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			Prologue

			Present Day

			In retrospect, the nunchucks were a mistake.

			Yes, of course they’d seemed like a fabulous idea at the time. My vocal prowess is matched only by my sheer athleticism, and the thought of incorporating fight moves into my karaoke performance had sounded like a win-win situation.

			What I hadn’t taken into account was the fact that my current work schedule meant rehearsal time was basically nonexistent. My job as the fight trainer/weapons expert/occasional bodyguard/whatever-else-they-might-need to San Francisco’s premier superheroine team is an all-consuming vocation, and I do love it.

			Except when the all-consuming nature of said vocation means I almost take some innocent person’s head off with a deadly weapon.

			“Should’ve practiced that part a wee bit more,” I murmured to myself as I swung my nunchucks around with a mighty whoosh, nearly connecting with the noggin of piano player extraordinaire Stu Singh.

			“Lucy!” he hissed at me. “Watch out.”

			I shot him an apologetic look and danced my way to the other end of the ancient, scratched-up wooden stage of local karaoke hole The Gutter, throwing myself into every movement with as much gusto as I could muster. I deployed my brightest smile, twirled in time with the music, and tightened my grip on the mic currently clutched in my nunchucks-free hand. Sweat bloomed on my palm, and I did my best to ignore it—or to at least trick the audience into thinking I was only feeling joy. Certainly nothing unpleasant or sweaty.

			Yes, everything is just fine, darlings! The absolute tops! I’m only trying to hold on to my pride, my karaoke queen title, and . . . er, do something else potentially life-altering while swinging face-crushing implements of doom at various parts of my physique. Truly a smashing Friday night, don’t you think?

			I’d chosen a universal classic as my final song in the annual Superstars of The Gutter Karaoke Championship: Rihanna’s “Umbrella.” I’d thought the thumping chorus and sinewy slow jam of the bass line would make a wonderful pairing with the nunchucks. If I chose something with a faster beat, I’d reasoned, I’d definitely be in danger of smacking myself in the face. But the slow jamminess was actually not working in my favor. It made my nunchuck swings difficult to time without concentrating, which took my attention away from all the singing and emoting I was supposed to be doing.

			I probably would’ve figured that out if I’d practiced more.

			But the show must go on, as it always does. And so I took a deep breath and looked inward, finding that spark of genuine pure joy I always felt when I was performing. I reminded myself to really feel the song, to dig deep and find the emotional connection, to be unafraid to show those very real emotions to the audience.

			To sing with truth.

			I belted out those last few “ella-ella-ellas” with all my might, swinging my nunchucks over my head like a flag of surrender, praying they wouldn’t slip out of my sweaty grasp and crash directly into Stu’s poor head.

			As those final, triumphant notes poured out of me, the audience lit up, screaming and cheering—and I lit up with them. I found the spark, I felt those last notes deep in my gut, my heart, my soul. And I made them feel it, too. This is what it’s like when all the elements of a show-stopping karaoke performance come together, forging that incandescent, indescribable connection between singer and audience.

			I was humming with so much pleasure, I even deployed my final secret weapon, the one my friend Evie used to tease me about incessantly when we were both still swingin’ single ladies.

			Oh, yes. I used the stare-fuck.

			The stare-fuck (a term coined by Evie, because she likes to act like she’s the most delicate of flowers but actually has a mouth like a sailor) involves me homing in on one person in the crowd, locking eyes, and singing directly to them. I used to do recon before my performances, trying to find the cutest girl in the room. The one who would be the lucky recipient of my gaze, the one who I’d usually end up going home with for a night of no-strings fun.

			But now . . . now there is only one cutest girl in the room, and my stare-fuck is reserved for her. I beamed it out at her and tried to shove down the flutter of nerves in my chest.

			Yes, you may have crushed that performance, but you still have to do that other possibly life-altering thing tonight . . .

			I pushed the thought aside and held my final note for a few seconds longer and then—very carefully—lowered both my nunchucks and my mic to my sides, giving a slight bow. I thanked the goddess RiRi as I returned the mic to its stand and bounded off the stage, setting my weapons on a nearby table. Then I threw myself into the arms of the woman who’s owned my stare-fuck for the last four years: Rose Rorick. Buttoned-up police sergeant, head of the San Francisco Police Department’s Demon Unit, and secret possessor of the world’s most marshmallow-soft heart.

			“That was great, babe,” she murmured in my ear.

			I smiled against the crisp cotton of her shirt—always pressed to perfection and carrying her soft, sweet scent of vanilla and citrus. She’d been experimenting recently with wearing sharp prints rather than the simple, unvarnished white she usually favored. Tonight’s shirt was a lovely navy blue pinstripe, every stripe neatly aligned.

			I find Rose’s dedication to precision in all things mind-blowingly hot.

			“Really, love?” I said, pulling back and meeting her beautiful brown eyes. “Because I feel that if I’d just practiced more—”

			“Lucy.” She gave me that slight grin that always made me heart beat faster—because for her, it’s the equivalent of the most beaming of smiles. She used to hardly smile at all, but those sweet little grins have become much more common over the years, and I’d like to think I’ve had something to do with that. “You know it was great. The crowd loves you. No one else got even close to that reaction.”

			That’s another reason I love Rose. She never lets me get away with any bullshit.

			“And by the way . . .” She slid an arm around my waist and drew me close again, her lips brushing my ear. A delicious shiver ran up my spine. “You look beautiful.”

			I flushed, smoothing the full skirt of my dress. I’d gone with an adorable vintage number from my friend Shruti’s shop: black, sleeveless, fit-and-flare, delicate lace accents at the neckline. Shruti, fashion genius, had noted the black would look dramatic and stark onstage, bringing out the golden undertones of my honey brown skin. And the deceptive simplicity of the cut allowed me to accessorize with flair, adding dangly gold earrings, a patent leather belt with a bow, and patent heels. I’d swept my shiny light brown hair into a high ponytail, figuring I could swing it around along with my nunchucks. And I’d finished the look with my favorite accessory of all time, my trusty weapons garter—a ring of lace that held a neat row of emergency blades, barely hidden by the dress’s just-above-the-knee length.

			Just because I wasn’t technically on the job didn’t mean I couldn’t be prepared.

			“Evie and company are over by the bar,” Rose said, her fingertips wandering absently to the back of my neck. “You want to go join them?”

			“No,” I breathed out slowly. I faced her, taking her in. The tall, broad frame, accentuated by so much lean muscle. The dark brown skin that was always so incredibly soft under my fingertips. Cheekbones that could cut glass. And those full, gorgeous lips that were capable of so much truly intense—

			Oh, dear. Now I was letting myself get distracted. I had to focus on what I needed to do tonight, besides win yet another karaoke championship. Another flutter of nerves ran through me, and I shook it off.

			“Let’s not join them just yet, love,” I said, nodding toward my friends. “Let’s just be the two of us for a moment.”

			She gave me that slight grin again and took my hand in hers, then glanced down at our intertwined fingers and cocked an eyebrow.

			“Your palm’s sweaty,” she said, her voice going into Rose Rorick, Police Investigator mode. “Luce, what’s up? Are you nervous?”

			“Oh, maybe just a skosh, darling,” I said, trying to play it off with a brilliant smile.

			Rose frowned. “You can be real with me. You know that. I’ve got you, remember?”

			Blast. Was I really about to ruin this?

			“All right,” I said softly, disentangling our fingers. “You’re right. There is something wrong. And there’s something we desperately need to discuss.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Four Years Earlier

			“How many more of these, um, ‘performances’ do we have to sit through?” Evie Tanaka cocked an inquiring eyebrow at me and took a long swig of her beer.

			“I heard the little quotey marks around ‘performances,’ love,” I said, arching an eyebrow right back at her. “Are you implying that some of the karaoke offerings here at The Gutter . . .” I swept my arm out expansively, encompassing the patchy red velvet tablecloths and dingy lighting of our favorite borderline seedy drinking hole/karaoke bar. “ . . . are less than superstar quality?”

			“I’m implying that you’re clearly the best, as you demonstrated with tonight’s performance,” Evie said. “So why are we continuing this charade of watching other people wail their way through the classics when we could be crowning you our queen and going home?” She nudged me under the table with her foot as the overly earnest guy onstage tried to hit the punishing high note near the end of “Unchained Melody.” His attempt was so loud and dreadful, the mini chandelier above the stage—something Kevin, the owner of The Gutter, had added recently to up the “class factor”—seemed to vibrate in agony.

			I winced, and Stu Singh, The Gutter’s grizzled half-demon piano player, winced along with me. Goodness knows how many utterly wretched performances Stu had been subjected to over the years, but somehow he always kept on playing, every arpeggio run and key change note-perfect. I admired him a great deal for that.

			“Ah.” I waved a hand at Evie—and took a moment to admire how my sparkly nail polish caught the light. As if I was wearing a mini chandelier on each fingertip. “I’m sensing you want to get home as fast as superhumanly possible so you can engage in a world-class shag-a-thon with your hot new husband.”

			“Well . . . yes,” Evie said. Her cheeks flushed, making her freckles stand out. “But mostly I want to see you get your due. And to . . . not have to listen to this anymore.” She winced again as Earnest Unchained Melody Guy added unnecessary (and off-key) vocal flourishes to the end of the song.

			“Really, Evelyn. I never took you for such an absolute snob. Karaoke is all about letting your true spirit out, allowing the joy to overtake you, and having enough panache to give the crowd a good show. Skill is not as important a factor.”

			“A convenient attitude for someone as skilled as you to have,” Evie said with a grin.

			“Anyway,” I said, “you’ve got one more night of these thrilling musical wonders. I face the other top finalist in tomorrow’s round.”

			“I hope you get someone at least mildly competent this time,” she said, rolling her eyes and running a hand through her tangle of dark brown curls. Evie’s hair always looked equal parts cute and messy—which kind of summed her up in general. “Let’s talk about something else. What’s going on with Rose?” She took another swig of beer and inclined her head to the other side of the room, where our favorite officer of the law was sharing after-work drinks with some of her Demon Unit colleagues.

			As if on cue, Rose turned in our direction, her eyes locking with mine. She raised her beer bottle at me, and I gave her a nod and smile. A friendly smile. That was all about friendship. And nothing else. Even though she didn’t smile back, I sensed the warmth percolating in her gaze. Rose pretty much never smiled, but I’d learned how to watch her big brown eyes to get an idea of what she was feeling. Just one of the four thousand or so facts I’d memorized about her. All very friendly facts.

			“Sounds more like a question for her, darling,” I said to Evie, suddenly extremely interested in my sparkly chandelier nails. “Why don’t you go ask?”

			“You know what I mean, Luce.” She kicked me again. “What’s going on between you guys? Have you made any moves yet?” She bobbled her shoulders around, as if trying to approximate “moves.”

			“Mmm,” I said, stalling for time as I took a delicate sip of my fizzy elderflower gin cocktail. I glanced back at the stage. Kevin, his usual put-out demeanor on full display, was introducing the last contestant in tonight’s round of the championship, a dark-haired beauty I didn’t recognize.

			Hmm. That was odd. I knew pretty much everyone on the local karaoke circuit, but I’d never seen her before. I’d surely remember. She was very tall (something I tend to notice because I am very short), her impossibly long legs accentuated by the flowing lines of her chic black jumpsuit. Her makeup was dramatic, highlighted by a perfect smoky eye aesthetic and flawless application of highlighter that made her light brown skin glitter under the lights. And her features were angular and striking, most notably her swooping nose, which bisected her face like a graceful exclamation point.

			She was drop-dead gorgeous, and usually I’d take note, perk up, and start concocting a plan to woo her. But now . . . I couldn’t muster the enthusiasm. My eyes involuntarily slid back to Rose, and I shook my head, ordering my libido to get itself under control—or to at least aim itself at the right person.

			“She’s mixed, right?” Evie whispered, nodding at the woman onstage. “My Hapa Radar is totally going off.”

			“Agreed,” I said, laughing, relieved she’d apparently dropped the Rose issue. Evie and I often joked about how our Mixed Race Radars were definitely a thing—a thing which had pinged immediately upon meeting each other. A Japanese-Irish hybrid and a Puerto Rican–Mexican–English mutt were definitely meant to be more than mere co-workers. Now we were dear friends and co-workers at Tanaka/Jupiter, Inc., the city’s most smashing superheroine team.

			“Please welcome the newest entrant in our parade of high-flying vocal techniques and ultimate showmanship,” Kevin bellowed, like he was some kind of circus ringmaster. “Or in the case of some of you—” He shot a disdainful stare at Earnest Unchained Melody Guy, who was slinking offstage. “—continued public humiliation.”

			Kevin took karaoke very seriously, and the championship was The Gutter’s annual effort to showcase the very best in the city. Nitpickers in the karaoke community would quibble with Kevin’s definition of karaoke, since the performances he hosted involved singing to a live piano instead of a pre-recorded track with a lyrics screen; technically, the more precise term would be bandaoke. No one ever brought this up to Kevin’s face, of course.

			“Anyway,” Kevin continued. “Our new contestant here is named Celine . . . ?” He gave the beautiful woman a questioning look.

			“Just Celine,” she said, her voice high and sweet.

			“Celine is new to our stage,” Kevin continued. “Please give her a big hand. Even though we all know Lucy’s going to win again anyway.”

			He turned his disdainful stare on me. I gave a one-shouldered shrug and raised my glass in his direction. Kevin was resentful that the competition had become so predictable thanks to my unchallenged dominance, but how was that my fault?

			Hmm. I just realized how that sounds. Actually, it’s totally my fault.

			“Lucy.” Evie nudged me with her beer bottle. “I’m not letting this Rose thing go.” Blast. I should’ve known we weren’t leaving that behind so easily. “Remember how you used to constantly bug me about my lack of dating prowess? Or . . . any prowess?”

			“Ah.” I held up a finger. “But that’s not a problem for me, is it? I have prowess to spare.”

			“Which you haven’t been utilizing much at all lately,” she pressed. “What about my bachelorette party? You said you were going to finally take things with Rose to the next level.” She waved her hand in an upward direction.

			“First of all, your expressive hand gestures are beyond basic,” I said. “Second: I don’t think that’s exactly what I said. But if you want me to be honest—”

			I was cut off by a sudden breathtaking sound—like the clearest, prettiest bell ringing out through the land.

			“Wow,” Evie said, her gaze momentarily diverted to the stage. “Girl’s got pipes.”

			“Indeed.” I took another sip of my cocktail. So in addition to being tall and gorgeous, this Celine Only-One-Name had an amazing singing voice. And my goodness, she was taking on “Emotions” by Mariah Carey—a barnburner of a song that encompassed multiple octaves and a dreaded G-sharp so high it was guaranteed to break even the most accomplished of singers. And probably a few windows in the process.

			We shut up and watched as Celine threw her head back to cycle through the increasingly punishing vocal runs at the beginning of the song. It was mesmerizing.

			At least for a moment.

			“Okay, let’s not get distracted,” Evie said, turning back to me. “Why haven’t you done anything with Rose? I mean, she’s clearly here to see you—”

			“She’s here to support me as a friend—”

			“She keeps looking at you—”

			“In a completely friendly manner—”

			“And you guys text non-stop and hang out all the time and you talk about her incessantly—”

			“Evelyn.” I tried to make my expression stern. “Look. Nobody’s made any moves because it’s too late.”

			She goggled at me. “What? But you said . . .” Her brow furrowed as she tried to recall the words I’d blathered out six months ago at her bachelorette party. “That you were taking things slow because you wanted her to get to know the real you, the one underneath all the flash and fabulousness—”

			“Which she has. And that’s why it’s too late. I miscalculated completely, Evie. She does know the real me—all too well. And that means we are now forever stranded in the utopia that is Friendlandia. I waited too bloody long to do anything and she never did anything and . . . and that’s just how it is now. We text each other about the most minute of minutiae. It’s not sexy. I texted her a photo of dirty clothes with my holey underwear on top and the tagline ‘laundry day,’ for goodness’ sake. There’s no going back from that.”

			“But . . .” Evie’s brow furrowed again. “You still like her, right?”

			God, yes. I think about her constantly. I’ve memorized four thousand and fifty-two facts about her. I know that she has exactly seven white button-downs that she rotates through every week, that she’s obsessed with that terrible theme song from Star Trek, that she smells like sweet vanilla and tart lemons and somehow that is also the perfect encapsulation of her perfect personality.

			Out loud, I just said: “It doesn’t matter.”

			That was the wrong thing to say, because Evie leaned forward intently, elbows resting on the worn tablecloth. “Of course it matters,” she said. “Lucy, you once spent forty-five minutes explaining why a such-and-such blade was better suited for back-handed spins than this other blade—both of which, by the way, looked exactly the same to me. You’ve dedicated huge portions of your life to ruling the karaoke scene at this very bar. And you’ve stood by me and been the best of friends through countless life-threatening escapades: battles against evil pastries, takedowns of possessed Bridezillas, and the unqualified disaster that was my wedding. How can you—” She paused emphatically, her warm hazel eyes getting shiny. “—say something doesn’t matter?”

			“For goodness’ sake, Evie.” I shook my head at her and took a long gulp of my cocktail, trying to affect an air of devil-may-care bravado. “You have become eight billion times more dramatic since becoming a superheroine. All I’m saying is . . .” I trailed off and allowed my gaze to slide to Rose. She met my eyes again and for a moment we just . . . stared at each other. Celine’s beautiful voice swirled around us and seemed to swell, as if someone had turned the volume up. I couldn’t help but get stuck on Rose’s neck, long and graceful and always exposed to the elements, thanks to her close-cropped hair. I was basically obsessed with her neck. I wanted to—

			“All you’re saying is what?” Evie prompted.

			“That some things aren’t meant to be,” I said, tearing my eyes away from Rose’s neck. “And Rose and I are one of those things.” I shrugged and downed the rest of my drink.

			Evie’s brow furrowed, and she opened her mouth—probably to declare how she hadn’t believed in “meant to be” either, and now look at her, all gross and gushy and married—but it was at that moment that Celine released the full power of the G-sharp.

			I’d never seen a hush quite like that fall over The Gutter. It was as if Celine had suddenly cast a spell over the room, everyone thinking the exact same thing:

			Damn, that girl can sing.

			(I should clarify here that this was not an actual spell. Because Team Tanaka/Jupiter has dealt with more than our fair share of demon possession and magic-induced mind control, this is an important distinction.)

			Anyway, that G-sharp—oh my. It was as if the skies parted and heavenly light shone down on us from above. I even felt a tear well its way up, the magic of that beautifully sustained note hitting me right in what Evie’s younger sister Bea would refer to as “the feels.”

			But it wasn’t just technical prowess. Celine also had the ever-important showmanship Kevin had been blathering about earlier, gracefully sweeping one of her arms skyward while throwing her head back—a classic diva move. She was so dazzling, it was as if bright lights flashed behind her, special effects fit for a queen. And unlike with Earnest Unchained Melody Guy, this time the chandelier seemed to vibrate with pleasure rather than agony.

			When she finished, there was a full minute of silence, as everyone needed A Moment to process what just happened.

			Then we all burst into thunderous applause.

			I clapped so hard my palms ached, that single tear trailing down my cheek. Celine inclined her head to the side, the very picture of grace.

			“Thank you,” she said, her sweet voice tremulous. “Oh my goodness—from the bottom of my heart, thank you so very much.”

			“Weeeeellllllll,” Kevin drawled, striding back onstage too early and kind of ruining Celine’s moment. “What an incredible Gutter debut. I don’t think we’ve seen the likes of that . . . ever.”

			And then he looked right at me and smirked.

			My smile dimmed, my applause becoming slightly less enthusiastic. I’d been so busy appreciating Celine’s talent as a fellow performer that I’d forgotten she was, you know, a fellow performer. A rare worthy competitor for the title that was usually mine.

			Well. That was just fine, wasn’t it? Delightful, even. It had been forever since I’d gone up against a performer of her caliber, and I should rise to the challenge, I should . . . should . . .

			Hmm. Why was I so twitchy all of a sudden?

			I glanced over at Rose again without thinking, as if seeking some kind of reassurance I didn’t want to put a name to.

			But she didn’t meet my eyes this time. Like everyone else, she was too busy clapping for Celine. She leaned over to one of her Demon Unit colleagues and said something. Then she clapped even more vigorously, turned her attention back to the stage . . . and smiled.

			I blinked, trying to make sure I wasn’t having some sort of hallucination.

			Because like I said, Rose Rorick, head of SFPD’s Demon Unit, champion casual texter, buttoned-up heartthrob extraordinaire, never smiled.

			Why was she smiling now?

			I shook my head, trying to clear it before I turned back to the stage—and did a double take. The chandelier above Celine’s head . . . was vibrating. Like, actually vibrating. Moving in the air. But before I could really focus on the chandelier, a brilliant beam of light flashed behind Celine. What the . . .

			Had that been . . . actually happening during her performance? I thought I’d just been swept up in all the gloriousness.

			Then the chandelier detached itself from the ceiling.

			And sailed toward Celine’s head.

			“Watch out!” I screamed, my bodyguard instincts kicking into gear.

			I threw my cocktail glass to the side and flung myself through the crowd, expertly winding my way through the tables of patrons stumbling to their feet, trying to escape the impending chaos. Kevin, I noticed, had bolted and was nowhere in sight.

			I landed onstage in a crouched position, my knees narrowly missing the scuffed-up wood, then threw myself at Celine. There was something I loved about this moment, when rational thought fled and my years of training took over—my body knew exactly what to do, could feel what notes it was supposed to hit. It was not unlike how I felt during a transcendent karaoke performance.

			I landed on top of Celine with a not-too-pleasant-sounding thud, and used the momentum of my body to send us both flying out of the way, sliding across the stage just as the chandelier crashed down and shattered into a zillion pieces with a resounding CRUUUUUNCHHHHH.

			“Are you all right, darling?” I asked, pulling back from Celine and giving her a quick once-over, looking for obvious injuries.

			“I . . . I’m not sure,” she said, her sweet voice hoarse.

			“Well, well, well,” Kevin said, choosing that moment to reappear. He cocked an eyebrow at our tangled forms. “I guess this competition just got interesting.”

		

	
		
			Text Messages Between Lucy Valdez and Rose Rorick, Nine Months Before Celine’s Fabulous-But-Nearly-Deadly Debut

			
				RR: Hello, this is Rose. Rose Rorick.

				LV: Ha, I am aware? We exchanged #s at the bar last night, post-Ms. Aveda Jupiter’s karaoke triumph, yes?

				RR: Yes. Right. I just . . . I was a bit inebriated . . .

				LV: Darling, I remember that, too. You were hilarious! I didn’t know you had such a fondness for whiskey and off-color jokes.

				RR: Anyway. I wanted to apologize. And to say I won’t bother you anymore.

				LV: Bother me? I don’t understand. Did you not have fun?

				RR: No, I did. You’re fun. Your friends are fun. But I don’t usually drink and socialize like that, I’m almost always on duty, so I’m not sure if the way I acted was . . . off-putting. Or inappropriate.

				LV: Oh, not at all, and I know how that is! Being part of a superheroine team means constantly being on call—it’s not like demons only misbehave between the hours of nine to five, is it?

				RR: No, it’s not. Ha ha.

				LV: Was that a laugh? Did you LOL?

