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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DATE NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia Bitsui gazed deeply into Étienne François’s dark eyes aglow with candlelight. The aroma of cologne with a hint of shea butter made her senses tingle. Étienne leaned closer and trailed a line of kisses down her throat.

      Her body reacted as if awakening for the first time. A deep need grew in her core. She craved him in a way she’d never felt with anyone before. The kisses continued along her chest, teasing the buds of her nipples, making her gasp.

      Dialogue from the half-watched movie murmured softly, its meaning drowned out by the thunder of their synchronized heartbeats. Wrapped in this magnificent man’s embrace, Sophia allowed herself to let down her shield and be in the moment—a respite from the hatred and vitriol of the white man’s world that preferred women like her to disappear without a trace.

      Étienne’s touch was gentle, strong, and reassuring, pushing her ecstasy to heights she’d never thought possible. She moaned hungrily when at last he entered her. He was so big yet still a perfect fit.

      Faster and harder he thrust until, at last, pleasure overwhelmed the circuitry in her brain. The orgasm rippled through every cell of her body. She cried out and laughed, her heart fluttering.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…”

      When the waves of rapture subsided, Sophia floated on a cloud of euphoria. “That was… better than I ever dreamed possible. I haven’t had an orgasm since…”

      He chuckled. “Well, it was about time, then.”

      Étienne’s deep and resonant voice sent shivers through her body. His spellbinding accent danced around each syllable.

      “You… you’re so amazing,” she said.

      “As are you. For many years, I dreamed of meeting a woman as lovely and enchanting as you.”

      Sophia flushed. “I don’t know why you say that. I’m nothing special.”

      “Okontrè, cheri mwen,” Étienne replied in Haitian Creole, his eyes sparkling. “You are a woman so rare.”

      “I think the word you’re looking for is freak.”

      “Non, non, non. Rare like yon bijou presye, a precious jewel.”

      “Why? Because I’m trans? Or because I’m Navajo?”

      “Both have shaped you into the woman you are—brilliant, beautiful, fearless, and strong. The struggles you’ve overcome to be your authentic self—they’ve amplified your radiance. Your vibrant, courageous soul enchants me like a siren’s song.”

      “You’ve faced far worse struggles than I have.”

      He nodded. “Wi, I have survived many tragedies. Hurricanes, earthquakes, disease, government corruption, loss of my family.”

      “You did more than survive. You thrived. To become a doctor after all of that? You did your family proud, baby.”

      “Wi, but my proudest moment was finding Mademoiselle Sophia Bitsui of Phoenix, Arizona.”

      Étienne kissed her deeply again. She felt their souls intertwine. Bliss was the only word to describe it.

      Without warning, he broke off the embrace, his eyes alert with alarm. “What was that sound?”

      “What sound?” She’d noticed nothing over the thunder of their heartbeats. But when she concentrated, she heard it too—a muffled clomping of footsteps and tinny, distorted voices.

      “It’s just the TV,” she assured him, not wanting to interrupt their second round of lovemaking.

      Étienne sat up and snatched the remote from the coffee table then muted the television. The sounds were getting louder. The front door burst open, and a group of men dressed in combat gear stormed into the house, their assault weapons trained on Étienne.

      “Police! Get on the floor! Do it now!”

      Étienne sprang to his feet, his naked body shielding Sophia’s. “Who are you?” he demanded, brandishing the remote. “How dare you break into this house! Get out this instant!”

      Terror coiled around Sophia’s heart as she sat up, her blood chilling to ice. She sensed the impending doom but was powerless to stop it. Time slowed, each second stretching into eternity.

      In an instant, deafening gunfire filled the air. Bullets tore Étienne’s body apart in a grotesque tableau of death. His once sturdy frame collapsed to the floor.

      “Nooo!” She reached for him, and searing pain bit into her own shoulder.

      Her ears rang with an otherworldly silence. Her body felt detached from her spirit, even as her shoulder burned with hellfire. Consciousness faded as the hungry void pulled her into merciful oblivion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MIDNIGHT MOVIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat beaded on my forehead as I stood in line outside Tempe’s Mill Avenue Theater for the midnight showing of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. Even at this late hour, the desert heat held steady at nearly ninety degrees, despite it being early October.

      The growing crowd filled the air with excited conversation and snippets of songs from the movie. It had been more than a year since I’d last seen the cult classic, and I couldn’t wait.

      My outfit, a slinky black negligee, showed off the tapestry of tattoos on my arms and chest, much of it my own work. The frizzy wig I wore to emulate Magenta felt like a fur coat fastened to my scalp and had me craving the cool air-conditioning that waited inside.

