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      Jetta Mills has felt stifled most of her life. She’s a rebellious creative who’s had to bend to her father’s will, as well as the rules of her hometown, Havenwood Falls. Needing a break from it all, she skips town for an adventure far from the smothering influences she’s used to. Unfortunately, trouble always has a way of finding Jetta, and she quickly learns that the best place for a frost dragon shifter such as herself is back within the warded borders of home.

      When Conrad Monroe is hired to find a thief and bring her back to face justice, the trail leads him to the Colorado mountains and the path of Jetta Mills. She’s gorgeous, talented, and a whole lot of trouble. He doesn’t know what he’s getting into with Jetta and the town she calls home. Jetta has no idea that Conrad has quite a few secrets of his own.

      Jetta’s seeking real freedom while Conrad’s planning to lock her away. But sparks fly between the two as the line between deceit and truth quickly becomes blurred. When the smoke clears, the truth may be the only real path to redemption.
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          JETTA

        

      

    

    
      I’d be lying if I said I’d never imagined myself in jail. I’d always been a hot mess with a talent for getting in way over my head. I’d never considered myself a bad person, but I was certainly no angel either. I always ran with the wrong crowd, said the wrong things, dressed the wrong way, and generally pissed off my father by merely existing. Lawrence Mills had been making my life miserable for years, although if you’d asked him, I’m sure he’d have told you the same about me. Despite my love for the rest of my family, I had to escape him. Which, in a roundabout way, was why my ass was going numb as I sat on a cold concrete bench in a six-by-eight cell.

      “Damn,” I muttered as I adjusted my position. “Hey assholes,” I yelled, “are cushions against your religion or something? I can’t feel my legs anymore.”

      I didn’t expect an answer. It’d been six hours since I’d been arrested, and outside of my being booked, no one had spoken a word to me. My roommate, Frankie Hopkins, told me she’d be here to bail me out, but I’d yet to see her.

      I stood and stretched, hoping to bring some of the feeling back into my limbs. The bland, gray cell was chilly, but actually the perfect temperature for someone like me—a frost dragon shifter. We generally preferred the cold to the heat. I guess when your roots traced back to Iceland, loving the frigid temperatures made sense. It still pissed me off, though. The jackwads didn’t even offer me a damn blanket. I think they hoped I would freeze. If so, the joke was on them.

      The large metal door at the end of the hall opened, and I listened as footsteps approached. A uniformed officer and Frankie appeared on the other side of the bars. Her tall slender frame, shoulder-length red curls, and blue eyes were a welcome sight after hours of staring at the same cinderblock walls.

      “About time,” I growled, as the officer unlocked the door. His name tag read Barnes.

      “You’re free to go, Ms. Mills.” Officer Barnes’s expression appeared as if those words were painful to push past his lips.

      I looked at Frankie, and she smiled. I shoved past them both and stalked down the hall to collect my personal items. The lady behind the window slid a paper bag toward me, and I inspected the contents. I grabbed the pen attached to the clipboard and signed to verify everything was there. Frankie held my jacket open, and I pushed my arms through before stuffing the bag into my pocket.

      “May I go now?” I asked with more than a little disgust in my voice.

      She nodded. Without another word, I walked to the main doors, Frankie on my heels. I pushed one door open, turned to face the officers standing in the lobby, and flipped them off. “Thanks for nothing.”

      Frankie rolled her eyes as she shut the door behind us. “Is it really the best strategy to piss off the cops who just arrested you?”

      “Are you kidding me?” I glared at her. “Was I supposed to thank them for falsely arresting me, handling me like a piece of meat, and then ignoring me for hours?”

      “Of course not,” replied Frankie, “but being a bitch isn’t going to help anything.”

      “But . . . I’m so good at it. It’d be a shame to waste my talents.”

      Frankie put one perfectly manicured hand on her hip. “And it wasn’t exactly a false arrest. You did break into that safe, right?”

      I didn’t know how to explain what had happened. Partially admitting to the altered version of events would make more sense to her than the truth ever would.

      “The item I was after belongs to me. I didn’t want any of his other shit.” I grimaced as I searched for her car in the now dark parking lot. “Thanks for bailing me out.”

      “Oh . . .” Frankie’s voice was hesitant. “I didn’t actually bail you out.”

      My eyebrows rose. “So, how’d you spring me?”

      “It was Brandt. I talked him into dropping the charges.” She looked nervous.

