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      The metal railing on the concrete staircase groaned when I fell against it. A bottle of Cuervo Gold dangled precariously from my unsteady hand. I shivered while a shrill chorus of coyotes pierced the cool night air. One cried out the plaintive melody. The others harmonized, raising it to a crescendo, fading to silence for a heartbeat before the cycle started again.

      A lot of people hated coyotes, but their cries resonated deep in my soul. Hunter. Trickster. Solitary and yet still reaching out to connect with others of their kind. I’d been solitary too long. I needed some connection.

      I pulled my body up two flights, stumbled along the walk to room 319, and pounded on the door. “Willie, man. Let me in.”

      “Who the hell is it?”

      “Liz. Liz Windsor.” Not my real name, but he’d find that out soon enough.

      “Never hearda you.”

      “Frank sent me. Thought we could party a little.”

      I was trying to keep my mind on my business, but part of me just wanted to play the role of the drunken whore for a night. Drinking on the job, especially on an empty stomach, was never a good idea, but what the hell. I was a solitary hunter, but I needed to connect. Lately, the nights had been awful lonely.

      The door breezed open so fast I almost fell into the room.

      “Whoa,” I said with a laugh, steadying myself with the doorframe.

      The bare-chested man before me looked worse than his mug shot. Three days’ worth of beard growth extended halfway down his throat. He smelled of sweat, musk, and weed. A few weeks on the lam will do that to a person.

      His name was Wilhelm Penzler. He’d been charged with money laundering and fraud. When he failed to appear at his court hearing, his bail bond agent hired me to pick him up and take his stinky ass back to jail.

      “Hey, Willie!” I held up the bottle of tequila and shot Penzler my most seductive smile. “Ya wanna party?”

      “It’s Wilhelm.” His gaze slid down to where my tube top barely covered my breasts. He grabbed the bottle and took a long pull. “Come on in.”

      I should’ve cuffed him right then. But I’d been in a funk for the past week. Okay, more like the past few months. Hadn’t been laid in forever. I deserved a little fun.

      A porno played on the television. Open boxes of Chinese takeout sat on the nightstand next to green glass pipe and a mirror dusted with a white powder. Clothes were strewn across a wood-framed chair, the bed, and the floor. A small trash can by the dresser overflowed with fast-food bags and an empty Entenmann’s pastry box.

      “Nice place,” I said playfully.

      “The maid hates me. So Frankie sent ya, huh? Gotta say, you’re better lookin’ than most of the skanks he has in his stable. How’d he know where I was, anyway?”

      I shrugged. “Didn’t say.”

      Penzler came up behind me and grabbed my crotch. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve given him a nose job with my elbow and twisted his wrist until the bones popped.

      Instead, I moaned with feigned pleasure. Well, somewhat feigned. It felt damn good to be touched. Penzler’s hands migrated up to my breasts, squeezing and massaging. Oh, Conor, I almost said out loud, remembering my ex-fiancé.

      I sat on Penzler’s bed, eyeing the glass pipe that lay next to a box of Mongolian beef. “You smoking a bowl?”

      “Yeah. Wanna hit?”

      “Definitely.”

      He handed me a lighter, and I indulged myself a little further. The smoke burned my throat, but it helped silence the voice in my head asking me what the hell I thought I was doing. Yeah, I got a fucking job to do. So what?

      “Shit.” I lay back on the bed, releasing a billowy cloud of sweet white magic. My brain felt like an old barnstorming biplane doing loop the loops. I passed the pipe and lighter back to Penzler.

      He lay next to me and took a hit. “I know, right? Good shit.”

      My phone pinged. “Dammit.”

      I glanced at it. A text from Assurity Bail Bonds’ Sadie Levinson read, You find Penzler yet?

      “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” Penzler asked.

      “My asshole boss.”

      “Frankie?”

      “Not exactly.” I took the pipe and lighter from him and set them on the nightstand.

      “Whaddya mean, ‘not exactly’? You’re one of his girls, right?” He slipped a leg over mine and started massaging my breast.

      I rolled my eyes. I wanted to just lie there and let Penzler fuck me. Instead, I sat up and twirled my finger in the air. “Turn around.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it,” I insisted.

      He guffawed but obeyed. “You ain’t gonna do nothing kinky, are you?”

      “Not kinky.”

      I took a deep breath to clear my head. Didn’t help. I pulled the handcuffs out of my back pocket and snapped them onto his wrists.

      “What the fuck?” he yelled.

      “Wilhelm Penzler, you missed your court date and violated your bail agreement.” I’d repeated these words so many times that, even high as a kite, I could repeat them without missing a syllable. “I’ve been hired to return you to custody.”

      “Bitch, take these off me, or I’ll fucking kill you. You know who I work for?” He began to buck. I tried to pull him off the bed, but in my impaired state, I lost my balance. I fell on my ass, banging my head on the nightstand.

      “Fuck, that hurt.”

      A loud thud shook the room. I pulled myself up enough to see Penzler slam the door with his shoulder a second time. The doorjamb cracked.

      “Dude, chill.” I rubbed the goose egg forming on the side of my head.

      He charged again. The door smashed open. I heard a metallic clang and a yelp of fear followed by a sickening thud.

      My head cleared with a rush of adrenaline. “Awww…shit!”

      I rushed out the door after him and stopped at the metal railing. Penzler lay in a heap on the pavement two stories below. “Shit, shit, shit, shit!”

      I raced along the walkway, vaulted down the staircase with moves that’d make Jackie Chan jealous, and rushed over to Penzler’s body. In the dim overhead light, I could make out a dark liquid puddling around his head. “Goddamn motherfucker shit.”

      My official title is bail enforcement agent, but that’s just a fancy term for a bounty hunter. Unfortunately, the days of “Bring ’em back dead or alive” were long gone. I don’t get paid when my fugitive is in the morgue.

