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CHAPTER 1




Jermaine’s POV:




The scent of the hospital was usually enough to kill any man's appetite, but the second I rounded the corner of the Fourth Floor nursing station, the smell of bleach and floor wax vanished. It was replaced by something that lived in my dreams and fueled my worst moods: cocoa butter, expensive leave-in conditioner, and the sharp, clean musk of Manda’s skin.

She was hunched over a chart, the royal blue fabric of her scrubs pulled taut across her shoulders. Manda wasn't built like the girls in the magazines; she was built for a man with heavy hands and a high tolerance for trouble. She was plush in all the right places, a landscape of soft curves that I spent my nights navigating and my days obsessing over.

"You’re late," she said, her voice a cool, melodic rasp. She didn't even look up.

"I’m a cop, Manda. Crimes don't exactly happen on a schedule to accommodate your coffee breaks," I countered, leaning my weight against the counter. I kept my eyes on her hands—long, elegant fingers that I’d seen perform miracles on trauma victims and felt do things to my skin that should be illegal.

"And I'm a nurse. My patience is a finite resource, Jermaine. One you’ve been depleting since you walked into the ER three months ago with a 'sprained wrist' that turned out to be a bruised ego." Finally, she lifted her gaze. Her eyes were dark, intelligent, and currently simmering with a resentment that made the hair on my arms stand up.

"My ego is just fine," I drawled, lowering my voice so the passing orderlies wouldn't catch the vibration. "It’s the rest of me that’s suffering. You’ve been dodging my calls for forty-eight hours."

"I was working," she snapped, finally capping her pen with a sharp click. She stood up, and the height difference meant I had to look down, right into the storm brewing in her expression. "Some of us have jobs that don't involve sitting in a cruiser eating donuts and harassing taxpayers."

"Is that what you think I do?" I stepped into her space, the silver of my badge nearly brushing the V-neck of her scrubs. The air between us turned electric, a volatile charge that felt like it could blow the windows out of the building. "Because I remember you having a very different opinion of my service when I had you pinned against your headboard on Tuesday night."

The flush that crept up her neck was the most beautiful thing I’d seen all shift. Her nostrils flared, her chest rising and falling beneath the blue fabric. "That was a lapse in judgment. A moment of physical weakness brought on by stress."

"You called it 'perfection' at 3:00 AM," I whispered, leaning in until my lips were inches from the shell of her ear. I could feel the heat radiating off her. "You hate me, Manda. I get it. I’m arrogant, I’m stubborn, and I don't give an inch. But don't you dare lie and say you don't crave this as much as I do."

"I hate your guts, Jermaine," she breathed, her hands coming up to rest on my chest, fingers curling into the heavy fabric of my uniform. "I hate the way you think you can just walk in here and disrupt my peace. I hate that you’re the most frustrating, infuriating man I’ve ever met."

"Keep going," I growled, my hand sliding down to catch the heavy, tempting curve of her hip. I squeezed, hard, watching her pupils blow wide until the brown of her eyes was almost entirely black. "Tell me more about how much you hate me while you're shaking in my arms."

"I hate that I want you," she confessed, her voice breaking into a needy whisper. "I hate that I'm ending my shift in ten minutes and all I can think about is how fast we can get to your truck."

"Nine minutes," I corrected, my blood thrumming a heavy, rhythmic beat in my veins. "I’ll be at the back exit. Don't make me come back in here for you."

***

The drive to her place was a test of my sanity. Manda sat in the passenger seat, her thigh brushing against the gear shift, her hand resting on the seat close enough to my leg that I could feel the heat. We didn't talk. We didn't need to. The silence in the truck was heavy, thick with the kind of tension that made my jaw ache from clenching it.

The second the door to her apartment closed, the pretense of civilization vanished.

I didn't wait for her to turn on a light. I grabbed her by the waist, lifting her off her feet and slamming her back against the door. Her legs wrapped around me instantly, her heels digging into the small of my back.

"You’re so damn difficult," I muttered against her throat, my mouth searching for the sweet spot just below her ear.

"And you’re a bastard," she gasped, her hands frantically working the buttons of my shirt. A button popped, skittering across the hardwood floor, but neither of us cared. "I hate you, Jermaine. I hate you so much."

"Good," I rasped, my hands finding the drawstring of her scrubs and yanking. "Keep that energy. I want all of it."

