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CHAPTER ONE


Los Angeles—FaeCon


“FORTUNE FAVORS THE BRAVE,” ELI WHISPERED TO THEIR reflection.


They folded their upper half over a paint-speckled hotel sink and tipped their head from side to side, inspecting their work. The person staring back at them was in the last stage of metamorphosis, familiarity stripped away, new features sculpted in their place. Makeup had the power to do that—bury any uncertainties beneath a perfectly rendered likeness of an otherworldly somebody. Like this, with their shorn golden hair sprayed white and dusted with metallic glitter and their freckled cheeks lifted high, accentuated by two silicone prostheses, Eli became royal and mythical and changed. 


The Hyatt staff wouldn’t know what to do with a mess like this. A bottle of liquid latex sat untouched next to colorful ribbon trimmings, a palette of Ben Nye body paint, and blue-stained sponges. Glitter shimmered in the shallow sink, and a popsicle stick coated with half-dried Pros-Aide, a medical-grade adhesive, dangled from the lip of the nearby trash can.


An acrylic eyeball, created with a handmade mold Eli had debuted on their Weblog channel last week, rested in the soap dish. Their “Castor for FaeCon” video had raked in their highest numbers yet: twenty thousand views, fifteen thousand likes, and three hundred individual comments. They kind of wanted to kick themself for choosing to bust out the most difficult cosplay they’d ever created at a convention they’d never attended before, but a new convention meant new photographers, new cosplayers, new artists, and more exposure. And if Eli wanted to land another sponsorship, they needed to make a splash. They swallowed hard, then plucked the eyeball out of the dish. Difficulty aside, they were going to pull off this hard-as-hell cosplay even if it meant missing the shuttle to the convention center.


They’d walked three miles in head-to-toe makeup before, and they’d walk three miles in head-to-toe makeup again if they had to. Horns, tail, hooves, and all.


Carefully, Eli pressed the delicate eyeball into a glob of Spirit Gum and held it in place. One wrong move could potentially ruin their almost finished design, and unlike the gorgeously grotesque creations horror artists and Haunt Masters produced for scare-fests during Halloween, Eli couldn’t fix a mistake with a splatter of fake blood. They groaned when their phone buzzed, clattering atop a closed eyeshadow palette. They tapped the screen, but their fake talons wouldn’t register. “Jesus… Christ… C’mon,” they grumbled, then hit the speaker icon with their knuckle. “Yeah?”


“Where the hell are you?” Eli’s screen was instantly filled with the image of their best friend. Ghostly white contact lenses bleached Bodhi’s brown eyes, a stark contrast to her copper skin. She bared her fake fangs in a grin and leaned closer to her phone. “Damn, son. That third eye, though.”


Eli glanced at their reflection and cautiously lifted two fingers away from the pale blue eyeball, ringed in gold and framed by fake lashes. There. With their face shaped by prostheses, a third eye glued to their forehead, and two antelope horns attached to their temples, Eli had become King of the Northern Fae, Castor Iceheart, a character from one of the most popular tabletop role-playing podcasts out there right now.


Bodhi cleared her throat. “Eli, seriously. Come on.”


Three hours of work and no time to appreciate it. They huffed, a little annoyed but a lot excited. “All right, okay, I’ll be down in two minutes. I just need my boots. Don’t let them leave!” Eli screwed the Spirit Gum tube shut and dusted their brows with teal glitter.


“Yeah, sure, I’ll just lay in front of the bus. Hurry your ass up,” Bodhi barked. Her black-painted mouth crowded the screen. “And do not forget your badge!”


“Yes, yeah, okay,” they mumbled and ended the FaceTime, tucking their phone into the hidden bag clipped around their waist.


Their hotel room was in disarray. A pink wig waterfalled over the edge of the nightstand, while tall leather boots slouched against the closet doors, and abandoned clothing littered the floor. Eli hunted for their staff—There, next to the TV—and their boot coverings, which were stashed in a suitcase. Okay, done, ready to—


They almost knocked one of their horns loose as they reached through the half-closed door to snatch their purple lanyard, which was weighed down by enamel pins, colorful buttons, and their pro badge, from the coat rack. Two minutes to make the shuttle. The door closed with a loud click as they darted down the hall, holding their floor-length robe off the ground in one hand and six-foot staff in the other, trying not to trip as they hurried into the lobby. Bodhi waved from outside, waiting half on the sidewalk, half in the bus.


“They’re coming! Yes, right there! They’re right there,” Bodhi snapped, whipping back and forth between the driver and Eli.


Eli climbed into the bus, trying to catch their breath. Wearing a heavy cosplay and a half-tank binder didn’t make it easy. “Hi, I’m here—I’m so sorry.”


The driver, a balding man with a thick mustache, gave them a once-over. “I gather you don’t get anywhere quick in those get-ups, huh?”


They heaved a sigh. Their chest strained against restrictive fabric. “Definitely not.”


From the back of the bus, someone cosplaying Casual Castor, dressed in jeans, a hoodie, and much smaller horns, hollered, “What’s up, Castor!” Eli laughed in response, waving two clawed fingers as they shuffled down the aisle.