				RR: . . . no. I wrote “ha ha,” but I didn’t actually laugh out loud.

				LV: Your secret is safe with me! <wink emoji>

				RR: I pretty much never laugh out loud. Some people think that’s off-putting, too.

				LV: Who are these “people” you’re hanging out with, they sound dreadful. Hang out with me instead!

				RR: Okay.

				RR: <smiley emoji>

				LV: Did you actually smile?

				RR: <head shaking emoji>

				LV: LOL

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I know what you’re thinking: surely a flying chandelier and a bunch of flashing lights can be chalked up to various malfunctions of the mechanical variety. Either that or a nefarious behind-the-scenes saboteur, a la everyone’s original favorite chandelier-flinger, the Phantom of the Opera.

			Well, the second one might be true, but no matter what, all these shenanigans meant some nonsense of the supernatural variety was going down for sure. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my years being part of an elite superhero team, it’s this: those oddities we believe should be brushed off as “nothing” are never nothing. They are always something. Usually something over-the-top and ridiculous, involving multiple battles with way-too-loquacious villains who think you want to know every little thought behind why they have chosen the path of evil, when really you’re just waiting for them to shut up so you can get down to ass-kicking.

			After we managed to determine that Celine was unhurt (and I gave Kevin side-eye for his awful one-liner), Rose and her Demon Unit did a quick supernatural scan of The Gutter. Their scanning devices picked up traces of supernatural energy around the stage. But, Rose noted, it was fading, meaning the source of this blip was probably the same thing that had caused all supernatural happenings in San Francisco for the past few months: an Otherworld portal on the floor of popular local lingerie boutique Pussy Queen.

			Allow me to back up for a moment. You see, eight years ago, a portal to a demon dimension known as the Otherworld opened up in San Francisco, all part of a very evil plot to take over the human realm. This portal was not very well-constructed and snapped shut almost immediately, but had many lingering effects—like humans getting superpowers. Evie, her sister Bea, and her friend and superheroing partner Aveda Jupiter (aka Annie Chang) had all received a boost. I had not, but given my wide array of existing skills, I didn’t really need powers, did I?

			It also led to an ongoing battle with all things demonic due to the appearance of smaller portals, invasion-happy demon royalty, and “puppy demons,” which were not terribly sentient piranha-like pests who imprinted on the first object they saw upon entering Earth. Six months ago, we’d battled a lost puppy demon who had fused with a human, eventually separating them and sending the little puppy back home via the aforementioned Pussy Queen Portal. The portal then closed, though it still remained in the shop, and its lingering presence seemed to allow supernatural energy to leak into our world and cause unpredictable flare-ups all over San Francisco. Like this one at The Gutter.

			Given that the supernatural energy Rose and her team had detected was already fading, it was probably a safe bet to assume this encounter was over and done with, but we all agreed it could not hurt to be cautious. So despite Kevin’s loud protests, Evie and Rose decided to return the next day for a more thorough scan and investigation. As long as things remained all clear, the karaoke championship could proceed. Kevin declared that the championship round would be narrowed down to me and Celine, because really . . . there were no other competitors of our level.

			He then launched into a long, droning explanation of his chandelier safety protocols, a topic that was most certainly not interesting to anyone present. Especially given that almost everyone had cleared out of The Gutter for the night. Rose and her team were debriefing and cleaning up after their scans, so that left Evie and me as Kevin’s increasingly unwilling audience.

			“I triple-bolted the mounts—Triple! Bolted!” Kevin exclaimed, pacing in front of the now-empty stage and stabbing the air with his index finger for emphasis. “So I’m not sure how—”

			“Kevin, really,” Evie said wearily. “No one disbelieves you. Or, um, cares. There was clearly supernatural interference here, which—”

			“Triple-bolting is extremely challenging!” he interrupted. “The process took me an entire week. Look, let me take you through the steps so we’re clear—”

			“Excuse me for a second,” I murmured. Then scampered off, ignoring Evie’s murderous look as I left her to Kevin’s detailing of the triple-bolting process.

			I was intent on saying a friendly good-bye to Rose, who had finished debriefing her team and was leaning against the bar. Most would interpret her cool-as-a-cucumber pose as mere relaxing, but I knew better. I could tell from the way her eyes swept the area that she was going over all the information we’d gathered, contemplating her team’s strategy, preparing for the next day’s investigation.

			Rose’s dedication to preparedness was another one of the four thousand and fifty-two things I found incredibly appealing about her.

			“Lucy,” she said, giving me a nod as I approached. “Are you all right? You hit that stage pretty hard.” Her gaze flickered up and down my body, her eyes filled with concern.

			“Of course,” I demurred, waving a hand. “All part of the job.”

			She pushed off from the bar and stepped closer to me, her brow furrowing. “Are you sure? I know we’ve got stuff going on here . . .” She waved a hand at the Gutter stage. “But if something’s really wrong—”

			“Darling, I’m fine. Truly.”

			I met her eyes and gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile—and swiftly realized that perhaps approaching her for this friendly good-bye was a mistake. Every time I got close to her was another chance to inhale her sweet vanilla-citrus scent, to gaze at her gorgeous neck . . . and to remember that I really needed to stop doing such things.

			“Are you all right, Rose?” I said, taking in the slight weariness around her eyes, the way her shoulders drooped. “You look spent, love.”

			“Yeah, I just . . .” She shook her head. “The team’s been pulling doubles lately and this was supposed to be a night off. I wish they could’ve just had fun, you know?”

			“You deserve a bit of fun, too,” I said, patting her shoulder. “Please don’t forget that part. And please take care of yourself. Do I need to come over to your place again with some of those herbal remedies I got from my mama? They really do work wonders—”

			“That last one did not work wonders,” she said, giving me a look—which I didn’t mind, since it seemed to sweep her weariness away. “It made me feel like I was, I don’t know what the word is—tripping?”

			“Aw, look at you, trying to be all hip with the lingo,” I said, chuckling and giving her a playful nudge. “Were you tripping balls, even?”

			“You laugh, but whatever was in that stuff made me feel like I’d ascended to another plane where the first beauty pass of the Enterprise in Star Trek: The Motion Picture is about a billion times longer,” she said, giving me a faux-stern look.

			“Oh, but it is actually that long,” I retorted. “There are multiple orchestral key changes, darling! I was right there, trying to watch it with you—remember?”

			“I remember.” Her voice had suddenly gone all soft, and she was studying me intently, her face very serious. I shifted uncomfortably. I’d been trying to make her . . . well, laugh. To forget about being tired and overworked and enjoy the moment.

			“Then you must remember what happened next,” I said, tearing my gaze from hers and examining my nails. “Your dear cat Calliope accidentally ingested some of the herbal brew and tossed her cookies on my shoes.”

			“Ahhh, yes.” She shook her head and slumped against the bar again. “My life is all work, Trek marathons, and cat vomit. No wonder I can’t get a date.”

			I froze, my eyes glued to my nails. I don’t know why her bringing up dating gave me such pause. Perhaps because bringing it up in the context of cat vomit surely meant she did not see me as a prospect. Friendlandia to the extreme.

			“Oh my, look at the time,” I said, making my voice overly cheery. “I really should go save Evie from Kevin. And head home.”

			“See you tomorrow,” she called after me.

			As I scurried back to Evie, trying to squelch the flush rising in my cheeks, I realized that I hadn’t been merely trying to get Rose to laugh—I’d been trying to get her to smile.

			You know, like she had when Celine had been onstage, hitting that high G-sharp.

			And I’d failed. Utterly and completely.

			

			•   •   •

			After Evie and I headed back to Tanaka/Jupiter HQ—a crumbling Victorian in the Mission where the team worked and lived—I settled in for the night, incessantly replaying Rose’s smile from earlier in the evening (and my failure to make her smile later on) and trying not to mope.

			I have never been a wallower. If something’s bothering me, I have a fairly reliable list of tasks I can cycle through to pull myself out of it. I’ve always been this way, going back to my days as a little one growing up in the city with a hardworking—but very harried—single mother.

			I love my mama to bits and still call her at least three times a week just to hear the gentle lilt of her voice. But we definitely struggled back in the day. She was a disappointment to her parents, both fancy professors of literature with lingering ex-Catholic guilt, who kicked her out and cut her off when she got pregnant at seventeen (and by a white man, which made everything even worse in their eyes). She eventually became a middle school English teacher, and we toughed it out through lean paychecks, third-hand clothes, and holidays that were usually just the two of us hunkered over microwave meals.

			Both of us developed our coping mechanisms. Mama would weave wild, intricate stories that she told me every night—something to satisfy the frustrated aspiring novelist inside of her who wasn’t getting a chance to shine. And I would soothe her by singing a repertoire of songs by her favorite, Ana Gabriel. Ana Gabriel is a brilliant Mexican singer-songwriter and a true prodigy: she first sang onstage at the age of six! She has a dramatic, husky voice made of unicorns and whiskey, and she deserves to be counted among the great divas of the world. Naturally, I consider her a personal role model. Many of her songs are in Spanish, and I learned them mostly phonetically as I am not entirely fluent—but even if I didn’t understand all the words, I always felt the emotions of her singing deep in my soul.

			“That’s so beautiful, mija,” Mama would say, her face lighting up after a hard day. That was my first taste of that magical connection between performer and audience. I vowed to make her smile as much as I could.

			My childhood also taught me how to dissipate my own bad feelings by mimicking moves from the martial arts movies on local TV (we did not have anything so luxurious as cable). Or what I thought were the moves, anyway. One day, Sensei Ron, the owner of a local mixed martial arts studio, saw my goofy eleven-year-old self attempting to kick the air as I made my way down the street. He invited me in and showed me a few actual fight moves. As it turned out, I had a natural talent for that sort of thing, and Sensei Ron took me under his wing, giving me lessons in exchange for help cleaning up around the studio and doing the occasional odd job.

			“That’s my Lucia,” my mother sighed happily when I showed her some of my moves. “So adept at learning new skills.”

			(By the way, my name isn’t Lucia—it’s Lucy on my birth certificate. My mother’s excellence when it comes to spinning fantasy sometimes spills over into real life.)

			My list of soothing tasks had evolved since I was a wee child, but it was still something I returned to regularly. So when Evie and I got home, I immediately started my regimen to fix my twitchiness.

			I went for a run—yes, I adore my weapons, but when it comes to sweating out bad feelings, I prefer the simplicity of my feet against the pavement, my breath huffing in and out of my body.

			I called my mom—I love my friends, but hearing Mama’s voice always provides a whole different level of comfort.

			I sorted through possible new karaoke songs to add to my repertoire—nothing cheers me like imagining myself onstage, belting out an impressive new run of crowd-pleasing notes.

			None of this, however, did the trick, and looking through songs actually made me feel more twitchy, more out of sorts with life. And that simply would not do at all.

			The other item on my list—shopping for frilly vintage treasures at my friend Shruti’s boutique—wasn’t really an option this late at night. So I changed into my Victorian nightgown—a voluminous concoction of creamy lace and chiffon that was very beautiful and altogether ridiculous—and resorted to the very last thing on my list, the thing I only pulled out in an emergency, as it tended to be too mope-adjacent.

			I flopped on my bed, pulled out my iPad, and booted up an app that exclusively streamed British murder shows.

			Darling, let me tell you about the British murder shows.

			1. There’s one centered on every profession and livelihood you can imagine, from cops to vicars to senior citizens who love gardening.

			2. They really shine a light on just how crime-infested so many small villages in the quaint, pastoral environs of the English countryside are.

			3. They are quite possibly the most soothing thing ever invented.

			British murder shows were another part of my childhood. I first became obsessed after my mother explained to me that my father was a debonair spy from England—a sort of kinder, gentler, more feminist James Bond—who had romanced her during a top secret mission to the Bay Area and fallen madly in love, only to be forced to return to his home country by the unsympathetic, unromantic powers that be. I would never meet him, Mama explained. But I should know that he had loved us both very much.

			These fairy tale trappings—and my mother’s love of things that were not exactly the truth—should have probably made me suspicious, but what can I say? I desperately wanted to believe. And since I could never meet this dashing figure who had sired me, I did the next best thing: I became hooked on the stories of his people, the British murder shows that aired every Sunday on PBS. As grisly as the crimes sometimes were, I loved how fancy everyone was, how the investigations were so often punctuated by people having tea in delicate cups with roses painted on them or, in the case of the period pieces, women wearing impossibly gorgeous dresses made of lace and ruffles. And I adored the sense of resolution at the end of every episode—how the crimes were wrapped up so neatly, the fiendish perpetrators brought to justice.

			When I was younger, many of the justice-seekers themselves were old white men and women, which was not ideal for a tiny mixed brown girl trying to forge her own unique sense of identity. But at least now that’s starting to change thanks to British murder goddesses of color like Indira Varma and Freema Agyeman. I worship the ground they walk on.

			I watched these shows so constantly, a slight British accent started to affect my speech. It wasn’t a real accent, of course, but a mish-mash of words and speech patterns I’d seen on TV. And even though it got me teased incessantly on the playground, I loved it—it gave me a tiny bit of connection to the father I would never know. Of course, many years later, when I did come to know him . . . well, that is a story for another time.

			I scrolled through the selections in the streaming app, finally settling on an old episode of Midsomer Murders I’d watched a million times before. Then I realized I could simultaneously indulge in another soothing task, and I pulled up an additional window on the iPad to browse Etsy for vintage finds.

			I settled into a rhythm, watching and clicking around, and while I wouldn’t exactly consider myself soothed, I was at least able to banish my twitchiness and Rose’s unexpected smile to the back of my mind.

			DCI Tom Barnaby had just successfully avoided another round of his wife’s terrible cooking—and I had just clicked over to a particularly delightful Gunne Sax creation involving several different kinds of lace—when I heard a sharp knock on my door.

			I thought it was Evie, coming around to discuss the plan for tomorrow’s supernatural check at The Gutter or to badger me once more about my unwillingness to catapult myself out of Rose’s friend zone. So imagine my surprise when one Aveda Jupiter flounced through the door.

			“Oh . . . hello,” I said, looking up from Midsomer and arching a puzzled eyebrow.

			“Hi,” she said. Now that she’d completed her purposeful Aveda Jupiter stride into the room, she seemed at a loss for what to do. She settled for putting her hands on her hips and gazing at me with her usual imperious demeanor, tossing her mane of long black hair over her shoulder. “I came to check on you.”

			My eyebrow retreated farther up my forehead. “Why?”

			Aveda and I didn’t really have that kind of relationship. She was my boss. She’d originated the superheroing enterprise that had evolved into Team Tanaka/Jupiter. She’d hired me because she wanted the best and I was the best. Simple as that. And while we’d developed a certain sisters-in-arms type of camaraderie and respect over the years, we weren’t exactly what you would call friends. Things had actually gotten rather tense during preparations for Evie’s wedding six months ago. Aveda had taken it upon herself to be the most extra maid of honor ever and many of her decisions had been less about what Evie wanted and more about what would prove that she, Aveda Jupiter, was the best friend of all time.

			Everything had gotten resolved swimmingly after a run-in with an army of Bridezillas in possessed wedding dresses, an overly dramatic reconciliation between Evie and Aveda (truly, those two didn’t know how to do things any other way), and a wedding for the ages.

			But still. It was unusual for her to just show up while I was watching my British murder shows.

			“I make it my business to check on all of my team,” Aveda declared, drawing herself up tall. “To make sure they are all in the best possible shape to take on any supernatural oddities that might come our way—”

			“Aveda. You never just ‘check on’ me. What’s going on?”

			“Evie said you seemed out of sorts,” Aveda admitted, falling out of her power pose. “And it sounded like the kind of thing I was better suited to help with.”

			“I don’t know why you two have to share everything,” I muttered, clicking back to my prospective purchase. Was a three-tiered skirt too much?

			“She didn’t share willingly, I kind of got it out of her,” Aveda said. “And then I convinced her it would be best if I tried to help you. Because this is the kind of thing I’m good at.”

			I blew out a long breath but didn’t protest as she strode over to my bed and plonked herself down next to me. Maybe if I continued about my business, she’d go away. Or get sucked into Midsomer Murders and be quiet.

			“What are you watching?” she asked, peering over my shoulder. “Why are there so many old white men?”

			I let out an even longer, more exasperated sigh and set the iPad to the side. I should have known better. Aveda Jupiter has many talents, but being quiet is not one of them. “Darling, I sense you are not going to leave until I agree to talk to you about my out-of-sortsness, are you?”

			She gave me a triumphant smile. “No.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest and met her eyes. “Well. There was a lot happening tonight at The Gutter. What with the possible demon antics and the chandelier destruction and the introduction of a new superstar and then Rose smiled—”

			“Wait.” Aveda held up a hand. “Rose Rorick smiled? What does that look like?”

			“It happened,” I insisted. “She was looking at . . .” I trailed off and bit my lip, my eyes going to my abandoned iPad. Oh, to get back to the simpler world of DCI Tom Barnaby and all the murders.

			“A-ha!” Aveda nodded, her dark eyes turning shrewd. “I see. She was looking at something—or someone—that’s not you.”

			“She was,” I confirmed. “The Great Celine—the new superstar, the one who was almost a victim of the rogue chandelier—”

			“A-double-ha!” Aveda exclaimed. “And Rose was checking out your new competitor—the first person maybe ever who can match you in karaoke. Which is also contributing to your general malaise.”

			“But none of this should matter,” I insisted. “Because as I was telling Evie, Rose and I have established ourselves as friends, and I’ve decided there’s no going back from that. It shouldn’t matter to me who she’s smiling at.”

			“Except it does,” Aveda said. “Look, Lucy: I tried to be ‘friends’ with Scott, too. It did not work out.”

			During the planning of Evie’s infamous wedding, Aveda had finally gotten together with Team Tanaka/Jupiter’s resident mage, Scott Cameron—the man she’d been in love with for at least a decade. From what I’d heard, their consummation had taken place on the floor of a possibly demon-infested bridal gown salon, which didn’t sound like a recipe for romance to me. But there was no denying the way they looked at each other.

			“Rose and I are not meant to be,” I insisted. “We talked after all the chaos and it mostly involved cat vomit, and despite my best efforts, she did not smile, which means I simply do not excite her in that way, and I want her to be happy, she deserves it more than anyone I know—”

			“Lucy.” Aveda cut me off, her gaze boring into me. “Stop. This isn’t you. You don’t pine. You do. Be the badass Lucy Valdez we all know and love.”

			“But . . . but my underwear,” I muttered, thinking back to my regrettably candid text.

			“I’m sure you have very nice underwear,” Aveda said, looking puzzled. She reached over and gave me an awkward tap on the shoulder. “Nothing to worry about.”

			I frowned down at my lap, toying with my iPad.

			“Treat it like one of the cases these old white men are trying to solve,” Aveda said, waving a hand at the iPad. “They, like, never give up until they get their man, right? Or something?”

			“Have you ever even seen Midsomer Murders?” I groaned, rolling my eyes.

			“Show me,” she said, waving at the iPad more insistently. “Maybe they can help you in your quest.”

			I restarted the show, but I couldn’t quite give my full attention to DCI Tom Barnaby’s investigation. As ridiculous as Aveda could be, her words stirred certain feelings I couldn’t deny.

			Be the badass Lucy Valdez we all know and love.

			Aveda was right. I did not pine. I liked to step up and get things done. And I liked to do whatever was in my power to chase my bad feelings away.

			My possible jealousy of Celine was another unfortunate component of my current bad-feelings cocktail. It was true, I’d never had a karaoke rival as talented and flat-out dazzling as she was. But I also didn’t believe in competitive cattiness between women. I wanted to boost someone like her up, not shove her down so I could be number one as usual.

			But how could I banish all of these bad feelings at once? It seemed like simply too much. I frowned harder, watching DCI Tom Barnaby closely as he discovered that every random element of his case was, in fact, connected.

			And then, like a bolt of lightning bonking me right in the brain, it hit me. Of course. My problems were all connected, too. Thus, they required a solution that united them all!

			And just like that, I had the perfect plan. Something that would get rid of my bad feelings all in one go.

			I passed Aveda—now fully sucked into the show—my iPad and grabbed my phone off the nightstand. Then I navigated myself over to Celine Only-One-Name’s Instagram (thankfully, she’d been tagged multiple times on The Gutter’s Insta). I scrolled through her feed, clues about her life revealing themselves to me. I lingered on one photo in particular—a close-up of her as she hit that high G-sharp (I knew this because it was handily tagged #gsharp). Her face was so intense, screwed up into an expression that almost looked like fury as she belted that note out.

			I smiled to myself.

			Yes. This was going to work perfectly.

		

	
		
			Text Messages Between Lucy Valdez and Rose Rorick, Eight Months Before Aveda Jupiter’s Annoyingly Meddlesome Intervention

			
				RR: Great song tonight.

				LV: You were there?! At The Gutter? Whyever did you not say hello?

				RR: You seemed busy, I didn’t want to interrupt you. You were with someone . . .

				LV: Oh, Mia??

				RR: She’s cute.

				LV: Isn’t she? We had fun later . . . <wink emoji>

				RR: Isn’t it later . . . now?

				LV: I sent her off already. Once the fun was over, we didn’t have much to talk about. But rest assured, she left very satisfied.

				RR: I’ve heard.

				LV: You know Mia??

				RR: No, I mean, I’ve heard . . . about you. You’re kind of a legend.

				LV: Rose Rorick, are you slut-shaming me??

				RR: No! I’m impressed. Very impressed.

				LV: Ha, I can’t believe I got you to use an exclamation point. Well, now you know one of my secrets. So by law, you must tell me one of yours.

				RR: I don’t think that’s the law.

				LV: It’s my law.

				RR: Hmm. Okay. I . . . hmm.

				LV: What?! Can’t think of anything embarrassing enough? Is your past as spotless as your shirts?

				RR: No, no . . . it’s embarrassing.

				RR: All right, here goes.

				RR: I’m a nerd, but I only like . . . the worst parts of things. Or the parts that people think are the worst.

				LV: Pardon?

				RR: Like. I am the only person I know who loves the theme song to the Star Trek show Enterprise. Pretty much everyone agrees it’s one of the worst theme songs ever. Also, the Star Wars prequels. I love them. More than any other Star Wars.

				RR: Do you still want to hang out with me?

				RR: Lucy?

				RR: Are you still there?

				LV: Sorry, darling, I was trying to take a picture of myself faux passed-out from the shock of it all, but I could not find a proper angle. The truth is, I don’t know anything about Star Wars. What was it about these that appealed to you?

				RR: Padmé. You know, the queen? Leia’s mom? I might have had a Natalie Portman thing.

				LV: Goodness, I’m learning all kinds of secrets about you tonight!

				RR: I used to write fanfic. About her and the handmaidens. I loved the handmaidens—they were totally badass, like these ladies who were part of the Queen’s entourage, but they weren’t just that. They were advisers, confidantes, bodyguards. Masters of political maneuvering and combat of all sorts and everything in between.

				LV: !!!

				RR: I made up a whole new character, even, a Black handmaiden/Jedi who romances Padmé.

				LV: I. Love. That. We often have to create our own spaces in the narrative, don’t we?

				RR: We do. Though there is one actual handmaiden played by a Mexican actress. . . .

				LV: Goodness! Does she look like me?!

