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            Shattered Saint

          

        

      

    

    
      Life was good, great even, until it wasn’t.

      Dante “Loco” Verdone fulfilled his childhood dream of being a cop. Each day came with a new challenge and he relished being in the thick of it all. He came home each night to a woman he loved, cherished, and wanted to spend his life with.

      Until tragedy struck changing everything for Dante including his home.

      Leaving the city, his job, and life as he knew it, he climbed on his bike heading south. Landing in Dreadnought, North Carolina was supposed to be a pit stop. But deep in the mountains, he found solace in his pain. He found purpose in himself with the Saint’s Outlaws MC.

      Thirteen years had passed, but calling her for a favor brought them back together. Hearing her voice awoke something inside Dante. She drove him crazy before, now her casual dismissal of him brought him to his knees.

      Some things have changed, like the cop became an outlaw. But one thing remained the same Dante’s desire to spend his life loving her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Loco

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to the sound of breathing that wasn’t mine, soft and steady, like the city finally exhaled while it slept. For a second I forgot where I was, then my arm tingles and I realized it’s pinned under Char’s head. She was warm. Always warm. My ceiling fan hummed overhead, lazy blades pushing cool air that felt like a gentle kiss to my skin. The gray light of early morning slipped through the blinds, illuminating her shoulder, the curve of her cheek, and the silk of her bonnet against my forearm.

      I didn’t move. I learned the hard way that waking her before she was ready earned me a look that could stop traffic. Instead, I lay there and catalog the small things. The faint vanilla-citrus scent of her lotion. The way her fingers curled into my T-shirt like she feared I might slip off without her permission. The quiet city outside—sirens far enough away to be background noise, a bus sighing at the corner, someone yelling who knows what to who knows who. This was my favorite time of day. Before the badge. Before the radio. Before the version of me that had to put on armor and pretend I was not human.

      Char stirred, nose brushing my bicep. “Your staring again,” she mumbled, voice thick with sleep.

      “Wasn’t staring,” I muttered quietly. “Just appreciating the view.”

      She hummed, not convinced. Her eyes cracked open, dark and warm, and she smiled like she knew exactly what she did to me. “What time is it?”

      “Too early.” I replied because anytime I had to get out of this bed is too early for me if she was in my arms.

      It was new this thing between us. But it felt good, right in a way I couldn’t explain.

      She sighed, “For you or for the world?”

      “Both.” I shifted carefully, easing my arm out from under her head. She made a small protest sound but didn’t wake fully. I leaned over and kiss her forehead, then her temple. “I’ve gotta get ready. Go back to sleep, baby.”

      She reached for me, fingers catching my wrist. “You workin’ days or nights the rest of the week?”

      “Days. Thank God.”

      She smiled wider at that. “Then you can make breakfast.”

      I laughed. “You’re bold this early in the morning.”

      “You love it.” She rolled onto her back, stretching like a cat, shirt riding up to show a strip of smooth brown skin. She catches me looking and smirked. “Told you. Staring.”

      “Can’t help it,” I admitted. “You live here. It’s in the lease, guess you missed that part.”

      “I do not live here,” she stated automatically, the way she always did.

      “You’re here five nights a week.” I gave her the damn truth. It was fast sure. Maybe too fast for her to be staying like this, but we didn’t meet under circumstances that were the usual in the first place. Deciding to lighten the mood because we aren’t ready for some deep conversation about where we sleep, I reverted back to something easier, her beauty. “You stay here. It’s in the agreement, I have to give props to the view, baby.”

      “Temporary residency,” she explained. “With benefits. When the renewal comes we can see if there needs to be a renegotiation.”

      “Generous benefits for both sides,” I stated, leaning down to kiss her properly this time. She tasted like sleep and toothpaste from last night, and something sweet I could never quite name. She kissed me back, slow and lazy, one hand sliding up my chest.