Bodhi squeezed past them and shoved her backpack aside, making room for Eli to sit beside her. “Always late, always—”


“I know, okay? But the paint had to dry between layers or I’d look like a giant blue mess. Can you help me buckle these things?” They gestured to their feet, then poked Bodhi’s knee, wrapped in shiny black vinyl. She was dressed as Valeria the Vengeful, a minor but popular vampire–turned–vampire hunter from Chaos Reign, the same podcast responsible for Castor. “You look awesome, by the way.”


“I better look awesome after squeezing myself into this bodysuit,” she said before blowing a breath and clasping Eli’s hooves around their ankles, concealing their black combat boots. “Anyway, do we have a plan? Courtyard first, Hall A second, or…?”


“I really wanna make it to the Fears, Queers, and Other Monster Makers panel,” Eli said, leaning back in their seat.


“You do know panels are in Hall C, right? Which is, like, a hop, skip, and a jump away from the Exhibitor Hall? We won’t get ten feet through the door.”


“We can try,” they assured her and held their phone at arm’s length. “Flash your fangs, Valeria.”


Bodhi adjusted her long brunette curls and then gave a fake hiss for the camera. Eli opened Instagram and started typing the caption:


Castor and Val are on the move. See you at West Coast FaeCon! Snap a pic with us and tag #EliSFX for a chance to win a Night Life Palette! 


Then they posted the goofy picture. Not even a millisecond later, notifications popped up in their feed.


Being a makeup influencer wasn’t what Eli had pictured for their first out-of-the-nest job, but they couldn’t complain. Their name and social media handles—Eli Peterson, @EliSFX, and Makeup by Eli—brought in half the rent for their newly acquired five-hundred-square-foot apartment and covered a few bills. Honestly, the free products alone made the gig worthwhile. Makeup companies sent them palettes, glues, glitters, and concept sheets to feature on their platforms in exchange for a tag beneath a photo or a mention in their videos. Granted, Eli typically used household materials and affordable brands, but having the opportunity to play with the good shit made the job more fun.


They frowned at their phone. 


HecateCosmetics liked your photo 32s.


“Oh, please,” Eli scoffed, tilting the screen toward Bodhi. “Can you believe this shit? I’ve been begging them to let me test their product since sophomore year.”


“Oof, yeah, they’re high end, though. Don’t they stock the Haunt Masters for Universal Horror Nights?”


“Yeah, but still. It’s rude to ghost my emails and then like my posts.”


“True.”


Eli wanted to be the real deal: to walk on set for a multimillion-dollar movie and see their makeup on the big screen. But that, just like everything else, was a fantasy. High school was over, the end of their gap year and college were looming on the horizon, and being an influencer paid half the bills. Working at Denny’s paid the rest. Anything they had left over went straight into the yeet these teets savings account they’d created halfway through senior year. Top surgery wasn’t cheap, and neither was living in Los Angeles, but that’s where the special effects makeup scene thrived, so LA would always be home.


Bodhi craned to look out the window as the bus cruised by lines of people hustling toward a red sign labeled Badge Pickup.


“Damn, it’s packed,” she said with a sigh. “You ready? Need any eye drops?”


Midnight-black contact lenses darkened the whites of Eli’s eyes and their indigo irises. They couldn’t wear them for long, but they’d last a few hours. “Nah, I’m good. You?”


“I’m good, too.”


The bus halted in front of the Los Angeles Convention Center, and people whooped and cheered as the doors swung open. Convention-goers filled the sidewalk, some dressed in street clothes, others showing off their cosplay skills in over-the-top costumes or more subtle nods to their favorite characters. Eli adjusted the wooden buttons on their high-necked tunic and straightened the white faux-fur collar on their navy cape.


“Tail?” they asked.


“Looks fine. It’s supposed to drag, right?”


“Yeah, it’s painted foam. Horns?”


“Pointy. Fangs?” Bodhi hissed again.


“Also pointy.”


Bodhi took a deep breath. “Ready?”


Eli nodded. “Ready.”


They both stepped off the bus and made it exactly twenty feet before being stopped by a group of photographers. “Castor!” one of them called. “Val! Hey, can we get you two in a battle pose?”


“We’re on our way to a panel, so just a couple,” Eli said.


They spun their staff, squared their shoulders, and lifted their chin. A practiced sweep of their leg sent the robe billowing behind them. Next to them, Bodhi sank into a crouch, clutching a fake stake, and bared her fangs. After a few other photographers rushed in for a picture, some people pulled out their phones, snapping selfies and candid shots while Eli and Bodhi adjusted their poses. It had only been a few minutes, but Bodhi nudged Eli’s foot and tipped her head toward the double doors.


Eli cleared their throat. “We’ll be on the stairs for the Chaos Reign meetup this afternoon,” they said, loud enough to be heard over the bustle of the crowd. “Thanks, everyone! Yep, yeah, thank you. Oh, hey, sure—” Eli paused to snap a selfie with someone. “Yeah, that’s me. No space between ‘Eli’ and ‘SFX.’ Have a good con!”


