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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.















Chapter 2


THE NEW WIG LOOKED TERRIFIC ON THE STAND near the window. Leigh stood in the middle of her bedroom, admiring it for an embarrassingly long time. In the rush to leave KillyCon before the staffers kicked them out, she hadn’t tried it on. But she might as well wait now. Through the thin walls of her bedroom, she could hear her dad getting ready for another overnight EMT shift, and he always stopped in to check on her before he left. After that, she could finish up the cosplay.


She dashed off a little math homework, posted a few pics of the contest to her Instagram, and tidied up her room while she waited. When they’d moved to Philly a little over a year ago, she’d managed to cram all her stuff into the tiny space, but it got cluttered fast. At the end of the bed sat a cube organizer she’d saved off the side of the road, its shelves stuffed with bins and boxes, each labeled in neat writing. The worktable covered the opposite wall, a pegboard rimmed with string lights hanging overhead, full of tools she’d thrifted or bought at the hardware store with her employee discount. On the table sat a cutting mat, a work lamp, a spool tree full of thread, and her pride and joy—a programmable sewing machine she’d gotten from an estate sale. The lady in charge hadn’t realized how much it was worth, and Leigh had gotten away with a steal she still honestly felt a little bad about.


Time to get to work. She cleared the scattered foam and fabric scraps off her worktable, putting them into the plastic bins that lined the shelves on the opposite wall. The heat gun and X-Acto knife moved to their respective spaces on the pegboard among the rows of scissors, snippers, and tapes. The plague doctor plushie moved from the chair to the bed. Then she pulled open one of the worktable drawers to reveal neat rows of dollar-store plastic containers, dropping a few buttons and a spool of ribbon into their respective cubbies. As she finished, she heard her dad’s heavy steps in the hallway. She sat down at the desk just as he opened the door.


“Hey, punkin,” he said.


Leigh had always thought she didn’t look one bit like her father. They both had black hair, but that was as far as the resemblance went. He was paunchy and pasty-white in comparison with her tanned lankiness. Sometime in the past twenty-four hours, he’d trimmed his facial hair from a full beard down to a goatee that could have formed the basis of a pretty good Doctor Strange cosplay. She’d offered to make him something a couple times, but he’d never been into it.


“Daddio,” she said. “I like the trim.”


“Thanks. How’d it go? Your…” He waved a hand around as if the right combination of air drawings might make the word magically pop into his mind. It was giving serious Doctor Strange vibes. Now that she’d come up with the concept, she couldn’t unsee it. “Your thing.”


“We won the thing, actually.”


“Congrats! What did you win?” he asked, beaming.


“I am now the proud owner of a bunch of KillyCon swag. I also get a free ticket to next year’s con and bragging rights.” She shrugged. “The bigger competitions have better prizes, but it was fun.”


His eyes settled on the cotton-candy wig, which trailed all the way down the bookshelf to skim the floor.


“New purchase?” he asked.


“I traded for it, yeah.”


“What’re you gonna be this time?” He smiled. “One of those My Little Horseys?”


She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to absorb the utter embarrassment that the words “My Little Horseys” stirred up in her. At least Ari wasn’t around to hear. He would have never let her live it down.


“Lady Lovely Locks,” she said. “From Mom’s book.”


“Oh.”


There was an awkward pause. When she finally opened her eyes, he wore that pained expression he always got whenever she brought up her mom. Maybe the two of them weren’t close, but she didn’t want to be cruel to the guy. If he would just tell her something—anything—she’d let it go.


She took a deep breath.


“I was wondering if you—”


“I know what you’re going to ask, and let’s not right now, okay?” he said, looking down at his watch. “I’d better get to work. Did you finish your skeleton yet? I hope the textbook helped.”