      We could stay like this. The thought hit me hard and sudden. We could call in sick. Order breakfast. Let the city handle itself for a few hours. But my phone buzzed on the nightstand, like it knew exactly what I’m thinking.

      “Killjoy,” Char muttered.

      “Duty calls,” I stated on a sigh, reaching for it. A quick glance—nothing urgent, just a reminder from my partner about a meeting. I dropped the phone back down. “Rain check for breakfast?”

      She nodded, then propped herself up on one elbow. “Coffee?”

      “You read my mind.” I twisted my legs out of bed, the hardwood cool under my feet. The apartment was small but it’s mine—brick walls, big windows, a kitchen that barely fit two people, really only worked if one of them knew how to move out of the way. I pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt, then made my way to the coffee maker.

      Char padded in behind me a minute later, wrapped in my hoodie like it belonged to her. It did. Everything did, eventually.

      She leaned against the counter while I set up the machine. “You sleep okay?”

      “Like a rock,” I replied. “You?” I wondered if this was leading her backwards. The early days, nightmares were frequent. Given how we met, what she endured, yeah, I found myself thankful for any night she could sleep without a bad dream.

      “I dreamed a little dream,” she replied softly. I fought my instinct to read into it because she didn’t say it was a nightmare. Healing took time and she was still early in her own process. The bad dreams were sure to still come.

      My mind drifted back to when I met Char.

      The call came in at 22:47, almost the end of my shift. I was tired, but this call was not going to wait for shift change. Lamonte and I climbed back in our cruiser and reply to dispatch.

      Domestic disturbance. Possible armed subject. Female held against her will according to the caller.

      These calls sat heavy before I could even arrive on scene. They were the kind that tighten in my chest because walking in was dangerous, not to me, but to the female entangled with a man out of control. It was a gamble if we would  find raised voices, broken furniture, or quiet secrets where I knew there would be apologies whispered away to explain bruises.

      Horrific cycles that repeated until someone got brave or someone got buried.

      Lamonte, my partner, we didn’t talk much as we pulled up to the address. A townhouse with lights on in an area that wasn’t in the worst part of DC but it was not the best either. The place was small, slightly run down, with a porch light flickering like it was fighting for each bit of power it could manage to find.

      I knocked with a yell to announce our presence.

      Lights out.

      Silence.

      I knocked again.

      And again as Lamonte radios in our lack of response from inside the home.

      “Welfare check,” I stated hoping to see some movement and get this done so I could go home.

      A man answered. Mid to late twenties. Tall, African-American male, wearing black jersey style shorts, a white tank-top with what looked to be blood on parts of the front chest area. His jaw was clenched. His stance was one of defense with his shoulders rolled back, chest out, and his eyes, they were narrowed and hostile.

      “What?” he snapped.

      “I’m officer Verdone with the DC Metro Police. We had a call for a welfare check. Is there a female in the residence?”

      “No.” He snapped back but didn’t engage us to confirm a female presence nor did he deny one.

      “We need to speak with the female occupant, sir. I also need to see a form of ID if you could please.”

      “There’s no problem to be found here. I got nosey neighbors, heard some shit on the tv. Me and my girl is asleep now.” He shifted his body to block more of the narrow doorframe.

      Always the tell for an abuser, putting themselves between us and the victim.

      “Sir,” Lamonte chimed in from beside me. “We just need to confirm from the female occupant of her status. Quick conversation and we can let you both get back to your evening, sir.”

      “She’s fine,” he stated crossing his arms over his chest.

      I was tall at six-feet-three-inches. Lamonte stood at six even and this man was taller than both of us. The scar on his shoulder screamed previous bullet wound and the tattoo on his neck showed his gang affiliation. Yeah, my gut told me I’m about to end up with overtime doing the paperwork on this one.

      “Make it easy for all of us. Need to see her, then we will be on our way.”

      Something moved behind him. I grabbed my flashlight, turning it on, and aiming it to the area I noticed the shadow. I caught her eyes, wide with fear. It was then I saw her face.

