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      I need more magic like I need a point-blank bullet to the head.

      All that dragon power Rhett’s already given me is churning around inside me, causing as much trouble as the great poohbah dragon protector himself, and he’s trouble walking in a pair of perfectly fitting jeans.

      Regardless of my desires, and I’ve got lots of them thanks to the two men who won’t stop shooting suggestive looks my way, more magic is exactly what I’ve got—plus a whole band of dragon shifters without it, heh, pointing fingers at me for taking what they think is theirs. Oopsie.

      Still, no matter the hissy fits they throw, finders keepers, losers weepers applies extra when it comes to power. Especially since I’ve got no idea how to give any of it back—or how to properly use it either, for that matter. And that’s before Zeke wants to share some of his magic with me...

      Oy. These men are intent on driving me batty.

      Life in Traitor’s Den, usually crazy enough to keep me on my toes, has never seemed quite so over-the-top outrageous. Denners and our unexpected guests are keeping me busier than a cat on a hot tin roof. When you add in all the resurrections, well, bring on the extra nuttiness.

      But when saving my best friend Birdie’s life involves her kissing Zeke, my quasi-vampire, my man, I wholly embrace the unofficial motto of Traitor’s Den: “Behaving is for losers.”

      Honey, I ain’t no loser.

      Armed with my girls Big Bertha and Big Wilma, the best six shooters a woman could ask for, I’m off to protect what’s mine.

      Now, if only that list weren’t growing...

    

  


  
    
      To my amazing readers.

      Yes, I mean you, reading this right now.

      

      Thank you for falling in love with every wild world I create right along with me. Your enthusiasm for my stories makes me that much more excited to write them. I write not only for me, but for you. Thanks for making this journey so incredibly worthwhile.
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      And also, as always, for my three magical daughters, Catia, Sonia, and Nadia, and for my beloved, James. You add so much beauty to my life.

      I am forever grateful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Ain’t no one got a say in how you live your life but you. Make damn sure you’re the one you’re livin’ for. Do things your way and don’t go explain’ yourself to no one. Life’s too short for that tuckin’ nonsense.

        Loretta Maybelle Ray, Sheriff of Traitor’s Den
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      So numb that my extremities tingled, I sat slumped on the dirt right where I’d stood, the space where the portal had gaped open within my sights. Not that I was looking.

      I finally understood what it meant to have tunnel vision. Abstractly, I registered that more Denners had returned to the portal zone to back us up once we’d started firing shots. Now that the fighting was over, most of them still milled around. People spoke in urgent tones, horses neighed and whinnied in unrest, and someone somewhere cried softly, a fact that on its own should have been alarming. Denners were too tough to do their crying in public.

      All I saw was Birdie … her eyes wide open … her stare glassy and vacant. I hadn’t had the heart to close her eyes for her. Apparently, neither had anyone else. That would make it too final. Too real. Too much of a farewell forever.

      Her short, silky, strawberry-blond hair fanned out behind her head, making her look like an angel. The gaping hole in the middle of her chest had charred around the edges, a perfect circle a hand’s length across, revealing the ground below it. I really wanted to stop staring at it, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. My gaze kept landing there, where her enormous heart should have been. It was as if I could still hear the echoes of her buoyant laughter. There was no one better at lightening up the mood of a crowd. That was her true magic, not stupid hairstyling.

      Kiki clung to my back again. I wanted her off me, unwilling to be responsible for any other living creature. But every time I attempted to nudge her off, she only gripped me harder.

      And Baby was snoozing in his sling as if he hadn’t been at the root of so much loss and trouble. Not that I blamed him. There was only one person to pin Birdie’s death on, and I planned to do a whole lot of pinning.

      Not that long ago I’d been fretting about Birdie and Cole kissing. As if that were at all important. Instead of pouting, I should have been spending that time with my best friend, mending the silly rift between us. Making the most of the final moments we had left to share.