				RR: No one looks like you.

				LV: You stop, Rose Rorick, you’ll make me blush. You do realize that now I have to go find this fanfic of yours . . .

				RR: You will never find it.

				LV: Evie speaks nerd. She’ll help me.

				RR: God. I’ve never talked about this to anyone before. How . . . did you get me to confess all of these deep, dark secrets?

				LV: I’m just that good. But you can trust me with your secrets, Ms. Rorick. <wink emoji> I’ve got you.

				RR: I’ve got you back.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“So? Did you disruptive glory hogs find anything or can I go back to operating my place of business in a business-like manner?” Kevin crossed his arms over his bountiful chest, rumpling the empowering message of his t-shirt: IF YOU’RE HAPA AND YOU KNOW IT, CLAP YOUR HANDS.

			Kevin, for all his many flaws, was the true king of wearing empowering message t-shirts with panache. He was Blatasian—Black, Latinx, Asian—and I could appreciate how well he wore his mixed race pride.

			“If you mean ‘did we complete an additional highly scientific scan that tells us whether or not your place of business is about to be infested with murderous demons?’—then, yes, we have done that,” Aveda said, not quite answering his initial question. She glowered at him. “You’re welcome.”

			“The results are not exactly illuminating.” Nate, Evie’s hulking half-demon husband—and Team Tanaka/Jupiter’s resident physician and demonology expert—frowned, his brow crinkling in consternation. “The traces of supernatural energy Rose’s team picked up last night are fading, but they are still present. Which leads me to wonder if there will be further activity, or if this energy is . . .”

			“Just taking its sweet time to fade?” Aveda said.

			“We’re sure there’s no portal here, right?” Evie said, gnawing on her lower lip. “We’ve looked absolutely everywhere?”

			“Or maybe there are a bunch of possessed Bridezillas running around,” Aveda chimed in.

			“Or a rogue puppy demon on the loose!” Evie said with a wry grin.

			“So many possibilities,” I murmured.

			“The code from the scans last night indicate that the energy’s source is the Pussy Queen Portal, as usual,” Rose piped up. “Though it is odd that it’s still showing up all these hours later.”

			I studied her, trying to keep myself from outright staring. Now that I had a plan for ridding myself of all Rose-related twitchiness, I was so ready to get it going.

			Just don’t look at her neck . . . blast. Now you’re staring for sure.

			I forced myself to turn away.

			“But bottom line, I can open as usual tonight?” Kevin said, rolling his eyes. “The competition can proceed?”

			“The competition can proceed,” Aveda said, somewhat reluctantly. “But we recommend additional security measures.”

			“There is no way I can possibly afford that,” Kevin sniffed. “I’ve already shelled out so much for this championship—I paid for special advertising and promotion and hired Shruti to provide costumes from her amazing vintage collection, and we have a full photo shoot later today, which I also paid for. I even invested in this sweet new confetti cannon . . .” He brandished a small, plastic contraption that . . . well, it did indeed look like a mini cannon. Kevin aimed the contraption at the stage and pulled a trigger on the side, which released a rather impressive swarm of tiny black paper bits.

			“Music notes!” Kevin bellowed as the confetti drifted to the stage. “The confetti’s shaped like actual music notes! That ain’t cheap!”

			“Relax,” Aveda said, her aggravation prickling through. “Team Tanaka/Jupiter will take care of the extra security. And perhaps Sergeant Rorick can have some of her people here as well?” She raised an eyebrow at Rose.

			“Done—I’ll authorize the overtime,” Rose said.

			“Is there anything else we can do in the meantime?” Evie said. “To try to figure out if the lingering energy is going to fade to nothing or turn into a total disaster?”

			“Given our usual odds, I would bet total disaster,” Aveda said.

			“We can attempt to learn more about this particular supernatural energy,” Nate mused. “Though we know the source is the Pussy Queen Portal, we still don’t know much about how or why said portal is allowing energy to leak into our world in various locations around the city. Thus far, there doesn’t seem to be malicious intent, as there was with the invasion attempts. But it’s always best to gather as much data as possible.”

			“If there was intent here . . . I mean, could the demons want to disrupt the karaoke championship for some reason?” I said, turning to Kevin. “Have you made any new enemies lately?”

			“Everyone adores me,” Kevin retorted, gifting me with a particularly impressive eye-roll. “Jealous? Anyhow, the target was actually much more specific than my amazing competition. That chandelier went directly for our new staaaar. As opposed to old reliable.” He gave me a smug look.

			“Yes, darling, I am positively ancient,” I said, returning his massive eye-roll. “But that is an accidental good point. Perhaps we should speak further with Celine, find out if there’s anything she remembers seeing from the stage right before the chandelier went for her head.”

			“We could do an extra supernatural scan of her as well,” Nate said. “Just in case something attached itself to her—which we’ve certainly seen before. I know the scans aren’t always as informative as they could be, but it can’t hurt to try.”

			“Celine is coming in soon for costume selection,” Kevin said, looking reluctant to intentionally give us even a scrap of helpful information.

			“Excellent,” Aveda said. “Lucy, why don’t you take care of all that? I bet Rose would love to help you.” She gave Rose a particularly winning version of her dazzling Aveda Jupiter Smile.

			“I’m happy to,” Rose said, looking at her quizzically. “But that sounds like something Lucy’s more than capable of handling herself?”

			“Oh, of course, of course,” Aveda said, her grin stretching wider. “No one is as capable as our Lucy, that’s what I always say. Don’t I always say that, Evie?”

			“Uh, sure?” Evie said, her brow knitting as she looked from me to Aveda and back again.

			“And such a fashion plate!” Aveda continued, clapping her hands together enthusiastically. “She always puts together the best ensembles—look at those boots!” She made an expansive gesture to my footwear: cream-colored, granny-style lace-ups with a round toe and scalloped embellishments. “So adorable. Just like everything she wears. And says. And does. I mean, if you looked up ‘adorable’ in the dictionary—”

			“Aveda, can I talk to you for a minute?” I said through gritted teeth. “You too, Evie.”

			“Of course,” Evie said, in a tone that indicated she knew something was up. She was familiar with Aveda acting like a complete loon and all the nonsense that usually came with it. She jerked her chin toward the bar’s entrance. “Hey, it looks like Celine’s arrived—want to go greet her, Rose? Luce will join you as soon as we’ve had our little conference.”

			“Sure,” Rose said, her gaze going to the other side of the room, where Celine was sauntering into The Gutter. She looked gorgeous in a more casual way today, clad in comfy sweats and a chunky-knit sweater, her hair pulled into a high ponytail. A ponytail that looked awfully similar to the way I’d done my hair the night before, I couldn’t help but notice.

			I shook my head. What was I thinking? A high ponytail was an extremely common hairstyle. If we’re talking about trademarking such a thing, Ariana Grande would surely like a word with both of us. Not to mention Aveda, who was quite proud of her ability to rock what she called her “power ponytail” with flair.

			Hmm. I really needed to set my plan in motion, to nip this unseemly jealousy in the bud.

			While Rose went to greet Celine and Nate headed back to HQ, I grabbed Evie and Aveda’s respective sleeves and dragged them both over to a quiet corner.

			“What are you doing?” I hissed at Aveda. I turned to Evie. “And why are you letting her do it?”

			“I don’t know what she’s doing,” Evie said, holding up her hands. “Also, I’m not the boss of her.”

			“And I’m not the boss of her,” Aveda said. “We’ve finally acknowledged the co-dependence of our occasionally toxic dynamic and have committed to a relationship as equals, thereby ensuring—”

			“Yes, yes, I know,” I said, waving a hand. “I have heard this stirring speech so many times I can practically recite it myself. I meant what are you doing with me and Rose?”

			“Oh!” Aveda brightened. “Obviously I’m trying to facilitate the love connection—like we talked about last night!”

			“That is not what we talked about,” I said, shaking my head.

			“Hey, catch me up,” Evie said, poking Aveda’s arm. “I didn’t realize plans were made when you guys talked last night. Annie, I will totally go in with you on this plan, if it is, in fact, a plan—”

			“We talked about me reclaiming myself,” I interrupted. “Which is exactly what I’m planning on doing, by . . .” I paused, a smile playing over my lips. Really, the scheme I’d concocted was too brilliant not to be shared. I straightened my spine and cocked a rakish eyebrow at them. “By making a true love connection between Rose and Celine!”

			“Wait, what?!” Evie blurted out, shaking her head.

			“Soooo . . .” Aveda’s brows drew together. “You’re going to set up the woman who’s obviously your true love with someone else. Who is not you.”

			“Not just any someone else!” I protested. “A quick perusal of Celine’s Insta revealed her to be the absolute perfect candidate. She’s newly single—”

			“Wait, how do you know that?” Evie said, her voice skeptical. Evie was an extremely private person and didn’t understand why anyone would want to share anything with a bunch of strangers on the internet.

			“She posted a photo of a heart cookie, artfully broken in half and overlaid with a particularly wrenching Hayley Kiyoko lyric,” I said.

			“God, I love Hayley Kiyoko,” Aveda murmured.

			“She also shared a picture of herself at a Star Trek convention,” I continued. “Which I happen to know Rose will be very into. And she is a true performer, which will balance perfectly with Rose’s more staid demeanor.”

			“Oh, Lucy.” Evie ran a hand over her face. “Oh, no.”

			“Oh, yes,” I countered stubbornly. “I have it all figured out. Additionally, Celine is the only person who’s ever . . .” My heart caught in my throat, but I made myself soldier on. “Who’s ever made Rose smile,” I managed to finish. “And she deserves to smile all the time. She’s been feeling ever so down and depleted and I want her to be truly happy.”

			“But you have feelings,” Aveda sputtered. “I know you do. Why on earth would you—”

			“Ah, but this will also help me fix that,” I said, holding up a finger. “Because once my dear friend Rose is happy, there’s no way I can be upset about that—or jealous of the person who’s making her happy. It’s a win-win on all sides. We can finally co-exist in the grand kingdom of Friendlandia with no pining and all will be well.”

			“That’s not how feelings work,” Evie said.

			“I really don’t think you’ve thought this through at all—” Aveda began.

			“If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to begin setting my masterful plan in motion,” I said.

			Then I swept off, leaving their chorus of protests behind me.

			

			•   •   •

			“Wow, so this is the back room of The Gutter.” Celine looked around, her eyes widening. “I can’t believe I’m actually here.”

			“Uh, yes, very glamorous,” I said, trying to keep the skepticism out of my voice. The Gutter’s back “room” was really more of a dingy closet, crammed with dusty metal shelving overrun with binders, piles of old paperwork, and moldering boxes of Kevin’s various ill-advised attempts at swag. (Evie had also informed me that said room/closet was surprisingly useful for amorous hookups, but I had to admit that I simply could not see the appeal.)

			But to actually be impressed by this space . . . well, Celine had either perfected the fresh-faced ingénue act, or she really was a level of earnest I did not believe I’d ever encountered before. That was certainly a bit . . . grating.

			It’s yet another perfect contrast for Rose, I told myself sternly. She’s the jaded, seen-it-all cop type. Which is so fucking sexy—no! Stay on task.

			Rose had activated the scanner tool, a clunky gray bar that lit up and provided various code read-outs whenever it detected supernatural energy. She was meticulously running it through the air around Celine’s body, concentrating on the read-out area to see if anything popped up. Which left me the task of asking questions.

			“So, Celine,” I said, going for a warm, conversational tone. “We were wondering if you noticed anything unusual last night. You know, right before the chandelier went for your head.”

			“Oh my, no,” Celine said, shuddering. “To be perfectly honest with you, all I really remember was a sudden shift in my state of being. I was so wrapped up in feeling Mimi’s G-sharp in every part of my body, you know? It was coursing through me, reverberating in every finger and toe. And then I opened my eyes and it was just . . . complete terror. That thing coming for me.” She shuddered again.

			“Did you notice any of the flashing lights happening around you?” I said. “They were rather ostentatious, even for demons.”

			“No,” she said, her brow furrowing. “No, I . . . I’m so sorry, it’s all a blur.”

			I decided to try something else. I’d ask Celine more innocuous questions about herself—see if that led anywhere. Sometimes when people allow their brains to really and truly relax, they remember more. Plus, it would allow me to kick Operation: Rose Hearts Celine into gear.

			“Soooo,” I said, making my tone even more mellow. “It sounds like you’ve heard of The Gutter. But last night was your first time performing here? How is that possible? Because, darling . . .” I forced myself to smile and give her the compliment she deserved, even though it made jealousy burn through my body with renewed vigor. “ . . . your voice is spectacular.”

			“Thank you,” Celine said, blushing. She was somehow even more gorgeous when she blushed, and I was chagrined to realize this annoyed me. I cast a surreptitious gaze at Rose to see if she noticed, but Rose seemed to be extremely involved in her scanning, studying the read-out with fervor. “I grew up in the Bay Area, actually, out in the suburbs—Pleasanton,” Celine continued. “My mother used to bring me to The Gutter, when I was about ten. She was a singer as well. It’s so eerie how much we were alike. She looked basically exactly like me—even though I’m a Thai-Filipina-Chinese-Swedish-Norwegian blend and she’s . . . well, only a couple of those.” She smiled slightly and I returned her smile.

			“Mixed race feels,” I said, my annoyance receding a bit. “I know how that is.”

			“She used to absolutely slay on that stage,” Celine continued. “I dreamed that I’d be up there one day, too. We moved away when I got to middle school, though. I only moved back here recently—after she passed away.” She looked at the floor.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said. And for a moment, my annoyance was completely swept aside and my heart went out to her. I couldn’t imagine being without my mama. “And love, that is most impressive that your mother managed to sneak you in here as a mere child—this is usually a twenty-one-and-over joint. How did she accomplish such a feat?”

			“She’d wear these big skirts and I’d hide under them,” Celine said, her mouth quirking into a half-smile. “She didn’t see any reason why age should keep me from witnessing true art.”

			“That’s wonderful,” I said, but my sense of annoyance had returned. That sounded so . . . hokey. Like Celine was picturing herself as the star of a gauzy made-for-TV biopic, complete with inspirational sound bites.

			“I’m sorry,” Celine said, swiping her hand over her eyes. “I really don’t like to talk about my mother or my memories from here. It brings up too much. That’s why last night was so special. It was like the place was new to me all over again.”

			“Of course,” I said smoothly. “Well, other than visiting Kevin’s illustrious establishment here, what have you been up to since you’ve gotten back to the Bay? Any favorite activities? You know, I believe there’s a Star Trek convention coming up next month—Rose here loves going to those.”

			“Oh . . . ?” Celine turned to Rose, intrigued—and I tried to ignore the way my heart clenched.

			“I do,” Rose said simply.

			“Cool,” Celine said. “I’m a Voyager girl.”

			“Ah.” Rose nodded. And then went back to her scanning.

			Dammit. Usually I loved her whole “woman of few words” thing, but Ms. Rorick was really not making this easy for me.

			“How about dating?” I said impulsively, deciding to dive right in. “Have you found any special someones in our fair city?”

			“Uh, not really,” Celine said, her earnest expression turning puzzled.

			“Oh, but you must try to get out there!” I exclaimed. “Dating in San Francisco can be so lovely—there are so many romantic sights, so many good places to eat. There’s this hiking trail up in Buena Vista Park that offers an absolutely spectacular view—”

			“And it’s a different view, depending on when you go,” Rose cut in, finally contributing a sentence longer than two words. Her eyes lifted and met mine. “Day or night.”

			“Wow, that’s great,” Celine said. “I’ll definitely have to check that out.”

			“You should,” I said, but my tone was suddenly distracted. Because Rose and I had locked gazes once again. And once again, I was drawn into her beautiful brown eyes and couldn’t think of anything except just how beautiful they were and how much I loved staring into them and—

			“Um, Lucy?” Celine piped up, snapping me out of my reverie.

			“Yes, love?” I said, turning back to her.

			“I, uh . . . I’m really flattered,” she said, twisting her hands together. “And I’m so honored to finally meet you—your Gutter stardom is known far and wide in the karaoke scene. But I’m really not looking to date anyone right now, you know? Especially someone I’m competing against.”

			“Oh, of course!” I said, my voice way too bright.

			Bloody hell.

			I was supposed to be directing her toward Rose. Not me! How had I managed to cock that up so thoroughly?

			“If we’re all good here, I’d really love to go get some practice in before Shruti gets here with the costumes,” Celine continued, giving Rose a questioning look.

			“All scanned,” Rose said, waving a hand. “No supernatural energy detected on your person.”

			“Okay, then!” Celine chirped, hopping up and heading toward the door. “And no hard feelings, right, Lucy?” She gave me a simpering smile.

			“No, no, no, of course not,” I blathered, my cheeks heating up.

			You aren’t really my type anyway, I thought resentfully.

			As soon as the door clicked shut, I busied myself with made-up tasks, rearranging some papers on Kevin’s messy desk.

			“Well,” I said, making my voice as casual as humanly possible. “I guess I should get to practicing, too—”

			“Lucy,” Rose interrupted. “Why on earth are you trying to set me up with Celine?”

			Of all the words that could have come out of her mouth right then, I never would have predicted that. I guess I’d momentarily forgotten that Rose’s whole strong silent thing wasn’t just a trait for me to swoon over; it usually meant she was deep in observational mode, taking in every little nuance of every little thing happening around her. It was one of the elements that made her such a good investigator.

			“I, uh . . . well, isn’t Celine just marvelous, though?” I said, pasting on a big smile. “I know you’ve been feeling alone and adrift after all those grueling double shifts lately, and it’s so hard to find someone, especially someone who gets that said grueling shifts are part of the job you love so much. As a top tier karaoke star, Celine will absolutely get that, won’t she? She’s perfect for you, and if you’d open yourself up to spending time with her—”

			“Lucy!”

			My mouth snapped shut. I’d never heard Rose interrupt someone. Or snap at someone. Or give anyone the thoroughly exasperated look that was now trained directly on me.

			Rose shook her head and took a step toward me. Her gaze was as serious as ever, but there was this strain of, I don’t know . . . extra seriousness percolating in her eyes that sent heat sweeping up the back of my neck, flooding my cheeks. I was suddenly glad for the wretched lighting in this dingy back room.

			“You know who else gets my job?” Rose said, holding my gaze. “Who else is a karaoke star?”

			She took another step toward me, and I instinctively took a step back, my shoulder blades hitting the wall of the minuscule space. I swallowed hard and tried to shoo away the blush that had taken over my entire face. But I couldn’t look away from her. Her eyes held mine as if she’d cast a spell over me. And I had zero interest in breaking it.

			(Once again, I feel it’s important to point out here that this was not an actual spell. I don’t think.)

			“Ummmm . . .” I squeaked out, my voice high and fluttery.

			“You,” Rose said, her tone going husky. “It’s you, Lucy. So why are you trying to push me together with someone who’s not you?”

			“I . . .” My heart hammered in my chest, beating so hard I swore I could feel it smacking against my breastbone. And the flush in my face had spread to my entire body, making me feel as though I was suddenly in the middle of an extra humid tropical jungle. Rose leaned in, studying every inch of my face, and I realized I’d never been this close to her. Everything I’d admired before was suddenly thrown into sharp relief, taking on an excruciatingly beautiful level of detail. Her eyes were such a deep brown, I could drown in them. Her skin looked impossibly, irresistibly soft. Her glorious scent of vanilla and citrus surrounded me. And her neck . . . god, I just wanted to bite it.

			“Lucy,” she said, and I sighed at the sound of my name on her gorgeous lips. “Have I been reading this all wrong?” She took yet another step closer. “I’ve got you,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “Remember?”

			I was so lost in her at that point that I was barely capable of listening. I had to touch that beautiful skin and get even more lost in those eyes and . . .

			I grabbed the collar of her perfectly ironed shirt, pulled her close, and pressed my mouth to hers.

			And even though I’d technically interrupted her, she didn’t seem at all surprised. She sighed against my lips, a gentle sound that sent a whole new wave of heat rushing through me. My hands slid up her shoulders, twining around her wonderful neck to pull us closer. Her hands went to my hips, tracing their curves. And we melted into each other.

			When her tongue parted my lips and slid into my mouth, stroking, I thought I might just explode.

			I don’t know how long we stayed that way, kissing, stroking, melting. Minutes. Hours. Years.

			Normally, I would have moved things farther along at this point, started circling the bases. And I couldn’t deny that I wanted to—oh, how I wanted to. I wanted to feel even more of her soft skin underneath my fingertips, to feel her incredible mouth everywhere on my body. But this perfect kiss was so pure, so delicious, I also never wanted it to end.

			I’d forgotten that any world existed beyond this kiss, so it was quite the shock when a bloodcurdling scream rang out through the air.

			We broke apart, gasping. Met each other’s eyes for one panicked moment. Then bolted for the door at the exact same time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“It’s coming from the kitchen!” I called over my shoulder as I zipped down one of The Gutter’s dank, narrow hallways. It was a tradition for people to plaster their business cards to the walls—goodness knows how or why this bit of sloppiness got started—and all of the halls were wallpapered with the things. Which made for a very claustrophobic effect, as if the walls were closing in on Rose and me as we raced toward the kitchen.

			Thankfully, between that and all the adrenaline coursing through my body, I didn’t have time to think about what had just happened in the tiny back room. Which was probably contributing to the adrenaline coursing through my body—

			“It’s getting louder!” Rose bellowed, derailing my train of thought.

			We burst through the kitchen’s swinging double doors just in time to see Celine all tangled up in a microphone cord, screaming her head off. The cord was still attached to a mic, but the end wasn’t plugged into anything. It looked sort of like Celine was attempting to kidnap herself.

			“Oh . . .” I said, my brow furrowing as Rose and I both came to a screeching halt. “Celine, I know those mic cords are sometimes rather unwieldy, but if you’ll hold still for a moment, I’m sure we can—”

			“No.” Celine shook her head vehemently, her eyes wild. “Not . . . that. I’m not doing this,” she yelped. “It’s . . . it’s . . .”

			Just then, the end of the mic cord swept through the air and violently flung itself around Celine’s torso, pinioning her arms to her sides.

			Rose’s eyes widened. “What the hell?” she breathed. Somehow her voice was still low and totally even. How was she always so freaking calm?

			“Well, darling,” I said, addressing Rose as I charged toward Celine. “It appears the mic—or at least the mic cord—has come to life or is possessed by demons or perhaps is a demon itself and is now trying to choke the life out of our dear Celine. You know, just another day on the job.”

			I took a fighting stance, purpose flowing through every limb, and swept one of my arms out, wrapping my fist around the mic cord in a firm grip. It had curled itself around Celine’s body, binding her arms and torso. And I couldn’t see the end of it. I just grabbed the first section I could.

			“Go get Evie and Aveda,” I called out to Rose. “Heaven knows why they haven’t come to see what all the screaming’s about, but—”

			“Like hell, Lucy!” Rose growled—and now she didn’t sound so calm. She moved to the other side of Celine’s struggling body. “I’m not leaving you alone to fight this . . . this . . .”

			“Rogue microphone cord?” I spat out, yanking on the cord with all my might. I felt it resist against my palm, trying to get out of my grasp, wrapping itself even tighter around Celine. “Goodness, it sounds quite ridiculous when you say it out loud, doesn’t it?”

