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      I don’t typically show up at a fugitive’s door dressed as Wonder Woman. I’m a professional bounty hunter licensed by the State of Arizona, for fuck’s sake. And yet there I was knocking on a bail jumper’s hotel suite, dressed in a homemade foam-and-leather Wonder Woman costume. Maybe it’s true what they say—dress for the job you want, not the one you have.

      I was armed with a rubber sword and a Lasso of Truth made from electroluminescent wire. All of my real weapons and my handcuffs were at home. If things went sideways, I’d be in deep shit.

      Earlier that morning, I’d been enjoying the Winter Con comic book convention, meeting my favorite celebrities, hanging with fellow cosplayers, taking selfies with fans. Sure as hell beat fighting the crowds at the mall less than three weeks before Christmas.

      A teenage Wonder Woman fan was about to take a selfie with me when my phone rang. “Hold on a moment,” I told her.

      The Game of Thrones ringtone indicated the caller was Becca Alvarez. We’d been best friends since junior high, having met soon after I began my gender transition. These days she worked as an IT security consultant while doing electronic skip tracing for me on the side.

      I pulled my phone out of my gold-lamé fanny pack. “What’s up, Becks?”

      “Sorry to interrupt your fangirl weekend, Jinxie, but I believe I’ve located Danny Warren.”

      Daniel Warren was the sixty-year-old star of Danny & Friends, a local sci-fi children’s TV show that ran in the 1980s and ’90s. Recently, the aging role model’s squeaky-clean façade was shattered when several former child stars came forward making tearful accusations against him. Scottsdale police had charged him with multiple accounts of sexual assault on minors.

      When he failed to appear for trial, his bail bond agent, Sadie Levinson, assigned me to go after him. He’d dodged me for weeks, and time was running out. If I didn’t apprehend him soon, Sadie would have to pay the court Warren’s full bail amount. I had conflicting feelings about arresting a childhood hero. But after Warren had harmed so many people, I wasn’t letting the creepy fucker escape justice.

      “Where’s the old perv hiding out?”

      “You’re still at Winter Con, right?”

      “Yup.”

      “He’s there at the Calderwood Hotel.”

      “He’s here? Why?”

      “Winter Con invited him as a guest speaker. Apparently, he’s got lots of adult fans who grew up watching the show. Or did before he was indicted.”

      “The con didn’t ban him?”

      “The convention organizers did, but the hotel didn’t. I accessed the Calderwood Hotel database and confirmed his sister checked into suite 623 a couple weeks ago. And yet the same credit card was just used at a Walgreens near her house in Fountain Hills. I think he’s there at the con.”

      “That sneaky little shit. I knew his sister was lying to me.” I scanned the crowd, wondering whether he’d snuck into the convention. “Thanks for the 411, Becks. I’ll be in touch.”

      I hung up and turned to my young fan, who was looking rather impatient. “Sorry, girl. One more quick photo, and then I have to go catch a bad guy.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “You’re a real superhero?”

      I grinned. “No superpowers, but I do bring bad guys to justice.”

      After the girl took a final selfie with me, she hugged me and moved on to someone cosplaying Rey from Star Wars: The Force Awakens.

      I considered running to my vehicle to retrieve my weapons, handcuffs, and body armor. I didn’t like apprehending fugitives when I was unarmed. But with the convention going on, there was no way security would let me in carrying a Taser, much less a revolver. Then again, Warren was a skinny old guy. How much trouble could he be?

      But first I had to find him. I figured there was a fair chance he would be on the convention floor, even if he’d been banned. Celebrities thrived on attention, even if it was negative. Why else would he be here?

      Security guards stood at all of the entrances, but they were looking for people with dangerous weapons or without the proper badges. Not sixty-year-old pedophiles.

      For fifteen minutes, I wandered the crowded convention floor past comic book dealers, prop vendors, and T-shirt booths. But unless Warren was disguised in a costume, I didn’t see him.

      I approached one of the security guards at the convention floor entrance and pulled up Warren’s photo on my phone. “Excuse me, have you seen this man?” I asked. “I’ve been assigned to return him to custody.”

      The guard glanced at my costume and gave me a bemused look. “This is a joke, right?”

      I flipped out my state-issued bail enforcement license and badge. “No joke. I’m a bail enforcement agent. Have you seen him?”

      He studied the photo. “That’s the guy who molested kids from his TV show.”

      “Yeah, Daniel Warren. You seen him around the con?”

      “No, they banned his sorry ass.”

      “My sources tell me he checked in to the hotel after missing his court date.”

      The security guard shrugged. “Sorry, haven’t seen him.”

      “If he shows up, call me.” I handed him my business card and walked into the lobby.

      I considered going directly up to the sixth floor and forcing my way into his room, but that could lead to problems of its own. Better to have an employee with a key let me in. So I approached the registration desk.

      “Welcome to Calderwood Hotel and Convention Center. How may I help you?” asked a pleasant fortyish woman with chestnut hair and a name badge that read Nancy.

      I held up my ID. “Jinx Ballou, bail enforcement agent working for Assurity Bail Bonds. One of my fugitives, Daniel Warren, is checked in to suite 623. I need someone here to let me into his room.”

