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      The eyes of the diners at the Skyway Café zeroed in on me and my associate, Nathaniel “Rodeo” Kwan. Our body armor, weapons, and other gear tended to attract attention.

      The small family-style restaurant overlooking the Payson Airport runway was crowded, thrumming with dozens of conversations and the clinking of plates. The aromas of breakfast and coffee got my stomach rumbling.

      Unfortunately, Rodeo and I weren’t here for the huevos rancheros or the biscuits and gravy. We were on the job, hunting a bail jumper wanted for multiple sex crimes.

      I scanned the tables for the face that matched the mug shot provided to us by the bail bond agent.

      “There,” I whispered to Rodeo, pointing as subtly as I could. “Third table from the right, two rows back.”

      He nodded and proceeded around the other side so we could cut off any attempted escape.

      I put a firm hand on the woman’s shoulder. The other held my Taser, ready to use as a stun gun. “Nancy Turner, you failed to appear at your court hearing. You need to come with us.”

      Turner’s body tensed beneath my grip. She stood slowly. For a moment, I thought this arrest would go easy.

      Without warning, she threw a cup of coffee at my face. I dodged the scalding liquid but lost my grip on Turner. She bolted, racing between the tables, knocking over empty chairs in her wake.

      I took off after her with Rodeo on my heels. I was tempted to tase her but didn’t want to risk hitting an innocent bystander by mistake. Would look very bad on my report.

      In an attempt to cut off my quarry, I leapt onto one of the tables but discovered it wasn’t as stable as it looked. It toppled, sending me and the dishes crashing to the floor. I landed on my feet and took off after Turner, ignoring the obscenities being yelled at my back. Not that I cared. All that mattered was apprehending Turner.

      She reached the side door of the restaurant five seconds before I did and fumbled with the doorknob but stopped cold when she looked out the window. My other associate, Zahara Washington, waited on the other side of the door with her Taser raised.

      “Gotcha!” I grabbed Turner’s jacket collar, but she twisted out of it and ducked back toward the kitchen.

      I signaled through the window for Zahara to cut Turner off at the service entrance, then I continued after her. Rodeo circled around to keep her from reaching the front door.

      Turner snatched a large tray of dishes from a server’s hands and sent a cascade of eggs, bacon, and other food at me. I dodged it and pursued her through the double doors into the kitchen. The cooks leaped out of the way as we charged through like a tiny stampede of buffalo.

      “Give it up, Nancy. My associate’s outside that door.”

      She fervently glanced around for the exit. Realizing she was cornered, she grabbed a chef’s knife from a cutting board and pointed it at me. I was sure she’d use it if I got close enough.

      “My lawyer wants me to take a plea deal, but I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Tell it to the jury. I’m not in the guilt or innocence business. You missed your court date. You go back to jail. That’s the deal.”

      “I’m not going back. I didn’t hurt anyone.” Her eyes blazed with fury as she waved the knife back and forth.

      I raised my Taser. “Look, lady, we can do this easy, or we can do this hard. Your choice. Now what’ll it be?”

      “No! I didn’t do anything bad.”

      “Hard it is, then.” I pulled the trigger.

      Her body seized while fifty thousand volts of electricity coursed through her. She grunted in agony through gritted teeth and collapsed to the floor. I snatched the knife from her hand and snapped the cuffs on her wrists.

      “Nancy Turner. My name is Jinx Ballou. I am a bail enforcement agent hired by Assurity Bail Bonds after you failed to appear.”

      She struggled to escape the cuffs, trying to kick me off her. “No, no, no! I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Settle down or I will tase you again. Do you understand?”

      She stopped struggling and began to sob. “Yes.”

      Rodeo appeared at my side and helped me get our fugitive to her feet. “You caught her. Well done, boss.”

      As we frog-marched Turner toward the front entrance, a woman in a staff uniform shouted, “Excuse me!”

      I guessed she was a manager here at the Skyway Café. She said something else, but her voice was drowned out by the sound of a small plane landing on the airstrip next to the restaurant.

      “What?” I asked when the noise subsided.

      “You disrupted our breakfast service. Who’s going to pay for the damage?”

      “What damage?” I feigned ignorance.

      “Shattered dishes and a broken table for starters. Not to mention comping the meals for our customers whose breakfast was so rudely interrupted.”

      I pulled out one of my business cards and tossed it at her. I didn’t have time for her bullshit. “Bill me.”

