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~ Chapter One ~

 Bex

I never expected to see one of my drawings in the
flesh, but Blue Lightning is standing at my door in full
three-dimensional living glory. She’s here, right in front of me
instead of inside her usual two-dimensional panels on my tablet. My
jaw hangs open, and garbled syllables spill out of my mouth. I was
already looking forward to today, but her appearance has caught me
off guard, and I step back to marvel at the accuracy of her
suit.

Boots. They’re white, without any
scuff marks on them, and shiny, reflecting the light in the front
hallway as she struts inside. Thick three-inch heels, so she
absolutely towers over me.

Bodysuit. Also white, it hugs her
lithe form, with a wide blue stripe running up each side and
sleeve. The lightning bolt plunging down the center of her chest is
made of blue mesh, revealing a hint of her femininity. She’s
beautiful, and I’m simultaneously awestruck by her figure and
envious of her confidence.

Gauntlets. Covering her hands and
forearms, they don’t seem as stiff as metal. A faint whiff of spray
paint tickles my nostrils, threatening to shatter the illusion. No,
I remind myself, they’re made of silver, the absolute best
conductor, so she can channel and shoot electricity.

Helmet with face shield. A barely
translucent blue visor blocks her face, there to hide her true
identity, though I know exactly who she is. Two bolt-shaped
antennae on the sides of her white helmet allow her to pick up
radio and other electromagnetic waves, useful for knowing when and
where someone’s in trouble. Can she sense the trouble I have trying
to process what she’s done? I know we’re both wearing costumes, but
hers overwhelms me.

The crystal. A blue gem of petrified
lightning, the source of her powers, sparkles in the center of the
white choker around her neck. I remind myself that this is a
costume, that the crystal isn’t real, but I lean closer and slide
my glasses down my nose to verify it’s what I think it is. An
identical one sits upstairs in a drawer in the nightstand beside my
bed; she bought them for us shortly after I first showed her the
character.

“Wow,” I utter breathlessly, unable to
produce any other words.

“Let’s see how this strikes you,” she says.
The catchphrase I gave her may have seemed funnier a few years ago,
but now, I roll my eyes at how corny it is.

Staring at her, I stutter, “Wh… when did
you? And how?”

Her straight black hair cascades past her
shoulders when she removes her helmet. Tucking it under her arm,
she gazes upward and off into the distance. She holds the heroic
pose for a few seconds until she giggles then shouts,
“Surprise!”

Umie glances down at me and smiles, and I
avoid eye contact. She’s six inches taller than me to begin with,
slimmer, and her complexion is flawless. I usually feel plain
beside her, but today she’s statuesque. Her costume is much more
specific than my generic dark green cloak, so I feel almost
invisible. “I can’t believe you did this,” I say before derailing
my train of thought so I don’t upset her. “I mean, you dressed up
as… her.”

“But you are surprised, right Bex?”
she asks, putting her hand on my shoulder.

Her sudden touch jolts me, almost as if she
really is Blue Lightning using her power to manipulate electricity.
Ever since her family moved across the street five years ago, Umie
Nakayama has been my best friend, and I have no doubt that her
gestures—both her touch and her choice of costume—are coming from
places of sincerity.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, the pitch of her
voice rising. “Oh, please don’t be upset with me. I know I could
have asked you first, but I thought this way would be more fun, and
I figured you’d like it, but I didn’t expect you to be this…
shocked.”

Shaking my head, I groan at the pun. I turn
to her, and my light brown bangs droop in front of my glasses,
obscuring my view. As I glance down, I see her pivoting on her heel
until she’s standing beside me and giving me a gentle bump in the
side with her hip.

“Don’t be mad, Bex.” She puts her arm around
me.

I’m not mad at her, just a little confused.
If one of us was going to dress as Blue Lightning, shouldn’t it
have been me? After all, she’s my creation. I don’t have Umie’s
figure or sewing skills or the means to purchase all the materials,
but if I did, I would never have thought of dressing that way for
the Convention. Nobody knows the character. I can count the
followers of my webcomic on one hand: Umie, her older brother
Kenji, my art teacher Ms. Gwynn, and my super-secret-private
account that I use when I want to be invisible online.

“It’s fine,” I say, tugging at the collar of
my cloak. “Seriously, you look fantastic. I… I didn’t expect to see
you like this, I guess.”

“I’ve been working on the costume almost all
summer, and it’s been really hard keeping it a secret.” Bunching up
her hair, she puts the helmet back on and raises the face shield,
talking all the way through. “I considered all the pros and cons.
Quick summary: number one con was hiding this from you, but number
one pro—which far outweighed the number one con—was surprising you
by doing something really special.”

I release a single chuckle. Umie and her
lists. It’s how she rates and compares cosmetics, shoes, movies,
boy bands, or whatever suits her fancy on her video channel. She’s
been doing weekly updates for almost two years and has quite a
following, thousands of times more subscribers than my measly
number. Even my private account follows her.

“Come on, selfie time!” Umie squeezes me
closer to her and holds her phone out in front of us.