      I yearned for autumn’s reprieve after yet another record-breaking summer. To step outside during the day without feeling as if my eyeballs were boiling in my skull would be an overdue change.

      Roz Fein, my girlfriend, stood beside me, sparkling in her Columbia ensemble—sequined outfit, top hat, and tap shoes clattering softly. “Wow, that’s exciting, Mom!” she exclaimed into the phone. “Sounds like an Israeli version of Coachella. Have fun, and give my love to Jude, Talia, and the kids.”

      When she ended the call, I asked, “What was that about Coachella?”

      “They’re going to the Supernova, a huge music festival celebrating the end of Sukkot. It’s near my brother’s kibbutz,” she explained. “I think my mom’s looking forward to reliving her riot grrrl days.”

      “I hope they have a blast.”

      A shout from a familiar voice interrupted our exchange. “Avery Byrne, you look hot as fuck!”

      Kimiko Sato, my best friend, was dressed as the demure Janet Weiss. The white cardigan and knee-length pink dress with a Peter Pan collar were a stark departure from her usual sugar-skulled La Calavera Catrina stage persona as the front woman and upright bass player for the psychobilly band Damaged Souls.

      “Slut!” I responded in true Rocky Horror tradition.

      “That’s me.”

      “You look great,” I told her. “Better than the original Janet.”

      “Wow!” Chupa Melendez, Kimi’s hulk of a husband, looked as if he were about to drool over my revealing outfit. He wore a full-length trench coat and flip-flops.

      “Eyes up here, big guy,” I teased, pointing to my face. “We’re both taken.”

      “Sorry.” His tan face turned bright red.

      “I figured you would dress as Frankie like you did in Las Cruces, Avery,” Kimi said.

      “Magenta’s more my style,” I assured her. “Besides, we remember what happened in Las Cruces.”

      Chupa winced and placed a hand on his belly. “Don’t remind me. I still have a scar from the gunshot wound.”

      I gave him a sympathetic look. That bullet had been meant for me.

      “Aren’t you hot in that trench coat, big guy?” Roz teased, tugging at Chupa’s sleeve.

      He blushed. “It’s a little cold out.”

      “Cold?” I asked, grateful for a change in subject. “It’s ninety fucking degrees.”

      “He’s shy!” Kimi said. “He’s got a costume on under there.”

      “Come on, Chup. Let’s see.” I had a good idea what he was wearing.

      Chupa undid the tie and opened the coat to reveal a gold lamé bikini bottom and nothing else.

      “Oh, Rocky!” Roz said. “Wow. If I didn’t play for the all-girls team, I’d be all over you.”

      Kimi cleared her throat. “Back off, slut! He’s all mine.” She mimed protecting her husband.

      “Here comes the rest of the crew.”

      The arrival of Omar “Torch” Shaheen—dressed dramatically in corset, fishnets, and heels—and McCobb as a humpbacked Riff Raff added to our eclectic group. A tattoo of the sonogram of Torch’s son peeked out from above his corset.

      “Nice legs, Frankie!” I said to Torch.

      He strutted and twirled, showing off his muscular legs. “What can I say? If you got it, flaunt it!”

      As we shared a laugh, Kimi revealed her stash of props for the night—water pistols, toast, rice, confetti, and noisemakers. “I was supposed to cook the rice, right?”

      I looked at her incredulously. “Um, no?”

      She burst out laughing. “Just kidding. By the way, we’ve got a virgin joining us tonight.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      Kimi pointed toward a middle-aged man in a tweed suit wheeling toward us in his electric wheelchair. Scott Murray, the band’s manager, had been struck this past summer by a wrong-way driver. The trauma to his back left him only able to walk short distances.

      “Great Scott,” said Roz. “Is that…?”

      “It is,” Kimi assured us.

      “Evening, young people,” Scott said.

      “Evening, Scott,” I said. “I never took you for a Rocky Horror fan.”

      “Not my usual taste in cinema. But I figured it would be an opportunity to promote the band’s upcoming release of Graveyard Groove.” He held up a handful of postcards featuring the band’s new album cover on one side. “These rather… uh, colorful people are very much our demographic.”

      “I think you’re right. And might I say, you look rather dapper as Dr. Scott.”

      Just as the line began to move, my phone rang. The caller ID told me it was Theo Carter, a trans masculine member of the Phoenix Gender Alliance. Why the hell’s he calling so late?

      “What’s up, Theo?”

      “Avery, thank God you answered.” He sounded panicked. “Sophia’s been shot. Her boyfriend too.”

      “By who?”

      “The cops! They busted into our house and shot them.”

      “Fuck! Are they okay? Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m… I’m okay. I wasn’t there when it happened. But Sophia… she’s in surgery. And her boyfriend, Étienne… he’s dead.”

