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      Traitor’s Den was meant to be a prison. A punishment. A hellhole my daddy could never escape.

      Over the decades, however, hundreds of us have found a way to make it our home. We’ve learned to deal with the many bumps along the way with colorful cussing and a dash of humor—often roused by one too many at the saloon—and we’ve embraced the spell that turns us all into honky-tonk cowgirls and -boys.

      The Den might be more bizarre magical theme park than anything else, but hey, it’s ours. What’s ours, we Denners protect. To the death. We might have better things to do than showing up to work on time, but tell us there’s a shootout? Darn tootin’, we’ll be there. With bells on. Whatever cray-cray happens in our town, we’ll find a way to fix it—or at least, shoot it till it’s as fixed as it gets.

      But what in Sam Hill are we supposed to do with a hole in the sky, where a hole sure as shitfire doesn’t belong, that’s letting dragons into our no-exit portal town? I’m not talking cute baby dragons like Sawyer Zane. Full grown, mean as sin, adult dragons. Who are on this one-way trip to kill lucky ol’ me. Just dandy.

      Since there’s nowhere to run, we do what we do best: we fight.

      One way or another, there can only be one sheriff in town. When the dust settles, I’m betting it will be me. I’m hoping, anyhow, because I’m all in. And so is everyone I love, including the gorgeous half vampire and two hunky shifters who’ve gone ahead and claimed me. As they say, where there’s smoke there’s fire, and honey, in Traitor’s Den, something’s always smokin’ hot.

    

  


  
    
      For Nadia, Sonia, Catia, and James.

      I’m grateful you encourage me to write wild and magical stories like this one.
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        Life goes by whether we want it to or not. Better to be livin’ it while it’s goin’. Ain’t nothin’ worse than wastin’ chances and endin’ up with regrets.

      
        Yeehaw, honey, yeehaw. Ride ‘em good, ride ‘em like it’s your one life to live.

        Colette “Momma” Ray
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1 Shoot, Don’t Shoot, and Don’t Shoot ... Just Yet


        

      

    

    
      I didn’t stop shooting until I ran out of silver bullets, Big Bertha clicking empty first, Big Wilma doing the same seconds after. Though my aim had been true, and I’d unloaded both cylinders at the dragon maw pushing through the dang hole in the sky, every single one of my bullets bounced off the thick scales of its face, wasting my bullets and apparently enraging the bellowing beast. It began shoving its wide ribcage through the hole too, enlarging it to alarming proportions.

      ‘Course, a hole of any ol’ size in a sky where one sure as tuck didn’t belong was concerning enough to be a monumental distraction, but one large enough to fit a whole, entire, full-grown, adult dragon? Well, that was so much tucking worse.

      Mostly by touch, hardly taking my eyes off the dragon, who was pushing its shoulders through and wiggling its sizable torso in behind them, I yanked spare bullets off my weapons belt and stuffed them in the cylinders of my best ladies, rolling them closed with a reassuring click. All the while, Denners on every side of me kept right on shooting. They were surely also running out of ammo—Tucker Ray hadn’t had the good grace to extend the magic of Traitor’s Den to automatically replenishing bullets— but so many of us were shooting that there was barely any pause in the barrage pummeling the beastly invader. Never had I been more grateful that Denners went most everywhere with their guns and never hesitated to use them.

      Rhett’s voice singled itself out from the grunts and rallying cries that added to the cacophony, but though I was drawn to the dragon shifter like a bear to sticky, sweet honey, I didn’t pause to listen.

      This was my last reserve of bullets. I’d thought I was racing to Portal Platform to find the gateway miraculously open, not for the shootout to end all shootouts. I’d only packed enough ammunition to deal with the usual shade of trouble.

      These next several shots had to count extra. Tilting back the brim of my hat with the tip of Big Wilma, I squinted along Big Bertha’s long barrel, sighted, and waited.

      On all sides, shots rang out in quick succession—bam, bam, bam, boom, boom. Some of them came from smaller, more modest pistols than my six shooters, but most Denners were fond of carrying mini cannons; their shots thundered deep and booming.

      And still the dragon kept right on pushing through, clutching the sky, which shouldn’t have been possible, with enormous claws, seeking to gain purchase and finish sliding through into our world.

      My world. The one I was duty bound to protect. I was both sheriff and mayor of the place now, which meant no matter what anyone else did, or how they might help, the responsibility of stopping the beast from getting in rested solely on my shoulders.

      When Cookie had led her team of dragon shifters through the portal, aiming to kill me and steal the dragonling Sawyer Zane away from me, landing my shots deep in their gullets had been what gave me the advantage—along with a whole shitload of dragon magic I hadn’t been looking for, but landed just the same.

      So I’d already been aiming for this dragon’s mouth. But though it roared and screeched at us often enough that I felt my heartbeat thumping in my neck, my shots bounced off its lips, snout, and lethal teeth, which didn’t so much as have the decency to chip as my bullets glanced off them.

      My final bullets would require the kind of patience that would be tricky to find in the constant stream of shouts, gunfire, and frenzied energy. I was many things; patient wasn’t usually one of them. Jumpy wasn’t either, but I couldn’t help being swayed by the panic surrounding me. Denners never panicked, which made their current level of desperation all the more noticeable.

      “Steady, Loretta,” I told myself under my breath, deciding at the last moment to uncock and holster Big Wilma so I could support my shooting arm with the other. The dragon, who was now inching its hips through, was farther away than any of us usually placed our practice targets. While the sky wasn’t as high as I’d always assumed it was, not nearly as far away as it looked, it was still a good hundred yards up at least. Extreme accuracy was the only way to make my remaining rounds count.