      “Hold up, my hat fell off inside.” A slim man with an athletic build, Rodeo never went anywhere without his signature Stetson. His fondness for cowboy hats had earned him his nickname when he served in the army.

      “My jacket’s in there,” Turner complained.

      “Grab her jacket while you’re at it, Rodeo.”

      “Copy that, boss.”

      I walked Turner out into the beautiful, if chilly, March morning. The weather was idyllic down in Phoenix. But up here in Payson’s high desert, the winter chill lingered. That was one of the things I loved about Arizona. You could have triple digits in Phoenix and still have snow on the ground in the White Mountains, a few hours’ drive away.

      Zahara met me by the Gray Ghost, my scratched and battered Nissan Pathfinder. She had a wiry physique and reminded me a lot of Grace Jones from that old Conan movie. Before I’d hired her, she had been an MMA fighter until an injury forced her to retire from the sport.

      She took one look at Turner, who was now ugly crying, and said, “It’ll be okay, ma’am. We’ll take you back to Phoenix, get you processed in, and see about getting your bail reset.”

      Some bounty hunters get all chummy once a fugitive is caught. I wasn’t one of them. Maybe it was because I’d been hardened from years of chasing scumbags who tried to run from the law. Or maybe I was broken in a way that Zahara wasn’t.

      “Bail reset? Yeah, we’ll see about that,” I harrumphed. My vest was still wet from where she’d thrown her coffee.

      “It’s not fair,” Turner muttered sullenly as we secured her in the back seat of the SUV. “I didn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Don’t worry. Everything will work out.” Zahara slid in next to her, draping the woman’s jacket over her shoulders and buckling her in. I hopped in the driver’s seat while Rodeo climbed in next to me, once again wearing his Stetson.

      “Chalk up another win for Ballou Fugitive Recovery,” I said. “Let’s drop her off at the jail and get paid.”

      “Amen to that,” Rodeo replied.

      Zahara started to say something but yawned wide, having been up all night on a fruitless stakeout where we’d thought Turner had been hiding. “Just want to catch some shut-eye.”

      I drove past the plethora of small businesses that composed downtown Payson. The Northern Arizona town was emerging from its winter slumber. A banner overhead welcomed visitors to the upcoming Spring Festival. I planned to be in Vegas with my friends celebrating my last weekend of being a single woman.

      “Everyone acts like what I did was so wrong,” Turner whined when the shops gave way to the rolling tree-covered hills along Highway 87.

      “Lady, you fucked a bunch of dead bodies.” My stomach roiled at the thought.

      “I can’t help it. It’s a compulsion. I’ve tried to stop, but whenever I see a cadaver laying out on the table, I lose control.”

      Rodeo made a disgusted face. “Ugh.”

      “Shut the hell up, Turner!” I snapped.

      “No one was hurt.”

      I glanced back at the woman through the rearview mirror. Tears once again streamed down her face.

      “Ease up, you all. Can’t you see she’s sorry?” Zahara asked.

      “Yeah, sorry she got caught,” I said with a snort.

      “How is it even possible?” Rodeo asked. “I mean, if they’re dead, how can they even get it up?”

      “Dude, don’t ask questions like that,” I said. “I don’t want to know.”

      “If we get them early enough and rigor hasn’t fully dissipated,” Turner explained as if she were talking about anything other than molesting a corpse.

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” I cranked up my “Bad Girls” playlist on Spotify. The Pink Trinkets’ punk rock anthem “Punching Nazis” blared through the speakers.

      A few songs later, even I started to get a headache and turned the stereo down to a normal level. Despite the blaring music, a glance into my rearview mirror revealed that Zahara had fallen asleep.

      Turner never showed at the house Zahara was staking out. Fortunately, a tip led us to the Payson Airport restaurant where our fugitive was planning to meet a pilot who’d agreed to fly her to Nogales, Mexico.

      “You excited about this weekend?” Rodeo asked.

      I caught his eyes in the mirror and grinned. “I am. You’re still welcome to join us for my bachelorette party.”

      “Kind of weird for a guy to attend a bachelorette party.”

      “Well, you are dating my brother. Besides, I’m not exactly a traditional kinda gal.”

      “Really? I’m shocked!” he joked. “You seem so normal.”

      “Right. A transgender comic book geek who works as a bounty hunter. Doesn’t get much more normal than that.”

      We both laughed.