      I felt my temperature rise. I shook my head as I found the nearest wall and leaned against it. As my eyes closed, I saw large claws, scales, and reptilian irises flash in my mind.

      “Damn it, no!” I shouted in frustration.

      Frankie placed a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry, Jetta, but I couldn’t come up with the cash. I didn’t know what else to do! I promise it’ll work out. Brandt said he’d forgive everything that has happened. That’s better than a bail bond, court, and a record, right?”

      Frankie didn’t understand that, while I was really pissed at her for working out a deal with Brandt on my behalf, the “no” was not about her negotiations. I was commanding my inner dragon to stay back. Being a shifter could be amazing at times, but this was not the time or place to let the beast come out to play. Anytime I felt threatened or upset, she tried to push through and take over. I couldn’t allow that. Not again. I wasn’t back home in Havenwood Falls anymore, where stuff like that was somewhat normal. This was Atlanta, and supernatural creatures of any kind were still considered part of myth and legend. My kind wasn’t welcome in the human world.

      I opened my eyes and released a heavy sigh. “So, what did you promise him?”

      I quickly walked to her car, not waiting to see if she was following.

      Frankie’s heels clicked as she ran to catch up. “Not much. Just that you’d give him a chance.”

      “Oh hell, Frankie,” I shouted.

      “C’mon, just one dinner. Let him attempt to wine and dine you one more time. Enjoy an expensive meal, then brush him off and move on.” She spoke as if her plan was simple, but she didn’t know Brandt like I did. She didn’t know I’d already been down that road.

      “No one walks away from Brandt Sawyer if he feels he’s owed something. It’s why I’m in this mess to begin with.” I frowned. “And now you’re in the middle of it, too.” I pushed my hands through my hair, still caught off guard by the length since having extensions put in. “Damn it!” I banged my fist on top of her car.

      She unlocked the car, and we both climbed inside. “Stop being so dramatic. You act like you’re dealing with a mobster or something.”

      I looked at her and wondered how she could live in such a big city all her life and still be so sheltered. “He pretty much is. He’ll use our friendship against me.”

      “Oh shush.” She started the car. “He’s an arrogant, rich club owner, and your boss, but I highly doubt he’s fitting anyone with cement shoes in his spare time.” She rolled her eyes as she pulled out of the parking lot. “I know I haven’t known you for long, but your paranoia has gotten really bad lately.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not paranoia. The man is insane. He—” I cut myself off before I let my secrets slip. Frankie didn’t need to know all the dirty details about my evening with Brandt. Or the reason it all went to hell. “Let’s go home. I’m tired.”

      She nodded and steered us toward our apartment. We drove the rest of the way in silence, but once inside, I made a beeline for my whiskey stash. I opened the bottle, poured a healthy amount in a tumbler, and downed it in one swallow.

      “It’s gonna be one of those nights, huh,” Frankie stated in a flat voice. She wasn’t a fan of my drinking, but I’d made it clear from the beginning that I had vices and those vices would move in with me. Another perk of being a dragon—or con depending how you looked at it—it took a lot of alcohol to get us shit-faced. Thankfully I had a well-stocked bar.

      “Yep,” I muttered. “It’s absolutely gonna be one of those nights.” I poured another glass and threw it back, letting the comforting burn slide down my throat. “Do we have mac and cheese? I’m starving. Getting arrested makes a girl hungry.”

      Frankie jerked her thumb in the direction of the kitchen. “Cabinet.”

      I nodded and strolled the few short steps it took to travel from our living area to the kitchen, the whiskey bottle my constant companion.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm clock screamed in my ears. I rolled over and glared at the blue glowing digits. Seven a.m. wasn’t terribly early, but it felt that way when you’d consumed all the alcohol in the house. I slammed my fist down on top, knocking the clock to the floor.

      “Shiiiiiiit,” I moaned loudly as I rolled over. My mouth felt like I’d swallowed a distillery. All I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but I really needed to run errands before rehearsals that afternoon. Rehearsals! Work! I bolted upright in bed as my mind reeled with the events of the previous night. Brandt. Our fight. The safe. Jail.

      I couldn’t stay here, not now. I slid from the bed and pulled my suitcase out from underneath. Tossing it on the bed, I unzipped it and made a beeline for the dresser. Without care or organization, I dumped the contents of my drawers into the suitcase, followed by my clothes in the closet. I had to sit on the lid to zip it shut, but after no small amount of effort, I managed to force it closed.