I stripped her with a desperate, clumsy hunger, and she did the same to me. We were a tangle of dark, sweat-slicked limbs in the moonlight. I carried her toward the bedroom, but the hallway felt miles long. I pinned her against the wall, her mahogany skin glowing in the shadows, her lovely weave spilling over my arms like a silk curtain.

I lined myself up, my cock thick and pulsing with an agonizing pressure, and drove into her in one long, punishing stroke.

Manda let out a shattered, raw cry that echoed off the walls. She was so tight, so drenched in heat, that for a second, I thought I’d lose my mind right then. I gripped her hips, my fingers sinking into her plush flesh, and began to move with a brutal, rhythmic pace.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

"Say it," I commanded, my teeth grazing her shoulder. "Tell me how much you want the man you can't stand."

"I want you... God, Jermaine... it’s too thick... you’re breaking me..." She arched her back, her nails raking down my spine, leaving stinging trails of fire. "I hate how good you feel. I hate that nobody else... nobody else does this to me."

"Nobody else is ever going to," I growled, shifting my weight to grind my pelvis against her clit. The friction sent a jolt through her body, her inner walls clamping around me in a frantic, milking rhythm.

I was drowning in her. Every time I hit the bottom of her, I felt the history of us—the arguments, the pride, the stinging words we used as armor—dissolving into raw, unadulterated need. I hated that she had this power over me. I hated that one look from her could make me forget my name. But as I watched her face contort in the throes of a climax, I knew I would burn the whole city down just to keep her right here.

She shattered first, her body jerking in my arms, her voice breaking into a high, melodic wail as her muscles spasmed around me. The sensation was my undoing. I buried my face in her neck and let out a guttural roar, emptying myself into her with a violence that left us both shaking.

Later, the silence in the bedroom was different. It wasn't charged; it was heavy. We lay tangled in the sheets, the cooling sweat making my skin itch. I watched the ceiling fan spin, my mind drifting back to the one thing I couldn't get past.

"You're doing it again," Manda said. She was propped up on one elbow, her dark eyes searching mine. "The 'look.' The one where you start calculating everything I did before I met you."

"I'm a cop, Manda. I'm trained to look for the things people don't say," I said, my voice flat. "The first time we did this... you didn't bleed. You didn't even hesitate. You knew exactly how to move to make me lose it."

She let out a short, bitter laugh. "And that’s my crime? That I’m a woman with experience? Jermaine, we’re in our thirties. Did you expect me to be waiting in a tower for you to rescue me?"

"I waited," I snapped, sitting up. The sheet fell to my waist. "I kept myself clean. I thought that’s what you did when you wanted something real. I saved that part of myself for my wife, and then I find out my wife had 'flings' she doesn't even remember the names of."

"I remember their names," she countered, her eyes flashing with a sudden, sharp anger. "I just don't care about them. They weren't you. But I’m not going to apologize for having a life. I'm not a sin because I wasn't a virgin on my wedding night, Jermaine. Get over your ego."

"It’s not ego! It’s respect," I yelled, the volume of my voice startling even me. "I wanted to be the only one. I wanted to be the man who taught you everything. Instead, I’m just the latest guy in the rotation."

Manda recoiled as if I’d slapped her. The hurt in her eyes was so sharp it felt like a physical weight on my chest. "Is that what I am to you? A rotation? After everything? After the way we just...?" She gestured to the bed, her hand trembling.

"I don't know what we are," I said, the words tasting like poison. "I just know that every time I touch you, I wonder if you’re thinking about him. If you’re comparing me to the guy who came before."

"Nobody came before you, Jermaine," she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears. "Not like this. Not in a way that mattered. But if you can't see that, if you’re so blinded by your own pride that you’d rather hate me than love me... then maybe we shouldn't be doing this at all."

She turned away from me, curling into a ball on her side of the bed. The distance between us was only a few inches, but it felt like a canyon.

I lay back down, my heart hammering against my ribs. I wanted to reach out. I wanted to pull her back to me and tell her that I was sorry, that I was a fool, that I was just terrified of losing her. But the words were stuck behind a wall of stubborn, bitter pride.

"I don't want to hate you, Manda," I said to the dark room.

"Then stop," she replied, her voice muffled by the pillow.