      “Besides, Easton’s coming. They’re nonbinary,” I continued. “If it makes you feel any better, think of it as a gathering of über-diverse friends. Or if you’d rather go to Conor’s bachelor party…”

      “No, thanks. I have a feeling Conor’s bachelor party will be a bit too heteronormative for my tastes.”

      “You’re getting married?” Turner asked. “How nice.”

      “Shut up, perv.” I’d almost forgotten she was back there.

      “Jinx, be nice,” Zahara replied sleepily.

      “Nice is not in my vocabulary with necrophiliacs.” I sighed. “Anyway, I’m glad we could still get rooms, what with StoryCon being this weekend.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” Zahara perked up, stretching her arms. “Who are you cosplaying as this time? Wonder Woman or Xena?”

      “Asaya Thrax. She’s a space marine from Into the Black.”

      “That series on Netflix?” Rodeo asked. “I’ve watched a few episodes of it but had trouble following it. Gwyneth and Jake like it though.” Jake was my brother. Gwyneth was Rodeo’s daughter from a previous relationship.

      “It takes a few episodes to get into it. I fell in love with the graphic novels a few years back. And the outfit is awesome. Black and royal-blue formfitting space armor.”

      “You make it yourself?” Zahara asked.

      “Absolutely. Not cheap or easy to get right but worth it.”

      Rodeo laughed. “For a badass chick, Jinx, you sure are a big ol’ nerd.”

      “A girl’s gotta have her hobbies,” I said. “At least I’m not fucking dead guys.”
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      We dropped off Turner at the Estrella Jail and picked up the body receipt, which I would turn over to Assurity Bail Bonds for a fat check.

      It was nearly one o’clock when Zahara, Rodeo, and I arrived back at the Hub, a coworking space I worked out of in downtown Phoenix. I parked in the nearby lot between Rodeo’s Mazda Miata and Zahara’s Ford Explorer.

      “Any more jobs?” Zahara yawned audibly and stretched.

      I checked the email account on my phone. “Looks like Assurity Bail Bonds has another one for us. Let me see if it can wait until Monday.”

      I called Sadie Levinson, the owner of Assurity. “Yo, Sadie. We bagged Turner.”

      “Finally. I have another defendant for you to return to custody,” she said with perfect professional diction. “Judge Campos revoked her bail this morning after she threatened a witness.”

      “Who’s the defendant?”

      “Blair Marshall, white female. No priors. Originally charged with aggravated assault. Upgraded to murder one when the victim died a few days ago.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar. “My team’s exhausted from chasing Turner halfway across the state, and we’re headed to Vegas for the weekend for my bachelorette party. Can it wait until Monday?”

      She made a noise indicating her displeasure. “It’s only Wednesday. The judge wants her apprehended tout de suite. Otherwise, it’ll be my tuchus in a sling.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m flying out tomorrow morning.”

      “I need this defendant picked up now, Ms. Ballou. She murdered a woman. A transgender woman, I might add.”

      “Shit. She’s the one who killed LaTonya Garrett?” A lump formed in my throat. The Phoenix Gender Alliance, a trans support group I was a member of, had staged a protest at the courthouse when Marshall was released on bail, fearing she would hurt another member of our community. “And you posted her bond?”

      “I issue bail bonds for defendants on a wide range of charges, including murder. You know this. But now that her bail’s been revoked, I need your help returning her to custody. Neither she nor her attorney have returned my calls.”

      “Fine. I’ll take the case.”

      “Thought you would. The original bail was set at two hundred grand. Considering the urgency, I’ll pay double the standard rate if you apprehend her by Friday.”

      Double the standard ten percent meant a bounty of forty grand. A nice chunk of change if we could apprehend her quickly.

      “Email me the documents, and we’ll see if we can’t track her down today. If not, I’ll have Rodeo and Zahara nab her before the weekend.”

      “See that you do. This one’s a priority.”

      I hung up and turned to Rodeo and Zahara. “We got another one for Assurity. Big payday but not much time to grab her.”

      “Darn, I was hoping to catch some sleep,” Zahara said. “Last night’s stakeout is kicking my rear.”

      “Go grab some winks, Z,” I replied. “Rodeo, how you holding up?”

      He had been running leads with me since the wee hours of the morning. “Could use some coffee, but I can manage for a while yet.”

      “Excellent. Careful driving home, girl,” I called after Zahara.

      “Will do.” She climbed into her Ford Explorer and drove out of the lot.

      “Come on,” I told Rodeo. “Let’s see if we can’t track down one more before the weekend.”