Leigh’s stomach sank to her toes. She’d been excited about her Anatomy and Physiology project, which was to make a model of the human skeleton. Over the course of the week, she’d brought home plenty of EVA foam, and she’d already built a wire frame for the bones to hang from. Then she’d forgotten about it entirely in her excitement for KillyCon. The thing was due on Monday.


“Not yet,” she said, trying not to let her panic show on her face, “but I’ll work on it tonight.”


“You’ll have to show me tomorrow, then. Stay safe, punkin. Call me if you need me.”


“Good night.”


With an apologetic smile, he closed the door behind him. As soon as it clicked shut, Leigh went limp with relief. Of course she loved her dad, but he was just so tough to talk to. She liked cosplay, nerd fandoms, and alternative fashion. His main interests were sleeping and sports like hockey and that weird wrestling show where grown men hit one another with chairs and women in crop tops wandered around holding placards during the intermission. It was like she spoke Klingon while he spoke fluent ESPN sportscaster. The two languages didn’t overlap, although she was pretty sure that the average Klingon would be totally into Fight Night.


She twirled in her chair to gaze longingly at her new wig. As desperate as she was to see the finished cosplay, she wanted to take her time. Restyle the wig, maybe. Take a crap ton of selfies. No way was she gonna put all that stuff on and then spend the entire evening carving a bunch of anatomically correct foam bones.


Sighing, she pulled out her school laptop and set it next to the cutting mat. She’d already bookmarked some instructions, and her dad had sent her a couple of pictures from his old anatomy textbooks, so hopefully the project wouldn’t take too long. But she refused to turn in a janky skeleton. Mrs. Koslowski wouldn’t dock her points for a lack of artistic bone carving, but Leigh’s cosplays had taught her the need for visual precision, and those habits were tough to break.


Instead of opening up the project instructions, she typed “Marie Carroll” into the search bar and scrolled idly through the image results, searching for her mother’s face. But she’d seen all these pictures before; there was nothing new. Discouraged, she opened up the project page and got to work building Bony Tony.
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The next morning, Leigh had an opening shift at Wing It Hardware, which was crammed into a dingy strip mall between a bail bondsman and a travel agent. Overall, she loved her job. Sal, the owner, didn’t mind if she used the equipment to work on her cosplays on slow days, and she could even take stuff home overnight if she was opening the next morning. She and Ari usually worked alone on Sundays, because like her father, Sal belonged to the church of sports, or maybe just a real church? She wasn’t entirely sure, but he took the day off.


For some reason, Ari was counting out the drawer in the dark when she arrived. She locked the front door behind her and stumbled over a small stack of shopping baskets that had been inexplicably dumped in the middle of the floor. They clattered across the tile.


“That was graceful,” Ari observed from behind the register.


“Turn on some lights! Or are you trying to kill me?” she demanded.


“No can do. The alarm’s malfunctioning. I had to flip the breaker, or it’s nothing but woop woop woop until you want to stab something sharp into your eardrums. Sal’s on his way to reset it.”


“Great.” She restacked the baskets before heading to the back room to stash her things. “It’s going to be that kind of day, isn’t it?”


It was, in fact, that kind of day. It was that kind of day on steroids. After Sal reset the alarm, they were able to turn on the lights, but the one over the registers kept flickering like it was possessed. When Leigh was doing her pre-opening walk-through, she found a single abandoned kids’ sock next to the plumbing supplies. It turned out to be stuck to the floor with some unidentifiable goo. She threw it away and washed her hands three times, running the water in the tiny employee bathroom as hot as it could get.


When she came back out, Ari said, “That sock’s like something out of a horror movie. I was going to ask what the heck the night shift was doing yesterday, but I don’t want to know.”


“Maybe it was the rats instead.”


He paused, shuddering. “That does not make me feel better. I’ll get the mop.”