			“Can’t . . . breathe . . .” Celine wheezed, her face turning a pale shade of blue.

			Rose clamped both hands on the cord, trying to pull it loose from Celine’s body. “God, this thing is . . . the more I pull, the harder it resists,” Rose said. She’d reclaimed a bit of her calm, but her voice was laced with frustration. “It’s like a snake. Made of rubber. And possibly demons.” She glared at the cord and pulled on it again. “Listen to me,” she said, affecting her most authoritative cop lady voice (which I’ll admit, sent a somewhat ill-timed shiver up my spine). “You’re under arrest for unlawful imprisonment, creating a disturbance—”

			“Really now, does that ever work on supernatural beasties?” I said, cocking an eyebrow (and trying very hard not to show her how much that authoritative cop lady voice affected me). “I don’t think it’s listening to us. At all.”

			I felt along on the cord’s rubbery surface. It didn’t seem like it was going to break, despite our best efforts, so perhaps if I could find the end of it, I could unravel it and free poor Celine . . .

			“Please,” Celine choked out. Her face was even more blue now, her eyes practically popping out of their sockets. “It’s squeezing all my airways, my voice will be destroyed!”

			“Your everything will be destroyed if we don’t get this off of you,” Rose muttered.

			I ran my fingertips over another part of the cord, feeling along, until I finally hit something that felt like the end—the circular metal edge that usually got plugged into the amp or sound system. A surge of triumph shot through me.

			“All right, then,” I murmured. “Steady . . . steady . . .”

			But just as I tightened my grip, preparing to pull with all my might, I heard a low hissssss, like a radiator letting off steam, and the end of the cord twitched and snapped against my palm.

			“Yowch!” I shrieked, jumping back and cradling my hand against me.

			Apparently unsatisfied with merely injuring a small part of me, the end of the cord flung itself away from Celine’s body and soared through the air, aiming directly for my head.

			“Hey!” I yelped, dancing out of the way. The cord waved through the air menacingly, but without finesse—it seemed able to sense I was there, but not pinpoint my exact location. (Still, quite a feat for a previously inanimate microphone cord.)

			I reached into my weapons garter, pulled out two of my mini throwing stars, and flung them at the cord in quick succession, trying to calculate their momentum so they would land just right. They sailed through the air with a satisfying thwip-thwip, but the cord swung out of the way and the stars embedded themselves in the kitchen wall with a dull thunk.

			“Lucy!” Rose said. Now her authoritative cop lady voice was aimed at me. “Get out of here!” She was still trying to pull the cord from Celine’s body. And Celine, who was still being squeezed by the part of the cord that wasn’t trying to smash me, was making alarming choking noises.

			“Not on your life,” I snarled, rubbing my aching palm.

			“Go find Evie and Aveda,” Rose insisted. “Maybe Evie can burn this thing or Aveda can use telekinesis to get it off of her or—”

			“You go find Evie and Aveda,” I retorted, dancing out of the way of the cord yet again. Out of the corner of my eye, I spied a gigantic mixing bowl on one of the kitchen counters, shiny and gleaming silver under the over-bright lights. “I have a more mundane solution in mind.” I kept my eyes on the cord, tracking its path through the air. It definitely had a pattern, flinging itself up near the ceiling, then pushing itself down to sweep along the floor. That meant that when it was at that midpoint—not arched high in the air, not planted on the ground, but moving between extremes—it should be at its most vulnerable.

			“I’m not leaving you!” Rose said, her voice pure exasperation.

			“Well, I’m not leaving you.”

			“Mrpmmppphh!” said Celine.

			I watched the cord fling itself high once more, my eyes glued to its slim, snakelike form. Then, as soon as it began its descent, I planted my feet firmly, bent my knees, and leapt into the air. My impeccable stance ensured that I had a lot of momentum behind me, meaning I could meet the cord with the maximum amount of force. I threw myself at it and pulled it close, wrapping my entire body around it, as if trying to embrace a squirming child. It thrashed wildly in my grasp, but I held it tight.

			We crashed to the floor, and I angled my body so I landed on top. The cord pushed more insistently against me, trying to get free, and I knew the hard rubber was probably leaving all kinds of interesting bruises on my skin. I sucked it up and banished the pain from my mind. I’d deal with that later.

			“Lucy!” Rose yelled. “That’s . . . that’s working! Keep going!”

			I chanced a look over my shoulder and saw that, as I’d hoped, the cord was unraveling from Celine’s body as I dragged it along the floor. She spun in circles as it loosened, one loop at a time—a wild, involuntary dance. Rose was poised at her side, ready to catch her.

			The cord kept thrashing against me, and I pressed my body down even harder as we skidded across the floor, making unholy screeching sounds against the worn linoleum.

			Finally, I heard a loud thunk as the mic hit the floor and the whump of Celine landing in Rose’s arms. The cord and I skidded to a stop, me still trying to hold it in place.

			“Rose!” I called over my shoulder. “That big bowl on the counter! I need it!”

			I heard rustling—probably her figuring out how to set shell-shocked Celine to the side in the gentlest manner, and then the bowl was whizzing over my head and landing with a clunk next to my right hand. I slid closer to it, keeping the squirming cord underneath me. As carefully as possible, I pulled the rest of the wriggling, unraveled cord toward me, drawing the whole contraption underneath my body.

			I had to accomplish my final task in one fluid move—otherwise this wasn’t going to work. I primed myself, envisioning the whole thing in my head. Then I gathered all my strength, pushed myself up from the floor, and swept the giant bowl on top of the vicious mic cord. It made a satisfying clang as I slammed it down. I sat myself down on top of the bowl with a defiant thump.

			I didn’t know what the step after that was. I hadn’t thought that far.

			Luckily, it was at that moment that our usually on-top-of-it superheroines, Evie Tanaka and Aveda Jupiter, burst into the kitchen.

			“What is going on?” Aveda bellowed, her body snapping into a fighting stance. “We were checking the outside of the building, seeing if we could glean any new clues—”

			“And when we came back in, we heard screaming,” Evie said, scanning the room.

			The bowl underneath me bounced—the rogue mic cord trying to get free—and I positioned myself more firmly on top of it.

			“Ah, yes, darlings, we appear to have subdued a microphone cord that somehow came to life and—”

			“And tried to choke the life out of me like a freaking boa constrictor!” Celine piped up.

			I glanced over at her. She appeared to be unharmed—and her voice sounded as bell-clear as ever. She was standing without Rose’s assistance, sending an aggrieved look in the bowl’s direction.

			“It’s trapped under here,” I said, gesturing to the bowl. “Aveda, if we remove the bowl, perhaps you could restrain it with telekinesis? At least until we find a better cage-type solution.” I scanned the kitchen, looking for anything we could use to entrap the cord more permanently.

			“On it,” Aveda said, her brow furrowing in concentration.

			I stood up carefully and lifted the bowl a tiny bit—barely a millimeter. I expected the mic cord to immediately start putting up a fight, but it was suddenly very still. I lifted the bowl completely off.

			“I’ve got it,” Aveda proclaimed. “It’s in my hold, but . . .” She frowned, her brow furrowing further. “It’s not resisting me. It’s not moving.” She moved closer, eyeing the cord suspiciously.

			“Release the hold,” I said, getting myself into fighting position. I poked at the cord. It didn’t move. It . . . appeared to have returned to just being a mic cord.

			“Huh,” I said, unable to think of something more eloquent.

			“Let’s put it in a Tupperware or something,” Evie said, bustling over to one of the kitchen shelves. “We’ll take it back to HQ and put it in one of the traps. Run some tests on it. Maybe it will act up again?”

			“I sincerely hope not,” I said, casting a disapproving eye at the cord. “You know, I am not anti-snake in general, but when it’s a big rubber snake that seems intent on killing me, I really must object.”

			While Evie and Aveda busied themselves with finding a mic-containing apparatus and Celine excused herself to “recover the energy I need for full showmanship,” I paced the kitchen, stretching my limbs and cracking my neck. I was definitely going to have the predicted interesting bruises, but otherwise I didn’t detect any sign of injury from battle.

			“Lucy,” Rose said, striding to my side. “Are you . . . I mean, you seem fine, but do you need to go to the hospital or—”

			“Of course not, what nonsense,” I said, stopping my pacing and giving her a bright smile. “Battling an overexcited mic cord is a mere blip on the radar as far as these situations go, don’t you think? Just like the whole chandelier business yesterday.”

			“I suppose,” Rose said slowly, cocking her head at me. “But usually our superpowered friends are here to ease the battle burden.” She nodded toward Evie and Aveda, who were gingerly transporting the mic cord into a plastic storage bin of some kind. “You took on that cord pretty much solo.”

			“Not solo,” I said. “You and I worked in tandem—it was quite impressive, was it not?”

			“It was,” Rose agreed. “We were really in sync. Almost like we could read each other’s minds. But that’s not a superpower either of us has, is it?”

			“Not that I’m aware of,” I said, giving her a wry half-smile. “The copious amounts of texting we do on a daily basis must have gifted us with this utterly impressive ability.”

			“Hmm, yes. All the texting.” She studied my face, a bit of that super seriousness from the back room filtering into her expression. “And . . . look. Even though I told you to leave, I appreciate that you didn’t. That you wouldn’t let me attempt to handle it on my own.”

			“Same,” I murmured.

			I realized that we were somehow standing very close to each other again—nearly as close as we’d been in the back room. And even though the industrial fluorescent lighting of the kitchen was about the last thing you could refer to as romantic, I felt my cheeks warm, remembering her mouth on mine. Her tongue teasing my lips open. Her breathing out those three simple words.

			I’ve got you.

			“Um.” I took a small step away from her, my face on fire. “Now that we’ve handled all the excitement, I better get back out there and see if Shruti’s arrived yet—costuming is a very important part of this competition.”

			Rose frowned. “I think we really need to talk—”

			“Ta!” I called out, giving her a little finger wave over my shoulder. Then I was gone, sashaying back into the bar area, and praying to whatever deity might be listening that my face would return to a non-blushing state someday.

		

	
		
			Text Messages Between Lucy Valdez and Rose Rorick, Seven Months Before The Epic Mic Cord Battle

			
				RR: Didn’t see you at The Gutter tonight. Shannon was asking about you. Are you ghosting her?

				LV: If “ghosting” means “limiting contact after giving her the best orgasms of her life,” then I suppose so.

				RR: That is at least a partial definition of ghosting.

				LV: Shannon is looking for an all-caps GIRLFRIEND. I cannot be that. Better to leave her with some lovely memories, don’t you think?

				RR: I guess?

				LV: Was that a typo or an indication of skeptical tone?

				RR: The second one.

				LV: Darling, you know I’m not girlfriend material.

				RR: I’m not sure I know what that means.

				LV: I like the fun bits. Having a bit of a lark. And I do my best to make sure my dates enjoy those fun bits, too. I’m not cut out for much else.

				RR: So as soon as you’re out of the fun zone, you run?

				LV: Not run. I mean, I suppose “ghosting” is technically correct. I just . . . know myself.

				RR: . . . okay, but you should still talk to Shannon. She looked . . . sad.

				LV: Impossible! I always make with the ghosting before anyone gets attached enough to be sad.

				RR: I . . . don’t think that’s true.

				LV: Trust me, love: Shannon will find someone brilliantly girlfriend-worthy soon enough.

				RR: Lucy . . .

				LV: Let’s talk about something else. Please? I still haven’t found your fanfic.

				LV: Rose? Are you still there?

				RR: You’ll never find it. But speaking of fandoms, I listened to that singer you’re always talking about—Ana Gabriel? She’s brilliant.

				LV: Isn’t she???

				RR: I’m loving it all, but “Quién Como Tú” is everything. Do you sing that one with your mom?

				LV: Every other one, love! But not that one.

				RR: Oh, why not? I was actually imagining how amazing it would sound with your voice.

				LV: I just don’t. It’s a little quirk of mine.

				RR: Why do I feel like there’s more to it than that?

				LV: Your investigatory senses have been honed to be suspicious of everything.

				RR: Would you like to change the subject again?

				LV: Yes.

				LV: Rose?

				RR: Hmm?

				LV: Thank you for being such a good friend.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Here’s the very important thing I realized, sometime between kicking a mic cord’s ass and escaping from the kitchen as fast as my tiny legs could carry me: that kiss between me and Rose had been mind-blowing, but it absolutely could not happen again.

			So many feelings were crashing through me, I had to stop and lean against the business card-plastered wall as I ordered my blush to recede and my heart to stop beating so fast.

			So, point the first: Despite knowing me well enough to receive my decidedly unsexy late night texts, Rose thought I was sexy enough to kiss. She did see me that way. Perhaps she had even fantasized about one of my body parts in the same way that I obsessed over her neck.

			Point the second: That should have made me absolutely elated.

			Point the third: Instead, it completely freaked me out.

			Because look what had just happened: we hadn’t even slept together yet, and I’d run. When I’d first made my proclamation at Evie’s bachelorette party that I was going to try to “next level” things with Rose . . . what was I thinking? Perhaps that with her, it would be different. That I’d be able to go deeper with her, that I wouldn’t leave her behind when everything stopped being simple fun. Because she was just that wonderful.

			But my actions just now had dredged up a terrible truth: I was destined to ghost Rose just as I’d ghosted every other hook-up. I was simply not capable of giving her more—and she would want more, she was Rose. If she tried to get any closer to me, she would inevitably end up hurt. I cared way too much about protecting her beautiful, precious, marshmallow feelings to do that to her. Perhaps we were destined to stay in Friendlandia. That way, I could help her attain what she deserved. And she deserved the world.

			I needed to recommit myself to Operation Rose + Celine = Heart Eyes with gusto.

			“Hey, Valdez.” I turned to see Kevin bustling up to me. “Is the ruckus in there over?” He gestured toward the kitchen door. “’Cause Shruti’s here and I want to make sure we’re moving along. We’ve got a schedule.”

			“Yes, it’s taken care of, I suppose.” I arched an eyebrow at him. “For now.”

			But he was already moving, heading to the other side of the room, where Shruti was wheeling in her rack of costumes. It was all sequins, as far as the eye could see. Shruti was both the top purveyor of the city’s finest vintage goods and a superheroine in her own right—she had the ability to grow her hair at will, which had come in handy during many a battle.

			Shruti caught my eye, grinned, and gestured to a floor-length concoction of lace and chiffon with a dramatic high neck that looked like it would fit me perfectly. I gave her a thumbs-up. Her expertise in fashion meant she shared my appreciation for a well-fitting frock. And she understood my issues with length—even though many of the vintage offerings on the market suited my minuscule frame, skirts were often too long and/or cumbersome. But Shruti always managed to help me find the perfect thing. And wearing the perfect thing enhanced my karaoke performances, making me feel strong and confident. Shruti winked at me and turned to Celine, who appeared to be inquiring about a particularly sparkly jumpsuit.

			Before I could ruminate further on the fine art of bedazzling, Rose emerged from the kitchen with Evie and Aveda trailing behind her. Aveda toted the giant Tupperware containing our rogue mic cord.

			“I’m going to take this back to HQ,” Aveda said, brandishing the Tupperware. “Nate can run all those boring tests he loves so much—”

			“All those very helpful tests,” Evie corrected, nudging her in the ribs.

			“—and we’ll see if it tries anything,” Aveda continued, her eyes narrowing at the Tupperware. “I’m ready for you,” she hissed at it.

			“I did a quick scan in there,” Rose said, waving the scanner tool at the kitchen. She seemed to be back to her usual all-business self. That should have made me feel relieved, but I was hit with a slight twinge of disappointment. “Supernatural energy is present—same source, the Pussy Queen Portal,” Rose continued. “But it’s a little stronger now, not really fading like it was before. Kind of like someone turned the volume up just a bit.”

			“So we should shut this place down for the time being, no?” Aveda said, frowning. “Kevin will have to cancel—er, postpone—his precious competition until we figure this thing out.”

			“Or . . .” My gaze went back to Celine, who was examining Shruti’s jumpsuit with great interest. A wisp of an idea took root in the back of my mind. “There might be another option. Let’s go over what we know.” I straightened my spine, my brain snapping into investigation mode. Both Evie and Aveda tended to find investigation mode incredibly tedious, but I loved it. It made me feel like one of my British murder detectives—like DC Janet Scott and DC Rachel Bailey, who headlined one of my favorite shows, Scott & Bailey. They were best friends, complete messes, and clearly meant to be together even though they kept getting matched up with painfully inferior men.

			“Two attacks so far—” I began.

			“That we know of,” Evie chimed in.

			“That we know of,” I confirmed. “Both involving a previously inanimate object that seemed to suddenly have a mind of its own—the chandelier and the mic cord.”

			“And in both cases, the object reverted back to normal right after,” Evie said. “Or at least, we’re presuming that’s the case.” She gave the Tupperware Aveda was holding a light tap.

			“Traces of supernatural energy picked up at the site,” Rose said, nodding around the karaoke bar. “Said energy fades, but is not totally neutralized post-attack.”

			“And the energy—or whatever it is—has viciously targeted the same person both times,” I concluded.

			“Is there a reason it’s going after Celine?” Rose said. “We scanned her and she appears to be a perfectly normal human.”

			“Who’s capable of an inhumanly incredible performance,” I murmured. I was chagrined to hear that strand of jealousy working its way into my voice again.

			“Maybe we should re-interview her,” Aveda said, eyes narrowing. “Humans have collaborated with demon forces to do a shitload of evil in the not-so-distant past, after all. Perhaps someone with a grudge has figured out how to channel that energy Celine’s way and is trying to get some revenge going.”

			“And that brings me to my alternative plan,” I said, the idea finally taking a fuller and more recognizable shape in my head. “Let’s not cancel the competition. Let’s draw this force out and see if we can beat it.”

			“You mean use Celine as bait?” Evie said, cocking an incredulous eyebrow.

			“It’s not unlike plans we’ve tried before,” Aveda admitted.

			“Right, but when we’ve used, say, me as bait . . . I mean, I can shoot fire out of my hands,” Evie sputtered. “Kind of an important difference.”

			“You forget that Celine will have the very best bodyguard possible,” I said, drawing myself up tall. “Her fellow competitor, who will be by her side every step of the way.”

			“I agree,” Rose said, just as Evie opened her mouth to protest. “Lucy is the best.”

			I squashed the momentary pulse of warmth around my heart.

			“Let her do her thing,” Rose continued.

			“And in the meantime,” Aveda said, “we can try to figure out what might be causing this and if there’s some kind of malicious intent behind it. That will make us better prepared to take it on.”

			“What else do we know about Celine?” Evie said. She still looked reluctant, but like she was willing to go along with the plan for the time being.

			“She mentioned coming to The Gutter with her mom when she was younger,” I said, replaying our conversation in my head. “Maybe we should also dig into the past of this place, see if there are any records or photos from that time that might help us come up with a lead? Perhaps her mother had a rival.”

			“I can do that,” Evie said. “That will be a big freakin’ bear, I’m sure—I doubt Kevin has anything arranged in a recognizable system of organization.”

			“I’ll shuttle this home,” Aveda said, lifting the Tupperware. “Lucy, Rose: since you talked to Celine before, why don’t you take on the follow-up convo?”

			“That was mostly Lucy,” Rose said. “She was amazing, established a real rapport with Celine.”

			“Ah, which is why you should talk to her by yourself this time, darling,” I said, waving a hand at Rose. “A fresh perspective would likely do us good on that front. I can help Evie sift through the endless paperwork.”

			“I can totally handle that myself,” Evie said hastily. I noticed her and Aveda exchanging the most imperceptible of glances. Evie and Aveda were so bonded together, they could often communicate via some sort of BFF mind-meld telepathy. This was extremely useful in battle and completely annoying any other time—especially when it was obvious they were mind-melding about Rose and me, and that Evie had clearly joined Aveda’s plot to get us together.

			A skitter of annoyance ran up my spine. Honestly. Who did they think they were dealing with? Neither of them watched nearly enough British murder shows to even come close to matching me when it came to a simple game of manipulation.

			“Weren’t you just joking about hating every minute of that tedious task?” I said to Evie. “I’m offering my assistance where it makes most sense—the sifting is clearly the bigger job. And Celine will likely feel more comfortable if she’s just talking to one person. More like a friendly conversation than a full-on investigative session.”

			And with that, I swept toward the back room. Where I was guessing Kevin stored all the bar’s records. And where I’d really have to school myself in order to not return to my most recent memory of the place.

			“Lucy . . .” Rose began.

			But I just kept walking, pretending not to hear her.

		

	
		
			Text Messages Between Lucy Valdez and Rose Rorick, Six Months Before My Perfectly Reasonable Freak-Out

			
				RR: Lucy, are you okay?

				RR: Luce?

				LV: Yes, of course, I’m grand! Why wouldn’t I be?

				RR: I didn’t have a chance to catch up with you after the Bridezilla battle and the wedding . . .

				LV: Ah, yes, quite exciting, wasn’t it? See you at the reception later?

				RR: Of course. Thanks for helping my team herd all those civilians to safety. You were so authoritative. And great outfit. As usual. I’m surprised I didn’t see more shots of you in all the coverage.

				LV: Well, it wasn’t really about me, was it? One of our fabulous superheroines got married, the other one saved the day. Quite the busy news hour!

				RR: I just think sometimes you deserve more attention for all the work you do.

				LV: You as well, you’re an integral part of saving this city from demons on a regular basis. But I don’t sense you got into this career for all the flash, hmm?

				RR: Don’t do that.

				LV: Do what?

				RR: Whenever I try to ask you something deeper . . . like, something that’s not about detective shows or whatever, you somehow turn the conversation back to me.

				LV: Can you blame me, darling? I find you fascinating!

				RR: That’s . . . nice, but . . .

				LV: But nothing! Now tell me why you became a cop/detective/supernatural investigator person—specifically, a demon-busting cop/detective/supernatural investigator person. How have we not gotten to this story yet?

				RR: It was . . . um, a kitten.

				LV: A . . . what, now?

				RR: When I was in high school, there was this stray neighborhood cat who had a litter of kittens. And there was this tiny, mangy one, the runt . . . I don’t know, the mom rejected it. It happens sometimes. I found it shivering, alone, and being menaced by the neighbors’ asshole poodle.

				LV: Darling! You saved the kitten!

				RR: I did.

				LV: Wait, is that kitten . . . Calliope?!? Your mean old cat?

				RR: She’s not mean! She’s sensitive. And yes.

				RR: Something about that made me want to protect people—and kittens—who can’t protect themselves. And when all that demon shit started going down, it seemed like a natural fit.

				LV: Rose Rorick, savior of kittens! I’m swooning. You’re such a marshmallow. Or I guess in fanfic parlance . . . a cinnamon roll.

				RR: Shit. Don’t tell me . . .

				LV: Yes!! It took me forever, but I finally found it!

				RR: Oh, god.

				LV: You have quite the vivid imagination, PadméIsMyQueen69.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			“So yeah, the last three years of photos and records are digitized,” Kevin said, nodding at the dusty computer sitting on the back room’s small desk. Said computer had been so obscured by piles of paper and other detritus that I hadn’t even noticed it earlier. “Anything before that is in the binders on the shelves.”