Bodhi impatiently tugged their wrist. “You know we’re never gonna make it to that panel.”


“Just… walk, like, speed walk. Smile and nod.”


“Yeah, yeah, I hear you.”


The convention center courtyard was packed with cosplayers, photographers, and con-goers. Mecha suits flexed for flashing cameras. Popular comic-book heroes and villains pretended to duke it out next to a pretzel cart. Other Chaos Reign cosplayers nodded to them as Bodhi pulled Eli through the crowd, but before they could make it to Hall C, a princess in a yellow ball gown twirled in front of them.


“Pardon me,” she said in a singsong voice and continued to spin through the room.


Before Eli could dip around a Sherlock and Holmes and keep moving, two younger cosplayers inched closer with their phones raised. Eli shot Bodhi an apologetic smile. Looking at those kids, their bright grins and eager eyes, made Eli hungry for a time they’d left behind. Waiting in online queues for tickets to conventions; attempting a zombie makeup with toilet paper, a glue stick, red food coloring, and gelatin; filling notebooks during panels with tips and tricks from the best in the industry.


It all started when they were fifteen, walking into a convention hall holding Zach’s hand, coming face-to-face with impeccable cosplays. Now, almost four years later, on the cusp of choosing a college and a future they had no interest in, Eli desperately wanted to go back. Back to uncomplicated. Back to late-night makeup practices in Zach’s bedroom. Back to everything they’d walked away from.


Bodhi sighed through her smile. “It’s two thirty.”


Eli covered their flinch with a smile as the two took their picture. “Thanks, guys! Have a good one!”


Then they plucked their robe off the floor and sped through the courtyard. Bodhi guided them between popcorn lines and book signings and through a crowded hallway, but Eli stopped in place when a particular booth caught their eye. The violet signage and bold title were too familiar to miss: Beyond—Makeup Artistry—Register Today!


“We’ll come back,” Bodhi said, and tugged their hand, speeding through the corridor on the other side of the Exhibitor Hall until they hit the panel queue. Signs listed room numbers and schedule changes outside each designated panel area.


The printed sheet taped to Room 105C read fears, queers, and other monster makers. A handwritten line above it spelled out: full.


Eli heaved an irritated sigh. Of all the panels and the days and the cosplays, they had to choose Saturday—convention prime time, when they were literally wearing Castor makeup—to miss a discussion with the creative team behind Chaos Reign.


“Yep,” Bodhi said with a pop of her lips. “Sorry, honey. Maybe you’ll catch ’em at the next show.”


“Yeah, maybe,” Eli replied, deflated. They wrinkled their nose in disappointment and pointed to an empty space against a wall. Bodhi nodded, following their lead, and then slid down to sit on the floor.


They’d only been there half an hour, but they were already in need of a break. At least Hall C was relatively calm, unlike anywhere close to the Exhibitor Hall, where vendors, booksellers, and artists set up shop for the weekend—bound to be slammed. They could usually go a couple hours without resting, but sometimes the crowds made it hard for Eli to catch their breath. Especially when they were cosplaying someone as popular as Castor. Missing the panel royally sucked, but sitting against the wall, scrolling through their phone, and enjoying a bit of quiet was a balm to their disappointment.


A part of them loved it: the cameras, the smiles, the compliments. But the rest of them wanted to do what they did best: hide in their tiny apartment with their circle light and their makeup tutorials, listening to role-playing podcasts and playing video games in their underwear. When they hid for long enough to need rescuing, Bodhi, bless her, never failed to drag them out for Taco Tuesday or brunch at Hamburger Mary’s. Being an introvert wasn’t terrible, but being an introverted influencer? Yeah, that definitely complicated things.


“You okay?” Bodhi asked, handing them a water bottle.


They took a sip. “Yeah. Should we attempt Artist Alley?”


“Attempt is the key word. I’m down if you are.”


The moment Eli stood up, Room 105C opened and people started pouring out. A cosplayer in a Weasel fur suit, the seven-foot-tall marsupial from Chaos Reign who was also the party’s rogue, lumbered into the hallway. Some attendees chatted with one another or flipped through the FaeCon guidebook, but most hovered outside the door, probably hoping to snag a picture with Chaos Reign’s star creators, Lee Gates or Theresa Jenkins.


Bodhi tapped their arm, pulling their attention to three clicking cameras pointed at them. Eli quickly shifted into character, holding their chin high and pointing their staff at a lens, then flashing a toothy grin and winking at another. Suddenly, they heard Bodhi say, “Yeah, that’s them,” and watched as she jutted her thumb over her shoulder, “but I don’t know if they’re doing interviews.”


A Black woman with short, springy curls, wearing a Star Wars shirt with a “she/her” button pinned to the collar, leaned around Bodhi. She fixed her eyes on Eli and tipped her microphone toward them, silently asking for permission.


Eli blinked, taken aback. “Oh, me? As in, like, me, me? I’m just—”


“Eli Peterson, one of the youngest up-and-coming self-made special effects makeup artists in the game,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Correct?”