      The Hub was housed in what was once a car dealership. The shape of the tall glass-fronted building reminded me of an inverted boat hull. The interior featured a cavernous open space with the only walls in the back where the restrooms and a few meeting rooms were located.

      Dozens of computer workstations occupied ten-foot-long folding tables. Neon artwork installations mounted on the exposed steel infrastructure gave the space a cyber-industrial look, sort of a “disco meets the Terminator” vibe. EDM played over the sound system.

      Rodeo and I navigated through the tables to the one I shared with Becca Alvarez, my best friend since sixth grade and now my maid of honor. She had been my first friend after coming out as transgender.

      These days, she freelanced as an IT security consultant and also skip traced fugitives for me, often providing information that most of the online skip-tracing databases didn’t offer, some of it not entirely acquired legally. She sat nestled among three flat-screens, typing away madly. Empty drink cans and food wrappers lay cluttered among stacks of file folders, loose papers, pens, and computer parts.

      “Hey, Becks! How’s it going?” I asked.

      Like me, Becca had long dark hair and tan skin. When we were growing up, people often mistook us for sisters. Despite our lack of a blood relation, we were family.

      “Morning, you two. Been busy checking a suspected vulnerability on a client’s server. You catch that creepy woman with the corpse fetish?” Her lip curled in disgust.

      “We got her.” Rodeo pulled up a chair next to my workstation. “The dead can rest in peace once again.”

      I opened my laptop and printed the documents that Sadie Levinson had sent on Blair Marshall, including the arrest report, her bail application, a credit report, and the recent order from the judge revoking bail. “She was a serious whack job. Absolutely convinced she’d done nothing wrong. Had to tase her when she came at me with a knife.”

      “Oh my gourd! Glad that locasita’s locked up. You packed for our flight tomorrow?”

      Prior to the bachelorette party, Becca and I were getting our geek on at StoryCon, a sci-fi/fantasy convention being held in Vegas over the extended weekend. My other wedding attendants would arrive on Saturday for the party.

      “Just about. I was ready to call it a day, but Assurity has one more fugitive for me. Blair Marshall.”

      “No shit. That psycho puta who murdered the trans woman in the Save Mart restroom?”

      “That’s her. Judge revoked her bail for threatening a witness. Hoping Rodeo and I can pick her up by the end of the day.”

      I labeled a manilla folder and studied the documents I had printed.

      Blair Marshall was twenty-seven, five-five, drove a 2016 Chevy Malibu, and lived with her significant other, a thirty-eight-year-old woman named Naomi Hoffman in the north valley off Happy Valley Road. She had good credit, a couple thousand dollars in the bank, and ran a nonprofit organization named Womyn Born Womyn whose mission was spreading harmful lies about transgender people.

      In her mug shot, her feminine features and long blond hair belied a stony expression.

      In the past year, Marshall’s little nonprofit hate group had tried to push a bill through the state legislature that would have forced trans people to use public restrooms based on their assigned sex at birth. The measure died in committee only after someone pointed out that doing so would force trans guys—many of whom were bearded and muscular—to use the ladies’ rooms.

      Not that trans guys were a threat to cisgender women either. But the bigots realized their proposed legislation would have had the opposite effect of “keeping men out of women-only spaces.”

      And now Blair Marshall, self-appointed gender defender of the valley’s restrooms, had brutally murdered a Black transgender woman. Well, if she was going to continue her crusade against my community, she’d have to do it from behind bars. I intended to put her there.

      “You need me to skip trace Marshall?” Becca asked.

      “Let me go knock on her door, see if we can do this the easy way. I’ll call you if I need any skip tracing.”

      She nodded. “Okay, chica. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll see you tomorrow morning at Sky Harbor.”

      I gave her a hug. “See ya then, bestie.”

      “Take care, Becca,” Rodeo said. “Have fun in Vegas. And keep our girl outta trouble.”

      I elbowed him and led him out of the building. We climbed back into the Gray Ghost and drove north.
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      I pulled off the Black Canyon Highway at Happy Valley Road and turned south into a residential area after a few miles. Rodeo helped me navigate through a labyrinthine neighborhood filled with McMansions.

      Naomi Hoffman, who owned the house, worked as the creative director of a media marketing company. Must’ve made some serious bank, because no way Marshall could’ve afforded a place like this running a nonprofit. Not unless she was earning serious money under the table somehow.