      “Shit. Where are you?”

      “The emergency room at Scottsdale Osborn.”

      “I’m in Tempe. I can be there in twenty minutes.” I hung up. “Sorry, folks, but I gotta go. A friend’s been shot.”

      Roz’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      “Sophia Bitsui, the chair of Phoenix Gender Alliance. That was her housemate, Theo.”

      Roz gave my hand a squeeze of support. “Let’s go.”

      “You want us to come too?” Kimi offered.

      I hugged her. “No, y’all have fun. Help Dr. Scott, here, promote your album release.”

      “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      “Thanks.”

      “DM me and let me know how she’s doing.”

      “Will do.”

      We hurried to the parking lot, and I hopped behind the wheel of the Gothmobile, my restored 1957 Cadillac. Roz slid into the passenger seat, and we raced north to the hospital.

      “Motherfuckers!” I growled, taking a corner faster than I meant to and clipped the curb.

      “Easy, babe,” Roz replied. “Let’s try to get there in one piece.”

      “It’s just that last year, the cops accused members of the Phoenix Gender Alliance of being members of a criminal gang. The year before that they tried to frame me for Sam’s murder. Now they’re busting into our homes and shooting us.”

      The Phoenix Gender Alliance was a support group for the valley’s trans and gender-questioning community. Sophia was the chairperson; I was the vice chair. Before Roz and I started dating, the Desert Mafia had killed my girlfriend, Samantha Ferguson. The horror of discovering her brutalized body still haunted me.

      “We don’t know what happened.”

      “Yes, we do. The whole fucking world’s trying to wipe us out, including the cops. Between the rash of anti-trans laws and the increasing violence, they just may succeed.”

      I cut in front of a slow-moving pickup truck, whose driver laid on the horn and flashed his high beams in retaliation.

      “Ave, if you don’t slow down and take it easy, you just may wipe us out first.”

      Goth, I hated when she was right. Which she was. A lot. I took a deep breath to calm myself. It didn’t help.

      I shivered when we stepped through the double set of automatic doors into the ER waiting room. The cold, sterile air smelled strongly of disinfectant. Just inside the entrance, a cluster of uniformed cops quietly chatted and joked. Their hushed laughter left me wondering if they had been the ones who shot Sophia and her boyfriend.

      We found Theo asleep in the waiting room, hunched over in a chair, his muscular arms wrapped around his chest. His black curly hair was clipped short, accentuating his high cheekbones. He wore faded jeans and a tan shirt that complemented his dark-brown skin.

      Gently waking him, I braced myself for the news that awaited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            CHOSEN FAMILY

          

        

      

    

    
      The occasional murmur of hushed conversations and the distant sound of medical equipment punctuated the silence, adding to the surreal, time-warped feeling of the emergency room at night.

      Theo looked up, his eyes flickering with a mix of worry and bemusement. “Um, did I interrupt some kinky sex?” His attempt at humor interrupted the somber silence of the late-night ER waiting room. “I mean, I know you’re goth, but…”

      “What? Oh, the costumes. No, you didn’t interrupt anything,” I quickly clarified, as Roz and I settled beside him. “We were about to see Rocky Horror at the midnight show.”

      “Sorry to ruin your fun.”

      “No need to apologize. You’re family. How’s Sophia?”

      Theo’s voice wavered. “She’s in recovery now and will be taken to a room shortly.”

      “So, what the hell happened?”

      His eyes narrowed with concern, glistening with tears. “I was out with friends when it happened, so I don’t know all the details. Sophia and Étienne were having a date night at the house. I got into the neighborhood around ten thirty and found the street blocked off. I told the police who I was, and they questioned me for, like, an hour.”

      “About what?”

      “If we kept any guns in the house, which we don’t. They asked what I knew about Étienne, which wasn’t much. He and Sophia had only been dating a couple of weeks. They also wanted to know if he was ever violent with Sophia, which he hadn’t been as far as I know.”

      “Why were the cops there in the first place? Was Étienne wanted for something?”

      “I asked, but they wouldn’t tell me nada. But there was a SWAT truck parked in front of our house.”

      “Sounds like someone may have swatted her.”

      “Swatted?” Theo looked horrified. “I know Sophia’s a gamer, but damn. Swatting someone is seriously messed up.”

      “It’s not just gamers who get swatted these days,” Roz said. “These jerks are doing it to politicians and anyone they don’t like.”

      “That means whoever did this knows where we live.”

      A young man in scrubs walked into the waiting area. “Family of Sophia Bitsui?”

      I stiffened, but Roz and I followed Theo over to where the man was standing.

      “Yes?” Theo said.

