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W H A T ’ S  I N S I D E

The Playbook
01 Read the Market First — Golden, Silver, Bronze & Modern, and why the key rules all

02 The 6 Value Drivers — the model that prices almost any book

03 Grading Decoded — the scale, page quality, labels, and the 9.8 multiplier

04 Don’t Get Burned — restoration, trimming, reprints & fake slabs

05 Where & How to Buy Right — every channel, ranked

06 Sell for Top Dollar — channels, listings & timing

07 The Profit Playbook — 7 repeatable money plays

08 The Playbook in Action — 3 worked case studies

09 10 Mistakes That Cost You Money

10 Build a Collection That Appreciates — thesis, storage, the calendar

11 Variants & Editions Decoded — newsstand vs. direct, ratios, virgins & traps

12 The AI Research Toolkit — the two-tool, Perplexity-first system

13 The Resource Directory — the links serious collectors use

14 Your Deal Scorecard — score every buy

15 Quick-Start & Glossary — your first 30 days

16 Sources & Documentation — where these facts come from

HOW TO USE THIS  GUIDE

Read it once for the mental model, then keep three things close: the AI Toolkit (Ch 12) when you research, the Deal

Scorecard (Ch 14) when you buy, and the Resource Directory (Ch 13) when you need a comp or a tool. You bring the

judgment; the system does the legwork. Nothing here is a promise — comics are a speculative alternative asset. Every dollar

figure you see in the wild should be checked against real, recent sold comps before you act. 

C H A P T E R  0 1

Read the Market Before You Spend a Dollar
One thing towers over everything else in comics: the key issue. Before price, before condition, ask what happens in

the book — first appearances and origins are what the market chases.

THE FOUR AGES

ERA YEARS WHAT TO KNOW

Golden 1938–1956 The origin of the medium. Scarce, fragile, expensive — even low grades carry value. 

Action Comics #1 (1938, first Superman) launched the whole superhero genre.

Silver 1956–1970
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The Marvel/DC superhero boom. The genre’s most valuable first appearances live here — 

Amazing Fantasy #15 (1962, Spider-Man), Incredible Hulk #1 (1962, the grey Hulk).

Bronze 1970–1984 Darker stories, more keys, still-affordable entry points. Hulk #181 (1974, first full Wolverine)

and House of Secrets #92 (1971, Swamp Thing) anchor the era.

Copper / Modern 1984–today High print runs; value concentrates in specific keys and scarce high grades, not the run. 

TMNT #1 (1984) is a modern key precisely because only ~3,275 were printed.

WATCH OUT ·  THE LONG-BOX TRAP

Most early-1990s comics were printed in enormous quantities. That stack of “investment” issues from the speculator boom is

usually worth pennies. Spawn #1 (1992) sold roughly 1.7 million copies — a landmark book that’s still common in high grade.

Compare that to TMNT #1’s ~3,275. A “#1” on the cover means nothing; the print run and the significance do. 

WHAT ACTUALLY CREATES DEMAND

The key. First appearance, origin, first cover, death of a major character, first issue of a hit run. This is the engine.

Media relevance. A film or series announcement can move a character’s first appearance overnight — and fade just as

fast.

Scarcity. Low print runs, recalled/error issues, newsstand copies, and genuine ratio variants (Ch 11).

Condition + page quality. High grade with white pages commands a premium, and the premium widens the older the book.

Creator pedigree. Landmark runs and iconic artists/writers add durable, catalyst-independent demand.

Don’t buy age. Buy the key, the scarcity, and the condition — in that order.

C H A P T E R  0 2

The 6 Value Drivers
Every book’s price is a blend of six forces. Score a comic across all six and you can value almost anything — and

spot when something’s mispriced.

DRIVER WHAT YOU’RE JUDGING

1 · The Key First appearance / origin / death / first issue? This is the single biggest lever.

2 · Character & Title Demand, fandom depth, media relevance. Blue-chip or D-lister?

3 · Age & Scarcity Era, print run, variants, recalls, newsstand vs. direct.

4 · Grade & Pages The CGC/CBCS grade and page quality (white → brittle).

5 · Census How many exist at that grade — the driver everyone forgets.

6 · Demand & Timing Where the hype cycle sits right now: heating, steady, or cooling.

Why the census is the driver everyone forgets

A famous key in a 9.8 can still be common if tens of thousands have been graded that high. A lesser book with a tiny census at

its grade can carry a real premium. The CGC Census tells you graded scarcity — not total copies, but how many slabbed

examples exist at each grade. Always check it before you assume “9.8 = valuable.”

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SHARP T IP ·  SCORE IT  1–10

Rate a book 1–10 on each driver before you buy — that’s exactly what the printable Deal Scorecard (Ch 14) does. A 9 on key

and character but a 3 on scarcity is already priced in. Edge lives where one driver is underappreciated by the seller. 