      My eyeballs stung, but no tears fell. Perhaps I was too hot inside, my magic instantly evaporating my tears. Either that or I was plain dead inside, catfish on ice. That made the most sense; I wasn’t sure I was feeling a thing around all that hollow inside. You’d think I was the one with the lifeless pit in the middle of my chest instead of Birdie.

      Tiger paced incessantly around me, chuffing in a constant stream of distress. The more still I got, the less he did. A part of me knew I should reach out to reassure him; a greater part of me was too empty to do it.

      A hand landed on my shoulder. I didn’t flinch or otherwise react. Then Cole was talking in my ear. “Don’t worry about Jolene. I’ll go calm her.” When he squeezed my shoulder in companionable support, only then did I register my Appaloosa's panicked whines. As loud as all the other horses were being, she was louder. Like Tiger, she could use my comfort.

      If only I had any of it to offer.

      Time kept marching on, the only thing to distinguish its passing the occasional soothing hand across my back, a kiss to the top of my head, a whisper and a peck to my cheek. I didn’t react. I didn’t move. I didn’t feel.

      Only when the sky began to lighten did I stir, and even then only because I’d had to pee for hours. I blinked at my surroundings.

      Tiger noticed my increased awareness first, leaping to close the few feet between us, barreling into my side and almost knocking me over—and into Birdie at my feet. He dragged his long tongue across my neck before nuzzling my face. I didn’t have the words yet, but I leaned my cheek into his and he purred. We remained like that for several moments before he plopped onto my lap. He was extremely heavy, but I leaned forward to hug him with all I had, wondering if the tears would come at last.

      They didn’t, as if an important function inside me had snapped in half at the first sight of Birdie’s fallen body.

      While resting my head against Tiger’s back, I took in the many bodies littering the dirt, pools of blood under some of them, no sign of injury around others. Most wore the faces of strangers. I sucked in a deep breath of relief. They were the dragon shifters, not Denners. The dead were the intruders, our attackers, not innocents—save Birdie. The one and only time I’d refer to her as innocent.

      “Ohmygoodgawd, Loretta, honey,” my mom gushed from somewhere behind me. “Levi. Levi! She’s back.”

      But however far away my parents were, Rhett and Zeke arrived at my side first, sliding on to their butts next to me before Rhett pulled me into a tight embrace, mindful not to squash Baby in the process. Not even a full second later, Zeke slipped his arms around Kiki to hug me around the back. Instead of complaining that he’d gotten shoved out of the way, Tiger pushed his head against my lap in the middle of all of us.

      Enveloped in the comfort of their scents and the familiar pull of belonging, I sucked in my first nourishing breath in what seemed like ages. My inhale was shaky, but it served to burn away the haze that had me in its thrall for hours. The magic swirling around within me ratcheted up in temperature, making me flush, but I didn’t pull away from any of them. Just then I thought I might never want to move at all. This was the best I’d felt since Birdie ... since Birdie died.

      The thought of death hitched inside me, and I trembled in earnest. Tiger, Zeke, and Rhett held me tighter.

      More sets of arms wrapped around us. “I don’t know how yet, honey,” my mom said, “but we’re gonna pull through this. Everythin’s gonna be alright. Somehow.” But my mom’s voice was thick with grief and uncertainty. “We’ll get to the other side a this. Don’t worry ‘bout the mule goin’ blind. Just load the wagon.”

      “That’s right, baby girl. We got you,” my dad said.

      I nodded against Rhett’s chest but said nothing. Words seemed forever away. I might never speak again.

      “Would ya look at that?” Bluebell’s tinny voice cut through the group hug. “Sweet as all get out, y’all are. Even the big dragon brute.” Which had to be Rhett.

      As one, we ignored her. Eventually the tiny fairy would buzz away. She usually did.

      This time though, she didn’t. “Well,” she snapped, “I didn’t fly all over the damn place for most of the night for nothin’. Come on now, y’all. I’m gonna need your help with Birdie.”