Before she can snap the picture, I fling my
hood back over my head and stare at the floor. Umie looks at the
photo and frowns. “Aw, Bex, you can’t see it’s you.”

She shows me the image on her phone. A smile
stretches across her face, her bright white teeth practically
blinding. Meanwhile, my hood covers my eyes, my nose hides in the
shadow cast by the hood, and my mouth is scrunched as small as it
can be. I’m unidentifiable, exactly how I want it.

“Let me get at least one of you later,
please?” she asks, her brown eyes wide open. “To document our first
Con?”

“As long as you don’t post it. You know how
I feel about—”

“I know. Just for us to remember the day
together. I’m still gonna edit a video, whether you’re in it or
not.”

I crack a half-smile. “Wouldn’t expect
anything less from you.”

She stashes her phone in a pocket at her
right hip, the flap hidden by the stripe up her side. I’ve never
drawn Blue Lightning’s costume with pockets, so even though Umie’s
creation isn’t technically accurate, it’s far more practical. I
make a mental note; maybe I can incorporate them in a later
installment and have my character break the fourth wall with a quip
about super-suits lacking them.

“Rebekah,” calls my father from the living
room, and I cringe at hearing that full name. Umie notices my
reaction and tilts her head to the side, casting me an
all-too-knowing look. “Who’s here this early on a Saturday?”

“It’s Umie,” I reply.

“Hi, Mr. Daltry,” says Umie, waving her
fingers even though Dad’s not in view. “Picking Bex up for
the Con.”

I try to cover Umie’s mouth, but I’m too
late. I give her a sideways glare, and she shrugs, trying to look
all innocent. I know she’s trying to be helpful, but I’m not sure
how to talk to Dad.

“A word with you, please.” Shuddering at his
stern voice, I know he’s not angry because he rarely gets angry,
but I anticipate the lecture I’m going to get as I trudge into the
living room.

He sits in his favorite chair, the faded
upholstery torn in places like most of the furniture in the room.
It’s his usual breakfast ritual, watching some sports channel on
television to get all of last night’s baseball highlights and
predictions for tomorrow’s football games. September is his
favorite time of year because their seasons overlap. The plan was
to leave before he realized, but my reaction to Umie’s costume
delayed our departure.

Not looking at me, he crunches a spoonful of
cereal in his mouth. Some milk dribbles into his beard, and he
wipes it away with the sleeve of his grease-stained mechanic
coveralls. Sighing, he lets the spoon clank in his bowl, which he
sets on the end table. “I know how much you want to go, but it’s
too expensive.” He stands and squeezes my shoulder, guiding me into
an embrace before kissing the top of my head.

“We’re only going today,” I plead. “I’ve
been saving up, and I’ll take extra shifts—”

“College applications cost money. That’s why
you’ve been working all summer, in case financial aid doesn’t…”

He keeps talking, but I tune him out. I’ve
heard it all before. I know things are tight, and he’s been raising
me the best he can since my mother abandoned us when I was four
years old. Shouldn’t I be able to spend my hard-earned money how I
want, to do some things I want to do? But I’m grateful that I have
a parent who loves me and looks out for me the way he does, even if
he calls me by that name.

“I know, but I figured it all out.” I step
out of our hug and look up at him pleadingly. “One day, no
exclusive panels or any high-priced autographs or photos with any
celebrities, I promise. I can view them from afar, happy that I’m
in the same building as them.”

He scratches his neck while he mulls it
over. “You’ve done the math?”

I nod. “Extra eight-hour shift the past few
weekends, and I made enough.” I work in an art supplies store, so
hanging out there wasn’t a big deal. It’s kinda like my secret
lair.

Cocking an eyebrow, he takes his wallet from
his pocket. “Get yourself at least one photo.” He hands me a twenty
dollar bill, and I try to push it away, but his large rough hands
force it into mine.

I sniffle and blink, trying to stifle any
tears, but a single droplet of milk clinging to a clump of graying
hair on his face makes me giggle. “Dad, you, um…” I point up at it.
“You missed a spot.”

He turns away to wipe it and picks up his
bowl before guiding me back into the front hallway. Umie is focused
on her phone, set to selfie mode while she purses her lips. She
notices us and stuffs the phone and lipstick tube in her left
pocket. One on each side, duly noted. “Good morning, Mr. Daltry,”
she says with a slight bow. “I promise I’ll take good care of Bex
today.”

“Thanks, but I know Rebekah can take care of
herself. I like to think I raised her well.” I squirm a little, and
Dad tousles my hair, but I don’t care if he messes it up because it
wasn’t particularly styled to begin with. Then he studies Umie and
fidgets with his beard. “Neat costume, but who is it?”

Umie glances at me and smirks. “Blue
Lightning,” she replies, grinning at me as she stands, feet
slightly farther apart, back straight, and arms bent with her fists
at her hips. “One of the coolest heroes ever. I can’t believe that
Bex hasn’t mentioned her before.”

I spring into action, inserting myself
between my father and Umie, though with her boots and already
taller stature, she can see him over my head. “There’s no time for
that now. Dad’s got to get off to work, and we need to leave now if
we wanna make it to Portland in time.” I simultaneously back into
Umie and gently nudge Dad toward the kitchen.