The interaction that matters most

Key × Grade × Demand is where money is made. The same key in a 9.8 vs. a 9.4 isn’t a little more — it can be several times

more, because high-grade census is smaller and demand concentrates on the best copies. Chapter 3 unpacks exactly how

that multiplier works.

C H A P T E R  0 3

Grading Decoded
Grading turns a fragile, subjective object into a trusted, liquid asset — and on a hot key, the jump from one grade to

the next can multiply value.

WHY GRADING EXISTS

Three reasons. Trust: an expert verified condition and authenticity and flagged any restoration. Liquidity: slabbed books sell

faster to more buyers. The multiplier: a sealed, certified grade concentrates demand on the best copies, which is where the

money stacks up.

THE 10-POINT SCALE, IN PLAIN ENGLISH

GRADE ABBR. WHAT IT MEANS

10.0 GM Gem Mint. No manufacturing or handling defect. White pages required. Almost exclusively modern

books.

9.9 M Mint. One tiny manufacturing flaw, zero handling wear. Vanishingly rare on vintage.

9.8 NM/M Near Mint/Mint. The liquid “grail” grade and the practical ceiling for most books.

9.6 NM+ Near Mint+. A couple of minor defects.

9.4 NM Near Mint. Clean, minor wear.

9.0 VF/NM Very Fine/Near Mint. Small stress or corner wear.

8.0 VF Very Fine. Sharp and attractive with minor wear.

6.0 FN Fine. Above-average, visible wear. The affordable-key zone starts here.

4.0 VG Very Good. Well-read; creasing and soiling.

2.0 G Good. Heavy wear but complete and readable.

0.5–1.0 Poor–Fa Severe damage; may be incomplete. Even here, true Golden-Age keys hold value.

Half-point and +/− steps sit between these: 9.2 = NM−, 7.0 = FN/VF, 5.0 = VG/FN, and so on. Note the correct abbreviation at 9.8 is NM/M

— not “NM/MT.”

PAGE QUALITY CAPS YOUR GRADE

Interior page color isn’t cosmetic — it sets a hard ceiling on the grade and moves price on older books. Whiter is better; brittle

means the paper is dying.
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PAGE COLOR EFFECT / GRADE CEILING

White Best. Required for a 10.0; commands a premium at every grade.

Off-White to White Practical floor for a 9.9.

Off-White Practical floor for 9.8 and up.

Light Tan to Off-White Caps the book near 8.5.

Tan to Off-White Caps near 7.5.

Slightly Brittle Caps near 6.5.

Brittle Caps near 3.5. Structural decay — often not worth restoring.

On post-1990 books white is the norm (the pulp paper was gone), so off-white in a modern book is itself a red flag.

F IGURE 1  — THE GRADE SCALE AND WHERE VALUE CONCENTRATES

0.5–2.0 4.0 6.0–8.0 9.4–9.6 9.8

Poor–Good VG affordable-key zone NM price ceiling

THE LABEL COLORS (CGC)

Blue Universal — the grade as marked. No restoration, no witnessed signature. The default, and what

“clean” looks like.

Yellow Signature Series — a signature witnessed live by a CGC-authorized rep.

Black/Yellow CGC×JSA Authentic Autograph — signature authenticated after the fact, not witnessed.

Green Qualified — one significant, named defect is excluded from the grade (missing page, missing staple,

unverified signature). Read the note; price accordingly.

Purple Restored — repaired to improve appearance. Worth far less. Graded on quality A–C × quantity 1–5 (Ch

4).

Blue/Grey Conserved — structural preservation only, no aesthetic alteration. A separate, less-penalized category

than restored.

Gold Pedigree — from a recognized, documented collection.

CGC VS. CBCS

GRADER BEST FOR NOTES

CGC Almost everything Market leader; deepest buyer pool and best resale. Uses distinct label colors

for restored (purple), qualified (green) and conserved (grey), so color alone

tells you a lot.

CBCS Verified sigs, value Respected #2, often cheaper/faster. Its Verified Signature Program can

authenticate unwitnessed signatures in-house. Gotcha: CBCS generally notes

restoration in the label text, not with a separate color — you must read the

label, not just glance at it. (CBCS retired its old red label in 2020.)

For most books you plan to sell, CGC is the default — the resale premium usually recovers the small fee difference.
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MONEY MOVE ·  THE 9 .8  MULTIPLIER

On a hot key a CGC 9.8 commonly sells for around 2× the 9.6 — and 3–4× on the hottest books — because high-grade

census is smaller and demand stacks on the best copy. That gap, plus pressing a near-mint raw book to bump it a grade, is the

basis of grading arbitrage (Ch 7). Always check the realized 9.8-to-9.6 spread on live sold comps before you grade — the

multiplier is a concept, not a fixed number, and a huge 9.8 census can collapse it. 

