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Praise for the bestselling

WIND DRAGONS MOTORCYCLE CLUB SERIES

DRAGON’S LAIR

“Dragon’s Lair proves a badass chick can tame even the wildest of men. . . . Not to be missed.”

—Angela Graham, New York Times– and USA Today–bestselling author

“Dragon’s Lair was witty and fast paced. A delicious combination of badass biker men and laugh out loud humor . . .”

—Bookgossip

ARROW’S HELL

“Redemption and forgiveness form the basis of the story, while laughter, tears, and some erotic sex scenes keep the reader engaged. Low-key violence blends well with the multiple plot lines and drama-drenched characters.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Cheek-heating, gut-wrenching, and beautifully delivered! Arrow’s Hell took me on the ride of my life!”

—Bella Jewel, USA Today–bestselling author

TRACKER’S END

“Fernando’s vivid characters burst onto the page . . . pulling readers into their world immediately and completely. This tightly told tale will leave readers eagerly waiting for the next installment.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The physical chemistry between Lana and Tracker burns up the pages.”

—RT Book Reviews

RAKE’S REDEMPTION

“You’ll find yourself sitting on the edge of your seat in anticipation of how [Rake’s Redemption] will unfold.”

—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, top pick)

“Rake’s Redemption is a story about betrayal and loss, revenge and retribution, second chances and falling in love. The premise is emotional and entertaining; the characters are passionate and energetic; the romance is fated and hot.”

—The Reading Cafe

WOLF’S MATE

“Chantal Fernando’s latest romance delivers everything MC fans could ask for—incredibly sexy men and the women strong enough to keep them, passionate love scenes, thrilling adventure, and even a laugh or two along the way!”

—Smut Book Junkie

CROSSROADS

“Crossroads is an emotional journey of discovering what will lead to lasting happiness and the willingness to go for it.”

—Always Reviewing



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For all the gentle souls out there.

The ones who love unconditionally and expect nothing in return.

Those who see the good in people, even when there is none.

You are rare, and you are beautiful.

And there is strength in your empathy.

Don’t let them destroy you.


You are so brave and quiet I forget you are suffering.

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY
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chapter 1
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JAXON


A BODY HAS BEEN FOUND, dumped in the river waterfront, said police. Dental records show that it’s the body of Officer Darren Melvin who has been missing for the last two years.

I lift my head from my book and watch as the camera zooms in on the river where the man’s body was found. I’ve been following this case ever since Officer Melvin went missing about two years ago, and now that they’ve found his body, the case can finally be classified as a homicide. I listen as the news reporter explains how Melvin had been shot in the head and how his body would’ve never been found if the city hadn’t decided to gentrify the waterfront park, something that has been a hot topic of late.

I think I’ve been so interested in this one because my best friend is a cop and he’s always given these crazy, dangerous assignments—Melvin’s death could have just as easily been his. My friend and I have worked on a few things together before, but it feels like a long-ass time since I’ve seen or even thought about him. I’ve taken some time off work, but I don’t think it’s what I need. I should be burying myself in work, taking case after case, not leaving any time for my mind to wander.

I glance at the marble-framed photograph on my bookshelf, studying the dark-haired beauty with green eyes. I’d give anything to see those green eyes again.

My attention is brought back to the TV screen. Yeah, an idle mind is the last thing I need.

I need to keep busy, distracted.

I don’t need to think about anything other than work. I don’t need to remember.

Melvin’s wife, heiress to Reyes Industries, Scarlett Reyes, has been charged with his murder, and was taken into custody after police found the same type of gun that killed Officer Melvin in her home. . . .

My phone rings, and I’m not surprised.

I’m one of the most sought-after criminal lawyers in town. I’m not bragging; it’s just a fact. So when my partner, Tristan, tells me that Scarlett Reyes has requested a meeting with me, it’s not a shock.

“Are you going to take it?” he asks, and I can just picture him in his office, leaning back in his chair, eyes gleaming at the prospect of this controversial case. Our firm is known for taking on high-profile cases, we usually don’t turn down opportunities like this. “I know you’re meant to be taking a break, but I thought since she requested you . . .”

“I want to speak with her first,” I tell him. “And consider me officially off my break.”

“Are you sure?” he asks. “What you’ve been though, Jaxon—”

“I know, Tristan, but sitting here isn’t helping. I need to keep busy,” I admit.

He takes a deep breath, then continues. “This case is going to be huge, Jaxon. It’s going to be all over the media, and it might get messy. But if you win this . . . fuck.”

