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  The Siren and the Drag Queen


Lieutenant Lisa “Circuits” Dunwoody, Delta retired, is a bisexual hacker, and damn good at it. She can navigate the digital jungles of the internet and dark web like a firefly in the night—there one moment, gone the next. But after the death of Lisa’s almost-fiancé six years ago, real relationships are best left in the romance novels she loves. Real life is just too complicated. 
Then she attends the local drag show.
Barrett Anders is a non-binary, mostly-retired therapist, though they still do the occasional session for old clients. But in June, they become Misty Fjord, the Viking Vixen, complete with glittering beard. When the Sirens come to town for Ladies Night and Lisa wins a raffle basket, Misty offers to teach Lisa how to use all the goodies in the basket personally.
Then drag queens start dying.
A serial killer seems to be targeting drag queens around the region, but Barrett’s not worried until one of their drag sisters turns up dead with the serial killer’s signature. When Barrett is kidnapped, Lisa must use all her skills at hacking to find them and bring them home before she loses her second chance for a real-life romance.
Trigger Warning: there is attempted sexual assault mentioned by the heroine from her childhood. Readers who are sensitive to this kind of event should take note. 






  
  Sirens, Inc. Roster


	Lt. Colonel Grace Burke – commanding officer of Sirens, Inc.

	Siren One, Captain Hermione “Wizard” Wilcox, retired Army Ranger.

	Siren Two, Lisa “Circuits” Dunwoody, retired lieutenant, Army Delta, intelligence and hacking/Dark Web intel.

	Siren Three, Deborah “Bindi” Subramani, retired Chief Petty Officer, moved to NCIS from active duty, forensics, observation, interrogation.

	Siren Four, Jennifer “Mo” Moriarty, retired Navy Petty Officer First Class, intelligence surveillance, communications in the field.

	Siren Five, Roxanne “Tinker” Bailey, retired Marine Raider Corporal, specialty recon and asset recovery, but great at home improvement.

	Siren Six, Lin “Pinpoint” Su Ki, retired Navy Petty Officer Second Class, sniper.

	Siren Seven, Ann “Thunder” Ayashe, retired Army Delta Corporal, research, physical training instructor, sharpshooter.

	Siren Eight, Beverly “Pockets” Porter, retired Master Airman, Air Force Pararescue Jumper, medic.

	Siren Nine, Chandra “Banshee” O’Connell, retired captain in the Coast Guard, helicopter pilot, transportation.

	Siren Ten, Marisol “Garner” Gomez, retired Marine Corporal, quartermaster and financial wizard, forensic accounting.

	Siren Eleven, Portia “Starlet” Giovinazzo, retired Marine Private First Class, logistics, strategy, troop deployment.

	Siren Twelve, Susan “Binocs” King, retired Petty Officer Navy, Intelligence Officer, geek squad in communications and headquarters security.
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Dedicated to all my drag friends. You are magnificent in all ways, and y’all deserve to be loved in all your forms. Never stop being you. 
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  Chapter One


