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      The people and creatures of Traitor’s Den are always getting into trouble. Hell, they’re supposed to. It’s the one thing I can count on to be predictable. The longer they spend in the Den, the more the spell that keeps us all here has the chance to take effect, turning us all into my Uncle Tucker’s version of cowboys and cowgirls—and he clearly had little idea about a true western community when he first condemned my parents to a life stuck in one.

      Our little one-way town is always wild, definitely outrageous, and no day is ever the same as the one before it.

      But when Rhett Stead and Zeke Doyle tumble through the portal, throwing punches before they even land, our town’s signature wild western flavor swells a couple of notches, especially since they seem to think I’m their mate or queen or … whatever.

      Their steamy looks are enough problem to handle, and then I discover what Rhett’s been carrying around in his, um, err, goods. The secret contraband definitely does not belong in our prison world since we have no chance of escaping it.

      Worst of all, something big, ferocious, and fire-breathing wants what Rhett snuck in. Several somethings, in fact. And the portal just popped open again…

      Hold on to your hats, ‘cause the ride just got wilder.

    

  


  
    
      For the daring part within that encourages us to shrug off what anyone else thinks and to instead honor ourselves. To take risks, to do the wild things, and to forge our own paths.

      [image: heart suit]

      And also for my daughters and beloved, to whom I owe so many of my life’s delightful moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        When the goin’ gets wild, strap on your favorite hat and six shooters, ‘cause there ain’t no escapin’ this ride.

        Loretta Maybelle Ray, Sheriff of Traitor’s Den
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1 Dog Days Make for Long Days


        

      

    

    
      The dog days of summer arrived earlier than usual. I pulled off my favorite black Stetson to shake out my long hair, cooling my head for a second. Sweat trickled down the small of my back, my plaid button-down shirt tied up beneath my bra. If I weren’t the sheriff, I might have been tempted to run around naked; the midday sun was sweltering.

      It’s so hot that cocks be sweatin’ their balls out n’ the hens are layin’ hard-boiled eggs, I thought, sighing loudly.

      “Maybe findin’ their broody hens sittin’ on cooked eggs’d be enough weird to distract Ollie n’ Leroy from their stupid-ass argument,” I muttered to Tiger, who stood beside me as we both stared at the jagged property line, marked by serpentine lengths of rope, that currently divided Ollie’s land from Leroy’s. It was the source of their loud and unrelenting disagreement. I chuckled amiably, my mood improving now that Ollie and Leroy’s shouts were tempered by distance. They stood on either side of the rope, fifty feet away.

      Tiger turned his massive head around to look at me, arching his entire brow in question.

      I snorted. “Right. There I go forgettin’ you can’t hear the conversation I’m havin’ with myself again.”

      Tiger was a man trapped inside the body of his shifter animal; he wasn’t a mind reader.

      Hat back firmly where it belonged, I propped my hands on my hips, running my fingers along the smooth grips of my pair of six shooters, Big Bertha and Big Wilma. My two choice girls never let me down.

      “Think anyone’ll mind if I shoot the both o’ them?” I asked Tiger, this time aloud.

      He chuffed in a way that sounded like, No one’ll mind at all. Shoot ‘em already. They’re drivin’ me nuts. But of course I couldn’t be sure. Tiger’s chuffs suited all sorts of purposes.

      “Maybe Denners’ll line up to buy us a round of drinks over at Sharmayne’s for doin’ what everyone’s been wantin’ to do for ages. Water for you, o’ course, but the chilled kind Shar keeps in the back for special occasions.”

      Tiger laughed, a deep, husky chuff.

      “Mind you,” I continued, “I wouldn’t shoot ‘em with Big Wilma, though I’d mighty like to.” No Denner with common sense wasted a silver bullet when a lead one would do. “But Big Bertha’s been bored lately.”

      Not because it’d been quiet in Traitor’s Den, since it rarely was. But because my parents, Rhett, Zeke, Cole, Birdie, and even Jolene, had been breathing down my neck as if I were made of fine porcelain and poised to shatter. If it were up to them, I’d never shoot a gun again. Lucky for me, it wasn’t.

      Leroy closed the distance between him and Ollie to jab a pointy index finger into the other man’s chest.

      “Awwww, hell,” I grumbled as my fingers wrapped around Big Bertha’s grip. “Looks like it’s shootin’ time.”

