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      Welcome to Traitor’s Den. I hope you like it here, because there’s no leaving the small western town that’s more theme park than authentic. Once you walk through the portal, you’re stuck as a boot heel in a half foot of mud.

      I’ve never seen the outside world and I don’t care. The cannon-toting, trigger-happy residents here are like family, even if most of them are a few spoons short of a full set. Eventually, everyone grows on you, kinda like nail fungus. But the booze flows freely, and Tiger keeps me company. He’s as much a prisoner as I am.

      I don’t figure there’s much point in wanting what you can never have. I’ll eventually accept one of my boyfriend’s marriage proposals and then keep policing the one-way town while I pop out the babies he wants. I was born knowing how to make chicken salad out of chicken shit.

      At least I won’t be bored. Denners aren’t fans of following the rules, and the longer they’re in town, the worse they behave, thanks to the spell that keeps us all trapped here.

      Just when I think I’ve made my peace with my lot, the portal pops open and two men shoot through, throwing punches before their feet even finish landing in my town. When they finally look at me, all I see is problems. Big, ginormous, entirely-too-handsome problems. And that’s before I even take into account the little “surprise” they brought through with them.

      No one’s ever looked at me the way they do.

      They aren’t the kind of men who back down after claiming something.

      Or someone…

      Did I say I had my life in Traitor’s Den all figured out? Hell, I couldn’t have been more wrong.

    

  


  
    
      For the unexpected twists and turns that make life such a thrilling surprise. Sometimes it turns out best when we don’t get what we think we want.

      [image: heart suit]

      And for my daughters and beloved. Always.

      You make every day so much better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        A good horse is more important than a good man, but if you can have both, do that.

        Loretta Maybelle Ray, Sheriff of Traitor’s Den

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Keep Your Cock Problems to Yourself

      

      
        2. Motherflapping Flashers and Other Rules to Break

      

      
        3. You Need Something Stronger Than a Good Roll in the Hay

      

      
        4. Uncle Tucker’s Western Theme Park Calls for Moonshine

      

      
        5. Size Doesn’t Matter, or You Get Dynamited

      

      
        6. Bigger, Bulgier Problems Make for a Doozy

      

      
        7. Rhett’s Goods Are a Big Concern

      

      
        8. Strawberry Shortcake Trumps a Handlebar Mustache

      

      
        9. Mind Where You Stick Your Hands and Other Pertinent Warnings

      

      
        10. I’ll Be Good and Other Lies

      

      
        11. Everything Burns with Devilish Grins

      

      
        12. Not Even Dragons Poop Gold Nuggets

      

      
        13. Hear Tiger Roar

      

      
        14. I’mOkayReallyIAm, AKA Wishful Thinking

      

      
        15. Double Trouble

      

      
        16. When Bad Turns Worse

      

      
        17. Dragon Shifters Perform

      

      
        18. The Heart of Traitor’s Den

      

      
        19. Save-Our-Fine-Sheriff Mission

      

      
        20. From Embers to Ashes

      

    

    
      
        Read the Next Book

      

      
        Thanks for Reading

      

      
        Sneak Peek of When the Sun Burns

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author
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      Without waiting for me to catch up, Tiger ducked under the swinging doors of the saloon, whined when his fur caught, then settled on the floor next to my usual table in the back.

      I scowled at him over the doors while removing the tuft of orange fur. Pocketing the puffy strands so Sharmayne wouldn’t holler at me for dirtying her floor, I pushed through and crossed the room to pull out the chair next to Tiger’s sizable bulk.

      “Howdy there, Loretta,” Sharmayne called, already sashaying in my direction. “Saw Tiger come in, knew you’d be right behind the good for nothin’. Isn’t that right, boy?”

      Sharmayne was voluptuous, bordering on voluminous, but her ample curves were in all the right places, straining the integrity of her patterned dress. She crouched next to Tiger, scratching behind his ears while she slid a bowl of water in front of him.

      He began to lap it up, making both too much noise and too much mess, splashing water onto the floor’s worn wooden planks.