“Come on, Dunwoody! Time to go. It’s for a good cause.” Captain Hermione “Wizard” Wilcox set her hands on her hips and nodded toward the garage where the van everyone called the Troop Carrier waited. “I’m giving up a Zoom date night tonight to do this, so get a move on.” 
Lisa “Circuits” Dunwoody looked up from her computer running a diagnostic on the various hard drives she had lying around her office off the kitchen, and raised an eyebrow.
“What cause?”
“Uh, it’s Pride Month, and there’s a charity drag show at the Hodge Podge Lodge downtown, remember?”
Lisa blinked. “That’s not until June.”
“It is June. It’s been June for a week. Where the hell have you been, Circuits?”
Lisa shot a look at the calendar, proudly sporting a huge rainbow with LOVE IS LOVE printed across its picture.
When did that happen?
To be fair, she and Susan “Binocs” King had been focused on backups and updating the network protecting the Sirens, Inc. databases. There’d been a lot to do and they’d been working non-stop, but she figured they would’ve been done by the time the drag show rolled around. Unfortunately, some enterprising hackers had created some new malware and they’d been doing their best to keep ahead of it all while still maintaining their security. She’d totally lost track of time.
Yeah, like a whole month. What the hell happened to May?
She sighed and scrubbed her face with her hands before standing up and stretching. “I dunno. We’ve got all these backups to—”
“Bullshit. We always have backups to do. That won’t change. And you’ve done eighty-five percent, so let’s go.”
Lisa raised an eyebrow. “Wait, where’s Martell? Shouldn’t you be hanging with him tonight?”
Hermione shrugged. “Damn, Circuits, you gotta look up once in a while. He left a week ago to spend some time with his family in Washington State for his mother’s birthday. He won’t be back until the middle of the month.”
“Oh, right. Uh, okay, lemme get my shit together. Is King coming, too?”
Hermione snorted “Good luck with that.” Lisa shot her a dirty look, but Hermione only grinned. “Nah, King is staying here to watch the cameras, and continue the backups. She says she needs some quiet time. I’ll see you in the Troop Carrier.”
Lisa grimaced and shut everything down. She’d been working fourteen hours a day for the past ten, and she was tired. But the work had to get done. Backups of the backups as the saying went. She ignored the inner voice that called her a liar.
She didn’t look at the calendar again as she switched off the lights to the workshop and locked the door behind her. The truth was she didn’t really like the month of June. That was when The Anniversary came up, and she hated remembering it.
Because it’s a date that will live in infamy.
Yeah, not Pearl Harbor, but the date she’d lost the love of her life because she’d been too chickenshit to take her up on her proposal of marriage. June fifteenth was the date Julia had asked Lisa to marry her. The problem was Lisa had been deployed the next morning, early, on a black ops mission to Afghanistan, and Julia’s question had caught her by surprise. She’d said she’d give Julia an answer as soon as she could be in contact again.
It had taken her a few days, but she’d made the decision to accept Julia’s suit and marry her, and couldn’t wait to give her the Yes.
But Julia, a combat nurse, was killed in a helicopter crash a week later, and Lisa didn’t find out for months. When she got home and found her apartment cleaned out of Julia’s things, she thought the other woman had left her. Angry texts went unanswered as if she’d been ghosted until she met up with a mutual friend who’d asked how she was doing with Julia’s death.
The news broke her, derailing her sense of self. The love of her life was gone, and she hadn’t known anything about it. Hell, she was overseas for Julia’s funeral and even the folded flag went to Julia’s parents as her next of kin. That was June six years ago, and it still burned like a brand in her memory.
Lisa swallowed as the old emotions flooded through her again—the pain, anger, and aching sorrow. Julia hadn’t been out, so her family didn’t know anything about Lisa except that she’d been a close friend. The pain of the realization seared her insides as sharp as the diamond engagement ring she’d selected for Julia’s left hand.
She’d always thought she’d have time to give Julia her answer.
Just like I thought I had time before the stupid Anniversary showed up.
Swallowing against the old pain, she locked it all back into the box of the past where she left things she couldn’t solve—an old Rubik’s Cube, Jimmy Hoffa’s burial, the Bermuda Triangle electromagnetic fields—before she joined her teammates in the Troop Carrier for the trip into “downtown” Broken Pass, Montana.
“There she is!” Ann “Thunder” Ayashe US Army Delta, retired, grinned and waved, her turquoise ring flashing in the light. “Get your ass in here, woman. Damn, we thought your butt was glued to that chair.”
Lisa shot her an answering grin, though it took more force than usual as she climbed inside the van. “Hey, I had to finish the backups or Subramani’s personal collection of bootlegged indie films would get out to the public.”
“Hey now, no hating on my indie films. You’ve never seen better story lines or sharper writing than those Hollywood ignores.” Deborah “Bindi” Subramani US Navy, retired, swatted Lisa on the shoulder, her brown eyes twinkling. “Besides, you loved Last Dance in Juarez like everyone else. I saw you cry.”
“You’re imagining things.” Lisa slid the door shut. “I never cry at movies.”
There were several disbelieving exclamations, and the women in the van razzed her for her well-known love of all things romance despite her miserable love life track record. Their teasing eased her heart a little, and she was drawn out of her old hurts enough to enjoy the drive into town.
Just don’t think of The Anniversary, and you’ll be fine.
She laughed at someone’s joke about the drag queens they’d see that night having better costumes than even the Bollywood films, and someone else launched into why Bollywood was superior to Hollywood in all ways. Lisa tuned out the arguments as they pulled into the parking lot behind the Hodge Podge Lodge, a local theatre supporting plays, musicals, and drag shows.
The marquee over the door named The Timberline Revue as the lead event for the month of June, and Lisa chuckled to herself. Some of the folks in Broken Pass, Montana were of the traditional conservative sort, and their panties got in a twist every June when the Timberline Revue did their annual month-long show run. But Broken Pass also had a very strong and supportive LGBTQIA+ community, some of which were on both the city council and the planning commission, including the mayor, so the homophobes mostly stayed home in June.
Beverly “Pockets” Porter USAF, retired, parked the van and everyone piled out to join the crowds filing into the Hodge Podge Lodge before the festivities started. Plenty of folks wore their rainbow attire and held little rainbow flags as they headed inside. Ann shoved her arm through Lisa’s and tugged her close.
“Are you okay?” Ann’s lips barely moved out of her smile, but her eyes held concern.
“Yeah, I’m good. Why?”
Ann snorted. “Don’t bullshit me, Circuits. I know what month it is and what’s coming next week. Are you okay?”
Lisa shot a look around to make sure the rest of their team were occupied with the hubbub around the Hodge Podge Lodge. No one paid much attention to them as they inched closer to the ticket office, and Lisa thought about what she should say.
Ann had been a corporal in Lisa’s platoon in Delta. She’d been there when Lisa found out about Julia’s death and knew all about the diamond engagement ring that had burned a hole in Lisa’s pocket. She’d also watched Lisa’s back on missions when Lisa had taken chances as a punishment for being a coward.
“I’m fine. Or I will be. I have another week to prepare.”
Ann shot her a flat look. “When was the last time you talked to someone about this shit?”
Lisa shrugged as they inched forward in line. “It hasn’t been a problem.”
