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Chapter 1

RED AND PURPLE LIGHTS SWIRLED OVER THE small crowd gathered before the main KillyCon stage, and Leigh Carroll peeked through a gap in the backdrop curtain, trying to gauge the audience. Although KillyCon was still too new to draw the crowds of the big regional conventions—let alone a San Diego Comic-Con or Anime Expo—horror nerds filled the tiny auditorium to the brim. Teenagers in store-bought costumes bumped elbows with grandparents in retro nerd shirts, and small children in Halloween gear sprinted up and down the aisles. Over the loudspeakers, the soundtrack from some unidentified slasher film score swelled, the beat galloping to a fever pitch. The audience broke out into raucous applause as No-Face from Spirited Away glided stage left. If they liked him, she couldn’t wait to see what they’d think of her crazy getup. This was the perfect place to debut a risky new concept.

The stage lights dropped, leaving only a single red spotlight shining from behind. Leigh’s heart began to gallop with excitement as the bloody illumination outlined a monstrous figure standing at center stage, where there had been nothing just seconds before. For a moment, it remained motionless. Menacing. Silent. The stage lights slowly began to creep up, giving the audience its first look at the ominous creature that stood before them. Toward the back of the auditorium, a child burst into tears and was hustled out by an embarrassed parent.

A middle-aged woman in a Buffy shirt loudly exclaimed, “What the heck…?”

Leigh’s lips twitched, a satisfied grin struggling to break free, but it was showtime. She shut her eyes for the briefest moment, summoning up an expression of fierce strength and icy determination. Her posture straightened, chin lifting as she transformed from average high schooler to monster killer.

She stepped onto the stage next to the twisted creature and savored the collective gasp from the audience as they took her in. Blood streaked her face and long raven hair, which was tied back with a braided thong. She wore a trench coat of black, light-gulping leather, which swirled as she posed next to the hulking abomination. A bandolier of wooden stakes crisscrossed her chest, and a cluster of decapitated teddy-bear heads hung from the belt at her hips.

She pulled a crossbow from the holster on her back. The weapon had clearly seen a lot of use, the grime of years caked into its seams. With a practiced hand, she took a stake from her bandolier, loaded it into the crossbow, and pointed it at the creature.

The music ebbed. The crowd fell silent, transfixed.

“Abraham Van Helsing, I presume?” the beast asked her in a sepulchral voice, its jaws unhinging to show rows of wicked, jagged teeth punctuated by a pair of curved fangs.

A ripple ran through the audience. The jaw moved! It looked so real! Lights flickered across the room as people pulled out their phones to record.

Leigh smiled coldly, her eyes riveted to the abomination before her.

“Van Helsing is my cousin. I am Agatha Van Bearsing. Prepare to meet your maker, Care Bear-cula!” she replied.

The Buffy-shirted woman in the front row let out a bark of laughter, holding her phone high as the audience burst into applause. The duo dropped its act, approaching the edge of the stage to show off the costumes. First Leigh spun slowly to give the audience the opportunity to admire the hours of work she’d spent on the costume before removing her trench to show off the various prop weapons secreted on her person. Then the vampiric Care Bear displayed the fur-covered bodysuit with the bloody fangs on the tummy, moving the jaw of his enormous mask and showing how the bulky foam responded to his movements.

When they were done, a wave of adulation carried them backstage once again. As soon as the heavy curtains shielded them from sight, Leigh pumped her fist as her best friend, Aristotle Jefferson the Third, took off the Care Bear mask and fanned his face. The red flush of his cheeks was clearly visible against the deep brown backdrop of his skin, and sweat glistened at his temples.

“I told you,” Leigh declared. “I told you it would work if we leaned hard into a Five Nights at Freddy’s vibe. You should have appreciated my brilliance when you had the chance.”

“I bow to your superior intelligence,” Ari said, his deep bass voice at odds with his thin, almost delicate features. He’d always said he had a physique made for nerddom, and he kinda had a point. The guy was a beanpole with limbs. “But I wasn’t wrong. One misstep and we would have looked like extras in a Nickelodeon Halloween special.”