      “Now that’s a good boy,” Sharmayne cooed, even though Tiger hadn’t done anything particularly good. If I were the one to slop water all over her floor, I’d be hearing about it from now till next Sunday.

      “You do remember he’s not a boy, but a shifter man trapped in his tiger form, right?” I asked, though this certainly wasn’t news.

      “Such a good boy,” she went on, giving him a full head rub, all while ignoring me.

      I’d take offense if not for the fact that Sharmayne liked animals more than she liked most people.

      “Just making sure,” I muttered, pushing out the chair next to me and kicking up my dusty boots … which put them at eye level for Sharmayne.

      She squinted at my shoes and started to rise to her full height, which wouldn’t have been particularly impressive if not for the fact that I was sitting and now peering up at her. “Loretta Maybelle Ray…”

      I sighed loudly and obnoxiously. Nothing good ever followed the use of my full name.

      “I know you don’t go puttin’ your feet up on your momma’s furniture when you’re in her house. Collette would tan your hide.”

      While a blatant exaggeration since my momma did as much doting as she did scolding, Sharmayne did have a point.

      Another sigh. “Stop busting my balls, Shar. It’s been a long day and I just want to kick back with one of your amazing drinks. You know how much I love them.”

      Sharmayne tsked at me, but I could tell my compliment had done its job. She pulled a rag from her dainty apron and wiped down the already clean table.

      “If I was to be bustin’ your lady balls, Loretta, you’d know it. Trust me on that.”

      I definitely did. Sharmayne’s talent for ball busting was well known all across town, which, given the size of the place, wasn’t saying all that much.

      Even so, the small town was all I’d ever known. All I’d ever know, unless Uncle Tucker decided to show up to let us all out already.

      Sharmayne straightened. “The usual, honey?”

      See? Compliments always pay off…

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you kindly.”

      Giving me an approving nod, Sharmayne bustled back to her bar.

      “You don’t help things by being so friendly,” I mumbled to Tiger, who continued to lap up water in the most obnoxious way possible.

      I registered what I said and chuckled to find myself talking to my constant animal companion—yet again—drawing looks from the handful of other patrons in Sharmayne’s Den. The sun was still up, so the establishment was mostly empty. It’d be hopping in a few hours.

      I felt Sharmayne returning before I saw her crossing the room back toward me. The heat of her stare on my boots reached through the beat-up leather to tingle the skin of my feet.

      Rolling my eyes in a way she wouldn’t see, I plastered a smile on my face and swung my legs down off the chair a moment before she slid a Moon Mixer across the smooth table at me.

      I caught it, holding the mug of swirling, milky white liquid in both hands, enjoying the cold of it against my palms.

      “Mmm-mmm.” This time, I wasn’t even trying to blow smoke up her skirt. “I’ve been dreaming of having one of these since Leroy and Ollie walked into my office.”

      Sharmayne frowned and shook her head, her chignon holding strong; not a single strand of her brown hair tumbled loose. It wouldn’t dare.

      “Those men only got one oar in the water between the two of ‘em. What were they goin’ on about this time?”

      “Oh, apparently Leroy’s rooster keeps escaping his pen to harass Ollie’s hens. Ollie’s complaining that the cock’s causing fights among the ladies since they all want to have at him first.” I snickered at the memory of having to keep a straight face while the neighbors yelled at each other, saying cock this and cock that.

      “And the fools can’t figure that one out on their own without involving the sheriff? Don’t they realize you got better things to do?” Again, Sharmayne shook her head. “They could throw themselves at the ground and still miss.”

      “Tell me about it.” I held up a finger and thumb, almost touching. “I’m this close to ordering them to move away from each other. That’s why I’ve been sorely needing one of these.” I lifted my Moon Mixer in front of my face.

      Sharmayne patted the table. “Sounds like you’ve earned it good and well. Enjoy, honey, and let me know when you’re ready for another.”