      Tiger humphed as we walked toward the two mages.

      Of course, I wouldn’t really shoot them, though I wasn’t sure how many Denners would blame me if I did. Leroy and Ollie had been arguing for ages about one thing or another, didn’t seem to matter much what.

      Ollie puffed out his scrawny chest, gathered a full breath, and shouted right in Leroy’s face: “Cain’t never could. Don’t you touch me again. Not ever. Not if you’re fond of keepin’ your finger where ‘tis.”

      Ollie’s face was so red you couldn’t make out his freckles. “You don’t get to go pokin’ me ‘less you want me to poke you back.” Which he did, square in Leroy’s barrel of a chest. Ollie was several inches taller than Leroy, but they probably weighed about the same. Leroy was built like a bull.

      Sweat beading along his hairline, Leroy yelled, “In all my born days … go pound salt up your ass with a wire brush!” He shook his head, tanned skin flushing as Ollie extended a finger toward his chest another time.

      Leroy said, “Don’t you poke me again! Don’t you dare do it!”

      Poke.

      Leroy’s nostrils flared as he dipped his head, glaring at his neighbor as if he could fry him with the heat of his anger. “That’s it. That’s it! I’m gonna stomp a mudhole in your butt n’ walk it dry.”

      Ollie cracked his knuckles. “And I’m gonna smack you so hard your kids’ll come out behavin’!”

      Wincing at their combined volume, I clamped a hand on their shoulders.

      They jumped as if they’d forgotten Tiger and I were there.

      I said, “You two could start an argument in an empty field with nothin’ but a plucked weed between the two o’ you to argue about.”

      “He poked me,” Ollie accused.

      Leroy brought his finger up in front of his face as if it were the barrel of a revolver, and peered down the length of it, pointing at Ollie. “You poked me back. Twice.”

      “You did it first. So you get it double back.”

      Tiger was circling us, probably wondering if the idjits would notice if he chomped off a leg or two.

      I rolled my eyes. “You can’t make chicken salad out o’ chicken shit. And speakin’ o’ chickens, can you two not hear the racket yours are makin’? They don’t like it when ya fight.”

      That might be a lie, surely they were used to it by now, but it got the men to pause and listen to the nonstop squawking and frantic fluttering of wings. For all of five seconds.

      Leroy again sighted Ollie along the length of his finger and pointed, stopping a breath away from touching his chest. “Your cock’s botherin’ my hens again.”

      “Hell no, that ain’t right,” Ollie said. “It’s your cock that’s got all my hens worked up. And it’s your cock that keeps crossin’ the property line. Which means the property line moves and I get more.”

      “That’s not how that works,” I said, but Leroy retorted too fast to register what I’d said.

      “A cock don’t move a property line. Whatchou got in there ‘tween your ears? A pile o’ sawdust?”

      “I’m plenty smart. Smarter than you,” Ollie said. “But if the property line don’t move, then the cock’s mine.”

      “Why? Why would Wild Willy be yours? Just ‘cause you say so?” Leroy shook his head, curly hair bouncing around. “I swear, if stupid could fly, you’d be an eagle.”

      Ollie’s cheeks heated to a deep scarlet. “You take that back, Leroy Eddie.”

      Leroy pointed his chin up. “I won’t. Just tellin’ it like it is. Wild Willy’s mine, and it ain’t my fault if your hens like to tease him.”

      Ollie’s eyes widened while he gasped in affront. “My hens do no such thing. My hens is ladies. They don’t tease nobody, ‘specially not that stupid rooster o’ yours.”

      After rubbing my hands over my face, I drew Big Bertha, replaced her rounds with blanks, and didn’t even step back before I stretched my arm up and shot off a couple into the air.

      By the time I reloaded and holstered Big Bertha, Leroy and Ollie were blessedly silent and looking over at me, waiting.

      I breathed, taking a moment to enjoy the quiet. “Y’all make my ass itch. Do I look like I need my ass to be itchin’?”

      I injected a healthy dose of I’ve-had-it-up-to-here-with-you-idjits into the narrow-eyed look I was directing at them.

      “I said, Do I look like I need the two o’ you settin’ my ass to itchin’?”

      “Un-unh,” Ollie answered while Leroy shook his head, having the grace to shrug sheepishly.

