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        This is Jason’s story. It is part of a duet.

        This takes place before there was any of the Flock, and tells the story of Deck and Jason’s turbulent relationship. You get to see the Souls before their women came along and pulled their heads out of their butts.

        You also get to see the birth of the Wounded Souls princess.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is told completely from Jason’s POV.

        I like to make things hard for myself, to challenge my writing and creative skills. Or maybe I just don’t need sleep.
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      “What? You think just because you joined up you are some kind of hero or something?” I asked my brother Deck, the wanker that I endured being a twin with, unfortunately.

      “I don’t want to work on a building site for the rest of my life brother.” Deck had worked on various construction crews since seventeen. He had a gift for building but the effort of an apprenticeship not so much.

      We both worked in the building industry, I enjoyed working with my hands but like Deck, I didn’t want to do it forever. He shocked me with his decision to join the army, Deck wasn’t one for being told what to do for a minute let alone all day every day.

      “So you’d rather dodge bullets and risk your life every day?” I asked, secretly worried for my brother but there was no way he was gonna find that out from me.

      “Better than sitting around on my arse all day mooching off Mum and Dad,” Deck drawled. And that was how our latest back and forth insult throwing session sparked off.

      We went at it for a good ten minutes before the booming voice of our father interrupted us.

      “For fuck’s sake boys! Can you give it a fucking rest? It’s the same shit different bucket with you two,” Dad yelled at us, walking into the lounge room with a thunderous look on his face.

      “Twins are supposed to like each other; you better stop this shit before your mother comes in from the garden because if you hurt her today, I will rip both of your heads off and shit down your necks.”

      Both Deck and I mouthed the threat at the same time Dad did, for him it was his go-to threat. He said it at least ten times a week, even more when we all lived under the same roof.

      Deck moved out with his mate Booth a year ago, giving me the chance to have a break from our constant bickering and pounding of each other.

      Our house wasn’t huge, a typical two-bedroom Aussie-style bungalow. It belonged to my dad’s parents, and it got passed to him when gran and gramps passed away, a month from each other.

      At the time Deck and I were only five so sharing a room then hadn’t been too horrible. At five we fought but nothing like the years that followed.

      Deck was older than me by fifteen minutes, and Mum always said fondly that I took my sweet time making my appearance and nothing was gonna make me move until I was ready, which gave the doctor a few anxious grey hairs trying to expedite my arrival into the real world.

      Deck on the other hand, said that fifteen minutes gave him the time to be the favourite, that Mum bonded with him first.

      What the fuck ever, Deck could go fuck himself. We weren’t technically identical twins medically speaking, but we looked a hell of a lot alike. Small differences set us apart physically, I even went so far as to grow my hair longer than his, even grew a beard to set myself apart from him. Still some people found it difficult at times, but personality wise we were worlds apart.

      Where Deck was charismatic and charming with the ladies, I was stand-offish.

      Where Deck was popular and more of a leader, I was a loner.

      And Deck had to be the hero, all the fucking time. Hence why he and his mates; Booth, Cooper and Mannix Steel, Creed and Darth joined the Australian Army.

      Of course, he hadn’t asked me to join with them, why would he? It wasn’t as if he or the five wise-arse men, as I liked to refer to his friends, ever thought of including me in any of their escapades.

      Not that I gave a shit… okay, I did care that they had a bond of brotherhood. They were the stars of the neighbourhood; everyone wanted to know them and everyone wanted to be them.

      “You two are twenty-one years old, isn’t it time you put this childish bullshit aside and act like brothers for a change. The amount of times I have knocked your heads together over the years surely I dislodged the immature side of your brains,” Dad said, taking his usual place in his leather lounge chair, remote in one hand and a beer in the other.

      “It’s not my fault the fifteen minutes he was inside longer than me caused brain-damage,” Deck replied with a smirk

      Raising my hand, I motioned my middle finger being wound up giving him the bird.

      “Fuck you, dickhead,” I muttered.

      “At least I can fuck, dickwad,” sneered Deck.

      “Boys, stop bickering. I swear you two are still ten years old,” Mum said entering the lounge, her gardening gloves still on her hands. “And watch your language both of you. One day the neighbours will call the police and we will be on the evening news.”