I closed my eyes, but all I could see was the way she looked in the hospital—fierce, brilliant, and utterly untouchable. I realized then that the more I tried to own her, the more I pushed her away. And the more she fought me, the more I realized I was never going to be able to let her go.

We were two people who didn't know how to be together, but couldn't bear to be apart. A cop and a nurse, two healers and two hunters, trapped in a war of attrition where the only prize was a heart that was already broken.


CHAPTER 2




Manda’s POV:




After Jermaine left, the heavy, metallic clack of the apartment door echoed through the silence like a gunshot. I stayed exactly where I was for a long minute—half-naked, my royal blue scrubs a heap of discarded intentions on the floor. The air in the room was still thick, heavy with the scent of us: the salt of our sweat, the musk of our desperation, and that underlying aroma of my cocoa butter that always seemed to cling to his uniform.

I stared at the spot where he’d just been standing, his broad shoulders blocking out the light, his silver badge gleaming with a cold, judgmental light. My body was still humming, my nerves raw and singing from the way he’d just taken me—hard, fast, and fueled by a resentment that seemed to grow deeper every time we touched.

"Why do I still do this?" I whispered to the empty room. My voice sounded small, a stark contrast to the woman who ran an ER with a steel spine and a voice that could command a room of panicked residents.

I stood up slowly, my legs feeling like they belonged to someone else. I walked into the kitchen, the linoleum cold beneath my bare feet. Two months. Two months since I’d said I do to a man who looked at my past like it was a crime scene he had to investigate.

I started clearing the counter, moving with a quick, irritated efficiency. I dumped the remains of the takeout we’d barely touched into the trash and began scrubbing the few dishes in the sink. The water was scalding, turning my mahogany skin a bright, angry pink, but I didn't turn it down. I needed the heat. I needed something to distract me from the dull ache in my chest that had become my constant companion.

I remembered how it used to be. Before the ring. Before the "truth."

Jermaine had been a different man then. Or maybe he’d just been better at hiding the monster under the bed. He’d been steady. Safe. He’d show up at the hospital at the end of my double shifts with a lukewarm latte and that shy, crooked half-smile that made my stomach do backflips. He looked at me back then like I was a miracle—something precious, something worth protecting. I’d let myself be soft with him. I’d laughed at his corny jokes about the Third Ward, cooked him smothered chicken until my kitchen smelled like heaven, and showed him the parts of me I kept hidden behind the professional mask.

I wanted to be the woman who made him come home. Because he made me feel like I’d finally found it.

Then came the wedding night.

The memory hit me like a physical blow. The soft lighting of the hotel room, the anticipation that had my heart hammering against my ribs—and then the question. The way he’d searched for blood that wasn't there. The way his face had hardened when I didn't flinch, didn't cry out in maidenly pain. The truth had slipped out before I could think to dress it up: Yes, there was someone else. Long ago. It didn't matter.

But to Jermaine, the "Boy Scout" cop who’d saved himself for a fairytale that didn't exist, it mattered more than anything. The warmth had drained out of his eyes, replaced by a cold, sharp blade of judgment.

From that night on, he touched me like he was trying to exorcise a ghost. He took me with a punishing rhythm, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave bruises that I had to hide under my scrubs. And the worst part? I gave it right back. I wasn't some timid, wilting flower. If he wanted a war, I’d give him one. I met his anger with my own fire, because in this house, hate was a hell of a lot safer than admitting how much I was hurting.

I wiped my hands on a dish towel and walked to the window, leaning my forehead against the cool glass. The lights of Houston stretched out toward the horizon—the medical center glowing like a small, sterile sun in the distance.

Yeah, I’d been with someone before. One clumsy, sweaty summer when I was nineteen, with a boy who thought he was a poet and kissed like he was afraid of me. It had been awkward, fast, and entirely unremarkable. It was nothing compared to the way Jermaine filled my lungs, the way he hit those spots that made my toes curl and my voice break into those ragged, shameful sounds.

I knew the talk. I’d heard the nurses in the breakroom whispering about how they played the part. They’d "prick" themselves on their wedding night to leave a spot on the sheets. They’d act shy, feign pain, and then use that "purity" to keep their husbands on a leash for the next twenty years.

I couldn't do it. I wouldn't. I couldn't pretend that his hands didn't set my blood on fire. I couldn't act like I didn't crave the stretch of him, the weight of him, the way he made me feel like I was the only woman on the planet even when he was calling me "sinful." Pretending would have been a lie, and I’d spent too much of my life being honest to start faking it in bed.