      Smiling my thanks, I pulled in my first sip slowly, savoring the sweetly tart taste. I’d never bothered to ask exactly what was in it. Sharmayne liked to keep her secrets, and I liked to keep on good terms with her. She ran the only reputable saloon in town and wielded her power to ban any patrons like a lethal weapon. No one wanted to be forbidden from hanging out in the most popular joint around.

      The Moon Mixer tasted like candy, got me tipsy—or drunk when I overindulged—and was mesmerizing to watch. Smoky tendrils of white that mimicked moonlight swam around the glass until the last drop was drained.

      A witch with low-grade powers, Sharmayne went for show, adding a small spell to her entire list of drinks. Her liquid offerings were so spectacular that no one ever complained about how poor the food was.

      With Sharmayne busying herself once more behind the bar, I surreptitiously kicked my legs back up, slumped in my chair, and nursed my drink. I was usually on duty until sundown, but as sheriff I was giving myself the authority to call it a day. The mayor was unlikely to notice, since he spent most of his workday bent over a golf club—or a woman who wasn’t his wife.

      Besides, anyone would need a stiff drink after dealing with Leroy and Ollie for the full hour I had. They’d been coming to see me with equally frivolous complaints nearly twice a month. Something had to give.

      Placing my Stetson on the table, I shook out my dark hair, letting my scalp breathe. The day was hot, though not scorching. Those days would come soon enough though.

      Without wanting to, my thoughts wandered back to the two men who used to be best friends before they had a bitter falling out over a woman. The story was a lasting theme around these parts. Neither Leroy nor Ollie ended up with Letitia, but their rivalry endured, making their neighboring homesteads sworn enemies.

      Maybe I could convince one of the mages in town to do a spell on them? The residents frowned upon using magic on each other, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Not many folks around these parts were sticklers for the rules. If one of the witches or wizards gave me a good deal on their services, I was going to consider it. Mayor Reginald Roone would think twice before admonishing me, especially when I knew his secrets. Everyone in town seemed to know about his adultery—all but his wife.

      She, Magnolia Roone, was as sweet as my drink, and I’d come perilously close to warning her about her husband’s true nature more times than I could count. But there was no escaping our small town, and I had to work with her husband. In theory, he was my boss, even if he didn’t act like it. With regret, I’d kept my mouth shut every time, hoping someone else would alert the kind woman to the weasel who shared her bed.

      I took another sip of my drink and studied the saloon. Buster Brane, whose name didn’t reference his level of moderate intelligence, was sporting droopy eyelids and a number of empty mugs on his table. Since he’d caught his wife cheating on him—with the mayor—he’d become a day drinker.

      If I hadn’t had such an annoying day already, I would’ve joined him. Tried to pep him up a little. He was a nice enough guy when he wasn’t crying into his drink.

      Next was Henrietta Hammer. She was an odd one to find here while it was still light out…

      After convincing myself that my job entailed keeping tabs on all the residents, whether I was on duty or not, I was halfway out of my seat to go speak with her when the bell rang.

      And not just any bell, the bell.

      “Aw, hot damn. This day just keeps getting better and bloody better.” I downed half my drink without a look of appreciation at the mesmerizing moonlight inside my mug.

      “Don’t ya hear that, Loretta?” Sharmayne called from across the saloon—as if there were a chance in blazing hell I could miss the clanging; it was loud enough to rouse the newly dead. Thankfully, so far we’d only had two residents die, and none had walked out of their graves yet. Given the varied citizenry of Traitor’s Den, there was no telling what might happen with enough time, however.

      “Loretta…” Sharmayne repeated.

      “Yeah, yeah. I hear it all right.” I drained the rest of my drink. What a shame to have to hurry it up, but I wasn’t about to waste a drop, if for no other reason than I might offend Sharmayne. We regulars of her saloon directed an unreasonable amount of thought to making sure we didn’t upset the matron, who was loose with the alcohol—and her snap judgments.

      When I dragged my chair back along the floor as if it were leaden, Tiger looked up at me, big ears perked. Everything about him was large.

      “Sorry, buddy. But we gotta go.”