      I blocked off the driveway with the Gray Ghost to prevent an escape. It wouldn’t stop anyone who was determined. The crushed-rock landscaping that was ubiquitous throughout the valley didn’t have any large cactuses or palm trees to keep Marshall from cutting across it, but it might discourage her.

      When we stepped out of the SUV, I adjusted the straps on my vest, unsnapped the retention strap on my ankle holster, and double-checked my Taser. I’d once forgotten to put on a fresh cartridge and nearly got my clock cleaned by an ill-tempered fugitive.

      “SOP,” I said to Rodeo. “Go around back. Keep an eye out for dogs. I’ll take the front.”

      “Copy that.” He tilted his Stetson to block the sun from hitting him in the eyes and grabbed the beanbag shotgun along with a two-foot pry bar from the back of the SUV.

      I pulled out a thirty-pound battering ram, closed the truck, and turned on my two-way radio. “Channel four as usual.”

      “Roger.” He turned his on and crept around the house to the gate that led to the walled-off backyard.

      When I reached the front door, I called on the radio. “Front door ready.”

      “Back door ready. There’s a doggy door in the back but no sign of a pooch.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way. Watch yourself.”

      I pounded on the front door, punched the doorbell a few times, and shouted, “Bail enforcement. Open up now!”

      I waited, but there was no response. It was nearly three on a Wednesday afternoon. Most people working a nine-to-five weren’t at home. Which didn’t necessarily mean Blair Marshall wasn’t in there hiding.

      “No answer,” I said into the radio.

      “You think she’s inside?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      I tried knocking and rang the doorbell a few more times. When I was convinced no one was coming, I hefted the ram and pounded the door. It cracked on the first hit. The second blow splintered the frame and knocked it open.

      “Front door breached.”

      A series of clunks came from the back of the house. Rodeo prying open a sliding glass door, no doubt. His voice crackled over the radio. “Back door breached.”

      According to a U.S. Supreme Court case from way back, bounty hunters were allowed to enter a fugitive’s home without a warrant because, even while on bail, they were still considered in custody.

      I lay the ram by the doorway, drew my Taser, stepped inside, and saw a kitchen to my left, a living room to my right. On the wall, a security system touch pad indicated an open front and rear door, but no alarm was triggered. Either someone was home or Marshall and Hoffman had forgotten to set the alarm.

      I turned to the kitchen and began my search. Fugitives were remarkably creative in choosing places to hide. I’ve found people in kitchen cabinets and tucked into closet shelves, laundry baskets, and attics.

      Based on the physical description and mug shots in her file, Marshall could probably squeeze into some tight spots, so I checked in cabinets high and low, as well as in the walk-in pantry. No joy.

      “Arizona room clear,” Rodeo said over the radio.

      I replied a moment later, “Kitchen clear.”

      We proceeded through the house systematically. I explored the living room, checking under couches and chairs, under tablecloths, and behind the entertainment center.

      When the living room was cleared, I joined Rodeo in the bedrooms. He’d already cleared the master bedroom and bath. I took the guest bath, checking behind the shower curtain and the cabinets under the sink.

      “One side of the master bedroom closet is empty,” Rodeo said as we met in the hallway. “Looks like someone packed up some clothes and moved out.”

      “Or wants us to think she did. Check the third bedroom.” I pointed to the trapdoor in the ceiling that led to the attic. “I’ll take a peek up top.”

      “Copy that.”

      I pulled down the trapdoor and unfolded the ladder. My pulse accelerated. Checking attics was dangerous with violent suspects. Sticking your head up into the dark made one a prime target for someone with a weapon.

      There had been no indication that either Marshall or Hoffman was a registered gun owner, but they could have bought one from a private dealer. Or Marshall could be lying in wait with a baseball bat or other weapon.

      I grabbed a flashlight from my utility belt, climbed a few steps, and made a quick assessment of the dark expanse. Wooden struts, stacks of boxes, and other personal belongings provided a playground of hiding places that stretched the length of the three-thousand-square-foot house.

      I mounted the remaining steps, scanning the attic for movement and keeping an eye out for anything that seemed out of sorts. I drew my revolver, since my Taser was limited to a thirty-foot range.

      The air was stuffy and warm. Dust motes floated in and out of my flashlight’s beam. The plywood floor creaked as I stepped onto it. It wasn’t secured to the crossbeams. One wrong step and I’d go plunging through the main floor’s ceiling.

      I approached a cluster of camping gear next to boxes marked with the words “Naomi’s china” in permanent marker. Didn’t find anything of interest except a pissed-off family of roof rats that went scurrying away into the dark.