“Oh right, not a problem at all, except every June you turn into the tersest, surliest bitch in the team.” Ann scowled, flicking her long braid over her shoulder. “How ‘bout you take some of the advice from the heroes and heroines in your favorite books and talk to someone about this?”
“Who am I supposed to talk to? Wizard? Pockets?” Lisa shook her head. “They got enough going on. Hell, Wizard finally pulled her head out of her ass and got together with Doc Martell. I don’t need to rain on her parade. Besides, I got it handled.”
Ann raised an eyebrow but didn’t have time to say anything as they got to the front of the line. They paid for their tickets to the show and moved into the lobby. Ann insisted on buying them popcorn and beers just so she could break her big bills for cash to offer the performers.
Lisa took her beer and popcorn and followed the crowd into the main auditorium. It had a bell-shaped stage with the top curve jutting into the audience where it met a set of steps at the central aisle. Seats and tables ranged around it with enough space between them for the performers to roam close. Velvet curtains hung around the whole space, harkening back to the old Vaudeville shows, and Lisa wondered how many entertainers had walked the scuffed stage, singing for their dinners.
“Oh, this is going to be feckin’ awesome.” Chandra “Banshee” O’Connell grinned as she settled into the chair beside Lisa. The former Coast Guard pilot’s freckles stood out in the house lights. “I love drag shows. They’re so fun. I hear they have some performers who’ve been recognized nationally this year. Can you believe it? And they live in our little Podunk town. Just bloody awesome!”
Lisa raised her eyebrows. “Who are the performers? Do you know them?”
“Oh, sure. There are Suzie Que, Amber Jewell, Sindee Swagger, and Misty Fjord, but Tiffany Diamonds and Lucy Stiff both won Rupaul’s Drag Race.” Chandra clapped her hands in delight. “I can hardly wait.”
A half-smile pulled at Lisa’s lips as the house lights dimmed and the Mistress of Ceremonies came out to the stage wearing an elegant black evening gown straight out of the 1950s Sears and Roebuck catalog. It hugged her curves and matched her black elbow-length gloves. She wore a tiara on a gorgeous wig that made her look like Audrey Hepburn from Breakfast at Tiffany’s.
“Good evening, good folx. Welcome to the Hodge Podge Lodge for the Timberline Revue. I’m your Mistress of Ceremonies, Audasity Chambers, and I’m delighted to welcome you all to our Little Show on the Prairie.” She nodded and smirked at the cheers and whistles rising from the crowd. “Aw, y’all are so sweet. Thank you. Now, we have an exciting show for you tonight and so many Queens to entertain you. Of course, we have your favorites that you know and love, but we also have some special guests in town for the official Pride celebration here in Broken Pass. So let’s get this party started. Give it up for Ms. Tiffany Diamonds!”
The drag queen who stepped on stage wore the Judy Garland outfit from The Wizard of Oz, complete with wicker basket and ruby red slippers on her feet. The only difference was the bouffant wig of black braids coiled on top of her head and her glowing mahogany skin. She sang Somewhere Over the Rainbow and totally captured the yearning whimsy of a young teenaged girl hoping for something better. Lisa could see why she’d won the reality show.
Ms. Orchard left the stage to thunderous applause, several dollar bills filling her elegant hands. Lisa found herself cheering along with the rest, delighted by the performance, and she slowly pulled out of the sorrow threatening to drag her down.
Lisa’s teammate was correct—the drag queens’ costumes rivaled some of the best Bollywood films, and Lisa sank into the beauty and delight of it all. She’d never been interested in drag shows before, but she could understand Banshee’s delight in them.
“Give it up for Suzie Que, folx!” Audasity said as she glided on stage after the latest performer. “Wasn’t she wonderful? She’ll be performing later this month at the Butte Pride Festival, so you be sure to get your tickets to that. It’s a regional competition. We’re very proud of Suzie.”
The cheers and whistles grew exponentially as the crowd celebrated Suzie Que’s achievement. Lisa clapped as hard as the rest.
“And now we’re gonna take a little break so y’all can use the restrooms and get some more beer and cash. Though with the way some of y’all are listing to one side, maybe coffee and cash would be a better idea.” Audasity grinned as hoots erupted. “Later, gators.”
She sauntered off stage as the house lights came up, and the volume died down to a dull roar as folks picked up conversations about the performers. Banshee and Thunder discussed their favorite acts so far, pointing out all the reasons they were the best. Lisa left them arguing as she made her way to the bathrooms. For once, the line outside the men’s room was longer than the women’s, and she had to laugh.
Definitely not your usual crowded event.
She used the facilities, washing her hands thoroughly before returning to the foyer of the theatre. The moment she stepped into the space, her shoulder blades itched like someone was watching her. She slowed her pace and scanned the area as if looking for one of her team, her senses pinging a warning. She let her gaze slide over every person in the room, trying to determine who paid her more attention than they should.
But despite her careful inspection of her surroundings, she couldn’t see anyone who might be a threat. Grimacing with feigned disappointment, she shifted back toward the auditorium doors and watched for anything out of the ordinary.
Who am I kidding? Everything at a drag show is out of the ordinary.
Still, she could feel someone’s eyes on her until she entered the auditorium and returned to her table. Thunder, Banshee, and Bindi all argued over what was better—the drag show or a Bollywood film. Lisa rolled her eyes when they tried to pull her into the argument, but she just nibbled her popcorn without offering her opinion. The sense of someone watching had disappeared, but it didn’t stop her from scanning the crowd for anyone paying too close attention to her.
The house lights flashed as a reminder to the audience to get back to their tables, and Lisa tried to relax into her chair beside Thunder and Wizard. Ms. Audasity returned to the stage in her little black dress and waved when there were cheers from the crowd.
“Oh, honey, Mama likes that kind of attention, she sure does.” Audasity winked and blew kisses toward her admirers. “Now, y’all behave, because we have a special treat for you tonight. Most of our regulars know this next performer. She’s traveled all over this country for drag competitions and co-established The Timberline Revue right here in Broken Pass. Put your hands together for Ms. Misty Fjord, the Viking Vixen!”
The familiar heavy beat of It Must Have Been Love by Roxette filled the room as a spotlight illuminated a tall figure with her back to the audience. The queen had broad shoulders, a nipped-in waist and tall black boots with stiletto heels that made her even taller than what had to be six feet plus. She wore a golden brown, sleeveless sheath dress with a wide, black, sparkly belt and a short, spiky wig straight out of the 1990s.
When the lyrics started, she turned, her makeup flawless, and Lisa swore she watched the actual lead singer of Roxette sing the lines. Lisa was entranced by Misty’s performance, and for the first time since Julia’s death, her heart stirred with longing. Everything about Misty and her performance unlocked Lisa’s grief and let it pour out of her in enthralled tears.
Briefly, at the very end of the performance, Misty’s startling green eyes met Lisa’s, and she winked with a small, private smile that Lisa felt to the center of her being. It only lasted a moment, but the wealth of understanding in that momentary look shook Lisa to the core. She gasped and rubbed her breastbone as Misty disappeared backstage.
Holy shit.






