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      Dahlia Divine is a rising force in Portland’s drag and fashion scene, celebrated for her daring designs, impeccable tailoring, and magnetic stage presence. Equal parts visionary and strategist, Dahlia pairs glamour with intelligence, keeping a keen eye on the power dynamics behind the spotlight. Ambitious without being reckless, she believes in earning her crown through talent and precision—and she refuses to let politics or corruption dim the brilliance she’s worked so hard to create.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Radleigh Valentine is Carrigan’s flamboyant, big-hearted best friend and a gifted performer with a flair for both drama and loyalty. Equal parts couture enthusiast and emotional support system, Radleigh brings levity to even the darkest situations, masking sharp instincts beneath sequins and sass. Fiercely protective of his friends and unapologetically himself, he believes life is meant to be lived in bold color—preferably with impeccable lighting and a standing ovation.
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      Fiercea Foxx is a fiercely competitive drag performer known for her high-glam aesthetic, razor-sharp contour, and unapologetic ambition. Driven by a deep desire to be recognized as more than just “another queen,” Fiercea pushes creative boundaries—even when it means blurring ethical lines. Beneath the confidence and bravado lies a performer terrified of fading into the background, making her equal parts formidable rival and deeply human artist struggling to protect her place in the spotlight.
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      Taffeta Royale is a seasoned drag veteran whose elegance and theatrical polish have made her a beloved fixture in the regional pageant circuit. With decades of experience beneath her perfectly set wigs, Taffeta blends old-school glamour with shrewd political awareness, understanding that success backstage often requires as much strategy as sparkle. Though she carries herself with regal composure and dry wit, Taffeta is far more observant than she lets on—never underestimating the power of timing, alliances, or a well-placed word.
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      Dino St. James is the polished and ambitious producer behind Portland’s annual drag showcase, known for his meticulous organization and unshakable composure under pressure. With a background in event management and a talent for controlling both narrative and logistics, Dino prides himself on running a flawless production where every detail serves the spectacle. Charismatic and seemingly supportive of his performers, he positions himself as the steady hand behind the curtain—though those who look closely might notice how carefully he manages not just the show, but the people within it.
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      Lola Vane is a talented and quietly ambitious costume designer whose creations have elevated more than one queen to center stage. Known for her precision tailoring and instinct for what will photograph well under harsh lights, Lola understands that in drag, illusion is everything—and she’s the architect behind it. Practical and business-minded, she moves easily between artists and producers, cultivating connections that keep her indispensable, even when tensions backstage start to unravel.
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      Red Malone is a seasoned stage technician and behind-the-scenes fixer who knows the Starlight Lounge better than anyone else in the building. Gruff but dependable, Red thrives in the controlled chaos of live performance, handling lighting, sound, and last-minute disasters with quiet competence. Though he prefers cables to conversations, his long history in the drag community has made him fiercely loyal—and fiercely protective of the production’s reputation, even when that loyalty puts him in morally complicated territory.
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      MISTLETOE MEMORIES & MORNING COFFEE

      I awoke with a start, my heart still fluttering from the dream where Charlie Best's lips had been inches from mine, a sprig of mistletoe hovering above us like a green and red Cupid's arrow. But the romance of my slumbering mind was brutally interrupted by the real-life drama unfolding on my chest.

      Alfie, the ringleader of the feline assault force, planted his gray paws firmly on my sternum, his green eyes piercing into mine with the intensity of a drill sergeant. His tail flicked with the precision of a metronome, signaling the commencement of Operation Feed Me.

      Binx materialized out of the shadows, his sleek black form gliding onto the bed with the stealth of a ninja. He took his place beside Alfie, sitting in a perfect loaf, his emerald eyes fixed on me with an expectant glint.

      The goal was clear: get the human out of bed and to the food bowls, stat.

      I groaned, attempting to shield my eyes from the morning light that was now an accomplice in my cats' breakfast crusade. "Guys, can't you see I'm trying to have a moment here?" I muttered, my voice muffled by the pillow I'd hoped would protect me from their insistent stares.

      Conflict arrived in a furry wave, as the rest of the clowder joined the fray. Casper, Dora, the three-legged Eddie, Foxtrot, Ghost, Henry and the newest member of the clowder; Ivar, converged on the bed with the coordinated precision of a cat flash mob. They surrounded me, their collective purr engine kicking into high gear, vibrating through the mattress like an idling motorcycle gang.

