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      Bently winced at the bitter aftertaste coating his mouth. He lifted his cup of coffee and swallowed again. Nope. Still terrible. “Should have stopped by Remy’s,” he said aloud to the empty truck cab as he set the brown sludge passing for java in the cupholder.

      The radio crackled. “Squad one, what’s your twenty and status?”

      Bently picked up the radio as he turned into a side street and pressed the speaker to his mouth. “This is squad one. I’m on Everton Street. Status ten-eight.”

      “Unit one, take the suspicious person walking with a bike on Shell Ave.”

      He pressed the button once more. “Ten-four.”

      Bently put his blinker on and went left at the stop sign, scanning the sides of the road. After making a series of turns, he ended up on Shell Avenue. Slowing, his gaze focused on a kid pushing a bike on the side of the road. His blue school backpack was nearly bursting at the seams. Bently scanned the upscale neighborhood for any signs of a threat.

      “He’s just a kid walking home from school.” He shook his head and notified dispatch that he was on the scene before pulling up beside the kid.

      He hopped out. Squinting at the sun, he grabbed his aviators from his pocket and slipped them on as he greeted the kid. “Good afternoon.”

      The teen kept walking with his head down, swaying slightly. The flapping of deflated rubber slapping against the cement sidewalk brought Bently’s attention to the tires of his bike.

      Bently stepped next to the boy. White earbuds stuck out of his ears, contrasting with his light brown skin. He moved into the young man’s periphery to get his attention. “He—”

      Wide frightened brown eyes stared up at him as the boy’s trembling hands flew towards the sky. The bike crashed to the ground. Bently swiveled around searching for the danger that had the guy so riled up, but they were alone on the street.

      “Sir, I don’t want any trouble. I’m just walking home from school.” The young boy’s voice was steady. His eye was swollen and bruised.

      Bently furrowed his brow. He’s scared of me? Smiling in hopes to set the boy at ease, Bently motioned to his headphones. “Can you take those out for a minute?”

      Slowly, the boy plucked the headphones from his ears, the steady thump of hip-hop pouring from the tiny speakers.

      “Nice tunes.” Smooth, Bently.

      The young man remained silent. His eyes were glued on Bently. His shoulders nearly touched his ears with tension.

      “I’m Sheriff Evans. What’s your name?”

      “TJ . . . uh, Thomas Jones, sir.”

      Bently nodded, looking over his bike. “What happened to your ride?”

      TJ looked down for a moment before he shrugged. “Flat tire.”

      “May I?” Bently asked, reaching towards one of the wheels.

      “Okay?” TJ’s answer was more like a question.

      “I know a thing or two about bikes. This is a nice one.”

      “I didn’t steal it if that’s what you’re thinking,” TJ said, his jaw tense.

      “I never assumed you did. You can put your hands down, you know.” Bently ran his palm around the outer tire, finding the source of the leakage—a long slice between the folds of black rubber.

      “The person who slashed these tires the same one who gave you that black eye?” Bently asked, standing to his full height.

      TJ shifted nervously. “Why do you care?”

      Bently sighed. “Because this is my town and I care about the people in it. If someone is being harassed or assaulted, I want to know.”

      TJ nodded hesitantly.

      “Do you want to file a report?”

      TJ’s eyes grew wide again as he shook his head vehemently. “Nah, it was just a misunderstanding.”

      “If you’re sure.” Bently knew better than anyone else that you couldn’t help someone until they were ready to be helped.

      A flash of movement caught his eye. One of the residents stared out the window of her two-story home at him, her hand clutching the fabric of her shirt.

      “Where do you live?”

      “Maple Street.”

      “That’s still two miles away. Why don’t you hop in and I’ll give you a ride? I’ll throw your bike in the back.” Bently picked up the metal frame.

      “You don’t have to,” TJ said.

      “Wouldn’t want you to have any more misunderstandings on the way back. Besides, I’m headed that way anyway. I have a friend who lives in that neighborhood.” And the last thing I need is another phone call to dispatch about a kid walking home from school. Since when did that become a crime? “Would you like the ride?”

      “Uh . . . okay.” TJ opened the passenger side and climbed in.

      Bently hefted the bike into his truck bed before climbing in the driver’s side. Geez. Had anyone ever sat farther away from him and still managed to be in the same car? The kid was practically crawling out the window.

      He wasn’t blind. The kid was terrified of him, and unfortunately, Bently guessed the badge across his chest had something to do with it. There were so many news stories, seemingly a story every day about clashes of police and people of color. How could Bently assure him that wouldn’t happen here in Shattered Cove? He was not a racist, and no one in his department was either—at least he didn’t think so. Maybe he should slip in the fact that his sister-in-law was Black? No, that’d be awkward.

      “You play any sports?” Bently drove towards their destination.

      “Basketball.”