      Through the chaos, I once more registered Rhett calling me. I felt him more than heard him, as if he weren’t blowing smoke up my skirt in an attempt to get under it after all, and he and I really were fated mates bound to each other by a force greater than simple lust or some other such lunacy. Either way, he could wait to impose his bodyguard-ness on me, thank you kindly. I didn’t need saving, and I had business to attend to.

      Sawyer Zane, still curled atop my favorite boots, squirmed and whined, no doubt uneasy in the middle of the commotion.

      “Easy, boy,” I said without taking my eyes off the dragon that was easily twenty times his size. “No sudden movements, ya hear? I gotta protect ya, and I ain’t got too many more chances at this.”

      The dragon was pulling the rest of the way through the hole now, inch by shocking inch. Its hips slid through with a muted pop before revealing the thick base of its tail. Beneath the sun of mid-morning, already blazing hot, its scales were a shiny black with a glimmer of crimson—the color of blood beneath a moonless night.

      Several loud buzzes zipped by me, so fast that I couldn’t help but turn to watch the progress of Raze Blaze, Bluebell, and several of the male fairies, who rarely ventured into the foray of town gatherings, flying straight up toward the dragon, tiny guns pointed out in front of them.

      “Whoa,” I said, mostly to myself, before spurring into action, dropping my aim. “Raze Blaze! Bluebell!” I hollered, not bothering to include the male fairies by name in my haste to get my point across. Every Denner knew the females bossed them around anyway. “Ya gotta be careful there. Dontcha get within range of its fire breath. Or its claws. It’ll slice ya to shreds before you can blink.”

      Bluebell spun around in mid-flight, hovering just to yell down at me. “Watcha think we are, dumbasses? Dontchou go treatin’ us like we ain’t the smartest peanuts in the toilet, or we’ll be sure to be rememberin’ that after this is all said and done.”

      Though under ordinary circumstances I’d mask my feelings to avoid any chance of getting on the fairies’ bad side, a place no one in their right minds wanted to be, I scowled openly at the tiny woman with the shocking blue hair.

      “Ya can’t go blamin’ me none for tryin’ to protect y’all. That’s my damn job.”

      I paused as Raze Blaze opened fire forty yards up in the sky—which meant she was still about sixty yards away from the dragon. I suspected that was as high as the fairies could fly. They could also transport around town, popping up here and there out of thin air, startling the crap out of unsuspecting Denners, but they only used that talent for lateral movement as far as I could tell.

      Pew, pew, ping, pew, ping, ping, her tiny bullets sang, sounding like gassy firecrackers amid the constant chorus of booming pistols.

      But Raze Blaze, in polished, tiny red cowgirl boots, and then also the males, unleashed the entirety of their miniature revolvers at the dragon, who didn’t so much as bother to swat away the BBs. Neither did it swat at the full-size bullets glancing off it, some of which I knew to share the caliber of my ladies—a respectable .45.

      Once Bluebell finished watching her fellow fairies shoot at the dragon, she glanced back down at me, attitude twisting her entire face into a snarky smirk.

      “I’ll dang well blame ya for whatever I done think ya need blamin’ for. And I’ll blame ya double if you keep tryin’ to tell me what I should n’ shouldn’t do. Ain’t nobody got the right to order me ‘round, not even you.”

      “Snap my damn garters, Bluebell. I ain’t tryin’ to order ya around none!” Lower, I added, “Ya’d yank a sign outta the tuckin’ ground just to argue with the empty hole.”

      “What’d ya say under your breath at me?” she snarled, flying lower, the looming dragon seemingly forgotten.

      “I didn’t say a dang thing at ya,” I snapped back. “I’m only tryin’ to look out for the lot o’ ya ‘cause I can’t seem to help but like ya, though now I’m wonderin’ at the good sense o’ that.”

      I smiled like I did when I slammed my shin into a low railing. “Now, would ya kindly get outta the way so I can shoot at the stupid tuckin’ dragon whose prob’ly here to eat me or somethin’ afore it steals away my baby?”

      Bullets were streaming all around her. There were shouts and roars. Some Denners, with their guns empty, were shifting into their creature forms if they had them. Others, mages, holstering their guns and shaking out their hands, were preparing to throw the kitchen sink at the beast if it didn’t stop advancing.

      And amid all that, Bluebell cocked out a hip, arm with minuscule gun in hand hanging alongside it, to say, “Your baby? Woman, ya ain’t pushed Sawyer Zane outta your spicy hoochie-woochie!”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ohmygoodlawdinfancyheaven, move outta my damn way, Blue, or I’m gonna have to shoot straight through ya.”

      The hummingbird-sized fairy, who was a full-sized pain in my ass, chewed on her lips for a moment, seeming to consider whether I’d follow through on my threat or not.

      I wouldn’t, but I took aim at the dragon up and behind her while she deliberated just the same.

      At long last she buzzed out of the way, calling over her shoulder, “Well, ya ain’t gotta get all madder n’ a hornet in a rainstorm. Jeesh.”

      “Don’t ya go rushin’ on my account,” I shouted after her for no good reason other than to vent some of my overflowing levels of frustration.

      “Damn fairies,” I told Sawyer Zane in a hush no one else would be able to hear over the nonstop shooting and growling of newly shifted shapeshifters—I hoped. “Always got somethin’ to say ‘bout everythin’. Don’t matter if the whole damn town’s on fire, they’d stop to give ya smack about it on their way to put it out.”

      With Denners running out of ammo, and the incessant gunfire petering out, I once more took aim, lining up Big Bertha with the dragon’s snout. Before long, the beast would open its mouth to roar at us again. That’s when I’d take my shot—and also possibly its magic.