      She stood a few feet back, half-hidden, arms wrapped tight around her chest like that was the only thing holding her together. Her eyes were haunted with one of them swelling already, her lip was busted and she still had blood trickling from her nose.

      It was her neck, though, that got me. The light-skinned African-American female in front of me had red marks across her neck like she had been shaken or choked, I was not sure which.

      I didn’t know the female in front of me personally, but I knew what she thought she was doing. In her mind, she was already bracing for what was to come the minute we left. The way her eyes continually moved back to watch him before coming to look at me and then Lamonte.

      She was trembling and something inside me went rigid at the sight.

      “Sir,” I began, “for the safety of all parties, I need to detain you. Understand you are not under arrest. Turn around, put your hands behind your back.”

      “What?” He questioned then looked over his shoulder at her. Once he saw her standing there, he snapped, lunging at her.

      Everything moved rapidly then, from me taking him down, handcuffing him and then getting her in the ambulance before taking him to lock up.

      That was how I met her. The way her eyes haunted me even after taking her statement at the hospital still stuck out in my memories. The way her voice was broken played over in my mind beyond my shift. Breaking my own rules and probably procedure too, I went to see her at the hospital the next morning before she was discharged.

      A friendship formed.

      I encouraged her to see this through even when she was ready to drop the charges because she didn’t want to face him. One day at a time, I stayed by her side. Friendship grew and in less than a month, I was hooked on all things Charlaina Banks.

      “I dreamt about my mom’s cooking. Not sure if it’s a good dream or a bad one,” she teased and the tightness inside me eases.

      “Mom’s cookin’ doesn’t scream nightmare, babe.”

      She gave me a look, “you haven’t had to sit through a Sunday dinner with my family.”

      “Not yet,” I joked letting her know I’m serious about seeing things work with us.

      She laughed casually, “exactly.”

      The coffee maker gurgled alerting us to the elixir of the morning being ready. I grabbed two mugs, mismatched because I was a man who didn’t give a shit about the cups as long as they contain the liquid.

      “You’re brave wanting to have dinner with my family. We are a wild bunch.”

      I winked, “I like to live dangerously.”

      She took a sip of her coffee, “okay then, I have a question.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s fine,” she remarked having another sip. “It’s normal. And you said not yet. So here we go. My aunt’s birthday is this weekend. Family dinner is Saturday night.”

      “Okay,” I nod because she paused.

      “I was wondering if you could come?” She invited casually.

      This was us. Nothing heavy, no drama, just hey, I got this thing.

      “Absolutely.” I replied without a second thought.

      She smiled, “Dante, you didn’t even ask what time? You might have to work.”

      “Doesn’t matter, baby. You want me there, I’m there. I got time built up if I need to use it.”

      She smiled but there was something underlying. “You sure?” she asked hopeful but with trepidation.

      I sat my mug down to give her my full attention. “Know this shit is new, Char. But I wouldn’t have said yes if I didn’t mean it.”

      She searched my faces like she was looking for a crack or a lie. Not finding anything to question, she relaxed. “Okay, cool. Just wanted to ask.”

      I stepped in closer, crowding her gently before dropping a brief kiss to the top of her head. “You good?”

      “Yeah,” she muttered, “my family can be a lot.”

      “I can handle it.”

      She laughed, “you say that now.”

      I leaned down and kiss her quick and confident, against her lips.  “I say that always baby. For you, there’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      She wrapped her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek to my chest. “They’re gonna ask you a million questions. I haven’t brought anyone home since high school.”

      I let out a laugh, “occupational hazard, baby. I’ve been trained in interrogations. We’re good.”

      “Mmm,” she hummed against me, “they’ll ask how old you are.”

      Ah, there it was. Yes, we had an age gap. She’s twenty-five and I’m thirty-seven. It’s not that I sought this out. But there was something about her that night I couldn’t shake. Building what we were, I didn’t want to let go regardless of our age difference or whatever her family throws at me.