      He whimpered.

      “I know. I’m feeling ya hard right now, but you know how it is. I’m the sheriff. I put my life on the line for the good people of Traitor’s Den every single day.”

      Tiger was polite enough to ignore my double set of exaggerations. Despite its rowdy and varied population, my life had never been truly in danger.

      I didn’t go anywhere without my matching set of six shooters and I wasn’t afraid to use them when people got to misbehaving. One was loaded with regular bullets, the other with silver.

      The residents of Traitor’s Den weren’t all good. Some were fair to poor on the quality-people meter. But they were damn entertaining after a few Moon Mixers, I’d give them that.

      With Tiger at my side and my hat back on my head where it belonged, I was almost at the swinging doors when they snapped open inward, slamming against both sides of the wall from the force.

      “Dammit, Hank Henry,” Sharmayne snarled. “How many times do I gotta tell you to take it easy on my doors? You break ‘em, I’m gonna make ya fix ‘em, ya hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, ma’am,” Hank Henry said, because Hank was smart enough to know when to back down from an enraged saloon owner. But his gaze zeroed in on me immediately after.

      “Ya’d better hurry. Two guys just came through the portal and they’re fightin’ up a storm.”

      I rushed out, knowing that Sharmayne would add my Moon Mixer to my tab like she always did. Buster, Henrietta, and the last two patrons of the bar ran out behind me.

      We hadn’t had a newcomer in nearly a year, so long that I worried the pocket portal might have closed entirely from the other side. And we’d never had anyone come through fighting. The whole town was going to turn out for the show.

      The portal was at the far edge of town, so I ran for my horse, who waited for me just outside. Jolene was a stunning Appaloosa with lots of brown spots, a caramel-colored mane, a large white patch across her face, and bright blue eyes. Without using the stirrups, I grabbed on to the horn of the saddle, pushed off the ball of my left foot, and leapt into the seat.

      “How long ago’d they come through?” I asked Hank, wrapping my fingers around the reins, itching to take off.

      “Maybe five minutes ago? Maybe more. I only just heard the relay signal and ran to ring the bell. Then I came to find you.”

      Without another word to him or anyone, I clicked my tongue at Jolene, and the mare charged forward, Tiger at our side.
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      The stampeding hooves of other horses thundered behind us, but I didn’t turn to look. Neither did Tiger. There weren’t many options when it came to who might be following us, and we knew them all by name.

      The residents of Traitor’s Den were a lot of things, most of them colorful, but they were one and all nosy as nosy got.

      They were the only ones who could be racing at our backs, aiming to reach the portal before it vanished. We’d never managed to catch it open—not once in twenty-three years—but there was a first time for everything, and we were a relentlessly hopeful bunch.

      Loping beside Jolene, Tiger yipped a warning.

      “You heard him, Jo,” I shouted over the rumbling of her hooves. “Give it all you got, girl.”

      It was cheeky of me to spur her onward when she was already galloping at full tilt, but I was also seeing what Tiger had reacted to.

      The bright, nearly blinding lights of the portal, the color of lightning, were sputtering as they reached toward each other to shut.

      Jolene lurched, stretching even her neck forward.

      Damn. We might just make it, I thought, unwilling to voice the hope aloud. I didn’t want to let either of my friends down, and Tiger and Jolene were some of the best friends a girl could ask for.

      “Yeehaw,” someone called from behind, and from the sound of it, I guessed it was Hank Henry. He’d taken to the Western theme of the town better than a duck to water. I had no idea what he’d been like before the portal spit him out here, but now he was all clanking spurs and bow-legged swagger.

      “Woo, woo, whooooop,” followed next, and I’d still bet on Hank. If he had a fault, it was over-enthusiasm, and who could blame a guy for making the best of a crappy deal?

      A glance to my side revealed that his horse, Chester Bo, was about to pass us. The stallion was a fine specimen, all sleek muscle, a winning attitude, and more speed than Hank Henry could usually handle.