      “Gettin’ you two to get along’s like tryin’ to bag flies. Don’t we got enough problems right now in town without the two o’ you goin’ at it like barnyard cats?”

      Even these two dumbasses knew that we sure as smelly shit did. It was no secret that the newcomers, Rhett Steed and Zeke Doyle, came through the pocket portal to town with a dragon egg in tow. An egg that was bound to hatch at some point. Into a dragon.

      A dragon.

      When there was no escaping Traitor’s Den no matter how hard any of us tried.

      And as much as I’d prefer my personal business not be aired out all over town, it was the main topic of gossip, had been for weeks. I had a healthy dose of dragon magic rolling around inside me, maybe some shifter and witch magic from my daddy and momma, possibly also a bit from Traitor’s Den that rubbed off on me, and a whole host of other possible problems from the many attempts Denners had made at saving me from a lethal dragon bite. I’d swallowed magic-infused potions, booze, and sweets; worn enchanted charms; and generally done just about everything short of hopping on one leg while clucking like one of these squawking hens—though I would have tried that too if there’d been any chance it’d help.

      “Well?” I prompted Leroy and Ollie, and Jolene, my loyal Appaloosa, neighed in support from where she stood grazing in Ollie’s field.

      “Naw, I don’t s’ppose ya need no more trouble,” Ollie said, finally sounding a smidgen repentant.

      “Yeah,” Leroy said. “It’s near on a miracle ya haven’t keeled over n’ dropped right where ya stand.”

      Tiger nipped at the air around Leroy’s chest, and the man, who wasn’t prone to squeaking, squeaked.

      Leroy jumped out of reach of Tiger’s sizable jaws and amended, with a nervous giggle, “Y’all know what I mean. ‘Course I’m ever so glad Loretta survived that dragon bite. Heaven help us if we woulda had to do without our fine sheriff.” His gaze steady and plaintive, he met my eyes. “Don’t know what’d come of Traitor’s Den without you, Lo. We’d be lost as a bee with no hive.”

      “All right, all right,” I said. “I don’t need ya blowin’ smoke up my ass.”

      Leroy shook his head fervently, eyes earnest. “I mean it, woman. Ya keep us all straight as an arrow.”

      “And when that don’t work,” Ollie added, “you at least keep us straight as a bow.” He alone snorted a laugh. “You know, from the bow and arrow combo? Not straight as an arrow, so curved like a bow?”

      “Yeah, we got the joke,” Leroy grumbled.

      “Then why didn’t ya laugh?”

      I sighed loudly enough that even Ollie got the message. “Look, you guys.” I cocked a hip out to one side. “You two used to be best buds, you ‘member that?”

      Leroy scowled and refused to look at Ollie, who was staring at the other man with a slack face as if he might have actually forgotten.

      “Why’d ya let Letitia Lake, of all people, come between ya?” I asked. “Ya know she likes the fellas too much to help herself. But if you’d just kept your distance, she’d’ve eventually moved on to someone else.”

      “Nah-ah.” Ollie was wagging his head in some serious denial. “Leti’s not like that. She loved me for real.”

      “You dumbass,” Leroy said. “You’re still goin’ on with that? Leti loved me. She saw me first, fell for me first. And once a woman falls for all this”—he swept a hand along the length of his body from head to toe, patting his round belly through his overalls as if to make a point, causing me to wonder if he needed his eyes checked—“there ain’t no goin’ nowhere else.”

      Leroy, of course, left out a few glaring details. Like the fact that the town of Traitor’s Den only housed three-hundred-and-sixty-nine residents, and at the time of the Letitia affair, Leroy and Ollie were all but tied together at the waist. If she spotted one of them, she almost surely spotted the other. Letitia had only been in town about a year, and had been making her way steadily through the male population when her attention had landed on them.

      Ollie scoffed. “You’re blind as a bat, Leroy Eddie. Leti only had eyes for me.”

      “Then why’d she leave you?”

      “‘Cause she got sick o’ listenin’ to ya whine n’ moan like ya had a bellyache.”

      Leroy pointed at Ollie. “You⁠—”

      I groaned. “I swear to everything holy that I will stand here slappin’ the two of you topside the head till I knock some sense into ya, and we all know that might be a while—unless you shut up about Letitia already. Y’all got played by a hussy.”

      They blinked at me from their slack-jawed faces.

      “But that’s okay, ‘cause you’re far from the only ones in town.”