      I can just walk away. Or call 911 from the burner phone in the glove box of my car. Then when I’ve sobered up, I can tell Sadie I found Penzler dead in the parking lot, with no idea how he got that way. Yeah, that might work.

      “Hey!” A woman in a flowery dress and flip-flops ran toward me with an ice bucket in her hand. “What happened?”

      Fuckity fuck fuck fuck!

      “Not sure.” My heart thudded in my chest. “He…he pitched himself over the rail.”

      “He dead?” She pulled out her phone, no doubt dialing 911.

      “I think so.” I was so fucked.

      While Ice Bucket Lady called emergency services, I raced back to Penzler’s room and tried to figure out what to tell the cops. Between the booze, the weed, and the adrenaline, my mind was having trouble focusing.

      Okay, I was never here. Wait, my handcuffs are still on his wrists. Shit. Even if I remove them without anyone seeing, the autopsy will show his wrists were bound. See, I may be drunk and half baked, but at least I remember shit like that.

      Okay, so I was here, and I…I knocked on the door, and he ran out of the room and pitched over the rail. No, that doesn’t make sense. Why would he do that?

      How about, he opened the door. When I told him who I was, he ran back inside. I chased after him and cuffed him. But he knocked me off balance and busted through the door to escape, only he pitched over the railing instead. Okay, we’ll go with that. Wait, who is this we? Shit, I’m so fucked up.

      With a ratty towel from the bathroom, I wiped down the tequila bottle, the pipe, and every surface I thought I’d touched. Didn’t want anybody to know I was high when I showed up to arrest Penzler. Finally, I called my attorney, Kirsten Pasternak. The phone rang four times before she picked up.

      “Jinx? What’s up?”

      My teeth chattered from a combination of nervousness and the cold. “I’m…in a bit of a situation.”

      “Can it wait? I’m at the movies with this really charming man. I think he likes me.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just felt stupid for letting something like this happen.

      She sighed on her end of the line. “Okay, where are you?”

      I gave her the details. She promised she’d be there as soon as she could. “Don’t say anything to anyone until I get there.”

      “I know the drill.”
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      Sirens alerted me that the police had arrived. I hated leaving the bottle of tequila behind. I was going to need it after dealing with this shit. But best to leave the wiped bottle for the crime scene techs. I took a deep breath and wandered downstairs to face the music.

      As a general rule, the local cops weren’t fond of people in my profession, especially after a team of bounty hunters mistakenly stormed the home of the Phoenix chief of police a few years back. I wasn’t involved, but it didn’t boost our reputation among those sworn to protect and serve.

      When a uniformed officer showed up and asked me for an initial statement, I followed Kirsten’s instructions and said, “I’m not saying anything until my attorney gets here.” Statements like that naturally drew suspicion, but in my impaired state, it would have been way too easy to slip up and say something incriminating. I didn’t need to give the cops a win tonight.

      I was sitting on a wooden bench outside the motel when Kirsten’s silver-blue Mercedes pulled up. We had met years earlier at the Phoenix Gender Alliance. She stood an inch over six feet and wore a black blazer over a revealing white blouse.

      “Jiminy Christmas, Jinx. You look like the walking dead,” Kirsten said in her deep, sultry voice.

      “Gee, thanks,” I replied sarcastically. I couldn’t stop the shivering, even after I’d grabbed a jacket from my car.

      “Look, I’m not trying to be mean. I’m worried about you. You’re skinnier than a runway model, and you smell like a frat house after a kegger. You been smoking pot?”

      “No!”

      She glared at me over her yellow-framed glasses.

      “Okay, maybe. Lately, things have just been so…I don’t know.”

      She put a hand on my arm. “You know you’re more than a client to me, right? You’re my friend. What’s gotten into you? Is this because of what happened with Conor?”

      Five months earlier, my fiancé, Conor Doyle, had attempted to stop a white nationalist with a truckload of explosives bound for Phoenix City Hall. Conor forced the truck off the highway several miles away from its destination. The driver triggered the bomb, killing forty-three people and injuring two hundred more.

      Conor was lauded as a hero until the media learned that the Police Service of Northern Ireland had an outstanding warrant for him, dating back to his teenage years. Reporters hounded me at my house and followed me when I went out, making it impossible to do my job. By the time they had scavenged the last tasty morsel of gossip, I was a broken woman—traumatized, alone, and struggling to reassemble the shrapnel of my life.

      “I don’t want to talk about Conor,” I told Kirsten. “Or about Toni.”

      “Oh yeah, that corrections officer you were dating. Toni Bennett. Helluva name. I’d forgotten about her.”

      I snickered darkly. “Wish I could.”

      She put a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry. But if it’s any consolation, Conor died a hero. Had the driver reached City Hall, the death toll would have exceeded a thousand.”

      It wasn’t any consolation. Nor was Conor dead as everyone thought.

      “Back to the matter at hand. What happened this evening?” Kirsten asked.

      “Wilhelm Penzler skipped on a money-laundering charge. I tracked him here and talked my way into his room. When I cuffed him, he freaked. Busted through the door so hard that he flipped over the railing and fell two stories.”

      “Were you inside the motel room?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where’d you get the pot?”

      “He was already smoking it when I arrived. Looked like he’d also done some lines of coke before I got there.”

      “So rather than arrest him right away, the two of you had a little party. How very Hunter S. Thompson of you.”

      I shrugged. What could I say? Guilty as charged.

      “What a mess.” She shook her head. “Do you have any drugs on you?”

      “Sorry. No. You’ll have to get your own.” I burst out giggling. Couldn’t help it. This was all so absurd.

      “Jinx, this is serious. You could be charged with involuntary manslaughter.”

      That sobered me up a bit. “I didn’t bring any drugs other than a bottle of tequila.”

      “Did he drink any?”