C H A P T E R  0 4

Don’t Get Burned
The fastest way to lose money isn’t a bad bet — it’s restoration you didn’t catch, a trimmed book, or a fake slab.

Here’s how the pros avoid all three.

RESTORATION & TRIMMING

Color touch (paint or ink added over defects), tear seals, glue, re-glossing, and added pieces can fool the eye but not a grader.

A restored book gets a purple label and sells for a fraction of an unrestored copy at the same apparent grade. Since 2014

CGC scores restoration on quality × quantity: quality A (slight/professional) to C (extensive/amateur), times amount 1 to 5 —

so a label reads like “Slight (A-1)” through “Extensive (C-5).”

Trimming — cutting the edges to remove wear — is the most destructive alteration and the hardest to detect. Graders catch it

by measuring the book against known dimensions and inspecting cut edges under magnification; edges that are too sharp

or too clean for the book’s age are the tell. Color touch and glue show up under UV/black light, because modern materials

fluoresce differently than aged newsprint. This is the #1 reason to buy expensive keys already slabbed — the label is your

insurance.

WATCH OUT ·  FAKE SLABS & SWAPPED BOOKS

Counterfeit holders and re-holdered books exist. Always verify the certification number on the grader’s site and confirm the

book, grade, page quality, and label color all match. If a seller won’t show the cert number clearly, walk. A swapped or fake slab

returns a different book — or no record at all. Cert-lookup links are in the Resource Directory (Ch 13). 

REPRINTS, FACSIMILES & “FIRST PRINTS”

Reprints and facsimile editions replicate the original cover but aren’t it — and value lives in the first print of a key. The surest

universal check: compare the indicia date and cover price to the known original. A modern date or price on a “vintage” cover

is a reprint. Also look for a printed “2nd printing” / “Facsimile Edition” line, a modern barcode/UPC box, and glossy modern

paper. First prints carry no later-printing statement — the absence of that line is itself the tell.

SIGNATURES

Prefer witnessed signatures (CGC Signature Series yellow, or CBCS verified) over “signed with a COA” from an unknown

source. An unwitnessed autograph adds risk, not always value — and CGC will drop a book to a green Qualified label if it can’t

verify the signature.

SHARP T IP ·  YOUR 30-SECOND SAFETY CHECK

Verify the cert number on the grader’s site · check the label color (blue vs. purple) · demand real photos of spine, corners, and

any defect (not stock images) · anchor price to sold comps, never asking prices · confirm it’s a first print if the key depends on it

· use buyer-protected payment on big buys. 

If the deal feels too good, it’s not a deal — it’s a lesson with a price tag.
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C H A P T E R  0 5

Where & How to Buy Right
The channel you buy from quietly decides your cost basis. Match the channel to the book — and always comp

before you commit.

CHANNEL BEST FOR WATCH THE…

Local comic shop Relationships, back-issue bins, learning Markup vs. online comps

Conventions Volume, negotiation, key hunting Hype pricing — bring comps on your

phone

eBay Selection, sold-comp transparency Restoration disclosure; condition

photos

Heritage / ComicConnect / ComicLink High-end keys & pedigrees Buyer’s premium (build it into your

max)

MyComicShop Deep raw inventory, set fill Grades described conservatively —

verify

Whatnot (live) Deals, breaks, fast flips Auction fever; impulse buys

Estate sales / collections Underpriced keys others miss Restoration; do your homework first

FIVE BUYING RULES THAT PAY FOR THEMSELVES

Comp before you commit. Anchor to recent sold prices at that grade, not the listing.

Buy the key, not the hype. Confirm why the book matters and that it’s a first print.

Snipe, don’t bid early. Early bids only drive the price up and signal interest.

Grade-shop value. A clean mid-grade key often out-returns an overpriced 9.8.

Buy the dip. Best entries come after the media-hype spike cools, not during it.

MONEY MOVE ·  ACCOUNT FOR TOTAL COST

Real cost = price + buyer’s premium + shipping + (if grading) pressing + grading + return shipping. Build the all-in number

before you bid — it’s the only number that decides profit. 

C H A P T E R  0 6

Sell for Top Dollar
Buying well gets you in. Selling well is where the profit lands. Match the channel to the price tier, then optimize the

listing and the timing.

BOOK VALUE BEST CHANNEL WHY

Under ~$50 eBay / live selling Volume and reach; low friction

~$50–$1,500 eBay (auction or BIN + Best Offer) Deepest buyer pool, transparent comps

$1,500+ keys Heritage / ComicConnect / ComicLink Reaches serious money; trades commission for top

results

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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THE LISTING THAT WINS (EBAY)

Title = keywords. Title, issue #, key (“1st app”), grade + grader, label color, print. Buyers search exact strings — the AI Title

Optimizer (Ch 12) builds these.