      “I’m Jake, one of the assisting nurses. Sophia is in her room. She’s groggy but stable.”

      “Oh, thank God. Can we see her?”

      Jake eyed Roz and me suspiciously. “You’re her family?”

      “Yes,” I said, daring him to refuse me. “Chosen family.”

      “Very well. I’ll take you to her.”

      Just as Jake started down the corridor, a voice called, “Hold up!”

      A woman in a crisp navy-blue suit, slightly worn at the edges, strode toward us with a presence that commanded attention. She wore her gray-streaked auburn hair in a practical short style. Fine lines marked the sun-damaged skin of her face. Two uniformed officers trailed her.

      The suit flashed a badge. “I’m Detective Rutherford. Is Sophia Bitsui out of surgery? I need to ask her some questions.”

      Anger and suspicion surged within me. “Haven’t you people done enough? You shoot her and kill her boyfriend. Now you want to interrogate her while she’s recovering from surgery for bullet wounds you inflicted?”

      Rutherford cocked her head. “And who are you?”

      “Avery Byrne. Sophia’s my friend. And you’re not talking to her without a lawyer.”

      I expected the detective to push back, but her hazel eyes softened. “Fair enough. How soon can her attorney be here? We need her to answer some questions about what happened tonight.”

      You’re not the only one, lady. “I’ll call her now. She’ll get here when she gets here. Until then, you vultures keep your fucking distance.”

      Rutherford held up her hands in a pacifying gesture. “We will.”

      I turned back to Jake the nurse. “Take us to her room.”

      Our footsteps echoed in the hallway on the awkward walk into the bowels of the hospital. After a brief elevator ride brought us to the fourth floor, I called Kirsten Pasternak, a lawyer and member of the Phoenix Gender Alliance. The phone rang four times before a sleepy voice answered.

      “Kirsten, it’s Avery. Sorry to wake you up, but a bunch of trigger-happy cops shot Sophia Bitsui and her boyfriend, and now they want to interrogate her. We need your help.”

      “Okay, okay. Where are you?”

      “Scottsdale Osborn.”

      The nurse stopped at a room with Sophia’s name written on a dry-erase board by the door. “She’s in room 437.”

      “Be there as quick as I can.”

      As I tried to enter the room, Rutherford blocked our path. “No one talks to her before me, except her attorney.”

      “She’s on her way. Until then, Sophia needs her friends.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t allow that.”

      “Why not?” I argued, my anger boiling over. “Afraid we might learn the truth?”

      “Why won’t you tell us what really happened?” Theo demanded, tears again forming in her eyes. “Why’d you shoot them? They’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t discuss that at this time.”

      “Just all full of secrets, aren’t you?” I said. “So afraid everyone will learn that Phoenix PD is nothing but a bunch of transphobic Nazis. Last year, you arrested a bunch of us, including Sophia, for being part of a so-called criminal gang. I guess this year, you’re not even bothering with arrests. You just bust into our homes and shoot us on sight. Well, Sieg heil, you fascist bitch!”

      Rutherford’s stern expression softened. “I understand you’re angry. If I can be honest…”

      “That would be a refreshing change.”

      “My brother is trans. He transitioned a few years ago.”

      I studied the woman’s face and recognized a familiarity in her features. “Chris Rutherford’s your brother?”

      “He is. And I support him one hundred percent.”

      “And yet you still work for the cops? After all they’ve done?”

      “I’m trying to change things for the better. When members of the Phoenix Gender Alliance were arrested at the rally, I protested loudly to my superiors. All the way to the Chief Williams herself. We’ve initiated new protocols to be more sensitive to the needs of the trans community.”

      I’d heard it all before and didn’t buy it. Promises of progress, committees formed, initiatives proposed, but nothing ever changed.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened earlier this evening,” she continued, “but I promise you all, I will get to the truth. And when I do, those responsible will be held accountable.”

      My animosity toward Rutherford faded, but my skepticism lingered. “Fine,” I said. “We’ll wait.”

      The weight of the situation hung heavily in the air as we waited in the sterile, dimly lit hospital corridor. Forty minutes later, Kirsten Pasternak strode in, her presence commanding as always. Towering a few inches above six feet, she was the epitome of poise in her light-gray tailored suit and lavender top.

      “Sorry for the late call, Kirsten.” I glanced at my watch, which showed it was almost one in the morning.

      She embraced me, her assurance palpable. “Not a problem. Comes with the job.” Her deep voice, carefully modulated to blend femininity with assertiveness, had a musical quality.

      “Don’t let them jam her up.”

      “I promise I’ll do everything I can to protect her.” She turned to Rutherford. “Detective.”