      I tried to remember. So many of the details were muddled. “I don’t think so.”

      “Well,” said Kirsten, “time to face the music.”

      Detective Pierce Hardin was speaking with two other detectives near the staircase, then wandered in our direction when Kirsten waved him over.

      Hardin’s graying hair contrasted with his dark skin. He’d started growing a beard since the last time I’d seen him. Ten years earlier, when I joined the Phoenix PD, Hardin had been my field-training officer. He was so tough and by the book, he’d earned the nickname Detective Hardass.

      My pulse quickened as Hardin approached. I assured myself I wasn’t responsible for Penzler’s swan dive, but I still felt guilty.

      “Detective Hardin,” said Kirsten.

      “Evening, Counselor.” He gave her a brief, polite smile, which vanished the instant he looked at me. “Jesus, Ballou! What the hell’s going on with you? You look like shit on a cracker. And you smell worse.”

      “Pleasure to see you, too, Detective,” I said as soberly as I could.

      “You mind telling me why this guy Penzler took a header onto the pavement? And why he’s wearing a pair of handcuffs, which I’d bet my left nut belong to you?”

      Kirsten gave me a nod.

      “He failed to appear in court. I tried to arrest him. He went berserk. Charged out of the room like an enraged bull on steroids, hit the rail, and belly-flopped onto the asphalt. If only he’d stuck the landing.” A guffaw threatened to surface. I covered my mouth to suppress it.

      Hardin’s nostrils flared. “You think this shit is funny? A man is dead, Ballou.”

      “I know. Sorry.” I clamped down hard on the urge to laugh, but it felt like riding a bucking bronco. This whole thing was so absurd, it was hard not to laugh at it.

      “You realize who Penzler worked for, right?”

      I tried to remember, but the details were fuzzy. “Shit, some bar in Scottsdale, I think.”

      This time, it was Hardin’s turn to scoff. “Some bar? Is that all you got? Used to be you’d know an FTA’s shoe size and their third-grade teacher’s maiden name. Now all you know is he worked at some bar?”

      “Why? What’s the big deal?”

      “That bar is a strip club run by the Volkov crime family.” The Volkovs were Chechen gangsters with ties to the Russian mafia.

      “Volkov? Volkov’s dead. I—” I stopped when Kirsten gave me a red-light look.

      “Yeah, Ballou, you killed Milo Volkov. I know all about it. But here’s the rub. Milo had a brother, Sergei, who now runs the organization. The tittie bars, the sex trafficking, money laundering, and probably a whole host of other shit we don’t even know about. And Penzler was in the middle of all of it. His attorneys had been in talks with the feds and the county attorney’s office about a plea deal.”

      The fog in my mind burned away. Milo Volkov had been a ruthless Chechen mobster running a human trafficking organization. I’d landed in the son of a bitch’s crosshairs while pursuing a teenage murder suspect he had kidnapped. When the smoke cleared, Volkov, several of his men, two federal agents, and a fellow bounty hunter were dead.

      “Penzler had a plea deal? To testify against Volkov, I suppose.”

      “So I’m told,” replied Hardin.

      “Shit, that’d be suicide. Wait, maybe that’s why Penzler jumped. If Sergei’s anything like his sadistic brother, jumping off a balcony’d be a helluva lot less painful than what awaited Penzler if he testified.”

      “You’re saying he committed suicide?” Hardin didn’t look convinced.

      “You have any proof he didn’t?” Kirsten countered.

      Hardin shook his head. “You realize this was one of Special Agent Lovelace’s cases? I know you two have a history of butting heads. When she hears you wrecked their case against Sergei, she’s going to go ballistic.”

      “Detective, do not threaten my client. She has had a rough few months. And yet, she’s here doing her job. It is not her fault Mr. Penzler skipped his hearing. Nor is it her fault he fell over a railing, whether accidentally or intentionally.”

      “Unless you’re working for Volkov.” Hardin’s gaze landed on me.

      Daggers flew from my eyes. “You know me better than that. I might bend the rules here and there. And I’ll admit, I’ve been in a funk the past few months, but I would never, ever work for the Volkov organization.”

      Hardin didn’t look happy, but the fire in his eyes tempered a bit. “Anything else I should know about what happened here?”

      “Nope. But I would like my handcuffs back.”

      “Too bad. They’re evidence.” Hardin glared at me. “Now get the hell off my crime scene.”

      “Gladly.” I turned and walked away, with Kirsten beside me.

      “And get your act together!” he shouted at my back. “Because if shit like this happens again, I will lock your skinny white ass up and throw away the key. You got me?”

      I ignored him. When we reached my car, Kirsten put a hand on my arm. Her face showed concern. “You okay to drive?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for tonight.”

      “Jinx, I’m seriously worried about you.”

      I yanked my arm out of her grip. “I said I’m fine.”

      “You look anorexic.”

      “Oh, so you’re going to body-shame me for being slender.”

      “That’s not it, and you know it. I’m concerned. You’re not slender; you’re emaciated. You’re clearly not eating. You’re driving and working while under the influence. And if you don’t get help soon, situations like tonight or worse are going to happen again. And I may not be able to keep you out of jail. Or the morgue.”

      “If I wanted someone to play armchair therapist, I’d call up my dad. At least he’s the real deal.”

      “Jinx, I’m only saying this because I care.”

      I turned away, irritated. “Maybe you shouldn’t care so much. Conor cared, and look where it got him.” I climbed behind the wheel of the Dodge Charger.

      Kirsten started to say something, but I revved the engine.

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you!”

      “I said—”

      I revved the engine louder and roared out of the parking lot, leaving twin trails of rubber on the pavement. I was a total bitch, and I knew it. But I didn’t need anyone feeling sorry for me. Especially her.
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      I arrived home around eleven o’clock to the boundless energy of Diana, my nine-month-old golden retriever. She jumped and yipped with excitement as I closed the front door. Her paws were covered in dirt from digging in the backyard, but I didn’t care. With all the shit going on in my life, Diana was my one source of happiness. I’d never thought of myself as a dog person before my brother, Jake, gave her to me as a Christmas present. But now I couldn’t imagine my life without her.