Real photos. Front, back, spine, and every defect. Honest photos cut returns and build trust.

State the key & the print. Spell out why it matters and that it’s a first print.

Best Offer with a floor. Auto-decline below your number; let buyers feel they negotiated.

Time it. Sunday-evening (US) auction ends historically catch the most eyeballs — and sell into media news, not after it

fades.

SHARP T IP ·  KEEP RECORDS FROM DAY ONE

Track cost basis, fees, and sale price on every book — the bonus Collection Tracker does this automatically. Beyond knowing

real profit, marketplace sales can trigger tax reporting, and clean records make tax season painless. (Not tax advice — confirm

with a professional.)

C H A P T E R  0 7

The Profit Playbook
Seven repeatable plays. None require insider access — just discipline, comps, and the AI toolkit.

Play 1 — Press & grade arbitrage

Buy a raw near-mint key, press out minor non-color-breaking defects, grade it, and capture the high-grade premium.

THE MATH

Raw key ~$120. Press + grade all-in ~$60. If 9.8s sell at ~$600 and 9.4s at ~$200, the upside is the spread minus fees; if it

grades mid, you’re near break-even. Only play this when a miss doesn’t lose much and a hit pays big. The AI Grading-ROI

prompt runs the expected value for you. 

Play 2 — Key-issue lot flips

Buy raw lots or collections, pull the keys to grade, and sell the commons raw to recover your cost. Your “free” keys are the

profit.

Play 3 — Media speculation

Buy a character’s first appearance before a film/series is announced. Highest upside, highest risk — size positions small and

sell into the spike.

Play 4 — Affordable keys in mid grade

Can’t afford a high-grade Silver-Age key? Buy it in a 4.0–6.0. Scarce keys hold value even worn; the entry is affordable and the

floor is sturdier than modern hype.

Play 5 — Modern first-print keys

Spot the first appearance of a brand-new character in a current book and grab cheap first-print 9.8 candidates before the

market notices.

Play 6 — Run / completion premium

Collectors completing a run or chasing a cover variant overpay for the last pieces. Owning the hard-to-find one lets you name

the price.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Play 7 — Buy the dip

Hype cools after a premiere or announcement and prices sag. If the long-term significance is intact, that’s your entry.

RISK RULES ·  READ BEFORE YOU DEPLOY CAPITAL

1) Set a bankroll and never exceed it. 2) Liquidity matters — a book you can’t sell isn’t worth its comp. 3) Don’t chase a hot key

at the top. 4) Diversify across characters and eras. 5) Comics are a speculative alternative asset, not a guaranteed return. 

C H A P T E R  0 8

The Playbook in Action
Three worked examples showing the full workflow — research, decision, execution, outcome. Numbers are

illustrative round figures to show the method, not promises.

Case 1 — Press & grade a modern key (Play 1)

Setup A modern first-appearance key sits raw at a con, looks near-mint with one spine tick. Asking $130.

Research Live sold comps: CGC 9.8 ≈ $640, 9.4 ≈ $210, raw ≈ $120. Press + grade all-in ≈ $60.

Decision The spine tick is non-color-breaking — it presses out; a 9.6–9.8 is realistic. Verdict: BUY and press/grade.

Negotiated to $115.

Execute Pressed, submitted to CGC, returned 9.8. Listed with a keyword title, real photos, Best Offer floor.

Outcome Sold ~$620. All-in ~$175. The edge came from condition the seller didn’t price — and a press the seller

never did.

Case 2 — The underpriced Silver-Age key (Play 4)

Setup A Silver-Age first appearance listed raw, honest mid-grade, generic title, weak photos. Asking $300.

Research Restoration check clears it; CGC 5.0 unrestored copies comp around $550–$700. The lazy listing buried it.

Decision Key floor is sturdy; downside limited. Verdict: BUY. The bad listing is the opportunity.

Execute Bought at $290, graded a blue-label 5.0, relisted with a proper keyword title and clear scans.

Outcome Sold ~$610. Not luck — a real key behind a careless listing, presented right.

Case 3 — Selling into the announcement (Timing)

Setup You already own a character’s first-appearance 9.6, bought quietly at $160.

Research A series announcement sends comps from ~$240 to ~$430 in days; volume spikes.

Decision Attention is peaking. Verdict: SELL into strength via a Sunday-night auction.

Execute Auctioned during the peak; multiple bidders drove the close.

Outcome Sold ~$415. Weeks later comps settled near $260. Buy in the quiet, sell in the noise.