      The thought of the diminutive fairy doing anything to take my friend away from me was like a dull spoon carving out my insides. I sagged against Rhett, Zeke, Tiger, and all the rest. I’d need Sharmayne to pour me a good half dozen Dragon Slayers before I gathered the fortitude to bury my best friend.

      Bluebell tsked, and I secretly hoped someone would swat in her general direction. She harrumphed. “Don’t ya know, it’s better to be pissed off than pissed on. Do ya want me to patch Birdie up or not? I figure the longer she’s got to cool, the harder it’ll be.”

      I stiffened. All the arms around me tightened too.

      “Whaddya just say?” my dad asked in a gritty growl. Birdie was like the annoying step-daughter he’d never had but loved just the same.

      Straining my ears to pick up every inflection of her small voice, I waited. Not breathing. Not daring to hope.

      Yes, Traitor’s Den was a town built on magic itself. And also yes, everyone inside the village had magic of all sorts. But no one here had the power to resurrect the dead, or surely I’d have heard about it.

      Bluebell huffed. “I damn well said that I didn’t go flyin’ all over hell and high water in the pitch o’ night for y’all to just sit around huggin’, now didn’t I?” She paused. “No, I didn’t. I went to fetch Henrietta, who wasn’t easy to find, mind. The witch was hidin’ from me.”

      “I was not,” Henrietta piped up, and I edged my head out between arms to get a look at the witch. Her muddy brown hair was limp against her face, and she hugged a robe around her as if she was cold, when I still wondered if I might finally self-combust with how hot everything was, especially at the center of a pile of people.

      “There’s a difference between hidin’ and sleepin’, Bluebell,” Henrietta snapped. “Nothin’ wrong with a girl gettin’ her beauty rest.”

      My parents, Rhett, Zeke, and even Tiger joined me in staring at Henrietta. The witch was perhaps in her mid-fifties, with the kind of matching face and personality that only a mother, or a dog, could appreciate.

      She tipped her face up with an air of haughtiness. “It’s not a crime to get some shuteye, for noodles’ sake, so y’all can stop lookin’ at me like that.”

      “You slept through the bell clangin’ away?” my mom asked.

      “Yup. Sure did. Nothin’ good ever comes through the portal. And it’s never let any of us go through the way we want, so why waste my time?”

      “Anyway,” Bluebell interjected, “I didn’t hunt down Henrietta here for her sparklin’ wit.”

      The sun cracked the horizon in a beam of brilliance as Henrietta scowled at the little fairy.

      “Well?” Bluebell prompted. “Are you gonna tell them or am I?”

      Henrietta’s scowl soured, and she crossed her arms across a flat chest. “Why stop sharin’ everyone’s business now when you’re on a roll?”

      Bluebell zipped down to hover in front of Henrietta’s face, her translucent wings an angry blur behind her. “I ain’t sharin’ nothin’ that don’t need to be shared. I am not a gossip.”

      Of course, that’s precisely what Bluebell was, but it wasn’t like she could help herself. It seemed to come naturally.

      Henrietta smirked. “You said it, not me.”

      Bluebell pursed tiny lips together and buzzed furiously.

      I opened my mouth to tell them both to piss off with their silly drama when important shit had gone down, but Bluebell grunted and snapped, “Ya know what, Henrietta? You’re a selfish wench. You alone got the magic to fix Birdie, and all ya wanna do is get your beauty rest.” Bluebell snorted. “Well, I got news for you. Ain’t no amount of sleep gonna fix ya up⁠—”

      Like a stalk shooting up from the dark and damp earth, I pushed out of the cocoon of comfort pressing around me. Emerging with Kiki on my back, Baby against my bosom, and Tiger glued to my thigh, I asked, “Did ya just say what I think you said?”

      Bluebell’s nose scrunched up. “That Henrietta here’s about as sexy as socks on a billy goat no matter how many Z’s she catches?”