      “Hey, baby girl.” I lay on the floor and let her slather me with slobbery puppy kisses. “How you doing?”

      I went to hug her, and she bolted to the kitchen. “Fine. Be that way.”

      She returned a moment later with her empty food bowl in her mouth. Shit. I forgot to fill it before I left this morning. “I’m sorry, baby. Mama was out later than expected.”

      I grabbed the bag of gourmet kibble from the pantry and filled her bowl. She dug in, tail wagging like a high-speed metronome.

      I tried to remember if I’d eaten that day and couldn’t recall anything. The dishes in my sink were at least a couple of days old. The fridge was empty except for a gallon of milk that was turning lumpy. I checked the pantry. A package of ramen, a few dusty cans of tuna, and a box of Rice-A-Roni. I looked at the instructions on the Rice-A-Roni box. It required butter, which I didn’t have, unless the sour milk counted. I settled for the ramen dusted with the contents of the “oriental-flavor” seasoning packet. I concluded that if oriental really was a flavor, it shouldn’t be.

      The old me would have had plenty of healthy food in the kitchen. And it wasn’t like I was short of funds. End of last year, I’d brought in two hundred grand for capturing one of the FBI’s most wanted. My fiancé, Conor Doyle, had listed me as his beneficiary on his life insurance policy, so when he was declared dead, I’d inherited a sizable sum.

      If anything, I was short on motivation. The thought of wandering the grocery store aisles, dodging idiots who paid no attention to where they were going, set my teeth on edge. Last time I was there, I was two seconds away from bludgeoning an old man who’d been blocking the aisle with his cart for five minutes, trying to decide between two brands of canned peas. They were canned peas, for fuck’s sake. They all taste like green mush, so just pick one!

      Using the wall for balance, I zombie-shuffled down the hall to my bedroom with Diana trailing me. I lay on sheets that hadn’t been washed in weeks and stared at the popcorn ceiling. My body craved sleep, but my mind wouldn’t shut off.

      As Diana snuggled her warm body next to me, I kept thinking about Wilhelm Penzler. Was it an accident? Was it suicide? Either way, he’d still be alive if not for me. A lot of people would still be alive if not for me. In nine years as a bounty hunter, I’d killed nearly a dozen people. Granted, the world was a better place without most of them—drug dealers, human traffickers, rapists, murderers, and a few terrorists.

      But each one came with a cost. What made me better than any of them? I didn’t solve crimes. I just tracked down people who didn’t show up for court and took them to jail. Before you knew it, most were bailed out again. I was useless. A drain on society. A drain with a mail-order badge and a gun.

      At some point, I drifted off because the next thing I heard was the garbage truck rumbling down the street. Diana dangled a slobbery leash in my face.

      “Hey, puppy.” I gave her a head scratch. “What’s up?” As if I didn’t know.

      She dropped the leash beside me on the bed and gave an impatient whine.

      “Okay, let’s go for a run.”

      I dragged myself to the bathroom, emptied my bladder, and stared at my reflection in the mirror. Gaunt didn’t describe it. Aside from the limp black hair, the pale woman staring back at me looked like a White Walker from Game of Thrones.

      “Bitch, get your shit together,” I muttered.

      My phone rang. I glanced at the screen. Ugh. Sadie Fucking Levinson of Assurity Bail Bonds. I sent the call to voice mail. She was going to have a shit fit when I told her dear old Wilhelm Penzler failed his first flying lesson.

      A text appeared on the screen. “Ms. Ballou, get your tuchus in here.”

      I was in no mood to deal with her attitude.  It’s Saturday, I replied.

      Don’t care what day it is. Get here now. Not a request.

      I pulled on a mostly clean T-shirt and a pair of shorts, grabbed a Wonder Woman baseball cap, snapped a leash to Diana’s collar, and we went for a run through the neighborhood.

      I lived in Phoenix’s historic Willo District, near Third Avenue and McDowell Road. The neighborhood was a labyrinth of streets lined with small but pricey brick houses sheltered by maturing shade trees. The area attracted quirky Gen Xers and millennials who sported a lot of ink and had a live-and-let-live attitude.

      Up until last December, I’d lived a couple of streets north in a house that my brother had renovated and sold to me for a song after the housing bubble burst.

      After Conor was declared dead, I inherited his house, which I’d nicknamed the Bunker. It had twelve-inch-thick brick outer walls, bullet-resistant polycarbonate windows, and steel-reinforced doors. Oh, and there was the underground tunnel that led from the coat closet to the back room of a tattoo shop on McDowell Road. Conor had hardened the place’s defenses after a drug dealer he’d returned to jail sent his crew to retaliate.

      I’d offered my old house rent free to a few transgender friends who needed a safe place to transition and rebuild their lives. Not everyone had a supportive family like mine.

      The cool air buzzed with the droning of leaf blowers, their modulating pitches going in and out of phase with each other. Despite the high temperature hitting the triple-digit mark just days ago, a cool front had settled in, giving the city a temporary reprieve before summer blazed into full fury.

      Fellow residents walking with their canine companions waved as we passed. I knew faces and dogs but not names. The petite Korean woman with the Shiba Inu. The older white guy with the pug. The muscular Latino with the Belgian Malinois.

      Just as well we never spoke. Who in their right mind would want to know me? I was a drunken loser who’d been engaged to a man wanted for terrorism. Didn’t exactly make for pleasant small talk.

      How was your day?

      It was great! I got wasted and let a fugitive take a twenty-foot nosedive into a parking lot. How was yours?