      “Oh, my kind of guy . . . You lived here long?” Bently tried to keep the strain out of his voice.

      “Just a few months. My sister got a job at the hospital.”

      “What about your parents?” Bently turned down the end of the street.

      “It’s just us. There, the blue one on the right is ours.” TJ pointed out the window to a small duplex. The burlap wreath over the door said “welcome.”

      Bently pulled in along the side of the street and put the truck in park. TJ hopped out, quickly shutting the door, and Bently followed suit. He walked around to the back to grab the bike just as a door slammed behind him.

      “Oh, shit,” TJ said.

      “What the hell happened to your face, TJ?” a strong feminine voice growled.

      Bently turned. The breath ripped from his lungs. The woman before him was the most beautiful person he’d ever laid eyes on—and he’d laid eyes on a lot. Big ringlets of curls danced around her brown glowing skin in the breeze. Her dark eyes flashed at TJ with worry before she targeted him with those stormy spheres. Fear tinged the edges of her furious glare. Her bright red lips moved as his ears rang, blood rushing to his groin.

      “Did he do this to you?” She grabbed TJ’s face, checking him over like a mother hen. TJ turned away from the unnamed beauty.

      “Nah, just some kids at school messing around,” TJ said. “Sheriff Evans gave me a ride.”

      “You got in the car with a cop?” she snapped.

      Bently closed his mouth, embarrassed that he’d been standing there gawking. Wiping invisible drool from his mouth, he cleared his throat and extended his arm, offering the smile that he’d been told melted most women’s panties. “Hi. I’m Bently.”

      She stared at his open hand like he’d just stuck it in a public toilet. “Is my brother in any trouble?”

      He frowned and straightened from the rejection. “No. Of course not.”

      “Good, then we’re done here.” She grabbed TJ’s arm and pulled him into the house while Bently stared, utterly confused. What the hell just happened?

      “Belle! My bike—” TJ protested.

      “Get inside!” His sister shot him a look and TJ shut his mouth and complied.

      It needs the tires fixed anyways. I can do that.

      The woman shoved her brother in the house and whirled around. Her powerful gaze met his before she slammed the door shut.

      Damn, she was something.
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      A few hours later, Bently pulled the bike from his truck bed, admiring his handiwork. This fresh set of tires and the tune-up he’d performed would be the perfect icebreaker. It wasn’t unusual for him to go above and beyond the call of duty for his fellow townsfolk. But none of them had a sister who was hotter than sin and feisty as fuck either. Does this count as breaking my no-hooking-up-with-locals rule?

      Nah. This was just good old-fashioned flirting and helping a fellow community member out. It wasn’t like he would follow through.

      Bently knocked on the door, noting the older model Ford Focus in the driveway that had seen better days. Red flowers bloomed at the base of the porch, a discarded pile of pulled weeds off to the side. Several potted plants were spaced around the small area and a few baskets hung from the rafter hooks. He swiped the sweat from his brow and drew in a deep breath. Nerves scattered through him as he shifted his feet. Since when was he this off-kilter over a woman?

      The energy shifted as the knob twisted. His heart beat faster as he swallowed.

      The door opened and Belle’s smile quickly morphed into a frown.

      “What do you want?” Belle said, her chin rising.

      “Good evening.” He smiled and waited a beat. Her scowl only deepened. Have I lost the touch? Did cancer steal this from me too? He cleared his throat. “Uh, I just wanted to return TJ’s bike.”

      She looked at the metal object as he set it on the porch. “Okay.”

      “Is he home?”

      “He’s doing homework,” she answered with a hint of suspicion in her voice.

      “I’ll only be a second. If you don’t mind, can I come in and ask him about who gave him that shiner one more time?” Maybe she’ll see I’m just trying to help.

      “Do you have a warrant?”

      “E-excuse me?” he asked, baffled. He was used to not being everyone’s favorite person as an officer of the law, but this was something more.

      “Unless you have a warrant, you cannot come into my house or search my property. I know how you people work.”

      What the fuck?

      “You leave my brother alone. He’s smart and he’s going places. He’s a good boy. We don’t want any trouble, officer.” Belle’s voice was steady, but her trembling hand gave it away. He glanced at her dainty fingers shaking at her side.

      Belle balled them into fists before he considered her face, the fear in her eyes. She’s scared of me.

      “I never intended to cause trouble. Just wanted to make sure he got home safe. Have a good evening, ma’am.” He turned and walked back to his truck, utterly speechless.

      Defeated, he started the engine and shifted into gear. He needed a good strong drink. A woman’s company wouldn’t hurt either. Visions of sucking on those red lips and fisting those dark curls made his cock jerk. He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

      Too bad it would only be a fantasy and his hand tonight.
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      Belle pushed the door open to the locker room and strode past the row of metal closets, then sat on the lone bench in the center of the room. She rubbed her hands over her tired face. It had been another long shift that made her body ache. But this was what she’d worked so long and so hard for since she was eighteen. An education and a job to take care of her and her little brother, so they never had to end up on the streets again.