C H A P T E R  0 9
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10 Mistakes That Cost You Money
Every one has a price tag. Learn them here for free instead of paying tuition to the market.

Pricing off asking, not sold. Listings are wishes. Only sold comps at that grade tell you what the market pays.

Buying speculator-era books that aren’t keys. Most early-1990s comics were massively printed. Age ≠ scarcity.

Ignoring page quality. White vs. cream vs. brittle can swing the price of an older book — and cap the grade.

Grading sub-$50 books. If graded value doesn’t clear pressing + grading with room to spare, you paid to slab a loss.

Missing restoration (the purple label). Restored books sell far below unrestored at the same apparent grade. Buy big

keys slabbed.

Forgetting fees in the math. Buyer’s premiums, marketplace fees, pressing, and shipping eat margin. Build the all-in

number.

Chasing the hot key at the top. Buying right after an announcement is buying the peak. Wait for the dip.

Storing books badly. Damp basements, sunlight, and heat degrade grade over months. Bag, board, and box upright (Ch

10).

Skipping cert verification. Fake slabs exist. Thirty seconds on the grader’s lookup saves you from a counterfeit.

Treating it as a guaranteed investment. Comics are speculative. Collect with conviction, size sensibly, never bet money

you need.

C H A P T E R  1 0

Build a Collection That Appreciates
A box of random comics is a hobby. A collection with a thesis is an asset. Decide what you’re building before you

buy.

PICK A THESIS

Key issues only — first appearances and origins; the most liquid corner of the hobby.

Character / run focus — go deep on a character or a landmark creative run.

Era set — assemble a meaningful Silver/Bronze-Age set; completion adds value.

Modern spec sleeve — a small, high-risk allocation for new-character first prints.

PROTECT WHAT YOU OWN

Storage is grade insurance. The difference between a 9.8 and a 9.4 five years from now is often just how you stored it.

Bags: for keys, use archival Mylar / Mylite2 (acid-free polyester, chemically stable for decades; 2 mil is the collector

default). Cheap poly bags are fine short-term but go acidic and brittle over years — a false economy on anything valuable.

Boards: full-back, acid-free. For keys, consider MicroChamber interleaving to absorb acids — the same paper CGC uses

inside slabs.

Environment: stable ~65–70°F and ~40–50% relative humidity. Stability matters as much as the number — avoid swings.

Above ~80°F and high humidity is the danger zone (mold, warping, foxing).

Light: out of direct sunlight/UV always — it fades ink and yellows paper. Store upright, off concrete floors, in a climate-

controlled interior room — never an attic, garage, or damp basement.

Slabs: sleeve the case to prevent scuffing, store upright, and ship in a slab-specific foam-lined mailer — a cracked case

breaks the certification and means a re-hold.

High value: keep a simple photo inventory and consider insurance.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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THE COLLECTOR’S CALENDAR — WHEN PRICES MOVE

WINDOW WHAT HAPPENS YOUR MOVE

Movie / series announcements First appearance spikes on the news Sell into the spike; don’t buy the peak

Trailer drops & premieres Second waves of attention Trim into strength; watch the post-

premiere fade

Comic-Con season (summer) Announcements cluster; energy peaks Source in person; sell hyped keys

Post-hype lull Attention fades, prices soften Buy the dip on long-term keys

Creator milestones / passings Demand for landmark books jumps Sell affected books; hold core keys

Anniversary / reprint news Renewed interest in original first prints Confirm first print and ride the attention

Collect on purpose. The thesis is the asset; the books are how you express it.

C H A P T E R  1 1

Variants & Editions Decoded
Two copies of the same issue can be worth wildly different money. Scarcity — not a shiny cover — is what creates

value. Here’s how to read it.

NEWSSTAND VS. DIRECT EDITION

From the late 1970s until newsstand distribution wound down, most titles printed two versions of each issue. Telling them apart

is a five-second habit that can double a modern book’s value.

EDITION HOW TO SPOT IT (LOOK AT THE BARCODE BOX)

Newsstand A real, scannable UPC barcode with the cover price — it had to ring up at drugstores and

supermarkets.

Direct edition A publisher graphic or code in the box instead of a scannable UPC — Marvel used a small Spider-

Man head; DC used a logo/diamond. Sold only through comic shops.

Why newsstand copies are scarcer. Late in its life newsstand was a tiny slice of the print run (Marvel ~14% by 1999, ~4% by

2003, sometimes as low as ~1:100). And survivorship crushed them further: shop (direct) copies were bagged and boarded;

newsstand copies were read, creased, and tossed. So high-grade newsstand survivors are far rarer than the print gap alone

suggests — for many keys they’re under 5% of the graded census. Documented premiums run roughly 1.2–1.5× (1979–85), 

1.5–3× (1986–92), and 2–5× (1993–99), and CGC now notes “Newsstand Edition” on the label. Marvel newsstands wound

down ~2011–2013; DC by the late 2010s.