      “I need to get dressed,” I muttered as I realized I’d just packed everything. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the clothes I’d worn the previous evening. Frowning, I looked them over. They were wrinkled, but even worse was the blood on the right sleeve and back of my shirt. I wasn’t sure if all that blood was mine. Some of it may have belonged to Brandt. Both of us were injured the night before. Anger seethed beneath the surface. I had to take care of this problem before it became impossible to correct.

      I pulled my bloody blouse on over the T-shirt I’d slept in and slid my legs into my jeans. I crammed my feet into my boots, not caring that I was without socks. I took a few minutes to pack the rest of my personal items scattered around the apartment, and then I hauled it all out into the living area near the door.

      My eyes scanned the small two-bedroom apartment I’d been calling home for over a month. The dingy yellow paint, the kitchenette, the tattered secondhand furniture. I’d miss it all.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Frankie whined as she stepped out of her room. She was rubbing her eyes and yawning, her red curls a wild mess around her head.

      “I’m going home.” I grabbed my jacket from the back of the sofa and put it on.

      “What?” The shock of my announcement woke her up fully.

      “I tried this. It didn’t work. It’s time to go back to Havenwood Falls.”

      She stepped forward and put a hand on my arm. “Are you sure? You hated it there.”

      I nodded. “Now, I hate it here more.”

      Frankie frowned, and I realized what I’d said sounded harsh. I pulled her in for a hug. “It’s not you, sweetie. I love you. It’s this city. I’m better off in a small community. And I can’t be in the same area as Brandt. It’s not safe.”

      Puzzled, Frankie sighed. “Okay then. I think you’re overreacting, but do what you gotta do.”

      I slipped her a wad of cash. “This should cover my part of the rent for the next six months. That’ll give you time to find a suitable roommate, and you won’t have to accept the first weirdo that answers your ad.”

      She grinned. “You mean like I did with you?”

      “Exactly.” I smiled. “Don’t let another freak cross that threshold. You were lucky with me. The next one might not be so great. Be picky.”

      She pulled me in for another hug. “I’m gonna miss you, roomie. You’re weird, but I like that.”

      “I’ll miss you too,” I said softly. “I need to load this stuff in the Jeep, and then I’m out of here. Do not engage with Brandt or any of his goons, okay? Once I’m gone, he’ll likely leave you alone.”

      She nodded. “Will do.”

      It took three trips to haul all my belongings to the Jeep. Once my stuff was packed away, I said a final goodbye to Frankie and pointed my vehicle in the direction of Sawyer’s Bar. I’d been away from home for roughly 41 days. I’d tried to assimilate, but the time had come to accept defeat. I had one final stop to make before I put Atlanta in my rearview mirror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          CONRAD

        

      

    

    
      Smoke filled my nostrils as I walked into the dimly lit club. I allowed my eyes to adjust and then exhaled a slow, steadying breath. I’d always been sensitive to smells, but places like this violently assailed my senses. Sawyer’s Bar was a sickening mixture of alcohol, sweat, tobacco, drugs, and bodily fluids. Thankfully I had developed a strong constitution over the years.

      “Mr. Monroe?” A petite blonde with large blue eyes and a heart-shaped face appeared before my eyes.

      “Yes, that’s me,” I stated.

      “Mr. Sawyer is waiting for you in the back room. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to him.” She flashed a nervous smile.

      I nodded and waited for her to lead the way. The building was sparsely occupied. We passed between a long bar and a row of high-top tables before we reached a large stage. Instruments were placed at key points to surround a single barstool and microphone. At this time of the day, most people were still working or picking up kids from school. But here, people were slowly filtering in to drink their sorrows away. The musicians wouldn’t start their evening shift for a few hours yet, so the only sounds were a faint playlist humming from the overhead speakers.

      I followed the young woman through a door to the left of the stage, and we entered a hallway that was slightly darker than the main part of the club.

      I willed my senses to stay alert, and I instinctively felt for the gun snugly stashed in the holster under my jacket. Assuring myself my weapon sat within reach, I made my way to the end of the hall and a set of double doors. The young woman knocked twice.

      “Come in,” a raspy male voice answered.

      She turned the knob and pushed the doors open, motioning for me to enter. “Mr. Monroe is here.”