      “Long shift?” Katy asked, hanging her lanyard in her locker before shutting the metal door with a screech.

      “Very,” Belle answered the woman who’d seemed friendly the few times they’d worked together.

      “You should come out with the girls from first shift and me. You’ve earned a drink after this hellish week. I know I did.” Katy pulled her hair down from the tight ponytail.

      When was the last time Belle had let loose? Had a drink with girlfriends? She’d been stuck in survival mode for so long. Maybe it was time she took a moment to let out the breath she’d been holding since childhood. TJ was old enough to look after himself, and wasn’t he always bugging her to go out or find a hobby?

      “Text me the details. I think I can make that happen.” Belle stood and opened her locker, quickly switching out her lanyard for her keys.

      “Woo-hoo! ’Bout damn time we show you this town. Maybe even get you some.” Katy smiled and winked.

      “That won’t be necessary.” Belle cringed. She had no want of a man. She could fulfill her own needs—she always had. Life had taught her some valuable lessons the hard way. Men only wanted one thing from a woman, and the second they got it, they were gone. Instead of stuffing down the anger that boiled up inside her, she inhaled long and deep through her nose before exhaling out her mouth. In with light and love, out with the negative.

      Katy patted her shoulder before reaching for the door. “You say that, but you haven’t seen all that this little seacoast town has to offer. Unless I read you wrong and you’re looking for some female company?” Katy asked.

      “No. I just like being single. Relationships . . . complicate things.” It was a canned response that got most well-meaning friends off her back.

      “No one said anything about a relationship, girl.” Katy giggled and led the way into the long hallway of the hospital.

      Belle wasn’t that type of girl either. Not that she judged women who were able to separate feelings from sex. God, she wished she could. She just wasn’t built like that.

      The automatic double doors to the emergency entrance opened and summer’s floral fragrance enveloped her, wiping away the sterile hospital scent that always burned her nose.

      “See you tonight,” Katy called out as Belle opened the door of her car. She took one more pull of clean air before climbing inside and buckling up. Her old Ford rattled to life and a silent ping of gratitude flitted through her. One more thing to be grateful for today. Her car had started. TJ was safe. She had a job that she enjoyed. And now, a potential night on the town with a friend.
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      Belle walked in the house and hung her keys on the notch. “TJ?”

      “In here,” he called from the kitchen. Several books lay open in front of him and he held a pencil in his hand. Upbeat music bled into the room from his earbuds.

      She smiled. He had grown up so much, survived hell and still come out such an amazing human being. She loved him more like a son than a brother. It was only fitting because she’d raised him since birth, when she was only seven. Sure, her mother had been “there,” but never emotionally, and sometimes she was even physically absent for days at a time.

      She reached and plucked one of the white pods from his ear and listened in. “American Funeral” by Alex Da Kid and Joseph Angel blasted through the tiny speaker.

      “Studying hard?” she asked, taking a seat across from him at the small table and handing him back his earbud.

      “Aren’t I always?” He gave a cheeky grin.

      “Have you heard anything about the early graduation?”

      His grin widened. “It’s all set for December before Christmas break. I’ll be in college by January.”

      She flicked the cap off his head. He was cocky, but it was well-deserved.

      “Hey!” He picked up the hat and adjusted it a little to the side.

      Pride and love welled inside her chest. “That’s amazing. What about the scholarships?” Even if he didn’t get them, she’d work two full-time jobs if it meant her brother could get through medical school and achieve his dreams.

      “Working on finalizing the submissions with the guidance counselor.”

      She patted his arm, now bigger than hers. She studied her brother’s face. The dark purple bruise under his eye made her stomach dip. Concern furrowed her brow. If only he could survive just a few more months in high school, then his life could start as he pursued his own dreams.

      Light black scruff shadowed his chin and cheeks in spots, while others were left bare. TJ was somewhere in the middle of the transition from a boy to a man. More gratitude welled inside her, warm and bright. She thanked the universe every day that they had survived.

      “How about pizza for dinner? I’m too tired to cook,” she suggested.

      “I’ll never complain about pizza. Pirate’s Pizzeria?” He pulled out his phone and punched the contact.

      “Get two large and we’ll have leftovers.” She stood before heading towards the stairs. Worry cinched her chest. “Money is in my purse. Oh, I was gonna go out for a few hours tonight. Stay inside, okay? You can have someone over, but—”

      “I know the rules.” He waved her off.

      She didn’t have many, but staying inside from dusk till sunrise was one of them. She didn’t want to come home one day and see her brother on the news mistaken for a criminal. One visit from the police, however innocent it seemed, was more than enough.