If I win this case, my reputation as a criminal attorney will rise even higher. I’ll be sought after—more than I already am—and I’ll be paid whatever I want by those willing to do, and pay, whatever they need to escape prison time. But do I want this case? Normally I wouldn’t have a problem defending someone whether they were guilty or not. But this case is different. Do I want to defend a woman who has potentially killed a cop, one of my best friend’s brothers? I won’t be able to decide until I meet her and see what she has to say for herself. I want to hear her side of the story. I’ll be able to get a good read on her if I’m there in person. And if she admits that she did kill her husband . . . I don’t know what I’ll do.

“There’s no question it’ll get messy,” I tell him. “But it’s a challenge. . . .”

I know that shouldn’t be the basis on which I accept a case, but damn, I like to be kept on my toes. I like to push myself, test myself. I like seeing how far I can bend the law in my client’s favor.

“You do enjoy a good challenge,” Tristan murmurs, amusement lacing his tone. “I’ll handle the bail hearing. It’ll give you time to look at the case and see if you’re ready. I guess I’ll be seeing you soon then.”

“I guess you will,” I say, and then tell him good-bye.

I look back at the photo, my chest suddenly getting tight. I don’t have it in me to put the photo away or cover it, but every time I look at it, it hurts.

It physically hurts.

I absently rub my chest and stand, then head into my bathroom to have a quick shower, knowing I have to go to the office to do some reading. Once I’m ready, I glance around, looking for my keys. I keep my gaze down, making sure not to look in the direction of the photo. I find them next to my wallet on the kitchen counter, grab both of them and head outside to my car.

I don’t need any more time off.

I have a prospective client to meet.
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chapter 2
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“COME IN,” I SAY, lifting my gaze from what little information I have on Scarlett Reyes. A woman walks through the door, and I instantly stand, buttoning my suit jacket. She’s beautiful. That’s the first thing that enters my mind. Light hair and eyes, creamy skin, and a femininity I don’t see that often anymore. She’s dressed in a pale ice-blue loose blouse and denim jeans, her hazel eyes a striking contrast. This is Scarlett Reyes, the husband killer? Not what I was expecting. At all.

“Ms. Reyes?” I ask, walking toward her and offering her my hand. She looks so young, mid to late twenties maybe; I was expecting someone older.

“Yes,” she says, loosely shaking my hand, then quickly dropping it.

“Have a seat,” I tell her, pulling out the chair for her. I then walk to my own, opposite her, and we both sit down. “Can I get you something to drink? Tea or coffee?”

“No, thank you,” she replies, glancing around my office briefly before returning her gaze to me. Tristan got her out on bail, and now it’s up to me to decide if I want to be involved. If I don’t take on this case, he will, so I need to decide what to do with her. As good of a lawyer as Tristan is, he knows I’m better at the murder cases. Tristan’s more of a white-collar criminal lawyer.

“I’m just going to jump right into it,” I say, getting straight to the point. I open the file in front of me. “You’re being charged with the murder of your husband, based on the grounds that the gun used to kill him is the same kind of gun that was found in your home and that you were the last to see him alive.” I pause to skim the file, making sure I’m correct. “You fled the country around the time he went missing, and you started to withdraw money out of your joint account in the days leading up to your departure. All suspicious activity.” I put the file down and pick up my pen, ready to take notes. “Let’s start with the gun situation. A Glock 22 was found in your possession,” I say.

“I have several licensed guns, a Glock being one of them,” she says, squaring her shoulders and lifting her stubborn chin. Her eyes are cold, empty, completely void of emotion. “My husband was a police officer, so our household was obviously proguns. I don’t see why that’s an issue. Practically everyone in this country owns a gun.”

She’s defending herself to me, instead of giving me what I need so I can defend her. There’s a difference.

“It’s an issue because the same make was used to kill Darren,” I remind her, arching a brow. “So if that’s your weapon of choice, and it was used to kill your husband, you can see why it won’t look good in court.”

The woman actually rolls her eyes at me.

I’ve gotten attitude from clients before, sure, but I don’t think she realizes she’s treating me like the enemy instead of a tool that can save her.

Okay, that wasn’t the best metaphor, but if she works with me, I can do my job better. I don’t know why I’m talking like I’ve already agreed to accept the case when I haven’t yet. The truth is, I don’t know if I should take this case. I mean, there are challenges, and then there’s this. . . .