      Nancy looked at my ID, then began typing at her computer. “I’m sorry, we don’t have a Daniel Warren checked in to any room.”

      “He’s registered under his sister’s name.”

      “What name would that be?”

      Shit, I forgot to ask Becca. “I don’t know. But he’s the one in suite 623. I need to get in there to arrest him.”

      She glanced down at my costume and gave me a snooty look. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. Our high-profile guests value their privacy. Fans go to great lengths to sneak into their rooms. I can’t let you in unless you have a warrant or something.”

      “Look, lady, you have a serial child molester staying in your hotel. As a licensed bounty hunter, I’m allowed to enter any location where I believe my fugitive is hiding. I don’t need a warrant. Supreme Court said so.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you don’t exactly look like a bounty hunter to me.”

      “I’m here for Winter Con. Not my fault you let fugitive sexual predators stay in your hotel.”

      “Do you have any paperwork showing he’s your fugitive?”

      I sighed. “Not on me. I wasn’t expecting Warren to be here.”

      “Then I’m sorry. Come back when you have a warrant.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned away. “Bitch,” I said under my breath as I strode to the elevators.

      If I couldn’t go through official channels, I’d have to do things the fun way. I rode the elevator to the sixth floor and followed the signs to suite 623. I was about to knock when a stern voice caught my attention.

      “Can I help you, miss?” The voice belonged to a hulking security guard who outweighed me by a hundred pounds.

      “Nope, I’m good. Thanks!”

      “I’m gonna have to ask you to come with me.” This guy was getting on my nerves.

      I approached him. “Look, I’m here to arrest a child molester who’s jumped bail. Now let me do my job, and you can go back to harassing people at the convention.”

      He grabbed my arm. Bad move. No one touches me without my permission.

      In the span of a heartbeat, I twisted back his wrist and drove him to his knees. Keeping his wrist pinned, I pivoted and locked my arm around his thick neck in a chokehold. Guys this big are tough to choke out, but I’ve had a lot of practice. He struggled for ten seconds, frantically reaching for the Taser on his belt before going limp.

      He wouldn’t be unconscious long, so I rushed back to Warren’s door and knocked, keeping an eye on the guard.

      A familiar but tired voice asked, “Who is it?”

      “Mr. Warren, I was hoping to get an autograph.” It was a stupid cover story, but then I was dressed as Wonder Woman. The doors to the hotel rooms were solid and would be hard to kick in.

      The door inched open with the security latch engaged.  “I’m sorry, but I’m not up for signing autographs at this time.”

      “Please, I’ve been a fan since I was three.” My voice was urgent. “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this chance.”

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      I fake blushed. “Girlfriend of mine works the front desk. She knows I’m a die-hard fan.”

      Warren sighed. “Okay, but please make it quick.”

      He closed the door and released the security latch. Down the hall, the guard was starting to stir.

      The door opened, revealing Warren in a white undershirt and a pair of blue gym shorts. I flashed my bail enforcement ID and badge. “Daniel Warren, you’re under arrest for failure to appear at your court date.”

      For an old guy, he was fast. The dude turned on his heel and hauled ass through the suite’s spacious living room. He tried to shut the bedroom door, but I put my weight against it before he could latch it. He stumbled back and picked up a nickel-plated Colt 1911 from the nightstand. It trembled in his hand as he pointed it at me.

      “I…I’m not going back to jail. Y-You know what they do to people who’ve molested kids?”

      In situations like this, I asked myself WWWWD—What would Wonder Woman do? I held up my hand in a de-escalating gesture, trying to ignore the .45-caliber barrel pointed at my chest. “Whoa, take it easy, Danny.”

      “I’m not going back.”

      “Calm down. No one believes the charges.” I was lying out my ass because I couldn’t deflect bullets as Gal Gadot did on screen. “We can work this out, but you gotta put down the gun. You don’t see me with a gun, do ya?”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt nobody.” His face colored and tightened like a fist. “I loved those kids.”

      “I know you did. And you don’t want to hurt me either, do you? I really am a lifelong fan.” I started humming the show’s theme song.

      The gun lowered a bit. “I just…I can’t go back to jail.”

      “Look, we can get your bail reset and your court date rescheduled. No big deal. You can beat this rap but not if you shoot me.”

      He looked up at me. Sorrow and a disturbing resolve haunted his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He raised the pistol again.

      I rushed him, reaching for the gun as his finger squeezed the trigger.
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      The hammer clicked without firing. I snatched the Colt out of his hand and tackled him to the floor.

      “Try chambering a round next time you try shooting someone, dumb ass.” I reached for my handcuffs only to find the loops of my homemade Lasso of Truth. Oh well. When necessary, improvise.

      I unsnapped the lasso and lashed Warren’s wrists together behind his back.

      “Please don’t do this,” he whimpered. “I never meant to hurt nobody.”

      “Like you didn’t mean to shoot me just now?” I applied more pressure on his arm until he yelped in pain.

      “I’m…I’m sorry. I just…I panicked.”

      “Shut the fuck up, perv.” I yanked him to his feet. “To think you were once my hero. Makes me wanna puke. Or kick the shit out of you.”

      “Just kill me and get it over with,” Warren whined.