The two of them pitched in to finish the floor just in time to open. Leigh had been hoping for a nice, quiet shift, but the store was busy all day, and not the good kind of busy either. Leigh’s first customer was so old that he was practically dust. He insisted that he wanted to buy a plunger and a bucket of fried chicken, which wasn’t going to happen since they worked at a hardware store. Then they were slammed with a series of angry DIYers who had either bought the wrong thing, didn’t know what thing they wanted, or had broken the thing they bought, probably because they’d been trying to install it incorrectly. One woman with a Karen haircut walked up to Leigh, held her fingers up about an inch and a half apart, and asked for a screw “this size.” Leigh showed the Karen the display of screws, tried to explain the difference between, say, drywall and wood screws, or even flat versus Phillips head, but the woman wasn’t having it. Finally, Leigh grabbed one at random and rang it up just to make the whole thing end already.


As the door jingled shut again, she pinched the bridge of her nose and wondered if she’d make it to closing without getting fired or arrested for beating someone with the chicken man’s abandoned plunger. She just didn’t have the patience for it, not after staying up until almost three in the morning trying to carve the perfect femur. It was the cherry on top of an already awful day.


Ari arched a brow at her.


“You okay?” he asked.


“Peachy.”


“I’ll admit that it’s extra weird today, like full-moon weird, but still. You’re not your usual sarcastic self.” He paused. “You’re not a werewolf, are you? That full-moon vibe getting to you?”


“I wish.”


He leaned against the counter, folding his arms.


“Seriously, what gives?” he asked.


“It’s nothing,” she said, hitching a shoulder.


“You are such a god-awful liar.”


Leigh hesitated. She’d been deliberately not thinking about the date all day, but it didn’t seem to be working. Maybe confessing would help get it off her mind.


“Sixteen years ago today,” she said slowly, “my mother left and never came back.”


All the breath went out of him in a whoosh, and he sagged against the edge of the counter.


“Daaaamn,” he said, dragging the word out into a single shocked syllable. “I didn’t realize.”


“I try not to think about it. But that’s easier said than done today.”


“Do you…? Um…” he stuttered. “Man, this is awkward. I’ve always wanted to ask about it, but it feels like I’d be twisting the knife. But I’m here to talk if you want.”


“There isn’t much to say. My dad gave me her book and the pictures, and that is literally it. He flat-out refuses to talk about her. Whatever happened, it messed him up good. I used to push it when I was younger, but I caught him crying a few times, so I stopped.”


“No photo albums? Cards?”


“Nothing.”


Ari straightened, rubbing his hands together with a bright look that suggested he wasn’t just going to let this go. A cautious swell of optimism ran through Leigh. Ari was super smart, with a certain level of nerdy tenacity that made him the perfect cosplay partner. For a brief moment, she allowed herself to imagine what it would be like if he helped her find her mom after all this time, but then she had to stop, because she didn’t like crying to begin with but especially in the middle of a hardware store next to a display of Goo Gone.


“What about grandparents? They ought to know.”


“They died before I was old enough to ask. My dad went through all their stuff. If they had any evidence, it’s long gone now.”


“Do you think she was… uh…” He trailed off again.


She instantly knew what he meant. After all, it would be naive not to consider it. She picked up a pencil from next to her register and made stabby motions with it like a slasher-film killer.


“Ree ree ree?” she asked. He nodded. “Nah. No police report. No missing persons registry. I checked. It’s a dead end.” Ari wilted, and she could feel tears prickle at her eyes. If she didn’t lighten things up, she really was going to cry. “Maybe we can hire a wizard, who will uncover a secret society that captured my mom and forced her to fight in a magical arena hidden underground beneath the SEPTA tracks.”


He snickered a little, and the tension slowly ebbed away.


“That’s an idea. Or maybe we could go back to the werewolf thing, and you could just bite people until they told you the truth.” He paused. “Actually, scratch that. It was funny until I realize you’d have to gnaw on your dad.”


“And just like that, I think this conversation is over.”