      More open-mouthed gaping.

      “Oh, come on. You’re not really gonna stand there n’ tell me ya think she really truly loved you both, or each, or whatever.”

      Ollie brought a hand to his heart, his freckled face now pale and aghast. “She loved us, surely she did.”

      “That she did. ‘Course she did,” Leroy said. “She loved both of us true.”

      I blinked at them both in turn. Stared at them hard. Then I spun on the heel of my favorite cowgirl boots and stalked away, calling over my shoulder: “If ya wanna stay miserable, then that’s on you, but ya keep your bickerin’ out here to your homesteads, ya hear? And the property line don’t move, no matter whose cock goes where.”

      I registered what I said, wondered if I should adjust, then figured my counsel applied to multiple scenarios. Good enough.

      “But—” Ollie said.

      “But nothin’. Y’all’ve used up your one sheriff’s call for the month.”

      “Whaddya mean, ‘one sheriff’s call’?” Leroy asked. “That ain’t a thing.”

      “‘Tis now. New rule. See that you abide by it.”

      Then, without a backward glance, Tiger and I made our way over to Jolene, who walked toward us when she spotted us.

      Running a hand along her neck, I cooed, “Hey, girl. Thanks for backin’ me up there.” She leaned into my touch. “Next time I think it’s a good idea to come out here to play mediator, you remind me I never want to come back here again, not even to escape the clan of overprotectors probably huntin’ me down as I speak.”

      With my other hand, I scratched Tiger behind the ear, and he pressed his shoulder against my waist, nuzzling. “You too, Tiger. Remind me before they give me a headache.”

      Which Ollie and Leroy had, just as they always did.

      “Think there’s time to visit Shar for a quick Moon Mixer afore we head back to the office?” Where my overprotective posse was sure to find me. “Moon Mixers are medicinal,” I added, unsure whether I was working to convince my animal friends or myself. “Therapeutic even. Seems like a good thing for my recovery. Just don’t tell anyone I admit to still healin’.” After I swung up into the saddle, I muttered, “I’m sure one o’ them’ll remind me of it soon enough.”

      As if on cue, the pounding of hooves thundered in the distance. “Hell’s bells. How’d they find me all the way out here?”

      Ollie and Leroy lived on the outskirts of town. Their homesteads butted up against the confines of Uncle Tucker’s spell, which trapped us all inside its boundaries.

      Guiding Jolene, I ambled in the direction of the road. Less than a minute later, half a dozen horses rounded a bend, and atop them sat just the people I’d been hiding from.

      “There she is,” my momma hollered to be heard above the din, in the lead next to my dad.

      Cole and Birdie galloped behind them. And a few stretches back rode Zeke and Rhett, still awkward in their saddles.

      “How’d ya find me?” I yelled over the pounding footfalls.

      My mom and dad slid to a stop, kicking up dirt. My dad asked, “It was you who let off some shots, wasn’t it?”

      “We knew it had to be you all the way out here,” my mom said, while Cole pulled his horse to a stop and bolted out of the saddle, running toward me.

      I sighed, as did Tiger beside me. It was barely noon, but they looked ready to latch on to me and not let me out of their sight for the rest of the day.

      It was lining up to be a long one.
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      Jolene galloped all the way back to Main Street with me on her back, Tiger loping beside us. It had been a feeble hope, but I’d thought perhaps her pace might shake the posse of well-meaning busybodies on our tail. But when she slowed to a trot, and then a walk, as we ambled through town, business establishments lining both sides of the street, my mom and dad drew up next to us, and Cole and Birdie rode directly behind us, too close, undoubtedly angling for a spot next to me so we could talk about how I’d been avoiding the two of them especially.

      Leaning forward, I rubbed a hand along Jolene’s neck. It was hot with sweat, and her sides heaved with her heavy breath. The mare was young and both needed and enjoyed the exercise. Tiger also loved a good run, and he smiled goofily, his long tongue lolling out as he panted.

      “Did we lose Zeke n’ Rhett?” I asked no one in particular.

      “We did, honey,” my mom said, speaking up to be heard over the horses’ footfalls. “Ya gotta remember, they didn’t grow up in a saddle like you did. They’re just learnin’.”

      “She lost ‘em on purpose,” my dad said. “She’s been tryin’ to shake all of us.”