      “Kill you? Ha! Like I’d throw away my future over filth like you. Au contraire, I want you to spend the rest of your miserable life in some hellhole bent over as someone’s prison bitch.” I’m not a fan of prison rape, but in his case, I’d make an exception.

      I stashed his pistol in my fanny pack and pushed him toward the living room. “Okay, perv. Let’s move.”

      “I’m not even dressed.”

      “I’m sure the corrections officers in Scottsdale will be happy to hook you up with a fancy orange jumpsuit.”

      “It’s cold outside. I’ll freeze to death.”

      “Ask me if I care?”

      Warren hung his head like a scolded child.

      I sighed as my conscience got the best of me. “Fine. You got a coat?”

      “In the closet. There’s a pair of loafers in there too.”

      I helped him on with the loafers and draped the heavy winter coat over his shoulders. “There. Now let’s go.”

      A loud pounding shook the front door. “Security!” said a familiar baritone voice.

      “Shit,” I grumbled.

      The lock clicked, and in rushed the hulking security guard I’d choked out. Next to him was a smaller, squatter guard with a buzz cut. Both stood with Tasers trained on me.

      “Hands up!” they shouted in unison.

      I kept my grip on Warren in case he tried to bolt. “Easy, boys. I’m a licensed bail enforcement agent hired to apprehend this scumbag, who failed to appear in court. Now get out of my way, or I’ll charge you both with interference in the apprehension of a fugitive.” It was a made-up charge, but they didn’t know that.

      “Get those hands up, or I will light you up, lady,” said Hulk.

      “Hey, big guy. I already kicked your ass once this morning. You want a rematch?”

      Buzz Cut peered up at his taller cohort. “She kicked your ass?”

      Hulk’s face screwed up in anger. Hulk’s Taser shot two metal darts into my thick leather costume, but they didn’t penetrate enough to affect me. I smacked them away with the braces covering my forearms.

      Hulk tossed his Taser and swung at me. I grabbed his arm and twisted him around into an elbow lock. His buddy got a panicked look in his eye and drew down on me. I used Hulk as a shield. Buzz Cut’s Taser darts hit Hulk in the back. He bellowed as his muscles constricted at once, dropping him to the floor like a felled tree.

      I drew Warren’s pistol and aimed it at Buzz Cut. “Drop the Taser!”

      “Crap.” Buzz Cut tossed his weapon and held up his hands in surrender.

      Hulk groaned but stayed down.

      “Now listen up, boys! All I want is to return my prisoner to custody. So if you two are quite done playing Keystone Kops, I’ll be on my way.”

      Buzz Cut eyed me warily. Hulk managed to utter a muffled “Cunt.” My work here was done.

      “Come on, perv. Let’s take you back to lockup.”
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      I kept a firm grip on Warren’s arm as we rode the elevator to the lobby. From his drooping posture, I gathered he’d resolved himself to his fate.

      I caught my reflection in the polished steel doors. My hair was mussed, making me look less like a demigod superhero and more like a wild woman raised by wolves. I did what I could to finger comb it back into place, but it didn’t help much.

      “Could you loosen the rope? I’ve lost feeling in my hands,” Warren muttered quietly between the third and second floors.

      “Shut up, perv, or I’ll make it tighter.” Never let it be said that I’m one of those TV bounty hunters who gets all touchy-feely once a perp was apprehended.

      “I could lose my hands if I don’t get the blood flowing.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t that be a shame,” I said with dripping sarcasm. “How would you ever fondle little kids without your hands?”

      The elevator doors opened to a lobby filled with the costumed masses of my fellow comic book geeks. Several of them noticed me perp walking Warren toward the hotel entrance and started applauding. Others held up their phones to capture the Kodak moment. I had to admit, getting cheered on by my fellow cosplayers kinda rocked.

      Outside, the early December air was cool but not cold.

      Phoenix doesn’t have the same four seasons most places do. Autumn doesn’t begin until mid-October and lasts until New Year’s. Winter is a myth. Spring starts in January. By mid-April, summer arrives with temps climbing into the triple digits. In July, the dry heat of summer cranks up into the muggy hell of monsoon season, with spectacular thunderstorms, widespread flooding, and nightmarish dust storms called haboobs.

      For now, I savored the all-too-brief cool weather as I guided Warren down the street, while the sapphire sky played peekaboo between the glass-and-steel buildings. A few blocks away, we reached the parking garage.

      Warren froze as I tried to lead him up the outside staircase. “I can’t climb stairs with my hands behind my back.”

      “Move, asshole! I’m only parked on the third floor. You can make it.”

      “Untie my hands first so I can hold the rail.”

      “Fat chance.”

      He leaned away from the concrete steps as if they were made of lava. “I’ll fall and break my hip.” His voice trembled.

      “Fine, we’ll take the elevator.” I punched the call button with my fist. “Big baby.”

      On the third floor, I pressed the key fob to unlock my SUV. Nicknamed the Gray Ghost, the seven-year-old Nissan Pathfinder was pockmarked with scrapes, dents, and broken trim, rendering it virtually invisible in most Phoenix neighborhoods.

      I shoved Warren into the back seat and secured him with the seat belt. “Comfy?” I asked with a sneer.

      “You know what they’ll do to me in prison.”

      “Maybe you should’ve thought of that before you molested those kids.”