      Again, Deck and I mouthed silently Mum’s usual response whenever she caught us in a war of f-bombs. The woman was convinced the neighbours listened to us, and would one day call the cops on us. What she didn’t know was the people that lived either side of us sometimes sat in their yards and laughed at our antics. The Johnston twins bickering was legendary in our street that was for sure.

      “Decker honey, when are your little friends due to arrive? I have some scones in the oven, I want to whip up some cream before they get here so your afternoon tea is ready,” Mum said going up to Deck and ruffling his hair with her muddy gloved hand.

      I couldn’t help snickering when Mum used Deck’s given birth name. Why she called one twin after a power tool brand baffled both of us, but I was grateful I got a decent normal everyday name.

      Deck hated it, and insisted at a very young age that it was to be shortened to Deck, and even went to great lengths having it changed by deed pole when he turned eighteen.

      “Jesus Mum, you got dirt in my hair for fu—.”

      “Do no not finish that sentence young man or I will wash your mouth out with soap,” Mum warned in her sternest voice. “My goodness I hope the army teaches you better manners than I have tried to teach you. Both of you have the mouths of a sewer.”

      “No fucking chance of that happening love, your sons are a lost cause when it comes to manners,” Dad piped up, turning down the volume on the TV while an ad was on. Dad hated television ads, those and anything not Australian made.

      “Mum, the army is more about training and shit, I’m not joining up to learn public speaking,” Deck commented, “and for the love of god call me Deck, it cost me one hundred bucks to change my name to something better than being called after a power drill.”

      “Oh, you will always be my Black and Decker, baby boy,” Mum cooed, making Dad burst out laughing.

      “Sorry son, by the time the nurse came and got me from the waiting room, your mother had already named you. Fortunately, I saved your brother from a fate worse than death, being named after tools is nothing compared to a life-sized bear puppet. Jason was a bee’s dick away from living with the name Humphrey.”

      I shivered at the close call, Humphrey B. Bear was an Australian TV show for kids started in the sixties. Basically, a man walked around in a bear costume, didn’t utter a word and spoke by charades. I thanked God every day Dad put his foot down and insisted mum use my late uncle’s name.

      “Such a distinguished name,” Mum mused with dreamy eyes.

      The sound of a hotted-up muscle car broke the argument that was threatening to ensue, thankful for the first time the idiots turned up.

      “Your posse I believe,” I said to my brother with a raised brow.

      “Your hand on your dick, again,” Deck quipped going to the door to meet his mates.

      “At least mine won’t fall off. You should try being more selective who you stick it in brother,” I muttered, he couldn’t hear me, but our twin thing wasn’t completely non-existent, we just chose for a long time to tune it out.

      Our connection was rarely used, if ever. Getting inside Deck’s head would only give me a sexually transmitted disease.

      “You know, if you and your brother put as much effort liking each other as you do thinking up brilliant insults, life in this house would be much friendlier,” Dad muttered.

      “Maybe, but what would you do for entertainment during the ad breaks old man?” Giving Dad a wink, I snagged my Discman off the coffee table. I could hear the loud voices of the muscle posse, and they were the last people I wanted to see right now. Not that they weren’t a good bunch of blokes, they were all right. But, put them all in one room, and I became the brunt of all their jokes with Deck leading the pack.

      “Gonna go to my room, tell Deck to come see me before he shoots off,” I said to my father before I walked out of the room.

      “Righto son. You tell Deck your news yet?”

      I stopped and turned around to look at Dad, I could see by the look on his face he already knew the answer.

      “Not in the mood to hear shit about how becoming a cop isn’t on the same level as a soldier, Dad. Just let him have this moment to himself, later I will write and tell him.”

      I didn’t hang around to see the inevitable look of disappointment I knew he would give me. My parents hated that Deck and I raged war on one another rather than be the loving, supportive twins they wanted.

      It wasn’t that I hated my brother. I loved him; he was my brother and twin. But it was something neither of us could help or control, from the age of three fighting became our normal way of life. We had our moments but not many if I was being honest.

      It hurt our mother the most.

      She used to create situations where Deck and I had to be together, our two-bedroom house being the perfect example. But much to her chagrin all it managed to do was create more animosity. Yelling as three-year-olds, turned into pushing and shoving as six-year-olds then as the years passed, full-blown fist fights.

      We had always been big kids, built like our dad, we learned early on of our penchant for boxing. The only difference was we used each other as a punching bag and not an actual one.