As if on cue, a car horn honks outside, and
Umie says, “That’s my mother. Have a great day, Mr. Daltry.”

“Same to both of you.” Dad bends down and
kisses me on the forehead, no milk droplets left in his beard.
“Don’t be home too late tonight.”

Umie grabs my hand and swings me toward the
front door, and a cool breeze blows past us when she opens it. “Why
haven’t you told him about your comic?” she asks.

I could compile my own pros and cons list to
answer her question, and it would consist of mostly cons. Because
my comic’s not that good. Because he’ll think it’s not serious art,
at least not serious enough to convince him I should go to art
school. Because I only have three non-me followers. “Secret
identities, all that stuff.” I shrug. “It’s a need-to-know basis,
and he doesn’t need to know yet.”

She gives me a skeptical look, her thin
eyebrows crossed without creasing her smooth forehead. “Same reason
you haven’t talked to him about—?”

I don’t want to answer, so I jog ahead of
Umie toward her mother’s car parked at the curb.

“Okay, forget that I asked.” Umie’s boots
clomp on the pavement as she follows me. “But at least tell me who
you are. I mean, your costume. You know who I’m dressed as.”

I hold open my cloak to reveal what’s
underneath. The ticket to the Con was expensive enough that I
couldn’t budget any spare cash for anything elaborate like she
could. I bought the green pants and almost-matching vest at a
thrift shop, and I already owned the cloak, brown fuzzy slippers,
and black suspenders with skulls on them. “Couldn’t decide between
a hobbit and the Grim Reaper, so voilà!”

“Cool mash-up.” She gives a thumbs-up and
opens the back passenger door for me. “Could definitely be a
conversation piece while standing in lines.”

As I climb into the back seat, I release a
soft groan. Between my arbitrary and shabby combo and her well-made
design of a barely existent character, no one at the Con is going
to know who we are.

Perhaps it’s better this way.

 



~ Chapter Two ~

 Umie

“Good morning, Bexie,” says my mother as Bex crawls
into the back seat.

“Hi, Mrs. Nakayama.” They stop to engage
with my mother, so I have to keep standing outside the Volvo and
wait for them to finish. “Thank you for driving us to the Con
today.”

“No problem. Three weeks with a driver’s
license isn’t enough experience for Umie to drive there on her
own.”

She didn’t need to mention why I’m not
driving, and she definitely doesn’t have to say anything else,
particularly that I failed my driving test the first time and had
to wait a couple months to retake it. Bex already knows that, they
don’t need to be reminded, and I don’t need the reminder either. I
get it. I screwed up. Pros and cons of getting your license? Pros:
hanging out with friends in different and farther-away places,
general independence when shopping for clothes and stuff, and it’s
just really cool to sit behind the wheel. Cons: filling the gas
tank on my own because I’m still not completely sure how to do it,
having to pay for that gas, and parallel parking. I mean,
seriously, when am I ever gonna do that? Since that was why I
failed the first time, both of my parents gave me individual crash
courses on how to do it so I wouldn’t fail again.

And there should never be any driving
instruction called a crash course.

Finally, Bex scoots over to the seat behind
my mother, but before I can get inside, I hear the front passenger
window rolling down, and my mother calls, “Spin around, Umie.”

I gulp and turn toward her. She’s twisted at
the waist and leaning over the gear shift, one hand on the
passenger seat keeping herself steady while she glares up at
me.

“Step back so I can see what you’re
wearing,” she says, and her authoritative assistant-principal voice
sends shivers down my spine.

I obey. Nothing good can come out of doing
anything else. I consider proactively rotating like a runway model
to give her the full view, which I sometimes do when showing off a
new hairstyle or outfit in my videos, but since I don’t know how
much she knows about my channel, I don’t want to give her any fuel
for the fire she’s about to unleash on me. Squinting while I hold
my breath, I await her assessment with dread. Maybe if I lower the
face shield on my helmet, she’ll forget she’s looking at me.

“It looks too tight,” she says. My shoulder
muscles relax a little because there are far worse things she could
complain about. Then she furrows her brow and points her finger
directly at my chest. “Are you sure you want to show that much
skin?”

I glance down at my costume, particularly at
the mesh lightning bolt zigzagging between my breasts. It’s only
two inches wide and maybe nine inches long, and it’s the only skin
visible, but my mother wags her finger like it’s shameful. I’ve
worn short skirts and shown bare arms and shoulders at school, and
there are so many other costumes I could have worn that would have
revealed much more. This is part of the reason I dressed up as Blue
Lightning in the first place—well, doing it to surprise Bex is the
primary reason—but I purposely avoided some of the more
oversexualized characters because I knew my mother would be driving
us. And that’s why I immediately went over to get Bex so my mother
wouldn’t see me dressed this way until the last possible moment.
There’s no way she can expect me to change now, right? She’s got to
understand that cosplay is part of the fun of the event.

And it’s not like my B-cups are going to
attract attention. They’re not spilling out of the costume, and the
lightning bolt only gives a glimpse of their inside curves and the
narrow space between them. Barely a glimpse. The bolt shape isn’t a
full open peek-a-boo; it’s mesh, so someone would have to be
obviously staring to see too much.