“Hey, I like a challenge, and making a Care Bear scary definitely qualifies. Admit it. I won the bet.”

“Fine, fine. I know when I’ve been beaten. I’ll get you something from the Dealers’ Hall.”

“Deal,” she replied, beaming.
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After receiving the Fashion Show Judges Award, it took Leigh and Ari a while to work their way through the long line of people who wanted pictures. Everyone was kind and complimentary, and by the time they took their last photo, Leigh’s cheeks hurt from smiling.

“Food or Dealers’ Hall?” asked Ari, opening his fanged mouth wide to let a little air into the heavy mask.

“Hall. You owe me, remember?”

“How could I forget? You’ve been bringing it up every four minutes,” he replied as they headed down the long hallway toward the dealers’ area.

“You were timing me, weren’t you? Nerd.”

“Blerd. We Black nerds earned our portmanteau. Use it,” he said, preening.

“Now if only there was a good word for a nerd of dubious parentage,” mused Leigh.

“Hey. I’ll throw hands with anyone who suggests that you’re of dubious parentage. You know who your folks are,” he said.

“Two grainy photos of my mother does not exactly constitute extensive knowledge. I’m not exactly one hundred percent on which demographic boxes to check on my college apps, and I need all the scholarships I can get.”

“I didn’t search for a dubious parentage category. But anything is possible.”

They paused to take in the con map, posted on a sign planted smack in the middle of the floor. The Dealers’ Hall was just around the corner in the convention center’s B wing. As they pulled up to the doors, he motioned for her to go through first.

“What am I gonna do next year when you go off to college? You are literally my only friend in this godforsaken dump of a city,” she said, sighing.

“Not my fault that you’re a child.”

“Hey! You only have six months on me.”

“And yet I’ll graduate at the end of this year, and you’ll be forced to haunt the halls of North Central High for another year without me.”

“Stahp,” she moaned. “It’s too depressing to contemplate.”

“It’s fine,” he said, patting her shoulder with an enormous paw. “I’ll buy you something and make you forget all about it. After all, you did win that bet.”

“I am not that shallow,” she declared. Her eyes lit up as she took in the booths at the front edge of the Dealers’ Hall. “Oooooh. Funko Pops!”

“Aaand here we go,” Ari muttered, smirking.
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It took them almost two hours to make their way through the vendor tables. Although the con wasn’t particularly huge, they took their time at each booth, making a circuit around the edges of the room before working their way methodically through the rows. They sifted through piles of figurines and stacks of comics, admired original art, and examined every prop and costume piece they saw in minute detail. Because of her tight finances, Leigh had a variety of cosplays in various stages of completion, and she was always on the lookout for good deals, especially for items she couldn’t make herself, like gloves, footwear, and wigs. Bargain shopping took time. Just as they finally reached the end of the hall, the PA crackled to life.

“The Dealers’ Hall will be closing in five minutes,” a perky con staffer declared over the speakers. “I repeat: The hall will be closing in five minutes. Please complete your purchases and move toward the exits, and thanks again for coming to Killy in Philly!”

“Okay, strategy time,” said Ari, stretching his back as best as he could in the bulky costume. “I’m going to circle back around to the one hundreds to pick up that Pennywise print. Have you decided what you want yet?”

“I don’t know. I was thinking I might pick up those striped tights for my cyberpunk Alice in Wonderland…” She trailed off, squinting. “Wait a minute. What is that?”

He followed her gaze to a vendor tucked beneath a staircase they’d somehow managed to miss. Styrofoam heads cluttered the black-draped table, each sporting a brightly colored wig. At either end of the booth, full-size mannequins displayed longer hairpieces. The one on the far end caught Leigh’s eye and held it. The long, wavy locks had been dyed in delicate, cotton-candy pastels. She’d been looking for a wig like this for almost a year now, but she’d either found the right colors without the length or the right length without the colors and never the two combined. But this one was perfect. The vendor had even styled it well, pulling the front section into a pair of tightly wound double buns and leaving the rest loose.