      Entering my room, I flopped down on the bottom bunk, grimacing when I hit my head.

      “Who the fuck has bunk beds at twenty-one?” I muttered, rubbing the top of my head.

      Last year Deck moved out to live with Booth and Darth, giving me the room for myself. Mum had cried for days after he moved, and refused to change out the bunks for a double bed. So here I was twenty-one years old and still occupying the bottom bunk.

      Slipping my earphones over my ears, I lost myself in some soothing tunes from AC/DC, original band member Bon Scott was my favourite singer, not that Brian didn’t do a good job but you had to have loyalty, ya know?

      “Hey pencil dick, I gotta get moving,” Deck shouted at me, his big foot kicking my bed to get my attention.

      “Huh,” I replied groggily, surprised that I must have fallen asleep.

      “Dude I don’t understand how you can sleep with music blaring in your ears,” Deck said with a frown. “I am leaving now,” he repeated, indicating his watch.

      I rubbed my hands over my face, then climbed carefully off the bed, my head still throbbed from the earlier bump.

      “Said bye to Mum yet?” I asked as I set my Discman down on my pillow.

      “Yeah, she is a bit of a mess, be warned.”

      “Dad will have fun with that,” I replied laughing.

      “True. So…” Deck said giving me a smirk, one eyebrow raised.

      “Look after yourself brother. Get through basic in one piece, and don’t go being a hero. Mum wouldn’t survive if anything happens to your ugly face.”

      “Nothing bad is gonna happen, it will be some time before I get deployed. And even then, I may not get to see any action, and if I do— look out,” Deck said, with the cockiness only Deck possessed.

      “All right then, well see you in a few months maybe.” Holding out my hand for Deck, he took it.

      “See ya Jay, do something useful while I am gone.”

      The narky dig at my lack of motivation in Deck’s opinion, burned at me. His assumption that I didn’t have goals pissed me off and the immediate retort tasted bitter as I held it back. Mum didn’t need any more need to be upset for today.

      Instead I smiled at him, “You never know Decker, I may just surprise you.”

      “Maybe you will,” he agreed, “stay gold pony-boy, catch ya in a few.” Deck said chuckling at his reference to a book we had to read in high school. Back then I was very impressionable, looking to find my way from out of Deck’s shadow. When our teacher forced us to read the young adult novel, I found myself very interested in the storyline. I may or may not have gone through a phase where I slicked my hair back with hair gel and lived in a denim jacket for six months, even took up smoking until my old man found me smoking in the backyard and made me eat a cigarette as punishment. It worked, for the most part. Occasionally I still lit up when I was drunk, which wasn’t very much these days.

      Deck turned to leave, his frame so much like mine from the back. A twinge of something pulled at my heart strings, making me a sappy idiot and about to give Deck more ammunition for future insults. Like it or not, Deck was my brother, my twin. I loved him, just didn’t like him all that much. But to see harm come to him or worse? Nope I didn’t want that.

      “Deck?”

      “Yeah,” he asked looking over his shoulder at me.

      “Duty and Honour brother,” I said, repeating the motto for the Australian army and infantry units. When Deck told us of his intention to join up, I did my own research. Secretly I had wanted to join with him, the old saying ‘if he can do then so can I’ my reason. But in the end, I thought the police force was a much better fit for me. Plus, there was the whole competition thing we had going. Knowing my brother, he would have taunted me to try and catch a bullet between my teeth or something equally as fucked up.

      He snorted a laugh but his blue eyes, identical to mine softened.

      “Find your path Jason and kick its arse. You’ve got it inside you, maybe with me out of the way for a while—” Deck didn’t finish what he was going to say, but I knew what it was. Deep down Deck knew I resented him, well not him just his appeal to the opposite sex and Mum, and his easy-going nature. How two people that were born at the same time ended up so different was the question to which I had no answer.

      Being away from one another might just help me find the solution.
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      “Fuck that was a brutal day,” my bunk mate Robbo grumbled from above me.

      If I had the energy to answer him; my whole body was screaming at me for a hot shower and my stomach growling for food, I would have agreed with his assessment of our day.

      This was my last week at the Victorian Police Academy. Thirty-one weeks of physical training and classroom theory, and in two days all of my hard work was going to pay off by graduating.

