star Trek IV, and if he
hadn’t been castrated by a shitty script, he would have easily
scored some poon with Picard in Generations.”

“What you’re really saying is that you would
fuck a man,” Ron said.

“No, but I might fuck the man, and I
ain’t talkin’ Whitey,” Marty said. “I fold.”

“Sounds like you suck and swallow too,” Ham
said. “I’m out.”

“Hold on,” Ron idly tossed a few trading
cards onto the table to see Toby’s bet. “This does not compute. You
would actually have sexual intercourse with William Shatner?”

“There are a lot of details to be worked out,
sure,” Marty said. “The penis, for one thing. But in theory, I
think I would. Hell, it’s the least I can do for the man after all
he’s done for me.”

“If I catch you scamming with some bloke this
weekend at con, McAfee, I’ll rip your lungs out,” Toby said. He
spread his hand of cards out purposefully onto the table. “I’ve got
a full house.”

“Shit,” Ron said, laying his own cards down.
“Two pairs. The pot is yours, Mrs. Shatner.”

“Toby’s really good at cards, Marty,” Ham
said. “Would you fuck him too?”

“Just gimme the deck,” Marty said.

 


 


 


Day One

Friday, August 24, 2001

 



Chapter 1

 


For those who have ever been to a science
fiction convention, no explanation is necessary. Those who
regularly attend cons understand the unique vibe one encounters
when several hundred sci-fi fans gather in one place for three days
of inane chatter, outrageous spending, and casual sex—or
alternately, three days of no sunlight, little sleep, and full-on
submission to total geekdom.

For those who have never been, no explanation
will suffice. To those who are con virgins—or “mundanes,” as
non-fans are often known to con goers—attending a con might seem,
in many crucial ways, like stepping into another world. A quick
scan around the lobby of Schaumburg’s Hyatt Regency on the
UnConvention’s opening day would do nothing to relieve that
feeling. The real trick would be trying to figure out just which
world you’d wandered into by mistake.

On a bank of couches, a passable Doctor Who
(the fourth Doctor, by all appearances) chatted amiably with an
overweight woman in a full renaissance maiden costume, her long
hair braided and hanging down over her ample (and amply exposed)
breasts. Four guys in near-matching black T-shirts had staked out a
spot near the concierge desk and were engaging in a fierce session
of Magic: The Gathering on the lobby floor. In the expansive
atrium area, a small crowd had gathered to watch two Jedi engage in
an impromptu lightsaber battle.

Everyone had their own particular quirk to
flaunt, be it a costume, an allegiance to a particular subclass of
fans, or even just a tiny button with the catchphrase “My friend
went to the Hellmouth and all I got was this lousy pin” emblazoned
upon it. In other words, it was your typical con crowd, and there’s
no doubt that any mundanes stumbling upon the proceedings might
start searching for the first available shuttle back to Planet
Normal.

But for the UnCon community, banded together
for three days each year then scattered back into the harsh winds
of the “real world,” the Hyatt felt like home.

Ron, Marty and Ham had been attending UnCon
together every year without fail since they were just fourteen
years old. As you might expect, certain traditions had formed.
There was the poker game the night before UnCon at Ham’s place,
which set the tone for the weekend. There was the egg breakfast on
Sunday morning, which closed the weekend out with piles of greasy
goodness from the hotel’s buffet. And upon their arrival at the
registration table each year came the excruciating ordeal in which
the con staff somehow lost Ham’s weekend membership.

“Listen, I know I paid,” Ham pleaded,
reaching into the pocket of his black leather trenchcoat to ferret
out his receipt. Behind him, Marty turned away from the table and
pushed his Buddy Holly glasses up onto the bridge of his nose. He
began to scan the lobby of the Hyatt for friends, goofballs or cute
chicks.

“Check out Optimus Prime over there,” Marty
said, elbowing Ron and gesturing toward a hulking brute of a man in
a bright red cardboard robot suit. “I forget…what does he transform
into?”

“A forty-year-old Burger King manager with an
overbite and a foot fetish,” Ron replied. The homemade Autobot had
removed his helmet and was wiping rivulets of sweat from his brow.
He leaned against a table as he sucked down complimentary glass
after complimentary glass of water.