      “I wouldn’t be tryin’ to shake any o’ ya if you’d just give me a little room to breathe. You’re suffocatin’ me, dangit.” I rubbed a hand across my sweaty neck, lifting my hair up in the back.

      Cole sucked in a breath so sharply behind me that I could hear it over the snorting and clomping of our steeds.

      I rolled my eyes. The intake could have been about anything, sure, but I was betting I knew what he was reacting to.

      Since I’d called off things with Cole, not only did he refuse to accept that any amorous aspect of our relationship was over, but he sexualized all sorts of ordinary behavior on my part. He seemed to react most when I adjusted my clothing or hair one way or another, as if the saying really were true, and men most wanted what they couldn’t have. At least men like Cole did.

      Lately, he’d gotten as bad as Rhett or Zeke, whose every stare broadcasted that they wanted me, loud and clear.

      “Don’t be so hard on the new boys,” my mom said. “They just wanna help.”

      Cole snorted obnoxiously and tugged on his reins, trying to get his horse to walk alongside my dad’s just as we came up to several horses tied up outside the general store. There wasn’t room.

      So Cole strained his neck forward. “Those two don’t wanna help. They just wanna take Loretta away from me.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment and sighed. Cole was as pigheaded as he was persistent.

      “Don’t matter that those boys can’t keep their eyes off Lo,” my mom said. “She’s a real beaut. Who can blame them? They’re tryin’ to see she survives to her birthday next week. In my book, that means they get to look all they want.”

      I hadn’t had a destination in mind, but now I pointed Jolene toward the sheriff’s office. “Wow, Momma. Way to pimp me out. You regrettin’ that we didn’t go ahead with Uncle Tucker’s whorehouse?”

      My mom sucked in a breath so loud I immediately realized I’d gone too far.

      Pulling Jolene to a stop outside my office, I turned to her. “Look, Momma, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Loretta Maybelle Ray.”

      Uh-oh. I swallowed a massive groan and prepared to accept my punishment.

      My mom drew her horse to a halt beside mine, glaring at me with jerky, unnecessary tugs on the reins.

      Sunday Stroll was a milky-white quarter horse, who was faster than her name implied, though she seemed to like it anyway. Even my mom’s mare pointed her nose up into the air in offense, her nostrils wide with labored breath, making her seem haughty when she wasn’t.

      My mom dismounted, shaking her head as she went. “That you’d think I’d⁠—”

      “Momma, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “You shouldn’t say what ya don’t mean, young lady. Didn’t I teach ya better than that?”

      Scowling, I forced myself to wait. It was easier to let my mom continue momming me, even when I was already an adult. But I would only take so much, and patience was a lacking commodity lately.

      I swung out of the saddle, then led Jolene over to the trough outside my office that I’d filled up that morning, doing my best not to stomp, though I didn’t do a great job of it. “I’ll give ya a nice brushin’ a bit later, ‘kay?” I whispered to Jo with a pat along her flank.

      By the time I turned around, my parents, Cole, and Birdie were lined up in a row, as if this were a standoff, and Zeke and Rhett popped up onto Main Street, bouncing around in their saddles even at a distance.

      My mom crossed her arms over her chest and took a step toward me, then stopped. “Your eyes n’ chest still be glowin’.”

      I opened my mouth; she held up a hand. Tiger rounded all of us to stand at my side, ever my loyal defender.

      “It’s been near on two-and-a-half weeks since ya nearly died. Died, Lo. Do ya have any idea what that’s like for your parents? For the two people who raised ya from the time you were itty bitty? You’re everythin’ to us. Everything.”

      My shoulders slumped. How did my mom always do that? She could douse righteous anger faster than sand tossed on a fire.

      So she couldn’t tell her point had hit its mark, I busied myself refilling Tiger’s bowl with fresh water from the spout. When I slid it onto the porch of the office, he lapped it up noisily. The familiar sound calmed my nerves.

      My mom climbed the porch; my dad leaned against the railing.

      “Listen, honey,” my mom resumed, “the dragon bite on your hand mighta healed up⁠—”

      “And we’re plumb tickled near to death about that,” my dad interjected.

      “But that don’t mean everything’s fine and dandy now. You’re not actin’ yourself. Mother o’ pearl, Lo, you got dragon magic all up in ya now. After a lifetime of not havin’ any ‘tall, now ya got more magic than we know what to do with.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a problem.” But of course, that was a lie. I didn’t know what I was feeling exactly, but I knew plenty well I didn’t feel right.