      “Matter of public record, baby.”

      “Gonna want to talk about your occupation,” she countered.

      “Badge speaks for itself.”

      She shook her head, “not all cops are good, Dante.”

      I reached out and tilted her chin up to look at me. “This isn’t about another cop. It’s about me. I got nothing to hide from you or them. Old enough to know better than to play games. I want this Char for as long as it works. Not young but I ain’t old either, damn. I want to meet your family and one day I’ll take you home to meet mine.”

      She smiled at that. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      I pressed my lips to hers again. “Easy day.”

      She snorted, “okay, officer. Go get dressed before you’re late to work. Lamonte won’t let you live that down.”

      This was us, two steps forward and tomorrow would most likely end in three steps back. She needed to have things at her pace, and I was a patient man. Plus, I had my own demons to battle.

      I kissed her in a way to last before stepping back and getting my ass in gear to get to work.
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            Loco

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up before the alarm, like my body didn’t trust peace enough to let it stretch out. The bedroom was still dark, the kind of pre-dawn that made the world feel unfinished. My apartment smelled faintly like coffee because I’d set the timer last night because shift changes did that to me.

      My phone sat face-up on the nightstand. I stared at it like it might blink first. No new messages. I told myself that was normal. It was five-oh-something in the morning. People slept. People didn’t wake up with their nerves already tight, waiting for a shoe to drop.

      People like Char didn’t sleep. Not really. Not the way people were supposed to. I knew this because of the nights we had spent together.

      I rolled onto my back and let the silence press down on me. For a second, I let my mind pull up her face from last night—her mouth curved around a laugh like she didn’t believe she deserved it. Her hand on my forearm when I said something stupid about a movie I hadn’t watched. The way she looked around the restaurant like she was mapping exits without meaning to.

      The date had been good. Not easy. Not simple. But good in a way that made my chest feel too open, like I’d unbuttoned something I’d kept tight for years. The problem with good was that it tricked you into thinking you could have it. That you could keep it. That you could hold it steady without it turning into a liability.

      I’d been divorced for long enough to know better. I sat up and rubbed my palm over my face, then swung my legs out of bed. The floor was cold. The world was cold. I welcomed it.

      Cold was honest.

      In the bathroom mirror, I looked like every other cop who’d seen too much and slept too little—shadowed jaw, short hair that never had a chance to grow too long, eyes that didn’t soften even when I tried. I brushed my teeth, stared at the man staring back, and thought about the fact that he’d asked a woman out after meeting her with a swollen cheek, busted lip, and bruised ribs.

      That wasn’t normal either. My phone buzzed once, and my pulse answered like a gunshot. I snatched it up.

      Char: Morning. I didn’t wake you, did I?

      A breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding left my lungs in one slow spill.

      Me: No. I’m up. You okay?

      The three letters sat there on the screen like they’d been written in someone else’s hands. You okay. It was what I said to witnesses, victims, and rookies. It was what you said when you didn’t know how to ask the real question.

      Are you safe? Do you still feel him on you? Do you think he’ll come back?

      Char: Yeah. Just had a weird dream. But I’m okay. What’s your plan for the day?

      My day. What a loaded question. One that people get to talk about regularly. My life, though, it’s anything but ordinary. I was walking into a building full of radios and reports before getting in a patrol car as a man who lived on adrenaline.

      Me: Heading in. You working today?

      Char: I’m off. Might try to tackle the laundry mountain. And maybe go for a walk if it’s not freezing.

      A walk. Something ordinary. Something small and brave. I typed and deleted twice before I settled on honesty that didn’t sound like a warning.

      Me: Text me later. I’ll check in when I can.

      Char: Okay. Be safe.

      I stared at those two words until the screen dimmed. Be safe. People said it like it was a blessing. Like safety was a thing you could choose. Noone really had control. We could do the best to manage variables, like being aware, but safety wasn’t something someone could say they had real control over. Life was unpredictable and the world seemed to get crazier every day.