      “I’ll pay you double whatever the bounty is just to let me go.” His face looked deathly pale under the dim glow of the Gray Ghost’s dome light.

      “So you can hurt more kids? I don’t fucking think so.”

      His gaze fell. “It’s not my fault. I have a problem.”

      “Oh, is that what you call it?” I chuckled darkly. “Alcoholism is a problem. Missing your court date is a problem. Molesting children is an abomination.”

      “I get urges I can’t control.”

      “Maybe your fellow inmates can help you with those urges.” I slammed the side door shut and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “Can’t we make some sort of deal?” he whined as I started the engine.

      “The only deal I’m interested in involves returning your sorry ass to jail. Now pipe down, or I’ll strap you to the bumper. You got me, perv?”

      He stayed silent for the remainder of the trip.

      I drove north to I-10, then transitioned onto the Loop 202 before taking the McDowell exit. As I waited for the light to change, my phone rang. Becca again.

      “Jinxie, did you seriously just arrest Daniel Warren while dressed as Wonder Woman?” She sounded excited and tired at the same time.

      “Yeah, why?” I asked nervously.

      “It’s trending all over social media with the hashtag #WonderWomanPerpWalk. Hold on. I’m clicking on a video.”

      “There’s video?” I felt a lump in my throat.

      “Wow! That’s seriously badass. No wonder the local news stations are all over it.”

      “The news stations? Seriously? Shit.” I’ve had an aversion to the press ever since the Phoenix Living weekly newspaper outed me as transgender. Bail bond agents around town blackballed me when they read it.

      “Don’t worry. Your name’s not mentioned. But folks are wondering who this mystery Wonder Woman is. Most think you’re a cop.”

      “Let them keep thinking that. You at the Hub today?” The Hub was a coworking space near Fifteenth Avenue and Grand, where we both worked.

      “Yeah, but about to call it a day. Chronic fatigue’s kicking in. I’m done out of spoons.”

      “That’s why I keep telling you to switch to knives. They’re much more fun.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “You need me to pick up anything for you?” I often helped her out whenever her chronic fatigue flared up.

      “A friend of mine already did some shopping for me.”

      I scoffed. “Hey! That’s my job.”

      “You were at Winter Con. I didn’t want to bother you. But you’re still my bestie.”

      “Damn straight! I’m headed to Scottsdale lockup to drop off Warren. You need anything else, you call me. Got that?”

      “Will do.”

      I’d dealt with the correction officers at the Scottsdale Jail for years. All in all, they were good folks. But they weren’t above catcalling, whistling, and otherwise giving me shit when I walked in.

      CO Bennett, a woman with a coppery ponytail and freckles, smirked while she pulled up Warren’s records. “Damn, Ballou, you can arrest me in that costume anytime,” she teased.

      My face warmed as I untied Warren. “Thanks, Bennett, but I prefer guys.”

      “Oh well, a girl can dream.” She gave me a coy wink.

      I had to admit I felt a little physical attraction when she handed me Warren’s body receipt.

      “See you around, superhero,” she said.

      I waved and walked out the door, hoping she didn’t see my face turning red. Things were getting way too hot in there.
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      With paperwork in hand, I pointed the Gray Ghost toward Phoenix. I debated whether to return to Winter Con or turn in Daniel Warren’s paperwork and get paid. The last few days, Sadie Levinson had been having a cow over Warren’s defaulted bail bond. I decided to drop off the body receipt and put her fears to rest.

      The con would continue into the weekend, so I could go back tomorrow and with more money to spend on rare comics and maybe some Funko Pop figures. I’d had my eye on a Funko version of Negasonic Teenage Warhead from Deadpool.

      But first, a change in attire was called for. I was not showing up at Assurity Bail Bonds in costume. Sadie already had a stick up her butt. I didn’t need her giving me shit about being dressed as Wonder Woman when I captured Warren. So I pulled off the highway at Seventh Avenue and headed home.

      I lived in a cozy house in Phoenix’s trendy Willo District, north of downtown along the Central Corridor. The neighborhood dated back to the 1930s. The homes were small but solid and tended to be on the pricey side.

      My brother, Jake, who remodeled and flipped houses for a living, had acquired the two-bedroom, two-bath on the cheap after the housing bubble burst. He’d restored the hardwood floors, brought the wiring up to code, and installed Saltillo tile in the kitchen and dining area. I converted the spare room into workout space with an exercise station for strength training and a human-shaped punching bag for combat practice.

      My decor could best be described as millennial Bohemian meets sci-fi/fantasy fangirl. Lots of bright colors and different textures throughout the house. Roy Lichtenstein prints and movie posters covered the walls, including one autographed by Gal Gadot. A bamboo bookshelf in the living room was filled with comics in plastic sleeves. A breakfront in the dining room displayed a carefully curated collection of action figures. It wasn’t the tidiest place, but it was clean. Mostly.

      The best thing was that my boyfriend, Conor Doyle, lived only a few streets south of me. We alternated spending the night at each other’s houses, so the proximity was a real time-saver.

      Once in my bedroom, I shimmied out of the Wonder Woman outfit and pulled on a Pink Trinkets concert T-shirt, cargo pants, and a well-worn pair of black Doc Martens—my preferred business attire.