Now if my father wasn’t working today and
was driving us to the Con instead, this interaction wouldn’t be
happening. Either he wouldn’t notice or he’d pretend not to and
tell my mother later for her to deal with it. Though I look
fabulous like this, he wouldn’t compliment me because he’d be too
embarrassed—no, too uncomfortable—to mention it because I think he
still sees me as a little girl instead of an almost-adult woman.
But he’s too busy supervising surgeries at the hospital. I guess my
father’s kinda like a superhero too.

“People are gonna be wearing much less than
this there,” I say as I climb into the backseat and buckle up,
hoping that doing so means it’s too late to change. “Ask Bex.”

My eyebrows rising halfway up my forehead, I
turn to Bex and clasp my hands together, hoping they’ll understand
my silent plea to back me up. But Bex’s eyes bulge, almost to the
point of cracking the lenses of their eyeglasses, because I’ve
caught them off guard.

“Mrs. Nakayama, um…” starts Bex as I keep
watch on my mother’s reaction in case it changes from the scowl
she’s giving me. She adores Bex, calling them a calming influence
on me. “Well, technically, Umie’s right. Her costume is comparably
tame. There are likely going to be several scantily clad women
there, like Princess Leia in her metal bikini. Or even some wearing
nothing more than lots of body paint. After all, characters like
She-Hulk and Gamora have green skin, Starfire is orange, and…” Bex
provides more examples than I want my mother to have, so I slash my
hand across my throat to stop them. “And guys might be
shirtless—”

“You see?” I say, mainly because now my
mother has too much information and has turned away from me as she
steers the car toward our driveway across the street. “It’s all for
fun.”

But she’s actually pulling away from the
curb. As the car picks up speed, I breathe a sigh of relief as it
appears like she’s going to take us to the Con. Unless she’s going
to stop somewhere along the way to get me an alternate costume,
which I don’t want to wear because I want to be Blue Lightning
today.

“I don’t know what kind of event you’re
going to, and I’m not sure if I approve,” she says while keeping
her focus on the road ahead. “But I’m assuming the two of you have
already paid for tickets?”

“Yes,” I answer, while Bex mutters,
“Yeah.”

“And Bexie, you want to go to this
place?”

I turn to Bex and nod, encouraging them to
answer. “More than anything, Mrs. Nakayama. I worked extra shifts
to afford just today, not the full weekend.” Bex turns to me and
grins, their eyes following the contours of my costume. “And it’s
kinda my fault Umie is dressed like this. I created this character
for my webcomic, and Umie wanted to surprise me.”

My jaw drops, my bottom lip quivering like
jelly. While Bex doesn’t have the courage to show their drawings to
their father, they openly admitted the truth to my mother to
protect me. It’s one of the most selfless acts anyone has ever done
for me, and I love how Bex looks out for me, so I reach for their
hand and squeeze it to thank them.

My mother doesn’t respond, and an awkward
silence hangs in the car. She makes a few turns until we’re on the
101 and heading out of Seaside. The drive to Portland takes almost
ninety minutes, and as Bex’s hand lingers in mine and we get
farther away from home, I think everything’s going to be
alright.

“Your brother would never go to an event
where people dressed like that,” my mother finally says, and now
everything is not going to be alright.

My body tenses, and this time it’s Bex
holding my hand in an attempt to calm me down. I don’t like it when
my mother compares me to Kenji. I’m not him, I’m never going to be
like him, nor do I want to be exactly like him, and I can list all
the ways we’re not alike. One: he’s smart, and though I do well
enough in my classes—most of them, anyway—I’m never going to be
valedictorian like he was. Two: he’s athletic, a track-and-field
legend in our school, holding the boys’ record for the 100-meter
and 200-meter runs, along with the 110-meter hurdles, and I see no
reason to run that fast, especially in the pretty shoes I like to
wear. Three: he’s attractive—yes, I know I’m his sister and I’m not
supposed to think of him that way, and believe me, I don’t, but
I’ve seen the way girls have looked at him and acted around him.
Even though I receive lots of compliments for my looks on my video
channel—most of them sweet but some kinda lewd and disgusting—I put
a lot of work into making sure my hair and makeup are perfect,
while Kenji’s appearance is effortless.

I love my brother—he’s one of the nicest,
humblest guys around—and he always supports me like a great big
brother should. He’s in his third year at UCLA studying to be a
surgeon like my father, and though it was harder when he first
left, I still miss him and wish he was here standing up for me at
times like this. At least I have Bex, who’s known for a while that
this is a button my mother often presses.

“Lots of different people go to events like
this,” says Bex. “Some are there to meet their favorite movie or TV
star, or just to listen to them tell stories about being an actor.
Not everyone goes in costume, but dressing up is a way to honor
your favorite character.”

I see my mother’s eyes in the rearview
mirror—she’s glancing at me—but I can’t see her mouth to tell if
she’s smiling at Bex’s words or frowning at me. “That’s nice of
you, Umie, to dress up for Bex,” she says, and as I relax my
nerves, my hand slips out of Bex’s grip. “But it doesn’t change my
opinion if people there will be dressed inappropriately.”