But strangely, she felt better. A little less alone. And who knew? Maybe Ari would come up with some brilliant plan that would answer all her questions about her mother’s disappearance after all this time. At the very least, maybe the hope would carry her through the rest of this miserable shift.


Then the bell jingled above the door, and a woman came prancing in with an actual parrot on her shoulder. Maybe a real one. Maybe stuffed. Hard to tell.


“Arr,” said Ari, completely unfazed. “Ye be welcome to Wing It Hardware.”
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After the shift of insanity finally finished, Leigh grabbed takeout and put the finishing touches on Bony Tony, etching the name of each of the larger bones onto the model in tiny, precise letters with her wood burner and writing the smaller bones of the hands and feet onto little flags that she suspended from the appropriate parts.


The work finally done, she leaned back in her chair, swiveling to look out her second-floor window. Rain pattered against the glass, coating the early evening in dingy gray. The scraggly branches of overgrown bushes reached through the bars of the rusty fence separating their yard from the sidewalk. A bus belched out billows of smog as it splashed its way down the block. Across the street, the bright neon lights of a crappy bar cut through the gloom, beer ads flickering on and off in a never-ending cycle. Sometimes late at night, actual grown adults came out of the bar and got into fistfights on the sidewalk. And they said teenagers were immature.


She needed a pick-me-up. Bad. Thoughtfully, she reached a hand out and smoothed it over the shining locks of her new wig. It was time.


The tote that contained the rest of her costume was buried in the bottom of her closet. She lugged it out. Because of the limited space, she had to stay organized, with each costume properly marked and folded in tissue paper, stowed safely away in plastic totes to protect them from bugs, mice, and mildew.


She pulled the pieces of her costume out, removing the paper and arranging them on her bedspread to help keep them straight. The original Lady Lovely Locks had worn a pink fluffy medieval gown that reminded Leigh of an overdressed Princess Peach. Leigh had reenvisioned it with an asymmetrical hem, a vaguely medieval bodice that laced up in the front, and an underdress decorated with a lattice of rainbow-colored pastel ribbons to match the wig. The boot covers were also handmade, with one extending up to her thigh and the other ending at the knee to echo the uneven lines of the dress. To tie the pieces together, the same ribbons crisscrossed their way up the shin of one boot.


She’d also fabricated a staff. When she was a kid, she used to play Lady Lovely Locks with her friends, and she got sick of waiting for the prince to come save her all the time. Young Leigh had taken the battle to the evil Duchess Ravenwaves on her own terms, and teenage Leigh had leaned hard into that idea. The staff was only foam and superglue, with a big resin gem at the top, but holding it still made her feel powerful.


The one thing she hadn’t finished was the sheath. Over the past couple of years, she’d learned the hard way that every prop needed to attach to her, or she’d end up losing it. Given the size of the staff, it needed a back sheath, and she liked the idea of the gem poking up over one shoulder. She dug out a similar pattern that she’d used for a Final Fantasy cosplay a while back, pulled some scraps of high-density foam out of one of her bins, and snagged the L square off the pegboard to mark off the pieces. Last time she’d made this, she’d bent them over a juice glass, and that had worked well, so she grabbed one from the kitchen after she cut out the pieces, then applied the heat gun to make the foam hold its shape. It would be hidden by her hair, so it didn’t need much decoration. She contented herself with adding a thin layer of copper spray and a few rivets, hot gluing them into place.


Done. She grabbed a few pizza snacks while it dried and paused to admire her work. With the wig, she could debut this at one of the larger cons and stand a good chance of placing. It looked damn good.


It took a while to put the costume on, tying endless bows in endless ribbons, but when she looked into the full-length mirror in the corner, she was happy with the result. The sheath fit like a glove. She slid the staff into it, allowing it to poke up over her shoulder.


Now all she needed was the wig, the crowning glory, the source of all Lady Lovely Locks’s power. She pulled her hair back, securing it with clips. When she wore the cosplay to a con, she’d apply a full bald cap and secure the wig properly, but this would do for the moment. Her hair wasn’t so thick that it would show, especially not with such a gigantic hairpiece.