      “Please, have a seat. I’m Brandt Sawyer.” The man behind the desk looked to be roughly my age. Maybe a year or two older than my thirty years. His short blond hair was combed to one side, and he had a scratch that trailed from his left cheek to the corner of his mouth. It appeared to be healing, but the mark still had that angry red hue that indicated it had been a recent injury. His smile was friendly, but something in his dark brown eyes set me on edge. I wasn’t generally a trusting person, and I tended to keep most people at arm’s length. This guy absolutely belonged in the “keep at arm’s length” category. He reeked of bad decisions and arrogance.

      I occupied the chair directly across from Brandt’s desk and crossed my arms.

      “How can I help you?” I asked. I’d never seen the point in making small talk.

      Brandt’s smile grew, his perfectly straight teeth gleaming back at me like some damn toothpaste commercial. “Direct. I like it.”

      He reached for a pack of cigarettes, pulled one out for himself, and then offered me one. I shook my head, giving his teeth a second glance. He must over-whiten to compensate for the tobacco stains. He lit the cigarette, and I steeled myself for the aroma that would permeate my nose.

      “I have a bit of a predicament, and I’m told you are the man that can help me.” He put the cigarette to his lips as he studied my face.

      “I’ve been known to help people. It’s part of my job. It does depend on what kind of predicament you are in, though.”

      “Of course,” he stated. “So, I’ll jump right to it. A disgruntled employee has stolen something very valuable from my safe. I want you to bring it, and her, back to me.”

      I sighed. “I’m not that kind of help.”

      I stood to leave.

      “Wait, you need to hear the whole story.”

      I stepped away from my chair.

      “I’ll pay you a lot of money. And I do mean a lot.”

      His offer stopped me in my tracks. I hated working for guys like him. His type always thought money could solve everything—could get them whatever they wanted. It frustrated me, that in this case, he was probably right. I needed the money. Badly.

      I sat back down. “You have five minutes to make your case.”

      He wasted no time. “A woman named Jetta Mills worked for me here at the club. She’s been my main act for the past month. Very talented musician. A few days ago, I caught her breaking into my safe, and she attacked me.”

      My eyes flew to the scratch on his face.

      He pointed to a large fire safe nestled in the corner of his office.

      “I have friends at the police station, so I had her arrested, hoping to just scare some sense into her. No official charges were filed.” He stood and turned to face a tall cabinet behind him, opening one of the doors. “I haven’t seen her since.” He turned back to face me, a folder in his hands. “When I came to the office the following morning, I once again found my safe open, and this time, important items were missing.”

      I shrugged. “So why not call the police again?”

      He handed the folder to me. “Because they won’t be effective. Not in this case. She’s not your typical thief. I need quick results. The items she stole are time sensitive. Law enforcement’s hands are tied by procedure.”

      I opened the folder and glanced at the contents. He had very little information to go on: an address in the city that was likely no longer valid; a description of the stolen contents, which were a metal lockbox containing some cash, jewelry, a sealed envelope, and a cell phone; and a photograph of the young woman he called a thief. She was a beauty, although something about her style seemed a little exaggerated. Her hair was long and dark, her eyes an icy blue, and she had a diamond stud in her nose. A ring decorated her eyebrow, and she had various other piercings in her ears.

      “Is this all you have?” I placed the folder on his desk.

      “Yes, at the moment.” He sighed. “Her roommate claims to have told me all she can, although I suspect she’s hiding something.”

      “So, you’ve already checked for her at that address?” I inquired.

      “We did. Frankie, her roommate, said she’d packed her stuff and left town shortly after waking up the morning after her arrest.” Frustration laced his features as he spoke. “Frankie knows very little about Jetta’s past, but she did mention a hometown in Colorado. Something that ended in falls. She couldn’t remember the exact name, but Jetta told her she was going home. My boys have been looking all over, but have found nothing that helps. I knew the time had come to hire a professional.”

      I mulled this information over a bit before speaking. “So, you want me to find her and return your items.”

      Brandt nodded. “And bring her back to account for her crimes.”

      “Did she skip bail?” I asked this knowing there wasn’t any bail to skip if he hadn’t pressed charges.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean she shouldn’t be held accountable.” I could sense his anger at the young woman.

      “I’m mainly a bail enforcement agent. If she hasn’t skipped bail, I can’t legally detain her. You’d need the authorities for that. As you said, there are procedures.” I stood once more, eager to get out into the fresh air.

      “The friend that recommended you said you have ways of working outside the law to achieve the desired results. It’s why I called you instead of the police.” He snuffed his cigarette out with agitated movements, the well-used ashtray already full.
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