      “No, dammit. Are ya sayin’ there’s a way to bring Birdie back?”

      My mom rubbed my neck. “Sweetheart, there ain’t no bringin’ dear Birdie back to us. She looks like the gophers be nibblin’ at her toes already, bless her sweet heart. That’s as done as done gets.”

      “Unh-unh,” Bluebell said. “Hen can fix ‘er right up.”

      Henrietta glared at the fairy. “I never told you that.”

      “No, ya didn’t. You’re all in love with your secrets. But I seen you.”

      “You spied on me?”

      “Yep, sure did, but only for the good of the town. I wouldn’t know you can bring Birdie back from the dead if I hadn’t, so no one’s mindin’ how I found out.”

      “I’m mindin’ plenty. You wake me up and drag me out of bed n’ then threaten me all the way over here. You’re slicker than greased owl shit, though you put a pretty bow on it with all your bright, sparkly clothes and⁠—”

      My legs wobbled for the first few steps, but by the time I stood directly in front of Henrietta, a board to the head couldn't have knocked me over.

      “Can you or can you not help Birdie?”

      Henrietta hesitated, looking everywhere but at me.

      I clasped her shoulders, working hard to resist the urge to shake the selfishness out of her. “Can you bring my best friend back?”

      Henrietta’s eyes blazed heatedly as she finally met my waiting stare. “I can.”
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      Henrietta pushed out of my grip to stalk over to Bluebell and pin her in a narrow-eyed stare so fierce it looked like it might actually shoot fairy-sized nails. My arms fell to my sides, one hand landing on Tiger, where it rested limply, not even petting my loyal friend who hadn’t left my side for hours. The numbness had returned in full force.

      Henrietta Hammer’s secret powers could … bring Birdie back to life? Could it be truly possible? The woman had popped through the portal with a sneer and not much else near on seven years ago. Since then, no one had been able to figure out what her magical ability was—and we’d tried. For a while there’d even been a betting pool on what she was or wasn’t, but it had eventually fizzled out when it became clear she wasn’t telling, no matter how nicely we asked or how hard we bribed.

      “You’re a right snitch,” Henrietta hissed up at the fairy. “Never know when to mind your own beeswax. My magic’s mine to tell or not tell. It ain’t got nothin’ ‘tall to do with any o’ y’all.”

      My mom stomped toward the woman, her fists clamped tightly. “You can’t seriously be gettin’ your panties in a bunch over helpin’ a girl who died through no fault of her own. That ain’t neighborly-like.”

      Henrietta turned to face my mom, a sour tug to her thin lips. “Do I look like I care ‘bout bein’ neighborly?”

      My mom’s nostrils flared, her jaw hardening. “No, you sure as smelly shit don’t. You look like you’re suckin’ the fun outta lemons, just like ya always do. You’d think you’d be grateful you got the magic to help, else we’d be losin’ Birdie for good.”

      “Savin’ people ain’t my job.”

      My mom threw her hands in the air. “Shit fire and save the matches!” She whirled, giving her back to Henrietta, which for my mom meant she was trying hard not to strangle the stubborn-ass straight out of the woman.

      Jony was there waiting, and my mom demanded of her, “What the hellfire’s wrong with her? It’s near on impossible not to like Birdie.”

      “Not impossible,” Henrietta interjected, suggesting she was several sandwiches short of a full picnic. “Birdie was obnoxious. Never did know when to keep her trap shut.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath—and I wasn’t the only one.

      Okay, then. Henrietta didn’t even have a picnic basket, let alone the ingredients that went inside it.

      Tiger lowered his head beneath his shoulders and growled at the newly appointed town idjit.

      Slamming her hands on her hips, Jony marched over to Henrietta, wild hair bouncing all over the place, revealing just how dangerous the witch was just then. “I swear to all things holy, Henrietta, if you keep speakin’ ill o’ the dead like that, I’ll shove my nice pointy boot so far up your ass that you’ll be tastin’ it for weeks, and then I’m gonna open up a nice n’ fresh can a whoop-ass and dip into it. Ya hear me?”