Her heart beating with eager agitation, she tugged the wig on over her hair. Wavy pastel locks tumbled over her shoulder and tangled in the staff. Perhaps she shouldn’t have put the weapon on first, but it was too late now. It took time to delicately extricate herself from the tangle without destroying the precious wig, but finally she pulled it fully onto her head.


It clung to her like it had been custom-built to fit. A thrilled shiver ran over her from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes as she lifted her eyes to glance into the mirror. Strangely, the tingle grew, fogging her vision. It turned her fingers and toes electric, buzzing along her skin.


“What the…?” she said.


Then she disappeared.















Chapter 3


WHITE LIGHT SEARED LEIGH’S EYEBALLS. A flash of heat ran from the tips of her toes to the top of her head, like some invisible hand had run an also-invisible hair dryer over her body. The air shifted, the burnt foam and air-freshener scent of her room replaced with a fresh, sweet smell that reminded her an awful lot of her favorite shampoo. Then the electric tingle faded; the brightness dimmed.


Disoriented, she opened her eyes.


She found herself inexplicably plopped in the middle of a forest clearing. Deep shadows cloaked the woods in darkness, but the light of a full pink moon shone down from overhead, bathing her in a pastel glow. The moon seemed much larger than usual, the pattern of the craters unfamiliar. She was no astronomy nerd, but she was fairly sure it didn’t normally look like that.


“What the…” she said again.


She still wore the cosplay, the staff attached to her back. Ribbons rustled as she looked around wildly, trying to make sense of things. Nothing looked familiar. She patted her pockets only to find them empty. Her phone probably still sat on the workbench in her room, where she’d been just a moment ago.


That made no sense. This had to be a dream, and a lame one too. Did those trees have hair?


She stepped a little closer, squinting to make them out in the dim light. Indeed, the trees had luscious locks instead of leaves. One had box braids. Another a bouffant. The wind stirred the curls of a nearby shrub.


This was officially the dumbest dream she’d ever had. She pinched herself hard, hoping to wake up and leave those hairy trees behind, but nothing happened. Then she bit her tongue. Still nothing.


“You’re losing it, Leigh,” she told herself.


She could plunge into the tangled, braided forest, but where exactly would she go? It didn’t really matter, since this was all some nightmare hallucination, probably brought on by the stress of spending so much money on the pastel wig. That would explain the hair theme. Stupid wig. This was all its fault. She reached up, getting a good grip on it, heedless of any tangles she might cause.


She yanked with all her might and let out a shocked screech as pain ripped through her scalp. That made no sense; she hadn’t even glued the wig down. It ought to come right off. She jerked at it again to no avail. She couldn’t even find the lace at the edge. It had fused to her head.


This dream officially sucked.


Suddenly, a trio of creatures dislodged from her scalp. They were about the size of her palm, with rabbity ears and long horsey tails. Oh, and they flew, because her subconscious had decided that the hair trees weren’t weird enough, and she needed flying head bunnies too.


A jolt of recognition ran through her as they hovered in front of her face. These were Pixietails, from Mom’s book. She must have fallen asleep after putting on the cosplay, and her mind had just filled in the blanks, casting her as Lady Lovely Locks. What a relief! She’d been seriously starting to worry about her sanity, but this made perfect sense. Even the trees: Everything in the book had been hair-themed.


Well, if she couldn’t wake up, at least she could have some fun with this.


The Pixietails made a pretty jingling sound every time they moved despite the fact that she could see no bells anywhere upon their tiny bunny bodies. They were cute, in a flying pastel vermin kind of way. Their tails extended ten times longer than their torsos, and they defied gravity, curling prettily upward. If she could get a wig to do that, she’d easily win Best Hair at one of the bigger cons.