      I had no idea whether or not it was the same with dragons and dragon shifters, or even how I’d gone about draining the shifters’ magic in the first place. With how enormous and fierce the dragon was, I doubted even Zeke’s tempering vampire magic would be enough to help me survive the burn of so much dragon magic. Already, I possessed entirely more than was reasonable.

      But a sheriff and mayor did what had to be done for their town. So long as they weren’t Reginald Roone, anyhow, and I sure as dandy shit wasn’t.

      “Loretta, wait!” Rhett’s voice boomed, slicing through the din.

      Rolling my eyes and sighing—I couldn’t help myself—I lowered Big Bertha yet again and turned to face him.

      “Why were you ignoring me, woman?” he asked, face flushed from exertion as he jogged over to my side, Zeke and Tiger a few steps behind him, faces just as pink. Even my quasi-vampire, whose skin was usually as pale and smooth as a light river rock, was rosy-cheeked.

      “Possibly ‘cause you’re referring to me as a woman with that kind o’ tone. Like it ain’t somethin’ amazin’...” I scoffed.

      “Of course you being a woman’s f-facking amazing. I fully plan on marking my territory in your womanhood. But come on, you know that’s not what I meant.”

      “I surely don’t.” Of course I surely did. Rhett just got under my skin as if he could live inside me. Hurriedly, I blinked away the thought of him right where I wanted him: inside me. Like Tiger had been most of last night…

      I definitely didn’t have time for any more distractions right then. A flick of my eyes told me the dragon had pulled most of its tail through the hole that now gaped behind its body while it perched on the rim of the opening, lizard-like eyes scanning the crowd.

      “So whaddya want, Rhett? And tell me real quick-like. The dragon there’s pickin’ out its first snack.”

      Rhett nodded sharply, doing nothing to allay my fears. “You can’t shoot the dragon.”

      Bam, bam, ping, pew-pew, booooom, rang out into the day like an off-tune melody. The shots came slower now, but they were still coming. Probably Denners taking closer aim now, being more selective with their final shots.

      He scowled and huffed, sending some of the blond hair that brushed across his forehead flying for a second. “Okay. You can shoot at the dragon. But don’t.”

      “And why the hell shouldn’t we? Ya think it’s gonna come on in and wanna sit down for a chat over a drink at Shar’s? Or maybe some sweet tea if it ain’t in the mood for boozin’? Come on, Rhett. Look at it. Everythin’ about it’s tellin’ me it’s gonna try to kill us first, ask questions never. It’s a tuckin’ dragon.”

      “Yeah, and so’s the guy curled up on your feet, thinking you’re his momma he can suckle on.”

      I tsked, eyes flicking to the enormous predator overhead. “Sawyer Zane ain’t nothin’ like that thing. He’s a sweetie pie. Cuter n’ pig nipples.”

      “All dragons start out as cute dragonlings.”

      “Un-unh. My Sawyer Zane ain’t gonna be all mean-like. I’m gonna raise ‘im right, that I am. Now get to the point. My trigger finger’s gone itchy. Can’t have the dragon attackin’ no one while we’s busy chattin’ like it’s a lazy Sunday afternoon.”

      “It won’t attack anyone while I’m here.”

      “Oh? Ya sure o’ that?”

      “Sure enough.”

      “Sure enough don’t sound sure ‘nough for me,” I said.

      “Well, I should be able to talk with it.”

      “Which is probably exactly why something was holding us back, interfering with us reaching you,” Zeke chimed in, drawing next to Rhett, who also stood next to Portal Platform, both of their necks craned back to look at me.

      Tiger didn’t bother, simply rounding both of the other men to climb onto the platform next to me. My deputies were out in the crowd, trying to usher Denners out of the immediate breathing range of the dragon. They were good deputies; I’d chosen well. Most of the time they did what needed to be done without direction from me. They’d been Denners long enough to understand the ways of the town and its miscreant denizens.

      Tiger’s body buttressed mine on one side. “Whatever kept us away from you’s gonna pay. Soon as I find out who’s behind it.”

      I shook my head. “Whatever y’all are talkin’ ‘bout, that’s a matter for later.” I zeroed in on Rhett. “I was fixin’ to nail the beast a good round in the back o’ the throat. Ya absolutely sure I shouldn’t?”

      “Yes. Don’t do it.”

      “And why the hellfire and spitballs shouldn’t I?”

      “‘Cause that ain’t a dragon shifter like Cookie and the rest of them. That’s a full-blown dragon. The same rules don’t apply.”

      I waited.

      Rhett reached an arm across the scaffold to wrap around one of my legs. Sawyer Zane growled low in his throat at him. Rhett glared at him until he stopped, then met my waiting stare.

      “All you’re doing is pissing her the fff-fleck off,” he said.

      My gaze traveled upward. Crouched precariously on the edge of the hole, claws gripping the side of it so fiercely that they punctured the sky immediately below, the dragon rocked a death glare better than anyone I’d ever known. This beast was indeed pissed the tuck off.

      “Trust me,” Rhett continued, “you do not want to piss her off any more than you already have. I need a chance to get through to her.”

      “Angry dragons aren’t known for listening to reason,” Zeke added.

      “No, they aren’t,” Rhett said. “Once I figure out who the hell kept me away from you when⁠—”

      “Us, kept us away,” Zeke interjected.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. When I figure out who did it, they’re gonna find out what a pissed-off dragon shifter’s like, and they won’t enjoy it. And that’s with me being a shifter, not a full-blooded dragon.”

      “So, what? You tellin’ me to sing it lullabies and freakin’ pet the dang thing? Also, you sure it’s a girl?”

      “One hundred percent sure.”