      Diana stopped to lift a leg next to the tire of a pickup decorated with MAGA and NRA bumper stickers.

      “Good dog,” I said before rounding the corner back toward home.

      After our run, I hopped into the shower to wash off the previous night’s shame, got dressed, and pulled my hair into a ponytail without bothering to blow it dry. This was Arizona. It’d be dry in thirty minutes, anyway.

      For breakfast, I poured coffee into a travel mug and flavored it with a dash of coconut rum. Or more than a dash. I needed a little liquid courage before I told Sadie about Penzler’s recent demise, assuming she didn’t already know.

      I strapped my ballistic vest over my T-shirt. I hooked my utility belt around my waist and slipped a Taser in the holster on my right hip, a Ruger nine-mil in a cross-draw on my left. Pouches in back held two pairs of handcuffs, a spare Taser cartridge, and a spare magazine of ammo. I hung my bail enforcement agent badge around my neck and slipped on a pair of wraparound shades, followed by a pair of fingerless gloves. Ready for action.

      “Okay, Diana. Be good while I’m gone.” I topped off her food bowl and filled her water bowl from the RO spout. “Try not to terrorize the feral cats too much.”

      She responded with a bark, which I took to mean, “Yeah, who are you kidding?”

      I hopped into the Charger and cruised downtown for my meeting with Sadie.
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      I drove south a few miles to the Arizona Center, an open-air shopping center that was a mix of trendy restaurants, touristy shops, and small business offices. Assurity Bail Bonds was tucked away on the second floor in the corner of the L-shaped complex. A string of bells jingled as I walked in.

      Unlike most bail bond shops, which had all the charm and elegance of a check-cashing joint, Assurity looked more like a cross between a law office and an art gallery. Plush carpeting. Framed prints on the wall. Leather armchairs for clients. Two cherrywood desks separated the waiting area from the rest of the office. One of them was occupied by Sadie, who did not look pleased to see me, despite her urgent texts.

      Her wedge-cut helmet of hair was immaculate as always. Her makeup understated and professional. And the scowl on her face all too familiar.

      I plopped down in one of the chairs in front of her desk. “Whassup?”

      The creases in the corners of her eyes deepened. “Whassup?” she echoed in a mocking tone. “Are you genuinely asking me that? Where is Mr. Penzler?”

      “Well, you see, there was an incident.”

      She pulled a folded newspaper from the side of her desk and slapped it down between us. The headline read “Mob Informant Leaps to Death.”

      “Would this be the ‘incident’ in question?” Her mouth was an ugly slash across her face.

      I shifted in my seat. Maybe I should’ve brought Diana with me. Or that bottle of rum. “Yeah, poor Penzler, huh? Maybe the Volkovs got to him.”

      “Don’t give me any of that mishegas, Ms. Ballou. It’s beneath even you. Tell me what happened.”

      “Look, I tracked him to a motel off I-17 and Northern. Talked my way inside, but when I cuffed him, he busted through the doorway so hard he flipped over the railing. Totally not my fault.”

      “And were you drunk like you are this morning?”

      “Drunk? Who’s drunk?” I stood in protest.

      “Don’t even try! You smell like a tiki bar.”

      “My point is Wilhelm Penzler either fell by accident or he jumped. Cops said so. At least you don’t have to pay out the full bail amount.”

      “I have a business to run, and Mr. Penzler was a client. In the past three months, I’ve had more than a dozen complaints against you. Harassment. Assault. Abusive language. One gentleman claimed you broke his wrist.”

      “That asshole broke his own wrist trying to squeeze out of the cuffs.”

      “Not what he said.” She turned her attention to her computer screen.

      “Who you gonna believe? Me or your criminal clients? Besides, a little rough play makes them more likely to show up to court.”

      “You’ve got chutzpah. I’ll give you that.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “You’re fired.”

      The words hit me like a gunshot from a sniper. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Her gaze met mine. “I have no need for someone who lacks a single iota of professionalism. I’m reassigning your remaining cases to Viper Fugitive Recovery.”

      “What about me? Where am I supposed to go? No one else will hire me.”

      “Not my problem.” She tossed the newspaper in the trash and turned back to her computer.

      “I’ve recovered a ton of fugitives, including some that no one else could locate. Paul Russo. Doug Chang. Shelly Reid. Steve Shaw.” I counted each one off on my hand. “Remember Holly Schwartz? Not even Fiddler could track her down. I did.”

      Sadie leaned back and crossed her arms. “Yes, you used to be an ace bounty hunter. And you’ll recall I hired you when no one else would. I didn’t care if you were transgender. All I cared about was results. Right now, your results are bupkis. Time you get over Conor Doyle’s death and …”

      The mention of Conor’s name sent a bright blade of rage slicing through me. “Leave Conor out of this!” I slammed my fist on the desk so hard she jumped. “I bet you’re the one who snitched on him to the Northern Ireland police.”

      “I did nothing of the kind.” Her face became a wall of stone.

      “Only three people knew about Conor’s past. Conor, me, and you. And I sure as fuck didn’t turn him in.”

      “Ms. Ballou…Jinx.” She took a breath, and her expression softened. “I apologize for what I said. While I did not care for the man, I kept my knowledge of Conor’s past to myself. And I am sorry for your loss.”

      “I don’t need your pity, lady.”

      “Jinx, listen to me.”

      Were those tears in her eyes?

      She put a hand on my arm. “I respect you. You have the potential to be a top-notch bail enforcement professional. But since Conor’s passing, you’ve fallen apart. Understandable. Grief hits us hard. I struggled after my father passed. But you need to get help. Until you do, you’re a liability.”

      I stepped away from the desk, even as my own eyes threatened to water. I was not gonna let her see me cry. “Fuck you, bitch! I don’t need this shit, anyway. I got money. Maybe I’ll just hang out at coffee shops and write a novel.”