The trio of pastel creatures matched her wig: blue, pink, purple. The blue one hovered a bit closer, clapping its tiny hands with a merry little jingle that made Leigh want to clap her hands over her ears. That was going to get old quick.


“Lady Lovely Locks!” the Pixietail said in a voice like a cartoon character on helium. “We’ve missed you!”


“You look different!” added the purple one, equally squeaky.


“We missed you, but you look so different!” said the pink one in a surprising bass.


“That was… unexpectedly deep and also redundant,” said Leigh. “Let me guess. Pixie Shine, Pixie Beauty, and Pixie Sparkle?”


Pixie Shine, the blue one, clapped its hands again, and the other two followed suit, jingle-jangling joyously. Leigh reached beneath the luxurious locks that had been fused to her head and rubbed her temples. This couldn’t get much worse, unless they decided to attempt a three-part harmony. Thankfully, this dream didn’t seem to include musical numbers. If they let out so much as a warble, she’d hoof it into the hair trees and take her chances.


“Yes!” said Pixie Shine. “You’ve read our histories!”


“That’s good!” added Pixie Beauty.


“It’s a good thing you’ve read our histories,” said Pixie Sparkle, whose job seemed to be to repeat what the other two said, only about three octaves lower. Leigh opened her mouth to comment about that when the Pixietail added, “Duck.”


Without context, it was difficult to know whether the Pixietail was instructing her to avoid an oncoming attack or observing that an aquatic animal (probably covered in a disturbing amount of hair) had waddled out of the forest. But better safe than sorry. She ducked, and a whoosh of hot air came streaming over her shoulder.


Definitely not a hairy waterfowl, then.


She whirled around to see an enormous creature, hunchbacked and scraggly. It sported a wickedly hooked beak, and its entire face was covered in hard keratin, encasing everything but a pair of beady red eyes. A tangled black mane covered the back of the head and the humped neck, a pair of narrow horns poking out through the mats. It walked on hind legs in a series of loping hops that made her think of the bizarre offspring of a kangaroo and a gorilla. Heck, maybe that’s what it was. It was hard to tell since her subconscious had decided that it should also wear a tattered cloak that hid most of its body from view.


It snorted, and curls of flame came out its nostrils.


“What in the fire-breathing kangorilla is that?” she asked.


“It’s a snagfire!” chorused all three Pixietails. “Run!”


But Leigh had no desire to do that. After all, this was just a dream. Why not play Lady Lovely Locks for a while, just like she’d done when she was a kid? Of course, the princess from Mom’s storybook would have waved a hand and let her Pixietails do all the work, but Leigh’s version would be a bit more hands-on. She found herself eager to see what she could do; it was a bit like the ultimate cosplay experience. This time, she could be a hero for real… or as real as dreams got, anyway.


She whipped her staff around, twirling it over her head and ending in her best anime warrior pose, crouched and ready for action. Based on the reaction from past competition audiences, she knew it looked great. Too bad she’d never actually trained with a staff, and the weapon in question was made out of a broom handle, EVA foam, and resin. She had no clue what to do next, but that didn’t matter. She could whirl the staff around, bop the snagfire on the nose a couple of times, and then wake up safe and sound in her room.


It began to lope-hop toward her, lurching and salivating as steam came out its nostrils. Good thing this wasn’t real, or it would have been terrifying. She spun the staff around again, aiming for the head.


Biff! The weapon bounced off the hard beak-head with no apparent effect whatsoever. The beast tackled her, puffing and snarling, knocking the weapon from her hands. Its weight forced the air from her lungs. Curved claws pierced the layers of her costume, pricking her skin. Its breath smelled like a charcoal grill that hadn’t been cleaned in years.


She tried to shove it off, but it was much too heavy. It leaned down toward her, its beak click-clicking as if warming up to chew. Hot spittle splattered on her cheek. Ew.


There was nothing to fear, but she was terrified anyway.