      “Oh, well then that’s good. Girls listen to reason more than boys.”

      As one, the three men surrounding me snorted or chuckled. Sawyer Zane had the good sense of loyalty not to do either of those things.

      I pinned a glare that promised pain on each of them in turn. “What the hell do y’all think ya be meanin’ with that?”

      “We mean,” Rhett said, though his eyes twinkled with mischief like the morning light filtering through trees, “that female dragons are fiercer than male dragons. You wanna do whatever you can to keep them happy.”

      “Well, this one ain’t happy.”

      “Yeah, clearly. Which is why you all need to stop shooting at her immediately.”

      I frowned. “Ya sure ya got that right? Shootin’ seems like the way to go to me. A Denner might not listen to me ‘nough, but they’ll right listen to Big Bertha or Big Wilma. Either one of ‘em gets the job done a might nice.”

      Rhett squeezed my leg, his large hand sending heat flaring through my skin to shoot up and down my body despite the urgency of our setting.

      “Ya gotta trust me, Lo,” he repeated, voice rough like a whole bucketful of tumbling river rocks.

      I stared into his eyes, wondering if I could, not just with this but with me—my body, maybe even my heart.

      Zeke shoved him with his shoulder, dislodging his hand from my thigh. “Don’t tell her to trust you, you moron. You aren’t particularly trustworthy, and she knows it.”

      “That’s not true. When it matters, I always come through.”

      Zeke studied him for a second, then shrugged while the dragon female above us continued to scan the mass of Denners below, doing nothing to avoid the bullets pinging off her.

      Zeke told me, “He might be a big muscled brute who speaks before he thinks almost all the time, but he does know his dragons. The Dragon Mother approved of him as grand master dragon protector. If anyone can get through to this girl here, it’s him. He’s your best bet now, ‘cause bullets aren’t going to get you where you want.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure where I wanted to “get,” which seemed to be my usual problem amid these three hotter-than-sin men that addled my mind with a little too much ease, but I was certain I had to protect every single Denner stuck in this town with me.

      “Okay, fine. But if that she-dragon flies down here lookin’ like she could eat the ass end out of a ragdoll, I’m shootin’ no matter what any o’ y’all say.”

      I uncocked Big Bertha but didn’t holster her. I was planning to keep a grip on her until I was certain every single townie, no matter how unlikable, was safe.

      “Alright, y’all,” I hollered at full volume. Fewer shots rang out, but on the whole they kept right on going, making me wonder how much ammunition Denners carried around with them on the regular. I was starting to think I’d underestimated their levels of preparedness—and that I should up mine.

      “No more shootin’,” I yelled, but the shots kept coming. I was guessing near on three-hundred of our almost four-hundred residents were there, and half of them were still firing.

      Zeke whistled sharply, as did Brewster, who was close enough to catch on to what I was trying to make happen.

      But none of it was enough until … ROOOOOAAAAAAARRRR.

      My heart jumped into my throat on some kind of survival instinct that had nothing to do with my brain, the one that was busy assuring my body that that was only Tiger, and we trusted him never to hurt us.

      Spinning toward him, I found him returned to his creature form, all powerful, sleek muscle, looking as majestic as ever, pointing his roar away from me and toward the she-dragon. His clothes were gathered in a haphazard pile next to his massive paws. He must have stripped in a hurry when I wasn’t looking. Bummer.

      Everything grew suddenly silent in the aftermath of Tiger’s warning, all but for one shooter.

      A quick bam-bam-bam rattled off before Ashton Blu caught my eye, grimacing beneath his head of frizzy hair, smoke still streaming from his weapon.

      “Hellfire and damnation, Ashton Blu,” Bobbie Sue snapped. “Ain’t ya heard Loretta none?”

      “I did, I did, sorry, y’all,” he said. “Can’t always help myself once I get goin’. Can’t seem to hold back.”

      Jony emerged from the crowd to say, “It ain’t like you’re holdin’ back a dang toot, Ashton. Shootin’ a gun ain’t like passin’ wind.”

      “I know, I know. Still don’t mean I can always help myself.”

      “Well, see that ya do. The more a monkey dances, the more it shows its ass,” I said, then hurried to move on. If I gave them the opening, half the Denners there would move in to offer their opinions.

      “Now that y’all are quiet, thanks to Tiger here, I want y’all to listen good. No more shootin’, not till I say so. Rhett’s got a plan.”

      Of course I didn’t actually know if what Rhett had was an actual plan, but it already seemed to beat my earlier no-plan plan to figure out the hole in the dang sky. Now we had bigger fish to fry than any of that figuring.

      Next, I nudged Sawyer Zane up and took a step back on the platform to allow Rhett to take over. While he did, I leaned over Tiger. “You’re gonna be able to change back into your man now, right?”

      His big, beautiful, yellow cat eyes told me he wasn’t sure.

      I gulped and hurried my attention back to Rhett so Tiger wouldn’t be able to see my concern. Now that I had him as a man, I didn’t want to go back to the way it’d been before.

      “You might wanna give him space,” Zeke said, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      I felt my brow draw low. “What? Why?”

      No sooner had the words left my mouth than Rhett tossed me his hat and began to unbutton his shirt.

      Suddenly I understood.

      When he slid off his shirt, dropping it to the platform, revealing his muscled chest adorned with the dragon tattoo—several women in the audience hooting and hollering their appreciation—I realized the real show hadn’t started yet.

      Ignoring the women—likely consisting of Jony, Emmaline Bay, and Letitia Lake, if I were a betting woman, which I was—Rhett told me, “Someone needs to get Tanner here.”