      The minute I walked through the gates at the Glen Waverly training facility, I felt a sense of home. And while my two hundred and eighty classmates grumbled and groaned at the end of each of the last two hundred and fifteen days, I fell into bed feeling closer and closer to my goal.

      For the first time, in my life, I really felt like I belonged. I thrived on every element of the training schedule, classwork, the lot. Hell, I even enjoyed traffic work.

      And now I was near the end of being here and ready for my first placement; at a station only the powers to be knew. There I would perform general duties such as patrolling the streets or highway and more mundane tasks like drug and alcohol testing, for a total of twenty weeks.

      Whatever it turned out to be, I was more than ready to sink my teeth into and do my very best. To say I wanted to succeed as a police officer was a severe understatement. I wanted that diploma inked with the words Police Constable so bad it drove me to fight through the mental boredom you suffered through classwork sometimes and the ache your muscles experienced after a day of running and pushing your body through pain you never wanted to feel ever again.

      Thirty-one weeks into the one hundred and sixteen-week course I kept telling myself and then once I got that piece of paper I could finally walk back into my home town and prove that the quiet Johnston twin wasn’t the odd one out any longer.

      Mum had kept me up-to-date with Deck’s achievements in his training. According to her, his basic training at Kapooka went well, as well as for the five wise-arse men.

      During my once a week half-hour call to her she made sure to tell me of his excellence and brilliance and his all-round perfection. He was somewhere doing weapons training now, and no doubt excelling at that too.

      After I ended the call, I felt that usual sting of rejection Mum made me feel every time Deck’s name came up, which was all the fucking time, I might add. He and I hadn’t seen one another since we said goodbye in our childhood bedroom. His basic training only lasted about twelve weeks so he was already a soldier, another fact Mum liked to tell me regularly along with how proud she was of him. That he was already doing something for our country, making her proud of her boy. While I was busting my arse every day to one day serve the public, all Mum could say when I told her what I did that week was ‘that’s admirable son’.

      She was never going to change, it was always the same with her, Deck was a chaser and I was a dreamer. I didn’t know why it upset me so much, it was the same shit different bucket as Dad would say. I guess maybe it was because of the upcoming graduation ceremony, Mum and Dad promised to be here although, she did tell me how hard it was going to be driving through lunchtime Melbourne traffic. Then complained about the time of the event, and the fact they had to drive back to Ballarat straight after.

      Deck got them a hotel room when they went to his March Out Parade in Wagga Wagga don’t you know.

      Growling low in my throat I tossed onto my stomach in frustration. Annoyed at myself for getting into my head and letting Mum’s innocent ramblings transporting me back to being a sullen teen. Always jealous of his twin, always wishing his mum would just see him for who he was. Me.

      All I had to do was put my head down, work hard and my achievements would have to be acknowledged by my parents.

      Surely.
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      “Congratulations son, mighty proud of you mate,” Dad said, pumping my hand in a bone-crushing handshake.

      “Thanks old man, means a lot you made the drive,” I said without any sarcasm. I really meant it, them seeing me in my dress uniform and taking pictures for the mantel piece back home gave me all the feels. The stress of the last seven months had been nothing but gruelling, but I saw my way through it and here I stood with my first placement. It was nowhere near home, instead I was placed here in Melbourne’s inner suburbs. It didn’t worry me, not really. I knew Deck was heading home for leave before he left for places unknown, and though we spoke on the phone just last night for the first time in a very long time, I wasn’t really chomping at the bit to be in the same room as him until my training was complete and I was a fully qualified officer of the law.

      Our call had gone exactly the way I expected, it started with insults and ended with more of the same.

      “Any reason why you didn’t share with me your desire to be a Bronze?” Deck asked using the slang term for a cop made famous in the Mad Max film back in the late seventies.

      “Because I knew you would have something derogatory to say about my choice,” I replied dryly.

      “The academy teaching you big words, hey turd?”

      “The army taught you where your brain is located yet, shit for brains?” I retorted and just like that we were at it once again, only this time in the background groaning and complaining weren’t our parents but the booming voice of Booth.

      Out of all Deck’s mates, Booth was the one I had a lot of time for. The other guys were okay, Mannix pissed me off a bit and Steel was far too pretty to take seriously. Darth and Creed were decent, quiet types of men, but Booth saw through everyone with his intense eyes seeing the big picture behind the bullshit. Particularly mine and Deck’s.