“What should we do?” squeaked Pixie Beauty, popping up over the snagfire’s shoulder, its tiny face crinkled with concern. “If you need to leave the kingdom, just say all our names aloud.”


“Get it off me!” gasped Leigh.


The Pixietail gave her a thumbs-up before whipping out of sight with a cheery little jingle that seemed really inappropriate given the fact that Leigh was about to be eaten. The snagfire’s head kept darting closer and closer, its red eyes rolling. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying desperately to wake before it pierced her skin.


“Wake up, wake up, come on, this dream sucks,” she babbled aloud.


The pressure on her chest abruptly eased; the snagfire rose into the air. She opened her eyes, expecting to see her darkened room, but she was still in the clearing. The snagfire floated above her, red eyes wide and startled. Around its body wrapped a golden, glowing rope of energy, pinning its arms to its sides. Over the snagfire’s shoulder, Pixie Shine gestured and jingled, lifting the creature higher and higher with the magical lasso.


Leigh sucked in a breath of fresh, nonscorched air before struggling to her feet. She felt a bit bruised and battered, and those claws had nicked her in a few places, but otherwise she was okay. No thanks to the Pixietails. All that magical power at their fingertips and no idea what to do with it. They really didn’t seem very smart; no wonder Lady Lovely Locks had always micromanaged them in the book.


“What should I do now, Princess?” asked Pixie Shine.


That was a good question.


Her dream, her rules. She was gonna kick some snagfire booty.


She bared her teeth, slamming the butt of the staff onto the ground to psych herself up. The weapon hummed to life in her hand, the wood vibrating. As she stared at it with wide-eyed shock, a lance of energy shot out of the pink, multifaceted gem she’d attached to the top. The resulting weapon reminded her of a spear, but instead of a spearhead, it was topped with a pink beam of energy.


“Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” she said. “I’m a pastel-spear Jedi, and you’re toast, kangorilla.”


Magical power crackled and spit out pink sparks as she whirled the weapon experimentally overhead. It twisted in her grip, and somehow she knew that it didn’t want to be spun, not like that. It knew what to do; she only had to follow its lead.


“Wow,” said Pixie Sparkle, floating closer to take a better look.


“I know, right?” replied Leigh, grinning. “Let it go, Shine. I want to try this thing out.”


Pixie Beauty flew up next to Pixie Sparkle and said, “But… violence is never the answer.”


“I can name a million anime that would prove you wrong,” replied Leigh. “Do it.”


With a reluctant wince, Pixie Shine jingled, and the rope suspending the snagfire dissolved in a burst of azure glitter. The confused beast dropped to the ground, making a strange, rusty coughing noise. It crouched, angry eyes locking on Leigh. Clearly unhappy about what had just happened, it intended to take that dissatisfaction out on her.


“Game on,” said Leigh.


The snagfire charged, and Leigh’s goofy hybrid weapon twitched in her hands. She leaped into action, stabbing, sweeping, whirling. When the beast swiped at her, the pink blade of energy sheared a line of shaggy fur from its arm. Another cough, this one strangely panicked. It scrabbled backward as she pressed her advantage, slicing the tip off one of its horns with the energy blade.


Now she had the hang of it. The saber-spear felt like an extension of her body, and it cued her less and less as she figured out how to use it properly. Maybe all her training with prop weapons had worked; maybe she was born to wield it. Or maybe she’d finally figured out how to change the rules of this dream in her favor. Didn’t really matter, because it was still a blast.


She swung the blade at the snagfire, pushing it off-balance, and then planted her foot right in the middle of its shaggy chest.


“Bam!” she shouted as she kicked it.


Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment—what was she, ten? But at least the kick had its desired effect. The snagfire went tumbling backward. It crouched in the grass for a moment, dazed. Its beak clicked once, half-heartedly, and then the creature turned tail and ran, its tattered cloak streaming behind as it vanished into the shadows of the hair trees.
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