“Anyone can pull a trigger, Mr. Bentley. Just because I have the same gun doesn’t automatically make me guilty. Yes, I have a Glock 22. Lots of people have Glocks. I prefer it since I have small hands and the recoil isn’t as bad as others. I actually have many guns like the one that killed Darren. No, I did not use any of those guns to kill him. Forgive me, Mr. Bentley, but isn’t it your job to prove to the court that coincidences don’t equate guilt?”

I study her for a moment, contemplating her words. So she is claiming innocence. She’s right—there are many different variables, and this could be one big coincidence. For all we know someone could have stolen one of her guns and used it, or bought one similar knowing that she owned one. However, Scarlett registered the gun about six months before Darren’s death. But because the force of the river’s current washed away the bullet, there is no way to run ballistics and match the striations of the bullet to the gun.

Without being able to prove that Scarlett’s gun was not the one that killed Darren, it doesn’t matter. In the jury’s eyes, her husband was murdered with a Glock 22, and months before she left the country, she bought a Glock 22. It doesn’t look good.

“I’m here to help you, Ms. Reyes,” I tell her, leaning back in my chair. “But I need complete honesty to do that.”

“And you’ll get it,” she says instantly, pursing her pink lips.

I look her in the eye, trying to determine if she’s lying. I can generally tell by body language whether someone is telling the truth—I’ve become good at that over the years.

“All right, let’s discuss the fact that you fled the country the last day he was seen alive. That’s two strikes against you.”

“I didn’t flee. My aunt was ill, and I planned a trip to visit her. Darren knew about my trip to Paris.”

I perk up at that. “Do you have any proof that he knew you were leaving?”

“Two years later? Uh, no.” She looks at me like I’m an idiot.

“Well, I’ll make sure to ask his friends and colleagues to see if he mentioned your leaving.” I make a note in the file, realizing again that I’m talking like I already took this case. “And what about the withdrawal of close to thirty thousand dollars from your joint bank account before you left?”

“Look, I took the money because it’s mine to begin with, it wasn’t ‘our money’ ”—she made air quotes before continuing—“I had every right to that account. But I was also leaving Darren and wouldn’t dare leave him with one cent of my father’s money,” she bit out. “I needed it for my fresh start,” she tries to explain. “I didn’t kill him, Mr. Bentley. I stopped loving him way before I left, but I also didn’t wish him dead. The local cops are all his friends, and they’re out to make someone pay for his death. And that person happens to be me.”

Now the cops want his death pinned on her? Sounds like a bit of a conspiracy theory. Without evidence, that’s definitely not something I can say in court. Accusing cops of such a thing would not be looked upon favorably.

“No one can pin anything on you without evidence, Scarlett. But I have to admit that from where I sit, it’s not looking good, so why don’t you give me some more information to work with?” I ask, my gray eyes trained on her.

People usually squirm under my glare, but again, she gives me no reaction. She takes me in, from my face to the pant legs of my navy suit, while I watch her. What is she thinking?

“Are you going to take my case, Mr. Bentley?” she asks, raising her gaze to mine. “Because if my own lawyer doesn’t believe me, what chance do I have? I’m paying you to believe me.”

“What I believe is irrelevant. It’s what I can prove, Ms. Reyes. It doesn’t matter how good I am; they aren’t going to let you go free because I say they should,” I tell her, inwardly surprised at her comment. She called me out on something I don’t want to admit. I still don’t know if I believe her. I do know that if I decide to work with her, I will do everything I can to help her win.

“Are you sure you’re the best lawyer to help me win this case, Mr. Bentley?” she blurts out, swallowing hard. “I don’t want to be rude, but this is my life at stake. I’m not going to go to prison for a crime I didn’t commit. I know it doesn’t look good, but that doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t do anything wrong other than fall in love with the wrong man many years ago.”

Finally, a little emotion flashes in her cold depths.

Fear.

Underneath she’s scared, and she has every right to be.

I study her closely, and something in my gut tells me I should take this case. I don’t ignore my intuition, because it’s never let me down before.

“You came to me, Ms. Reyes. I’m sure it was because you were advised I was one of the best.” I pause, and then add, “And I am. I’ll do what I can to keep you out of prison, but you need to tell me everything. No detail is too small.” I glance back down at the file, admitting to myself that Scarlett Reyes will be my next client. Something won’t let me say no, although I don’t know what it is exactly. “It says you were the last person to see him alive. Is this true?”

She purses her lips again. “I’d assume the person who killed him was the last person to see him alive, Mr. Bentley.”