“Man, it’s like Cocoon at this thing,”
Marty said. “Come to con, and you won’t ever get old and you won’t
ever die. I’ve been seeing some of these goofs every year for over
a decade, and they just don’t change a bit.”

They continued scanning over the pageant
quickly unfolding before them. After the Optimus sighting, both
noticed a whiff of pathos intermingled with the stench of fierce
individuality.

“How’s the girlfriend?” Marty asked. “You
dodged the question pretty admirably last night.”

“Oh, Melissa’s fine, I guess,” Ron said
distractedly. His eyes kept roaming about the lobby. “She’s not
here, obviously. She’s got an exam on Monday so she’s studying all
weekend.”

“Grad school’s treating her well?”

“As well as can be expected, I guess.”

“I’ve always wondered—what does she think of
all this crap?”

“I don’t think she’d ever come to a con. I’ve
asked her before, and she is definitely not interested.”

“Doesn’t that bother you? I mean, she’s your
girlfriend. She doesn’t have to rush out and buy her own Catwoman
costume, but shouldn’t she want to share what you love, even just
once?”

“I can share it all by my lonesome, if you
get my meaning, and I know that you do,” Ron said as he ogled a
particularly adorable young con goer clad in a note-perfect
Princess Leia metal bikini replica. “You know how I like to
share.”

“You are a dog,” Marty said, turning a bright
shade of red. “Hey, Ham, get your badge this millennium, alright?
What’s your major malfunction?”

“It’s not my fault!” Ham wailed as he spun
around. “These fuckers…”

“This fucker has your pass right here,” a
female voice behind the table declared. Ham turned back to see
Monica Deloro dangling a laminated card between her thumb and index
finger.

“Sorry, Monica,” Ham mumbled sheepishly as he
pinned the badge to his shirt. “You’re not a fucker.”

“She certainly isn’t,” Marty said. Her
sizable mane of brown curly hair was pulled back into a ponytail,
though a few stray ringlets hung down over a snug black T-shirt
with Buttercup, her favorite Powerpuff Girl, on the front.

“Hey baby doll,” Ron oozed in her general
direction.

“Oh, stop it,” Monica said, rolling her eyes
as she dug through a box for Ron’s badge. Monica was one of many
con friends that Ron, Marty and Ham had cultivated, part of an
intricate network of relationships revolving around UnCon that
somehow sustained themselves through just a few days of contact
each year. If you asked Ron, Monica could easily be more than just
one of Marty’s “friends. Being intensely shy and slightly
uncomfortable when it came to women, Marty would deny, deny, deny.
But there was no denying her attractiveness. She was a cute girl
who knew her sci-fi, and so it should come as no surprise that
somewhere, deep down in parts of himself he didn’t know existed
yet, Marty was crushing on her in a major way.

“Boy, I’m glad I’m not volunteering, that’s
for sure,” Marty said. “It looks hard. Have you mastered the
alphabetical order thing yet?”

“You bastard.” Monica reached over the table
and smacked Marty on the arm, playfully but hard enough to leave a
mark. “Do I have to drink you under the table again, McAfee?”

“Listen, if you hadn’t spiked my Saurian
brandy last year, I would have won that contest, you cheat.”

“I didn’t cheat,” Monica retorted.

“Did too,” Marty said.

“Did not.”

“Did too.”

“Did not.”

“Hey, do me if you want, I’d just like a
badge,” a guy three people back shouted, to a chorus of
appreciative male snickering. The line had stretched all the way
back to the front doors of the hotel.

“Right then, fellas, step up,” Bill Ramiro
said. Seated next to Monica behind the table, Bill was this year’s
UnCon chairman. Every year it was a new luckless sap who got roped
into playing Fearless Leader, and every year, said luckless sap
would vow at the weekend’s end that he or she would never chair
UnCon again. But Bill had three days of constant badgering and
complaining to go before he reached the end of his rope. All he
knew now was that he had to keep the line moving, or else ten of
the con goers in that line would be calling for his head at
Sunday’s business meeting.

“Bill, you are a hardass,” Ron said. “How the
hell are you?”

“It’s an E.T.-eat-E.T. universe, and I’m
wearing Reese’s Pieces underwear,” Bill sighed.

“The joke needs work, buddy,” Ron said,
taking his badge from Monica. “But good to see ya anyway.”