      Jolene wasn’t about to let him beat her. She pulled on reserves I didn’t know she had and launched us back solidly in the lead as we sailed up to Portal Platform, where Jolene hit the brakes and skidded to a stop, nearly throwing me. Clamping my calves so tightly around her sides that I worried I’d hurt her, and lowering my torso over her back while I held on to the horn of the saddle with everything I had, I managed to keep my seat.

      The second I was certain I wouldn’t fall, I swung my leg over and slid down her side, not bothering to tie her up to one of the many hitching posts installed for that purpose. Jolene was as loyal as a good, faithful dog—and far easier to ride. She wasn’t going anywhere without me. Besides, she was as nosy as the townies, and there was little better than first-hand observation, even for a horse.

      Tiger at my side while Jolene remained behind, her sides heaving as she caught her breath, chuffing and snorting, which I interpreted as her cheering us on, we ran toward the rapidly shrinking portal, bypassing two brawling men—one had the other pulled into a headlock that didn’t look like it was going to hold.

      As sheriff, they’d become my problem soon enough. For now, I had bigger fish to fry.

      I jumped up onto Portal Platform—Mayor Roone’s fancy name for a rickety wooden scaffold a couple of feet off the hard-packed dirt that occupied the space immediately below the portal, which hovered around four feet up. The bed-sized platform cut the fall when the portal shot anyone out to a comfortable oomph and a couple of passing bruises.

      The gateway usually stretched open around ten feet. It was currently half as wide, diminishing in size, sparking like the worst of fire hazards.

      Even so, Bobbie Sue and Ashton Blu were there, crouched to either side of the portal, exchanging a loaded look. They didn’t say anything to me, or even acknowledge me, and I understood why.

      This was the opportunity we’d been anticipating for more than eleven long months, since the last time it opened. And time was ticking away as they gathered the gumption to do what they’d been planning for just as long.

      “Go, Ashton Blu,” I said in a quick rush, tone full of pep.

      With his snout, Tiger nudged the cowboy with the unruly hair and button nose on the shoulder.

      “Whatcha waitin’ for?” I asked.

      He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing beneath three-day-old scruff.

      Bobbie Sue handed me a glass bottle with a piece of paper rolled inside it. “If he’s got cold feet, I’ll go, then. You toss this in as soon as I’m clear,” she told me and stood.

      Tiger whined; I grimaced. “It’s shrinking fast. It’s now or never, guys.” When neither hastened to jump through the portal, I added, “I’ll do it, then.”

      I turned to Tiger. “You stay and take care of Jolene.”

      The tip of one of my boots was caressing the shimmering light stretching between the sparking circle, when Ashton Blu tugged me back.

      Without another word, he ran at the portal and jumped through.

      My eyes grew wide and I turned to stare at Bobbie Sue. Her eyes were just as big as she grabbed the bottle from me and tossed it through.

      Thirty seconds later, the portal was a flat circle the size of a watermelon. Twenty seconds after, it sucked fully to a close with a slurping shloooop.

      The portal vanished entirely … taking Ashton Blu with it.

      “Holy bald bluebells,” Bobbie Sue whispered. “It finally worked. After all this time…” She shook her head in awe, large, floppy red curls bouncing. “Well, that just dills my pickle. I can’t believe it finally hap⁠—”

      Bobbie Sue froze. I froze. Even Tiger stilled for several seconds as the sputtering that indicated a portal started popping in the empty air around us.

      From the large, equally rickety viewing stand behind and above us, Jim Bob One—not to be confused with Jim Bob Two—leaned out from the open window. “What’s going on, y’all? Sounds like another one’s opening. But that can’t be. It’s⁠—”

      A long, trailing screech cut him off, and he took off his Stetson to scratch at what was left of his hair. “Why’s a woman screamin’? I don’t see no woman.”

      Neither did I. But he was right, it did sound like a woman was screaming. Somewhere. Though I doubted that’s what it actually was.

      We were in the middle of wide open, dry, dusty desert, as far as the eye could see. Even beyond the boundary that none of us could cross, it was still sunbaked earth. Its reddish hue seemed to glow as the sun steadily made its way toward the flat horizon.