“Okay, I need a timeline of everything that happened the last time you saw him,” I tell her, ignoring her sarcastic response.

She tells me what she remembers—what time she saw him, what he was wearing, and what they spoke about—as I write it all down.

“Anything else that can help this case in any way, or shed light on anything that might make a difference?” I ask her, feeling like there’s something she’s not telling me. “I’m your lawyer, Ms. Reyes; you need to trust me. If there’s anything else I need to know, you have to tell me. Now.”

She doesn’t acknowledge the fact that I suddenly decided to be her lawyer; instead, she looks down at her hands. “I’m innocent; that pretty much sums everything up.”

I decide to change the subject a little.

“So you got married five years ago,” I summarize, tapping my pen on the notepad. “You might have brought the money into the relationship, but you realize since you were married, the laws say that money was his too, right?” She grimaces as I continue. “Why didn’t you divorce him if you were planning on leaving him?” I ask, brow furrowing. “And why didn’t you have a prenuptial agreement to protect yourself?”

“Young love equals stupid decisions, Mr. Bentley,” she mutters, jaw going tight. “Darren took what was mine and made it his own, yes, but that doesn’t mean that I wasn’t allowed to take money out of our joint account. There was plenty more in there. Besides, do you know who I am? The money I took was nothing in comparison to what I have in trust.” I look down at the balances, seeing that she’s right. She takes a deep breath. “And as for the divorce . . .” She opens her mouth, and then closes it. “That wasn’t an option.”

“Why not?” I ask her, leaning forward in my seat.

“Because he would never agree to one,” she says, shaking her head. “He was a man who was used to getting what he wanted. So full of pride. He’d never have given me a divorce.”

I’m silent for so long that she continues speaking.

“You wouldn’t understand. You’re a man. I was just . . .” She trails off, and I don’t like the look on her face.

Hopelessness.

I hate the words I say next, but I have to see where she stands.

“I need to be honest with you. I don’t know if we’ll be successful in getting you acquitted. Would you consider a plea deal?”

“No,” she says instantly.

“Okay,” I tell her gently, making a note. “All or nothing, right?”

“Something like that,” she replies, and our eyes hold for just a little too long to be polite.

I look down, knowing I have my work cut out for me.

“I’m going to do everything I can to help you, Ms. Reyes.”

She nods once and glances toward the door, like she can’t wait to escape.

“Let me see what I can dig up. We have to move fast, the DA is looking to try you as soon as possible because of all the publicity surrounding the case,” I finally say, standing and offering her my hand. “I’ll do everything I can.”

She stands and takes my hand; it’s small and cold against my large, warm one.

“Thank you,” she says, voice clear and sincere.

“I’ll be in touch,” I say. “And, Ms. Reyes?”

“Yes,” she replies, her tone cool.

“Call me Jaxon,” I say. She needs to trust me, and I want her to feel like she’s able to come to me and be open.

“Jaxon,” she repeats, as if testing the name.

She moves to leave my office, but then hesitates, like she wants to say something more. But she must change her mind, as she sighs and heads to the door.

She’s hiding something.

And I’m going to find out what it is.
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chapter 3
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I WALK INTO TRISTAN’S OFFICE, where he’s sitting at his desk, texting on his phone.

“Working hard, I see,” I tease, taking a seat opposite him. I’ve known Tristan since law school, where we quickly became close friends. We made a plan that we’d open a firm together, and six years later that’s how Bentley & Channing Law was born. We’ve both worked our asses off to be what we are now, which is one of the top law firms in the city, even though we’re small. Tristan and I decided when we started that we’d run things differently—taking fewer cases than a normal firm but truly handling everything ourselves, from beginning to end. We don’t have secretaries; instead we hire law students to help us research case law. But we do have one secret weapon—Yvonne, who is pretty much our go-to person when we’re in a jam. While we each practice criminal law, we’ve recently realized that we needed to start branching out, so we also hired a family-law attorney and an associate fresh out of law school. We also have a competitive intern program, allowing us the ability to work with the best and brightest of new talent and have our pick on who to hire. We’re a small firm, but we’re kind of a big deal.

“My client’s late,” he says, glancing at his watch and putting his phone down. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I tell him, studying him. “It’s just that something isn’t sitting right with me with this case. I feel like there’s more to it.”

“Tell me,” he says, giving me all of his attention.

“I looked into her claims, and she didn’t lie about her aunt. Her mother’s sister, Leona, has lung cancer, and Scarlett did fly out to see her,” I tell him. “She says she was home during the time he was murdered, but there’s no witness to testify to that. I have nothing to work with here besides her word.”