      Despite the high intensity of the situation, the hunt was my favorite part of the job. And I was good at it.

      When I’d checked out every shadowy corner, my instincts were telling me no one was home.

      “Attic clear,” I called into the radio.

      Rodeo replied, “Third bedroom clear except for a very frightened little Chihuahua.”

      “Remember, Rodeo, they’re only Chihuahuas if they’re from Chihuahua, Mexico. Otherwise, they’re just yappy ankle-biters.”

      “Good one, boss.”

      I climbed back down to the main floor and found Rodeo rechecking one of the bedrooms.

      “Looks like no one’s home,” I said.

      “Copy that. What’s our next move?”

      I wanted to call it a day, but I also wanted to find Marshall before I left in the morning.

      “The nonprofit hate group that Blair Marshall runs is down on Camelback and Third Street. Let’s go say hello.”

      Something outside the window caught Rodeo’s attention. “Uh-oh. Looks like we got company.”

      “Whoever’s here, I’m calling the cops!” called a female voice from the entryway.

      “Go right ahead,” I replied when we found a stocky woman in her forties with shoulder-length hair standing by the shattered door. I flashed my bail enforcement badge and ID. “We’re here to enforce a judge’s order.”

      She held up her phone in such a way that it was clear she was video recording our presence and the damage to the door. “What the hell’s going on? Why are you in my house?”

      “You’re Naomi Hoffman, right?” I asked.

      She turned the phone toward me. “Who’s asking?”

      “Ballou Fugitive Recovery. We’re looking for Blair Marshall.”

      “She’s. Not. Here.” Hoffman enunciated each syllable.

      “Where is she?”

      “Why should I tell you? You people broke down my door. And I’m recording this to show the police.”

      “Be my guest. The judge revoked Marshall’s bail. Assurity Bail Bonds hired us to return her to custody. So, where is she?”

      She shrugged unconvincingly. “How should I know? I just got back from a dentist appointment.”

      “You live with her. I’m guessing you’re in a relationship, judging by the portraits in the hallway. If anyone knows where she is, it’s you.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “I recognize you. You’re that tranny bounty hunter who was featured in Phoenix Living a few years back.”

      Ugh. One of the worst mistakes in my career as a bounty hunter was being interviewed for the weekly alternative newspaper’s cover story. I had no idea at the time that the journalist writing the story would out me. We never discussed my being trans. But he’d dug it up, nevertheless.

      “You put your home up for collateral. If she fails to surrender herself, you lose your home,” I replied, refusing to take her bait. “And for harboring a fugitive wanted for murder, you could face a hefty prison sentence yourself. So, go ahead and call the police. We’ll wait.”

      “She’s not here. Just leave.”

      “Tell us where she is.”

      “I’m not telling you anything, sir!” She glared at me. “Now get out of my house.”

      Rodeo put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go, boss. She’s not here.”

      “Suit yourself. Maybe after Assurity Bail Bond takes your house, I’ll buy it.” I walked out the broken front door. “Though I’d want to get rid of the roof rats first.”

      “You’re going to pay for my door!”

      “Tell us where Blair Marshall is, and I’ll consider it.” I waited as she glared at me. “No? Okay. Later.”

      “Bitch!” she shouted as we strolled to the Gray Ghost.
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      “She was not a happy camper,” Rodeo joked while I drove out of the neighborhood.

      “Ya think?” I pulled onto the southbound Black Canyon Highway. “Not that I care, considering her girlfriend murdered LaTonya Garrett. Let’s see what we can find out at the so-called nonprofit of hate she runs.”

      Shortly after the Peoria exit, traffic came to a halt, although we were heading into town during the afternoon rush hour. I turned on the radio and learned that there had been a multi-car pileup near Bethany Home Road, a few miles south.

      “This doesn’t look good,” I said.

      “Maybe pull off the highway at Dunlap,” Rodeo suggested.

      It took forty minutes to reach the exit and another ten before we got through the light on Dunlap Road. Even then, the surface streets were gridlocked from all the other drivers escaping the blocked highway.

      By the time we reached the Womyn Born Womyn office, situated in a small strip mall, it was a quarter after five. The office was closed and dark.

      “Shit.” I pounded on the glass door. “Fucking traffic.”

      Rodeo put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. Zahara and I will track her down. If we don’t have her by the time Z leaves for Vegas on Saturday, I’ll keep looking. Maybe have Byrd or one of Conor’s other guys as backup. Go enjoy your weekend.”