Shaking my head, I turn to the window and
watch the blur of lush green trees on the side of the highway as we
whiz by. My mother’s not going to understand, so it’s probably best
not trying to convince her otherwise. This is who she is.

When we eventually reach Portland, the two
glass and metal spires rising from the otherwise flat roof of the
convention center are visible from the highway, and Bex bounces in
their seat with their face practically glued to the window. I’m
excited for Bex, especially knowing how much they saved up to come
here. As my mother starts lecturing us about not leaving the
building and wandering into the city, despite the number of
promises we make, I wish we could have driven here on our own.

My mother pulls off the highway and to the
convention center—a large building, mostly made of plain
concrete—and there’s a line that snakes from the main entrance
around the side of the building, and my mother drives us as close
to the end as possible so we won’t have to walk far. I don’t know
if she’s being more courteous or cautious, and she complains under
her breath about some of the costumes that glorify sex and
violence.

Bex rattles off all the comic book,
television, and movie characters they see, their pop-culture
knowledge more advanced than mine. Yeah, I recognize some of the
most well-known ones from Star Wars and Disney, but there are so
many I don’t know. I thought I did a great job bringing Blue
Lightning to life, and I feel empowered dressed this way, but some
of these people are experts. There’s an Amazon warrior character,
and her breastplate—which I’m guessing is made of foam rubber—is
sculpted, appliquéd, and painted in such detail and sophistication
that I can’t keep my eyes off her. Other people, especially guys,
are equally transfixed, but she glowers at everyone, her towering
presence ready to fend them all off with her battle axe. How can I
seek out this goddess later to pick her brain without fangirling
too much?

When my mother parks the car at the drop-off
zone, she puts her arm on the passenger seat and turns to us. “I
don’t trust the look of a lot of these people,” she says, “so you
two must stay together and look out for each other.” We promise,
and that seems to satisfy her… for a moment. Bex gets out their
door, but before I can open mine, my mother grabs my arm. “And
Umie, no talking to strange boys.”

Not interested in that, but I say, “Yes,
Mom.” My tone is as obedient as I can fake.

I hide my silent seething as I get out of
the car and make my way to the back of the line with Bex. Does my
mother think I’m gonna hook up with some random guy here in
Portland, over an hour away from home? I’m sure there are some nice
people here, but the stereotypical male comic book nerd lives in
his parents’ basement and doesn’t shower often. Not my type. And
yeah, Bex is comic-book dorky too, but that’s one of their most
endearing qualities, and I’d rather stick with them than run off
with anyone else.

We’re behind a pair of large guys, older
than us but younger than my parents, wearing assortments of badly
painted cardboard boxes attached together all over their bodies and
over their heads. Bex tells me they’re trying to be Transformers,
and I don’t remember the specific names, so I just smile and
nod.

“Hey, we’re wearing the same color cloak,”
says a voice behind us.

Bex and I turn to see a boy, about our age,
dressed in a green cloak with some kind of wizarding insignia on
it, and he’s got light blond swoopy hair almost like that nasty
stuck-up kid—what’s his name again? Though he addresses Bex, his
gaze immediately fixates on other parts of me than the scowl on my
face. He’s short to begin with, the top of his head no higher than
my chin, and I hope the additional three-inch advantage my boots
give me intimidates him enough when I clear my throat and say, “Up
here, buddy.”

“You’re totally rockin’ that costume,” he
says, his glance sinking back downward to my chest.

“Thanks?” I turn away because I don’t want
to see his mouth open and his tongue slobbering like a dog.

“So what anime are you from?” he asks. “Or
is it a manga?”

I’m sure there are people here dressed as
anime or manga characters, not that I know many of them, but is he
assuming that I’m one of them because I’m Japanese? Or is he trying
to make lame small talk with me while he can’t hide his drooling? I
shudder, suddenly feeling all gross, and I know that I’m stuck in
this uncomfortable situation at least until we get into the
convention center, but this is the slowest. Moving. Line. Ever.

When I get home tonight, I know the focus of
my next video is going to be on all the annoying and awesome things
about going to an event like this. Cons: Waiting in long slow
lines, having to get a ride here instead of driving on my own,
creepy little guys hitting on me because my clothes are tight and
showing a hint of cleavage, and my mother apparently being right
about that. Pros: Lots of awesome costumes, even the
not-so-well-made ones are still fun to look at, celebrities whether
or not I know what they’re from, and getting to spend the day with
Bex.

 



~ Chapter Three ~

 Bex

While the doofus behind us keeps grilling Umie with
questions, she squirms like a colony of ants is crawling around
inside her costume. I don’t like seeing her this way, so I suck in
a deep breath and tap him on the shoulder.

He doesn’t react. He’s too focused on Umie,
completely and sickeningly enamored of her.

I clear my throat and shout, “She’s dressed
as Blue Lightning.”

“Blue Lightning?” The boy furrows his brow,
but he keeps his eyes on Umie. “Never heard of that.”