      “I was going to have Mark come over in a couple hours to study. When are you leaving?” TJ asked.

      Belle smiled, grateful he had at least one friend in this small town. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked her messages.

      Katy: Shipwreck at 8:30.

      “At eight-fifteen. I’m gonna go shower and get ready. Let me know when the pizza is here.”

      “Will do.”

      “I love you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You too, sis.”

      As corny as he might have thought her constant reminders were, she wanted him growing up knowing there was always one person in this world he could count on—her and her fierce love.
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      Belle checked her reflection in the car mirror as she applied a heavy layer of her favorite fire-engine red lip stain. Her curls were loose around her face, stopping just before her shoulders. She’d squeezed into a pair of white skinny jeans and picked a black off-the-shoulder top. It was nice to dress up in something besides scrubs for once.

      Taking a deep breath, she got out of her car in the already full parking lot. Alternative music grew louder each time the front door to the club opened. The stars glittered above in the humid summer night. She walked towards the neon signs and stopped in front of the hulking man with scars on his face and tattoos peeking out from the collar of his shirt.

      “ID, please,” he said, his deep voice gruff but kind.

      She pulled it out of her pocket, and after a quick inspection, he handed it back to her and opened the door.

      The place was like something out of a movie. Fish tanks were built into the wall with lights reflecting off the water, bathing the place in a warm blue glow. The timber bar was surrounded by a group of men laughing, most likely on the hunt for someone to keep their bed warm.

      “Belle! Over here.” A shout from the side had her turning to find Katy surrounded by four other ladies she recognized from the few times she’d worked first shift.

      As Belle approached the table, Katy patted the seat next to her. “You look hot, girl. Who knew that body was hiding under those scrubs?”

      Belle’s cheeks grew warm. She shifted uncomfortably. “Right back at ya, girl. What are we drinking?”

      “Shots!” a blond woman yelled loudly enough that Belle assumed she’d already had a few.

      “Tina picked the last round. Tawny picked Fireball before that.” Katy motioned in a circle, naming the ladies. “Sue picked boring old beer.”

      “Hey!” Sue whined.

      “Now it’s Amy’s turn.”

      “Okay, I’ll be back, bitches.” Amy stood, wobbling a bit. She grabbed the table to steady herself before walking to the bar.

      Sue was sitting on the other side of Belle and turned abruptly. “I love your hair. I wish I could get mine to do something creative like that. Is this your real mane?” Sue reached out her hand and Belle’s shot out to stop her.

      “Don’t. Touch. My. Hair . . . please,” Belle added with a forced smile.

      “Oh, I—uh. I’m sorry. I was just curious,” Sue said, draining the few drops left in her empty glass.

      Katy laughed. “What about you, Sue? Are those your real boobs?”

      Sue looked down and then back up at Katy, her cheeks scarlet. “Of course they are.”

      The other ladies laughed, breaking the tension.

      Belle chuckled too. Maybe this was a good idea after all.

      “Okay, I hope you all like whiskey,” Amy said, balancing the glasses on a tray. She handed out one to each woman.

      “At this rate, I’m gonna be puking before the end of the night,” Tina complained.

      “Too bad we can’t bring the banana bags home for personal use,” Katy joked.

      “Don’t all look at once, but guess who I saw at the bar?” Amy squealed.

      “Who?” Tawny yelled as every one of them turned their heads towards the last man Belle wanted to see.

      Cerulean-blue eyes, alert and narrow, he scanned the room—a contrast to his jet-black hair that was slicked to the side. Dark stubble peppered across his strong jaw. The man was GQ model-worthy. He looked as if he should be on a billboard selling rare artisan whiskey rather than walking among mere mortals. The almost permanent smirk on his face told her he knew what kind of power he held and how to wield it for his benefit. She swallowed, her eyes traveling to where the T-shirt stretched against his wide muscular chest. His toned arms were not bulky, but defined. The kind that you had to work out regularly for. He obviously cared about how he looked. He’s probably shallow and vain.

      “The sheriff?” Belle confirmed.

      Katy turned back to her long enough to answer. “He’s, like, only the hottest playboy in the entire seacoast.”

      “Many women have tried to tame him, but none have succeeded,” Tawny added like she was speaking of a mythical creature.

      Belle shook her head. So, the man in uniform was a player. That was no surprise.

      “It was like a rite of passage in high school to sleep with Bently Evans around here,” Tina said, dreamily.

      “No one’s worried about the diseases he could be spreading?” Belle asked bitterly before she drank the liquid that burned her throat.

      All five women turned to look at her as if she’d just said the pope was dead.

      “He’s got a reputation, that’s for sure. But, honey, I can tell you from experience that he’s worth the heartbreak. That man has magic fingers, a mouth that should be considered illegal, and a heart of gold.” Tawny eyed her.