      And then, eyes pinned on mine, he reached for the buckle on his belt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 The Grand Dragon Poohbah to End All Poohbahs, and His Magic Wand


        

      

    

    
      Though Traitor’s Den was a one-way destination concealed from the rest of the world, our community was a varied one, consisting of many witches and wizards, a dwarf, a pygmy troll, several pesky fairies, shapeshifters of all types, and a singular magical creature who came in the shape of a koala, only even more majestic. The shifters were capable of transforming into a host of creatures, including the less common dingo and javelina, but also the far more frequent coyote, bear, and wolf.

      Of course, there were also a tiger and now two dragon shifters.

      Some Denners were tall, others miniscule. Some gangly and thin, or plump and round, or somewhere in between. Our skin colors ran the gamut between dark and pale, our hair tones from the ordinary to the wild, and our preferences and inclinations were as unique as each of us.

      In this town, we’d seen a lot of the peculiar over the years. Never, however, had any of us seen something quite like Rhett Steed standing atop Portal Platform undressing for all to witness.

      The sight of shifters disrobing wasn’t particularly rare. By far, there were more mages than shifters in the Den, but after the witches and wizards they were the most numerous. In a town where only the first set of clothes arrived free, automatically slapped on your back, and every other one came at the cost of bartering, no one shredded their clothing on purpose. Shifters had to remove them before transforming, and they didn’t always do this in the privacy of their homes, at times responding to the unexpected twists and turns of life in our kooky village much like I did. But when they did undress when they were out and about, they tended to do so quickly and furtively, and no one—unless they happened to be in an ogling mood—paid them much mind. Not out of respect or a particular sense of courtesy, something a large percentage of townsfolk lacked and didn’t overly care to have, but because what was on view wasn’t anywhere near as interesting as this.

      Rhett stood upon the scaffolding, his shirt, belt, and jeans a puddle between him and me, kicking off his boots. His torso was firm, muscled, and tan. Though I’d had the distinct pleasure of seeing him naked before, it felt like the first time as I finally had the chance to take in the extent of the dark tattoo that wrapped around his upper body. Free of the distraction of his touch and the proximity of my bed, this time I noticed every detail, willing myself to memorize all of them for later recall. Whenever he was being an arrogant brute, I could tune out what he was saying to picture him nude; no doubt, that would get me through. I was starting to wonder if him buck naked might get me through just about anything…

      A tattoo of a dragon as ferocious as the one still perched above us, balancing on the ledge created by the hole in the sky, dominated his chest. Its face lined up between his pecs, blade-like teeth bared in menace, nostrils flared behind matching streams of fire, sharp eyes watching and not missing a thing. The beast’s chest swelled across Rhett’s flat abdomen, the ripples of muscle there seeming to also undulate over the creature’s scales, lending the impression that the dragon could leap off his chest and take flight—or more likely given the ferocity of the creature, attack.

      Beneath the creature’s torso, strong, stocky legs emerged, ending in lethal clawed feet that disappeared beneath the waistband of Rhett’s boxer shorts. Gulping around a suddenly dry mouth, I realized that the dragon perched on Rhett’s … sizable stick.

      “That’s some statement right there,” I breathed to myself, but in the silence that had settled all around us, Rhett heard me, jerking up his head from where it was bent as he yanked off his socks only to smirk at me … and then wink in tempting promise of all that was to come.

      “Self-centered bastard,” I muttered. “Tuckin’ lives like a fightin’ cock.”

      “Oh, sugar, don’t go fooling yourself there. My cock wasn’t made for fighting, it was made for pleasuring.”

      The arrogant jerk didn’t even have the courtesy to lower his voice. My parents were out there somewhere.

      “I didn’t mean ‘cock’ like that, ya idjit. ‘Less you’re tellin’ me ya got a feathered rooster like Wild Willy tucked in your skivvies.”

      Now bare but for said skivvies, Rhett ran both thumbs around the elastic band of his boxers.

      I felt more than heard the sudden intake of breath rush through the crowd. More eyes were turned his way than not, and some, such as Emmaline Bay’s and Jony’s, were stuck to his body like super-strength glue.

      Rhett slid the waistband down a single inch … and another sharp intake of breath reached us, my own the loudest of them all.

      But Zeke, still standing below us at the edge of the platform, tsked in annoyance. “Knock that shit off, Rhett. Now’s not the time for your bullshit. There’s a damn dragon up there, or have you already forgotten while you put on your stupid little performance?”

      “Seems like the perfect time to me,” Jony called out loudly from the mass of Denners. Whoever hadn’t noticed what was going on up front had another chance to pay attention. “That way, if that dragon eats me, at least I’ll die happy knowin’ my last moments were filled with hope.”

      “That ain’t hope,” Emmaline Bay whined, not even bothering with the effort not to sound like a petulant toddler denied a double ice cream cone. “What’s to be hopeful ‘bout when Loretta there takes all the good ones for herself. She’s like a flutin’ doorknob, everyone gettin’ a turn. What about the rest of us? Where’s our turns? I wanna be a doorknob.”

      Jony stalked into the sliver of open space beside Zeke and between the crowd and the scaffold, immediately after spinning to pin Emmaline Bay with her signature stop bein’ such a freckled idjit stare. “There’s hope, dangit, woman, ‘cause Rhett ain’t the only fine lookin’ man in town.”

      “That’s right,” Ollie-in-Leroy’s body cried out. “There’s stud muffins all ‘round y’all and ya too blind to notice them.”

      Emmaline Bay whirled on Ollie cum Leroy. “You’re the one that’s too blind to see what’s right in front of ya when ya look in the mirror.”