Of course he hasn’t. No one’s heard of her
because my follower count is so miniscule. I regret mentioning the
character’s name because nothing good can come out of it if this
jerk decides to look for it on the internet. But will my webcomic
come up in search results if practically no one goes to the site
anyway?

“She’s a superhero.” I keep talking for no
other reason than to redirect his attention away from Umie. Though
she maintains a grimace on her face to show him no interest
whatsoever, she gives me a quick wink, her way of thanking me for
keeping him occupied, before she puts on her helmet and lowers the
face shield.

“Marvel or DC?” he asks.

“OC,” I reply, and Umie turns to me
quizzically. I realize I’m speaking in a code she doesn’t
understand, so I translate. “Original character.”

“Cool. Tell us about her,” says the red
cardboard Transformer in front of us. They’ve both turned around,
and apparently right now I have an audience that’s equal to the
number of unique followers of my webcomic. We intermittently take a
few steps closer to the entrance, but the line is moving so slowly
that I guess they want some way to pass the time.

In a deep voice, the yellow Transformer
asks, “What are her powers?”

I slowly start spinning, or maybe it’s the
world doing that. Umie and the others surround me. Wait, it’s more
than the three of them now that the little weasel’s friends are
paying attention. Too many people, and I regulate my breathing the
best I can. I didn’t come to the Con today to inflate my fan base;
I came for a panel of comic book artists, hoping I could show my
drawings to one of them and get some professional feedback. I don’t
want or need that from these total strangers, especially the
buffoon hitting on Umie and not realizing he’s failing.

“She can shock people,” says Umie, thrusting
her gauntlet-covered hands forward like the character does in the
comic. “And… um, she can mess around with electrical stuff.”

“Electrical field manipulation,” explains
the deeper voiced Transformer to his friend, who instantly
comments, “Totally bitchin’.”

“She’s fast, like lightning speed.” Umie
jogs in place, relishing her moment to play the role. Though she
records her videos alone from her bedroom and not in front of a
live audience, she’s much more accustomed to performing than I am.
“And she can fly, right Bex?”

“It makes sense,” I say with a shrug.
“Lightning streaks across the sky, so why can’t she?”

“Totally on point,” says the deep-voiced
Transformer guy, dislodging the yellow cardboard box over his
sweat-drenched head as he nods. “Probably breaks the sound barrier
with a boom like thunder.”

Umie raises her face shield and smiles at me
while she fiddles with the blue gem on her choker. “Tell them how
she got her powers.”

“It’s all about the crystal.” I stare at the
ground as I speak. The topic’s a safe one, and the explanation’s
easy, but I don’t want to see everyone’s eyes on me. “She was on
the beach during a storm when there was a flash, and she found a
piece of petrified lightning. She touched it while it was still
forming, and she was infused with its powers.”

“Cool origin story,” says the red
Transformer as the line inches forward.

“Hey, Blue Lightning, what’s your true
identity?” The blond kid sidles up to Umie and extends his arm like
he’s about to put it around her. “Mine’s Chad.”

“None of your business.” Umie marches ahead
of me and stops between the Transformers. Together, the three of
them are formidable and could likely pummel Chad. Umie clenches her
gauntlets into fists like she might do so any minute.

The line starts moving a little faster as it
turns the corner of the convention center. “Is there a place we can
read your comic?” asks the yellow Transformer.

Oh no. I can’t let them know. Once I start
having followers outside of my little protective bubble, it could
cause a chain reaction. And then I might receive comments
complaining about the incomplete story line. I’ve only posted
fifteen pages on the website, which I haven’t updated in almost two
months. Since virtually no one reads the story, what compelling
reason do I have to post regularly? On my tablet are dozens and
dozens more pages featuring different villains and nemeses, gradual
development of her powers, and clues to her true identity. I
haven’t shown Umie any of that because the storyline gets personal
in places, some things I’m not quite ready to share with anyone,
let alone random people online.

But Umie’s gauntlets are off, and she’s
already brandishing her phone to show them the site. She reads the
URL to them, and one of the Transformers writes it on the cardboard
around his friend’s arm. I panic, realizing that anyone they
encounter will be able to see it, like they’re a walking
advertisement. Even Chad is typing it into his phone, and he’s one
of the last people on the planet I want having access to it, but
what can I do? If I speak up to stop them, I’ll look ungrateful or
disingenuous. What kind of artist, after talking about their work,
shuns people from viewing it?

“The drawings are pretty good,” says Chad,
“but your friend Blue Lightning is hotter.”

Grunting, I turn to him and shout, “Enough
with the lame pick-up lines. She’s not interested in you!”

He sulks, the little bit of color from his
already pale face dripping away. His friends start laughing at him,
and he turns around and walks between them, bumping one of their
shoulders as he passes and disappears around the corner. I usually
don’t have angry Hulk-like outbursts like that, but it’s nice to
know they’re there when I need them.

“Thanks, Bex.” I feel Umie’s hand on my
shoulder, and we wait until the line moves forward again. “If he
ends up leaving nasty comments on your site, I’ll feel
terrible.”