  
  Chapter Two


Holy shit! 
Barrett Anders, A.K.A. Misty Fjord, the Viking Vixen, damn near rolled their ankles as they headed offstage, suddenly off-kilter from the vision of the woman in the audience. Normally, the audience meant nothing to Misty. Sure, they were there to offer adoration and applause, but otherwise they were as faceless as the US Forest Service building where Barrett had worked for a few years during college.
But the woman seated at the table near stage left had looked so woeful and full of yearning that they’d wanted to sing just to her the whole time. Of course, Misty was a consummate performer, so they’d made sure to let their gaze swing around the room. But they kept coming back to the stunning blonde woman radiating sorrow.
Misty had wanted to gather the woman into their arms and hold her until her grief was gone.
What is wrong with me? She’s just a random sad woman. Get a grip.
But she wouldn’t leave their mind, and they were almost late to their next song because they were so distracted. Fortunately, they got their shit together before they embarrassed themself and pissed Mama Audasity off. They pranced on stage in a poet’s shirt and a dark ruffled skirt over lace-up boots, a flowing, feathered wig on their head.
I Need a Hero by Laura Brannigan belted through the speakers as the stage crew turned on the fan Audacity had hooked up to imitate the wind. It was strong enough to lift Misty’s hair, but not too loud to be heard over the music. It set the scene beautifully and the crowd cheered their approval.
Misty flaunted their natural height and grace for the performance, but their gaze kept sliding over to the table with the sad woman. She smiled a little more as she caught Misty’s gaze on her, and Misty threw some more flamboyance into their set. The end of the song came, and the spotlight on Misty faded along with the music with them staring into the middle distance. They hustled offstage, but not before they caught their mystery woman clapping with joyful delight.
Score one for the badass drag queen!
Satisfaction curled through them as they hustled into the dressing room to put on a more suitable costume for mingling after the show. They passed by Sindee Swagger in her full Madonna get-up of the white wedding dress and lace gloves and waved. Misty always felt rather bulky and clumsy next to Sindee, but the lovely slender blonde queen remained their best friend. They sometimes hung out after work to watch Sindee’s favorite sport, cricket, broadcast on BBC.
“Break a leg, Sindee.”
Sindee rolled her blue eyes. “That expression is so strange and superstitious. I would never wish that on anyone. May Ganesha remove all the obstacles in your path.”
“That works, too.”
Misty grinned as they headed back to their own makeup table. Arlon Kirkbride, AKA Sindee Swagger, had spent several years in India studying to be a monk before returning to family in the U.S. When Misty had asked Arlon why he gave up being a monk, he’d simply said it was time to do something different.
Misty settled at the table with the ball lights around the mirror. They loved that little nostalgic piece of furniture. It made them feel like a movie star or Broadway performer. Not that they’d wanted to actually enter either profession, but it was a fun feeling.
They carefully removed the feathered wig and set it on the wig bust in one of three boxes they’d brought for the night’s performances. They pulled off the poet’s shirt and ruffled skirt, and hung them in the wheeled steamer trunk where they kept their costumes. Misty drew out a pair of vintage slacks in deep burgundy and a shimmery cream blouse before putting on the sculpted waves wig. Audasity could pull off Audrey Hepburn, but Misty made a damn fine Katharine Hepburn when they put on the right corset and outfit.
Misty was reapplying their makeup to look flawless when the show wrapped up, and all the queens came in to change into their mingling clothes. Sindee gave Misty a wink and a thumbs-up for their transformation. Amber Jewell and Tiffany Diamonds flounced into the dressing room, pointedly ignoring each other even though those two bitches were on-again, off-again lovers.
More like two old married biddies.
They must have been off-again because they refused to talk to each other even though they lived together. Misty inwardly rolled their eyes and shoved their feet into the cutest pair of kitten heel pumps they’d found at the vintage store in Butte a few weeks earlier. They’d been surprised at finding a pair in their size—women’s size eleven—but thanked the drag goddess for sending such a lovely gift.
Taking one last look in the mirror, Misty packed away their makeup—they hated leaving things out once the show was finished—and closed the trunk, locking it with a key they shoved into their bra. Normally, they didn’t worry about theft, but ever since Suzie Que got the gig at the Butte Pride Festival, she’d been arrogant, acting like all the rest of them were beneath her. Misty was very happy for Suzie, but after some of their expensive makeup suddenly ended up on Suzie’s dressing table, Misty had been very careful to lock up their things.
“See y’all out there.” Misty patted Sindee on her shoulder as they passed by her.
“You just think you’re such hot shit, don’t you, Misty?”
The derision in Suzie’s voice made Misty stop and look back with a frown. “What are you talking about, Suzie?”
The tall brunette gestured to the trunk with a manicured hand. “Locking up your things. It’s like you don’t trust us or something.”
Anger stirred, but Misty kept their expression carefully neutral. “That’s an interesting take on me being careful with my things. But there was the time when some of my makeup ended up on your dressing table.” Misty dropped their chin and raised their eyebrows.
Suzie scowled, her lips pulling down. “That was a mistake. It looked like some of the things I’d bought. I said I was sorry.”
Misty inclined their head. “Yes, you did. And to prevent confusion, I just take care of my things a little better now. See y’all out there.”