      Faces peeked out of windows, and strollers slowed their paces. We had an audience.

      I sighed in resignation. “Come on, y’all. Let’s head inside if we’s gonna keep talkin’.”

      The four of them were seated inside my office sooner than I could complete my invitation. Before popping inside myself, I narrowed my eyes at Rhett and Zeke, who were now close enough to make out my expression with their sharp preternatural sight. For all the good it’d do me…

      Leaving the door propped open for Tiger, I kicked my boots up onto my desk, crossed my hands over my stomach—always favoring my recently healed hand and the bubbled scar on the back of it—and leaned back in my chair, resolved to get this over with.

      My mom said, “From what Zeke’s been tellin’ us⁠—”

      “Wait, you been talkin’ to Zeke?” I asked. “Without me?”

      My mom nodded. “And Rhett.”

      I snorted.

      “What’s so funny?” My mom’s slits-for-eyes were as effective an alert of danger as a drawn weapon. But I wasn’t scared of her. She might be fierce, but she’d never do much more than holler at me.

      “Not that long ago,” I said, “you and Daddy were ‘bout to wrestle the two o’ them to the ground to keep them away from me.”

      “So was I,” Cole said.

      I smiled tightly. “‘Course. How could I miss how ya want to beat them to bloody pulps?”

      “Naw, Lo,” Cole said. “I’d stop before then.” He smirked, then winked.

      Oh my freaking stars.

      Birdie leaned forward in the chair she’d parked beside my desk. “They might be hotter than sin on a dog day, but they’re provin’ useful.”

      Birdie and I’d barely spoken since she was macking it up with my boyfriend while I was busy nearly dying, but every time we did talk, she snuck in one reference or another about the newcomers. And every time, Cole glared at her, as if he had a claim to both me and her now.

      I rocked back in my chair. “We don’t know that Rhett’s magic is what saved me from the bite in the end.” Even though I believed that it had. At the time I’d been delirious, but since then my intuition had been talking to me loud and clear. And every woman worth her salt knows to listen up when that inner voice talked.

      “Speak o’ the devil,” I muttered when the man himself sauntered into my office, closely followed by Zeke and then Tiger.

      A long look at the tall double drinks of sexy had me amending my statement. “Speak o’ the devils. Plural.”

      Both men looked at me like they wanted to eat me up, licking as they went.

      Birdie fanned herself. “Dear lawd. Wish they’d look at me like that. I’d be kickin’ Kiki out o’ her snuggle rooms to give those beds a proper breakin’ in.”

      Birdie, uncaring of what she said or whom she said it in front of, since always.

      Cole tsked, glared, and huffed, and I plowed right along, holding up my hands to all of them.

      “I’m no little girl⁠—”

      “Clearly,” Rhett said while Zeke dragged his teeth—and extra pointy canines—across his full bottom lip.

      I cleared my throat and made myself stop looking at them so I could get my point across. “I know I got this dragon magic in me, ‘kay? I don’t need y’all to keep remindin’ me. I can feel it looping ‘round inside me, keepin’ me hotter than a tick on a dog’s balls. And I get that I prob’ly still got some o’ the magic from that dragon’s bite too.”

      “And don’t forget, honey,” my dad added, “all that mighta activated the power ya shoulda gotten from me or your momma.”

      “I know, Daddy, but I don’t feel a bear in me and my hands ain’t flyin’ sparks like Momma’s.”

      My mom rubbed her chin, her eyes a shade of worry. “Don’t mean it can’t happen. That it won’t.”

      “I know, I know.” How could I not? It felt like a full-on riot inside me half the time. I was hot one minute, cooler the next—though never cold, not in this heat. One moment I felt in control of myself and my emotions, the next I was as unhinged as a postpartum mother running on next to no sleep, sick of all the shit she suddenly found herself cleaning up.

      Rhett pulled over a chair and straddled it. His favorite way to sit did nothing to help my focus, his arms casually draped over the chair-back, his rolled-up sleeves exposing his tanned, muscled forearms, and the hint of the ink that wrapped around his body.

      “Zeke and I’ve been talking. He should turn you.”

      I blinked. “Say what?”