      After a brief negotiation with Rutherford, Kirsten entered Sophia’s room, leaving us in a corridor rife with tension and whispered fears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            SOLIDARITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten minutes later, Rutherford knocked then walked into Sophia’s hospital room and shut the door.

      “Why would someone target Sophia like this?” Theo’s voice trembled with anger. “She’s the sweetest person I know.”

      “Maybe because she’s a female gamer,” Roz suggested. “A lot of toxic masculinity going on in that world. Mediocre players who get pissed when a girl is better than them.”

      “Or someone found out she’s trans,” I added. “She’s listed as the chair on the Phoenix Gender Alliance website.”

      “If they know where we live, what could they do next?”

      “You can stay with us for a while,” I said, glancing over at Roz, who nodded her approval. “At least until this blows over.”

      “I can’t impose on you like that.”

      “You’re not imposing,” I said. “We’re offering.”

      He seemed to consider it then nodded. “Thanks. Just for a night.”

      I hugged him. “No problem. We’re all family, right?”

      “You know, Sophia getting sidelined makes you acting chair,” Theo noted.

      I hadn’t realized it until just then. When the vice chair position had come open a year earlier, my foster father, Bobby Jeong, had encouraged me to take it despite my reticence.

      “I’m not the leader type, Appa,” I’d told him, using the Korean word for father. “I’m more a ‘lurk in the shadows’ kinda gal.”

      “As vice chair, you would be in charge of the Hatchlings group.” The Hatchlings was the Phoenix Gender Alliance’s youth group, where I had started several years earlier. “The kids in the Hatchlings group need your experience and guidance. After all the support you received from them when you were their age, it’s time to step up and pay it forward.”

      I remembered all the shit that had happened after my bio dad discovered my stash of girl clothes when I was thirteen. He’d kicked me out onto the streets, where I’d been sexually harassed by a teen shelter manager, hassled by dirty cops, and jumped by junkies.

      By the time Bobby and his wife, Melissa, took me in, three years later, I’d been through hell so many times I’d lost count. Bobby was right that I could make a difference for these kids and help them make better choices than I had. So in the end, I’d told Sophia yes to being vice chair of the Hatchlings.

      With her in the hospital, I now shouldered her responsibilities as well as mine. I suddenly felt out of my depth. “We had the monthly meeting earlier this month. I’ll be chairing the Hatchlings’ meeting on Wednesday and hosting the Halloween party. What all was Sophia working on?”

      “She and Danielle were coordinating the Trans March and the schedule for manning the booth at the Pride Festival this coming Saturday. You think it’s still safe to march?”

      I considered the question. All the violence we’d been witnessing over the past few years had one objective—to erase us. I would not let that happen.

      “Whether it’s safe or not, we need to represent now more than ever,” I said firmly. “The march isn’t just a parade; it's a stand of defiance, a statement that we will not be silenced.”

      Kirsten and Detective Rutherford emerged from Sophia’s room. “Thanks for your help, Detective.”

      They shook hands, then Rutherford handed each of us a business card. “If any of you hear anything that might help us find who did this, call me. You all have a good night.”

      As she disappeared down the corridor, I crumpled the business card. There wasn’t a trash can nearby, so I dropped it in my purse.

      “You thanked her for her help?” I asked Kirsten. “They fucking shot her.”

      “Strange as it sounds, I believe she’s on our side in this.”

      I scoffed.

      “What happened?” Theo asked. “Why’d they shoot her?”

      “From what Detective Rutherford explained, someone called 911 claiming to be Lionel Robertson.”

      “Who the hell’s Lionel Robertson?”

      “He’s an enforcer for a local drug gang and the primary suspect for multiple brutal murders in the Valley. The caller claimed to be holding several people hostage and would shoot any cop who approached the house. So Phoenix PD sent in SWAT team.”

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “When SWAT entered, they mistook Étienne for Robertson. He refused their orders to get on the ground and allegedly pointed a weapon at them. That’s when they shot him.”

      “What weapon?” Roz asked. “She and Étienne were on a date. Why would he have a gun on him?”

      “That’s what Detective Robertson is investigating.”

      “Yeah, right. What’s going to happen to the cops who shot them?”

      “I don’t know. Rutherford is part of the Professional Standards Bureau. She investigates officer-involved shootings.”

      I wasn’t so easily mollified, even if Rutherford had a trans brother. “Cops protect their own. We’ve seen it over and over again. The thin blue line. Odds of those trigger-happy assholes going to jail are nil. We saw what happened when cops murdered Breonna Taylor. Nothing.”

      “We’ll have to see. Detective Rutherford is an ally to the community, so we have that going for us. For now, I think we should all go home and get some rest.”

      “I’d like to go in and see her for a minute,” Theo said. “After that interrogation, she needs to know we’re here for her.”