“Hurry up! The dealers’ room is opening in
ten minutes!” Ham spun quickly away from the group and headed
toward the hotel’s main ballroom, where dozens of area comic book
shops and sci-fi bookstores would have their wares available for
sale. He stood at the end of the registration table shifting his
backpack awkwardly from arm to arm.

“Monica, do you…” Marty began.

“Here it is,” she said, cutting him off and
leaning over the table to pin the badge on Marty’s jacket. He
couldn’t help but scan down her blouse into her ample cleavage.
Glancing over at Ron, he caught him scanning too. Ron gave Marty a
big wink just before Monica raised her head and patted Marty’s
chest.

“You boys have fun,” she said, meeting
Marty’s eyes. The moment lingered a split-second longer than either
intended, and they both blushed slightly. “And don’t buy any Luke
Skywalker autographs. They’re all fake. He doesn’t exist.”

“Hey, it’s me,” Marty said with his best Han
Solo swagger, and stepped away with Ron. They jogged a bit to catch
up with Ham.

“You could hit that if you wanted,” Ron
whispered.

“I could hit you if I wanted,” Marty replied.
“Let’s go waste some money.”

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


“You are a complete wanker,” Toby scowled as
he scanned disgustedly over the back issues at Graham Boss’ booth
in the UnCon dealers’ room. “Every single one of these is stickered
at way over price guide value.”

“Leave it to Toby fucking Gordon to tell me
how to sell comic books,” Graham muttered under his breath.

“I heard that. I wouldn’t leave these
unattended if I were you. Somebody’s likely to piss on them in
protest.”

As a comic book shop owner himself, Toby had
a definite business interest in scoping out Graham’s setup. After
all, Graham’s shop was serious competition; Cryptkeeper’s had come
second to The Fortress for three years straight in the yearly UnCon
fan polls for Favorite Geek Shop, and the vote had grown a bit
closer every year. Graham’s table was situated along the back wall
of the UnCon dealers’ room, currently filled to bursting with
tables full of comic books, toys, cheap rubber replicas of medieval
weapons, chain mail underpants, and all other manner of geekly
wares. Of course, the threat from Graham’s shop didn’t mean Toby
was ready to spring the bucks for his own table at UnCon and spend
his weekend working instead of boozing with his buddies, but he
still felt the heat.

Toby had one other great reason to taunt and
badger Graham—he hated the guy’s guts. Graham had ruthlessly outbid
Toby on a near-mint copy of Amazing Fantasy #15, the first
appearance of Spider-Man, at an UnCon charity auction six years
ago. Since then, they had become more than just business
rivals—they were archenemies in the classic pop culture mold.
Graham was Doctor Doom to Toby’s Mister Fantastic, Lex Luthor to
his Superman, a notoriously unbathed Joker to Toby’s paunchy
Batman.

“You move many of these
Transmetropolitan graphic novels?” Toby asked
innocently.

“I do,” Graham said. “Why? You got some you
want me to take off your hands? Show you how it’s really done?”

“No,” Toby said, running his finger across
the top of the book and scraping off a thick layer of dust. He
shoved the dirty finger straight into Graham’s face. “But I don’t
know how you could be selling any of these if they’re so bloody
filthy. This one looks like it hasn’t budged since God was a boy.
You ought to ring up my good buddy Warren Ellis. He writes this,
you know. He’s signed all mine. They move like nothing.”

“Listen, do you have business here, or are
you just wasting valuable retail space?”

“I wouldn’t have business here if you cut my
dick off and tried to sell it back to me,” Toby said, wiping his
dirty finger on the sleeve of Graham’s moldy Doonesbury
T-shirt.

“These back issues are all way over book
value!” Ham screeched from a few feet away, his nasal voice cutting
through the crowd and reaching Toby’s ear.

“Right on, boyo,” Toby shouted with the
sudden fervor of an evangelical preacher. He delivered a spirited
high-five to Ham, who grinned like a trained monkey. The trio
scanned over Graham’s selection of older comics, their eyes
narrowing to angry slits. Ham, Marty and Ron hated Graham too, not
just because Toby did, though that would have been reason enough.
No, Graham had kicked all of them out of his shop far too many
times during their wayward geek youth for “too much browsin’, and
not enough buyin’.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11804
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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