      Rhett scowled, and it only made him look sexier, damn him. “Zeke should turn you. Into a vampire. You’ve got double dragon magic in you, and that kind of power’s no joke.”

      “I wasn’t takin’ it as a joke.”

      “But you’re not taking it seriously.”

      “Sure I am. And I’m rememberin’ that besides all that, there’s also the chance that all the spells n’ enchanted objects other Denners shared with me back that day might also be havin’ some effect on me. I got it. But that don’t mean I need to put my life on pause. And it sure as shit don’t mean I should become a vampire, for feathery pluck’s sake. I got a job to do, and a dragon egg that’s ‘bout to hatch. You don’t think we got bigger problems than whatever’s goin’ on with me?”

      “Not till that egg hatches we don’t,” Rhett said.

      Zeke straddled the chair next to Rhett’s, so I pinned my attention on the scar on the back of my hand, anything not to stare into those sky-blues of his.

      He said, “And once the egg hatches, at least we have Rhett here. He’ll deal with the dragon.”

      Running my fingers gingerly along the ridged skin that crossed the entire back of my hand in a stark line, I smirked. “Forgive me if I don’t trust Rhett to just handle shit. I’m the sheriff. Protectin’ this town’s my job.”

      “Well, then it’s a job you’re going to need Rhett’s help with.”

      I pursed my lips and bit the inside of my cheek. What I needed was less of the distraction that was the two of them, not more.

      “I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

      “That’s true,” my dad chipped in. “Best sheriff we ever had.”

      “Only sheriff too,” I muttered, but no one seemed to be truly listening to me.

      “You can’t just take this all on yourself, sweetie,” my mom said, her tone soft now, wheedling. “You got all of us to help ya out. Why not let us?”

      “Because you’re treatin’ me like I’m half dead already. Like I can’t so much as slip on my boots without one of you offerin’ up your opinion on how to do it.”

      “That ain’t so,” my dad said.

      I snapped my head up, tipping up my hat. “Oh yeah? It’s been exactly fifteen days since Rhett put his magic inside me.”

      “Raaawr,” Birdie interjected. I huffed in a likely futile attempt that she’d finally get the message.

      “Nothin’s changed since then. I feel about the same. We still don’t got no answers. We still don’t know if the dragon’s all done comin’ after me. We don’t know squat.”

      “Which is why we need to stay with ya as much as possible,” my dad said. “In case somethin’ comes over ya real fast like. Today, you were all the way out at Ollie and Leroy’s. What if some of the magic overcome ya then? And you were all alone?”

      “I woulda had Tiger and Jolene.”

      “And neither o’ them can do any sort o’ magic to help ya.”

      “No guarantee any o’ the magic y’all have’ll do anythin’ to help either.”

      “True,” my mom said. “But Loretta Maybelle, you were asleep for near on three whole days when Rhett put his magic in ya. Three days. And we found the way to pull ya out of that, didn’t we?”

      “Or I might’ve just been bound to wake up on my own anyhow.”

      “Maybe or maybe not. But ya got no right to deny your momma and daddy the right to look after ya best we can when your life’s in danger. And real, serious danger, mind.”

      I sighed for the umpteenth time in the previous two weeks. This was a fight I wasn’t going to win. I’d already tried, many times.

      I set the front legs of my chair back down with a thump and rubbed behind Tiger’s ears. “Fine. But y’all can’t just follow me ‘round like lost puppies. We need a plan if I’m gonna agree to all this fussin’.”

      “Zeke’s vampire magic will make you more resilient,” Rhett said. “It’ll make you stronger and better able to withstand the dragon magic.”

      “Then you shouldn’t’ve put your dragon magic inside me in the first place. I’m not becomin’ a bloodsucker, end o’ story. Sorry, Zeke.”

      He shrugged in nonchalance, but a shroud of pain clouded his ordinarily clear eyes.

      Rhett was the one to press his lips in an offended line, however. “Zeke’s older than he looks. He’s not like that anymore.”

      “Meanin’?” Birdie asked.

      “Meaning, he doesn’t drink blood to survive.”

      Birdie pulled her head back in genuine surprise. “Then what’s he live off? All the other vamps in town have arrangements with someone willin’ to give their blood in exchange for somethin’ or other.”

      “Zeke feeds off energy now.”