      “I think she’d like that,” Kirsten replied. “Good night, all.”

      “Thanks for coming out,” I said.

      “Any time.” Kirsten gave us all hugs. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      When Kirsten left, Roz and I accompanied Theo into the room, which was suffused with the muted glow of the room's lights and the screen of the vitals monitor. The persistent, rhythmic beep of the heart monitor merged with the faint hum of the air-conditioning system. The room felt suspended in a hushed tension, as if the walls were holding their breath.

      Sophia lay there, a pale shadow of herself under the hospital lights. A stark white cast encased her shoulder and arm, bright against her skin. Lines of discomfort and fatigue were etched in her face. Her breathing was shallow and measured, the effort evident each time her chest rose and fell.

      “Hola, chica,” Theo said. “I’m so sorry this happened.”

      “Yeah.” Sophia's drowsy dark eyes fluttered open, seeming to search for answers. Her voice was a ragged whisper. “How’s Étienne? The detective wouldn’t say.”

      I felt a tightness in my chest. No one had told her. “He didn’t make it.”

      Her reaction, a mix of pain and disbelief, tore at my heart. Theo grasped her free hand.

      “Why?” Sophia asked. “Why’d they do this?”

      “I think someone swatted you. Cops are looking into who made the call,” I told her, though I wasn’t all that hopeful.

      “We should let you get some rest,” Roz piped in, putting an arm around my shoulder.

      “Yeah. Get some sleep, girl,” I said. “Theo’s gonna stay with us until this mess gets sorted out.”

      “We’ll stop by tomorrow morning and check on you,” he added.

      Sophia managed a weak smile. “Thanks.”

      As we left her to rest, the heaviness of the situation hung over us. The night air in the corridor felt colder, in contrast to the warmth of our shared resolve to stand by Sophia and each other.
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      The morning light filtered through a half-open window, casting a warm golden hue across the painted purple walls of the kitchen. Mismatched mugs—treasures from Roz’s garage-sale excursions—hung from brass hooks below the worn wooden cabinets. I sipped my coffee, scouring local news sites on my phone for any mention of Sophia's swatting incident.

      Roz shuffled in, wearing black fleece pajamas, her shoulders hunched. Fear and panic flickered in deep-set hazel eyes. Her dark-brown hair, usually styled in a spiky, side-shaved look, was disheveled.

      I jumped up from the table and put an arm around her then guided her to her chair. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears. “T-Torch texted me. Hamas attacked the Supernova festival. Fired thousands of rockets into Israel.”

      “Oh goth!”

      “I… I can’t get ahold of my mom, my brother, or Talia. I don’t know if they’re alive or…” Her husky voice trembled with vulnerability. In our eighteen months together, I’d never seen her so shaken.

      “Oh shit.” I wrapped her in my arms, feeling her body shake. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      I wanted to assure her that her mother, her brother, and his wife would be all right, but I knew such guarantees were bullshit.

      “What’s Israel doing about the attack?”

      “According to the news, IDF sent jet fighters to bomb Gaza. Torch hasn’t been able to reach his grandparents or other family members in Gaza City. None of them have anything to do with Hamas. What the fuck is happening to this world?”

      I kissed her temple, trying to send her some of my strength and resilience. “Beats the hell outta me. Things have been bad ever since that orange turd got elected. And lately, the hate and violence toward minorities feel ramped up tenfold.”

      We held each other in silence for a long time. I could feel her pulse racing, her breath shallow and quick.

      “Theo still asleep?” I asked in a whisper.

      “Door was still closed when I walked past.”

      “So fucking tired of this shit.” Frustration and anger erupted inside of me. “This is the fourth attack on the trans community in as many months,” I grumbled.

      Three Black trans women had been murdered and a Latinx nonbinary person assaulted. Each attack felt like a knife in my chest. These people were my found family.

      “Maybe you should cancel the Trans March next Saturday.”

      I sat up and looked at her. “Are you kidding? We can’t back down now. That would only embolden the fascists. We’ve got to send a message that we will not be bullied. We will not be silenced. We will not go away just because our existence exposes what a sad joke the patriarchy is.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I’m just worried something will happen to you too.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen at Pride, aside from a bunch of pathetic Jesus freaks waving their little signs near the festival entrance. Nobody pays them any attention. Let me pour you some coffee.”

      I filled a mug, added a spoonful of sugar, and placed it in front of her. She sipped it tentatively.

      “Any news about Sophia and Étienne getting swatted?” she asked.