“You make me sound extremely cool.”


“It’s my job to make things sound cool, including people.” She extended her hand. “Pam Wippler, NerdsOut.com. The homegrown magazine devoted to the intersection of the queer community with creative industries and fandom spaces. I’ve got some questions if you’re up for it?”


“Sure. Shoot.”


“What’s it like being openly nonbinary in the cosmetics industry?”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say I’m in the industry. I literally just moved out of my parents’ house, and I mainly focus on tutorials.”


“Got your own place, huh? How’s that feel?”


“Good, but kinda weird?” Eli said as they fiddled nervously with their badge. “Hopefully my family will see this whole makeup thing as a real job sometime soon. Right now, it’s not that serious, though.”


“You want it to be?” Pam asked. “Serious, I mean.”


“Of course, yeah. I’d love to make monsters for a living.”


“I bet.” The cute gap between Pam’s teeth showed when she grinned. “And what about your origin story? What, or who, got you into special effects?”


Eli’s chest tightened. They should’ve expected that question. It was a standard checkpoint they constantly had to cross. “I started in eighth grade, actually,” they said, and swallowed around the itch in their throat. With Zach. “With an old friend of mine. We used to practice after my parents went to bed.” They could still hear his laugh, a little raspy, a little low. “Watched all the old horror movies, bought the 1965 Dick Smith do-it-yourself book.” They remembered how his mouth felt against their pulse on their eighteenth birthday, sitting in the sand on Venice Beach, air still smoky and acrid from the New Year’s fireworks. “Experimenting with latex and costumes and fake blood… It started something, you know. We started something.” How Zach held his breath when Eli whispered I’m not going with you two days before graduation. “And it got me here, I guess.”


“So what’s next? Think you’ll be fighting for the grand prize at the Cosplay Runway show in Seattle?”


They shoved memories away, narrowing their focus to runway show. “I’m not sure, actually. I haven’t heard anything about it yet.”


“Theresa is offering a twelve-month scholarship beginning this fall at Beyond in Hollywood to the winner. They’ll be formally announcing the gig at the Cosplay Competition tonight. We’ll see you there, right?”


“You sure will. Yeah, of course.” Eli forced themself to smile normally, but every bone in their body hummed with excitement.


“Thanks for the interview,” Pam said with a wave, then joined the Weasel cosplayer in the fur suit.


A scholarship to Beyond.


Suddenly Bodhi was there gripping their wrist and pulling them from their thoughts. “I’m starving, like, star-ving. Can we hit a food truck before we head to Artist Alley?”


Eli nodded absently.


Beyond was the best special effects makeup school in Southern California. And this was a shot at getting their foot in the door—at being more than an influencer by night and a server by day. This was the opportunity they’d wished for on every falling star and 11:11 and prepackaged fortune cookie throughout high school.


Their heart hammered in their chest, beating in time with two syllables.


Beyond.
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CHAPTER TWO


Los Angeles—FaeCon


THE COSPLAY COMPETITION WAS HELD IN THE BALLROOM on the third floor. Fortunately, Eli and Bodhi arrived early enough to get seats. They weren’t great seats, but that didn’t matter. They could see the stage and the table where the judges, including Theresa Jenkins, would sit, and that was all that mattered. There were massive screens on either side of the stage, and the spotlights angled toward the makeshift runway that stretched from one wing to the other.


Ever since the missed panel and impromptu interview, Eli had scoured the Internet looking for more leads on the Beyond scholarship. The booth had been no help, so they had to rely on someone having leaked whatever information Theresa had let slip during the panel, and after clicking through twelve different Twitter profiles, they’d found it.


“So this Makeup Wars thing,” Bodhi said, munching on some peanut M&Ms. “First there’s glorified auditions, then there’s the traveling battle of the baddest bitch, then the judges vote, those votes get combined with social media votes, and that determines the winner at the end? Did I get everything?”


“Yeah, you got it. I mean, it’ll be fun, but I doubt I’ll make it through auditions or win or whatever. I want to, I hope I do, but—”


“But?”


Eli sighed. “But it’s probably best not to get wrapped up in this.” If they were being honest, it was too late for that. Eli stared at their lap, thumbs rushing over keys as they typed, deleted, and then retyped the same post for Instagram over and over again.


What if gnawed at them. What if they didn’t make it? What if they did make it? What if this was vindication for every twelve-hour shift they’d crawled through, every penny they’d dropped into their top surgery jar? Eli took a deep breath and tried not to be afraid. If they didn’t win, they didn’t win. But they had to try. They had to.


The entrance into the competition started on social media, and Eli was required to share a picture with #MakeupWars tagged at the bottom. Problem was, they couldn’t decide between a selfie they’d taken earlier or a full-body photo Bodhi had gotten during the Chaos Reign meetup. One featured a half smile with their hand curled under their chin, showcasing their silver claws and the godforsaken foam run they’d perfected for their elvish ears. But the other showed their entire outfit, including their hooves and the slightly curved tail sprouting from the slit in their robe.