			“I see,” I said, taking in the jumble of binders crammed into the metal shelving and trying not to wince. “Kevin, I know you were but a child yourself when this was happening, but do you remember Celine’s mother? She was apparently quite the star back in the day, and used to sneak Celine in for her performances.”

			“Nope,” Kevin said, shrugging in his usual oh-so-helpful way. “But I find that part of the scenario highly unlikely—Mr. Gregoire, who owned this place before I did, was a real stickler for the rules. There’s no way any rugrats would’ve been able to get in here undetected.”

			“Is Mr. Gregoire reachable?” Evie said. “Maybe we should ask him ourselves.”

			“Nope,” Kevin said again. “He managed this place until the day he died eight years ago—Beyoncé rest his soul.” Kevin fluttered a hand to his heart and looked skyward. “And I plan on doing the same.”

			From his tone, I wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat.

			“Maybe we should talk to Stu Singh,” I mused. “He’s been behind that baby grand forever, has he not?”

			“Noooooope!” Kevin sang out, taking even more relish than usual in his favorite response. “It was actually my visionary idea to hire Stu—he used to be one of the regular piano players at Nordstrom. I could tell he had a real way with the ivories because he was always mixing it up—getting into that old school Bollywood soundtrack stuff, playing really obscure Broadway shit while the other players were still on ‘As Time Goes By’ or whatever. I brought him in right before Mr. Gregoire passed.”

			“And the timeframe we’re looking at is more like . . .” Evie gave me a questioning look.

			“Let’s see—Celine said she came here when she was ten, and I think she’s about our age, so . . . eighteen years ago? Ish?”

			“Damn,” Evie muttered. “Okay.” She rolled her neck, like she was getting ready to go for a particularly grueling run (which was kind of hilarious, given how much Evie hates running and/or anything running-adjacent). “I guess we’ll get to sifting.”

			“Call us when you need me for the photo shoot,” I said, waving Kevin away.

			“I will,” he said, his eyes sliding to the computer as Evie booted it up and an avalanche of icons appeared on the desktop. “Um. Don’t look in the ‘Taxes’ folder.”

			And with that, he was gone.

			“Of course, now I want to do nothing more than look in the ‘Taxes’ folder,” Evie said, shaking her head. “But I guess we should get to work.”

			“See if you can find anything on that trainwreck computer while I attempt to locate the appropriate binders,” I said, striding over to the shelf.

			The binders were at least mostly clearly marked, year by year, in cramped, teeny handwriting. I had to squint to make out the numbers and wipe away several impressive layers of dust, but I finally located a pair of binders from eighteen years ago and pulled them free—kicking up a whole new layer of dust.

			“Ugh,” I said, coughing my way back over to Evie. “Perhaps this wasn’t the correct task to volunteer for. I don’t want to imperil my voice before the competition has even begun.”

			“See, you should’ve gone with Rose,” Evie said, giving me a sly sidelong look.

			I didn’t respond, just sat down next to her and plopped the binders on the desk, opening the top one to its first page. It contained an unremarkable collage of photos, people singing and looking like they were having a good time. Some truly unfortunate fashion choices of yesteryear were really the only elements of note.

			“Luce,” Evie said, her voice gentle. “Look, I don’t want to keep pushing this if you’re not into it, but . . .” She paused, as if weighing what exactly she should say next. “Aveda and I noticed you and Rose were in here for a while,” she continued, gesturing around the back room.

			“Well, yes, we had an investigation to conduct, didn’t we? Scanning and questioning Celine,” I said, glancing over the first page of the binder, trying to figure out if it displayed anything more nefarious than an overabundance of flannel and shrunken baby t-shirts with nonsensical sayings printed on them.

			“Yeah, but Celine came out and you guys were still in here for, um, kind of a long time,” Evie said.

			I blew out a breath, keeping my gaze focused on the binder. I turned the page. More flannel. More people singing. Celine had said her mother looked like her, but there was no one in these photos who bore even a passing resemblance.

			“Luce?”

			Though Evie might not be skilled in the ways of the British murder show, she was persistent. Stubborn. So I might as well tell her what happened and get it over with—the barest minimum, of course.

			“We kissed,” I said, not taking my eyes off the photo collage.

			“What?!” Evie exclaimed. “Ohmygod, and you didn’t tell me until . . . until . . .”

			“Until we had vanquished a possibly murderous microphone cord?” I finished, raising an eyebrow.

			Evie shook her head in exasperation. “So what’s the problem? That means you’ve finally found the exit out of Friendlandia, right? Isn’t that good? Doesn’t that mean you can fall into sweet, squishy coupledom and have awesome weekends filled with brunch and, I dunno, hours of you showing her your knife collection? Honestly, what could be better?”

			“Evie.” I was horrified to hear my voice shake. Somehow, during her speechifying about the unmatched wonders of domesticity, tears had welled in my eyes. And now, one of them slipped down my cheek.

			“Oh . . . oh, no!” she said, her eyes going wide as she stuffed her hands in her hoodie pockets, searching for a tissue. She finally found a sad, crumpled scrap of one and offered it to me. “Lucy, what’s wrong?”

			“I . . . I can’t have that,” I murmured, dabbing at my eyes with the tissue scrap.

			“Why not?” Evie pressed.

			“I just can’t.” My voice broke on the last word.

			Evie was silent for a moment, wrapping her arms around me. I closed my eyes, more tears slipping down my cheeks. Something about her words had poked at a deep ache underneath my heart, that vein of something soft and sad that I usually managed to banish from my mind entirely. I didn’t know why I was so upset. Who cries over the mere idea of brunch?

			“Please,” Evie finally whispered. “Please tell me what’s wrong. What’s really wrong.”

			I took a shuddering breath. And felt the words start to fall out. For once, I couldn’t find the strength to stop them.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever told you . . . well, I’m fairly certain I’ve never told anyone . . . about the time I met my father.”

			“Your father?” Evie said, her voice twisting up on the last syllable. “I thought you didn’t know who he was. Except that your mom said he was a British spy of some sort.”

			I nodded and dabbed at my eyes again with the tissue scrap. “I knew . . . I mean, somewhere deep down, I certainly knew the story Mama told me was one of her fairy tale twists on the truth. But I thought there was at least some truth to it. Like, maybe he wasn’t exactly a spy, but he could have been in Scotland Yard or something at the very least.”

			“Totally,” Evie said, her voice soft and coaxing. “I can totally see you as the descendant of some kind of international law enforcement.”

			“I always wondered about him,” I continued. “When I was eighteen, my curiosity reached a breaking point. I just had to know. So I used all the, ah, skills I’d acquired watching my British murder shows and I tracked him down.”

			“A real Stout and Haley,” Evie said, trying for rousing.

			“Scott and Bailey,” I corrected. “We met at a diner. One of those overly themed places where everything is red, white, and blue and all the servers are supposed to talk to you like they’re auditioning for a community theater revival of Grease.”

			“Guh.” Evie shuddered. Interactive theater was one of her worst nightmares.

			“Indeed. I waited there for two hours past our agreed upon meeting time. I went through three baskets of curly fries. And Evelyn, you know I don’t do that level of junk food. Finally, he walked in. My heart felt like it was about to beat out of my chest.”

			I paused, gathering my memories. I could still smell the grease in the air, could still feel the heady thrum of the same five sock-hoppy songs playing on a loop. My stomach clenched just as it had back then, when my nerves had mingled with the weight of an excess of curly fries.

			“What happened next?” Evie prompted.

			“At first, it was lovely,” I said, my voice growing hesitant. “He was handsome, charming. He spoke with that plummy British accent. And he was so well-dressed. Pocket square and everything. I thought perhaps I had gotten my sense of style from him.” I smiled faintly at the memory, feeling both affection and pity for my younger, more innocent self. “Our conversation was flowing in the beginning: pleasantries, awkward jokes, discussion of British murder shows. Then of course I started asking questions. He gently told me that he wasn’t a spy, that was just a little joke between him and Mama. He was British, though.” I smiled in spite of myself.

			“I told him that of course it didn’t matter, I just wanted to really know him,” I continued. “He told me he was a ‘jack of all trades’ type, that he actually lived in the area. But he’d been such a mess when I was born, he and my mother decided between them that it would be best if he wasn’t part of my life. He claimed he’d regretted that forever.”

			I stopped again, my throat growing tight, and hastily swabbed at my eyes with Evie’s tissue scrap. She squeezed my shoulder, encouraging.

			“I . . . I don’t know, Evie. Maybe that part should have made me angry, but he was looking at me so earnestly, so openly, and I felt such sympathy for him in the moment. It made me want to open up to him—and suddenly, all of these . . . these things were pouring out of me. I told him about how I’d grown up, always trying to make Mama smile. How I’d never felt like I could really show her when I was sad, but that I was actually sad a lot. How I’d missed him without even really knowing him. How completely and utterly lonely I was sometimes.” I swallowed hard. “I’d never said these things to anyone, ever. But I thought after what he’d told me . . . well, of course he would understand. He was my father, after all.”

			I hesitated, scrubbing at my eyes. I didn’t want to talk about what came next. But Evie was waiting so patiently, her arm around my shoulder. I could feel her radiating all that warm empathy straight at me, trying to make it all better.

			“He . . . ” I shook my head and tried to collect myself. “His eyes had taken on this glazed look while I was talking. And he started nodding in that mechanical way—like when someone isn’t really listening, they’re just waiting for their turn to talk. And then . . .” I swallowed again. “ . . . he reached over and gave my hand this impersonal little pat. And said he had to be somewhere, but was actually short on cash at the moment and wondered if maybe . . . maybe I could help him out.”

			I choked on the last word, my voice turning into a sob. I could picture it like it was yesterday: this charming man with a rakish smile so much like mine, regarding me across an empty, grease-splotched curly fry basket. Not the least bit interested in the fact that his daughter had opened her heart to him. Not the least bit interested in his daughter, period. All he wanted was money I didn’t have.

			I wasn’t a person to him—I was an opportunity. A thing.

			“Oh, Lucy,” Evie said softly, hugging me tighter.

			“I’d been hoping . . .” I paused and took a deep breath. “That meeting my father would help me understand some crucial, unknowable thing about myself. And in a way it did. It helped me understand that I could never open up to someone like that again—I could never show them my whole heart. It was simply too devastating to feel that flame of hope, and then have it completely extinguished.”

			“Your mom . . .” Evie began, her voice tentative.

			“I never told her,” I said quickly. “I couldn’t. She had sacrificed so much for me, and . . . what’s one little lie? She was only trying to make me feel better.”

			“That’s a pretty big fucking lie,” Evie murmured.

			“In any case,” I said. “I realized earlier today: I can’t open myself up to Rose the way she deserves to be opened up to. After my father, I think I just . . . stopped opening up at all. And now, all these years later, I am simply not capable of it. I ran the second things started getting intimate. Rose deserves someone who will be with her fully. Who won’t shut down or run when the situation get even a little bit complicated.”

			I thought my tone had been getting stronger as I told my tale, but my voice broke again, the tears falling in earnest. I didn’t sob. I didn’t snuffle. I just bowed my head and let them fall. I felt Evie hugging me again, resting her head against mine.

			“You’re capable of anything you set your mind to, Lucy Valdez,” she said, her voice fierce. “And you deserve as much mundanity and brunch as you want.”

			“No, Evie,” I said, my voice shaky but vehement. “I always like to say I ghost someone before they can become too attached to me—but Rose is already attached, so that is simply not possible. We’re friends. And I care for her so much, I have to keep us there. I have to.”

			Evie went quiet and let me cry. The gentle pressure of her arm around me let me know she was still there, but she didn’t push me to talk any further—and since I’d already talked way more than I liked to, I was eternally grateful for that.

			When I finally felt like my eyes could leak no more, I dabbed my face with Evie’s now almost completely disintegrated scrap of tissue and turned back to the binder.

			“All right,” I said, straightening my posture and making my voice brisk. “Let’s keep looking.”

			“If you ever need to talk more—”

			“Yes,” I cut in. “I know.” I gave her a small smile to soften my tone. She smiled back, looking like she was dying to say much, much more.

			“There’s really no one here who resembles Celine,” I said, my brow furrowing as I scanned the photos.

			“Not at all,” Evie said, frowning.

			“Keep looking,” I said, waving a hand at the binder. “I’m going to see if I can find clues elsewhere.”

			I pulled out my phone and brought up Celine’s Instagram. Maybe she had some snaps of her mother? My eye went immediately to that photo of her again, the #gsharp photo. It was just so striking. Her face was projecting so much intensity. I had a hard time looking away.

			I forced myself to scroll down, perusing other photos. I clicked on one of her posing in front of what appeared to be the exterior of The Gutter. She was smiling brightly and gesturing to the dingy alleyway wall that contained the karaoke bar’s makeshift “hall of fame”—where various performers carved, spray-painted, or otherwise affixed their signatures. Mine was on there, of course. Celine’s Instagram caption said: “Someday!”

			I clicked on the photo. There was a multitude of likes, but only one comment, from someone with one of those user names that’s a jumble of random-looking letters and numbers.

			Or maybe someday you’ll come back, it said.

			My brow furrowed as I clicked on the user name. It took me to that person’s account, which was scant on identifying details—no name or location. An avatar of a single generic daisy. The only pictures were of a young girl around ten, who appeared to be all dolled up for a Toddlers and Tiaras-style beauty pageant.

			I frowned, scrutinizing the photos. Maybe they meant nothing. Maybe this was just a random follower of Celine’s with a pageant princess daughter.

			And yet . . . there was something oddly familiar about the young girl. I found myself lingering on the only photo where she didn’t have a big, fake smile plastered on. Her mouth was downturned, her eyes ferocious. She looked deeply unhappy.

			“Oh my god, Luce—look at this!”

			Evie’s voice snapped me back to our album research. She was gesturing to a particular photo, her expression somewhere between shocked and amused.

			I looked at the photo in question. It was of a young man who looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. Probably the latter, if Kevin was to be believed about Mr. Gregoire’s strict no minors policy. Golden brown skin, black hair arranged in an impressively voluminous pompadour. Onstage and singing his heart out, reaching out to the audience as if trying to convey the full beauty of music to them. And yet, there was something about his expression that was also undeniably sour. No, that was the wrong word. It was more like, even though he was presumably onstage by choice, he looked . . . extremely put out.

			“Oh my god,” I said. “Is that—”

			“Kevin!!!” we both shrieked at the same time.

			“Wow,” Evie said, running her fingertips over the photo. “He looks . . . kind of exactly the same? He doesn’t do up his hair like this anymore and he’s not wearing the usual empowering message tee in this photo, but otherwise . . .”

			“How old is he?” I said, my brow furrowing. “I thought he was around our age, but this seems to indicate . . .”

			“Damn,” Evie said. “I need to ask him about his skincare routine.”

			“So our dear Kevin was around during this era,” I said. “And apparently quite active on the karaoke scene. Why did he tell us he’d never heard of Celine’s mother, that he doesn’t remember Celine sneaking into the bar? Why did he act like he wasn’t even here?”

			“Maybe he doesn’t want people to know his real age,” Evie said, cocking an eyebrow.

			“You know . . .” I said, studying the picture harder. “It’s so odd. Kevin takes karaoke seriously, but he never actually performs. I always assumed he was so passionate about singing because of the bar, because the karaoke’s connected to that and lording over all the competitions made him feel powerful and such. But looking at this . . .” I gestured to the photo. “It seems he was, at one point, also invested in the performing aspect.”

			“So what does this tell us?” Evie asked.

			I paused and tried to think like should-be-girlfriends Scott and Bailey. “It’s always strange when someone tries to conceal something,” I said. “Especially something that, on the surface, is not particularly suspicious or indicative of some kind of nefarious doings. What if . . .” I zeroed in on Young Kevin’s put-out expression in the photo. “What if Kevin was Celine’s mother’s rival?” I mused.

			“He lied about knowing her—maybe even removed all of her photos from the album?” Evie said. “So there’s no record of her even existing.” Her eyes widened as she contemplated that. “Wow. Stone cold.”

			“Which does sound like Kevin,” I said, tapping the photo. “But does that mean he’s somehow doing all this? He’s managed to harness and/or be in cahoots with a demon force?”

			“To what end?” Evie said. “I mean, sure, I can understand a long-standing grudge. But going after Celine—who he’s pointed out over and over again is an exciting competitor—doesn’t seem good for business.”

			“True.” I frowned into space, trying to puzzle it out. “But perhaps—”

			Before I could complete that thought, an unmistakable bellow rang through the door.

			“Valdez!” Kevin yelled. “Get your ass out here! It’s photo shoot time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			I do not wear pants.

			If you asked someone to disclose an important fact about me, this would most certainly be in the Top Five, right after “extremely good with nunchucks” and the whole karaoke champion thing.

			In my line of work, it’s often expected that I will wear pants, because it is supposedly more practical—and also, feminine expression of any kind is a plague that must be squashed in order for any of us to be taken seriously. Apparently.

			I still remember getting into ferocious arguments with my supervisor at the job I’d had prior to being hired by Aveda. I was a bouncer at UC Berkeley’s Greek Theatre, and I was damn good at it. I had, in fact, subdued so many overenthusiastic mosh pitters that I was named Bouncer of the Month (it’s a thing, look it up) twelve months running. We didn’t have a uniform, exactly—all the bouncers simply had to wear this hideous neon orange canvas vest over whatever clothes they felt most comfortable in. For me, that meant my usual ruffle-y dresses matched with granny boots or patent heels.

			Our boss was a humorless white woman who insisted this kind of garb was “inappropriate” for bouncer duties, as my skirt could get easily caught in something (false, I always make sure the cut of my skirts allows for superior movement and I know how to sweep them along with me so they enhance my fighting rather than hinder it). She also contended the heel height of my boots made running fast “more of a challenge” (also false, I am much more comfortable moving in heels than I am in practically anything else, and the extra height brings out my confidence—not to mention the fact that my heels were occasionally the perfect weapon to counter rowdy drunkards).

			But more than anything, Boss Lady felt my outfits simply “sent the wrong message” and didn’t make me look like a bouncer.

			Well! First of all, what is a bouncer supposed to look like? And why did I have to wear boring clothes in order to be taken seriously? I was the best, I was happy to prove it repeatedly, and this woman simply had a very irritating, outdated, binary idea about what I “should” be wearing in order to do my job. So even though I enjoyed many aspects of bouncing, I was delighted when Aveda head-hunted me away.

			But now, today, right here in this karaoke bar, it looked like my long run of never wearing pants was about to come to an end.

			“Don’t you love it?” Shruti waved the jumpsuit in front of me, her eyes sparkling nearly as much as the sequins covering the thing.

			“It is quite the marvel, darling,” I said, eyeing the jumpsuit up and down. And it was. It was all creamy silk covered in white and silver sequins, making it look like a fabulous mermaid tail.

			But it was still pants.

			“It seems more suited for our dear Aveda, or maybe Celine—didn’t I see you showing it to her earlier?” I continued.

			“Yeah, you’re right,” Shruti said, deflating. “I thought it was exactly the look for Celine since she seems to love jumpsuits, but she wanted something else. Something more like . . .” Shruti gestured across the room, where Celine was emerging from the bathroom. She was wearing . . . wait a minute.

			It was the dress I’d been coveting earlier, the floor-length concoction of chiffon and lace that was perfect for my frame. On Celine, it wasn’t floor-length—it hit her just below the knees. And it looked annoyingly glamorous.

			“Sorry, Lucy,” Shruti said, sounding truly regretful. “You know how serious I am about matching each and every one of my vintage babies with its proper soulmate. But she really wanted that one. Or, I guess, she really didn’t want any of the other ones. She said something about having a ‘severe allergy’ to sequins, was adamant about refusing anything with even the tiniest bit of bedazzling. And that dress is the only garment I brought that doesn’t have anything like that.” She waved the jumpsuit around again. “This is what I have left for you.”

			“Surely there are other dresses?” I said, my eyes going to the colorful racks of Shruti’s vintage finds.

			“They’re all too long,” Shruti said, her brow furrowing in frustration. “I could probably do a quickie hem, but I don’t think the hang would be as perfect on you as it needs to be and—”

			“No, no, it’s all right.” I took the jumpsuit from her. Shruti had such a kind heart; I hated to upset her. Even if said kind heart had resulted in her giving away my perfect dress to my competitor. “You know, perhaps I should be expanding my fashion horizons anyway.” I gave her a valiant smile.

			“Try it on,” Shruti encouraged, returning my smile. “I really do think it will look fabulous on you.”

			I swept off to the bathroom, changed, and re-emerged. It was . . . fine, I decided, shimmying around in the jumpsuit. It just wasn’t me. It was, you know, pants.

			“Valdez!” Kevin snapped. “Quit fucking around and get up onstage. I’m paying this photographer by the hour.”

			I exchanged a look with Evie as I ascended the stage. We’d agreed that she would try to question Kevin about his sordid karaoke past. Meanwhile, I was going to see if I could get anything more out of Celine about her memories of the place and her mother’s potential rivals.

			I positioned myself on the stage next to Celine, who was already posing away. The photographer—a meek-looking man who mostly seemed like he just wanted Kevin to stop yelling in his ear—snapped shot after shot while Kevin called out various unhelpful suggestions about finding the light and “smizing.”

			Celine did look amazing in the dress, I thought, casting a sidelong glance at her as she tossed her ponytail over one shoulder and beamed. The glowy sheen on the chiffon made her look like a fairy princess. I sighed. Maybe it was for the best that she’d gotten such a top-tier costume—that would really make Rose notice her.

			I shoved aside the vicious surge of jealousy that shot through my entire being. That was not productive, I reminded myself.

			“Tyra always talks about smizing—do none of you watch educational programming?” Kevin sniffed. He moved closer to the stage, waving his confetti cannon around. “Come on, let’s get festive up in here!” He pulled the trigger and a new swarm of tiny black paper music notes swirled around us. I batted them away.

			“So, Celine,” I said, cocking my hip out in a sassy pose. “It must be quite odd to be back here as an adult, hmm? How was this place when you were a child?”

			“Oh, it just seemed so much bigger when I was young,” she said with a laugh. “So much grander.”

			“Funny, Kevin seems to think he’s made it grander since those days,” I said, my eyes following Kevin as he moved back away from the stage area and returned to tormenting the photographer. “While he respects the legacy of Mr. Gregoire, he believes it’s really his vision that’s made The Gutter such a hit.”

			“Mmm,” said Celine, her tone non-committal.

			“How would you compare and contrast Kevin and Mr. Gregoire?” I pressed. “You know, owner vs. owner.”

			“I didn’t see Mr. Gregoire very much,” Celine said. “He wasn’t really around when I was here.”

			My brow crinkled. “That’s odd, because it sounds like he was around all the ti—”

			“Valdez! No wrinkles!” Kevin bellowed, tapping his forehead. I cast a gaze his way and noticed Evie, desperately trying to get his attention. But Kevin was one hundred percent focused on the photo shoot. Lucky us.

			“Hey, let’s try something with a prop—grab that mic,” Kevin said.

			“Are you sure you want to be that up close and personal with a microphone again?” I asked Celine as she pulled the mic free from its stand.

			“Mmm, good point.” She cast a suspicious look at the long, black cord snaking its way from the base of the mic, across the stage to the amp. “But at least now there are multiple people keeping an eye on the thing if it tries to jump me.” She nodded at the bar area. Evie was still trying to get Kevin’s attention. Shruti was fiddling with some of the extra costumes on her rack, and Rose . . . Well. Rose was watching the stage, her expression unreadable.