      I turned to the article still on my phone. “It says, ‘Two people were shot in an officer-involved shooting late Saturday night near Fifty-Sixth Street and Thomas in Phoenix. One man was killed. A woman is listed in stable condition. Phoenix police have not released the identities of the victims nor any details on what led to the shooting, since this is an ongoing investigation.’ That’s it. No mention that Sophia was trans. Not sure if that’s good or bad.”

      “Police are playing things close to the vest. I suppose shooting innocent unarmed civilians is never a good look for them.”

      “Question is, will the press publish the truth once it does come out? Will they misgender Sophia or try to blame the attack on her being trans?”

      “Why would they do that?” Roz asked. “I thought the press had gotten better about not misgendering trans people.”

      “They had. But lately, it’s a toss-up. The New York Times has been publishing transphobic hit pieces. Even the ones that don’t outright misgender us still take a ‘both sides’ approach to anything to do with transgender issues. As if our basic civil rights and the fascists’ blatant bigotry and lies are on par with each other.”

      Roz placed a hand in mine. In this fucked-up world, at least I had someone like her by my side.

      Theo walked in, dark circles under his eyes, wearing the same wrinkled clothes from the night before. “I thought I smelled coffee.”

      “Morning, Theo.” A hospitable smile blossomed on Roz’s face despite her anguish. “Have a seat. We’ll fix you a cup.”

      “How do you like it?” I asked.

      “A little cream if you have it.” He sat down.

      “Coming up.”

      Roz placed a hand on Theo’s arm. “You get any sleep?”

      “A bit. Worried about Sophia. I feel violated, even though she’s the one who got shot.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” I set the mug down in front of her and took my seat. “The cops turned your home into a crime scene.”

      “As did whoever swatted them.” Roz added, ever the voice of reason.

      Theo sighed. “Why do some guys have to be such dicks? Makes the rest of us look bad.”

      “Who knows? Testosterone poisoning?” I gave him a gentle elbow to the ribs.

      I stood up, ready to shift gears. “Let’s get breakfast going, and then we can check on Sophia.”

      A couple of hours later, we found Sophia in her room, looking sullen and clumsily manipulating her phone with her good hand. On the plus side, she seemed to have regained some color in her cheeks. Roz set down a vase of flowers we’d picked up from the gift shop.

      “Hey, girl,” Theo said. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Miserable.” Sophia stared at the sheets covering her. “I finally found a man who loved me, and they murdered him.”

      “I’ve been there,” I clasped her hand.

      Roz put an arm over my shoulder. “You in a lot of pain?”

      “Feels like a buffalo perched on my shoulder. Doctor said the bullet shattered my clavicle. Had to put in a bunch of pins and rods to piece it back together.”

      “Do you remember what happened?” Theo asked.

      Sophia hesitated, her face contorting with pain. “Étienne and I were making out on the sofa in the living room. Next thing I know, these men in riot gear busted into the house, brandishing assault rifles, and yelling. I was terrified. And Étienne…” Her voice faltered.

      I placed a hand on her uninjured arm.

      “Étienne stood up and demanded they leave. They shouted at him to get on the floor. When he refused, they opened fire. Murdered him right in front of my eyes. Shot me too. I don’t remember anything after that until I woke up here. I couldn’t understand why they were there, but that detective thinks someone swatted me.”

      “Have any of the people you game with been threatening you?” I asked her.

      “There’s always trolls—pathetic guys who don’t like getting beat by a woman. Lately, a player named AlphaNinja45 has been giving me shit me during League of Legends. He found out I’m trans and has been misgendering me and calling me a pervert. Said he knew where I lived and that he’d fuck me up. I brushed it off as an empty threat. Maybe I was wrong to ignore it.”

      A dormant, vengeful part of me stirred to life, hungry for justice and violence. “Is this AlphaNinja45 guy local?”

      “No idea. He could be overseas and spoofed his location so that the 911 call got routed to Phoenix. The detective mentioned coordinating with the feds to locate him.”

      “I’m sure they’ll do everything they can,” Theo told her. “You just focus on getting better.”

      “I wish Étienne were here with me. He was such a good man.”

      “I know it’s hard,” I said. “I struggled after Sam was killed.”

      “I’ll never meet someone as kind and understanding as Étienne. He was so loving. And didn’t care that I was trans.”

      “I felt the same way. But then I met Roz. As much as I loved Sam, I’ve never been happier than I am now.”

      Roz kissed my cheek. “Just focus on healing, Sophia. There are plenty of people out there who would love to be with you.”

      Sophia sobbed while the rest of us sat, offering silent support. When she gained control of her emotions, she wiped the tears from her face. “The Pride festival and the Trans March are next weekend. I’d been working with Danielle, but she hasn’t returned my calls in weeks. Emails come back as undeliverable. I’m worried something happened to her.”