“All right, I’m doin’ it,” Eli blurted and tapped the selfie. “Ready?”


“Do it, bitch,” Bodhi said, one cheek stuffed full of chocolate.


Can’t wait to compete with some amazing SFX artists for a chance to attend BEYOND! It’s always been a big dream of mine to take classes from the best of the best and I can’t wait to get latexy/bloody/artsy with everyone during MAKEUP WAAARRSSS!! Thanks for the chance @theresa_chaos and @FaeCon. #MakeupWars


Eli hit “share.”


Nervousness sloshed around in Eli’s stomach. Cosplay competitions were one thing—a trophy or a medal, a check that might cover the cost of their materials, bragging rights at the next con—but a scholarship had the potential to fast-track their education. This could help them land a stable job instead of an unpaid internship. Beyond could change the trajectory of Eli’s life.


“Kinda cool to finally see a makeup-centric cosplay contest. I mean, no doubt, I’m a costume fanatic, I know this shit is awesome,” Bodhi said, and nudged them with her elbow. “But having something new and niche to add to the con lineup sure is a breath of fresh air.”


The lights dimmed and applause rang out as a princess swathed in vibrant purple skipped to the center of the stage. Flowers were threaded through her thick braid, trailing behind her as she went, and a chameleon doll peeked from the basket looped around her arm.


“Damn,” Bodhi said in awe, “look at that Rapunzel. I bet she’ll place.”


Eli sat higher in their seat and grinned as more cosplayers came and went. The packed ballroom clapped and cheered for every contestant, from first-timers to seasoned designers. Old-school characters in outfits from retired comics strutted across the stage, and new creatures from indie-developed games spread animatronic wings, inciting gasps from the audience.


Once all the contestants had taken the stage, the judges left to discuss who would place. Eli glanced around the ballroom, relieved to see clearly now that their contacts were out. Sometimes sclera lenses shadowed their peripheral vision, making it difficult to focus. Earlier, they’d almost dumped an entire In-N-Out double-double on themself because they hadn’t noticed the Robin Hood cosplayer standing beside them at the counter. Fortunately, Robin Hood hadn’t spilled their Neapolitan shake either and had shyly asked where Eli had bought their fancy enamel pronoun pin. Conversation ensued, laughter followed. And in that moment, Eli remembered just how homey conventions could be.


Sometimes on bad dysphoria days or painfully long overnight shifts, they’d organize the pins on their lanyards and reminisce about how many artists they’d met and friends they’d made during weekends spent wandering Artist Alleys. Cons felt like home, even when Eli was almost spilling burgers and milkshakes on fellow enbies.


“Isn’t there a Chaos Reign afterparty tonight?” Eli asked as they waited for the winner to be announced.


Bodhi nodded, bundling her big curls into a ponytail. “Yeah, but there’s also a NerdsOut mixer and a lightning-round tabletop session. We could hit all three if we stick to a schedule.”


“Us? Schedule?” Eli said through a laugh. “Yeah, no. Pick two.”


“Oh, c’mon! Let’s go to the mixer, do a lightning round, and then close out the night at the party. Makes sense, yeah?”


“Fine, fine, we’ll give it a shot.”


The lights dimmed again, and cheers rang through the room as the judges took their seats. Brett Howler, a famous cosplayer, took the microphone first, asking for a round of applause for all the contestants. He called the finalists to the stage and announced Rapunzel in third place and a Star Wars cosplayer in second. He awarded the first-place trophy to a massive full-body Dracon Warrior suit equipped with LED wings, 3D printed armor, and two giant reptilian heads.


Bodhi brought her mouth close to Eli’s neck and whispered, “It’s always someone on stilts.”


Eli snorted a laugh. “True, but that face piece had to take days. Can you imagine the molds? The glue?”


“Oh, it’s everywhere. Glue in the front, glue in the back, glue in the—”


“Nether regions,” Eli said, and they both tripped into laughter. Then Eli gasped and almost toppled out of their seat as the words Makeup Wars floated across the screens hung above the stage. “Holy shit, okay, it’s happening.”


Bodhi took their hand and squeezed. “Here we go, sweets. Get ready.”


Theresa Jenkins took center stage, wearing a sequined cape decorated in astrological constellations. Her short blond hair was slicked back, revealing silver elvish ear toppers and a dainty foliage choker. She was incredible, a powerhouse in the SFX industry, and Eli thought their heart might rupture if it beat any faster. Because if they won—if they won—they’d be one of her students. Their head spun at the thought.


“Thank you all so much for coming out tonight. How’s everyone feelin’?” Theresa asked as she held her arms out, welcoming loud cheers, whoops, and whistles. “Good, good. Now, I have some exciting news to share with you. We talked about it during Fears, Queers, and Other Monster Makers, and I’ve seen the hashtag explode on social media, so…” A few people clapped or raised their hands, waving their phones in the air. “I’m unleashing chaos onto the special effects world! Are you ready?”


There were more cheers and even more hollers. Eli squeezed Bodhi’s hand tighter.