      “Not to mention, rumor has it that he has a ladies-first policy,” Amy added. “And he gets regular checkups. Because of HIPPA, I can’t tell you anything, but let me just say, I’d do him.”

      “Sounds like the perfect guy.” Perfection isn’t real.

      Her skin tingled, prickling with awareness. She glanced up and Bently’s ice-blue eyes locked with hers. He smirked and her pulse quickened. She may have been angry at the male species, with good reason, but she was still a woman. Her body reacted to his six-foot-something frame, with his white shirt stretched taut against those bulky muscles. The man was pure lust, and she wanted none of it. He was just like all the rest, looking for another notch on his bedpost. Hell would freeze over before she became one.

      Belle focused on her drink, draining it quickly.

      The woman tending the bar approached them and switched out their drinks with a round of Sex on The Beach. “From an admirer.”

      “Come on, Charli, put us out of our misery and tell us it was from Prince Charming,” Amy begged.

      Charli rolled her eyes. “From the flirt himself.”

      “Seems like someone’s piqued his fancy.” Katy eyed Belle suspiciously as Charli walked away.

      Belle didn’t give him the satisfaction of looking up for the rest of the night. Katy’s round was next, and she chose something fruity and potent. They all laughed together about antics from work.

      “That’s nothing. Once I had a patient come in because she didn’t think she had to remove a tampon before putting another one in.” Katy shook her head.

      “Where did she think they would go?” Tina asked.

      “She thought they just dissolved!” Katy laughed.

      Belle cringed.

      “Bently keeps staring over here,” Tawny said.

      “Maybe he wants round two after all with you,” Belle suggested.

      Amy shook her head. “Bently hasn’t dipped his pen in Shattered Cove ink in years, to many single ladies’ dismay.”

      “And some married ones.” Tawny giggled.

      “Ever since he became sheriff,” Katy clarified.

      “All we get is his grade-A flirting. I heard he goes to the city for company now.” Tina sighed.

      I wonder why.

      No. Belle had no business giving that man any precious real estate in her mind.

      “I gotta get home to my husband and boys. I’ll see you ladies at work next week.” Tawny stood.

      “Do you mind if I catch a ride with you?” Tina asked.

      “Sure thing. Good night, ladies.”

      “Good night.”

      “I’m gonna go say hello to that fine-looking man over by the stage. Don’t wait up for me,” Sue said, pushing her breasts a little higher.

      “Just us left?” Katy motioned to Amy and Belle.

      “Looks like it. I’ll run to the bathroom and grab another round,” Belle said, sliding off her stool. The room swirled around her as she reached out her hand and steadied herself on the table. It had been a while since she’d had a few drinks, and three of them had her tipsy. Guess I’ll be hailing a cab tonight.

      It didn’t matter, because for the first time in a long time, she was relaxed and happy.

      Belle went to the bathroom and washed her hands. She smacked her lips together, happy her lip stain hadn’t budged in hours. Heading out the door, her foot caught and she stumbled. Two strong arms caught her before she could face-plant and embarrass herself. Electricity tore through her. Her body hummed with heat. She gasped.

      “Thank you.” She looked up at her savior and her breath hitched. Whoa. He’s even hotter up close.

      “No problem, beautiful,” Bently said, the smirk on his mouth reaching pantie-melting territory. Pantie-melting? What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Oh, fuck.”

      He chuckled.

      Shit, I said that aloud.

      “I like that idea.” His hungry gaze raked across her skin like hot coals, blistering her with need.

      No! This man is a man. A tragic flirt. And he’s a cop. And he’s a white-man-cop. Her brain worked overtime to reason with her drunk self.

      She jerked out of his grasp, quickly righting herself. The pulsing energy fizzled to a simmer between them, giving her at least some clarity.

      “I hear there isn’t much you don’t like,” she said, but kept her tone as even as she could, without the heat of the anger that lurked deep within her. Men like him in power have very big egos that are highly fragile.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot. However, I’d like to help you wake up on the right side of the bed.” He chuckled and his grin widened.

      Anger rose, quickly morphing into fury. How dare he think she was just some easy one-night ride that he could use up and turn back onto the street? He had a whole queue of willing participants, so why target her? Bently was just like all the other men of her past.

      “Does that line actually work on women?” she snapped.

      His smile faltered.

      “Look, buddy.” She poked his chest as he frowned. Damn, even that was hot. “I’m not sleeping with you. There are several ladies in here who are looking for what you have to offer, but I’ll never be one of them.” She turned on her heel and walked away with her head held high.

      Damn that man and her traitorous body that craved to know what his hands would feel like on her skin.

      But after one night with him, there was only one emotion she would be feeling—regret.
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      Belle’s back ached as she walked down the hall towards the break room. She’d been on her feet for almost twelve hours now and was in desperate need of coffee.