      I could read the headlines now: "Crazy Crochet Cat Lady is murdered by her own clowder of cats because she didn't get their food bowls filled in time…"

      The outcome was inevitable. My sleep-addled brain stood no chance against the determined felines. Each cat had a signature move designed to chip away at my resolve. Casper circled my head, his white fur a stark contrast against the dark comforter. Dora, ever the acrobat, balanced on the edge of the nightstand, her wide eyes tracking my every blink. Eddie pawed at the blankets, while Foxtrot, true to his name, danced a soft-shoe routine across my legs. Ghost, the silent one, simply sat and stared, her presence as haunting as her name suggested.

      My reaction was a mixture of admiration and exasperation. "Fine, fine, you win," I conceded, peeling back the covers and swinging my legs over the side of the bed. The cold floor greeted my feet with an unwelcome chill, and I shivered as I stood up.

      The dilemma now was how to maneuver through the obstacle course of expectant kitties. I reflected for a moment, considering the best path to the kitchen. Each step had to be calculated; one wrong move could result in a squashed paw or a pinched tail.

      Decision made, I shuffled forward, careful not to disturb the delicate ecosystem of cats. "Okay, your majesties, breakfast is served," I declared, adopting the tone of a medieval courtier for effect.

      The procession to the kitchen was a parade of purrs and tail flicks, with me at the helm, navigating the way to the promised land of kibble and canned delights. Once the food bowls were filled and the feline feast began, I leaned against the counter, a small smile tugging at my lips despite the early hour. The dream of Charlie had evaporated like mist, but the warmth of the cats' affection was a tangible comfort.

      As the clatter of kibble being gobbled down by my feline friends filled the kitchen, I nursed the warm mug of coffee between my hands, staring off into space. The memory of the mistletoe kiss with Charlie Best swirled in my mind, bittersweet and confusing.

      I remembered the moment perfectly. The soft glow of Christmas lights flickered like tiny stars in his eyes. How the world had seemed to stand still as our lips met. It was the kind of kiss that should have been the beginning of something, not an awkward memory to mull over while surrounded by a bunch of hungry cats.

      I took a sip of my coffee, the bitterness on my tongue mirroring my thoughts. Why had things fizzled out so quickly after that kiss? I'd come back from my tropical vacation with more than just souvenirs—but I'd been back in Castle Point for weeks now, and Charlie was more elusive than a ghost during a séance.

      I set my mug down with a little more force than necessary, causing Alfie to look up from his food with a mixture of concern and annoyance. "Sorry, Mr. Man," I whispered, reaching down to give his head a scratch. "I've just got a lot on my mind."

      Alfie blinked at me, then returned to his breakfast, his tail flicking in what I interpreted as a feline version of "Whatev's."

      As Alfie's tail performed its dismissive dance, the haunting melody of Chopin's Funeral March erupted from my phone, signaling a call from none other than Mother. I could never decide if the ringtone was more for her benefit or mine, but it certainly set the tone for our conversations.

      I hesitated, coffee mug halfway to my lips, debating whether to let voicemail take the hit. But then, the grim realization that she'd only call back—twice as peeved—propelled me to answer.

      "Morning, Mother," I greeted, the word 'morning' sounding more like a question than a salutation.

      "Carrigan darling, remind me, are you still departing for Portland today?" Her voice, a blend of honey and steel wool, made me wince.

      "Ah yes, the trip with Trixie and Radleigh for the Valentine's Drag Queen Competition. We're heading out this morning." I braced myself for the avalanche of advice I knew was coming.

      "I trust you've packed accordingly. And by that, I mean your best undergarments. One never knows who one might meet—or, heaven forbid, get hit by a bus and end up in the emergency room." Her tone was light, but the undercurrent of criticism was as palpable as the chill from the kitchen tiles.

      Suppressing a sigh, I responded, "Mother, I'm pretty sure the ER staff has seen it all. And besides, I doubt they judge people based on their choice of⁠—"

      "Nonsense, Carrigan. You can never be too prepared. Besides, you're a Critt, and we always put our best foot—and undergarment—forward." She cut me off, as she often did in matters of propriety.

      "Right. I will pack the lacy ones," I replied, sarcasm lacing my words as I took another sip of coffee, knowing perfectly well my lingerie drawer was less Victoria's Secret and more 'Victoria's Worst Nightmare.'