			“You grab a mic too, Valdez,” Kevin commanded. “Let’s get some of that good diva rivalry shit going. I want to see Brandy and Monica in ‘The Boy is Mine.’ Beyoncé and Gaga in ‘Telephone.’ Get in there and out-fierce each other.”

			Ugh. Why did Kevin have to encourage the whole competitive diva thing when I was trying with all my might to avoid that?

			I gave the photographer my most dazzling smile, tilting my mic rakishly so it looked like I was getting ready to sing my heart out. “What if we go for camaraderie over competition—do a little Charlie’s Angels?” I said to Celine, motioning for us to stand back to back.

			“Oh, I don’t do profile shots,” she said, giving me an overly sweet apologetic smile. “Perhaps if we had a third, I could be in the center, facing outwards, but—”

			“No, that’s okay,” I muttered, wondering why she automatically assumed she would be in the center.

			“Why don’t we sing?” she said, waving the mic around. “Give Kevin some action shots. Can you do a cappella style? I know not every karaoke person can because you have to carry the melody without accompaniment and it’s extremely challenging, but—”

			“Of course I can do a cappella,” I said, bristling.

			“Wonderful,” she said, that simpering smile never leaving her face. “How about Mimi’s ‘Emotions’?”

			I hesitated. Of course she wanted me to do her song. The one with the high G-sharp I couldn’t possibly hit. I toyed with my mic, scanning the bar, trying to figure out how to respond. As I scanned, I happened to catch Rose’s eye.

			She was studying me with that extra level of seriousness that made me feel like she could see right through my skin. Like she saw all of me. Heat flashed low in my belly, and I shook my head, trying once again to rid myself of all thoughts of what had happened between us in the back room. I couldn’t help but notice that her gaze also had an overall tinge of . . . sadness. Like her heart had just developed a crack right down the middle.

			I needed to fix that. Immediately. All other thoughts fled my brain.

			Then, in the spirit of all great British murder detectives who have their biggest revelations when they’ve exhausted every other thought . . . an idea began to take shape.

			“Darling,” I whispered to Celine. “Do you know the song ‘Faith of the Heart’?”

			“Of course,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Retitled ‘Where My Heart Will Take Me’ when they reworked it so it could be used as the Enterprise theme song, which—”

			“Yes, yes,” I said hastily, remembering the rundown Rose had given me a while back. Even more proof that their two adorably geektastic hearts belonged together. “That’s the one. Let’s sing that!”

			“Okaaaay,” she said, giving me a puzzled look.

			I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. True, the song was not exactly a diva classic designed to show off her incredible range. But it did have its fair share of good belting passages. And perhaps if Rose saw Celine belting out one of her favorite songs, she would finally be smitten.

			“You start,” I suggested.

			Celine opened her mouth and let loose with the opening notes of the song, her sweet bell of a voice ringing through the air. I came in with a harmony, adding dimension, our voices coming together to become more powerful.

			I chanced a look at Rose, hoping to see her happier and googly-eyed over Celine. Instead she looked . . . confused. Her head was tilted to the side, her brow furrowed. Perhaps it would take another verse or two to really win her over.

			Celine cocked an eyebrow at me as we cycled out of the chorus, and I picked up on her cue, launching into the bridge—into the lyrics I knew all too well because I’d listened to this song so many times after hearing Rose enthuse about it. Celine picked up on the melody, throwing in showy flourishes and embroideries that weren’t particularly necessary.

			My gaze went to Rose again. She looked . . . sad again. Blast. Why? This beautiful girl with an angel voice that could hit notes only heard in heaven was singing one of her most favorite songs to her. Why hadn’t she turned into a heart-eyes emoji, already?!

			We sang toward the song’s grand climax. Our voices soared, our harmonies twined together. It was glorious.

			But then . . . Celine threw back her head, raised her diva arm, and let loose with that G-sharp. That G-sharp that belonged nowhere in this song, that sounded totally out of place, that she was just throwing in because she could.

			Bloody hell.

			I heard an audible gasp from the audience. And I’m not sure what possessed me to do what I did next. There was no rational thought process behind it. I was singing purely on instinct. And, okay . . . the jealousy I’d been trying so valiantly to shove down was surely involved as well. Rose’s brilliant smile after Celine had hit that note the night before flashed through my brain and even though I was actively trying to get them together, I was suddenly overcome with a big, toxic bubble of bad feelings.

			And then I was trying to sing a high G-sharp, too. I pushed it from my throat, bright and wild and . . . utterly, wretchedly, thoroughly off-key.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Celine whirl toward me in shock.

			Then there was a blinding flash of light and my microphone flew out of my hand and smacked me in the face.

			“Ow!” I screeched, my hand flying to my now-bloody nose. I heard my name being shouted by several different people at various levels of panic, but I was hyperfocused on finding the thing that had just tried to attack me.

			A loud SMACK reverberated through the bar and my eyes went to the scratched-up wood of the stage, where the mic had landed amidst all Kevin’s music note confetti. It was still attached to the cord, which was slithering out of the way like a speedy little snake.

			“Shruti!” I heard Evie yell. “See if you can grab on to it with your hair. Maybe if you hold it in place, I can incinerate that shit!”

			The mic leapt off the ground just as Shruti’s long, dark locks shot out, wrapping themselves around the cord. The cord fought back, wriggling around wildly, the mic smacking Shruti’s hair out of its way.

			Then, once again, the mic launched itself directly at my face.

			This time I was ready, swinging my hand out to grab it by the base. I wrapped my fingers around the mic, making my grip firm, unyielding. “Persistent little bugger,” I snarled.

			I was about to raise my hand over my head and bring the mic smashing down against the stage, when I got another fun surprise: the mic sprouted fangs. Tiny, snappy ones—but still sharp enough to disembowel me. It looked like a mini Little Shop of Horrors situation.

			It snapped at me, its fangs making revolting clickclickclick sounds.

			I tightened my grip and held it away from my face. It changed its aim, swiveling downward to sink those vicious fangs into my wrist.

			“Ow!” I spat out. But I still refused to let go, even as the tiny mic-demon started making mincemeat of my poor wrist—then gleefully moved on to various parts of my hand.

			“Luce!” Evie yelled. “Let go of it, I don’t want to burn you!”

			“Not a chance, darling,” I hissed through gritted teeth, as the thing continued to peck at my skin. “If I let go, it’s free to fling its monstrous self all over the place and I will simply . . . not . . . allow that!”

			And with that I raised the mic over my head and brought it down onto the stage with a decisive SMASH.

			It shattered into a million pieces, bits of mic shrapnel flying everywhere.

			I wobbled and fell back on my ass with a thump, still clutching a broken piece of the mic in my bloody hand. But the mic cord had gone slack, all signs of demon-ness vanishing.

			“Lucy!” I wasn’t sure who shouted my name: Evie and Rose were both rushing toward me, their faces concerned. “Are you okay?” Evie exclaimed, kneeling down next to me and grabbing my hand. I touched my face. My nose, at least, had stopped bleeding.

			“Those cuts look mostly surface,” Rose said, peering over Evie’s shoulder and nodding at my bloody hand and wrist. “But you should have Nate examine them and patch her up, to make sure there’s no infection.”

			I glanced at her and couldn’t help but feel a pang of hurt. Her stoic face was especially stoic, studying my hand as if it was a specimen in a lab. I mean, it was true, I wasn’t seriously hurt and it wasn’t like I was unfamiliar with blood, but . . . maybe she could show a smidgen of concern? Wasn’t that what friends were supposed to do?

			“Where’s Celine?” I said, looking around. Everyone else appeared to have vanished. “And Kevin and the photographer? Shruti?”

			“We herded Kevin and the photographer into the kitchen,” Evie said, nodding in that direction. “Celine . . . disappeared. I think she bolted. And Shruti—”

			“I went to get you a towel from behind the bar,” Shruti said, bustling up and thrusting a pristine piece of terrycloth at me.

			“Thanks,” I said, wrapping the towel around my hand and wrist. “Oh, no . . .” I glanced down at the sequined jumpsuit I was wearing and saw splotches of blood dotting the hip. “I’ll get this cleaned, of course.”

			My mind was whirling and I couldn’t keep anything straight. Celine had disappeared?

			“It’s all right, that kind of thing adds to the character of a piece,” Shruti said with a wink. “How many jumpsuits can say they’ve been in an epic demon battle?”

			“This jumpsuit will have some tales to tell for sure,” Evie said with a wry smile. “Shruti, can you go check on Kevin and the photographer?”

			“On it,” she said, darting for the kitchen.

			“We should probably gather all the pieces of the mic and the cord and take them back to HQ with us,” Evie said, gnawing on her lower lip. “But as with the other mic, it seems to have gone . . . non-demon-y.”

			“So that part’s the same, but what was different about the attack this time?” Rose said.

			“Well, the microphone had fangs, for one thing,” I said, rubbing my towel-wrapped hand. “It looked a bit like our cupcake friends of yore.”

			“And instead of targeting Celine, it went directly for you,” Evie said.

			“Indeed.” I shuddered. “Which kind of scratches our theory about an evil force hell-bent on revenge against Celine.”

			“Or does it?” Rose murmured, almost to herself.

			“What do you mean?” Evie asked, turning to her.

			Rose hesitated, studying my bloody, towel-wrapped hand. “Well. This was a classic set-up for training modules at the Academy. If someone’s really set on revenge and they’ve thought through their whole plan, they’ll vary up the attacks, so the target isn’t clear. Sometimes, to throw the investigation off, they’ll even attack . . .” She hesitated again, her eyes going to the floor. “ . . . themselves.”

			Evie’s brow crinkled. “So you’re saying Celine is the one behind everything? Like she attacked herself a couple times to send us down the wrong path, then attacked Lucy?”

			“No,” I said, a dull sort of dread settling in my gut as I realized what Rose was getting at. “She means it’s me, Evie. I’m the evil mastermind behind all this demon business.”

			“What?!” Evie exploded. She shook her head. “No. No way. Rose, how can you even suggest—”

			“I didn’t,” Rose said, holding up her hands, her usually composed face pinching with frustration. “I was thinking out loud and you asked—”

			“But it’s the conclusion you came to,” I said, my voice flat. I picked at a piece of the towel stained with teeny splatters of blood. “It’s what you believe.”

			“Not necessarily,” she said. “I’m trying to utilize the tactics I usually go to in an investigation. Celine is your natural rival. She pops up and suddenly there’s someone who might be better at this thing you’re so good at. It’s practical, logical—”

			“Ah, yes, logic.” I scrambled to my feet, anger fizzing through my entire system, the towel falling from my bloody hand.

			“Luce!” Evie protested. “Your hand . . .”

			I faced off against Rose, hands on my hips. “What kind of logic leads you to believe that your friend who just had her entire hand filleted by a murderous microphone is some kind of evil demonic mastermind?!”

			I expected her to capitulate, apologize, but anger flashed through her normally calm eyes and she glared right back at me. “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe it’s the same logic you’ve been using. You know, the kind that makes you avoid me all day, try to match me up with someone who I clearly don’t want to be with, all while denying that we have any connection and acting like our kiss never even happened?!” Her voice cracked on the last word.

			“Um,” Evie said, holding up an index finger, “I think maybe we’ve drifted outside the original parameters of this discussion—”

			“That’s different,” I spat at Rose, ignoring Evie’s peacemaking efforts. “What you’re describing is all . . .” I waved a hand around. “Minutiae. Small stuff. Of no consequence. Whereas you thinking I’m some kind of supervillain—”

			“And that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Rose snapped, interrupting me. I took a step back, shocked. “Nothing matters, does it, Lucy? It’s all just, what would you say? A lark. A bit of fun. No need to take anything seriously, ever, because that might mean you actually have to care about someone.”

			“Of course I care about people!” I said, tears pricking my eyes. “I care about you, Rose—”

			“No, you don’t,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “Because if you cared about me at all, you wouldn’t treat me this way. You’d be honest with me. You’d stop trying to run away from . . . from . . .” Now her eyes were filling with tears. Which I really couldn’t bear.

			“That’s not fair!” My voice went hoarse and tears started to spill down my cheeks. “Do you really think I’m capable of attacking people? And so viciously?” I took a step closer to her, holding her gaze. “Don’t you know me better than that?”

			She stared at me for a long time, an unreadable stew of emotions passing over her face. Then, in an instant, all the fight went out of her. Her shoulders slumped and she ran an exhausted hand over her eyes.

			“No, Lucy,” she said, her voice very soft. Somehow, that was worse than her yelling at me. “That’s the problem. You won’t let me know you.”

			With that, she turned and shuffled off, looking utterly deflated. I just stood there, vaguely aware of the fact that my hand was bleeding all over the place. I’d probably stained Shruti’s jumpsuit beyond repair—it was having way more adventures than it had ever bargained for.

			I felt something soft brush against me and turned to see Evie wrapping my hand in the towel again. I’d forgotten she was there.

			“Come on,” she said softly. “Let’s go home.”

		

	
		
			Text Messages Between Lucy Valdez and Rose Rorick, One Month Before I Was Accused Of Supervillainy By The Love Of My Life

			
				LV: Rose!! You will never guess what happened today! Evie and I are pretty sure we caught Scott—you know, Aveda’s boyfriend—looking at engagement rings. Of course I offered him my most expert advice, but he’s still trying to act like that’s not what he was doing!

				LV: Rose? Are you there?

				RR: Hey, Luce. Sorry, I’m not really up to talking right now.

				LV: Oh, darling—what’s wrong?

				RR: I . . . it was a long day. Never-ending.

				LV: What can I do? Would you like me to come over, bring some of Mama’s herbal remedies? Or I could call you on the actual phone, sing a little song. Or! We could go down to The Gutter for some good old-fashioned liquid therapy. They have these new gin fizz cocktails that are simply to die for!

				RR: No, that’s okay. I think I just want to go to bed. My team had to do all these scans, it was exhausting, and it didn’t really go anywhere. Felt like we had nothing to show for all that work at the end.

				LV: I’m so sorry, that sounds dreadful!

				RR: I felt bad for my team. They were so defeated, you know? And the truth was, I felt the same way. But I couldn’t show it. I had to be strong, for them.

				LV: You are a true leader.

				RR: Can I tell you something?

				LV: Can’t you always?

				RR: Some days I kind of . . . hate being a leader. I mean, I love the actual work. But the image I have to present of being totally in control at all times, it’s so much pressure, and especially being, like . . .

				LV: A WOC role model? A Strong Black Woman?

				RR: All of it. I’m proud of what I do, but . . .

				LV: But sometimes it’s a lot, and you are only human. It often feels like, as women of color in such prominent positions, we cannot seem human or even just a teeny bit vulnerable, does it not? We must be absolutely perfect. I understand—as a fellow WOC role model and Badass Latina.

				RR: Tell me more about your day, Badass Latina.

				LV: Hmm, other than the Scott drama? I visited my mama. Listened while she talked through her latest lovely attempts at fiction. Sang her some of her favorite Ana Gabriel. Then fight training with Evie and Aveda—Evie’s much improved. But I suppose anything would be “improved,” considering where she started from. Oh, and Bea—you know, Evie’s younger sister? Of course you do, she’s always writing those deathly dull science reports for you.

				RR: Those reports are actually quite entertaining. Bea definitely gives them a certain flair.

				LV: She asked me for dating advice! She accidentally double-booked herself.

				RR: Can’t she just reschedule one of them?

				LV: That’s the thing, darling, she was somehow already on both dates when she texted me! Scowly young man in one location, morose young lady in another. Her racing back and forth!

				RR: So what did you tell her?

				LV: That they both sounded deathly dull and she should not waste a minute more on either of them.

				RR: Ha. I am actually LOL-ing right now. But I can easily imagine the same thing happening to you. Was Young Lucy Valdez the dating hellraiser she is today?

				LV: Goodness, how scandalous you make it sound! I suppose I’ve always enjoyed all the fun that comes with lots of dating. But honestly, it was less out of a desire to be a “hellraiser,” and more that . . . there was never much time for anything more serious, what with Mama needing my help maintaining the household and such.

				RR: So no serious girlfriends?

				LV: I did a have a bit of a thing with a fellow bouncer at my job right out of high school—Antoinette.

				RR: You worked with a bouncer named Antoinette?

				LV: It takes all kinds, darling. Antoinette and I had a lot of fun. Until we didn’t.

				RR: I suppose that’s all I’m going to get of that story?

				LV: You know me all too well.

				RR: Uh-huh. So anyway, it sounds like you spent your whole day . . . taking care of other people.

				LV: Hey, what did I say! Badass Latina, right here. <wink emoji>

				RR: It seems like a lot of the time, you throw yourself into other people’s lives, trying to take care of them and manage all their feelings, so you don’t have to think too hard about your own.

				LV: Oh my, what is with this out of nowhere psychoanalysis??

				RR: Sorry. I’m tired, I have no filter. I’m just saying: maybe someone needs to take care of you.

				LV: I take care of myself, darling.

				RR: Well, if you ever can’t: I’ve got you.

				LV: I’ve got you back.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Even the British murder shows weren’t helping this time. This was one predicament Scott and Bailey couldn’t get me out of. Sorry, girls: I cocked everything up, and I’m not even sure how.

			Nate had patched my cuts—nothing serious, but he went in extra with the antibiotic ointment, blathering on about decreasing the chance of infection as he bandaged my hand and wrist. I’d eaten something for dinner—I couldn’t remember what exactly. And now I was lying on my bed in my ridiculous Victorian nightgown, desperately wondering if there was anything that could possibly get me out of this mope. I couldn’t think of a single item on my list that would begin to touch the iceberg-sized bad mood I’d found myself entrenched in. It had started to rain, sheets of water pounding against the window, which only exacerbated my general malaise.

			I figured I’d try the British murder show cure again and was about to fire up a marathon, when I heard a soft knock on the door. It creaked open before I could respond, revealing Evie and Aveda on the other side.

			“Hi,” Evie said, as they shuffled in. “I know you’re probably going to say you want to be alone, but, um . . .”

			She awkwardly brandished a little white box, an absolutely delectable smell emanating from its cardboard folds.

			“Are those alcapurrias?” I said, my eyes going wide.

			“They are,” Evie said happily. She and Aveda moved to settle next to me on the bed, and she popped the box open, revealing the delicious pouches of plantain dough, fried to perfection. My mouth watered.

			I lifted one from the box and gazed at it reverently—but only for a millisecond before cramming the entire thing into my mouth. It exploded with the flavor of savory, spicy ground beef. “Mmmmm,” I breathed, closing my eyes and letting the taste and texture transport me back to childhood, listening to Ana Gabriel and eating these with my mother. “How did you know?” I said to Evie, but my mouth was still full so it sounded more like, “Moweewooooah?”

			“We might have kind of, sort of, called your mom,” Evie said, her eyes sliding to Aveda.

			“What she means is, I called your mom,” Aveda said, giving me one of her imperious looks. “Evie would never be so intrusive.”

			“Only Mama knows these are my favorites,” I murmured. “I used to pair them with petit fours—well, Mama told me they were petit fours, but I think it was actually a mini sheet-cake from the discount grocery store cut into pieces. A very mixed-up meal, culture-wise.”

			“Mixed race feels,” Evie said, giving me a nod of recognition.

			“And that’s why we also brought you this,” Aveda said, presenting me with another little white box. Which of course contained my mom’s bootleg version of grocery store sheet-cake petit fours.

			“Oh my,” I said, scarcely able to believe it. I plucked one free and devoured it in two bites. “Thank you,” I said when I’d finally managed to chew and swallow. “I . . .” My eyes filled with tears and I hastily brushed them away. “Does this mean you don’t think I’m a supervillain?”

			“Of course not,” Evie said, rolling her eyes. “And I’m pretty sure Rose doesn’t think that either. She was just frustrated.”

			I plucked another petit four from the box and attempted to eat it in a more ladylike fashion, nibbling the frosting around the edges. “Please,” I said, gesturing to our feast, “share this with me. And tell me the latest in our supernatural findings. I missed out on some things while recovering from my wounds.” (And moping, but I didn’t say that out loud.)

			“The karaoke championship’s canceled for the night,” Evie said. “Annie and I went back and spoke with Kevin—he admitted that he concealed his karaoke past.”

			“And his age,” Aveda muttered.

			“But he swore up and down he wasn’t lying about anything else,” Evie said. “Professed over and over again how he would never do anything to hurt his beloved championship or place of business.”

			“That does seem in line with his past behavior,” I said. “Why would he want to sabotage the one thing he seems to hold dear?”

			“So maybe that means Celine is the liar,” Aveda said. “Maybe she and her mother never came to the bar before and she invented a needlessly elaborate backstory.”

			“She was pretty weird when I tried to question her during the photo shoot,” I mused. “She kept giving me these very non-committal half answers.”

			“But does being a liar mean she’s also working with demonic forces?” Evie said, nibbling thoughtfully on a petit four.

			“If there’s one true thing about her . . . I mean, she seems to love to shine like the star she is,” I said. “Derailing the championship derails the opportunity to do just that. I don’t see a motive.”

			Aveda’s eyes narrowed. “Unless she was trying to get her competition out of the way—that would be you.”

			I mulled that over. Would Celine really have attacked herself twice just so she wouldn’t seem suspicious when the demonic mics turned their attention to me?

			“We’ve tried to track Celine down, but no one can find her,” Evie said. “No one even knows how to start looking for her. It’s like she appeared out of the ether two days ago.”

			“Meanwhile, Nate analyzed our toothy microphone friends,” Aveda said. “There’s the barest hint of energy still present in the pieces of the one that attacked you, Lucy, so he’s keeping it under close observation. And closer analysis of the energy did reveal a couple of clues.”

			“The main source of the energy is still the Pussy Queen Portal,” Evie said, picking up the thread. “But this particular energy—Nate found an obscure code buried deep inside of it. A code that’s only showed up one other time.”

			I cocked an inquiring eyebrow at her, my mouth full of sheet-cake petit four.

			“Evie’s karaoke battle against Maisy—the one where she was disguised as me!” Aveda crowed. “Somehow it’s linked to that.”

			“What?!” I said, shaking my head.

			“Nate’s theory is that it’s not a portal, exactly, but like . . . a snag,” Evie said. “A little opening at The Gutter that’s letting in tiny bits of energy, which attempt to grab on to inanimate objects, like the mics.”

			“Evil static cling,” Aveda snorted. “In any case, the snag seems to close up pretty quickly every time it opens, taking the energy with it. But somehow, it keeps getting pulled open again. And we’re guessing this will be a recurring problem if we can’t figure out how to patch it up for good.”

			“But Evie’s battle with Maisy was a year and a half ago,” I said, trying to make sense of it all. “Why are we just having these problems now?”

			“Nate thinks the battle caused the snag to form at The Gutter,” Aveda said. “But it was like a crack that needed a certain amount of pressure to finally split open.”

			“And the Pussy Queen Portal gave it that pressure in the form of a wee extra dose of supernatural energy?” I said. “But that portal started giving us these kinds of problems six months ago. So again, why now?”

			“Who knows?” Aveda said, throwing up her hands. “Who knows why anything happens the way it does in this city?”