      “Do what you like, Ms. Ballou. But for your own sake, get some help. Your father’s a psychologist, isn’t he? I’m sure he can recommend someone.”

      I flipped her a single-finger salute with each hand, turned on my heels, and marched out of the door.

      On the way home, I stopped at a liquor store and picked up a couple of bottles of tequila. Back in the car, I poured some into a travel cup. Fuel for the road.

      Despite my simmering rage, I kept to the speed limit as I drove north up Seventh Street. Not hard to do since there were so many stoplights.

      “Go, you fucking idiot!” I shouted at the Ford Explorer ahead of me, going five miles under the speed limit. When I finally passed him, I noticed the Phoenix Police decal on the side of the car. Fuck!

      I kept pace with the patrol vehicle until it turned west on McDowell, then I floored it. Fucking slow cop.

      I was feeling better when I pulled into my driveway. Grabbed the paper bag with the two bottles along with my travel cup and shuffled to the front door. Took me a moment to figure out the right key to open the door. When I finally stumbled inside, I collapsed on the couch and turned on the TV.

      For the record, daytime television sucks ass. Seriously, it’s all talk shows with the worst sorts of people on. And the commercials. Holy fuck me with a spoon! Nothing but ambulance chasers, substandard insurance, and pharmaceutical ads with a mile-long list of horrific side effects. I finally found a punk-rock music channel and cranked it up while I vegged to ponder what a shithole my life had become.

      “Hey! Can you turn it down? Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      I looked up to see an androgynous person in a wifebeater and boxers standing over me.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I asked.

      “I’m Max, and I live here. Who the hell are you?”

      “This is my fucking house!” I tried to stand up, but the room wobbled, so I sank back down on the couch.

      “Like hell it is. I’ve never seen you before. I’m getting Ciara.”

      Ciara. The name was familiar. Ciara. Ciara Mountains. No, that was the Sierra-something Mountains. Who was Ciara again?

      Next thing I knew, a woman with a familiar yet asymmetrical face was standing next to the asshole, telling me to get out of my own goddamn house. Ciara. Now I remembered. I drained my travel cup.

      “Jinx, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m sitting here listening to music in my house. What are you doing here?”

      “I was trying to do some bookkeeping until Max interrupted me.”

      Max. The asshole giving me shit. “Tell Max to get the hell out of my house, then.”

      “Jinx, Max lives here. And while yes, technically you still own this house, you live in Conor’s old place now. Remember?”

      Thoughts flitted against the current of booze lubricating my brain. Shit. I was at my old house. Ciara was…was something…oh yeah, she was the resident manager. Fuck.

      I took a deep breath and looked at the asshole. Max. Not an asshole. Or maybe an asshole. Wasn’t sure. “Look, man, I’m sorry. I got a little confused.”

      “Like I don’t have enough shit to deal with.” Max crossed his arms.

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Just sorry.” I pulled myself to my feet. The room spun, but I managed to stay upright and hold onto the bottle of tequila. “I’m outta here.”

      Ciara put a flat hand on my chest. “Whoa. You can’t drive home like this. Come on. There’s an empty bed in my room. Sleep it off.”

      I looked at her. Or tried to. Everything was so goddamn swirly and hard to focus on. I was tired. “Yeah, okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke with my mouth tasting of coconut-flavored bile. The bedsheets didn’t feel right, though the room was vaguely familiar. The front of my shirt was damp.

      “Diana?” I called. Where was she?

      “Feeling better?” Ciara stepped in and flicked on the overhead lamp, sending steely shards of light through my eye sockets.

      I squinted in the glare. “Oh fuck. Tell me I didn’t do anything too stupid.”

      “You mean like yelling at our newest resident and puking in the bathtub? Yeah, a little.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry.” I rubbed my temples, trying to get the explosions of pain to stop.

      “No worries.” Ciara sat next to me on the bed and offered a glass filled with something red. “Here, have some of my hangover remedy.”

      I took a sip. It was thicker than it looked, but it didn’t taste bad. “What’s in it?”

      “Spicy V8, raw egg, parsley, and a dash of lemon juice. You’ll want to drink a lot of water too. That much alcohol will dehydrate you.”

      “Thanks. You’re a good friend.”

      “You’re a good friend, too, usually.”

      “But not lately.”

      She shrugged. “You’ve been in a slump. I get it.”

      “I…I haven’t been myself since Conor…” I was surprised by my openness. I hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with my feelings of late, other than rage.

      “Can’t blame you there. After I was attacked a couple years ago, I had a lot of PTSD. Even now, sometimes I feel triggered looking at my misshapen eye and jaw. The doctors saved my life, but I couldn’t afford a reconstructive surgeon.”

      I felt guilty. I’d experienced a similar attack on my high school graduation night. But I had supportive parents with good insurance. Ciara didn’t have anybody but her friends in the trans community.

      “You look good, Ciara. Really.”

      She blushed. “I don’t, but thanks.”

      We sat there as the silence grew awkward. “I should head back to my place. My real place. Thanks for helping me out.” I gave her a hug and handed her the empty glass.

      “That’s what family’s for. And if you need to talk, you got my number.”

      “I do. And I know where you live.”

      She laughed, and it sounded like sunshine. “You off to capture more bad guys?”

      I let out a deep sigh. “I got fired this morning. So, no.”

      “For being trans?”

      “No, for being a drunken bitch.”

      “You need money?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m good. Just need to get my shit together.”

      I grabbed my utility belt and vest and followed Ciara to the front door. The sun was riding the horizon, painting the clouds with red, orange, and lavender. How long had I been asleep?

      “Take care of yourself, Jinx. Maybe you should look into getting some—”

      I cut her off with a gesture. “Don’t say it. I know. I need help. When I’m ready, I’ll…I don’t know. I guess I’ll talk to someone.”