“Finally,” she breathed.

It was just a wig, but she could barely breathe as she approached the table. Her mother had taken off when Leigh was only a few months old, leaving behind two photos and an old storybook about a princess named Lady Lovely Locks and the Pixietails who lived in her magical hair. When she was a kid, Leigh had read that book so many times that it had needed rebinding. Now that she’d grown up a bit, she could admit that the story was incredibly cringe. But that hadn’t stopped her from working on a cosplay that reenvisioned the princess as a warrior maiden. It was further along than most of her other pending projects—about 95 percent done—but she hadn’t managed to find the right wig until now.

The vendor, a rail-thin old lady in a purple beehive wig and cat’s-eye glasses, was already beginning to pack up a display of kanzashi. The traditional Japanese hair ornaments jingled as she removed them from the plastic display case and placed them carefully into a large bin. She paused to bare yellowed teeth in a smile.

“Let me know if you see anything you like, dearies,” she said.

“I’m terrified to ask, but how much is this wig?” asked Leigh, her voice a little breathless.

“The forty-two-inch multi? Now that one is lace-front, hand-woven synthetic. I’ll give it to you for $120 since it’s the end of the day,” said the vendor, moving around the table and holding up a length of the hair for inspection. She eyed Leigh with a weirdly satisfied smile as if already anticipating the sale.

Leigh did have an after-school job, but she couldn’t afford to be dropping that kind of bank on a wig. She reserved most of her paychecks for her fashion-design-school fund and daily expenses. After all, rent and utilities weren’t cheap, and her dad already worked too much. She had a responsibility to help out. But she ran her hands over the glistening strands, and she wanted that wig. Badly.

“Pretty,” said Ari, peering over her shoulder. “Which one’s that for again? The Lovely Lady cosplay?”

“Lady Lovely Locks.”

The old woman broke out into a coughing fit so hard she staggered into the wig stand, which toppled over in slow motion as she hacked out a lung. Alarmed, Leigh snatched the wig out of the air before it spilled onto the floor, while Ari steadied the vendor. Her beehive had gone crooked, and her glasses hung on the end of her nose. Pale and shaky, she looked like she’d seen a ghost.

“Sit down,” Ari urged, his eyes wide. “Should we call someone?”

“I’ll be fine. Just got to catch my breath,” said the vendor, not unkindly.

Leigh put the wig back onto the stand, smoothing the soft strands. It was perfect, and she felt for the old lady, but it was too much. Responsibility sucked.

“Let’s go,” she murmured. “I’ve got to pick up those tights.”

“I did owe you…” began Ari, but Leigh cut him off with a wave of a hand.

“If I wanted a comic or something, sure. But this is too much,” she replied. “Don’t even think about it.”

“How about I put forty bucks toward it, and you help me with the wings for King Chrysalis? I’ve tried them twice, and I’m still not happy with the results.”

She hesitated. With Ari’s contribution, she could just squeak by on what she had in her wallet without raiding her savings. Could she really justify paying eighty bucks for a wig? She’d have to start rationing shampoo, for heaven’s sake! But she’d been working on that Lady Lovely Locks cosplay for so long.

“I’ll bump it down eighty dollars total,” offered the vendor, nodding in encouragement. “Half from you and half from your friend. It jumped into your hands. Clearly, you’re meant to have it.”

She must have been desperate to make the sale this late in the day. Leigh hesitated. She knew she ought to do the responsible thing, buy the much-cheaper tights, and congratulate herself on being sensible. But she was tired of having to be a seventeen-year-old adult.

“The sales floor is now closed,” said the crackling voice of the announcer over the loudspeaker. “Please exit the Dealers’ Hall immediately.”

“I’ll take it!” she exclaimed, yanking her wallet out of one of her pouches before she lost her chance.
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