      For safety, I strapped on a ballistic vest emblazoned with the words “Bail Enforcement.” A tactical belt around my waist held my Taser in a holster on my right side, and a snub-nosed Rossi .357 revolver for backup nestled in an ankle holster. I hooked a walkie-talkie on the belt and slipped two sets of handcuffs in a thigh pocket.

      A pair of my wraparound shades, fingerless leather gloves, and a black ball cap embroidered with the words Ballou Fugitive Recovery completed the ensemble. Time to rock and roll.

      I opened the fridge to grab a bottle of water for the road, only to find there weren’t any left. I would’ve sworn there’d been at least a few last time I checked. I made a note to pick up another case on the way home.

      As I walked out the door, my phone began playing a Flogging Molly’s “Drunken Lullabies”—Conor’s ringtone.

      “Heard ya nicked that pedo Danny Warren,” he said in his Irish brogue. “Nice catch, love.”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling a flush of embarrassment. Maybe Conor hadn’t heard how I was dressed.

      “By the way, ya looked mighty deadly in your Super Girl getup.”

      I chuckled. He was intentionally tweaking me with the misreference. “It’s Wonder Woman, ya dodgy bloke,” I replied in a poor imitation of his accent.

      “So ya say, love. Wear it tonight, or I’ll remain unconvinced.”

      I felt myself getting aroused thinking about getting him in bed, with or without the costume. Mostly without. “You’re on, mister,” I replied.

      “We at your place or mine tonight?”

      “Mine, if that’s all right. I’ve got paperwork and stuff to catch up on.”

      “Ya know, this would be a lot easier if ya just moved in with me already. All this back and forth between houses is driving me mad.”

      And with that, the passion escaped like air from a balloon. “We talked about this, Conor.” It came out more sternly than I intended.

      “We’ve been dating for two and a half years. Don’t ya think it’s time we stop this sleepover madness and live together like normal people?”

      “Normal?” I scoffed, trying to lighten the mood. “When’ve you ever known me to be normal?”

      “You’re dodging the issue, love.” His voice stiffened. “Been wondering if ya really fancy me or if ya just want me for the occasional shag.”

      Ouch! That one hurt. “I love you, Conor. Really, I do. It’s just…I like having my own space.”

      “Ya want to hold on to your bungalow, fine. But for Christ’s sake, can’t we live under a single roof? After what that fucker Milo Volkov did last year—”

      “Volkov’s dead. I killed him. Remember?”

      “Aye, but not before he left that reporter’s body wrapped up in plastic on your doorstep.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “That ya can.” The silence between us stretched. “Maybe you’re just scared.”

      “Scared? What’ve I got to be scared of?” I made sure my voice didn’t shake, even though he was hitting a little close to the mark.

      “Scared of commitment, maybe. Not sure exactly.”

      “I have to go. Sadie’s been shitting kittens over Daniel Warren. I have to bring her the body receipt.”

      “Fine. I’ll see ya tonight.” He sounded hurt, which piled onto the guilt I was already feeling.

      “See you then.” I felt like a heel. He was a sweet guy who treated me with respect and was great in the sack. So why did I resist moving in with him? Hell if I knew. But my gut was telling me not to, and I’d learned to trust it.

      I hopped in the Gray Ghost and floored down Central Avenue with the windows open and Le Tigre playing full blast on the stereo.

      Assurity Bail Bonds was wedged between an accounting firm and a temp staffing office on the second floor of the Arizona Center. Sadie Levinson had opened it a few years back when the touristy outdoor shopping mall was rebranding itself as a corporate business center downtown. Lately, management had been opening stores that catered more to year-round residents.

      I parked in the adjacent garage and hustled along the sidewalk, past a smorgasbord of restaurants, clothing shops, and kiosks. Mothers at outdoor tables monitored their toddlers playing around a fountain that randomly shot streams of water from jets in the sidewalk. I jogged up the grand staircase near the movie theater, vaulting the steps two at a time.

      A string of bells attached to Assurity’s doorframe jingled as I entered. The office consisted of a twenty-by-thirty-foot room with two stained oak desks, one on each side of the cream-colored room. Vertical filing cabinets lined the back wall. The other walls featured framed prints of paintings by Monet, Picasso, and Gaugin. The decor was professional if a bit sterile, making it feel more like an art gallery than a bail bond office.

      Sadie Levinson sat at the desk to my left with two faux leather guest chairs in front. She was a slender woman in her forties with a short wedge haircut, red metallic frame glasses, and a no-nonsense expression on her face.

      “You got Warren,” she said without looking up.

      “Told you I would.” I unfolded the body receipt and handed it to her. She frowned and flattened out the folds as best she could.

      “Is there a reason you were dressed up like a caped crusader?”

      “Where’d you hear that?” When in doubt, play dumb.

      Sadie shot me a don’t-bullshit-me look. “Word gets around.”

      “Technically speaking, ‘caped crusader’ refers to Batman. I was cosplaying as Wonder Woman.”

      Not even a chuckle. Tough crowd.

      “I was at Winter Con when my skip tracer tracked him to the hotel.” I gave her a rundown of my impromptu capture of her prodigal client. “So what else do you have for me?” I asked as she wrote out a check for Warren’s bounty.