“We’re expanding the West Coast convention circuit to debut a summer showdown. This year, in tandem with the classic competitions we all know and love, I’ll be turning our new Cosplay Runway into a battleground.”


Theresa pointed to the crowd. “Over the next ten days, you’ll be voting for your favorite artists during the virtual stage of Makeup Wars, an interactive social media competition to find the top five best makeup artists and cosplay designers in the country. I’ll be sponsoring those creators at San Diego Comic Palooza, Anime Bay San Francisco, Oakland Heroes Expo, Portland’s FanEx, and the final match during the Cosplay Competition at the infamous Sea City Comic Con in Seattle.


“With your help, I’ll be choosing one artist to join me and my colleagues at Beyond for a full year of special effects and costume design education. Are you ready to help me find the next best special effects makeup artist?!”


Eli cupped their hands around their mouth and cheered.


Theresa swept her palm toward the big screens. “Let’s take a look at some of our competitors!”


The screens shifted; animated blood dripped from the corners and cartoon cosplayers winked, framing a countdown next to the words Entry Ends at Midnight. The first face to appear was a well-known Indian American cosplayer stage-named Beverly Belle.


“Hell, yeah, Bev!” Bodhi shouted, pumping her fist in the air. “Show ’em what we can do!”


Eli vibrated in their seat as countless faces appeared with social media handles below them. There was Beverly Belle, the famous anime cosplayer. The ghoulish TikTok makeup artist Franklin Stein. Gary Harken. Cassie Anne Montgomery, the beauty specialist. Joe Morgan.


Eli had seen all their work float through their Instagram feed and pop into the “recommended” list on their Weblog channel. The nerves fluttering in their stomach turned heavy as they watched each new artist blink onto the screen. So much fucking talent. Eli swallowed, fiddling with a button on their robe. Maybe they should’ve thought this through more.


“Holy shit—holy shit, Eli!” Bodhi smacked their hand, pointing frantically at the screen.


Eli’s selfie manifested, and the audience cheered. Something electric bloomed inside them, burning away their anxiety. Listening to the crowd shout and holler, watching their face, seeing their name beside creators they adored and envied—they couldn’t help but grin. This was it. They were shooting their shot.


“I can’t believe I—” Eli’s voice faltered, snared on the jagged rock lodged in their throat. They stared at the screen. At that face. His face. Then everything inside them went careening toward their rib cage. They felt light-headed, seized by dizzy, panicked disbelief.


Right there, after Eli’s selfie, was future Haunt Master Zachary Miller.


Zachary Miller, the boy who’d given them a promise ring junior year and practiced makeup with them late at night and kissed them on the mouth at prom and said I love you first.


Zachary Miller, the makeup artist who represented high-end brands like Hecate and HeartStopper, who’d attended the exclusive SFX workshop at Shockwave Studios in New York and had half a million followers on Instagram.


Zachary fucking Miller. The guy who owned the heart Eli had thoroughly broken.


Bodhi gasped. “Zach’s back?” She whipped toward Eli, fangs poking over her bottom lip, eyes wide and unblinking. “I thought he was in New York, like, permanently?”


“Me, too,” Eli croaked. Heat rushed into their face. They needed to move. To go. Just go.


“Hey, whoa, wait!” Bodhi said, flailing and grabbing their staff before it hit the ground. “Wait, wait, hold on, Eli!”


But Eli was already gone. They tripped over their own feet, and one hoof ripped, flopping against the floor as they made for the hallway. They clipped their horn on the doorframe, followed by their shoulder. There was a devastating sound, like a zipper coming undone, as the foam tore. They were going too fast, but instinct told them to run. To get away from the ballroom. To go somewhere safe and small where they could be alone with their heaving breaths and shaking hands. They pressed the down button on the elevator again and again and again.


Finally, the bell dinged, and Eli slipped inside.


They should’ve known. They should’ve anticipated this. But even if they had, nothing—not a damn thing—would’ve prepared them to see Zach’s face on that screen.


“Okay,” Eli whispered, pacing back and forth inside the elevator. “Okay, it’s fine. You’re fine. This is fine.”


Memories rushed behind their eyes. A year ago, fidgeting with their purse in the passenger seat of Zach’s truck. Trying and failing to find a way to say it. I’m not going with you. Weeks before that, dancing at winter formal. Fumbling under each other’s clothes in the back row of a movie theater. Kissing Zach’s jaw on the Venice Beach Boardwalk. Holding his hand as they queued for a panel at Anthrocon. Making plans together. Stitching their dreams together.


It felt like Eli had shot backward through time and jumped into their body two minutes before they’d shattered their own heart.


The elevator rocked to a stop, the bell dinged, and the doors opened.


Eli halted midstep. Their breath wobbled, stuck halfway to a gasp.


Zach’s eyes were as green as they’d ever been. “Eliza—”


“Eli,” they blurted and swallowed hard. “It’s Eli.”


“Eli…” he said, testing. Their name was a warm rasp in his mouth. “Been a minute.”


“Yeah, yes. It… it sure has. I’m just… I’m gonna—” Another rip sounded. Their antelope horn fell, whacking them across their cheek and nose.