“Do you think she’s guilty?” he asks me straight out.

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “The evidence all points toward her pulling the trigger, yet . . .”

“Yet what?” he asks, waiting patiently for my answer. “Go with your gut, Jaxon. You know it doesn’t let you down.”

I can’t explain to him the reason I want to help her, because I wouldn’t admit this out loud to anyone. There’s something familiar about Scarlett Reyes. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but when I replay the interview in my mind, it hits me.

Her eyes.

She reminds me of her. Those hazel eyes hold something that Olivia’s green eyes did.

Pain, helplessness . . . and a gentleness that brings out my protective side.

Eyes that have seen much more than they should have.

“I know,” I tell him. “I just need to keep searching until I find something I can use, you know? What she’s giving me isn’t enough, and I know she’s keeping things from me. I’m going to start looking into Darren, see if he had any skeletons in his closet.”

“You want information to make his character look weak?” Tristan asks, brow raising. “It better be something good. You know how messy shit gets when cops are involved.”

“I know,” I say, cringing. “It’s a starting point though. If she killed him, I won’t find anything to help her case. If she didn’t, I need to find out who did. I know he’s a cop, and people aren’t going to like this, but I’m missing something, and I need to know what it is.”

“And what if she’s lying?” Tristan asks, crossing his arms over his chest. He says it without malice, just curiosity. “You can still try to get her a good deal if she pleads guilty.”

“She won’t take a deal,” I tell him. “I gave her that option as a backup, but she refused.”

“Some clients don’t know what’s best for them,” he says.

“I know, but they’re the ones who have to do the time, not me.”

“Let me know if you need any help,” he says, standing up and slapping his arm on my shoulder.

“You got time on your hands?” I ask, smirking, knowing very well that his plate must be full since I haven’t been here. “Don’t worry, if I need help, I’ll go to Kat. She’s better at her job than you are anyway.”

He playfully slaps the back of my head.

“Ha-ha, very funny,” he muses, leaving his office. Kat is Tristan’s girlfriend, who happens to be an associate here in the firm. She was the first associate we hired directly from law school, and started here working with me, learning the ropes. Tristan didn’t want to be bothered, but when I needed to take some time off, she really stepped up and he finally realized what an asset she was. I like to give him shit about his falling for someone who works for him—how cliché is that?—but Kat is a good woman, a hard worker, and a damn good lawyer. As her mentor, I can see the potential she has in law, and as a friend I can see how happy she makes Tristan, who isn’t always easy to be around. Realizing he left his office and I’m now sitting alone, I grab my files and head out.

Time to do some investigating.
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I’M SITTING WITH KAT when Callum, an intern who is still in law school, comes into the conference room with his hands full of paperwork. “Here’s everything you requested. You know you can just access all of this stuff online, right? You don’t need me to print it out.” He runs his hand through his dark hair and smirks. The kid has an ego on him, and he’s one hell of a smart-ass, but he knows his shit. He’s tall—really tall, at about six foot six—and when I met him, one of the first things he told me is that, no, he doesn’t play basketball.

“Jaxon is old-school,” Kat inserts, grinning, her brown eyes dancing with amusement. “I don’t think he even knows how to use a computer.”

“Hey,” I mock-growl at her. “I know how to use one, okay, but why should I when I have interns to do that for me?”

“Oh, is that why you started hiring interns? For slaves to do internet research for you?” she fires back, not missing a beat. Today her long black hair is tied up on the top of her head, and it looks like Callum has stuck a pen in there and she hasn’t noticed yet. Due to her current comments, I’m not going to tell her either.

“Of course it’s why,” I reply, pointing to her laptop. “So keep going.”

She laughs, then makes a big show of pressing some keys. Callum places the paperwork in front of me, grabs a pile, and moves to sit down across from Kat.

“Well, this’ll only take me several hours to get through,” I grumble, picking up Darren’s phone records for the last six months before he died. “Let’s just hope we can find something, anything. We need leads.”

“On it,” Kat says, her tone now serious. “We’re not leaving this office until we find something.”

We sit like that for three hours, stopping only for bathroom breaks. When Yvonne brings in lunch, I finally find something.

“Holy shit,” I mutter to myself, glancing up at Kat and Callum.

“What is it?” Callum asks, closing the folder in front of him and coming over to me.