      After a final hug, I walked wearily to the Charger and drove up two streets to the Bunker. A black SUV sat parked in front of the house. With the light bar on top, it looked like a police vehicle. But the gold lettering on the side read Viper Fugitive Recovery.

      “Shit.” I pulled under my carport and walked down the driveway toward my visitor.

      A white guy I recognized as Paul “Deez” Dzundza climbed out of the SUV. I had a vague memory of a recent text conversation with him, though the details escaped me.

      Deez stood six-eight, a walking wall of muscle. Even in the fading light, I could see the scar on his neck from when he’d taken a bullet for me three years earlier when we worked together on Conor’s crew.

      “I’s getting worried.” His voice was a gentle rumble. “I thought we said seven.”

      I glanced at my watch. It was seven thirty-five. “Sorry. Traffic.”

      “No worries.” A wave of sadness washed over me when he wrapped me in a tender bear hug. I hadn’t seen him since Conor’s funeral.

      “How’s it going, Deez?”

      He released me and met my gaze. “Good. How you holding up, girl?”

      I shrugged. “Same shit. Different day. How’s Tommy Boy?”

      “That kid of mine won’t quit growing. Just turned twenty-five. He’s an inch taller than me now.”

      “Twenty-five? Shit. Guess that makes you…”

      “Old as the hills.” His eyes watered. “We’ve missed you, kid.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Sorry about Assurity. That wasn’t my doing. I’d never steal work from you. You know that, right?”

      “I know.” My headache started hammering a little harder behind my eyes.

      “I’d love to have you on the team again.”

      Memories of the day he got shot gutted me with guilt. “Thanks for the offer, but you know, I got my own thing going.”

      “Well, listen, I have a job I think might be right up your alley.”

      “Deez, Sadie gave me the boot. She doesn’t want me anywhere near her cases.”

      “This isn’t Assurity. It’s Pima Bail Bonds in Scottsdale.”

      “Pima? They didn’t want anything to do with me after I got outed a few years ago.”

      “I know, but this case is different. I’ve already talked to Maurice about it. He’s cool with you taking it.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “Why?”

      “It’s the James Fitzgerald murder case. You familiar with it?”

      “That preacher? The one that got his dick cut off in the sleazy motel? Why does Maurice want me to take the case?”

      Deez hesitated a moment. “The client’s transgender like you.”

      I eye-rolled hard. “Oh, I get it. Maurice will hire me if I’m putting away one of my own. Is that it? Well, you can tell Maurice Begay that I won’t be his Judas, all right?”

      Deez put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s not like that. From what I’m told, this client got roughed up pretty bad in lockup before she was bailed out. Put her in with the men.”

      My stomach turned. Recent changes in DOC policy dictated that transgender prisoners be housed based on their assigned sex at birth, even those who had had gender confirmation surgery. Many had been assaulted as a result, and one had died. Lawsuits had been filed, but so far, DOC hadn’t blinked.

      “Shit, Deez, and you want me to put her back in that hellhole?”

      “No, but who better to safely return this woman to custody and get her bail reset but someone like you?”

      “What’d she do?”

      “Charged with first-degree murder for allegedly killing Brother James Fitzgerald.”

      I shook my head. “That fucking street preacher who showed up at schools, saying women deserved to be raped and calling for queer people to be put to death? We should give her a medal, not lock her up.”

      “I don’t disagree. Nevertheless, she jumped bail. I had Tommy Boy and Rodeo on it, but they hit a brick wall. Pearson’s a member of an all-girl biker gang up north. They’re not giving her up.”

      “Not my problem.”

      “Think about it, Jinx. If you don’t take it, Maurice will assign the job to someone else, someone who isn’t afraid to get rough.”

      “How long before the bond is forfeit?”

      “Little over a week. You could ask for double the standard rate. Maurice’ll pay it. Bail’s at three hundred thousand. That’d be a sweet sixty grand for you.”

      I thought about it, then shook my head. “I appreciate you thinking of me, man, but I can’t do it. Maurice had his chance to hire me a few years ago. If the only reason he wants me now is to go after one of my own, he can go to hell.”

      “I understand.” Deez shook my hand and clapped me on the back. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “Take care of yourself, Jinx. You’re family to Tommy and me.”

      “Likewise.” I trudged back down my driveway.

      “Hey!” he called from inside his SUV.

      I turned. “Yeah?”

      “Let’s get a drink sometime.”

      “Yeah. I’ll call you.” I wouldn’t. Too many fucked-up memories.

      Inside the house, Diana jumped up and nearly bowled me over. “Hey, baby! How’s my girl?”

      I filled her bowls with kibble and water, then plopped down in front of the TV, looking for something on Netflix to help me unplug. Nothing looked interesting.

      I pulled out my phone. My best friend, Becca Alvarez, had left a message asking me to call her. No doubt she was worried about me too. Like I needed anyone else’s pity.

      I tossed the phone aside, opened the other bottle of tequila, and settled in to binge-watch Dexter. Something satisfying about watching assholes get what they deserve.
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      I didn’t know how long I had been staring at my ceiling—minutes, hours, weeks. Diana lay beside me, her head on my chest. I would have stayed there, but my bladder was so full my back teeth were floating.

      I padded to the bathroom and sat on the toilet. The golden glow of morning shone through the window. A clock on the wall told me it was nine o’clock.

      What the hell am I going to do now? I had liked working for Sadie Levinson. Sure, she had a stick up her ass, but after I was publicly outed by a local newspaper, she’d given me a chance when no one else would. And now I’d screwed that up.

      The thought of taking the job with Pima Bail Bonds turned my stomach. Tracking down a transgender woman to throw her back in jail? I don’t think so. Jail’s bad enough for cisgender people. For trans people, it’s a fucking nightmare. No way would I be a part of that.

      I felt lost with nothing to do, nothing to look forward to. Like a sailboat adrift in the doldrums.