      Henrietta shrugged as if the topic of conversation were about doldrum weather. “Can’t help but hear with the way you’re screamin’ your head off like a banshee.”

      “Screamin’ my head off? Like a freakin’ banshee?” Jony hollered. “I’ll show you screamin’ my head off! Have some respect, woman. We’re standin’ in a circle o’ dead bodies.”

      “Like I said, ain’t my problem.”

      “Ain’t your prob—” Jony started, then sucked in a breath, composing herself by a fraction. “You got enough ugly in ya to fill a two-pound sack and have some left over.” Then Jony’s shoulders slumped. “How could ya say all that, Hen? This is Birdie we’re talkin’ ‘bout. One of our own. A Denner.”

      “I didn’t ask to get stuck here,” Henrietta said, obviously decided on winning a popularity contest.

      Jony just shook her head some more. “I can’t even with you.”

      “Neither can I,” my mom commented behind her, her tone sterner than I’d ever heard it, than even when she caught teenaged me sneaking out my window to go have some naked fun with Cole.

      My dad wrapped an arm around my mom’s shoulders, pulling her against him, whispering into her hair: “Don’t fret, love. Not over someone who don’t deserve it.”

      Finally, Henrietta winced. My dad rarely had an unkind word to say about anyone, and only then when they really deserved it.

      I took that as my opening. Softly, I asked, “Are you gonna help Birdie?”

      Henrietta cinched the belt of her robe, as if anyone was trying to get a peek behind it. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes,” my dad said, while my mom and Jony snarled out a “No.” I just waited, Rhett and Zeke drawing to my side as I studied the many bodies sprawled out around us. I’d have to go check on all of them as well. I was still the sheriff, even if I currently felt like the pulp of a rotting fruit.

      “Well, if I ain’t got a choice,” Henrietta said, “then I’ll do it.”

      “Why, thank you kindly,” Jony drawled, sarcasm dripping from her like venom. “We’ll make sure everyone in town hears about your great generosity.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “No shit,” Jony muttered, before looking out across the scene along with me.

      Denners stepped over bodies, giving the fallen a wide berth, picking up weapons and spent bullets. Saxon Silver would melt down the metal and reuse it. Unlike most things in Traitor’s Den, Uncle Tucker’s spell didn’t replenish his forge with raw materials. We had to scavenge for most of it, the silver especially, though it was relatively easy to find. At least Tucker hadn’t screwed us over in that regard.

      “Are all the rest of the dead part of Cookie’s crew?” I asked Rhett and Zeke.

      “Yeah.” Rhett stared out at them, his features harder than granite. “You took out most of them.”

      “I did?” I squeaked before clearing my throat, rubbing at my head, hoping to jog my memory.

      “You did,” Rhett said, not turning to look at me.

      Zeke hugged me from the side, under Kiki, and leaned his chin on my head. “Don’t feel badly about it. They had it coming.”

      “Oh, I know,” I said, trailing off. Sure they had it coming. They deserved their fates a thousand times over. Didn’t make it feel any better to have killed the lot of them. And I didn’t even remember doing most of it…

      “But don’t worry,” Zeke added. “They won’t stay dead for long.”

      I whipped my head around to face him. “Come again?”

      “They’re dragon shifters. You didn’t kill them for good.” He chuckled, as if the fact were obvious.

      “Tell me more,” I pressed urgently.

      Rhett leaned over. “You took their dragon magic. They’ll come back to life once they recover from that. That’s not something that happens every day, you know.”

      My forehead probably scrunched into a thousand lines. “Say what the fruity pluck?”

      “I don’t even know what that means,” Rhett said. “But yeah. You might wish you’d killed them for good once they come back to life and start blaming you for taking their magic.”