I never thought my history was the biggest thing in the world. I’d never asked him about his, though I’d figured he was as experienced as he was arrogant. Our courtship had been a whirlwind of flowers, promises, and the kind of chemistry that should come with a warning label. We didn't have "long talks" about the past. We were too busy building a future.

But Jermaine didn't see it as a fresh start. He saw it as a deception. And now, he punished me for it with silences that lasted all weekend and touches that felt like an interrogation.

Stupid, stubborn man, I thought, a tear finally escaping and hot against my cheek.

I still wanted him. I wanted the way he growled low in his throat when he finally lost that iron-clad control. I wanted the rare moments after the storm, when he’d stay buried inside me, his breathing ragged against my neck, and for a split second, I’d see a glimpse of the man who used to bring me coffee.

I hated that I craved it. I hated that his resentment only made the fire burn hotter. Because when he finally broke and took me, it was the only time anything between us felt like the truth.

***

The apartment was hushed, the city noise muffled by the heavy drapes. I had retreated to the bedroom, the moonlight carving a silver path across the duvet. I lay on my side, facing away from the door, my breathing deep and measured. I wasn't asleep—I was waiting.

When the door finally eased open, Jermaine was quieter than usual. I didn't move. I heard the rustle of his uniform, the heavy clink of his duty belt hitting the floor, the soft sigh he let out as the weight of the day—and the weight of us—slipped off his shoulders.

I felt his gaze on me. I knew what he saw: my hair, that expensive weave he secretly loved, fanned out across the white pillow like spilled ink. My shoulder was bare, the thin cotton of my nightgown slipping down. In the shadows, I knew I looked vulnerable. I knew I looked like the woman he’d fallen for before he decided to hate me.

I heard the splash of water in the ensuite basin. He was washing away the grit of the precinct, the smell of the Fourth Ward. Then, the mattress dipped.

The heat of him was a physical force. He slid under the sheets behind me, not touching me at first, just lying there. I stayed perfectly still, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

Then, his hand moved.

His fingertips grazed the outside of my thigh, a slow, tentative crawl. He lifted the hem of my gown inch by inch. I told myself I’d stop him if he was rough. I told myself I’d turn away. But as his palm settled flat against the curve of my ass, my body betrayed my resolve.

He dipped his hand between my legs from behind. He found me already wet—a glossy, slick heat that I couldn't hide. I heard a low, involuntary sound escape his throat, a mix of a growl and a groan. He pressed his chest to my back, his cock thick and burning hot against the cleft of my behind.

He didn't say a word. He didn't have to.

His fingers moved with a patient, agonizing slowness. He found the small, swollen pearl of my clit and began to circle it. Not with the punishing pressure of earlier, but with a rhythmic, coaxing touch that made my breath hitch. I let out a soft, dreamy sigh, my top leg easing forward to give him the space he needed.

He took the invitation. He slipped two fingers inside me, feeling the way my walls fluttered and clamped around him. He began to stroke that spongy, secret place inside me that always made the world fall away. The sounds were intimate—wet, soft clicks in the silence of the room.

His mouth found the nape of my neck. He gave me open-mouthed, lingering kisses, tasting the salt and the faint lavender of my soap. He dragged his lips along the slope of my shoulder, his breath hot and ragged.

"Manda," he whispered, a rough, broken sound that carried more emotion than any of our arguments.

He nudged my leg higher with his knee, lining himself up. He pressed forward—slow, deliberate, savoring the way I yielded to him. The stretch was exquisite. I felt every ridge, every inch of him as he buried himself to the root, his hips flush against mine. I took a sharp breath, a whimper catching in my throat, but I kept my eyes closed.

I didn't want to wake up. I didn't want the morning to come. I wanted to stay in this half-lit world where he touched me like I was something sacred instead of something spoiled.

He began to move—long, languid rolls of his hips. He’d pull out until he was almost gone, the ridge of his head catching on my entrance, before gliding back in deep. It was smooth. It was rolling. It was perfect.

One of his arms slid under my neck, his hand cupping my breast through the thin fabric. He circled my nipple with his thumb, matching the rhythm of his hips. His other hand stayed between my legs, his fingers still working my clit with a persistent, gentle heat.