      “There’s my favorite nurse.” The deep voice had her glancing to her right.

      “Doctor Stanley, what can I do for you?” She smiled at the good-looking doctor, fighting the urge to check her watch to see how many minutes were left on her shift.

      “Room six needs your competent hands.”

      She nodded. “No problem.”

      “Thank you,” he called after her as she rounded the corner, finally giving into the temptation to look at the time on her wristwatch. Twenty minutes left.

      She knocked on the door and Doctor Burton called her in.

      Belle had seen her fair share of blood and broken bones in the emergency department. But nothing prepared her for the sight in front of her. Her breath caught and tears prickled the back of her eyes, but she kept her expression void of the violent reaction wreaking havoc inside her body. The woman lay on the hospital bed, both eyes so bruised they were black, and so swollen they were shut. Her arm lay at an odd angle as she tucked herself in a ball. More bruises marred her arms, and legs. Belle forced a slow inhale to steady herself as she got to work helping Doctor Burton. This was why Doctor Stanley had sent her in here. Belle was one of the few in the hospital trained as a Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner.

      “Okay, Brynn, Nurse Belle is going to help me set that arm so we can get it in a cast,” Doctor Burton said, adopting a more soothing tone.

      The patient nodded slowly and winced as if even that small movement was too painful. “My son. Is he . . .”

      “I had Nurse Katy bring him down to the cafeteria. He’s getting some food in his belly,” Doctor Burton answered.

      “Thank you,” Brynn said.

      “Brynn, honey, we have to ask with injuries like this—were you sexually assaulted?” Belle asked.

      Brynn’s body began to tremble. Belle laid her hand gently on her shoulder, careful to exert only enough pressure so that her patient would know she was not alone in this.

      “Not this time,” she whispered.

      Belle grit her teeth together as her heart broke for this woman. It was better not to wonder how she got stuck in this type of situation. She didn’t need her medical degree to know that one in four women would experience violence from their partner, and nearly one in three women would be sexually assaulted in their lifetime. She’d experienced firsthand the dangers of domestic violence and how easy it was to believe that you were trapped. If only I could have protected myself. Just one more reminder that she’d promised herself she’d learn self-defense and never got around to it. If TJ ever had to see her like that . . .

      “Would you like to talk to an officer and press charges?” Doctor Burton asked.

      Brynn tensed as she sat straighter and shook her head vehemently, then cried out in pain. “No! No cops.”

      She shifted to the edge of the bed while Belle reached out her other hand to steady her.

      “I shouldn’t have come,” Brynn hissed through gritted teeth.

      “Yes. You should have.” Belle spoke up. “You did the right thing. Your arm needs to be set and your injuries checked over. It is your right to refuse to report this. And it’s our job to offer you confidentiality. We can help you so you can heal, and if you are interested, we can offer you resources so you never have to go back.” This was the hardest part of the job. The moment when the abused might return into the arms of their oppressor.

      Belle waited, holding her breath.

      “Are you sure? There won’t be any police?” Brynn asked hesitantly.

      “I promise.” Belle nodded.

      Brynn took a deep inhale, wincing before she let it out. “Okay. I—I can’t go back. He’ll kill us. I need help. My son . . . he deserves better,” Brynn said, easing somewhat back onto the bed.

      Belle motioned to Doctor Burton that she was ready to begin.

      After her patient’s arm was wrapped in a cast, Belle took a few pictures of the injuries with Brynn’s permission to keep in her file.

      “Are you hungry?” Belle asked.

      “I could use a cup of tea, and maybe some crackers.”

      “Coming right up.” Belle glanced at the clock on the wall. She was past quitting time, but it didn’t matter anymore. This was why she’d gone into medicine. To help women like this.

      Because I couldn’t save my mother.

      Rounding the corner, she dug in her pocket for her credit card.

      “Good evening.” The deep voice rumbled, sending a bolt of lust through her body. She snapped her head up to find the sheriff in a pair of jeans that clung to his muscular thighs and a T-shirt that said “Seaview Construction” across his broad chest.

      “Like what you see?” He chuckled, and her cheeks flushed hot.

      “Are you stalking me now?” she hissed.

      His brow furrowed and he held up his hands as if to placate her. “Darlin’, I’m the man who catches the criminals, and from what I can tell, the only crime being committed here is that scowl across your beautiful face.”

      Heat flooded over her. Her head rang as she tried to form a sentence that made sense enough after a response like that. Irritation prickled her skin. “Why are you here, then?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      His eyes dropped before flicking back to her gaze, his sky-blue spheres darkening.

      “Katy called about a DV situation.”

      Right. My patient. Brynn had made it very clear she didn’t want to talk to the cops, something she had in common with the woman.

      Belle held out her hand and shook her head. “You wasted a trip, officer. My patient doesn’t want to press charges or report anything.”