      “Wait, what? You’re tellin’ me … you know what, never mind. Birdie first. Always Birdie first,” I promised myself.

      Her eyebrows drawn low as she seemed to consider the situation, Henrietta was bent over my best friend’s body. I knelt at Birdie’s other side. “How’s this gonna work? What does your power actually do?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. This ain’t exactly suited for my magic, I don’t think, anyhow. I ain’t right sure. There’s a whole lotta guessin’ when it comes to what I can do.” And then she shot a glower up at Bluebell, who glared right back at her, more fiercely than Henrietta to make up for their difference in size.

      But when Henrietta reached a fingertip into the open cavity in Birdie’s chest, where it sure as double shit didn’t belong, her mouth pinched, pensive. “My power only works with dragon magic. Hence, it ain’t usually all that useful. I never even seen a dragon or dragon shifter until this guy showed up.” She pointed at Rhett with her chin. “I’ve never even gotten to confirm it after I found out. It’s only ever just been a hazy feelin’, ya know?”

      I surely didn’t. “So why’d you make it some big secret from all of us? Why couldn’t ya’ve just told us that instead of bein’ all cagey-like?”

      “Because,” she said, then stopped, and for a few moments I thought that was all she was going to say. Then she added, “My magic wasn’t useful. At all. Not until now. I figured ‘twas better to keep y’all guessin’ then let y’all know I was pretty much useless.” She scowled. “No one wants to be thought of as a good-for-nothin’ dud.”

      Gee, thanks, I thought bitterly. That’s exactly what I’d been for most of my life. Nothing like a slap to the face when a girl was already down, standing over the body of her oldest friend.

      Zeke moved partially in front of me, as if protecting me from harsh statements. I stepped out from behind him. I’d been defending myself from idjits like Henrietta all my life. “So now that your magic’s point-on and helpful as all get out, whaddya need to help Birdie?”

      “Shouldn’t your first question be, ‘What’s she gonna be like once I bring her back?’ That is, if I can bring her back. It’s not like I’ve ever done this before or nothin’.”

      I gulped. “What’s she gonna be like after you bring her back, then? Will she be different from what she was before?” Heat swelled inside my body, making sweat bead under my arms.

      Henrietta shrugged, as if she had no pie in the contest. “I ain’t got no earthly idea. If ya make me do this, I guess we’ll all find out together.”

      Rhett crouched next to me. “Does that mean you could restore the magic from the dragon shifters? Give back what Loretta pulled into herself?”

      My heart thumped so loudly I could hear it in my head. “Are you sayin’…?” I licked my lips, suddenly as dry as the damn desert that surrounded us on all sides, forever stretching into the horizon beyond Uncle Tucker’s bubble. “Are you sayin’ that I not only have your dragon magic … but that I also took in all the dragon magic from everyone that looks dead as a doornail?” I gestured in the general direction of several bodies.

      “Yep, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      I finally noticed how stormy Rhett’s eyes were. Even the ink that wove across his exposed forearms and chest appeared darker than usual. More foreboding.

      “Then how come I’m not burnin’ up inside like I was when you gave me some o’ your power?” I giggled miserably, coming unhinged. “I thought I was gonna explode. Or maybe it was implode. Either way, it was dang awful.”

      “For one, I’m the Grand Master Dragon Protector.”

      “Which means?”

      My mom and dad edged closer, hanging on to Rhett’s every word. So did Cole, who was constantly glancing between Birdie and me now that he’d calmed down Jolene.

      Rhett rubbed at his neck, the muscles in his forearms undulating. “I have more magic than all of them.”

      My eyes widened. “Combined?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Definitely,” Zeke interjected. “It’s why Cookie’s insistence she could be the grand master in his place was ludicrous. She doesn’t have enough magic to polish one of his boots.” He glanced her way, where Cookie’s pale naked body was sprawled out on the packed dirt like she’d never move again, several holes in her chest pooled with blood. “Well, now she definitely doesn’t. And won’t.”