      I sighed. “If it was anyone but one of these fucking TERFs.”

      TERF was short for transgender-exclusionary radical feminist, a term the radfem community came up with to describe those who didn’t consider trans women to be women and who treated trans men as traitors to the butch lesbian community.

      “Don’t let her live rent free in your head,” Rodeo replied.

      “You sound like my dad.”

      “Well, he is a psychologist.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go back to the Hub.”

      It didn’t take us long to return downtown, which had emptied for the day.

      “See you Monday,” Rodeo said, giving me a hug. “Have a pleasant flight and have fun this weekend.”

      “I intend to.”

      “But not too much fun.” He winked.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      I headed home to get ready for my crazy extended weekend in Vegas. With a little luck, Rodeo and Zahara would track down Marshall in a day or so, making Sadie a happy woman—or at least less grumpy than usual—and the rest of us a little richer.

      Home was a cozy house in the overpriced Willo District in central Phoenix that backed up to McDowell Road. I had nicknamed it the Bunker because my fiancé Conor Doyle had installed inch-thick polycarbonate windows, bulletproof walls, steel-reinforced doors, and an underground tunnel that led from a tattoo parlor on McDowell to a trapdoor in our coat closet. He’d made the extreme modifications after a drug gang had tried to level the place in a drive-by shooting.

      My two-year-old golden retriever Diana greeted me with sloppy, wet doggy kisses at the door when I arrived.

      “Hey, baby girl. You need to go for a run?”

      “Just got back from one,” Conor called from the kitchen.

      I found him relaxing and drinking a bottle of Jarritos Mandarin soda at our antique kitchen table rumored to have once belonged to the pirate Jean Lafitte, one of my ancestors.

      Like me, Conor was a bounty hunter. In fact, he was the one who introduced me to the business before I started my own company. He greeted me with a hug and a kiss when I walked in.

      “What’s the craic, love?”

      Despite all the years I’d known him, his curly red hair, emerald eyes, and Irish brogue never failed to turn me on. The man had a sexy ruggedness that a lot of cisgender women dreamed their men had. The fact that he loved me, a transgender woman, still blew my mind.

      I sat opposite him and took a sip of his soda. “We got Nussbaum finally.”

      “The barmy lass who shags corpses?” His upper lip curled in disgust. Even that was sexy. “Good for you, love.”

      “Over one hundred counts of abuse of a human corpse. But her perversion is my profit. Two-hundred-thirty-thousand-dollar bounty.”

      “Brilliant! Try not to blow your entire cut gambling in Las Vegas.” He winked when he said it.

      “Not a chance. Though I may have to bring an additional suitcase for all the comics, books, and other merch I plan to buy.”

      My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten since we caught Nussbaum, and I was starving. I pulled a banana from the bunch on the counter only to realize it was an empty peel.

      “Dammit! Got me again with the empty banana trick.”

      He nearly choked on his soda laughing. Recently he’d discovered that he could open a banana from the middle and the peel wouldn’t wilt. Now it had turned into an ongoing prank.

      I smirked. “Laugh while you can, smarty-pants. You’ll get yours.”

      “Sorry, love. I ate the banana early this morning. Been waiting all day for you to grab it.” He continued to chuckle.

      “Anyway,” I said, trying to recover my dignity. “How was your day? You were on a stakeout, right?”

      “Aye. The bloke was a no-show at his girl’s place. I think we’ll check with some of his co-workers at the construction site.” His eyelids drooped. “Until then, I gotta get some shut-eye. I’m knackered.”

      My phone rang. The caller ID showed the name Marie Lafitte. I took the call.

      “Grand-Mère Marie! How are you?”

      “Oo ye yi, cher. I fear I may not make it down for the wedding.”

      “Why? Are you sick?”

      “No, no, it’s Guimauve. She’s not her usual perky self, and she hasn’t been eating. I fear she may be ill.”

      “Oh, Grand-Mère, I’m so sorry. Any idea what’s going on?”

      “She’s at the veterinarian now. They’re running tests.”

      My heart felt heavy. I so wanted her to come out for the wedding. But she loved that dog, and it was a long trip from New Orleans for a woman in her late seventies.

      Conor eyed me with a concerned look.

      “Do what you feel is best. If you can’t make it, I will understand. I know how much she means to you. And maybe I’ll fly back to New Orleans sometime soon.”