			“There’s likely a specific trigger, on top of the portal energy. Or something that was enhanced by the portal energy. If Celine is involved, maybe it has something to do with her,” Evie said. “But we’ve concluded, as we so often do, that we need to sleep on it.” She heaved a long sigh. “Nothing more seems to be happening at The Gutter at the moment. The attacks that did happen were, thankfully, fairly short and confined. And a lot of what we have right now is kind of . . . dead-endish.”

			We contemplated all of that for a moment, chewing our food in silence. As we ate, I felt bits of warmth weaving their way into my bad mood. We hadn’t really solved anything, but somehow, surrounded by good food and kind friends, my mope felt lighter.

			“Thank you, by the way,” I said, smiling at Evie and Aveda. “This . . .” I gestured to the spread. “It’s just lovely.”

			“Okay, so now let’s talk about the non-supernatural elephant in the room,” Aveda said, regarding me shrewdly as she popped the last bite of petit four into her mouth.

			“Annie,” Evie said. “Don’t push her—”

			“I am going to push her,” Aveda retorted. “She needs to be pushed.” She trained her gaze on me, her focus intense. “Lucy. We need to address the primary reason for the bad mood that required this delicious second dinner we’re currently enjoying. Evie told me what Rose said to you at The Gutter. And Rose is right—you don’t let people know you. I mean, Evie’s one of your best friends and she had to get me to call your mom to figure out your favorite foods.”

			“Again, didn’t actually ask you to do that,” Evie said.

			“Not everyone is as obsessed with food as you two,” I muttered, picking lint off my nightgown’s lacy neckline.

			“But still,” Aveda pressed. “It’s odd that she didn’t know that.”

			“Luce.” Evie’s voice was soft and projecting so much pure empathy, I flinched. “It is odd. And all that stuff with your dad, you only just told me about today. We’ve known each other for years.”

			“I don’t talk about that,” I said, my voice harsher than I intended.

			“Okay, fair, but the point stands,” Evie continued. “There’s a lot of stuff I don’t know about you. You always manage to deflect whenever anything’s getting too real. You turn the conversation to something else or make a joke to keep it fun or . . . or . . .”

			“Start enthusing about the finer points of knives and British murder shows,” Aveda said.

			“All very important parts of my personality,” I countered.

			“I know, I just . . .” Evie shook her head. “You keep saying you’re incapable of opening up, but you won’t even try.”

			“Because I know how it will end,” I retorted. “I tried with my father—”

			“Your father’s an asshole,” Evie snapped.

			“And . . . and I did try again,” I continued, ignoring her. “I had a girlfriend during my bouncer days. Antoinette—a statuesque redhead with a penchant for weight training and bad horror movies. Everything was lovely when we were doing all the fun date-y things. Then the minute I wasn’t feeling so fun—which, by the way, was on Christmas, because I always feel a little sad on Christmas, what with all its happy traditional family imagery . . . I tried to tell her that. I tried to tell her how my mama’s always sad on Christmas, too, because she misses her parents. How she always tries to call them on Christmas, and they still won’t answer. And how that means that I can’t be sad because I have to put on a brave face and entertain her and ensure that she feels not one iota of guilt for my less than ideal childhood.”

			“You said all that?” Evie said, goggling at me. “Like, out loud?”

			I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Yes. There may have even been some tears—in that moment, I was definitely not the fun, badass, weapons-obsessed girl Antoinette had been so taken with. I was sad and messy and . . . not fun. She cut off all contact and got a new bouncing gig somewhere else. She ghosted me.”

			“I hate Antoinette so much already,” Aveda muttered.

			“So you see,” I said, “it has not gone well when I’ve tried to open up to people even a little. Therefore, I no longer know how to do that. Therefore, Rose and I can never be. I simply can’t hurt her like that.”

			“Wait a minute—I know what’s going on here.” Aveda held up a hand, imperious look taking over. The fact that she had sheet-cake frosting smudged on the corner of her mouth did nothing to diminish her authority. “Lucy. You say you don’t want to inflict yourself on Rose because you don’t want to hurt her. But you’re the one who’s scared of getting hurt—because that’s what’s happened whenever you’ve really opened up to someone.”

			“But—” I sputtered.

			“But nothing,” Aveda said, holding up a hand again and leveling me with her piercing gaze. “Trust me, I am the master here. The feelings master.”

			“Not exactly how I would refer to you,” Evie murmured.

			“I’ve always been afraid of showing people who I really am—because I’m afraid they won’t like what they see,” Aveda said. “You’re afraid of that, too. Because you have had the misfortune of only opening yourself up to complete dicks.”

			“So you keep making all these excuses as to why you’re denying yourself what you really want,” Evie chimed in.

			“I—I’m not afraid!” I protested. “I mean, yes, I don’t always talk about all my feelings. I don’t think it’s attractive to blabber on and on about how I’m pining for Rose. How I absolutely seethed with jealousy when she smiled over Celine’s dazzling performance. And speaking of seething jealousy, it’s also quite unattractive to reveal how much it bothers me that Celine might take my karaoke crown. Because then I might have to admit that it’s important to me, the thing I base so much of my identity around, the one thing I have that’s just mine, away from all the superheroine pageantry.”

			I stopped and took a breath. I hadn’t really planned on verbally vomiting that mess up, but it felt surprisingly good to say it all out loud. Not that I’d ever admit it.

			“Uh, anyway.” I nibbled on a petit four, trying to look prim and totally collected. “We don’t need to talk about any of this.”

			I don’t know what I expected. Perhaps the same kind of rousing applause I was used to receiving after a karaoke performance.

			Instead, I got the biggest eye-rolls I’d ever seen. From both of them.

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Lucy,” Aveda said, shaking her head. “You think you’re closing yourself off from potential bad feelings, but doing that is obviously making you fucking miserable.”

			“She’s right,” Evie agreed, nodding emphatically. “I mean, you said it yourself: that devastation you felt with your dad was something you never wanted to feel again. But what you’re feeling now isn’t much better. You’re still upset about everything you just said, and you’re tying yourself into knots trying to act like you’re not.”

			“And you overcompensate for not exposing yourself to big-time feelings by taking on everyone else’s,” Aveda said.

			“Yes,” Evie said, pointing to Aveda. “Whether it’s trying to take care of all your mom’s emotional needs, but never showing her that you get sad sometimes too, or revealing how much her lie about your dad upended your world—”

			“Or being our incredibly important superheroine support, but acting like you’re okay with only getting half the recognition,” Aveda chimed in.

			“Or trying to match up Rose and Celine and make them both happy, but not admitting how much it hurts you,” Evie continued.

			“My god.” I covered my face with my hands. “Since when do you two, of all people, feel qualified to dole out expertise about emotional health?”

			“Let’s try something,” Aveda said, totally ignoring me. “Take whatever you think might happen out of the equation. And stop making excuses for why you can’t be with Rose. What do you want? If you’re thinking about it all stream-of-consciousness-like, with no limitations.”

			“Front-burner that shit,” Evie said.

			I paused, licking frosting off my lips. I wanted to refuse, but I knew they weren’t going to let this go. And Evie Tanaka’s stubbornness matched with Aveda Jupiter’s battering-ram tactics was perhaps an even more formidable combination than their actual superpowers. So I took a breath. I closed my eyes. And I just let my mind be for a moment.

			What do I want?

			Images flashed through my brain: Locked in battle alongside Rose, in perfect sync. Kissing Rose in the back room, allowing myself to luxuriate in the moment. Lying around with Rose on a lazy Sunday morning, taking forever to get out of bed, then venturing out into the crisp Bay Area air, the sun peeking through the cloud cover as we wandered on down to—

			“Oh, fuck,” I said out loud. “The brunch. I want the brunch.”

			I groaned, buried my face in my hands, and ignored Evie’s triumphant whisper of “I knew it!”

			“So then you have to tell her,” Aveda urged. “Stop holding yourself back because you’re scared.”

			“But . . .” I whispered.

			Evie covered my hand with hers. “You’re not your dad. You’re not Antoinette—”

			“Hate. Her,” muttered Aveda.

			“You won’t hurt Rose,” Evie continued. “And I don’t think Rose will hurt you. But she’s worth the risk, don’t you think?”

			I gnawed at my lower lip. My chest felt tight, my eyes felt teary, and answering that question felt like the most terrifying thing I’d ever had to do. I’d sooner take on an army of demonic cupcakes.

			Aveda reached over and took my other hand. “I hired you because you’re the best,” she said, raising an imperious eyebrow at me. “And the best do not cower while their true love awaits them.”

			I groaned again, the truth of it finally sinking into my bones.

			“Darling,” I said slowly. “I hate to say this because I know you’re going to lord it over me forever, but: I think you may be right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			I didn’t want to waste another moment. So even though the rain was still drizzling down, even though it was beyond brisk out, even though it was past midnight, I threw a puffy coat over my nightgown and stuffed my feet into galoshes and ran the half mile to Rose’s apartment.

			I probably should have taken a cab or something, but all logic had fled my brain. When you’ve denied yourself something for so long, denied that you even wanted it in the first place . . . well, finally allowing yourself to soak in that want so fully feels like a whole sheet-cake of petit fours has just been set in front of you. I was ready to fucking gorge myself.

			I skidded to a stop in front of Rose’s apartment building and rang the bell—perhaps a bit too enthusiastically for the late hour. A few moments later, Rose flung the door open, her face a mix of confused and aggravated. Giddiness surged through me. The fact that I could make Rose Rorick, master of stoicism, look aggravated must mean she felt as strongly as I did, and the fact that I could finally admit I felt so strongly made it all the better—

			“Lucy.” Rose’s authoritative cop lady voice snapped me out of my reverie. “What are you doing here? And why are you . . .” Her brow creased, concern overtaking her face. “You’re soaking wet.”

			I looked down and realized she was right—I hadn’t bothered to zip my puffy coat, and my lacy Victorian nightgown was now clinging to me in wet patches, water dripping into my galoshes. As if on cue, I started to shiver.

			“Never mind that, darling,” I said firmly. “I’ve come here because I have to tell you something, I—”

			“Lucy. Oh, for . . . come inside.” Rose took me by the elbow and guided me into the narrow hallway of her apartment building. I cast a sidelong glance at her as she led me to her door. She was clad in what must have been her sleepwear—a tank top and boxer shorts. But the tank top was immaculate—spotless, wrinkle-free, pristine white. The shorts were similarly unrumpled.

			I desperately wanted to rumple her.

			We finally reached her apartment door, and she led me inside. I’d been there before, was familiar with the sharp angles and clean design of her small open space loft, her perfectly made bed sitting innocuously in the corner. But being here now—with Rose in her sleepwear, so late at night, the place illuminated only by a single bedside lamp . . . It felt more intimate. Calliope, her ancient, cantankerous cat, glared at me from her windowsill perch.

			I swear to god, Calliope, if you ruin this big, dramatic moment I’ve planned . . .

			“Okay,” Rose said, her demeanor brisk and business-like. “Take off your coat and those boots and I’ll get you a blanket. And some warm socks. The central heating in here is garbage, but I’ve got a space heater I can fire up that works pretty well—”

			“Rose.” I tugged the hem of her tank top. “Please. I came here to tell you something, and I’ve prepared the most beautiful speech. It’s sort of like the confession speech the murderer always gives at the end of one of my British murder shows, only obviously I didn’t murder anyone, but it’s still just as elaborate, I thought about it all the way over here—”

			“Lucy.” Rose shook her head, pushing my wet coat off my shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. She rubbed her hands up and down my arms, trying to warm them. “Honestly. Can you hold off on the speechifying until we get you warm? Or are you really that determined to catch pneumonia?”

			I bristled with indignation—why did she keep cutting me off when I was trying to tell her something so vital?! I opened my mouth to respond, but was suddenly struck by the fact that Rose had slowed her rhythmic stroking of my arms, her eyes wandering downward . . .

			Oh. My flimsy nightgown was clinging to my chest, the soaked fabric perfectly outlining every aspect of my breasts. I flushed, warmth flashing through my freezing body as I realized that Rose Rorick was totally staring at my nipples.

			“Rose,” I whispered.

			Her palms stilled against my arms.

			“Lucy.” Her voice shook, and I felt a stab of desire so potent, I was inspired to cut my prepared speech short. Quite short.

			“Right,” I said. I reached out and cupped her face, gently lifting her chin so our gazes met. “The thing is just this, darling: I’m desperately in love with you. I’m also terrified of really feeling anything because I’m scared of getting hurt thanks to my myriad of issues, which I’m happy to detail for you at a later time. Although the truth is, even without that information, you already seem to know me better than anyone ever has. And you still seem to care for me. Which is perhaps the most terrifying thing of all. But I guess the long and short of it is—I’m ready to be terrified.”

			And with that, I slid my non-injured hand to the nape of her neck—that soft, sweet spot I’d fantasized about touching for so long—and pulled her to me.

			Our lips met and her arms went around me, bringing us even closer. Our moment in the back room had been one, long, sustained kiss—both of us unsure, neither of us wanting to end it. Now we were kissing over and over, kissing with purpose. I nibbled at her lower lip and slid my tongue into her mouth, a thrill surging through me when she moaned. My fingertips skated down her back and underneath her tank top, her skin so warm and gorgeous and silken—

			“Lucy.” She broke our kiss, both of us breathless. “I . . . god.” She looked like she was trying to school her features into their usual stoic expression and failing miserably. “We still need to get you warm.”

			“That’s what we’re doing,” I said, giving her a pert look.

			“Why . . .” She shook her head, and I could tell she was trying her hardest not to let her gaze wander to my (increasingly stiff) nipples. I thrust my chest out, trying to entice her. “Why won’t you let me take care of you?”

			“That’s also what you’re doing,” I insisted. “And I want to take care of you, too.” I brought my palm to her face again, running my fingertips down her cheek, trying to soothe her worry away. “You can let yourself be as soft and vulnerable and real as you want with me. I want to see all of you.” I pulled her closer, my breasts brushing against hers, and was gratified to hear her groan low in her throat. “But . . .” I frowned, a thread of uncertainty worming through me. “Rose, I just said something quite important to you. Do you feel the same?”

			I don’t know if I can properly put into words the expression that overtook my beloved Rose Rorick’s face just then. It was like every single emotion—those deep, beautiful feelings she never showed—came rushing to the forefront all at once. Her eyes sparked with shock and exasperation and joy and it was the best thing ever.

			No matter what happened next, finally telling her how I truly felt was worth it, just to see that marvel of an expression on her face.

			“Oh, Lucy,” she said, her voice coming out like the longest and sweetest of sighs. “Of course I love you.”

			Then she pulled me tight against her and kissed the living daylights out of me.

			She urged me back toward the bed, her hands sliding over the wet fabric of my nightgown and sending tingles dancing across the flushed skin underneath. We fell on top of the immaculate covers in a tangle. I managed to kick off my galoshes.

			“Is this what you wear to bed,” she murmured against my mouth, plucking at my nightgown’s lacy neckline.

			“Sometimes.” I pulled back and arched an eyebrow. “And sometimes I wear nothing.”

			“Jesus Christ.” She braced herself on her elbows, looking down at me. “You’re going to kill me.”

			I smiled, really taking her in. Her tank top was somehow still pristine, not a wrinkle on it. But I could now see that it was also very thin and her full breasts—so round and soft and glorious, tipped with beautiful dark nipples—were on tantalizing display.

			“For now, I’ll settle for mussing you a bit,” I said, reaching up and pulling her neckline down. Her breast slipped free and I took her nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue around it. I couldn’t stop marveling at how soft her skin was. I was certain I would never be able to get enough of it, of touching her everywhere.

			She moaned, her fingers tangling in my hair, and I drew her more deeply into my mouth. I put my hands on her hips and shifted her onto her side, so we were facing each other. I kept my mouth on her and slid my hand lower, slowly tracing the muscles of her stomach, and finally slipping underneath the waistband of her boxer shorts.

			She was more than ready for me.

			I stroked her with my tongue and my fingers, thrills racing through me at every cry that escaped her. I still couldn’t quite believe it was Rose, my buttoned-up Rose, making all those needy little sounds in the back of her throat. I couldn’t believe I was making her react that way.

			When she finally came apart against me, it was superlative.

			“Woooow,” she breathed afterward, melting into the bed. She gave me an amused look and touched my cheek. “And somehow, I still haven’t succeeded in my task of getting you out of those wet clothes.”

			“Do it now.” I parted my lips, fluttered my eyelashes at her coquettishly, and tried to subtly push my chest out again. The wet material of my nightgown shifted against my aching nipples and I gasped.

			Rose gave me the most wicked smile then—full and sly and loaded with meaning. My heart skipped a beat and heat flashed low in my belly. There were certain expressions, I realized, certain smiles, that she saved just for me.

			She eased the covers of her bed down, and we both slid under them. Despite her desire to get me out of my clothes, I managed to get her naked first, then buried my face in her neck, luxuriating in her vanilla-citrus scent. She pulled back and kissed me—long and slow and delicious. Her mouth moved to my neck and she nibbled her way down, her fingertips brushing lightly over my collarbone. She eased my wet nightgown down my shoulders and off my body. My skin felt flushed and tingly all over—alive.

			“God,” she murmured, her lips finally moving to my nipple. “I’ve wanted to taste you for so long.”

			Her tongue slid over my delicate tip and I cried out, my voice hoarse and needy.

			“Sensitive,” she whispered against my skin.

			“Wait,” I said, pulling her back up. She met my gaze, her eyes searching. There were things I wanted to tell her, but the words got caught in my throat.

			With sex, I’d always been so determined to show off my prowess, to give my conquests more pleasure than they could handle. But I tended to shy away from letting them reciprocate too much. I told myself it was because I was so focused on showing them a good time, but maybe . . . maybe it was because I simply couldn’t bear the thought of being that intimate with someone. Of allowing them to see me at my most vulnerable, losing control.

			“Lucy.” She brushed a thumb over my lips, a gesture so tender it brought tears to my eyes. “I’ve got you—I’ve really got you. Okay?”

			It was something we said to each other all the time. But now, her looking at me with that super serious Rose Rorick gaze . . . I saw that she truly meant it. In every possible way.

			We gazed at each other for a long moment, telling each other everything we needed to without saying a word. Just as I’d told her she could be real with me . . . I could be real with her, too.

			I could let her see all of me.

			“Okay,” I finally whispered back.

			She kissed me again, then allowed her mouth to move lower, planting gentle kisses on every single bruise the rogue mic cord had inflicted on my body. My cries grew more desperate as she moved lower still, and the tears in my eyes threatened to overflow.

			I couldn’t wait to give her more pleasure, to draw even more of those sounds from her throat. To feel Rose Rorick coming apart against me over and over again. But as she smoothed her hands over my thighs and stroked her tongue between my legs, finding that perfect spot that drove me wild, I realized how incredible it was to be with someone who wanted to do that for you, too. Who you let do that for you, too. Who you trusted with your body and soul.

			And when I finally came apart against her, tears streaming down my cheeks, it was one of the sweetest things I’d ever felt.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			We spent all night getting to know every inch of each other’s skin, talking softly between glorious bouts of not talking. Dozing off here and there. When the sun started to glint through the windows and Calliope started making distressed mrows from her windowsill perch, I realized it was finally happening—we were going to have brunch!

			Or at least we would have if my phone hadn’t started making the most irritating buzzing sounds from deep within the folds of my puffy coat, which was still lying where we’d discarded it the night before.

			“Don’t get it,” Rose suggested, her lips trailing over my collarbone.

			“Would you be able to not get it?” I said, arching an eyebrow.

			She groaned and rolled off of me. I slid out of bed, crossed the room to my coat, and found my phone.

			“Yes?” I said, holding it to my ear.

			“Hey, Luce, sorry,” Evie said, her words coming out in a rush. “Can you come down to The Gutter? We think we’ve figured out the cause of the snag opening up. Well, part of the cause. We’re about to do some experiments and—”

			“Yes, yes, darling,” I said. “Of course. I’ll be right there.” I turned and smiled at Rose, who was sitting up in bed. Her gaze swept over my body. And she looked about as far from stoic as you can get. I realized then that I was totally naked, having not bothered with any kind of cover-up on my mission to answer the phone. “Um, Evie,” I said hastily. “How urgent is this? Surely these experiments need some kind of set-up before my presence is required?”

			There was a momentary silence on the other end of the line, but I swore I could hear the wheels turning in her head.

			“You have about twenty minutes,” she finally said, then whispered: “And you have to tell me everything later.”

			“Of course. Ta.” I hung up and tossed my phone back on my coat. Then I sauntered back to bed, giving Rose a nice view. She pulled me close and returned to the pressing business with my collarbone. I sighed, happiness pulsing through my every cell.

			This, I decided, was even better than brunch.

			

			•   •   •

			When I finally arrived at The Gutter, everyone was yelling.

			“Goddamning dammit!” Evie yelled into the air. “Motherfucker!”

			“I’m so mad!” Aveda growled, shaking her fist. “Furious!”

			“Guys.” Bea Tanaka, Evie’s eighteen-year-old sister, gave them both a look. “Just let me project. I’ve got enough bad feelings for all of us.”

			“Beatrice is right,” Nate said, holding up a hand. “The extra, ah, aggression may be unnecessary until we get the snag to re-open.”

			“Dare I ask what’s going on?” I said, walking up to them. I’d zipped by HQ to change, and was back in my uniform of lacy dress, heels, and weapons garter.

			“Luce!” Evie yelped. She and Aveda were at my side immediately, their eyes full of questions. Bea just shook her head and turned to stare at a spot on the stage, her brow furrowed.

			“Everything is good,” I said, giving them a slight smile. “Better than good. Absolutely spectacular. And I’ll tell you all about it later. But for now—” I gestured toward Bea and the stage.

			“We had a few revelations last night,” Nate said, turning to us. “Beatrice stopped by to, ah . . .”

			“To catch a shower and a nap before big plans to stay out all night yet again,” Evie muttered, frowning. It had been . . . well, tense, to say the least, between Bea and Evie the last couple months, ever since Bea had declared she wasn’t going to college and gotten a job at a bookstore. She also seemed to be drifting away from working with Team Tanaka/Jupiter, assisting Nate with his research and such. So her presence was a bit of a surprise.

			“In any case,” Nate said hastily, trying to route us around the awkwardness, “I asked Bea to look at our research and the supernatural energy that was still present in the mic pieces and she had a thought . . .” He nodded at Bea.

			“It was more like an instinct,” Bea said, toying with the ends of her wavy purple-blue hair. “I was thinking back to Evie’s karaoke battle with Maisy, how Evie’s fire power was totally connected to her feelings before she got a better handle on it. I dunno if this is how it happened, but—if supernaturally enhanced feelings caused the Otherworld snag here at The Gutter, maybe they can shut it down, too. So I used my emotional projection power to totally flood the mic with all my bad feelings. I have an excess of them at the moment.” She side-eyed Evie.

			“And it worked,” Nate said, giving her a slight smile. “The supernatural energy in the mic evaporated. It was like, ah . . .” He turned to Bea. “What was the musical metaphor you used?”

			“Like feedback blowing out an amp,” she said.

			“So now you’re thinking an excess of toxic emotions can close the snag for good?” I said, cocking a skeptical eyebrow. “Is that why you’re all shouting into the air?”