      “No one tell her Henrietta here might be able to restore her magic.” Rhett glared at everyone surrounding us, even Bluebell, Tiger, and Raze Blaze, who’d recently joined us. “She doesn’t deserve to get it back.”

      “You don’t gotta tell me twice,” Henrietta said as she continued to run her fingertip around the edge of the crater in my friend. “I don’t wanna have nothin’ to do with any o’ them. It’s bad enough I gotta do this for Birdie.”

      “Man,” Raze Blaze muttered from above, her black leather gleaming in the dawn. “Ya really aren’t vyin’ to win ya any popularity awards, now are ya?”

      “It means nothin’ to me if people like me.”

      “Clearly,” Jony mumbled.

      Henrietta sat back on her haunches. “Alright, let’s get started afore Loretta starts sparkin’ like a damn firecracker. I don’t wanna catch on fire. Or be here all damn day.”

      “Firecracker? Ah-ah,” I said with a forced, tight smile. “I ain’t got no plans to do any fireworkin’.”

      “Don’t matter none what your plans are, girl. You got entirely too much dragon magic inside ya. Only reason it ain’t killed ya already is ‘cause the vampire chasin’ after your tail’s been syphonin’ off energy from ya so you don’t go explodin’ none.”

      As one, the rest of us, except for Rhett, swiveled to study Zeke.

      Rhett’s expression didn’t change, though Zeke’s mouth pressed into a regretful line. He said, “I was going to talk to you about it just as soon as you came out of your stupor.”

      Staring ferociously at me, Rhett added, “I’ve been telling you that you need Zeke’s magic, haven’t I?”

      “Yeah, you’ve been tellin’ me you want me to become a vamp. A vampire.”

      “We told you,” Rhett said. “He’s not like other vamps. He doesn’t feed off blood. He’s⁠—”

      “Still not happenin’,” I said. “I didn’t even want your dragon magic. For flyin’ pluck’s sake, I still haven’t figured out how to keep what y’already gave me from killin’ me! And now I have more? More? No way. No more magic.” A statement I never imagined I’d be saying, not in all my days.

      “Enough with your whinin’,” Henrietta snapped, earning her most-popular award once and for all. “You wanna live?” She peered at me with an impatient quirk of a brow.

      “Obviously I do.” I did my best not to seethe in her direction, but only marginally managed.

      “And you want Birdie to live again?”

      I scowled at her. “Dammit, Hen, whaddya think?” These weren’t my finest moments wearing my sheriff’s badge, but the woman could get under the skin of a lizard!

      “Then you’d better get over yourself, and fast. The only way either of you are gonna survive the dragon magic inside you’s if you take that man’s help.”

      That man being a vampire prince. Who had nearly as many secrets as the ill-humored witch across from me.

      “There has to be another way,” I said.

      “If you know of it, I’m all ears.” She stared up at me, unblinking, while I wondered if I could get away with shooting her to blow off some steam. It wouldn’t have to be a lethal shot. Just a clip to a fleshy part and then off to a healer…

      But during the long, nebulous night, I’d lost track of Big Bertha and Big Wilma. For the first time in ages, my weapons belt was light.

      Henrietta dug around in a fanny pack clipped to the belt of her robe. “That’s what I thought. Accept your fate fast, and go doin’ so outta my way. Over there.” She pointed off to the side, at nothing specific. “I wanna get this done afore those shifters start comin’ back to life or I’ll never get to lie-in today.”

      She pulled out some dried herbs, a miniature potion bottle, then commented, “Besides, if they kill ya, I don’t wanna be ‘round to have to bring you back from the dead too. A witch’s gotta draw the line somewhere, and those shifters are def’nitely gonna be out for blood when they get up and realize you took their dragons.”

      And I doubted it would matter one bit that I hadn’t meant to—though I had meant to kill them. Maybe they’d be grateful they got off easy when that’s what I’d surely had in mind.