      She pulled some files from the stack on the left side of her desk and handed them to me. “I got two more skips for you.”

      “Just two? Come on, Sadie! How am I supposed to pay my team with two measly jobs? You giving jobs to other bounty hunters?”

      She cocked her head with a look of superiority. “I pride myself on properly underwriting my clients so I don’t have to pay you to pick them up for failing to appear. If you need more work, go someplace else.”

      We both knew she was one of the few bail bond agents who would hire me after my trans status was made public. I let the matter drop and thumbed through the files. “Tell me about these deadbeat clients of yours.”

      “First one’s Robert Rossellini. You’ve picked him up before.”

      I chuckled. “Conspiracy Bob! I love him. What’s our uber-paranoid buddy done now?”

      “Charges are trespassing, causing a disturbance, and violating an order of protection by the office of the Arizona State Mine Inspector. Bail’s set at ten thousand dollars.”

      “The mining inspector has a restraining order against Conspiracy Bob? What in the world for?”

      Levinson shook her head. “Mr. Rossellini’s been haranguing the mine inspector’s staff. Some nonsense about mole people plotting the end of the world.”

      My chuckle turned into an all-out belly laugh. “Jesus Christ on a surfboard, where’s he get this stuff?”

      “I couldn’t begin to tell you. Just pick him up.”

      “Bob’s bounty is chump change, but I’ll take him just for entertainment value.” I pulled up the next file. “Who’s this Pratt fellow?”

      “Rudy Pratt. Charged with murder in the first degree in the death of a coworker. Bail’s set at two hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

      “Now we’re talking. I can use twenty-five grand.” My bounty rate was ten percent of the bail amount. I flipped through the defendant’s application. “What’s your take on him?”

      “No priors. His demeanor was rather subdued when I met with him. His wife has a bit of a mouth on her. He missed his evidentiary hearing yesterday. Judge wants him picked up and held until trial. I’ve left messages on his phone, with his wife, and his attorney but haven’t heard back.”

      I stood up. “Okay, I’ll track him down.”

      Sadie leveled her eyes to my chest. “Try not to take so long this time, okay? I want Pratt back in custody pronto. I prefer not to play Russian roulette with my business.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Oh, and do it dressed in street clothes and not as”—she made a hand gesture as she struggled for the words—“one of the Avengers.”

      “The Avengers are from the Marvel universe. Wonder Wom—”

      “Goodbye, Ms. Ballou.” She turned back to her computer and resumed typing.

      I saluted with the client folders and walked out.

      One of these days, I was going to get that woman to loosen up. Maybe take her out for drinks at Grumpy’s and help her get laid.

      On second thought, who knew what she’d be like if she loosened up. Might be worse than she was now.
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      It was after one o’clock, so I scarfed down a couple of Chicago hot dogs in Arizona Center’s food court while I perused the files for the two fugitives. Conspiracy Bob, I could handle on my own. This Rudy Pratt fellow might be a different story.

      Pratt’s lack of priors was a good sign he wasn’t a hardened criminal. Then again, the man was charged with first-degree murder, and now the judge wanted him remanded. He might not be so keen on going back to jail willingly. So once I took care of Conspiracy Bob, I’d contact my crew for backup on Pratt.

      After lunch, I hopped on I-10 to the Loop 101 North and exited west onto Bell Road. Sun City was a retirement community northwest of Phoenix, where golf carts were a common form of transportation and turning left from the right-hand lane was considered going with the flow of traffic.

      Conspiracy Bob lived in a small yellow house. A low wall cordoned off a front patio littered with dusty old watering cans and garden gnomes his late wife had collected before she died a few years back. A forest of weeds, some at least two feet tall, poked up from the layer of crushed rock in the front yard.

      Bob’s forest-green Subaru, a relic from the 1980s, baked in the sunny driveway. From the back, I could hardly tell what color it was painted with all of the conspiracy-themed bumper stickers.

      Behind the house, a shortwave antenna rose forty feet into the air. Bob used an elaborate radio set to communicate surreptitiously with his fellow conspiracy theorists.

      I blocked the driveway with the Gray Ghost in case Bob got any ideas of making a run for it. He’d done so once or twice out of the dozen times I’d picked him up. What he lacked in rational thought, he made up for in determination.

      My knock at the door triggered a series of barks from inside. Sounded like a big dog and might have been convincing if it hadn’t deteriorated into a fit of very human coughing. Conspiracy Bob was up to his usual shenanigans.

      “Bob, it’s Jinx Ballou!” I hollered loud enough for him to hear me. “You missed your court date.”

      The barking continued, although with less enthusiasm.

      “Sure is a nice door you have here. What is it? Oak? Be a shame if I had to knock it in with my battering ram.”

      “Bob’s not here right now,” said a rattly tenor voice, “but if you leave a message at the beep—”

      “I’m getting my battering ram.”

      “Wait! Wait!” Several locks clicked free, and the door opened to a dour little man in his seventies standing on the tile floor in leather Jesus sandals. He stood six inches shorter than me and had a gray beard that hung down to his chest. He wore tattered jeans and a pale-green shirt that read Everything You Know is a Lie.

      “We really have to do this?” he asked with hands on his hips.

      “’Fraid so. You wouldn’t want to lose this, uh, lovely house of yours.”