      There was a brief pause, and I could almost hear her eyes rolling on the other end of the line. "While we're discussing being prepared, life doesn't wait for love, dear. So go get him!" Her encouragement felt like a push off a metaphorical cliff.

      "And speaking of Portland, I'll be there for a gala in a couple of days. Perhaps we could meet for lunch?" Her tone shifted, revealing a hint of genuine desire for my company, which was as rare as a peaceful town council meeting.

      "That sounds...lovely," I replied, the word sticking slightly in my throat. The prospect of sharing a meal with Mother was always a mixed bag—like finding a half-eaten sandwich in your purse. You're grateful for the sustenance but wary of the bite marks.

      "Such fun! I'll have my assistant send you the details. Ta-ta for now, Carrigan." And with that, she ended the call as abruptly as she'd begun it.

      I stared at the phone for a moment, then set it down with a clatter that startled Ghost from her diligent grooming. "Well, that was a morning pep talk if I ever heard one," I mumbled to myself, scratching behind Ghost's ear as a silent apology for the noise.

      With Mother's words echoing in my head, I pondered her advice. Was she right? Should I 'go get 'him'? Be making a move on Charlie? But then, the very thought of initiating anything more with the chief deputy made my stomach do somersaults, and not the fun kind you do on a trampoline.

      I glanced at the clock. Time was ticking, and if I didn't start packing, I'd be the one in a kerfuffle. I left the cats to their breakfast and made my way to the bedroom, determined to find the most presentable underwear I owned, which was a feat in itself.

      As I rifled through the drawer, a pair of lacy briefs finally emerged victorious. "Bow-chick-a-wow-wow," I said, holding my best cotton briefs up to the light.

      I tossed them into my suitcase, along with the rest of my clothes and essentials. My packing was interrupted by a knock at the door. I zipped up the suitcase and hobbled into the living room. I opened the door to find Trixie standing there, her arms laden with bags of breakfast and paper cups of cappuccino from The Chatterbox Cafe, a grin plastered on her face.

      "Ready for our grand adventure, Carrie?" she chirped, stepping into the foyer with her usual exuberance.

      "As ready as I'll ever be," I replied.

      Turning from Trixie, I faced the motley crew of fur balls that ruled my roost. The clowder looked up with varying degrees of interest. It was time for the all-important briefing before I entrusted their care to the one neighbor who could handle their royal highnesses: Horace.

      "Alright, you lot," I began, my hands on my hips as I surveyed the room. "I expect you to be on your best behavior for Horace this weekend. No shenanigans, no tomfoolery, and certainly no skullduggery. Especially you, Ivar." I pointed at the one-eyed pirate cat, who merely blinked his solitary eye in response, utterly unfazed. "Remember, Horace is doing us a favor. So, let's not make him regret it."

      A knock on the door signaled Horace's arrival. I opened it to find him grinning from ear to ear, his spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose. "Ready for your briefing, Horace?" I asked, stepping aside to let him in.

      "Of course, Miss Critt. Lay it on me." Horace rubbed his hands together, clearly relishing the challenge.

      I led him to the living room, where the cats had resumed their various activities, now with a touch more decorum. "They've all been briefed on their behavior," I started, "but you know how cats are. They listen about as well as a toddler in a toy store. Or a man reading assembly instructions."

      I pointed to the basket overflowing with catnip mice, jingle balls, and feather wands. "They have enough toys to open their own pet store. Just…maybe hide the laser pointer. We don't need them climbing the curtains again."

      "Understood. No laser-induced acrobatics." Horace made a mental note.

      "And, Horace," I added, with a hint of seriousness in my tone, "no matter what they tell you, they only get treats once a day. They're convincing liars when they want to be."

      Horace's laughter filled the room. "Miss Critt, I've been sweet-talked by the best of them. Your felines won't get the better of me."

      I let out a relieved sigh. "Thanks, Horace. I really appreciate it."

      "No trouble at all. Now, you go enjoy your trip. I'll keep the fort—and the cats—safe and sound."

      As we gathered my bags and headed for the car, I felt a small flutter of excitement. Despite Mother's unexpected addition to the itinerary, the trip was a chance to get away from the daily grind, spend quality time with my friends, and maybe, just maybe, follow Mother's advice and sort out the tangle that was my non-existent love life.