      I put the phone down gently, like I might break it, and finished getting ready.

      The drive to the precinct was quiet, the sky slowly opening from black to gray. DC at that hour had a muted edge to it—monuments half-hidden, streets damp with last night’s cold, the city holding its breath before it filled with horns and hurry.

      My mind kept sliding toward Char, toward the way she’d looked at me when I walked her to her door last night. She’d stood in the hallway of her building with the new deadbolt she’d installed glinting on the inside of the door. She’d hugged herself like her arms were the only thing she trusted to hold her together.

      “I had a good time,” she’d said softly, like she was testing the words to see if the universe would punish her for them.

      “I did too,” I answered, and I meant it. That was the part that made me uneasy.

      She hesitated, then stepped closer. Her fingers touched my sleeve, then my wrist, then lingered like she didn’t want to risk anything more.

      “I don’t,” Her voice had cracked. She’d swallowed and tried again. “I don’t want you to think I’m broken.”

      I’d held her gaze. “I don’t.” It hadn’t been a lie. It also hadn’t been the whole truth. Because broken wasn’t the word. Fragile, maybe. No, she wasn’t fragile, she was strong.

      Wounded. That was more like it. Wired for fear. But also stubbornly alive in a way that twisted something inside me.

      “I just,” She’d dropped her eyes and exhaled. “Sometimes I don’t know what’s normal.”

      I’d known that feeling too well. Mine had just come from different places.

      “Normal’s overrated,” I said, and her laugh had been small but real.

      Then she’d looked up again, and there’d been a question in her eyes she didn’t ask out loud. I’d felt it anyway. Are you going to change and be like him? It was a normal trauma response.

      While we had spent time together, some nights were easy and we went to bed wrapped in one another, and then other nights were harder.

      Last night, it had been written all over her face and the way she carried her body, she was wound tight. Haunted by her past and unable to relax even knowing I wasn’t him.

      My throat had tightened. “Text me when you get inside and ready for bed, baby.”

      She nodded and slid inside her apartment. The door had shut between us with a soft click that felt too final for a moment that had been tender.

      I walked away without touching her the way I wanted to. Holding her was what every instinct in me screamed to do. But I resisted. Because touching, holding, it meant wanting more. Wanting more meant caring.

      Caring meant risk.

      The precinct parking lot came into view and pulled me back to reality like a tether. I parked, grabbed my go-bag, and got out. The building had the usual energy even at that hour—shift change voices, the hum of fluorescent lights, the smell of stale coffee and the brut odor of masculinity. A couple of uniforms nodded at me in passing.

      “Morning, Sergeant.”

      “Verdone.”

      I answered with short greetings and kept moving. My boots knew the path to the locker room as well as they knew the ground overseas. Different war. Same way to handle the jobs. Inside, I changed into my duty belt, checked my gear with the same muscle memory I used to check magazines as a Marine. Flashlight. Bodycam. Radios. Handcuffs. Gloves. Taser. Pistol. The weight settled on my hips like a reminder.

      Then a voice cut through the room like it owned it.

      “Look at you. All responsible. Gold star sticker for you.”

      I didn’t have to turn to know who it was.

      Lamonte Davis.

      I faced him anyway because some habits were built on loyalty. He leaned against the lockers with a grin that made him look younger than he was. He’d shaved his head like always, and his eyes were sharp, scanning the room without seeming like he was scanning at all. He was broad through the shoulders from years of carrying weight—packs, weapons, expectations. The uniform didn’t hide that.

      He pushed off the lockers and stepped closer, clapping a hand on my shoulder hard enough to rattle my teeth.

      “You look like hell,” he added.

      “Morning to you too.”

      He studied my face, the way he used to study a perimeter. “Nah, for real. You look, tired.” He gazed a moment longer, “no, distracted, yeah, you look distracted this morning.”

      I shrugged. “Didn’t sleep great.”