It felt different tonight. There was no anger in the thrust. There was an aching, desperate tenderness. I could taste the salt on his skin, smell the cedar-scented soap. My breathing fractured—little hitches and gasps escaping me every time he bottomed out and ground against me.

He kissed my ear, whispering my name again and again, his voice cracking with the strain. His hand left my breast, sliding down to my hip to hold me steady so he could sink just a fraction deeper. I moaned—a low, sleepy, broken sound—and felt my body begin to shatter.

The pleasure coiled tight and low, then broke in a long, shuddering wave. I rippled around him, my walls pulsing in lazy, deep contractions that drew the life out of him. He followed me a second later, his hips stuttering, his body tensing as he spilled inside me, ground into me in small, helpless circles.

He didn't pull out. He stayed inside, his arm wrapped tight around my waist, his chest rising and falling against my back. Our breathing eventually synced up, a steady, rhythmic cadence in the dark.

For that one night, the resentment didn't follow us into the bed. There were no sharp words. No "sinners" or "sluts." Just the warmth of him, the lavender scent of my hair, and a strange, aching tenderness that felt like home.

I closed my eyes, still feeling the pulse of him inside me, and let myself believe—just for a few hours—that we could find our way back.

The next morning, the air in the kitchen felt... lighter. Not fixed, but the edges weren't as sharp.

Jermaine didn't snap at me when I accidentally bumped his arm while reaching for the coffee. He didn't glare at the clock. He just sat there, nursing a mug of black coffee, his eyes following me as I moved around the room. He looked like a man trying to solve a puzzle he wasn't sure he wanted the answer to. Twice, I caught him looking at the curve of my hip as I swept the floor, his expression heavy and warm. It made my stomach flip, a nostalgic jolt of the way he used to look at me in the hospital halls.

I kept replaying the night before. The slow, careful way he’d handled me. The way he’d stayed after, holding me like he was afraid I’d disappear if he let go. I’d stayed "asleep" the whole time, afraid that the second I opened my eyes and looked at him, the spell would break and the cop would come back.

At breakfast, he cleared his throat, his voice low but steady.

"Be ready by seven tonight," he said, not looking up from his coffee. "There’s a block party over in Riverside. Some of the guys from the precinct and their wives are heading down. I told them we’d stop by."

My heart gave a stupid, hopeful jump. A party. Music. People laughing. We hadn't been out together—truly out—since the honeymoon turned into a battlefield.

"Really?" I asked, trying to keep the excitement out of my voice.

He nodded once, his jaw tight but not angry. "Yeah. Wear that green dress. The one with the flowers."

I didn't argue. I didn't point out that he usually hated that dress because it "showed too much." I just nodded and spent the afternoon getting ready like my life depended on it. I washed my hair, letting the waves tumble loose over my shoulders. I put on the deep emerald dress—the one that hugged my waist and flared over my hips, the neckline plunging just enough to be dangerous. I dabbed jasmine oil on my pulse points and pinched my cheeks until they glowed.

When Jermaine came into the room to get changed, he stopped dead in the doorway. He looked me over—from my bare feet to the loose hair framing my face. His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

"You look... beautiful, Manda," he said, his voice rougher than a Houston highway.

"Thank you, Jermaine."

The party was alive. Strings of lanterns hung between the oak trees, the smell of barbecue smoke and fried catfish thick in the air. A DJ was playing old-school soul, the bass thumping in the grass. We joined his friends—Elias, a grizzled detective with a wife as sharp as he was, and Micah, a young rookie who couldn't stop grinning at his girlfriend.

Jermaine stayed close. His hand lived at the small of my back—not gripping me, just resting there, a warm, constant reminder of his presence. I let myself relax. I laughed at the stories, shared a plate of ribs, and for a few hours, I forgot that we were a tragedy in the making.

When the men wandered off to talk shop by the cooler, I drifted toward the dance floor. That’s when I saw him—Amos.

Amos was a ghost from my childhood, a boy I’d grown up with back in East Texas. He grinned when he saw me, pulling me into a big, boisterous hug that smelled like beer and nostalgia.

"Manda! Girl, look at you! Houston’s been good to you," he laughed, spinning me around.

I laughed back, the sound easy and real. "Amos! What are you doing in the city?"