They strode out of the dressing room with their head held high and their back straight. Suzie might think she was hot shit since she got the Butte Pride gig, but she still was a thief and a snarky bitch. Misty shoved Suzie out of their mind and focused on the crowds still mingling in the foyer of the Hodge Podge Lodge. They would be their shining best tonight and hopefully win some long-term fans to help supplement their income.
One must kiss a few frogs to get the princely income.
But tonight, they weren’t looking for frogs or fans as they scanned the people in the lobby. Instead, their gaze searched the crowd for the stunning blonde woman who’d sat at the table with her friends. There was something about her that made them want to spend time getting to know her. While they happily lived a pansexual, non-binary life, they’d rarely found others willing to accept them or interesting enough to take the chance. But something about the blonde woman made them want to try for at least friendship.
Which is ridiculous, since I haven’t even talked to her.
That would change tonight, they vowed.
Misty wandered through the crowd, smiling and exchanging pleasantries with some regular fans and a few gay men who sent them the ‘come-hither’ looks. They pretended to blush and simper, but migrated away, scanning the room for the women who’d come in as a set.
While Misty didn’t often pay attention to the patrons at the shows, they noticed that all the women who’d been sitting together were more than the usual civilian attendees. The women had a watchfulness not common in regular folks. They reminded Misty of some of the Navy boys from their hometown of Coronado, California. They used to watch the BUD/S classes run up and down the beaches in the early mornings before school. The newbies were oblivious to Misty’s presence, but the instructors always knew Misty was there, and some even nodded to them. The women had the same awareness of their surroundings as the BUD/S instructors.
Which means, they’ve either experienced some sort of trauma or they’re military.
Misty finally spied the group they’d seen at the table over by the side wall of the lobby, with their backs to the wall and all exits visible. While they laughed and smiled, none of them were completely relaxed, their eyes roving around the room with watchful alertness. Misty didn’t see the woman they wanted at first, but as they sashayed closer, she appeared, carrying drinks for two others. Misty was again struck by her stunning beauty and they swallowed against their nervousness.
Don’t be ridiculous. It’s like interacting with any other fan.
Except, for once, Misty wanted someone to like them. They wanted to make a good impression on the sad, watchful woman.
“Hello, ladies.” Misty cocked a hip and flourished one hand. “Welcome to the Hodge Podge Lodge. I haven’t seen you around before. Are you new to the show?”
“They are, but I’ve been here a time or two.” A bright-eyed white woman with short auburn hair and freckles across her nose and cheeks grinned. “I’m Chandra. These are my friends Ann, Deborah, and Lisa.”
Lisa.
While the other two women were beautiful and friendly, Misty couldn’t keep their gaze off Lisa. But the blonde, white woman was the least interactive of the group. She nodded and didn’t offer to shake hands, for which Misty was sorely disappointed.
Someone needs some cheering up.
“So pleased to meet you all. I’m Misty Fjord, and I shall do my best to entertain you in order to convince you to donate to our humble theatre space.” They smiled broadly, winking at Lisa in an effort to get her to smile. “We just discovered the place had been built with cheap aluminum pipe for the plumbing. The whole building has to be retrofitted with quality copper plumbing.” They leaned forward and lowered their voice conspiratorially. “My father was a plumber, so I know a little about laying pipe.” They winked as the women barked laughter. “Of course, he meant in the traditional way, and it rubbed off on me, so we thought the best way to get the building repaired was to have a charity show and silent auction.”
“Oooh, I love auctions. Like eBay with fewer people.” Ann rubbed her hands together.
“Uh-oh, look out, Ann’s gonna sweep in and snipe folks, just you watch.” Deborah rolled her deep brown eyes. “Come on, Chandra, we better keep her in line.”
“Why do I have to go? We can’t be rude and abandon Ms. Misty Fjord.” Chandra winked with a little coy smile. “Lisa can go with you.”
Ann paused, eyeing Misty before shaking her head. “Nope. Lisa doesn’t get out enough. Tonight is for her to lighten up. Besides, we should find Wizard and Pockets. I want to see the auction, and you already know the drag queens. Give Lisa a chance.”
“Oh, no, that’s not necessary—” Lisa held up her hands in protest.
“But I want to—” Chandra protested even as Deborah dragged her away.
“Very nice to meet you, Ms. Fjord.”
Ann waved and smirked as she followed the other two, leaving Misty alone with Lisa, in the place they’d wanted to be all night. Lisa scowled before shoving some popcorn into her mouth and chewing with a disgruntled look.
“Did you at least enjoy the show?” Misty shot her a coy look.
Lisa swallowed and nodded. “Yeah, it was good. Look, I’m sorry about my teammates. You don’t have to hang out here with me. I’m sure you’d rather mingle and drum up more funding for your plumbing issues.”
Misty waved a manicured hand, their nails catching the light from the chandeliers overhead. “I’ve done my duty for the night. Hell, I already got three people to go over to the auction tables.” They snapped their fingers. “Ta-dah! Magic.”
Lisa snorted. “Well done, you.” She shook her head.
“But if you want to know a secret…” They trailed off and glanced around before lowering their voice. “I really wanted to meet and talk to you.”
Lisa’s eyebrows went up. “Seriously?”
Misty held up their hand with three fingers. “Scout’s Honor. Boy Scouts at the time, because my father didn’t like it when I preferred the Girl Scouts’ uniform. So I had to learn knot-tying, whittling, tying lures for fishing, and building fires. Too bad they didn’t give out badges for cooking and baking over a campfire. I excelled at those.”
“What? Blasphemy!” Lisa shook her head. “No one is valued so much in the field as the cook. Cooking over a campfire is a bitch if you want anything other than hot dogs and marshmallows. Most of the time all we got were MREs, and they don’t even compare to hot dogs.”