      Ollie ran a hand over Leroy’s round belly, then patted his tight curls. “Ya shouldn’t say stuff like that, Emmaline Bay. Ya might offend my friend, since I’m in his body n’ all. It ain’t nice to throw stones, ‘specially not when ya busy dancin’ in the hog trough.”

      This statement conveyed two things. One, apparently Ollie and Leroy were back to being friends instead of sworn enemies after Letitia Lake wedged her swaying behind between them. Given that their regular squabbles over nothing and its bestie were reason enough to call it a day early and pull up a stool at Shar’s, this was very good news for me. And two, that Ollie didn’t realize, even when he was in his own body, he looked like he sorted tomcats for a living. Neither of the two men could hold a match to Rhett, but Ollie-in-Leroy’s body was right about one thing: it was downright mean of Emmaline Bay to say so. It wasn’t their fault they were plain as river slugs.

      Emmaline Bay hadn’t made a secret of her husband hunting since she first stumbled through the portal five years before, but she used to at least hide some of her intent behind her over-the-top Southern belle mannerisms and puffy skirts.

      Jony frowned at Emmaline Bay. “Just ‘cause you’re hornier than a two-peckered billy goat don’t mean ya gotta let on ‘bout it left and right. Ya ain’t gonna ever catch yourself a husband like that.”

      A hand clutched to her bosom, currently all but spilling over in a corset that looked about as comfortable as a rusty nail through the back of the hand, Emmaline Bay gaped at Jony. “How … how dare ya say that stuff to me, Jony. I ain’t”—she shot glances in every direction, all at once seeming to realize that the audience that had been so raptly watching Rhett was now observing her behavior— “horny.” Her cheeks colored as she nearly choked on the word. “Just ‘cause I’m lookin’ for a fine companion don’t mean⁠—”

      “I’m plenty horny,” a man’s voice slurred from the crowd, suggesting he’d barely started sleeping off the night at Sharmayne’s saloon, if at all, before responding to the bell’s call.

      “I’m horny too,” another voice cried from near the first one.

      Emmaline Bay scowled and hissed at Jony, “See? Look what ya gone n’ done now. Are ya happy?”

      Jony smiled. “Like a pig rollin’ in slop.”

      That, however, was the last I registered of their cumbersome back-and-forth, much of which I’d more or less heard before. One of the finest asses I’d ever had the pleasure to study was on full display. And that wasn’t even the best part…

      Openly, I stared at Rhett’s third leg, only realizing what I was doing when I discovered myself biting my lip so hard it pinched.

      Jony stopped speaking in mid-sentence, apparently incapable of continuing.

      “Aw, hell, now that ain’t fair,” yet another male voice grumbled.

      “What?” another asked. “That’s what I’m packin’. Assumed everyone was like that.”

      Emmaline Bay and Letitia Lake whipped their heads around fast enough to get whiplash, searching for its source.

      Zeke growled, sounding more like a shifter than a half mage, half vamp, finally climbing onto the platform, where he immediately smacked Rhett on the back hard enough for the sound to carry.

      The jolt caused Rhett’s wooden leg to jump, and I caught myself licking my lips.

      In a sudden instant of self-awareness, I shook my head, mumbling, “I’m gettin’ worse than Emmaline. These dang men are gonna leave me dumber n’ a stump.”

      Tiger walked under my hand, lifting it across his head. With a wry smile, I scratched behind his ears like I used to—before he became a man, broke my O record, and nearly blew my mind wide open in the process.

      See? I was in real danger of becoming a drooling mess, what with these smoking hot idjits who kept sex on my mind more than not. How was I supposed to make decisions for the wellbeing of all Denners when all I wanted to do was run away with Tiger, Rhett, and Zeke?

      I cleared my throat pointedly, averting my eyes from the many inches of fine specimen of man on display.

      “Rhett Steed, this ain’t the place or the time for you to be struttin’ ‘round in your damn birthday suit.”

      “Awww, don’t go ruinin’ this for us, Lo,” someone protested, and I narrowed my eyes at Rosalee Durns, who just shrugged at me. The seamstress offered no apology.

      Scowling further, my eyes back to pointing straight at Rhett’s face, not straying by the width of a single hair, I said, “Either ya shift or ya get dressed. Ain’t no more o’ this in-between.”

      On the plus side, the shooting had ceased entirely, which meant that the dragon overhead had gone from looking ready to burn the town to the ground to looking seconds away from burning just Portal Platform to ashes.

      The clanking of small spurs announced Brewster’s arrival with Tanner a moment before the pygmy troll hollered, “Seems like I done missed somethin’, but I got Tanner here. Where ya want ‘im, Loretta?”

      Mindfully, I moved my gaze from Brewster’s bright purple fro-hawk up and over to Rhett’s face. The moment my attention settled back on the shifter, he grinned like a cat who licked up all the cream. The image was a familiar one with this man, and I didn’t like it one bit. ‘Course, I was lying, I liked it too damn much, and that was the whole problem.

      Fanning my face with his hat—and no, not because I accidentally peeked below the waist; I only looked to make sure the riding stick was safe, being exposed and all with a humongous dragon overhead…

      Damnitall, there I go losing my train of thought again. Man’s a damn menace. All three of them are!

      Smiling tightly at Rhett, I spat, “Where the hell do ya want Tanner?”

      Instead of taking offense to my gruff tone, his grin widened. Stupid idjit knows exactly what he does to me, naked or dressed.

      “Wherever, though he’s gonna need some space.”

      “Figures,” I grumbled. “Another nekked man.”

      Letitia Lake hooted from between Leroy and Ollie, who stood on either side of her now, arms draped across her shoulders and waist. Neither man appeared to mind.