SHARP T IP ·  THE CANADIAN PRICE VARIANT (CPV)

Newsstand copies printed with a Canadian cover price in a roughly 1982–1988 window are a distinct, tracked rarity — often

scarcer than their US newsstand siblings. If a key falls in that era, check whether a CPV exists before you price it. 

THE VARIANT TAXONOMY

TYPE WHAT IT IS & WHAT DRIVES VALUE

Cover A/B/C Multiple covers, usually same print run and price. No inherent scarcity premium — value tracks art

desirability.
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Ratio / incentive (1:10–1:100) The retailer must order N regular copies to earn one variant (1:25 = order 25, get 1). Higher ratio

= fewer copies = pricier. The real scarcity play.

Retailer / store exclusive Sold through one shop, sometimes with the store’s name. Scarcity depends on an undisclosed

print run — can be very scarce or effectively common.

Virgin (textless) Cover art with no logo, title, or trade dress. Usually a high-ratio incentive; typically ~1.5–2× the

trade-dress version.

Sketch / blank A blank white cover for commissioned original art. Value is the artist and the art, not the blank.

2nd / 3rd printing Reprints (often recolored covers) after a sellout. Usually worth less than the first print —

occasionally desirable when the first is scarce.

Foil / holo / enhanced Special finishes — a 1990s hallmark, often printed in huge quantities. Shiny ≠ scarce.

WATCH OUT ·  “VARIANT”  DOES NOT MEAN VALUABLE

A/B covers and mass-produced foil/enhanced covers are often plentiful. And a 1:25 ratio variant on a mega-selling title can still

exist in large absolute numbers. What creates value is real scarcity relative to demand — a genuine high ratio or a small

exclusive run — not the mere existence of an alternate cover. Confirm the scarcity before you pay the premium. 

C H A P T E R  1 2

The AI Research Toolkit
Two tools, one system. Perplexity pulls real, cited sold data; ChatGPT or Claude reasons over it and makes the

call. Fill in the [brackets] and go.

READ THIS  F IRST ·  HOW TO NOT GET FOOLED BY AI

Chat-only models (ChatGPT, Claude) are brilliant at reasoning but they don’t browse the live market — ask one for a price and it

can invent a number. Perplexity searches the web in real time and cites its sources, so it can pull actual recent sold prices,

census counts, and news. Use each for what it’s built for — and always click the citations to confirm the sale is real, recent, and

the same book and grade. 

THE HANDOFF

Step 1 — Perplexity is the data engine. Run the live-research prompts; it returns comps, census, and catalysts with links.

Copy that cited output. Step 2 — ChatGPT/Claude is the analyst. Paste the cited data in, then run the reasoning prompts to

grade the deal, model the ROI, write the listing, and make the buy/pass call.

★ Perplexity research primer — paste once per session RUN IN PERPLEXITY

You are my comic-book market research assistant. For every answer: (1) prioritize recent SOLD prices, not

asking prices; (2) always cite the source URL and sale date; (3) match the exact issue, printing, and grade

I specify; (4) if data is thin, say so and give a range; (5) never estimate a price without a citation.

Confirm, then wait for my book.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
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★ ChatGPT / Claude analyst primer — paste once, then feed it the data RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

THE CORE PROMPTS

Pull sold comps at a grade RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Defensible range + kill the outliers RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Raw-to-9.8 spread (the pressing thesis) RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Press & grade ROI RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

The final buy/pass call RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

Media-catalyst monitor RUN IN PERPLEXITY

SEO eBay title builder RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

You are a disciplined comic-book investing analyst. I’ll paste live sold-comp and census data from

Perplexity. Analyze only the numbers I give you, never invent prices, flag thin data, and always end with 

BUY / NEGOTIATE / PASS plus the single biggest risk. Bias toward caution — I’d rather miss a deal than

overpay.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Find the most recent SOLD prices for [TITLE #ISSUE], [PRINTING], graded [GRADE + GRADER]. Use eBay Sold,

GoCollect, and auction results. Give price, date, and link for each, newest first, then the average and

high/low of the last 5.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

From the last 90 days of sold data for [TITLE #ISSUE, GRADE], give a low/typical/high range. Exclude

outliers (misfires, damaged, restored-as-universal) and explain each exclusion. Cite every sale.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

For [TITLE #ISSUE], compare recent sold prices for raw vs. CGC 9.6 vs. 9.8. Show the dollar gap at each

tier, cite the sales, and tell me if the raw-to-9.8 spread beats a press/grade cost of about [$EST].