“Look at this,” I tell him, pointing to a phone number I’ve highlighted. “I kept seeing this number pop up, so I ran a search on it, which gave me the name of a woman. Then when I went onto his property documents and utility bills, her name came up again on one of the properties.”

Kat comes over and looks at the name of the woman I’ve written down, her eyes widening. “I saw that name too. And you ran a search? By yourself?”

The woman has a sass problem.

She rushes back to her laptop and brings it over. “She was an additional cardholder on one of Darren’s credit card accounts.”

“So they shared a house together, utility bills, and credit cards,” I say, arching my brow. “Mistress?”

“Looks like the cop isn’t so clean after all,” Kat murmurs. “Still not a reason to be murdered, but it’s a lead. Do you think Ms. Reyes found out Darren had a mistress and decided to kill him?”

“I don’t know,” I say, although that does make a lot of sense. Still, in my gut, why do I feel like she’s not guilty? Maybe my radar is off after Olivia. Losing my sister has messed me up in ways I don’t know will ever heal. Maybe I have no fucking idea what I’m doing anymore. I need to look at this from all angles and be realistic about the fact that Scarlett Reyes may indeed be a murderer. “Can you both run searches and find anything you can on this woman?”

They scurry off to do just that.

“Valentina Sullivan,” I say out loud. “Let’s hope you have some answers for us.”
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MS. REYES MEETS ME at my office. She looks put together, dressed in all black with big sunglasses on top of her head. Her blond hair is down and flowing to her shoulders.

“Ms. Reyes,” I say, greeting her with a handshake.

“Please, call me Scarlett,” she says. She has the same blank expression as the last time I saw her, and again, when I look into her eyes, there’s something there that reminds me of Olivia. It both kills me and stops me from wanting to look away.

I pull out her chair, and she takes a seat.

“How have you been?” I ask, opening my file. “Any run-ins with the media or anything like that?”

She shakes her head. “I haven’t left my property much, and it’s gated, so no one can really bother me there. You said you have some news for me, but you didn’t say whether it was good or bad.”

I’m going to go with bad.

I’m normally a man who is very open and forward with my clients, but for some reason I’m having trouble telling her the bit of information I’ve found. Then again, maybe she already knows. And maybe she killed her husband after she found out. Still, I wouldn’t want to tell any woman the next words that come out of my mouth.

“I did some research,” I tell her, clearing my throat uncomfortably. “I found some other accounts in Darren’s name, and the trail led me to a person.” I paused, wishing I didn’t have to say the next few words. “A woman. Valentina Sullivan. Does that name sound familiar to you?”

“No,” she says, confusion in her gaze. “Should it?”

I study her for a few seconds, and her reaction seems genuine. Did she really not know that Darren was having an affair? One for too long of a time to call it that; it seems more like he was leading a double life.

I take a deep breath and force myself to push the words out. “Were you aware your husband was having an affair, Scarlett?”

Hazel eyes widen as she shakes her head. “No, I was not.”

She doesn’t show any other emotion, and although I know that’s not a good thing, it makes it easier for me to continue. “It seemed like he was living a double life. He had another house, bills, everything. I’m sorry to have to tell you this.”

That’s an understatement.

“It’s fine,” she says, lifting her chin. I don’t know how it can be fine, or how she can be so emotionless over something that has to hurt. Maybe she just has complete control over her emotions and is good at hiding her reactions, I don’t know, but either way, I’m getting nothing from her right now. “He mentioned a high school girlfriend to me once, now that I think about it. Obviously I assumed that was where it ended, but as usual, Darren loves to prove me wrong.”

She has fight in her, even after everything, and I like that. I respect it. “What does this mean? Does this help me?”

“I’m going to find out everything I can. To be honest, I don’t know whether this will help you. It can either lead us to the real killer or it could give the prosecution a motive for your killing him,” I tell her. “Any questions you have, or if you think of anything that can help, please give me a call. Until then, do you have a safe place to stay?”

She nods. “I’m safe where I am, yes. Did you need to bring me in for this? I mean, you could have just told me this over the phone.”

I could have, yes, but I wanted to see her reaction. She’s so cold that I think a phone conversation would’ve been monotone. I want to find out more about this case, about the woman I’m defending. I want to put the pieces together, and I couldn’t have done that over the phone.

“I find it more personal to speak face-to-face,” I tell her, which is half true. “I also want you to feel comfortable coming to me with any information.”

She hesitates before saying, “Darren was not a good man, Jaxon. That doesn’t mean I think he deserved to die, but what I should’ve told you before is that just because he was a cop doesn’t mean he was good.”