      I, however, minded plenty, stalking right up to Rhett. Sawyer Zane pressed against the back of my calves, and Tiger growled softly deep in his chest while I tapped a finger to the middle of Rhett’s chest—in the center of the tattooed dragon’s forehead.

      “I ain’t gonna repeat myself again. This ain’t the time or the place. We got business to take care of.”

      He waggled his brows, but had the restraint to only do so twice. “I know we do.”

      I smacked his chest and had to pull my hand back before I was tempted to caress that firm, beautiful skin of his. “I ain’t messin’ around here, Rhett. You begged me not to keep shootin’ at the dragon. If you don’t do somethin’ ‘bout ‘er in the next point-two-five seconds, I’m gonna start shootin’ again.”

      He stared back at me, but I couldn’t read his thoughts.

      “Keep ‘im talkin’, Lo,” Jony said in a rushed stage-whisper. “That way we keep gettin’ an eyeful. This one’s gonna have to last me⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” I said around a possibly deranged smile. “The lot o’ y’all’s gonna make me lose my damn mind. And don’t y’all know? I need my ladder to reach the dang top. And if my ladder don’t reach the top, what are the lot o’ ya gonna do then? Huh? Huh?! Y’all need me to solve all the town’s flutin’, freckly problems.”

      I growled and dropped my hands to my sides, stepping away from Rhett, giving him a wide berth, nearly tripping over Sawyer Zane, who was underfoot as usual. While I was at it, I gave Zeke and Tiger plenty of space too. Moving to stand on the very far edge of the platform, I snarled at no one in particular, “Flippin’ frozen fireflyin’ fink! And while I’m at it, screw Uncle Tucker for makin’ my swearin’ more ineffectual than half o’ all o’ y’all deep into your cocktails at Shar’s.”

      I drew Big Bertha, cocked the hammer, and aimed up at the dragon who was a threat to every single Denner I knew. Whether or not I liked any of the sonsofbitches didn’t matter in the least anymore.

      This was my town. And I was going to defend it. If Rhett wanted to wave around his magic wand for everyone to see, then he could go right ahead and do that. I was all finished running around in circles like a chicken with its head lopped off. This showdown could only end in one of two ways: either the dragon died before she tried to steal Sawyer Zane from me and then kill me, or the dragon played nice.

      The she-dragon, all squinty, murderous eyes and teeth and claws and fire breath, didn’t look like she had a single intention of making this easy.

      Sawyer Zane picked me as his momma. He didn’t want to be with anyone else. If he’d wanted to go with his kind, I would have happily let him—maybe. But he didn’t.

      Whining, he rubbed his nose up and down the back of my knee.

      “It’s alright, boy. I ain’t gonna let anyone hurt ya, and I sure as duck eggs ain’t gonna let ‘em take ya from me, not unless ya wanna be goin’.”

      The dragonling licked a long, rough line up the back of my leg, stopping at the hem of my cutoffs.

      “That’s right, boy. I’m your momma.”

      It was possible at this point that I’d already lost my freaking mind and was just playing along with the madness. Either way, I had a duty to uphold.

      I pointed Big Bertha at the dragon’s snout, protruding amid a sea of shining dark scales. The dragon stretched her lips wide to show off several rows of angry-looking teeth.

      “So what’s it gonna be, she-dragon?” I yelled. “Here’s your choices: ya either turn ‘round and go back the way ya came, preferably closin’ up that hole behind ya, or ya come down here right friendly-like and maybe we’ll let ya leave here alive if ya behave—better than most of these Denners here, mind. Ya gotta be real nice-like. Or ya end up with a belly full o’ bullets ya ain’t gonna be findin’ tasty. Your decision.”

      The she-dragon blew several puffs of smoke from her nostrils, considering me.

      “I ain’t playin’,” I added.

      The large stretch of parched earth that surrounded Portal Platform was silent. Even the horses tied up to the rows of hitching posts at the end of the road didn’t so much as whinny as we waited to see what happened next.

      The she-dragon harrumphed as much as the beast probably could in my general direction, then, gripping the bottom of the hole, edged further to the side, leaving the impromptu entryway mostly wide open.

      Without turning around, I called over my shoulder to the crowd, “If ya got bullets left, arm yourselves. Shoot only on my command.” That sounded fancy, and it would be right nice if Denners obeyed that much. I knew from experience, however, that most of them wouldn’t. Didn’t mean a girl had to stop trying.

      “No,” Rhett said from the center of the scaffold. “No shooting.”

      “I gave ya the chance, mister, but all ya wanted to do was wag your flag.”

      “I did not⁠—”

      “Yeah you did,” Zeke cut in, stepping into my peripheral vision. “Still, if Rhett says don’t shoot, you shouldn’t.”

      I snorted. “I ain’t in the habit o’ takin’ orders from men waggin’ their willies ‘round on stage.” Of course, under the right circumstances, I could get into that particular habit. “If Rhett still wants to talk to the she-beast, then he’d better stop strokin’ his pet there and⁠—”

      Boom, boom, boom, boom, BOOM, BOOOOM.

      As I spun, I brought down Big Bertha, scanning the hundreds of gathered townies, searching for the idjit who couldn’t follow orders for a single flipping minute. The others made it easy for me, stepping away from Melvin Horneswallow, leaving him to stand alone in the makeshift clearing.

      Melvin enjoyed wearing his cowboy hat backwards, said it made him unique. He needn’t have bothered. He wore his rusty-orange hair shorn short, and his beard long enough to tangle in his belt. He played with it constantly whenever he was out and about, but he largely kept to himself. Today, he was armed with a small cannon that was still smoking while I deliberated whether I had any cool left to lose.