      He sighed, the concern on his face seemingly genuine. “Let me at least try.”

      “I can’t allow you in there. She’s already refused.”

      “Will she speak with a female officer?” Bently’s eyebrows came together to form a triangle.

      Belle shook her head. “No.”

      His fists clenched at his side. Belle took a step back from him. Was he violent?

      “I hate these calls,” he said as if sensing her fears and offering up an explanation.

      “She’s agreed to use our resources. She’s going to leave the situation. But really, what could you do for her?”

      “I could arrest the son of a bitch who thought it was okay to put his hands on a woman,” he said, his voice rising.

      His answer earned a little respect from her, but she wouldn’t let him know that. “Would it stick? If it’s his first offense, he might get a pass or minimal time in jail. What if he’s got money? He could pay his way out to make this all disappear.”

      “So, we should do nothing? We shouldn’t even try? Is that what you’re saying?” he growled, anger emanating off him in waves.

      “No, what I’m saying is every situation is unique. We can’t help someone who isn’t ready to help themselves. I’ll make sure she gets counseling and a safe haven. I’m trained with how to deal with these types of situations. I’m a SANE nurse.”

      Bently just stared at her, the corner of his eyes wrinkling as he studied her.

      “A SANE nurse—you know, a Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner.”

      “I know what that is.”

      “Okay. Well, even you have to admit that the system isn’t very good at helping victims. She has to have her reasons for fearing for her life and not making a report. My money is on her survival instincts. She did the hard part already, by leaving. Now I’ll get her the support she needs to stay gone.”

      He ran a hand over his face, and sighed, drawing her attention to his overgrown five o’clock shadow. God, that was sexy.

      “I guess I’ll head home then, since there’s nothing for me to do here.” He raked a hand through his messy hair, his shoulders slumped.

      There was that niggling feeling of disappointment again.

      He took one step forward and leaned in, invading her space. Bently smelled like coffee and oak. Woodsy. Manly. The energy between them crackled as she stood frozen in place. His gaze locked on to hers as he glanced at her lips. Her brain was screaming at her to do something, move away, tell him off, but her body wasn’t budging—too caught up on fumes of lust and intoxication of some sort of magic pheromones.

      “Have a good night, darlin’.” He turned away and walked towards the exit.

      Her heart thundered in her chest as anger burned her veins. How could she have been so weak? He’d come close to kissing her! Fuck!

      “Don’t call me darlin’!” she snapped, trying to regain some semblance of control of herself and the situation. What was this man doing to her?
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      Brynn was admitted for the night. Belle got her settled with her son in a room before finally clocking off. She was dead on her feet, drained from the long shift, her last patient, and her run-in with Sheriff Hotness.

      “Ugh,” she grumbled, opening her locker. Thank god she had the next two days off. It would give her time to relax before she came in and did it all over again.

      “You heading out?” Katy peered her head inside.

      “Yeah.”

      “You up for a self-defense class with me tomorrow? It’s free,” Katy asked in a singsong voice.

      “Self-defense?” Brynn’s battered face popped into her mind immediately. It was time Belle made her own safety a priority. “When is it?”

      “Tomorrow at seven.”

      “I’ll be there. Send me the address,” Belle agreed. It might feel good to sweat and punch things for a little while. Not to mention hone the skills for survival as a woman.

      Maybe then she’d be able to fight off these urges a little better.
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      A gust of warm wind blew against Belle’s skin as she adjusted her sports bra and grabbed her water bottle from her front console.

      “You ready to kick some ass?” Katy asked from across the parking lot.

      Belle glanced up and shut her door. “Sure am.”

      She walked beside her friend towards Tidal Gym. “Have you ever taken a self-defense class before?” Katy asked.

      Belle shook her head.

      “Well, this one will be fun and educational.” Katy opened the door for her.

      Belle entered the brightly lit, large room. Various workout equipment lined the edges of the space. A full-size boxing ring was staged off to the far corner where two women sparred in head gear and taped hands.

      “Kickboxing. I’ve always wanted to learn.” Katy pointed. “The lockers are through there if you ever need them. There’s a room across from them for private classes. That’s where we’re going.”

      Excitement and nervousness weaved a tangled web in Belle’s belly. This was something new for her to conquer, a challenge and a goal she’d set for herself long ago. But life had always seemed to get in the way.

      She walked into the room as a gaggle of other ladies all turned towards her entrance. Disappointment flitted across their faces before they swiveled back to each other, resuming their conversations. Sorry to rain on your parade.

      Katy dropped her water bottle near the edge and Belle followed suit. Her reflection stared back at her in the mirrored walls. A few pieces of bright red equipment lay stacked neatly in the corner.

      “How often do you come to these?” Belle asked.