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Raw cost [$]; press+grade+ship ~[$]. Using these tier comps [PASTE 9.4/9.6/9.8], model profit at each

grade, my break-even grade, and expected value if my odds are [e.g. 30/40/30]. GRADE or DON’T.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Book […], all-in cost [$], comp range [PASTE], condition […], hold horizon […]. Give BUY / NEGOTIATE / PASS

with reasoning and the biggest risk. Be blunt — talk me out of it if the margin is thin.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

What are the newest confirmed film/TV projects for [CHARACTER / PUBLISHER]? For each: status, expected

date, and the key first-appearance issue it would move. Cite everything; flag rumor vs. confirmed.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Write 3 keyword eBay titles (~80 chars) for [TITLE #ISSUE, YEAR, GRADE, GRADER, KEY = 1st app of…]. Front-

load searched terms, include grade and key. Then list 8 item-specifics to fill.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
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GET THE FULL PACK ·  47  PROMPTS

This is the starter set. The complete AI Prompt Pack — 47 tagged prompts across valuation, grading, authentication, selling,

market timing, photo reads, census, and portfolio strategy — is a free referral reward. Refer three collectors from your welcome

email to earn it. Chain the prompts for a full deal in five copy-pastes: comps → range → ROI → verdict → listing. 

C H A P T E R  1 3

The Resource Directory
The links serious collectors actually use — to check comps, verify slabs, identify keys, and buy & sell. Bookmark

this. The hobby moves fast; confirm current fees before you transact.

① Price & comp tools

eBay — Sold/Completed · ebay.com — filter to Sold Items for the

deepest pool of real prices. Your #1 comp source.

GoCollect · gocollect.com — graded values, trend charts, census

tracking.

CovrPrice · covrprice.com — sales across multiple marketplaces,

raw & graded.

GPAnalysis (GPA) · gpanalysis.com — the graded-sales database

the high end relies on.

Key Collector · keycollectorcomics.com — the fastest way to know

if an issue is a key.

② Grading companies

CGC · cgccomics.com — market leader, deepest resale demand.

CBCS · cbcscomics.com — respected #2, strong witnessed-

signature program.

CCS (via CGC) — professional pressing & conservation.

③ Census & slab verification

CGC Cert Lookup & Census · cgccomics.com/certlookup —

confirm any cert #, grade, label; see how many exist at each grade.

Free.

CBCS Verification · cbcscomics.com — the book and grade must

match the slab. Free.

④ Marketplaces

eBay — deepest buyer pool for most books.

Heritage · comics.ha.com — premier auction house for high-end

keys.

ComicConnect · comicconnect.com — record-setting key

auctions.

ComicLink · comiclink.com — keys & high-grade vintage.

MyComicShop · mycomicshop.com — huge raw inventory,

conservative grading.

Whatnot · whatnot.com — live selling & breaks. Set a budget first.

⑤ Databases & keys

Grand Comics Database · comics.org — the definitive free index;

confirm first prints here.

League of Comic Geeks · leagueofcomicgeeks.com — collection

tracking & community database.

⑥ News & catalysts

Bleeding Cool · bleedingcool.com — often the first read on what’s

about to move.

CBR · cbr.com — film/TV coverage that drives demand.

⑦ Community

r/comicbookcollecting · reddit.com — value checks & BST.

CGC Forums · boards.cgccomics.com — deep grading/pressing

knowledge.

⑧ Supplies & your shop

BCW Supplies · bcwsupplies.com — bags, boards, boxes, slab

mailers.

E. Gerber · egerber.com — premium Mylar (Mylites) for keys.

Find a shop near you · ComicStoresNearMe.com.

C H A P T E R  1 4

Your Deal Scorecard
Score the 6 drivers 1–10, do the all-in math, and let the verdict be a decision — not a feeling. One page stands

between you and most bad buys.
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The standalone printable Deal Scorecard (a separate PDF in your download) turns this whole guide into a single sheet you fill

out at the table:

Score the 6 drivers 1–10 — Key, Character/Title, Age/Scarcity, Grade/Pages, Census, Demand/Timing.

Run the all-in math — price + fees + shipping + press/grade + return shipping, against your best sold comp.

Anchor a ceiling — the number you will not exceed, and clear the safety checklist (cert verified, first print, no restoration,

liquidity, bankroll).

Circle the verdict — BUY / NEGOTIATE / PASS.

RULE OF THUMB

Two or more drivers scoring low (≤4) + a thin margin to your ceiling = PASS. One weak driver you can price around = 

NEGOTIATE. Any failed safety box = automatic PASS. Edge lives where one driver is underpriced — not where you simply like

the book. 

C H A P T E R  1 5

Quick-Start & Glossary
Your first 30 days — and the vocabulary to sound like you’ve been doing this for years.

YOUR FIRST 30 DAYS

Pick one thesis (Ch 10) and write it down.