“I don’t think Meals Ready to Eat count. You’re not even using the fire.” Misty grimaced.
“How did you know that’s what MREs are?”
Misty shrugged. “I went into the Army after high school so I could get money for college. I had only average test scores, so I needed someone to pay for it. Little did I know I’d be paying that debt back for the rest of my life.” They grimaced as they rubbed their left thigh. “I wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way of a guy with a scimitar in Afghanistan. He actually looked like the guy Indiana Jones shot in the marketplace in Raiders of the Lost Ark. I didn’t have time to watch him before he was on me. We subdued him, but not before he sliced through my thigh, nicking my femoral artery.”
Lisa hissed. “Shit oh dear. How did you survive?”
“Damn good medic and a nearby chopper. My active tour was done, and it took me the rest of my fourth year to heal. I didn’t re-up.” Misty shrugged. “I did get the college degree, though, so I suppose it worked out.”
“For what it’s worth, I can’t see a limp, so it looks like you healed pretty well.”
Misty shot her a coy smile. “Thank you, kind lady. I’ve worked hard to make sure I move smoothly. Can’t be a sexy girl if I can’t sashay.”
To their delight, Lisa laughed. “Well, just between you, me, and the NSA, I think you’re sexy whether you could sashay or not.”
Warmth filled Misty’s chest and heat rose to their cheeks. “You think I’m sexy?”
It was a stupid question, but failure to ask wasn’t an option. Failure will make things more difficult to ask her out in the near future.
“Yeah, I do. I really like how you filled your beard with gold glitter. It goes well with your Katharine Hepburn look. And those shoes are divine.” Lisa pointed down at their cute vintage kitten-heeled pumps.
Misty grinned in delight. “You’re the first person to recognize my look.”
“Oh, it’s classic Kate Hepburn with those strong shoulders and those auburn waves.” Lisa nodded sagely. “You even got the tailored blouse and the hourglass figure. Perfect.” She leaned close. “Don’t tell anyone, but Kate was my favorite old school movie actress. She didn’t take anyone’s shit and yet she managed to be incredibly feminine. Loved her.”
“Oh, yes, girl. Me too. She was the best.” Misty nodded. “Plus that woman was a fierce force for gender non-conformity, and I’m all for that.”
“That makes complete sense.” Lisa nodded as she set her popcorn aside. “Well, I should probably gather up my teammates and check out the auction items. It was lovely to meet you, Misty Fjord. I hope to see you around town.”
Panic surged through Misty that they’d lose their time with Lisa, and they reached out a hand to brush her arm without grabbing. More than likely Lisa could lay Misty out despite their larger height and weight.
“Oh, about that. Would you let me escort you to the auction table so I can continue my host duties and spend just a little extra time with you?”
Lisa tilted her head and a small smile curled her lips. “You want to spend extra time with me?”
“I do.” They started their slow meander across the room to the auction tables together. “Actually, I was hoping to get your name and number so I could call or text you this week, and we could maybe meet for coffee or something.”
Lisa was silent as they wound their way closer to the tables, neither of them apparently in a hurry to get there. At least, Misty wasn’t. They wanted to take as long as possible before Lisa disappeared for the evening.
“Are you asking me out?”
Misty nodded. “Yes, I am. But just something low-stress, low intensity like coffee. I’ll even dress more casual for it.”
“What, you mean you don’t go out dressed to the nines every time?” Lisa smirked.
“Oh, honey, I always dress to impress. I just make jeans, a slouch blouse, and a scarf look good.” Misty tossed their hair over their shoulder with their own smirk.
“Damn, I hope it’s okay that I don’t compete for fashionista. That would be Deborah. She’s the one who knows all the designers’ work and names.” Lisa rolled her eyes. “I’m lucky I can remember that Levi’s don’t fit my ass with my big hips, and Merrell makes damn good hiking boots.”
“Look at you go with your brands. We’ll have you trained up in no time.”
Lisa snorted as she pulled out her phone. “Yeah, yeah, laugh all you want, sassy girl, but don’t expect me to recognize names or styles of fashion greats. What’s your number?”
Misty blinked. “You’re asking for my number?”
“Yeah, so I can text you and then you’ll have mine.” She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
Misty damn near forgot how to speak but finally managed to croak out the digits to their phone before they and Lisa were joined by a tough-looking woman along with Lisa’s friends. While they weren’t nearly as tall as Misty, they moved like graceful predators, all lithe strength. And their eyes remained watchful, especially on the dark-haired woman with small breasts but shoulders almost as broad as Misty’s.
“Everything good here, Dunwoody?” The woman eyed Misty, but her expression wasn’t forbidding…yet.
“Yeah, everything’s good.” Lisa tapped something into her phone before she sent it and shoved the phone in her back pocket. “Ms. Fjord was just telling me I should take a look at the auction items still available in case I wanted to update my wardrobe with a feather boa and matching tiara or get myself an entire spa basket. It’s for a good cause, right, Wilcox?”
“Uh-huh, yes, it is. So, you gonna bid on something?” Wilcox nodded but her gaze never strayed from Misty.
“Yeah, I think I will go for the spa basket. Maybe I could get Banshee to rub my feet and paint my toenails.” Lisa grinned as she headed for the table.
Misty wanted to tell her they’d happily rub her feet and paint her toenails if she won the basket, but it was way too early for such intimacies.
Even if I’d like to start on them now.
But they’d learned the hard way that just because someone seemed interested at the meet and greet after the show didn’t mean they actually wanted to meet outside of the costumed fantasy. Misty had been hurt a few times, but they hadn’t given up on romance. They just needed to find the right person.
And Lisa Dunwoody was definitely a contender for the right person.