      I peered over at Cookie. Even in her dead-looking state she held on to a vicious sneer.

      Yeah, right. She’d absolutely try to kill me when she came to.

      I prepared to go find my six shooters and load them up.

      “Don’t go far,” the friendliest witch in the Den added. “We gotta get you ready for the vamp.”

      “Yeah, sure. Great,” I mumbled, then walked off, looking for the reflective gleams of my girls’ barrels.

      Tiger and my piggy-backing companions were the only ones to come with me. Knowing I wouldn’t get an answer from them, I asked anyway, “How the hell did things go so wrong? And how the dickens did I take anybody’s dragon magic?”

      I’d have to figure it all out. But first, a resurrection.

      The sun flashed across Big Bertha and I stalked toward her, her familiar heft calming some of the ragged edges of my heart.

      Birdie first. Then whatever came next.

      Baby crawled up the sling to lick me on the chin. His tongue was rough as sandpaper, but I still smiled.

      At least there was good along with the bad.

      I was getting Birdie back.
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      “Well, don’t that just take the cake?” I muttered to no one in particular after staring at Henrietta long enough to confirm that yes, yes she was sitting back on her haunches firing up a pipe filled with jujayjay like she had nothing better to do—while my best friend lay next to her, still unmoving, still looking devastatingly dead.

      “What the hell do ya think you’re doin’, Hen?” Bluebell sputtered as she blinked wide eyes in shock.

      Kiki rounded my back to get a look at what was going on, and I patted Big Bertha and Big Wilma, back where they belonged, the familiar gesture providing comfort when the scene was wholly discomfiting.

      “I thought the herbs were for Birdie, not you,” the little fairy continued, echoing my exact thought. Before leaving to search for my six shooters, Henrietta had been all Hurry up this and Get a move on that. All, Let Zeke turn ya without a second thought, and don’t dilly dally while ya let ‘im turn ya into a vamp. We ain’t got time for waitin’ none.

      Hands to either side of her minuscule waist, Bluebell bit out, “What the flippin’ kinda resurrectin’ the dead help is this?”

      Henrietta took a long drag off her pipe while she closed her eyes. On a long, languorous exhale, she answered, “The unwillin’ kind.”

      I stomped over, Tiger mirroring my steps as I slid between Rhett and Zeke. Looming over the most amiable witch—not—I’d ever had the displeasure to meet, I did my best not to glance at Birdie. Every time I did, it was all too easy to think there was no coming back for her, that Bluebell was wrong about Henrietta. No one could breathe life back into a body with a hole in it the size of my head, not when Birdie didn’t have the preternatural healing of a shifter.

      While Birdie’s outstretched body tugged at my peripheral vision, I glared at Henrietta. The witch didn’t seem to notice. With the force of a slingshot launch, I snapped, “Seriously? I mean, come on! We get that ya don’t wanna be here in the Den. No one does. ‘Specially not at first. And we get that you don’t wanna lift a finger to help a soul beyond yerself. But really? Really? Do ya have to be such a ragin’ dick?”

      Jony hunhed and crossed her arms over an ample chest. “Stole the words right outta my mouth, Lo.” Pursing her lips, she added, “Hen, ya got more sour than puss in ya, and that ain’t a flatterin’ ratio. If y’ain’t careful, you’re gonna get stuck that way, and it ain’t gonna be fun once you finally get ‘round to pullin’ your head outta your ass.”

      Henrietta pointed her face up at us and smiled, her placid expression in direct contrast to what she’d revealed of her personality. She didn’t even blink at Jony’s latest insult. “Trust me, y’all want me to take a moment for myself afore I get started. I got no earthly idea what’s gonna happen once I get goin’. Gotta steel my nerves. I told y’all, I ain’t never done this before. Never even been ‘round dragon magic afore, just knew I’ve got some kinda affinity with it n’ all.”
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