Set a bankroll you won’t exceed.

Paste both AI master-setup prompts (Ch 12) and make sold-comp-at-grade checks a reflex.

Buy one book end-to-end using the comp, range, and verdict prompts plus the Deal Scorecard.

Verify a slab’s cert once, so you know the drill.

Set up storage — Mylar or bags, boards, boxes — and the Collection Tracker.

Bookmark the Resource Directory and find your local shop.

GLOSSARY

Key — an issue with significance (first appearance, origin, death,

first issue).

First appearance (1st app) — a character’s debut; usually the

most valuable key.

First print — the original printing; later printings are worth far less.

Facsimile — a modern reprint of a classic cover; not the original.

Variant — an alternate cover; some scarce, many not (Ch 11).

Ratio / incentive variant — earned by ordering N regulars (1:25 =

order 25 for one); higher ratio = scarcer.

Virgin variant — cover art with no trade dress (logo/title/price).

Newsstand — copies sold on newsstands with a scannable price

barcode; scarcer than direct in high grade.

Direct edition — comic-shop copies with a logo/code in the

barcode box.

Slab — the sealed holder a graded book lives in.

Census — how many graded copies exist at each grade (graded

scarcity, not total copies).

Page quality — interior page color: white → off-white → cream →

brittle; it caps the grade.

Pressing — heat/humidity/pressure to remove non-color-breaking

defects before grading. Non-restorative.

Restoration — added non-original material; purple label, big

discount.

Conservation — structural preservation only; blue/grey label, less

penalized.

Blue label — CGC Universal (unrestored, unsigned).

Qualified (green) — one named defect excluded from the grade.

9.8 (NM/M) — near-mint/mint; the practical ceiling for most books.

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 
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Comp — a comparable recent sold price at the same grade.

Raw — ungraded.

Spine tick — a small stress mark on the spine; a common grade-

killer.

CCS — Certified Collectibles Services; CGC’s pressing/

conservation arm.

KEEP THE EDGE COMING

This playbook is the starting line. Every week the ComicCollx Dispatch sends sharp, no-fluff intel for collectors —

market moves, new AI research prompts, key-issue breakdowns, and which books are heating up or cooling off.

1 · Subscribe free — weekly collector intel + new prompts.   2 · Refer three collectors to earn the full 47-prompt AI Pack,

then five for the Grading Cheat Sheet.   3 · Find a comic shop near you at ComicStoresNearMe.com.

For educational purposes only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. Collectibles are speculative alternative assets and can lose value. Prices, fees, grading standards,

census counts, and company ownership change constantly; verify current figures and sold comps before buying or selling. AI tools can produce inaccurate information; treat

output as a starting point and confirm every number. Third-party names and sites are property of their owners and listed for reference only. © Coastal Directory LLC ·

CollectiblesFamous.com · ComicStoresNearMe.com

C H A P T E R  1 6

Sources & Documentation
Where the facts in this guide come from. Grading standards, fees, census counts, and prices change constantly —

treat everything as a starting point and confirm current figures before you transact. Verified July 2026.

GRADING STANDARDS, LABELS & PAGE QUALITY

1. CGC — the 10-point grading scale, label colors (Universal blue, Signature yellow, Restored purple, Qualified green, Conserved blue/

grey) and the restoration A–C / 1–5 system (cgccomics.com).

2. CBCS — grading scale, Verified Signature Program, and the retired red label (cbcscomics.com).

3. Page-quality tiers (White → Off-White → Cream → Tan → Brittle) and how they cap the grade — CGC grading references & hobby

standards.

4. Pressing (non-restorative) vs. Restoration (purple) vs. Conservation — CGC / CCS references.

CERT VERIFICATION & CENSUS

5. CGC Cert Lookup & Census — cgccomics.com/certlookup (confirm any cert #, grade, label; see how many exist at each grade). 6.

CBCS Verification — cbcscomics.com. Both free.

RECORD SALES (ILLUSTRATIVE ANCHORS)

7. Action Comics #1 (1938, first Superman), CGC 8.5 — $6.0M (Heritage, April 2024); a CGC-certified copy later set a record at ~$15M. 

8. Superman #1 (attic find), CGC 9.0 — $9.12M (2025). 9. Amazing Fantasy #15 (first Spider-Man), CGC 9.6 — $3.6M (2021). (CGC

news, Heritage Auctions & hobby reporting.)

COMP, CENSUS & KEY-ISSUE REFERENCES

10. Sold comps — eBay Sold, GoCollect, GPAnalysis (GPA), CovrPrice, plus Heritage / ComicConnect / ComicLink auction results. 11.

Census / scarcity — CGC Census. 12. Key-issue & first-print confirmation — Grand Comics Database (comics.org) & Key Collector.
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