      I was shambling into the kitchen when the doorbell rang. I glanced at a video monitor on the wall that showed my bestie, Becca Alvarez, and her nonbinary partner, Easton St. Claire, at my front door.

      Becca and I had been thick as thieves since we first met in middle school. She now worked as a freelance IT security consultant, whom I frequently hired for skip tracing.

      Becca was dressed in a shirt emblazoned with a portrait of Frida Kahlo made up like a sugar skull. Easton wore a cornflower-blue button-down with a yellow tie and matching suspenders.

      I pressed the call button. “Hold on a sec.”

      I ran to the bedroom and pulled on a clean shirt and jeans. Diana started whining, clearly wanting to go for her morning run.

      “Gonna have to wait, girl.”

      She shot me a look of disappointment.

      “Hey.” I opened the door and welcomed Becca and Easton inside. They each gave me a lukewarm hug and greeted Diana enthusiastically. “Want some coffee?”

      “Sure,” said Becca in a curt tone she often took when she was upset about something.

      They followed me into the kitchen and sat at the antique wooden table that my grandmother Marie Lafitte had given me. She claimed it once belonged to our ancestor, the legendary pirate Jean Lafitte. I filled three mugs with coffee. “How you want your coffee?”

      “A little cream,” Becca answered.

      “Black’s fine for me,” Easton replied.

      I added a dash of cream in Becca’s and brought all three mugs to the table.

      “What’s up?” I said in my most convincing “everything’s great” tone.

      Becca stared daggers at me. “You don’t answer my calls. Don’t reply to my texts. Your hair looks like a rat’s nest, and you look and smell like something Diana threw up.”

      Diana glanced up at the mention of her name, her tail wagging excitedly.

      “Becks, I’ve been busy.”

      “Bullshit! In the years we’ve known each other, you’ve never shut me out like this. You didn’t go to Pride. You haven’t shown up at the Hub since Goddess knows when.”

      The Hub was a coworking space downtown where we shared a table for our respective businesses.

      “I called you to get a location for Wilhelm Penzler,” I pointed out.

      “And then hung up on me before I could say anything else. Are you even signed up for Phoenix Fan Fusion? Or have you given up cosplaying too?”

      “I’m dealing with enough shit without you getting all up in my grill.”

      Easton put a hand on mine. Flecks of glitter in their nail polish sparkled in the morning light. “Jinx, we’re not here to guilt-trip you. We’re concerned about you. You look depressed.”

      “And anorexic,” Becca added.

      “Don’t body-shame me!” I wrapped my arms around my chest.

      “I’m not body-shaming you, Jinxie. I’m worried.” The angles of Becca’s face softened. “You and me, we’ve had each other’s backs since forever. Part of that meant speaking up if the other was self-destructing.”

      Words caught in my throat. I hated that she was right.

      “Remember what I went through when my mom got sick?” she asked. “Between the grief from her death and my chronic fatigue flaring up, I felt like a zombie. You were there for me, even when I tried to shut out the whole world. You helped me get back into my groove. You were at my apartment so much my dad thought we were a couple.”

      I chuckled in spite of the immense pressure inside me. “I remember.”

      “With Conor gone, it’s understandable what you’re going through. There’s no set timeline on grieving. But it’s easy to let grief turn into something more toxic. Like alcoholism. Anorexia. If this keeps up, you could get fired.”

      “Too late. Sadie fired me yesterday.”

      “I’m sorry, babe.”

      Becca laid her head on my shoulder. Easton side-hugged my other shoulder. I liked being in the middle of this cuddle puddle.

      “Guess it’s time to quit feeling sorry for myself.”

      “You have any prospects for work?” asked Becca.

      “Deez dropped by yesterday with a job. Not sure I want it, though.”

      Becca turned and met my aimless gaze. “Why not?”

      “The FTA is transgender.”

      “What’s an FTA?” asked Easton.

      “Failure to appear,” I replied. “She didn’t show up to court. She’s allegedly the one who killed that douchebag Brother James.”

      “Holy sugar!” Easton covered their mouth in surprise. “You’re talking about Zia Pearson, aren’t you? I heard what happened to her in jail. It was horrible.”

      “Didn’t look at the file, but the name sounds familiar.”

      “She’s been on the news,” they added. “Apparently, she and Brother James got into a shoving match at a biker festival in Scottsdale. That same night, he turned up dead in a skeevy motel room. Police found her partying at a strip club next door. She said she didn’t do it, but even if she did, he deserved it.”

      “You should take the job,” Becca said matter-of-factly.

      “What?” I pulled away and stared at her. “Why?”

      “Sooner or later, someone will. And maybe they won’t be as understanding as you.”

      I barked a laugh. Unlike the bounty hunters portrayed on TV, I wasn’t the type to get all touchy-feely with my fugitives once they were in my custody. “Understanding as I drag her ass back to jail where God knows what will happen to her, whether she’s guilty or not.”

      “And then you can help her get her bail reset,” Easton added. “Becca told me you do that sometimes.”

      “I don’t know.” The whole idea turned my stomach. “I’d feel like a traitor to the community.”

      “Doesn’t Zia deserve her day in court?” asked Becca.

      “Of course. I’m not stopping her. She’s the one who failed to appear.”

      “But by bringing her back,” said Becca, “you’re giving her the opportunity to clear her name.”

      My head was swimming. “Let’s say I bring her back. What if she’s innocent, and they convict her anyway?”

      Becca shook her head. “That’s not on you. That’s on the legal system.”

      “It doesn’t feel right.” I buried my face in my arms.

      “Fine, don’t take the job,” said Becca. “What are you going to do?”

      “About what?”

      “Your life.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel like doing anything. What’s the point? Between the reward I got for capturing Barclay Dietz and Conor’s life insurance, I’m not exactly hurting for cash.”
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