			“At the moment, we’re actually trying to re-open the snag—so we can then thoroughly shut it down,” Nate said. “We still don’t know what the exact trigger is—”

			“So we’re trying the bad feelings thing,” Bea said. “And I’m also attempting to use my emotional projection power to, like, enhance everyone’s bad feelings.”

			“The recent karaoke championship may have created just the right mix of bad feelings,” Aveda said.

			“What with all the competition and jealousy and Kevin stressing everyone out,” I mused.

			“Back to it!” Bea called out, turning to the stage once more. Everyone started yelling again.

			I frowned, studying the dingy Gutter space. I was still stuck on the whole trigger thing, why the snag had opened up now. My brain cycled back to the very first attack, to that chandelier careening toward Celine. To the tear sliding down my cheek right before, so moved by her amazing performance, by . . . by . . .

			I frowned, took my phone out of my pocket, and opened Instagram. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was doing, I was just trying to follow my intuition, the tiny thing I couldn’t grasp that was poking at the back of my brain. I pulled up Celine’s Insta, getting stuck yet again on the photo of her singing the G-sharp. I narrowed my eyes, scrutinizing it. It wasn’t just striking because her face was so intense and emotive, I realized—it was the way her face was intense. It was . . .

			My brow furrowed further as I clicked on the photo, then clicked on the profile of the random daisy avatar—the one that appeared to have commented on all of Celine’s pictures. It took me back to the odd gallery of the child pageant queen, to that top photo of her scowling so hard . . .

			Wait. How did I not see it . . .

			I clicked back to Celine’s profile and saw that she’d just posted something: an extreme close-up of a dingy surface with a simple “C” carved in it. The caption said: “Thank you for the opportunity.”

			I checked the timestamp. Five minutes ago. And I’d recognize that dingy surface anywhere.

			I opened my mouth to say something to the team—but they were all still screaming into the air.

			Well. Never mind. I could handle this part.

			I found her outside, next to The Gutter’s wall of fame, which she had just finished defacing with her initial. Wearing a “disguise” of gigantic sunglasses and a furry leopard-print coat. Trying to scuttle away.

			“Celine!” I darted in front of her. She tried to go around me, and I danced in front of her again, blocking her way. I tried to meet her eyes, but the sunglasses were impenetrable. “Tell me the truth,” I said. “You hate singing that G-sharp, don’t you?”

			She stopped her scuttling and gave a short, almost imperceptible nod. I reached for her sunglasses, then hesitated.

			“May I?” I said, my voice gentle. Another tiny nod. I removed the sunglasses to find her eyes red-rimmed and teary.

			“I . . . I never came here as a child,” she blurted out, waving her hand at The Gutter. “My mother never sang here. My mother is still alive.”

			“I know,” I said. I brandished my phone, the account with all the pageant pics pulled up on the screen. “This is you, isn’t it?” I tapped my nail against the wee beauty queen’s photo. “And I’m guessing this account belongs to your mother, with whom you perhaps do not have the most pleasant of relationships?”

			“No.” She shook her head and hugged her leopard coat more tightly against her body. “I mean, yes, that is me. And no, we don’t have a relationship that’s at all pleasant. She put me in pageants when I was younger. Every weekend. I always had a good voice, but when she found out I could hit that note, that’s when it got really bad . . .” Celine frowned and scraped a hand over her eyes. “I was just this . . . this thing to her.”

			I winced. That sounded so much like how I’d felt with my father—him looking at me with those glazed eyes.

			“I understand that was all very traumatic, but why make up such an elaborate backstory?” I asked.

			“I moved here a couple months ago,” Celine said. “From Texas, which I’d never left before. I finally set a, you know, boundary with my mom. I only had to move out of state to do it. But I hadn’t anticipated how lonely it would be—I guess that’s what happens when you impulsively escape to a place where you don’t know a single soul.”

			“Is that what brought you to The Gutter—you were looking to make friends?” I asked.

			She nodded. “Pathetic, huh? I saw all these pictures and videos of people singing. It looked so cool.” Her gaze met mine. “Especially you.”

			“Me?” I said, incredulous.

			“Lucy Valdez, forever karaoke queen of The Gutter championship,” she said, cracking a smile. “I wanted to be as cool as you, you always seemed so . . . so effortless in your performances. Like you were having so much fun. Just enjoying singing. I wanted to enjoy it again. And that meant I wanted to be someone new. Not a former toddler in a tiara.”

			“And a one-named diva with a sad-yet-inspiring connection to this place seemed like a good place to start,” I said. “Is that . . .” I paused, a new realization forming in my brain. “Is that why you rejected Shruti’s sequins—your pageant experiences?”

			“Ugh.” She shuddered. “I hate sequins.”

			“But you dazzled us all with your singing before we knew a thing about you, darling,” I said. “No need for the web of lies.”

			“I wasn’t even going to bust out that G-sharp,” she said. “I wanted to leave it behind completely. But that night, I was vibing with the energy of the crowd and it just came out. And then the reaction was so huge, I felt like I had to do it every time after that.”

			“It’s a showstopper,” I said. “But Celine, dear, why are you running? No one actually cares about the fake backstory. Or even the G-sharp. I’m sure they’d love a chance to get to know the real you.”

			Celine was already shaking her head. “No,” she said firmly. “With all the mic attacks and everything . . . it brought back so many bad memories. My mom was never above sabotaging my competitors—she was a grown woman, trying to take down little girls so I could win. It felt too much like that.” She paused, chewing on her lower lip. “Is it always this cutthroat?”

			“Oh, dear,” I said, more pieces coming together in my brain. “Do you think I’ve been making the mics attack you, darling?”

			“I . . . I don’t know,” she said. “All I know is I can’t be around that kind of thing again.”

			I studied her, really taking her in. She was still drop-dead gorgeous, but now I could see the insecurity and fear percolating underneath the simpering sweet mask she’d tried to affect. She looked more . . . human.

			“How did you know?” she said. “How could you tell I hate the G-sharp?”

			“Your face in this photo,” I said, tapping over to the striking shot on her Instagram. “On the surface, it’s all about the glorious drama of that note, but underneath . . .” I shook my head. “I can practically feel the hate-waves coming off this photo. Call it performer’s instinct.” I hesitated, the beginnings of a new plan taking root in my head. “Celine. I have an idea. About how to stop all this mic attack nonsense. But I need your help. Can you trust me—performer to performer?”

			I held out a hand. She stared at it for a moment, uncertain. Then finally took it. “I can try,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			I was about to give the performance of a lifetime. Ironically, it was for one of the smallest audiences ever.

			Evie, Aveda, and Bea were positioned around the bar area, ready for battle. Rose had joined them and set up a few of the traps her team used to contain captured demons—in case we had anything to capture. Kevin had insisted on being present, but was banished to the kitchen with Nate, just in case the shit started to really go down.

			My hope was that the main shit going down would mostly involve feeling things.

			Celine and I were poised onstage, mics in hand. Though we weren’t clad in Shruti’s glamorous outfits, we still looked pretty fabulous—Celine in her leopard-print coat and me in my lacy dress, weapons garter secured to my thigh. Kevin’s music note confetti littered the floor beneath our feet, giving the whole affair a festive feel.

			“All right, Celine,” I said, nodding to her. “Let’s hear the most loud, angry, bloody toxic G-sharp you can muster.”

			The theory that had formed while I was gazing at Celine’s Insta was this: somehow, that G-sharp and the extreme bad feelings behind it had opened up the snag. Perhaps those feelings had been enhanced by the Pussy Queen Portal’s dose of supernatural energy, and boom! That was the trigger, that was what had put enough pressure on the crack. Every time it opened, there had been an extra emotional G-sharp involved: Celine singing that first night, Celine rehearsing in the kitchen . . . and both Celine and I had let loose with some rather toxic G-sharps during “Faith of the Heart.” So now we had to see if it would work again.

			Celine tightened her grip on her mic, threw back her head, and sang. The G-sharp was still glorious; there was no way it could be anything less. But now I could hear the full-on rage simmering underneath the pure beauty of her voice. I could hear how much she absolutely hated it. It shaped that G-sharp into a deadly weapon, all hard edges and sharp angles.

			She used the G-sharp to lead into the opening verse of “Emotions,” adding in those high-pitched Mimi trills here and there. I joined her, giving the verse a harmony, and tried to project my own stew of bitterness. Rage at my father for being such a loser. Rage at my mother for lying about it. Rage at myself for letting all of that hold me back from so many good things.

			There was a flash of light and the mic twitched in my hand, the top of it morphing into an all-too-familiar snarling demon mouth. I held it tightly as it snapped its fangs, keeping it away from my face. I spared a glance at Celine and saw that her mic had also morphed. Her face twisted and her voice faltered as she struggled to continue singing while the mic snapped insistently at her nose, its fangs sharp and eager.

			“Darling, toss me the mic,” I called out. “Keep singing, just, you know—project.”

			I heard a whoosh as the mic sailed across the stage and into my hand. I planted my feet in a wide stance and held both mics away from me, singing with all my might. They twitched and snarled, determined to wriggle out of my grasp. But I held tight.

			“Okay, everyone!” I yelled over Celine’s singing. “It appears the snag has opened. Now we need to overwhelm it with feelings and get it to close for good: time for the emotional flood.”

			“Blow that amp out!” Bea shrieked.

			“Yeah, fuck you, portal!” Aveda screamed. “Er, supernatural snag! Whatever you are, fuck you!”

			“You make us so mad!” Evie bellowed. “So, so mad!”

			“You guys are awful at this,” Bea groaned. “You have to channel true rage. Think of the big sister who won’t get off your frakkin’ case for trying to figure out who you really are, which might not involve her idea of—”

			“We may be getting off-topic there, love,” I called out.

			The mics were now full-on writhing in my hands, slippery with the sweat from my palms. One of them snapped at my bandaged wrist, its razor-sharp teeth cutting the bandage and sinking into my fresh scabs.

			“Gaaaaaaah!” I cried out. I flung both mics across the stage, then reached into my weapons garter, pulling out a pair of small throwing daggers. I threw them in a neat arc, satisfaction blazing through me as they landed with a hearty thump-THUMP! at the base of the mics, right where they connected to the cords. The mics wriggled like mad, snapping at the daggers, trying to get free. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Evie let loose with the flames, flinging fire from her hands. It blazed across the room and enveloped the pinned mics, incinerating them.

			“Lucy!”

			I whirled around—and my jaw nearly hit the floor. Celine was still trying to sing, but her arms flailed wildly around her face, trying to bat away an army of . . . what were they? They looked like a bunch of tiny mic demons who had come to life and were now swarming her like bees, only they had an attachment of swoopy lines that went up and out . . .

			Oh, blast. Were those music note demons?! Was the actual song trying to kill her?

			Wait . . .

			I glanced down at the stage and realized the music note confetti from Kevin’s beloved cannon was mostly gone. So . . . the confetti had come to life, just like the mics, and was attacking Celine.

			Smashing.

			Aveda and I charged at the same time. I pulled Celine out of the way while Aveda went into her fighting stance, then watched as her arms and legs struck out at the swarm of demonic notes with precision. She managed to slice a neat kick through the swarm, but it only split in half, snapping at her from both sides.

			I faced Celine, gripping her shoulders. Her face was pale, her eyes terrified, and her voice wobbled, nearly giving up on the song.

			“Celine, look at me,” I said. “It’s all right. Keep singing. You can do this.” Her scared eyes met mine. I joined her on harmony again, making my voice strong and assured. I nodded at her to keep singing and positioned my body in front of her. I turned my gaze to Aveda, who was still trying to kick and punch her way through the note swarm. A small cluster of notes flung itself through the air and away from her—probably Aveda’s telekinesis, I realized. Without missing a beat, Evie sent out the flames and the notes combusted on the spot.

			“Has the swarm multiplied?” Evie yelled. “It looks like it’s getting bigger.”

			It did. I glanced at the floor again—all the music note confetti was gone now. And it was getting hard to even hear Celine’s singing through the snapping of tiny fangs.

			“Is everyone still projecting all those bad feelings?” I asked.

			“I don’t think it’s working,” Rose called back. “It feels like the attack is getting worse.”

			“And the faster we burn the note-demons, the faster they seem to multiply,” Evie said, her voice frustrated. “How much fucking confetti is there?! Annie, watch out!”

			“I’m . . . fine,” Aveda grunted, her fist connecting with another note cluster. Sweat poured down her face, and I could tell she was getting tired.

			“Ughhhh,” Evie said. “It feels like we’re flooding it with all those toxic, angry feelings, but it’s just not working. I don’t know how much longer I can pretend to be mad.”

			I joined Celine on harmony again, trying to do something, anything, to keep fighting. I pushed the words through my throat, forcing them to be loud, angry. My mind felt blank, out of ideas. Evie’s words floated through my brain, lodging themselves there.

			Pretend to be mad.

			Wait. Wait a minute.

			I flashed back to Rose and me the night before, realizing we could be real with each other. How powerful that was. How finally freeing all those pure, genuine feelings had been so much better than all my pretending and putting up walls and running from her.

			Suddenly, I felt all those puzzle pieces arranging themselves in the center of my brain, forming . . . not exactly a complete whole, but something I could definitely work with.

			I felt like one of my British murder show detectives when they finally have that elusive lightbulb moment.

			A-ha! Scott would say to Bailey. Now let’s make out.

			I remembered what Bea had said earlier, about having toxic feelings to spare. About her very real emotions shutting down the mic. How I’d realized a certain essential truth about Celine when I’d really studied that photo of her singing her G-sharp, all her suppressed feelings coming to the surface.

			You have to channel true rage, Bea had said.

			She hadn’t known how right she’d been.

			“Stop!” I screamed.

			Everyone whipped around to look at me. Aveda danced away from the note swarm. Celine stopped singing. They all looked at me expectantly.

			“Everyone stop what you’re doing,” I said. “Oh, except you, Aveda, you can keep fighting the evil confetti.”

			“Thank god,” she muttered, going back to it.

			“I mean, stop projecting fake feelings,” I said. “I just figured it out.”

			I took a tentative step toward Aveda and the demonic note swarm, studying it. Then I closed my eyes and reached deep into my heart, touching all those places I usually tried to keep hidden. Those pieces I never allowed anyone to see. The things I never let anyone know.

			I opened my eyes and looked over at Rose, who had drawn so much out of me the night before. She stared back at me, those big brown eyes holding my gaze. Letting me know she trusted me. Letting me know she wouldn’t let me go. I thought of her murmuring against my skin:

			I’ve got you—I’ve really got you. Okay?

			I reached deeper into my heart and found another memory, one I never revisited—right after I met my father. Sitting in my car outside my mother’s house, tears streaming down my cheeks, Ana Gabriel on the radio. “Quién Como Tú.” Her voice was so deep and passionate and hurting. It was like she was feeling exactly what I was. Even though she was longing for a lover, and I was longing for a parent who would make me whole, the emotion felt the same.

			I remembered crying through the whole song. Wiping tears from my eyes. Going inside and pretending like nothing had happened, listening to Mama spin more of her tales. Putting on a smile.

			I never sang that song again, even though it was my favorite.

			I opened my heart and felt all those soft, vulnerable, painfully honest emotions flowing through me. I let them show on my face, put them out there for everyone to see. Then I opened my mouth and sang the opening notes of “Quién Como Tú.”

			My singing was not as perfect as it usually was—I was a bit tremulous, my voice suffused with unshed tears. But I sang from my heart.

			I sang with truth.

			One of the demonic notes flew toward Aveda’s head, fangs snapping—and then disappeared with a pop. And then, one by one, the others started to do the same—pop-pop-pop-pop-pop!

			“Lucy!” Aveda shook her head in wonder, smashing her fist through a cluster of notes. They popped and disappeared on the spot. “Keep doing whatever you’re doing!”

			“It needs to be overloaded with truthful emotions,” I called out, interrupting my song for a moment. “They can be angry—that’s why the mic shut down for you when you did your experiment, Bea, because your rage was real. But they don’t have to be angry, they just have to come from the heart. From the parts you’re scared of. Beam them out, darlings, and let’s take this thing down! Celine,” I murmured, lowering my voice, “join me, won’t you? You don’t have to sing my song—sing what you want to sing. Sing something that speaks to your heart and your soul. Something you’ve been denied. Just make sure whatever you’re projecting is honest and true.”

			I went back to my song. I heard her shift next to me, hesitating. Then her gorgeous bell of a voice was ringing through The Gutter once more, treating us to the dulcet tones of—

			I whipped around to face her. “Is that Britney Spears’ ‘Lucky’?!”

			A light, boppy, deeper cut from Brit’s first album—not exactly showing off Celine’s ridiculous vocal range and mistakenly regarded by some as corny, embarrassingly on-the-nose filler. But the song was, at its heart, about a girl who just wants people to let her be who she is. I loved it.

			Celine grinned and shrugged—and kept singing, her eyes shining. No rageful G-sharps in sight. I went back to my own song, enjoying the way the melodies overlapped with each other.

			The note-demons were disappearing with a vengeance now. Aveda barely had anything left to fight.

			As both Celine and I wound up to our songs’ big finishes, I was very nearly distracted by a sudden braying sound cutting through the air.

			I swiveled my head, trying to find the source as I kept singing. The braying got louder. And louder. The demonic notes started to pop with even more frequency.

			And then Kevin was bursting out of the kitchen, arms flung wide, singing his heart out.

			His voice was terrible. Loud and almost monotone, no nuance or vocal prowess . . . or . . . or anything. I believed he was trying to sing Selena’s iconic ballad “Dreaming of You,” but I could not be sure.

			Perhaps this was why Kevin’s karaoke career had ended—he was quite possibly one of the worst singers I’d ever heard. But he definitely had passion. He was laying a whole mess of incredibly truthful emotions out there. And shouldn’t that be celebrated?

			“Kevin!” I cried. I held out a hand. “Come up here and join us!”

			He obliged, sashaying around Aveda and the swarm and up onto the stage. We all sang together—chaotic and cacophonous, the songs crashing against each other. But somehow also sounding like they were in a bizarre sort of perfect harmony.

			Aveda used her telekinesis to send the last cluster of note-demons spinning away from her. Evie incinerated them in midair with a mighty burst of flames.

			I held on to my last note, closing my eyes, feeling it deep in my bones. Feeling raw and terrified and completely exhilarated as my emotions poured out of me. Just pure feeling.

			When I opened my eyes, everything was silent. The note-demons were gone. Evie met my eyes and gave me a goofy thumbs-up. I beamed at Celine and Kevin, both flushed with the adrenaline that results from a fabulous performance. “Thank you,” Celine murmured, squeezing my hand. “That was so . . . fun.”

			And then, before I could do anything else, my beautiful Rose Rorick was bounding onstage, sweeping me into her arms and pulling me tightly against her. I sagged, the adrenaline draining from my body, my performance high floating into the ether. Prickly feelings of vulnerability started to creep in—but instead of getting the immediate urge to run, I felt myself sagging more heavily against Rose. Letting her really hold me.

			“I’ve got you,” she whispered.

			And for maybe the first time, I truly believed her.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Present Day

			“There is something wrong. And there’s something we desperately need to discuss.”

			The words had scarcely left my lips before Kevin was onstage, bellowing out my name as the winner of the Gutter karaoke championship.

			“Oops!” I said, squeezing Rose’s hand. “Sorry, one moment, love.”

			I hopped up onstage, allowing Kevin to place the cheap plastic tiara he’d bought as this year’s prize atop my head.

			“You might need to disqualify yourself next year, Valdez,” he muttered. “This is getting boring.”

			“Funny how it wasn’t boring when I totally saved your little hole-in-the-wall four years ago,” I said, arching an eyebrow.

			He gave me a look of grudging respect. This was our version of an inside joke, I suppose. It was also true: my last-minute brainstorm had proved to be correct. The Otherworld snag had closed after we flooded it with true, unvarnished emotion. All that emotion was apparently enhanced just enough by the supernatural energy from the Pussy Queen Portal—and possibly Bea’s projection power, though we did not know for certain. What we did know was that Kevin hadn’t had any problems with rogue microphones or demonic note-swarms since. My dear new friend Celine, meanwhile, had decided to embark upon a backpacking trip around the world to finally find herself. That sounded much too rustic for my taste, but I understood it was something she needed to do, and she’d sent me delightful postcards of her journey throughout the years—particularly all the wonderful places she’d found to sing karaoke. To sing as she truly wanted to.

			Celine’s decision to take control of her life and her maternal issues had inspired me to try to deal with mine. So I’d finally been honest with Mama, telling her about my ill-fated meeting with my father and how I’d held back so much of what I was feeling because I didn’t want to upset her. We’d spent the last few years trying to build a more honest relationship—it was messy and hard and incredibly frustrating at times. But I still loved her fiercely, and we still made time to eat sheet-cake petit fours and sing Ana Gabriel together.

			Mama was, in fact, in the crowd tonight. I adjusted the tiara on my head and found her. She was with my cluster of friends and chattering animatedly to Evie and Nate about something. I finally caught her eye and smiled, and she gave me an enthusiastic nod. I’d really wanted her to be here tonight. And she’d been extremely excited for the reason.

			“Thank you,” I said, waving to the crowd. “I’m so honored and grateful. I love this place. I love all of you.”

			“You actually don’t have to make a speech,” Kevin muttered.

			“But there’s something else I want to celebrate tonight,” I continued, ignoring him. “Someone else.”

			I found Rose in the crowd, my heartbeat speeding up as soon as I met her beautiful eyes. She looked back at me quizzically.

			“One of the reasons I love singing is sometimes it allows you to convey your innermost emotions, the real truth of your feelings,” I began. “So I tried to think of a song I could sing for this moment. Something that would really get the message across. And ultimately, I realized . . . there isn’t one.”

			I smiled at Rose. Now my heart was beating so loud, I wondered if everyone could hear it. The Gutter had gone very quiet, the crowd hanging on my every word.

			“Because, Rose Rorick,” I said, “there’s no song in the whole universe that conveys just how . . . how much I feel for you. I love how much I want to just . . . take care of you. I love how much you want to take care of me. I love that we’ve got each other, always. I love you deeply and desperately and I simply cannot spend another second not married to you. That’s the problem we needed to discuss. Sooo . . .” I reached down and plucked the ring from my weapons garter. It was smooth, polished platinum with a ribbon of pebbly texture running down the middle.

			“Lucy . . .” Suddenly she was up onstage next to me, rummaging around in her pocket, her eyes wide with wonder.

			“What is it, darling?” I said, a thread of alarm worming its way through my gut. Was she going to say no?! “Did I embarrass you?”

			“No, it’s just . . .” She pulled something from her pocket, flipped it open, and held it out to me. It was a velvet box with an absolutely divine ring perched on top—a medley of sapphires and diamonds in a sweet 1920s-style cut. “I was going to . . . but then you . . . but I still . . .” She flushed, giving me a sheepish look.

			Pure joy surged through me and I flung myself at her, pulling her into a deep kiss. I heard the ring box clatter to the stage, Aveda yelling “Not the ring!” from the crowd.

			I pulled back and smiled at my beautiful Rose Rorick, my heart bursting.

			“I’ve got you,” I whispered.

			She smiled one of those secret smiles that was just for me. “I’ve got you back.”
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