      Radleigh was outside waiting for us, perched on the hood of his car like a fashion model on a glossy magazine cover. His latest hair color—a vibrant teal—stood out against the gray skies of Castle Point like a beacon of cheer.

      "Morning, darlings!" Radleigh called out, his voice carrying across the street. "Ready to paint Portland all the colors of the rainbow?"

      I chuckled, admiring his unshakable spirit. "Ready as I'll ever be, Moon-Pie," I called back, using one of the many nicknames I had for him. "I can't wait to watch you transform into Luna Eclipse and win the show!"

      We loaded up the car; the trunk stuffed with yarn, snacks, and enough craft supplies to start our own mobile craft store. As we set off, the two-hour drive ahead promised a mix of fun, crafts, and unavoidable maternal encounters.

      As Radleigh's car hummed along the road, the town of Castle Point grew smaller in the rearview mirror, like a snow globe scene shrinking away from view. I, having appointed myself as the DJ for the journey, was fiddling with the car's Bluetooth settings, my fingers dancing across the screen with the same flair Radleigh had when he applied his favorite lipstick.

      "Alright, my lovelies, we need the perfect playlist to set the mood for our Portland extravaganza!" Radleigh declared, his Texan accent drawing out the vowels in a way that made even the word 'playlist' sound glamorous.

      Trixie, nestled in the backseat amidst a pile of crochet projects, popped her head up. "Something upbeat, Carrie. We've got to get Radleigh pumped for the drag show!"

      I laughed. "How are you feeling about the competition, Rad?"

      Radleigh flashed me a grin, his confidence as brilliant as his teal hair. "Darling, I was born ready. Luna Eclipse is going to bring the house down!"

      I couldn't help but smile at his enthusiasm. "I've got no doubt about that. You've been working on your gown and routine for months. It's going to be fabulous."

      As we continued our journey, the conversation ebbed and flowed around the drag show, Radleigh's past performances, and Trixie's latest yarn acquisition. Trixie and Radleigh were in the middle of a heated debate about the merits of alpaca versus merino wool when my phone rang, cutting through the laughter like a cold draft.

      Glancing at the screen, I saw Charlie's name light up, sending a little jolt through me. I pressed the speaker button, my voice steady despite the butterflies doing a conga line in my stomach. "Hey, Charlie, what's up?"

      "Morning, Carrigan. I just wanted to check in before you left town. Everything okay on your end?" His voice was calm, professional, with just a hint of something softer underneath.

      "We're already on the road, but yeah, all's good here. Just a car full of yarn and high spirits." I tried to sound casual, but I could feel Trixie's knowing look boring into the back of my skull.

      "That's good to hear. Listen, I won't keep you. Just wanted to say...have a great trip, okay?" There was a pause, and I could almost hear him choosing his words. "And be careful. Portland's a big city, and you're...well, you're you."

      I laughed, a genuine sound that bubbled up from somewhere deep inside. "I'll take that as a compliment, Deputy. Thanks for the call. I'll see you when I get back."

      "Sure thing, Carrigan. Maybe we could…I dunno…go for dinner? Think about it and let me know. Take care." He rushed. And with that, he hung up, leaving a silence in the car that was quickly filled by Radleigh's exuberant whoops.

      "Ooh, Carrie! Was that a little pre-trip phone smooch from our favorite lawman?" Radleigh teased, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively.

      "Shut it, Moon-Pie," I shot back, but I couldn't suppress the warmth spreading through me. It was nice to know Charlie cared, even if he had a funny way of showing it.

      The miles melted away as we talked and laughed; the car filled with the scent of coffee and the sound of Trixie's crochet hook sliding through yarn rhythmically. I relaxed, the anxiety over my upcoming lunch with Mother ebbing away in the company of my friends.

      As the Portland skyline came into view, the car was filled with a mix of excitement and nerves. Radleigh was running through his routine in his head, mouthing the words to his lip-sync number. Trixie was double-checking the address for the Airbnb we rented—on a working farm, no less—her finger tracing the route on her phone's map.

      "We're almost there," I announced, a smile tugging at my lips. "Get ready for a weekend of fun and friendly competition."

      Radleigh let out a cheer. "To Portland, and to fresh memories!" Radleigh declared, raising an empty paper coffee cup.

      "To Portland," Trixie and I echoed, our voices mingling with the hum of the road beneath us.
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