“It’s not your fault he’s a tool,” I assure
her. Chad can trash my probably-not-that-good webcomic all he
wants. It’s not like all three of my real fans will change their
positive but admittedly biased opinions.

When we’re finally inside the convention
center and I’m about as over the Chad incident as I can be, my
breaths become quick and shallow. The main exhibitor hall is
massive, and though the high walls are nondescript, the room is an
explosion of color. The shockwave of energy from the dizzying
scattered movements of hundreds of costumed people pulsates against
me. Too many people, and I don’t know where to go or what to
do.

My fuzzy slippers grow heavy, almost like
they’re taking root in the floor, until Umie grabs my hand and
yanks me toward one end of the hall. “This way!” she says, her face
shield lifted and her eyes open wide.

I have no idea where we’re going. We were
handed a map when we entered the space, but the alphabetized
listing of who and what’s at each booth is printed so small, I can
barely read it with my glasses on. Once I deduce Umie is
approaching the journey methodically by starting on one end and
proceeding up and down the aisles, I relax a little. I’m safe
beside her and comforted whenever she squeezes my hand.

We pass booths of vendors selling comic
books and graphic novels, production photos and animation cels from
movies, action figures still pristine in their original packaging,
and all sorts of other merchandise. Most of it is too pricey for my
budget, but that’s alright. Window shopping is free, and I can
still flip through pages and hold boxes in my hand. Anything to
keep me calm and busy until the panel at two o’clock.

Umie stops at a series of booths selling
cosplay makeup and accessories. She holds a pair of pointed latex
ears against the sides of her head. “Look at these!” she squeals.
“You should get them, Bex. They’ll take your elf costume to the
next level.”

“Hobbit,” I correct her, but I smirk anyway.
I’m not bothered that she doesn’t know the difference, nor am I
envious that she buys fifty dollars of glitter eyeliner and blush.
And a couple pairs of long, thick false eyelashes she could
probably buy cheaper at a local drugstore but will look stunning on
her anyway.

The aisles get wider as we approach
celebrity booths, most of which have long lines of people crowded
together. “Is that the guy from…?” Umie asks, pointing at someone
while being distracted by someone else across the way. “And she’s
in that movie… with that other lady… who was in that other
movie.”

I can’t help but chuckle to myself at her
genuine inability to name anyone or what they’ve appeared in. She
suggests waiting in line for a photo with one of them, but the
cheapest is a hundred bucks. The crinkled twenty dollar bill from
Dad might not cover lunch, and I don’t expect Umie to cover the
majority of the cost.

Besides, I’m content getting my picture
taken in front of the full-sized TARDIS replica that seems to
materialize as we turn the corner. Maybe I can take it a couple
hours into the future instead of having to wait around all these
people. There’s so much to see, and I’m trying to take it all in,
but why is time dragging?

We finally sit for overpriced chicken
tenders which I barely eat. Even dipped in sweet and sour sauce,
they’re too dry, and my stomach is too much in knots to digest
anything. Under an hour left. I’m sure the panel will be
interesting, but what will I do if I get a chance to show my work
to one of them? What if they don’t like any of it? The likelihood
of me getting that chance is small, so why am I stressing about
it?

Meanwhile, Umie sits nonchalantly with her
legs crossed and studies herself on her phone. “Do you think Blue
Lightning would wear sparkly blue eye makeup, maybe streaking back
like this?” She traces a finger from the corner of her eye across
her temple to the top of her ear.

“Uh…” I’m not into the whole makeup thing,
except for nail polish, either black or dark green. Since I’m the
character’s creator, it’s fair that Umie would expect me to know
these details, but I’ve never drawn her with her face shield open
all the way; I’ve only revealed her mouth and the tip of her nose.
Her secret identity is a major plot point, still unknown to the
readers and the other characters in the comic, but I know it.
“Yeah… it’s likely she does.”

“Not enough time before your panel starts,”
says Umie. She flashes me a smile while reaching for a handful of
fries.

The alarm on my phone chimes, and we make
our way to the event hall where the panel is, but my legs barely
cooperate, like they’ve turned to useless blobs. Then we’re
suddenly pushed forward by the throng of people, caught in a
riptide of cheering and squealing fans squeezing through the
doorway. Everyone’s taller than me, and I’m drowning among them
until Umie swings an arm around me and holds me close to her, my
personal life preserver.

I’m gasping for air when we get to our
seats, about two-thirds of the way back. Though I’d like to be
closer, once I wipe the condensation off my glasses, I can see the
risers up front well enough.

“So what are they gonna do?” asks Umie as
two men and one woman take the stage, each of them sitting in front
of an easel.

I shrug and shush her as the moderator
speaks into the microphone, introducing the three artist panelists.
With Umie’s question echoing in my head, I can’t focus on their
names; I just remember they’re locally based. “Let’s watch and
see,” I whisper.

First, they announce their credits, and
they’ve all freelanced as well as drawn for big publishers. Then
the moderator issues them a challenge to draw a character and
starts soliciting specific details from the audience, almost like
it’s suddenly become an improv show.