      “None of this would’ve happened if they’d just listened to me.” He sighed. “All right. Let me get my coat.”

      I followed him into his house, past half-empty cardboard boxes, computers in various states of assembly, stacks of newspapers, dirty dishes, and heaps of clothing. Aluminum foil lined the walls and windows.

      “You know, you’d save yourself a lot of money and trouble if you just showed up to court.” I trailed him into his bedroom. A bookshelf stuffed with yellowing paperbacks stood next to a bed that reeked of urine.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” He picked through the crammed wall closet until he found a faded Grateful Dead hoodie. “I’m trying to make people understand what’s happening before it’s too late.”

      “And what’s going on?” I asked casually, not interested in hearing his latest conspiracy theories.

      “The mole people are planning to take over the city, possibly the world.” He pulled on the hoodie and held my gaze with fervor in his eyes. “They’re planning to detonate bombs at strategic places around the city. The first one’s set to go off in a few days near the state government buildings.”

      I gestured toward the front door, and he led the way outside.

      “Have you actually seen these mole people?” I asked.

      “You think I’m crazy, don’t ya?” He pointed at me as we stopped next to the Gray Ghost.

      “Well, Bob, the thought crossed my mind.” I unlocked the passenger door, and he climbed in. I hopped in behind the wheel and cruised out of the neighborhood.

      “They’ve been living in the abandoned mines north of the valley and communicating via shortwave,” he explained. “I started picking up their transmissions a couple months ago.”

      “So mole people have shortwave radios, huh?”

      “Oh, they’ve adopted much of our technology. Radios, gene splicing, even video games.”

      “How do you know they’re mole people? Maybe they’re just, well, people.”

      “For starters, they use code names like Lodestar, Grays Gulch, and Crizaba—all names from abandoned mines in the area.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean they’re mole people.”

      He got a gleam in his eye. “When you’ve been listening as long as I have, you can tell. They have a certain way of speaking. And one thing I heard is that the days of tolerance are over. They refer to us as the immigrants because they were here first. They’re tired of how we’re polluting the planet. All the drugs and violence and corruption.”

      “They speak English?”

      “Oh yeah, they’ve been studying us for a long time. Listening in.”

      “And what do they look like?”

      He pulled up a photo on his cell phone. I glanced at it as we waited at a red light. “Isn’t that a character from a Star Wars movie?”

      “That’s what they want you to think. But they’re real. And when they start blowing up buildings in Phoenix, everyone’s going to be sorry they ignored me.”

      “If that happens, you are welcome to tell me you told me so.”

      Suddenly his glee vanished, replaced with profound sadness. “We’ll all be dead or enslaved by then. So what would be the point?”

      Conspiracy Bob got quiet for the rest of the trip to the North Phoenix Jail.

      As the officer was processing him in, I told Bob I’d put in a good word with Sadie for him and hoped his lawyer could get his bail reset.

      I felt bad for the guy. Yeah, he was brainwashed by the talking heads spreading absurd ideas, faulty logic, and outright lies to the gullible masses. But all in all, Conspiracy Bob seemed to have a good heart and never gave me any trouble.

      After Bob was back in custody, I sat in the Gray Ghost and studied Rudy Pratt’s file in depth. Pratt lived in a single-family residence, not far from Metrocenter mall in Phoenix. He was married with two kids and had worked for ten years as an electronics engineer on rocket systems at SpaceJet America.

      More recently, Pratt had worked as a salesclerk at Hardware SuperCenter, where the murder in question occurred. From rocket scientist to cashier to murder suspect to bail jumper. Helluva fall from grace.

      No prior convictions. His credit report showed some medical bills that had gone ninety days before being paid, but whose hadn’t these days? He owned three pistols, a revolver, and a shotgun registered in his name. Not unusual for Arizona, but as a bounty hunter, I didn't like taking any chances.

      I called my friend Rodeo, who worked for me part-time. His real name was Nathaniel Kwan, but he’d earned the nickname Rodeo during his time in the army due to his fondness for cowboy hats. More recently, he’d developed a fondness for my brother, Jake, who was newly out of the closet.

      “Hey, Rodeo, I need your help with a case.”

      “Copy that. Who’s our FTA?” Shorthand for failed to appear.

      “Rudy Pratt, a former rocket scientist charged with first-degree murder.”

      “Interesting. You want me to meet you somewhere?”

      “The guy lives near Metrocenter. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Meet you there in a couple hours.”

      “Couple of hours? Come on, dude. Time’s money. Whatever it is can wait.”

      “Sorry. I’m dropping Gwyneth off at her dance studio as we speak. They’re rehearsing their Christmas recital.”

      “Ugh, I’m so tired of this Christmas nonsense.”

      “Come on, girl. Don’t be such a Scrooge.”

      “Charles Dickens can kiss my skinny white ass.” I sighed. “Go do the daddy thing then get your butt over to our fugitive’s house. I want to get this job done so I can go back to Winter Con tomorrow.”

      “Aha! The real motive for urgency emerges.”

      “Screw you.”

      “I’ll see you in two, boss.”

      I disconnected and hit another number on speed dial.

      “This is Caden.” His voice was a youthful tenor, growing deeper each month he was on testosterone therapy.