      I inched to the edge of Portal Platform, searching on all sides of us. “Well … I got no idea what’s goin’ on.”

      The shrieking grew louder, stretching out into a wail as the portal sprang back to life, singeing my nose hairs before I managed to whip my face out of the way.

      Rubbing at my nose, I scrunched it, fully ignoring the grunting continuing behind us. From the sound of things, the two men the portal spit out were still going at it.

      The portal widened, and Bobbie Sue, Tiger, and I backed out of the way. Up close, the lights were so bright as they whipped into a frenzied circle that I had to squint.

      The whine sounded so close and was so high-pitched that Bobbie Sue instinctively leaned toward it, putting her right in front of the portal.

      “Back up, Bobbie Sue,” I barked at her, but she appeared mesmerized, mouth open, waiting for whatever was about to happen.

      And it was clear something was. The portal was now several feet wide.

      I dove at her, taking her down to the wooden planks a split second before Ashton Blu shot back out of the portal like a ball from a cannon. His arms outstretched, he landed on Portal Platform with a pained grunt, bounced once, twice, from the force with which he was ejected, then rolled off the side, landing in a heap with another grunt.

      “Ugggggh,” he groaned, and as if that wasn’t enough to get his point across, “Owwwww.”

      The portal narrowed behind us until it was no wider than my arm, shot the blue bottle back out of it, then seemed to pause.

      The bottle hit the platform hard enough to dent the wood, flipped, hit again, leaving another scuff, then rolled … and fell off the stand and unerringly bonked Ashton Blu on the head.

      “Ouuuuuuch.”

      As if satisfied its projectile had hit the mark, the portal whipped shut with another loud shlooooooop.

      Despite the afterimages dancing across my vision, I stared at Bobbie Sue. She stared back for a long beat until I shook off my shock and raced to Ashton Blu.

      Tiger jumped off the platform and started licking at the hand covering Ashton’s bare head until the man moved it. Tiger’s long sloppy tongue tried to soothe his pain as his head swelled into a lump, the bottle appearing innocent at his feet, the note still inside it.

      That’s when I realized his head was⁠—

      “Aww, what in all tarnation!” Ashton Blu rumbled. “The portal stole my hat.”

      Yep. It sure had.

      “That was my favorite hat.”

      As far as I knew, that was also Ashton Blu’s only hat. I still felt his pain. A cowboy without his lucky hat was like a cock without his feathers.

      “What’s goin’ on down there?” Jim Bob One called in his hoarse voice, like grit on sandpaper. “Don’t make me come down there,” he warned, making me wonder whom exactly he was addressing, and if he realized he couldn’t exactly discipline a portal. Especially not one that blatantly disregarded our wishes, no matter how many times we called on it to open at our command.

      “Loretta Maybelle,” Buster Brane called out. “It’s lookin’ like we need our sheriff over here. Make quick of it.”

      Sure enough, the two men were still locked in each other’s grips, rolling around on the ground, gathering dust as they went like it was in style.

      Scowling at the imbeciles—as if we needed any more of those in this town—I hopped down from the stand and stalked over to them, Tiger back at my side, all done nursing Ashton Blu’s wounds now that trouble was brewing.

      “That’s enough, you two,” I said in that steady, strong voice I used when I needed to inspire respect. It worked better than the shiny brass badge I wore looped through my belt.

      With most people anyhow…

      The two men didn’t even pause.

      I reached down to grab one of them by the back of the neck. “I said, That’s enough.”

      While the one had stopped when I gripped him, the second one just jerked the man away from me, rolling on top of him to pummel him in the face.

      Huffing, I frowned and slid Big Bertha from her holster. I popped the cylinder open and let the bullets fall into my open palm. Then I loaded blanks from my belt, spinning the cylinder closed with a click, and pointed Big Bertha skyward and shot.

      Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam.

      Not a single resident of Traitor’s Den flinched, nor did a horse spook; they were all trained not to react to gunshots since they were part of daily life.