      “Melvin,” I exclaimed. “Didn’t ya hear me? What the hell ya doin’ shootin’ that thing off? It’s thicker than my dang thigh.” It wasn’t, but I was still experiencing an unexpected twinge of gun envy I studiously kept to myself so Big Bertha and Big Wilma would never know it.

      “Ya lookin’ to blow another tuckin’ hole in the sky?” I added when a gasp swept across the crowd that was more pronounced than when Rhett unleashed the tan banana, which was still on display. The man didn’t have a prude bone in his fine body.

      Several Denners were already pointing when, with a sinking feeling in my gut, I turned once more toward the new passageway in the sky.

      “Yep,” I muttered. “I should just go back to bed and start the day over.” Especially since my day had begun with Tiger at my side, what seemed like several decades ago already. A nekked man Tiger was infinitely better than what I was busy looking at.

      A second set of clawed paws the size of fairy boats were climbing through the opening, under the obvious approval of the she-dragon.

      “Oh my tuckin’ tuck,” my momma exclaimed from somewhere nearby, stealing the words right out of my mouth.

      A moment later, the wooden boards beneath my feet shook and a roar that surpassed even Tiger’s for its might overpowered the stunned shock that rooted Denners to their spots⁠—

      And I got my first look at my mate in his dragon form. If his hot rod had been impressive, I had no idea what word to use to describe his creature.

      No wonder he was the grand dragon poohbah to end all poohbahs.

      If only the she-dragon and the second dragon, whose entire head and neck were now inside our town, were equally wowed by Rhett’s presence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 When One She-Dragon Is One Too Many in a One-Way Town


        

      

    

    
      My head felt like it was on a damn swivel as I alternated between taking in Rhett’s magnificent creature and the now two equally impressive beasts who watched us from above with the unmistakable interest of predators with hearty appetites. Since the first dragon intruder had stretched the hole into our isolated haven wide open, the one who followed had little trouble squeezing through, making far faster work of the process.

      Both dragons now clutched the bottom and sides of the hole as if the surface were a solid ledge—instead of an opening in what we Denners had always assumed was just air. For once, our Denner logic couldn’t be faulted—why would we think the sky was a solid surface that could tear, anyway? Even so, we couldn’t have been more wrong. The proof was undeniable—and equally unavoidable.

      The dragons overhead were of the same approximate shape, size, and color, suggesting they also shared a species. Rhett, however, looked little like them, other than being a dragon of course, a similarity that no Denner would be discounting anytime soon. But where the full-blooded dragons had scales the color of a crimson so dark they were nearly black, Rhett’s scales glimmered beneath the sun, a color as vibrant and bright as Sharmayne’s Ruby Raspberry Ra-ta-ta. His dragon wasn’t just red, it was a shiny, glossy, delectable color that would rival the appeal of the jeweled seeds of a pomegranate. Given the choice, Letitia Lake would package the hue and paint it on her lips to draw the guys in like flies to shit. Even Hettie Lou Lyn, with most of her senses failing, but with undiminished attitude, would probably fight Letitia to upgrade her ever-present pasty red lipstick for this.

      This red was mesmerizing. Then again, everything about Rhett’s dragon made it difficult to look away. And I had to. Our town had never before been in this much danger.

      I verified that the ginormous predators above us hadn’t moved before sweeping my gaze back to Rhett. Everyone and everything around me disappeared as I met his eyes in this form for the first time. The chaos of hundreds of Denners reacting to adult dragons in their midst when cute Sawyer Zane had been the closest they’d ever come to a dragon before, receded to the background, a buzzing din all too easy to ignore.

      Rhett’s eyes were shaped like Sawyer Zane’s, a vertical pupil bisecting his dark irises. But unlike my little dragonling’s, they drew me to him as if they were magnets I not only didn’t want to resist, but couldn’t. All at once, I understood why Rhett was so insistent that I was his mate. Beyond a healthy dose of the double whammy of lust and attraction, I’d never felt that I belonged with Rhett. Maybe it was the large amounts of dragon magic inside me, or perhaps it was all my woman, but now every instinct, every pulsing of my gut, suddenly zinged with the knowing that I belonged with the man behind this dragon.

      Rhett is my mate.

      By golly, the beautiful bastard hadn’t been blowing airs up my hoohah after all. I was warm all over just staring at him. My magic responded to his dragon, and my woman reacted to his man. If I hadn’t been in the midst of a crowd and a bloody crisis of monumental proportions, I wouldn’t have trusted myself to behave. As it was, I wanted to rush over to him and mount him for a ride in either form—though the mechanics of said ride would, of course, be quite different, depending.

      I wanted it all. I wanted him.

      My tucking mate.

      Who would’ve figured the scoundrel had been telling the truth all this time?

      As impressed as I’d been with Rhett’s tattoo—a true work of artistry—it didn’t come close to expressing the majesty of his creature, though I could now confirm the ink was supposed to represent his dragon. Rhett was many times Sawyer Zane’s size, though not quite as large as our uninvited guests. His body was sleek, its scales stretched tightly across coiled muscles, his wings folded against his back and sides. Spread open, I imagined they’d be as wide as my entire studio apartment behind my parents’ house, maybe wider. Like Sawyer Zane, Rhett’s dragon had a crest on the crown of his head that reminded me of Hank Henry’s prize-winning rooster, Oswald Pike, whom Hank Henry spoiled as if the cock were all that he thought he was, strutting around on his two spindly legs giving haughty shakes of his tail feathers.

      Rhett puffed smoke down his nostrils, his look, as he stood still beneath my scrutiny, smoldering. If he’d been able to speak, I was certain he would have said something suggestive and entirely arrogant, though in this case I was beginning to understand every ounce of his self-confidence was well earned.
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