      I’d known Caden Morrow for a few years, having met him at Phoenix Gender Alliance, a local transgender support group. At the time, he was working as a CO at the women’s prison in Tonopah. When his employer, Rehabilitation Systems of America, fired him for transitioning on the job, he came to me looking for work. Turned out he was a good fit for the job.

      “We got another case, dude. Need you to meet Rodeo and me near Metrocenter in a couple hours.”

      “Sounds good. Hey, d’you hear someone dressed as Wonder Woman arrested Daniel Warren at a comic book festival?”

      “Really? Imagine that,” I replied with feigned surprise. “I’ll text you the address.”

      “Oh my God, was that—”

      I ended the call and started the Gray Ghost.
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      Caden’s cobalt-blue Audi roadster was parked in front of Rudy Pratt’s driveway when I pulled up behind him. The setting sun had smeared the western sky with a palette of fuchsia, blood orange, and lavender.

      As I climbed out of the Gray Ghost, wind gusts tugged at my ponytail and whipped the bougainvillea bushes in the Pratts’ front yard like a flag, sending scarlet petals tumbling down the street.

      I hugged Caden as he got out of his roadster. He had a sparse but scraggly beard and wore his hair in a well-gelled fauxhawk. Though a few inches shorter than me, he was ripped from an intense bodybuilding regimen he’d been on lately.

      On his left hip, he carried a Taser pistol, similar to mine, as his primary weapon. A twenty-six-inch collapsible baton sat in a holster on his right. I knew he also had a SIG Sauer P229 .40-caliber concealed inside his waistband at the small of his back.

      “How’s it going, bro?” I asked.

      “Kicking ass and taking names. So that was you with Warren?” he asked with a wry smile.

      I shrugged and glanced down the street. “Where the hell’s Rodeo?”

      “Come on, Jinxie. It’s cool.” He chucked me on the shoulder. “You’re a badass. Who else could pull off something like that?”

      “Yeah, a badass who prefers to stay out of the limelight if I can help it.”

      “You going to Juanita’s fundraiser next week?”

      Juanita Valdez was a trans woman who mentored me when I came out. She currently owned the Main Drag, the most popular queer bar in the city.

      “What fundraiser?” I asked.

      “The Barbra Shop Quartet. Four queens performing Barbra Streisand songs in a barbershop quartet style.”

      I shuddered at the thought. “Good fucking grief! That’s insane.”

      “Yeah, but they're raising money to rebuild the Queer Youth Shelter after some asshole torched it last month.”

      “If it’s to support a good cause, I’ll be there. Besides, Juanita would have my ass if I missed it.”

      Caden laughed. “Yeah, she can be scary when she’s pissed.”

      Rodeo’s turquoise Mazda Miata turned onto the street and rolled to a stop behind my SUV.

      “’Bout damn time,” I said as he got out of his car. “Is it New Year’s already?”

      Rodeo was clean-shaven with an athletic build. He wore mirrored aviators and a Stetson that arched over his head.

      “Very funny.” From his trunk, he pulled a shotgun loaded with beanbag rounds. “Just wait till you have kids.”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Oh, come on,” Rodeo teased. “Just a matter of time before you and Conor adopt a few of your own. Gwyneth would love some cousins to play with.”

      “I can just see Jinx now,” replied Caden, “carrying a baby on her hip in a little Kevlar onesie.”

      “You two are seriously delusional. Let’s bag this deadbeat already.”

      I gave Rodeo and Caden the 411 on Pratt. “He’s charged with murder. No priors, but he has multiple weapons registered in his name, so stay frosty.”

      Rodeo asked, “What’s the plan?”

      “Standard procedure for now. I’ll hit the front door. Rodeo, you cover the back. Caden, stay here by the vehicles and keep an eye out in case Pratt sneaks out the garage or side window.”

      Caden sighed dejectedly. “Why do I always have to stay by the vehicles? I want to be where the action is.”

      I patted him on the back. “I need a lookout. You up to the task, or you gonna bitch?”

      “I’m up for it.” He crossed his arms. “Sometime I’d like to cover the back door and let Rodeo keep lookout.”

      Rodeo clapped him on the shoulder. “Hang in there, little man. I used to be the newbie. Now it’s your turn.”

      Pratt’s house was a combination of white siding and tan brick. A red sign reading “Christ Is Born” stood in the yard, next to an inflatable snowman, currently deflated.

      A white Toyota Camry sat parked in front of the two-car garage. The license plate matched the one listed on Pratt’s bail application. Between our three vehicles, we had the driveway blocked, but some FTAs weren’t above plowing across their own yard to avoid going to jail.

      Rodeo scooted around the side of the house.

      “Let’s get this party started.” I strode to the front door. “You ready, Rodeo?” I asked into the walkie.

      “Ready and waiting.”

      “Caden?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      My pulse quickened. This was the scariest and most exciting part of the job. Anything could happen and usually did.

      I drew my Taser and pounded on the screen door. “Open up! Bail enforcement!”

      After a minute or so with no answer, I pounded again. “Open the door, Mr. Pratt, or we’ll force our way in.”

      I heard hushed voices inside. I had no way to tell if one of them was our guy or not.

      “Last chance!” I shouted. “If we come in by force, you’ll wish you’d surrendered voluntarily.”
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