  
  Chapter Three


Misty followed Lisa and managed to nod and smile at other people still milling about the tables. Conversation and laughter made the room loud, but Misty could hear Lisa’s voice over all the hubbub. They did their rounds, interacting with other patrons as Audasity announced there were five minutes before the auction closed so check the bids. Misty stood out of the way but kept Lisa in the corner of their eyes. 
At last, the auction closed and folks flooded to the tables to see who won what. One of the other women from Lisa’s group won the full drag queen jewelry set, complete with rhinestone bracelets, necklace, clip-on earrings, and tiara. Another friend—Ann, they remembered—won a basket full of local teas and books from the bookshop in town. Lisa did indeed win the spa basket with the oils and lotions and incense.
“I won!” Lisa laughed in delighted surprise. “Now I’ll have to plan a spa day to celebrate.”
Misty would have liked to help with that, but they kept their thoughts to themself.
“Nicely done, Dunwoody. I think we should put a Spa Day on the schedule rotation.”
Lisa raised a single eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m sharing this bounty, Wilcox? Self-care is a real thing, but it’s singular not plural.” Lisa tucked the basket under her arm and grinned.
Damn, I was so hoping she’d share it with me.
Misty almost snorted at the thought but instead they clapped for Lisa.
“Congratulations on your win. You enjoy your spa day, honey.”
“Thank you.” Lisa beamed and headed toward the doors. “I’ll see you ladies in the van.” She winked and walked out.
Misty wanted to follow her, but they had to be a gracious host to all the winners and contributors. They nodded to Ann and Deborah, who’d won the drag queen jewelry, clapping for the winners, but they kept moving to the other winners to keep Mama Audasity from giving them the hairy eyeball. Audasity didn’t mind them dating patrons as long as they did it outside the club on their own time. But during events, all the queens had to be focused on the event. It had never been a problem for Misty before, because they’d never found anyone remotely interesting.
Lisa Dunwoody captured their attention like a fish in a net, and they didn’t want to even attempt to get free.
So, they had to let Lisa and her friends go as if they didn’t feel the loss in their gut.
I have her phone number. It’s not a permanent goodbye.
But it seriously felt like a lost opportunity.
“Thank you for playing along, honey.” Misty congratulated an older queer man who’d been coming to their show for years. “We appreciate the support.”
“Oh, you know I appreciate everything, sweetie.” He grinned. They thought his name was Eddie. “When are you gonna let me take you out, Misty? You are just my type.”
Misty hesitated. They were non-binary and pansexual, but like all people, had “types” that appealed to them. They’d never found Eddie attractive. Nice enough guy, but not their cuppa.
“What a sweet thing to say.” Misty smiled coyly. “But you know that Mama Audasity has rules about dating patrons.” Not that they would relate those rules to Eddie. “While I appreciate your offer, I can’t accept without dire consequences.” Again, they left those ambiguous. “So, thank you again for your patronage and compliments, but I must decline.”
Eddie’s mouth tightened with mild disappointment, but he nodded. “Anytime you change your mind, you know how to find me.” He held out a card with his contact information on it and Misty had no choice but to take it.
He tried to pull their hand to his lips, but they smoothly tugged free and brandished the card. “I have your number.” They smiled widely and made a show of putting it into their bodice just as Ms. Audasity came over to join them.
“What’s going on here? Are you flirting with my patrons, Misty?” Audasity asked with mock-reprimand, but her eyes were full of concern.
“Who, me?” Misty put a manicured hand to their chest. “I would never.” Eddie chuckled darkly, and shivers ran up Misty’s back.
“Hmm, well.” Audasity narrowed her eyes. “How ‘bout you go help Sindee ensure all the auction items get to the right winners? I think there are a few more that need to be distributed.”
“Yes, ma’am. Welp, duty calls. Ta-ta.”
Misty waved and sauntered toward the table with the remaining items, relief running through them. Eddie opened his mouth to say something, but Audasity drew his attention with a deft comment and wave.
Thank goodness.
Eddie had never gotten pushy or aggressive, but something about his attention that night made Misty uneasy. Despite having been in the military, Misty didn’t like conflict, and often deescalated arguments between the different queens in the show. While they were 6’3” and 210 pounds, they didn’t like using their size and strength to enforce things. They were more like Ferdinand the bull who just wanted to sit on his hill under the cork tree and smell the flowers—a big ole marshmallow.
“What was all that about?” Sindee asked out of the side of her mouth as Misty joined her at the table.
“Nothing. Why?”
“Because Mama Audasity bolted over to you like your ass was on fire and she was a firefighter.”
Misty shot a look after Mama and Eddie. “Did she bolt? I didn’t notice.” They smiled at the next winner who came to collect their prize. “Hi. Can I see your prize sheet? Thank you.”
It didn’t take long to connect the winners to their items, and soon all the patrons were gone. Everyone sighed as the doors to the Lodge closed and Audasity locked them. There was no sign of Eddie or the ladies who’d come in with Lisa, and Misty took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders to loosen them.
“All right, Queens. Fold up the tablecloths and tables, and let’s blow this joint. Great job with the event, everyone. Misty, a word, please.”
Sindee’s eyes opened wide in surprise as she shot a look at Misty. They grimaced but nodded at Audasity. “Yes, ma’am.”
As they followed the drag mom into the dressing rooms backstage, they dropped Eddie’s card in the trashcan. The unease over their interaction with the man grew. They tried to think what they’d done wrong but couldn’t find anything they’d done to encourage him.