      Zeke cleared his throat, but wouldn’t meet my waiting gaze. “That’s all blood really is in the end. It’s energy. Life force. Chi. There are lots of ways to siphon that. Even the energy of the sun helps sustain me, now that it doesn’t hurt me anyhow.”

      “Then you must be old as dirt,” Birdie said, though it didn’t stop her from perusing the vampire up and down in obvious admiration.

      “I’m not that old,” Zeke said.

      “‘Cause he’s real strong,” Rhett said. “Very powerful. So he gets to break the rules.”

      Zeke didn’t deny the fact, finally meeting my eyes. A ferocious determination simmered in that deep blue. I darted my gaze away—like a ninny, dammit. But there was so much heat there, so much want…

      I felt Cole’s disapproval like a brand burning into the side of my face. I refused to look at him. He’d betrayed me first—and we weren’t meant for each other anyway.

      Because I sure as hell wasn’t a ninny, I pegged Zeke and Rhett in a fierce stare of my own. “Do either of you know for sure that I’m in any danger now from the dragon magic?”

      “Yes,” Rhett said, to Zeke’s, “Almost certainly.”

      Scowling, I removed my hat and shook my hair out, feeling Cole’s eyes on me yet again. “Then thanks bunches for givin’ me a full load of it.”

      Birdie hmmmed and chuckled. She was worse than a teenage boy! I slid down in my seat to kick her under the desk.

      “Ow!” She jumped and yelped.

      I smiled tightly, wondering if I’d finish losing my mind today, or if it’d wait till tomorrow.

      “I had to do it,” Rhett said. “I’m almost certain you would’ve died if I hadn’t.”

      “But there was a chance I would’ve been just fine, wasn’t there?”

      “A very small chance,” Zeke said.

      At this rate, it might have still been worth it.

      “Sweetheart, ya can’t blame the boys for what they did,” my mom said, but I wasn’t about to let her tell me whom I could and could not blame.

      “Well, I’m not gonna become a vamp, so that’s that. If the dragon magic, or whatever other magic feels like it, tries to take me out, I won’t be goin’ down without a fight.”

      “That’s my girl,” my dad said. “Always a fighter.”

      Rhett growled, making Tiger growl back. Rhett didn’t so much as flinch at the threat of a full-grown tiger.

      “If you won’t listen to sense—” Rhett began.

      “Excuse me? Listen to sense? You did not just say that to me. None o’ you know a damn thing about what’s goin’ on with me. You got plenty o’ theories n’ fears n’ concerns. But you got nothin’ sure ‘tall. What good would it do me to just sit around and fret right along with y’all? None, that’s how much. I’m listenin’ to sense a plenty. It’s just that none o’ you are makin’ overmuch of it.”

      “I’ll train you,” Rhett spit out.

      “You’ll … wait, what?”

      “I said, I’ll train you.”

      “I’m not hard o’ hearin’, you dunce. I heard ya just fine. What I meant is, you’re a dragon shifter. I’m not. What the hell do ya think you’re gonna train me in?”

      “Dragon magic.”

      “How … what? I don’t even know if I can use it.”

      “Then we’re gonna find the hell out if you can.”

      I thunked back into my chair and closed my eyes for a moment.

      “Why?” I finally asked.

      “Because I don’t know what the hell else to do,” Rhett growled.

      “And you belong with us,” Zeke said.

      “Like thumpin’ hell she does,” Cole barked. “She doesn’t belong to either of you assholes.”

      “I didn’t say she belongs to us,” Zeke said, in a voice far calmer than Cole’s but equally dangerous. “I said she belongs with us.” He smiled coolly. “In case you can’t tell the difference.”

      “Of course I can tell the difference, you undead jerkwad. You barely know her⁠—”

      “Time doesn't matter with some things.” And Rhett’s eyes landed on me with a fierce resolve that made me squirm.

      I nudged Tiger out of the way and pushed my chair back, standing. “That’s it. I’m done with all this.”

      Out of habit, I patted Big Bertha, Big Wilma, and my badge; they were hanging from my weapons belt, right where they belonged.

      I stalked toward the door, Tiger walking alongside me. When I swung it open, my mom asked, “Where ya goin’, honey?”

      “To the river to cool off.”

      Chairs scraped the wooden floor and, en masse, they all stood.

      “Alone.” I slammed the door shut behind Tiger and me.

      I was in the saddle and riding off before anyone else could exit the office.
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