“What does that mean exactly?” I ask her, keeping my tone gentle. “He didn’t treat you well?”

Her cheeks suck in, like she’s biting the inside of one, then she closes her eyes as she says, “There was a reason I was finally leaving him. I wanted to for so many years, but I was scared. He’d threaten me, and . . .” She trails off, then stands up. “You said I could tell you anything, that no detail was too small, so there it is. Darren wasn’t the hero cop his friends made him out to be.” She moves to leave, and I know it’s because she’s trying to escape the words she said out loud.

“He’d threaten you, and what?” I push. I know she doesn’t want to talk about it, but I’m here to help her win her case, not to be mindful of her feelings.

“He wouldn’t let me go” is all she ends up saying, and the lift of her chin tells me she isn’t going to elaborate much more today.

I sigh. “Thank you for telling me that, Scarlett. Call me if you need or think of anything,” I tell her again. I stand and walk her to my office door. “You’re a strong woman, Scarlett.”

She turns and studies me, tiling her head to the side a little. “I’m tired of being strong, Jaxon. For once, I just want to be free.”

Free.

Did Olivia just want to be free?

I stand there for a moment, then return to my desk and pick up my phone. Did Darren abuse Scarlett? Is that what she was getting at? She said he wasn’t a good man, more than once—did that mean he put his hands on her? Emotionally abused her? The thought makes my blood boil. No man should ever lay his hands on a woman, especially a cop, who should be leading by example how women should be treated.

There are a few things I didn’t tell Scarlett—one, because I didn’t want to worry her, and two, because I want to find out more information before I do. It seems Darren’s mistress, Valentina, has ties to the Wind Dragons Motorcycle Club, a well-known local biker gang. This would normally be a very bad thing, because no one wants to mess with the Wind Dragons, but luckily I have a contact on the inside.

The phone rings four times before he answers.

“Hello,” he says into the phone.

“Hey, it’s Jaxon,” I say quickly. “Just have a question for you. Are you free to talk?”

“Yeah, is everything okay?” he murmurs low into the phone.

“Yeah, it’s fine. I’m just working on a case,” I say, pacing the office. “What do you know about a woman named Valentina Sullivan and her ex-boyfriend, Darren Melvin? He was a cop.”

There’s silence on the other line for a few moments, but then he says, “You free to meet me today?”

“Yeah,” I say instantly, brow furrowing in concern. “Why, is there a problem?”

“Not yet there isn’t,” he says with a deep sigh. “I’ll be at your house around ten.”

“See you then.”

When we hang up I stare at the phone, wondering why he’d want to see me in person instead of just telling me. I trust him though; he’s a very smart man, and he knows what he’s doing.

Let’s hope the same goes for me.
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I HEAR THE RUMBLE of his bike before I even see him, so I stand outside and watch as he hops off his black Harley.

“Jaxon Bentley,” Demon says, grin on his face. He pats me on the back and walks past me.

“Demon,” I say, lifting my chin. “Come on in. Can I get you something to drink? A beer?”

“I’ll grab something,” he says, heading straight to my fridge and opening it. I watch as he acts like he lives here, grabbing a beer and then some chips from the pantry. “You want something?” he asks, sitting down when I shake my head.

“You going to tell me why this had to be a face-to-face conversation? Isn’t this dangerous for you? My imagination is running wild right now.” I sit down opposite him.

“Yeah, about that,” he says, taking a long draw of the ice-cold beer, then giving me his full attention. “I don’t know what case you’re working on, but you need to get the fuck out of it. You know I won’t give you WDMC information, Jaxon, and this is crossing that line. You need to stay out of this.”

“You’re not going to give me any information? I need something more than a warning, Demon,” I say, keeping a close eye on him for anything he might unwillingly give away. I know this man well, and I can tell from his body posture that he doesn’t want to share anything with me. Why is he hiding something? Is Demon covering for this Valentina chick?

“Darren was a dirty cop. He was a piece of shit—into drugs, and all sorts of things. I’m sure if you dig deeper you’ll find it,” Demon says, muscle ticking in his jaw.

My eyes widen. “Wait, you knew him? Fuck, Demon. You need to tell me everything. I need to find out who killed him or his wife is going to do time for it,” I say, my eyes pleading with him. He knows more; I know he does. He might not have been there, but Demon always knows what’s going on.