Maybe Audasity wants to talk to me about Lisa.
But they hadn’t done anything untoward with her, either. Sure, they’d exchanged phone numbers, but Misty’s phone was in the dressing room in their purse, and they hadn’t received a text yet. That they knew of, at least. Even so, Audasity wouldn’t know that.
Shit, shit, shit. What am I in trouble for?
Audasity entered the dressing room and gestured for Misty to enter before closing the door behind them. Then the older queen sighed and leaned her butt against one of the tables filled with discarded costumes, boas, and accessories.
Misty swallowed hard. “What is it, Audasity?” When the older queen said nothing, Misty clenched their fists. “Come on. Tell me what this is about.”
Audasity squared her shoulders and raised her head. “You know I watch out for all you queens, right?”
“Of course.”
“And you know I’ve been in this biz a long time. I’ve seen queens come and go like waves on the ocean. Those who’ve quit either found Jesus, found a spouse who doesn’t approve, or have been harassed into quitting. I don’t want that for you, Misty. I think you’ve found your niche, and this is it for you.”
Misty nodded as they headed for their own makeup station and sat in the chair, facing Audasity. They removed their cute vintage pumps and opened their costume trunk to store them with their other stylish shoes. They set the shoes in the trunk and turned their attention back to Audasity.
Misty met her gaze steadily, their heart still pounding with anxiety. “I won’t argue with you on that. You’re right. But please get to the point you really want to make, because I know who I am already.”
Audasity grimaced. “Remember when I warned you about dating patrons?”
“Audasity—”
She held up her hands. “Okay, but when I warned you, it was because of men like Eddie Farnsworth. Honey, they promise sweet nothings when you’re all dressed up in your finery, but when you aren’t your glam self, they drop you the moment they find something better, easier to control, and younger. They don’t want the real you under the makeup and out of the dresses. They want the glam all the time.”
Misty scowled as they carefully unpinned their wig and set it on the wig bust. “Do you know if he’s a gay man for sure?”
“No, I don’t. I don’t know much about him, other than he’s been coming to the show for months. But I suspect his fetish is men in drag.” Audasity rolled her eyes. “The thing is, I’ve seen men like him before. He makes promises and then breaks our hearts. There’s just something off about him so I’m trying to save you some hurt.”
Misty held up one hand. “Hey, if it makes you feel better, he’s not my type, okay? Not interested in him at all. Especially, because I’m not strictly a gay man.”
Audasity leveled them with a dry look. “Honey, it won’t matter to him. He sees what he wants to see, anyway, until you force him to see otherwise.”
“Okay, but I’m not interested. I don’t want anything to do with him. Haven’t from the moment I met him a couple of months ago.” Misty rose and faced the mirror, meeting Audasity’s gaze in it. “In fact, in the interest of full disclosure, I met a woman tonight who I’d like to see outside of the club.”
Audasity took a breath, but Misty nodded. “I know. It’s not a good idea to date patrons. I don’t know if she’s a regular patron or not, but I like her from what I saw tonight, and I want a chance to get to know her.”
The older queen blinked. “I thought…well, I thought you were gay.”
Misty laughed. “You know there are more than four letters in the community, right? I’m neither a man nor a woman. Or maybe I should say, I’m both. It’s what makes me such a fabulous drag queen.” They tossed their head even though they still wore their wig cap. “The point is, I’m not into Eddie, and I want to see someone else outside of the show. I’m an adult, I’ve been in the biz for a while now, and I don’t need anyone’s permission, but I wanted to let you know I met her here tonight.”
Audasity sighed. “You know it could end badly.”
Misty snorted. “Honey, every relationship could end badly, no matter where you meet the other person.” They padded over to Audasity and grabbed her hands. “I know you’re just looking out for me, and I appreciate it. But I’m almost forty. I’m not a scared, young kid who can get their heart hurt and take forever to recover. I’m a big queen. I can tie my own shoelaces and everything.”
Audasity snorted ruefully. “Hell, you’re bigger than I am even in my platform heels.” She sobered and met Misty’s gaze earnestly. “I hear you. And I know you can take care of yourself when it comes to your heart. But do me a favor and steer clear of Eddie Farnsworth.” She held up a hand when Misty opened their mouth. “I know, you’re not into him. But the same can’t be said for him, and he’s got a creepy vibe going. Watch your back around him. He’s not a sweet old man by any stretch of the imagination.” She squeezed Misty’s hand. “And if it works out with your lady love, you have to tell me all the sappy, heart-warming details. You know how I love a good romance.”
Misty laughed as the rest of their tension drained away. “I will tell what I can, but a good person doesn’t kiss and tell.”
“Aww, don’t make an old queen suffer.” Audasity pouted as Misty returned to their makeup table. “You’re no fun.”
“But you love me anyway.”
Audasity groaned. “Yes, I do. Now I better go make sure those queens are doing their jobs and cleaning up the place.” She rose but paused before she left the room. “No matter who you end up with, just be careful, okay? We queens have tender hearts that can become mercilessly bruised, and then we become jaded. Don’t make my mistakes.”
“I won’t, I promise.” Misty nodded as Audasity stepped out and left the door open.
I won’t make her mistakes—I have my own.
But Lisa didn’t feel like a mistake in the making. She felt like adventure, hope, and magic all rolled into one. Misty grinned at themself in the mirror and went to search for their phone.
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