      “I would hate to miss your wedding, cher. You’re my only granddaughter.”

      “I would miss you too. Let me know when you hear from the vet.”

      “I will. Bye-bye, cher.”

      I hung up and sighed.

      “How’s Grand-Mère Marie?” Conor got up and hugged me from behind.

      “Not good. Her dog, Guimauve, is sick.”

      “Gwee-what?”

      “Guimauve. It’s French for marshmallow.” I shrugged. “She’s not sure whether she’ll make it to the wedding or not.”

      “Poor woman must be wrecked. What kind of dog is it?”

      “Shitza-poo.”

      Conor spewed orange soda across the kitchen table, barely missing me. “A what?”

      “A shitza-poo. It’s a cross between a shih-tzu and a poodle. What else would you call it?”

      “I dunno. Maybe a shih-poo?” He grabbed a kitchen towel and mopped up the mess.

      “A sheep-poo? Oh yeah. That sounds tons better.”

      “Well, I hope the poor pup gets to feeling better. I know how close you are with your grandmother.”

      I trailed a finger along the grain of the antique wooden table. She had given it to me years earlier. Supposedly, Captain Jean Lafitte had eaten off it in his ship’s cabin. “Yeah, we’re close.”

      “Well, love, I’m gonna hit the sack.”

      I felt a twinge of sadness about leaving him for the weekend. Since he’d come back into my life a year earlier, I’d become clingier for fear of losing him once again. “Care for some company?”

      His eyes twinkled with anticipation. “Aye! Can never say no to you.”

      As we undressed, both our bodies reflected the violent and potentially lethal nature of our chosen profession. The coppery curls of hair on his chest couldn’t hide the multiple scars from bullet wounds, knife attacks, and an IED he survived while working for Dark Horse Security in Iraq.

      My body wasn’t much better. I’d been shot, stabbed, beaten, and battered from my countless encounters with suspects, both as a bounty hunter and in my one-year stint as a patrol officer with Phoenix PD.

      The scars were a hazard of the trade. But one scar on his leg still pulled at a deeply held trauma in my soul. A year and a half ago, Conor and I were trying to stop a white nationalist paramilitary group from bringing down Phoenix City Hall with a truck full of explosives. Conor had forced the truck over on the Piestewa Freeway. Still, the driver set off the explosive during morning rush hour, killing dozens of people and injuring hundreds more.

      For a week, I believed Conor had been killed in the explosion. But on Christmas morning, he called me from Mexico on a burner phone. Seconds before the detonation, he’d leapt off the bridge into the Arizona Canal. He avoided the blast but suffered a compound fracture from the fall into the canal.

      With help from a document forger named Picardo, Conor escaped to Mexico to evade the Northern Irish police who had tracked him to Phoenix as part of their investigation into the Omagh bombing that Conor’s father had been involved with when Conor was seventeen.

      I visited him down in Mexico but declined his offer to start a new life under assumed identities. Without me by his side, he surrendered to the Northern Irish authorities and was eventually cleared of the terrorism charges after two decades of living on the run.

      Months later, Conor’s U.S. citizenship was restored. He never explained how, but I gathered that his former employer, Dark Horse Security, had greased the path with Homeland Security.

      The four-inch scar where the Mexican surgeon repaired his shattered leg still reminded me of the sense of loss I’d experienced, both when I thought him dead and when I walked away.

      Our lovemaking now was even more passionate. Gratitude was a helluva drug. Soon I would marry this amazing man. The impossible dream was finally coming true.

      Despite all the shit we’d been through, both together and separately, I had no reservations about spending the rest of my life with this kind, funny, sexy man. The refrain from Carole King’s “Natural Woman” played through my mind.

      After a post-coital cuddle, he fell into a much-needed sleep while I packed for my weekend of cosplay, fangirling, and bachelorette festivities.

      Becca, her significant other Easton St. Claire, and I would spend Thursday, Friday, and part of Saturday doing the StoryCon thing. Going to panels, buying comics, talking to creators, and probably getting my photo taken with other fans of the Into the Black franchise who loved the character I was cosplaying.

      Zahara, my friend and lawyer Kirsten Pasternak, and my mentor Juanita Valdez would join us on Saturday afternoon. Juanita, a trans woman who owned Phoenix’s largest drag bar, was in charge of the bachelorette party. I had no idea what outrageous things she had planned, but knowing her, it would be memorable. Assuming I didn’t get too drunk.
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