We talked for ten minutes—maybe fifteen. Just old stories about the creek, his mama’s peach cobbler, and the time we’d tried to "borrow" his father’s truck and ended up in a ditch. It was light. It was innocent. It was fun.

I didn't see Jermaine standing by the oak tree, his hand white-knuckled around a soda can.

By the time we got back to the truck, the atmosphere had shifted. The air was frigid. Jermaine’s shoulders were locked, his jaw set in a thin, dangerous line. He didn't say a word as he navigated the traffic, his grip on the steering wheel so tight I thought the leather might snap.

When the apartment door shut behind us, the silence was deafening. I didn't even bother turning on the lights. The moon provided enough of a spotlight for the disaster.

"Who was he?" Jermaine’s voice was a low, vibrating growl.

I sighed, dropping my clutch on the table. "That was Amos, Jermaine. We grew up together. I haven't seen him in years. He’s got a wife and three kids in Beaumont."

"He had his hands all over you," Jermaine said, taking a step toward me. The shadows made him look like a giant. "You were laughing. Leaning into him. Smiling that smile."

"I was having a conversation with an old friend!" I snapped, the frustration finally bubbling over. "Is that a crime now? Am I allowed to speak to people, or do I need to wear a veil when I leave the house?"

"You put on that dress," he spat, his eyes wild and wounded. "You did your hair, you smelled like jasmine, and then you let some guy from your past wrap his arms around you in front of everyone I work with. You liked the way he looked at you. You always like it."

The words cut deep. "You told me I looked beautiful! You were the one who wanted to go! And now you’re turning a perfectly good night into something ugly because of your own damn insecurities?"

Jermaine closed the gap, his hands slamming against the wall on either side of my head. The frame rattled, the sound echoing through the small apartment. He was inches from me, his breath hot against my cheek, his scent—cedar and anger—overwhelming me.

"Turning it ugly?" he whispered, his voice cracking. "I’m just seeing what’s right in front of me. You think one night of me being gentle wipes the slate? You think I don't know who you are? You love the attention. You love knowing that other men want what I have."

"I was happy tonight, Jermaine!" I screamed, the tears finally breaking. "For one night, I felt like your wife instead of your prisoner! I thought maybe last night meant you were ready to let go of the past. But you’re addicted to the hate. You’d rather punish me for being human than just love me for who I am."

He leaned in closer, his forehead nearly touching mine. His eyes were a storm of fury and heartbreak. "Last night was a weakness," he rasped. "Because I know the second I let my guard down, you’ll be smiling at the next man who reminds you of your 'life' before me. I waited for you, Manda. I saved myself. And you... you’re just waiting for the next 'old friend' to come along."

My chest ached so hard I thought my ribs might crack. "I never lied to you. You’re the one who can't handle the truth. You’re the one who’s throwing us away."

He looked at me for a long, agonizing heartbeat. I saw the struggle in him—the man who wanted to kiss me and the man who wanted to walk out the door. The silence between us was a living thing, a weight that threatened to crush the life out of both of us.

"Then maybe there's nothing left to save," he whispered.


CHAPTER 3




Jermaine’s POV:




"I haven’t touched you in five days, Manda. Not because I didn't want to, but because I’m terrified that if I do, I’ll see the monster in the mirror again."

The words hung in the humid evening air of the kitchen, heavy and jagged as broken glass. I stood in the doorway of our Houston apartment, my police uniform damp with the sweat of a shift spent chasing ghosts and avoiding my own reflection. The hum of the refrigerator felt like a roar in the silence that followed.

Manda didn't turn around. She was standing at the stove, the royal blue of her scrubs a stark contrast to the warm amber glow of the overhead light. She was stirring a pot of soup—slow, rhythmic circles that spoke of a weary, mechanical persistence. The steam rose around her, dampening the fine, dark curls at the nape of her neck, but she remained as still as a statue.

"Five days, Jermaine," she whispered, her voice like sandpaper on silk. "Five days of you looking through me like I’m a pane of glass you’re waiting to shatter. Do you have any idea what that silence feels like? It’s louder than the shouting."

"I know," I rasped, taking a tentative step onto the linoleum. My boots felt like lead. "I know because I’ve been living in it too. I’ve been out there on the streets, looking at every face, every shadow, trying to find the man I was before I realized I was capable of leaving marks on the woman I swore to protect."