Zach winced. Jesus Christ, he winced.


“Go.” Run in traffic. Dive into the ocean. Walk into the desert and never return. They held their limp horn in one hand and gathered their robe in the other, stumbling over their limp hoof as the elevator door began to close.


Zach blocked the metal door before it bumped into them. “Got it?”


“Yep, sure do.”


They tried not to give in. Tried to keep walking, defeated and trembling, but they couldn’t stop themself. They had to look over their shoulder, to get a glimpse of the light stubble on Zach’s cheeks and his dark bronze hair, to peek at the new ink snaking along his throat, to count the three—no, four—hoops punched through his earlobes. To memorize how his black button-down shirt clung tightly to his shoulders, and how his cold expression had hardly shifted, and how his lips hadn’t formed a smile. Not even when he’d said their name.


Eli paused. Twisted their robe between their fingers, rallied their bravery, and looked.


Their heart ruptured.


The elevator doors had shut, and Zach was gone.


Again.
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CHAPTER THREE


Los Angeles—FaeCon


ELI TORE OPEN KETCHUP PACKETS WITH THEIR TEETH AND squeezed the contents onto their plate next to a pile of thick-cut fries. They hadn’t gone to the NerdsOut mixer or the lightning-round tabletop session or the Chaos Reign afterparty. In fact, they hadn’t gone anywhere until Bodhi had found them standing awkwardly in the middle of the lobby, holding their broken antelope horn in a shaky grip. Bodhi had flown from the elevator, plucking her fangs off as she crossed the lobby to them as a few convention-goers and cosplayers had loitered outside the Exhibitor Hall and volunteers had floated around them, checking lights, arranging chairs, emptying trash cans.


Bodhi had waited until they were in the shuttle to say, “I ran into Zach.”


And Eli had waited until they were safely inside their hotel room to say, “Yeah, I did, too.”


Bodhi had only nodded.


She’d sat on the edge of the bed while Eli had swayed on their feet, staring at the floor as the minutes stretched. Eli had swallowed around the lump in their throat and gestured to the bathroom, and Bodhi had mirrored them, waving nonchalantly at the laminated room-service menu on the nightstand.


A full-face makeup removal was always satisfying. The way their skin flexed as silicone peeled away, how prostheses lifted, bubbling under their fingers like gelatin. Eli stayed in the bathroom, flashing playful smiles at their phone as they recorded the removal process for their Instagram story, steeped in fumes from alcohol-soaked cotton and the waxy crayon smell of the paint and glue. But once Castor was gone, Eli and their heartbreak were the only things left. Their smile faded, and their confident facade crumbled. When they got out of the bathroom, Bodhi was waiting for them with a feast.


“Okay, we have salt, we have sweet, we have beer,” she said, pointing out each plate on the hotel-room desk. “Showers? Taken. Skin care? Done. Let’s rip the Band-Aid off and jump in.” She sat on the bed across from Eli, jamming her fork into a brownie sundae that sat next to a mountain of fries. “So, Zach’s back.”


“Yep, he… he sure is,” Eli mumbled as they snatched a can of whatever craft beer Bodhi’s girlfriend had bought them and took a sip. “So I think I’m gonna drop out of Makeup Wars.”


“Absolutely not,” Bodhi snapped. She swiped a flyaway off her forehead, brown cheeks dewy from her fancy rose-hip serum, and pinned them with a hard look. “That’s not happening, Liz. You’re doing this.”


Eli popped a fry into their mouth, chewed, and swallowed. They remembered Zach’s lips forming a name they no longer used. “He almost called me…” they mumbled, ignoring the discomfort squirming beneath their skin. They’d changed their name after Zach had flown to New York, slicing at syllables as if they were on an autopsy table. Snapped Eli away like a bone. Liz, too. And left the whole of it empty like an exoskeleton. “Not like he could’ve known or anything, but he just… He looked like he’d seen a ghost.”


“Well, no offense, but you did the whole I’m trans, hear me roar and chopped, like, all your hair off, so I bet he was surprised,” Bodhi said with a shrug. She grimaced. “But still, he knows you’re nonbinary—he’s known since forever. New hair can’t be that shocking.”


“He’s known for as long as I’ve known, so yeah, like freshman year,” Eli said as they grabbed a fork and dug into the brownie. “If he makes it through Makeup Wars, and he’s going to, and I make it, then… then I’ll have to compete against him, and I can’t. I’m not—” It felt like the words were rushing out faster and faster, along with all the air in their lungs.


“Oh, my God, do you hear yourself?” Bodhi asked, placing her hand firmly on their face and forcing them to look at her. “It’s been a whole fucking year, Eli. You broke up! Breakups happen. Don’t let old shit ruin this for you.”


“I wouldn’t call it old anything,” they said under their breath. They pushed globs of melted ice cream around on the plate.


Bodhi signed. “C’mon, I mean, it’s Zach. It’s not like he’ll be an asshole about it.”