      Lamonte snorted. “That’s not new.”

      I didn’t answer. His eyes narrowed. “Okay. So what is new?”

      He could always tell. In Iraq, he’d been the first one to notice when I was carrying something too heavy, even when I pretended I wasn’t.

      “I’m fine,” I said automatically.

      Lamonte’s eyebrows lifted like he was unimpressed with my lies. “If you say ‘I’m fine’ one more time, I’m gonna write it on your tombstone.”

      I exhaled and opened my locker, buying time. “I’m seeing someone.”

      Lamonte went still for half a beat.

      Then his grin came back twice as wide. “Oh.”

      I didn’t like that tone he used. It had too much amusement in it.

      “Oh what?” I snapped.

      He laughed. “Nah, nothing. Nothing. Just you’re seeing someone.”

      “Yeah.”

      He dragged out the silence like he was savoring it. “Who?”

      I stared into my locker. “Her name’s Charlaina.”

      Lamonte’s humor faded a notch. “Char like the girl from the DV call? The one you went to the hospital to see knowing damn well that could have landed your ass on desk duty for punishment.”

      My jaw tightened. I knew he would make the connection. He was with me on the call. He was the only person I told about going to see her at the hospital off duty. Why I decided to tell him now about her, I didn’t know. The only thing I did know was Lamonte could read me like a book and there was no reason to keep this from him if there was a possibility it could become something more. He was my partner sure, but he was my friend before the badge. We served together. He’s from Waldorf, Maryland. He got out of the service to come home and take care of his aging father. Took a job here in DC and made it sound good enough that I didn’t re-enlist for another four and instead came here to watch his six. Lamonte was more than a partner, more than a friend, he was my family.

      “Yeah,” I said, because lying to Lamonte was pointless.

      He didn’t tease me then. That was what told me he was taking it seriously.

      He leaned his shoulder against the adjacent locker. “You okay?”

      I almost laughed at the irony. The same question I’d asked her. Same tone. Same careful concern.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted.

      Lamonte nodded slowly. “That’s fair.”

      I looked at him, and something in my chest loosened. “She’s trying.”

      “Good.”

      “She’s scared,” I added.

      Lamonte’s gaze held mine. “Also fair.”

      I swallowed. “I don’t want to mess it up.”

      Lamonte’s mouth twitched. “Well, don’t.”

      I glared.

      He lifted both hands. “No, seriously. Listen. You’re a good man. You just you do that thing where you try to protect people by keeping them at arm’s length.”

      “That’s called boundaries.”

      “That’s called fear,” he corrected. “You are always one foot out the door with your go bag at the ready, brother.”

      My throat tightened. I hated when he was right.

      Lamonte softened a fraction. “Just be careful, bro. For her. For you. For the job. People will talk.”

      I already knew that. I had felt eyes on me the minute I asked to meet Char for coffee after the statement at the hospital. I had seen the look in the nurse’s face when she noticed the way Char’s shoulders relaxed when I stepped close. I heard the edge in the social worker’s voice when she asked if I had any personal involvement with the patient before asking Char if she wanted to discuss her insurance and billing in private or was I someone she wanted the information shared with. Of course, I exited leaving my number with Char.

      I told myself I was doing everything by the book. But books didn’t cover the way Char looked at me like I was the first safe thing she’d seen in years.

      I shut my locker and turned fully toward Lamonte. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

      Lamonte held up a hand. “I didn’t say you were.”

      His eyes were steady. “I said be careful.”

      I nodded once. “I am.”

      He watched me for another beat, then clapped my shoulder again—lighter this time. “Alright. Enough feelings. Let’s go get cursed out by a homeless man over on third.”

      Without another heavy conversation, we hit the streets for another shift, and another day wondering if I was the right man to help heal her. The pull I couldn’t deny, but I was man enough to walk away before I burned her. She had already survived too much heartbreak. If I couldn’t give her what she deserved, I would walk away even if it killed me.
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