My eyes drifted involuntarily to her arms. Her sleeves were pushed up, and even in the soft light, I could see the fading remnants of my shame—faint, yellowish-green shadows where my fingers had gripped her too hard. Every time I saw them, a cold, oily sickness swirled in my gut. I was a cop. I was supposed to be the line between the predator and the prey, but five nights ago, the line had blurred until it disappeared.

"I went to see my grandfather today," I said, the admission sticking in my throat. "I went to the old house. I told him everything."

Manda finally stopped stirring. She set the spoon down with a soft clink and turned slowly. Her eyes—those deep, obsidian eyes that usually held so much fire—were hollow. She looked exhausted, her plush, beautiful face drawn tight with a sorrow I had authored. She crossed her arms over her chest, not in defiance, but as if she were holding her soul together.

"And what did Old Hampton have to say?" she asked, her voice trembling. "Did he tell you how to wash the sin off? Did he give you a prayer to make the bruises go away?"

"He told me I was choosing the hate," I said, and my voice cracked, the sound raw and ugly in the quiet room. "He told me that purity isn't some prize to be won or a trophy to be kept in a box. He said it was what we build after the fire. He told me I was beating you down for a past you can't erase and beating myself down for not being the first man in a story that’s already been written."

I took another step, the distance between us feeling like a canyon. "He asked me if you were worth it. If our future was worth more than my ego. And Manda... I realized I’ve been so busy fighting a ghost that I forgot to look at the woman standing right in front of me."

Tears began to track through the cocoa butter on her cheeks, shimmering like diamonds in the dim light. "I didn't choose to have a past just to spite you, Jermaine. I was twenty years old. I was lonely, I was curious, and I was human. He was a footnote. A mistake I made before I even knew what a real man looked like."

She took a shaky breath, her chin quivering. "Then you walked into that hospital. You were so steady. So sure. You looked at me like I was the sun and the moon, and I believed you. I chose you. I gave you my life, my home, my heart... and you’re throwing it all away because I wasn't a blank slate for you to write on."

"I’m sorry," I choked out, the words feeling pitifully small for the weight of the wreckage between us. "I am so goddamn sorry, Manda. I don't know how to fix it. I don't know how to make you trust my hands again. But I’m begging you... don't let me be that man. Don't let the hate win."

Manda stared at me for a long, agonizing beat. The silence wasn't a weapon anymore; it was a bridge. Slowly, she reached out, her fingers trembling as she touched the raw, blistered skin of my palm—the result of five days of mindlessly swinging an axe and gripping a steering wheel to keep from losing my mind.

"I'm tired, Jermaine," she whispered. "I'm so tired of the war."

"Then let's end it," I breathed, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Please. Let's just... end it."

***

The soup was forgotten. The world outside the kitchen window—the distant sirens of Houston, the hum of the city—faded into nothingness. There was only the two of us, standing in the center of our kitchen, the air thick with a tension that had shifted from cold resentment to a desperate, aching hunger.

I reached out, my hands shaking as I cupped her face. Her skin was like heated silk, damp with tears. I waited, holding my breath, half-expecting her to flinch, to pull away from the hands that had been too rough. But she didn't. She leaned into my touch, her eyes closing as a broken sob escaped her lips.

"Manda," I groaned, my forehead dropping to hers. "I want to be the man you deserve. I want to earn you back."

"Then touch me," she whispered, her hands sliding up my chest, over the Kevlar vest I hadn't even removed yet. "Touch me so I can forget the way you looked at me five days ago. Touch me until there’s nothing left but us."

I didn't need another word. I found the zipper of her scrubs, my movements frantic yet careful, a prayer in every motion. The fabric parted, revealing the rich, mahogany curves of her shoulders. I kissed the fading marks on her arms, my lips lingering on the skin, an apology in every breath. She shivered, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer.

I carried her to the bedroom, the moonlight through the blinds painting silver stripes across the duvet. I stripped off my uniform, the badge and the belt hitting the floor with a heavy thud, symbols of a world that didn't matter right now. When I moved over her, she was a vision—all lush hips and deep, inviting valleys, her lovely weave spread across the pillows like a dark sea.

I began with my mouth, a slow, worshipful exploration of her body. I wanted to map every inch of her again, to erase the memories of anger with a tide of pure, unadulterated adoration. I kissed the hollow of her throat, the swell of her breasts, the soft dip of her waist. She arched underneath me, her breath hitching, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

"Jermaine... please..."