      Danielle Kirkpatrick had been a member of Phoenix Gender Alliance for a few years, starting out in the Hatchlings like me. This news of her sudden disappearance worried me. I hoped she hadn’t become yet another casualty in the far right’s war on trans people.

      “Isn’t Danielle a sophomore at ASU?” I asked. “Maybe she’s busy with her studies.”

      “She mentioned having problems financially,” Theo said. “Something to do with her scholarship.”

      “I remember. I donated to her GoFundMe. Didn’t she get that sorted out?” I asked.

      “She ghosted before I heard one way or the other,” Sophia replied.

      “Let me try to get a hold of her. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      Sophia squeezed my hand. “Thanks, Avery. If you can’t reach her, would you mind coordinating the Trans March and the Phoenix Gender Alliance’s booth at the festival?”

      I hesitated. Leading the Hatchlings group was one thing. But taking over the march and our booth at Pride was something else. I wasn’t an event planner.

      Theo spoke up before I could say no. “She and I can do it together, Soph. Avery, if you could pick up the banner and signs we ordered at the Office Oasis, I will manage our booth.”

      “I can handle that,” I said, not wanting to disappoint.

      The conversation shifted to lighter subjects, but after a while, our visit was taking a visible toll on Sophia. Her eyelids drooped, and the emotion in her voice became palpable.

      “We should let you get some rest,” I told her. “Hang in there, okay?”

      “We’ll see you soon, chica,” Theo said.

      We all hugged her and walked to the elevators.

      “I should head home and assess the damage those damned cops did to our place,” Theo muttered bitterly as she pressed the call button.

      “Do you need us to come with you?” I offered.

      “Would you mind? I don’t think I can handle it by myself.”

      “Of course. We’re free, right?” I glanced at Roz for confirmation.

      “Absolutely. Family first,” Roz affirmed with a supportive smile. “We’ll be right behind you.”
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      Twenty minutes later, we pulled up to their house near Fifty-Sixth Street and Thomas. The front door was shut, but the frame was shattered.

      “Damn cops.” Theo easily pushed open the unsecured door.

      A peculiar odor greeted us—a blend of spent gunpowder and stale blood. A reddish-brown stain tarnished the living room carpet. Similar stains streaked the sofa while bullet holes scarred the opposite wall.

      “Shit,” I said as broken glass crunched underfoot.

      My nostrils filled with the smell as the memory of my late girlfriend’s tortured body rose like a leviathan from the depths of my trauma. The deafening thunder of gunfire and the acrid stench of gunpowder had filled the air as Sam’s killers came after me. A cop had been involved then too. A dirty cop. A now-dead dirty cop.

      “Ave, you all right?” Roz's concerned voice pulled me back to the present.

      "Yeah, I'm okay," I assured her, shaking off the haunting recollections.

      “Damn,” Theo said. “What am I going to do about all this?”

      "Contact your insurance," Roz advised. "They'll know professionals for crime scene cleanup, especially the blood."

      “You should sue the fucking cops responsible,” I added. “Let them foot the bill for this mess. Maybe Kirsten can recommend someone.”

      “The front door should be a priority,” Roz said. “You don’t want anyone walking in and robbing the place.”

      “Call Jinx Ballou.” I touched the wall where a slug had punched a quarter-sized hole.

      Theo frowned. “Isn’t Jinx a bounty hunter? Why would she help?”

      “Her brother is a contractor who restores and flips houses. He could fix the doorframe in no time.”

      He nodded. “Thanks.”

      “You going to be okay here?” Roz asked.

      After composing himself, Theo said, “I’ll be all right. I’m not letting those gun-thug cops  drive me from my home.”

      As we drove off in the Gothmobile, my mind was awash with a million concerns. The safety of Roz’s family was foremost, but I was also concerned for Sophia and Theo, especially with the swatter still at large. Danielle's inexplicable silence also worried me. Has someone attacked her too?

      Ten years had passed since my tumultuous coming out. I'd survived the streets, but the other Lost Kids who’d squatted in the vacant house with me had not. We’d dubbed ourselves the Lost Kids after the Lost Boys in Peter Pan. A terrorist bomb killed my foster mother, Melissa Jeong, a few years later. Then Sam was murdered. I worried that anyone who got close to me was destined for disaster. For the past eighteen months, Roz had brought stability into my life. Yet I couldn't shake a feeling of impending doom, especially amid the rising tide of transphobic violence.

      "You okay?" Roz's voice broke through my ruminations.

      “Worried.”

      “About Theo?”

      "About everything. The escalating bigotry, the violence… It's terrifying."

      “Yeah.” From the haunted look on her own face, I knew her family’s situation was foremost in her mind. She
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