He continues as if I didn’t say anything. “I also know for a fact that he was an abusive asshole, so I feel for his wife, but I can’t help you here, Jax. Like I said, you should stay out of this,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but that’s all I can tell you. My hands are tied. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

He stands, slaps me on the shoulder, and goes toward the door. Before he reaches it, he sees the photograph on my bookshelf. After a pause, he’s gone, leaving my brain spinning.

Scarlett was abused. That’s what she was trying to tell me.

Darren is not a good man.

She couldn’t say the words, because of her pride or because of something else I don’t know, but that’s what she meant.

I picture her, all feminine and poised.

And anger fills me.

No, Darren was not a good man, and I’m going to make sure everyone knows that.
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chapter 4
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SCARLETT


DARREN HAD A MISTRESS. He knew her longer than he knew me. They were together longer than we were. Does that make me the mistress? Why did he marry me instead of her? Was he with her the whole time? Did he treat her better than he treated me? Or was he an asshole to the both of us?

How many ways can a man mistreat a woman?

I don’t have any feelings for Darren, at least not any good ones, but these thoughts still run through my head. He was away a lot, of course, on work and such, and those times were good for me because I was left alone. I never thought he was living a double life, having two homes to go to and two women to sleep with and make their lives miserable. The sad thing is he most likely financed this other life with my funds. Darren didn’t come from money, and living on a modest cop wage there’s no way he could support another household without the money I brought into our marriage. My father was a very wealthy man, and when he passed away he left me with cash, property, and his construction business, Reyes Industries, which I sold shortly after his death. I met Darren when he was just starting at the Police Academy. I worked in the college library on the weekends, and he came in one day and introduced himself.

“Hello,” he says, and hands me a book that had fallen down from the shelf. I’m on the ladder, reaching up to put away some books.

“Hello,” I reply with reserve, then return to my stacking.

“Can I help you with those?” he asks me.

“Pretty sure that’s my job,” I tell him, narrowing my gaze on him. “What do you want?”

“Nothing,” he says, but then he grins. “Except maybe your number.”

I consider it, but then reply with a no.

So every weekend after that he’d come in to see me. He’d chat me up, help me carry books, and sometimes he’d bring me little gifts, like flowers or cupcakes. This went on for three months before I finally gave him my number.

And a few more months after that I fell in love with him.

He wasn’t always bad. The first few years were actually pretty good—he was charming back then. Too charming, clearly. He was obviously a master manipulator and a narcissist. I fell for it, and so did this poor other woman. Or maybe she was the lucky one, and he treated her well. I find myself hoping so, because I wouldn’t wish what I’d been through on anyone. The emotional abuse was almost worse than the physical. He would be nice to me one moment, then so cruel the next. He’d be loving and caring and then he’d come home and push me around. Sometimes he’d go days without talking to me if I did something he didn’t like. He’d tell me I was worthless and that no other man would ever want me. He did everything he could to put me down. Toward the end, he got more physical with me, but never enough to draw attention. A shove here, a push there, a smack across the face when I talked back to him. Nothing to ever leave a mark. He knew better.

I wasted years on the man—years. I don’t know why I stayed as long as I did. I think, for a while, I actually started to believe the horrible things he said to me. I became a shell of a woman, alienating all my friends. And I finally got away, leaving the country for two years, staying with my aunt and escaping his torment. It was during those two years that I finally felt a little bit like my old self. Only to return and be pinned with his death. The bastard couldn’t even stay alive so I’d be left in peace. The cards I’ve been dealt haven’t been fair, but I’m still standing. I’m still here, and I’m still fighting.

I won’t stop fighting.

My mind roams to Jaxon.

I know there are some things I need to tell him about Darren, but I don’t want to. I mean, I tried, but I don’t think I was direct enough. I’m embarrassed, and I don’t want to see the pity in his eyes, or anyone’s eyes for that matter. However, I know if I don’t tell him, it’ll be that much harder to win this case.

My freedom should trump my pride.

Then how come my lips couldn’t move?

Next time. I’ll tell him next time.

I may have thought about a hundred different ways to kill Darren, but I didn’t do it. Some other lucky bastard had that pleasure. And as grateful as I am that he’s gone, I’m not going to take the fall for it.

I don’t know how I’ve managed to get into this situation. I just wanted a fresh start, to be free, and away from Darren, but now it looks like there’s a chance my life is going to be even worse than before. I didn’t think that was even possible. I don’t deserve this. I know there’s no point feeling sorry for myself; I need to fight. I’m lucky enough to be able to afford a good lawyer, and now I just need to prove that I’m innocent.
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