"Slow," I rasped, my tongue trailing over the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. "We’re going slow, baby. I want you to feel every bit of this."

I found her heat—the slick, honeyed center of her that was already drenched for me. I used my tongue and my fingers with a deliberate, agonizing patience, teasing her, coaxing her until she was sobbing my name, her hips bucking in a desperate rhythm. I watched her face in the moonlight—the way her eyes rolled back, the way her lips parted—and I felt a surge of love so powerful it felt like my chest was cracking open.

When I finally entered her, it wasn't a thrust; it was a surrender. I slid into her slowly, savoring the velvet clench of her walls as they welcomed me back. She was so tight, so warm, a perfect fit that made my eyes sting. I buried myself to the hilt and just stayed there for a moment, my heart beating against hers.

"You're mine," I whispered into her hair. "Past, present, and every damn day I have left. You’re the only one, Manda. Always."

"Yes," she gasped, her legs locking around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Only you, Jermaine. Always you."

I began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that was as much a dance as it was an act of love. There was no anger here, no ghost of the men who came before. There was only the friction of skin on skin, the sound of our joined breaths, and the expensive, heady scent of her jasmine oil mixing with my musk. Every stroke was a vow. Every moan was a bridge built over the ruins of our week.

The pleasure was a rising tide, golden and fierce. I watched her as she broke—the way her mahogany skin glowed, the way her body tightened and rippled around me in long, rhythmic pulses. She cried out, a raw, beautiful sound of release, and the sensation was enough to shatter my own control. I followed her over the edge, pouring myself into her, my body shaking with the force of a love that was too big for words.

The aftermath was silent, but this time, the silence was a sanctuary. We lay tangled in the sheets, the cool air from the vent finally starting to dry the sweat on our bodies. I had Manda pulled tight against my side, her head resting on my chest, her fingers tracing the scars on my arms.

"I don't know if the hurt just goes away," she said quietly, her voice sounding small in the dark. "I don't know if I won't think about it the next time you get angry."

"I know," I said, kissing the top of her head. "I don't expect you to forget. I don't even know if I want you to. I want to remember it so I never, ever go back there again. I’m going to earn your smile back, Manda. One day at a time."

She shifted, looking up at me, the moonlight catching the dampness in her eyes. "You already started tonight."

I pulled the duvet over us, cocooning us in the warmth of the bed. For the first time in months, the ghost of the other man felt like a shadow in a room where the lights had finally been turned on. He wasn't there. He never had been. He was just a weapon I’d used to hurt myself because I didn't think I was enough for a woman like Manda.

But as I felt her heart settling into a steady rhythm against mine, I realized Hampton was right. It wasn't about being the first man in her life. It was about being the last.

"I love you, Manda," I whispered into the dark.

"I love you, Jermaine," she replied, her voice soft and sure.

Beyond the glass, the pulse of Houston was a chaotic symphony of neon and grit—the distant, lonely wail of a siren, the rhythmic hum of tires on rain-slicked asphalt, a million lives rushing toward destinations that didn't matter. But inside the sanctuary of our room, the air was heavy, charged with the scent of spent passion and the sweet, lingering musk of reconciliation.

The war was over, leaving us in the beautiful, hallowed ruins of our own making.

I pulled her closer, the velvet heat of her skin against mine acting as an anchor in the dark. Our limbs remained tangled, a map of intertwined mahogany and sweat-slicked muscle, where the boundaries of where I ended and she began had completely dissolved. I pressed a slow, worshipful kiss into the damp curls at her temple, tasting the salt of our struggle and the honey of our peace. We were messy, etched with the scars of a thousand unspoken words, and the road to healing stretched out before us like a long, winding highway into the unknown.

Yet, as the rhythm of her breathing synced with the heavy thrum of my heart, the ghosts of the past finally starved in the light of our shared heat. I closed my eyes, burying my face in the curve of her neck, and let the world outside fade into a blur of meaningless noise. I didn't need the city, and I didn't need a clean slate. I just needed the weight of her in my arms.

For the first time in an eternity, the silence wasn't a void—it was a promise. And as I drifted into the quiet, I knew that being broken didn't matter, as long as we were broken together. That was the only truth that remained. And it was more than enough.
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