      But the two new men sure startled.

      They separated and jumped to their feet, crouching into low squats.

      At least they had decent reflexes. Those would serve them well here where the unlikely seemed to happen when it was least expected.

      I watched them while I loaded my regular lead bullets back into Big Bertha, though I wasn’t about to waste good bullets on these two buffoons. Saxon Silver was the only dwarf in town. Since his love of metals was a real thing, he’d claimed the title of blacksmith, which meant he was our only producer of bullets—lead, silver, or otherwise—and he was a stingy puss. No one in Traitor’s Den used a bullet when they could shoot empty.

      Tucking Big Bertha back where she belonged, I patted both hips—and therefore also both six shooters—and towered over our newest residents.

      Both men looked up at my face, then trailed down my body, before tracing the length of my bare legs back up until they tucked into my jean shorts. I usually wore pants for the saddle, but I hadn’t been planning on going far today, and it was hotter than the sun’s balls even though it wasn’t yet summer.

      “I’m up here, ya know.”

      The man with the pitch-dark hair whipped his eyes to my face, appearing repentant.

      The other man, however, the one with the shabby blond hair that swept into eyes as bright as the leaves on a willow tree in spring, meandered past my bare stomach—because hot as balls—lingered on my cleavage, then my lips, before finally meeting my eyes.

      The man was trouble with a capital T.

      “Why, hello there,” he said in a voice as smooth as churned butter. “What’s your name?”

      “My name is What-the-blazing-hell-do-you-think-you’re-doin’-showing-up-in-our-town-brawlin’?” I narrowed my eyes dangerously at both of them, untrusting also of the mischief twinkling through the raven-haired man’s blue eyes.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the blond, swallowing my satisfied smile while I waited. I’m pretty sure we all did.

      By now, a crowd of cowboys, cowgirls, assorted magical creatures, and some horses had formed a circle around us.

      The blond gave what I’m sure he thought was a slow spread of seduction via a smile that curved his full lips. It only made me more cautious of him. By default, I was wary of everything that came in too pretty a package.

      “Well, beautiful,” he said as he took a couple of steps toward me. When Tiger growled at him, he halted, proving he wasn’t all stupid. “My name’s Rhett Steed.”

      I and everyone else within view around us smiled at the consternation tugging on his brow.

      He shook his head. “No, that’s not my name. That’s not it at all. I’m Rhett Steed.” He pursed his lips while his brow drew so low that it shaded his troubled eyes. “Rhett Steed. Rhett Steed.”

      When he glanced up and caught our grins, he plopped both hands on his narrow waist with an angry jerk. “My name’s Rhett Steed.”

      Most newcomers embraced shock for longer than this, but he just got madder than Tiger when I took away his food. Rhett glared at the other man as if he were the source of his new name.

      “What’d you do now, you motherflipper?”

      Those brows dipped until they almost tangled with his long lashes. “You motherflapper. You fretting fat flasher!”

      Then he glowered at me so hard I worried he might break something inside—until I remembered he deserved it for all his ogling.

      I batted my own long eyelashes at him, fluttering pure innocence.

      His nostrils flaring, he snapped his head toward the raven-haired god, whose own bright lips were pursed tightly together.

      “What the fritter in hell’s your name?” Rhett barked.

      Forehead creasing in anticipation of what he figured was to come, proving he wasn’t as idiotic as he’d seemed either, he said, “It’s Zeke Doyle.”

      “No it’s flapping not,” Rhett growled. “And why can’t I farting cuss?”

      Tilting my head to the side while I scratched behind Tiger’s ears, I smiled sweetly. “Welcome to Traitor’s Den, gentlemen, where you’re made to mind your manners. Most of the time, anyhow.”

      Without further explanation, though Rhett and Zeke would need much of it to understand the peculiar rules that controlled our small town, I sauntered off, feeling both their stares following me until I reached Jolene, and the circle of townies closed around them, all but swallowing them up with a barrage of questions and little of the manners I’d just touted.
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