“Have you forgotten what went down?” Eli said, pinning her with a cold glare. “One, I told him I wasn’t going to New York forty-eight hours before we were supposed to drive to the airport and get on a plane together. Two, we had plans, like actual, real-life plans: rent an apartment, intern at Shockwave after the workshop, get jobs, get married, and I—”


“First of all, I would’ve crossed the whole-ass country, hog-tied you, and brought you back to LA before I ever let you get married before your twenty-first birthday. And second, you did what was best for you, okay? You made a tough choice at the last minute, and it…” She sighed, smoothing her hand over their knee. “It sucked. It hurt. Trust me, I know it did, because it hurt me, too. These things just do, and sometimes they hurt for a while, but you can’t not chase this huge, gigantic, monumentally important opportunity because your ex blew into town.”


“He’s a Haunt Master,” Eli said dumbly, shielding themself from the passive-aggressive blade Bodhi had fit between the fluff. Because it hurt me, too. They wanted to bite her. Wanted to say, I didn’t ask you to choose me. You could’ve stayed friends with him. But they didn’t. “He’s the next big name in horror, Bodhi!”


“Okay, he did two Haunt seasons—two!—and no one, not a single person, is impressed with two three-week Halloween theme-park gigs, especially when he was an assistant for one. That Haunt Master title is cute and all, but you can’t bullshit a bullshitter. He was my best friend, too.”


“Okay, whatever, he will be a Haunt Master. He’s probably already on Universal’s production team because he was everyone’s favorite high school intern and he’s got, like, nine hundred sponsors and a fancy Shockwave certificate to wave around and… and a tattoo? Did you see that? He got a fucking tattoo, Bodhi.”


“Focus!” Bodhi said as she clapped an inch from their nose. “Repeat after me: I’m not dropping out of Makeup Wars.”


Eli huffed.


“Say it!”


“I’m not dropping out of Makeup Wars.”


“I’m going to win Makeup Wars.”


“Bodhi—”


“Say it!”


“I’m going to win Makeup Wars.”


Bodhi made a face and lifted an eyebrow. “I’m a badass makeup artist.”


Eli’s lips twitched as they fought a smile. They sighed, stuffing more brownie into their mouth. “I’m a badass makeup artist,” they mumbled.


Bodhi grinned, snatching her beer off the nightstand. “Bodhi’s always right.”


They jabbed her playfully in the leg with their fork.


After that, laughter rang through the hotel room and Bodhi made a point of steering the subject away from Zach, talking about Eli’s follower count and their first look for Makeup Wars instead. Eli smiled and pulled up inspiration on their phone. They let her believe they weren’t dwelling and made an effort to ignore the thought of Zach, of what they’d been together, of who they were apart.


Once the lukewarm fries and the soggy brownie were gone, Bodhi and Eli drained the last of the six-pack, set the dirty plates on the floor, and brushed their teeth together in the bathroom. Half an hour later, Bodhi fell asleep while a Lifetime movie played in the background, curled toward the nightstand with her back to Eli.


Light from the TV bounced around the room, illuminating piles of clothes and Eli’s tail draped over the dresser. They opened Instagram and tapped on the search bar, typed Zachary Miller, and hovered over his profile. They tapped again and flicked their thumb across the screen, scrolling through snapshots of Zach’s life post-Eli.


He’d changed just enough to feel unfamiliar. Let his stubble grow out until it peppered his cheeks. Pushed hoops through his ears and wore his hair shorter than he used to. Eli opened a picture of Zach sprawled across a table at a tattoo parlor, the tattoo gun against his neck, carving a fine line that attached to a floral piece on his chest and shoulder. The caption read Kicking off New York with my first tat! That was two days after he’d left LA and four days after Eli had kicked his heart in the ass.


Eli mindlessly scrolled through their past. They paused over a picture of the two of them, Eli pressing a messy corn-syrup kiss to Zach’s jaw and Zach laughing boldly, as he always did, cheeks dimpled, his crooked bottom tooth in full view. Eli’s hair was still wheat-gold, pooling over their shoulder and thick as a horse’s mane. Their eyes were clouded by white contact lenses, and their hand was perched gently on Zach’s shoulder. They skimmed the caption, something about love, something about future, something about always. They shoved their phone under their pillow.


Sometimes Eli could go an entire day without Zach climbing into their thoughts. They’d film a tutorial, make themself lunch, work through an overnight shift, and then, after all that, as they sat on the Metro in the early mornings, they’d accidentally wonder what Zach was eating for breakfast. Where he was. If he was waking up next to somebody else.


Then there were times like right then, in that hotel room, clutching the crisp white sheets, when Eli thought about the harder things. About leaving and being left.


They had done their best to move on, to live their life, to scrub him out like an old stain, but no matter how hard Eli tried, thinking about Zach was inevitable.







OEBPS/images/Art_P29.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_heart.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
RUNNING
PRESS





OEBPS/images/9780762481651.jpg
Makeup and cosplay. Lovers turned
rivals. Let the competition begin!

| STACEYANTHONY





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
BREAKUP,
MAKEUP

STACEY ANTHONY

RP|ITEENS

PHILADELPHIA