      “As often as I can. The Shattered Cove police department puts them on for free for women in cycles of six weeks. They also run a separate class for kids to deal with bullying and trouble at home.” Katy leaned against one of the mirrors with her arms crossed.

      “Wow. That’s a really great resource.” It was sure to change lives. How much better would her childhood have been if she’d had a place like this to go to for help?

      “Yeah, the instructors are volunteer-based and the department does fundraising during the year to pay to rent this space,” Katy continued.

      “I’ve never heard of a town doing this—at least not this often.”

      “I don’t think there is one. Luckily for us, the topic of women and children’s safety is a priority for our sheriff.” Katy smiled.

      Bently had organized this?

      “Well, hello, ladies.” The deep voice confirmed her thoughts. She cut Katy a pointed look. Her friend just winked at her.

      A chorus of “hellos” answered him back as several women crowded his space. One woman touched his arm as she spoke. Bently stepped out of her reach as another woman all but shoved her boobs in his face. Belle shook her head as her stomach flipped uneasily. Bently smiled and nodded politely to the group as he made his way into the room. Another lady followed him inside, her dark hair pulled back into a tight bun.

      “Ladies, you remember Deputy Vargas. She’s going to be helping me today,” Bently said, scanning the room.

      Belle stood tall. She was here because she wanted to learn. She wasn’t going to let some playboy sheriff take that from her. His eyes met hers before a smile broke out on his perfectly chiseled face. She hated how her breath faltered.

      She gave him her best disinterested expression while holding his stare, willing her eyes not to scan over his muscle shirt to ogle those perfectly toned arms.

      “Alright, everyone, let’s form a wide circle,” Bently said as he and Vargas walked to the center.

      “How many of you have taken a self-defense class before?” Vargas asked. Several of the women raised their hands.

      “Okay, what we’re going to do is run through a few scenarios that could happen, and show you how you can best protect yourself,” Bently said, turning around. Belle’s eyes slid down, swallowing hard at the view of his firm backside.

      “Could bounce a quarter off that ass,” Katy whispered in her ear.

      Belle couldn’t argue. The woman spoke the truth.

      “Who wants to be the first volunteer?” Bently asked.

      Every woman’s hand in the group went up except Belle’s. Vargas shook her head.

      Bently chuckled. “Glad to see so much enthusiasm.”

      His eyes locked on hers again. A tingle of fear swept through her. She just needed to put everything else out of her mind, ignore the way he sent a hurricane of different emotions swirling inside her, and focus on the task at hand.

      “Katy,” Bently called.

      Belle sighed with relief as her friend walked over and stood next to Bently. “Let’s say you’re walking down the street and some guy grabs you like this.” He placed his hand over Katy’s forearm.

      “To get out of his hold, you’ll want to put your own hand over his knuckles, like this.” He moved Katy’s free hand over his. “Then you’ll need to swing your arm around to grab his wrist.”

      Katy did as he said.

      “Now push down,” Bently directed.

      Katy shifted. Bently fell to his knees with his arm held back at an odd angle. “Very good.”

      She smiled as she let him go and then took a small bow.

      “Now, you all break up into teams of two and try it yourself,” Vargas instructed.

      Katy returned to Belle’s side and grabbed her wrist. Belle moved through the steps and had her friend on her knees quick enough. She’d had to be a fast learner in order to survive.

      Bently and Vargas walked around the circle, guiding the women through the moves.

      “Nice form,” Bently said, smiling at her. She nodded before he continued on. Belle gripped Katy’s arm as they switched turns.

      A redhead sidled up to Bently, pushing her large breasts against him. “Can I try on a real man?”

      “Sure, Marcy.” Bently grabbed her arm, putting some distance between them. Marcy went through the moves, and he obligingly bent to the ground.

      “I love when a man gets on his knees. Makes me want to return the favor.” She winked.

      Katy snorted as Belle’s cheeks heated. Why should it bother her that the woman was throwing herself at Bently? He was a player and she had no interest in him. But it grated on her nerves anyway.

      Bently stood. “Vargas, why don’t you take over here and show Marcy the next position.”

      “Marcy’s been throwing herself at him since high school,” Katy whispered.

      “Probably sniffing around for seconds,” Belle mumbled.

      Katy quirked her eyebrow.

      “What?” Belle asked.

      “You like him.”

      Belle rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Bently and Vargas demonstrated another evasive move that had him on his back, pinned to the ground.

      “Honey, there’s no shame. He’s more godlike than man.”

      “He’s nice to look at, but that’s it,” Belle conceded.

      “He’s also never given Marcy anything but a polite smile. So, you can sleep well tonight knowing the man has standards.” Katy laughed.

      Damn the flutter in her chest and the relief that washed over her like a tidal wave.

      “I’m gonna run to the bathroom really quick,” Katy said before scampering out of the room.

      “Okay, ladies, now
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