Raising my hand slightly higher than my ear,
I have a good suggestion, but I’m afraid I’ll get all tongue-tied
if I’m called on. Umie is stretching and waving her arm around, but
neither of us are selected. The character that the crowd
collectively creates is a warrior centauress whose weapon of choice
is a crossbow.

Then they’re off and drawing, starting with
black markers. I could never begin so permanently on paper. I’d
have to sketch in pencil first, and I’d erase lines several times
before feeling confident enough to trace over the drawing in ink.
Now that I use a tablet, I regularly start and restart drawings
before I consider them okay, let alone presentable.

Their styles and processes are drastically
different. The stocky man on the left starts with the character’s
shoulders and voluptuous bust, which elicits whistles and catcalls
from the crowd, and then proceeds to barely cover her top human
half. The teal-haired woman in the middle starts with the
character’s head, long dark flowing hair almost hiding two small
deer-like antlers, with a fierce look on the face. But the bearded
man on the right works from the hooves up, posing the character
standing on their hind legs while aiming their crossbow.

The moderator asks the panelists questions
while they work, and their answers are insightful and sometimes
funny, but I only hear parts of the discussion. I’m too mesmerized
by the artist on the right, as his image looks the most realistic.
As realistic as a half-human, half-horse creature can be. He’s also
clothed her the most sensibly, with actual battle armor, including
metal shoulder plates.

By the loudest applause, the audience votes
his character the best, and he takes a flamboyant bow. For the
final ten minutes of the session, the panel starts taking questions
from the floor. I want to avoid the crowd getting out, so I stand
and take Umie’s hand to sneak out early. “Parker Dobbs, the guy on
the right,” I say over my shoulder to her. “Can you please check
the map to see if he has a booth?”

Umie can read the small print better than I
can, and she quickly confirms his location is on the other side of
the convention center. When we arrive, just as the panel should be
letting out, there are two other people working the booth, along
with an empty seat. They politely ask us if we need help, but all I
can do is mumble, “Parker?”

He arrives moments later brandishing his
illustration from the panel. “Guess who got best in show?” he says,
pointing at a blue first-place ribbon drawn in the upper right
corner of the paper.

His colleagues applaud him as he hangs up
his work. Then he sits down, sips from a bottle of water, and looks
up at me. “So, what can I do for you?” he asks with a toothy smile
that breaks apart his scraggly reddish-orange facial hair.

“I… I really like your work,” I mutter,
barely able to make eye contact. “Your centauress is amazing. Her
pose is so strong and heroic.”

“I’m glad that came across. Thanks.”

My knees start shaking as I take some sheets
of paper from the inside pocket of my cloak. “Mr. Dobbs… um, I
don’t mean to impose… but I was wondering if you’d be interested…
well, I was wondering if maybe you could… well…” My voice suddenly
stops. I feel guilty for putting him on the spot like this.

Umie puts her arm around me. “My friend Bex
here is an aspiring comic book artist, and they’ve created a
super-cool character named Blue Lightning.” She raises a fist and
twirls on one boot heel, like the character is flying, before she
stomps her raised foot to simulate landing. “Could you take a look
at their work, please?” She stands as straight and tall as
possible, her fists now at her hips.

He looks at Umie then at me incredulously,
probably wondering where we got the nerve to ask him to critique my
art. As I hold the papers in front of him, my arms tremble, and I
wish I could withdraw into my cloak like a turtle.

No one is waiting behind us, so I suppose I
have his undivided attention. Maybe that’s why he willingly takes
my pages and looks them over. His colleagues take a glance, and the
three of them make occasional sounds, most of which seem somewhat
encouraging, though I refuse to get my hopes up.

“You’ve definitely got some talent,” he
says. Then his brow furrows as he repeatedly switches his gaze
between the pages and Umie. “And it takes a certain level of spunk
to come here with someone dressed up like your character.”

I turn to Umie, and she innocently grins
back at me. Is that certain level of spunk a good thing or a bad
thing? Because it sure doesn’t sound good to me.

 



~ Chapter Four ~

 Umie

I look at Bex and give a reassuring smile. Then I
look at this artist guy. When I look back at Bex looking at the
artist guy, I realize Bex doesn’t know what to say next. They
didn’t know that I was going to dress this way, so I don’t want my
costume choice to jeopardize whatever feedback, advice, or
networking that Bex hopes to get from him.

“No, no, no,” I say, taking a step back from
both Bex and the table. My arms start flapping all around. “I did
this on my own, made everything myself, as a tribute to my bestie
here. They didn’t ask me to; it was a surprise.”

“It’s okay, kid.” The artist guy has a hand
up, trying to get me to calm down and stop talking, which I
eventually do so I don’t make matters any worse. “Your costume is
great, and I’m sure there are other folks here dressed as their
OCs. This character—Blue Lightning, you said her name was?—has a
sleek suit design. Though you don’t show much of her face, she
looks powerful. And she’s drawn stylized enough to be interesting
but anatomically realistic enough to be believable. That’s a
challenging balance to achieve.”

“Did you hear that?” Clapping my gauntlets
together, I jump for joy and turn to Bex. “That’s awesome!”

Bex’s jaw hangs open, and I recognize the
look of shock combined
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