      “You okay Jay?” Dad asked pulling me out of my head.

      “Yeah Dad, guess I am just starting to feel the realisation I am going to be a cop, ya know?” I answered him, avoiding his intense gaze. Much like Booth, my dad saw through the bullshit too. He knew where my mind went without even knowing Deck and I spoke on the phone. My father didn’t have favourites, he didn’t play one son against the other and he had a bullshit radar. And it was telling him I was full of it.

      “Jason, you know your Mum is just as proud of you as she is of your brother. They have a special bond, yes I agree, but that doesn’t mean she has more feelings for him than you,” Dad said firmly but quietly so Mum couldn’t hear from her seat a few feet away.

      She looked exhausted and hadn’t really moved since I showed her to her seat before the ceremony.

      “Is Mum okay, Dad?” I asked suddenly concerned.

      Dad looked over at the lady he married when they were only eighteen years old. Seven months after their wedding day, she fell pregnant with twins, and for a forty-year-old woman, with two twenty-one-year-old sons, she didn’t usually look a day over thirty. But today she did, her dark brown hair lacked its usual lustre and her hazel eyes weren’t sparkling as they always did.

      “Mum is fine Jay, just tired. She is working a few extra shifts at the hospital, doing nights more often than not, filling in for sick colleagues. Nothing to worry about.” I noticed as Dad spoke he watched Mum with real concern, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Dad wasn’t the only one with a bullshit radar, I had one too and it was going crazy.

      “Don’t shit me, old man, there is something wrong,” I argued, wanting to know what the hell was going on. My parents were working class, had been all my life. Both of them worked hard, Dad was a fitter and turner and Mum was a nurse. Money had always been tight and luxury items had been few and far between during our childhood. In saying that, food was always plentiful on the dinner table, and good food at that. Mum was a brilliant cook, no matter what it was, everything from roasts to desserts. Deck and I never went without, but once we both moved out, it suddenly dawned on me they were probably missing our contributions to the household budget, and that was the reason Mum was pulling longer shifts at the hospital.

      I made a mental note to put some money in Mum’s account. I didn’t make a big salary as a recruit but I had saved a fair chuck of my weekly wage since being here. Shame hit me that I never even thought about continuing to pay board to them.

      “Jason there is nothing to tell yet, when or if there is you and Deck will be the first to know. That’s the best I can offer you mate,” Dad said with a tone of finality, effectively ending any further questions I had. And I did have questions, and they were going to be answered sooner rather than later. My father was just as stubborn as I was, and when it came to his wife it multiplied ten-fold. Their love was strong and true, and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for her, nothing he wouldn’t go through for her. So, if something was going on with Mum I knew Dad had it in hand. It didn’t lift my worry but it did ease it slightly.

      Walking over to the lady in question, I dropped into the seat beside her.

      “Hello Mother dear, did you enjoy the graduation ceremony?”

      Mum smiled at me, it was genuine and full of love, “I did Jason, you looked very handsome standing out there on the parade ground looking so much like your brother.”

      I gritted my teeth but tried not to show my annoyance at her reference to Deck, again.

      Just once, I wanted…

      Shut the fuck up and grow up, I scolded myself. Even to my own ears I was getting sick of listening to my own whinging and complaining. Deck was who he was and the same for me, I had to get over the competition crap and move forward. It sounded good in theory, time would tell if I managed to make it a reality.

      “Thanks Mum, how about we skip the biscuits and cheese they are offering and go find a nice restaurant? My treat.” I offered hoping to enjoy a pleasant Deck free evening with my parents. Well maybe not completely free of hearing his name, that would be a fucking miracle but one could hope. Right?

      “A quick bite would be absolutely lovely darling,” Mum said in her sweet voice getting slowly to her feet, Dad hurrying up behind her to help her.

      I didn’t miss the tiny hiss of pain she let out as she straightened, nor did I miss the stern look my father directed at me.

      Very, very soon I was going to get some answers.

      That was for certain.
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      I dropped down into the office chair at my desk and sighed when the weight of my body was finally off my feet.

      Today I swore I got up close and familiar with the main streets of Richmond and many of the smaller streets too. My Academy placement gave me a station in an inner-city suburb of Melbourne, for which at the time I was very thankful. Getting on the job training at a busy station seemed far more beneficial than a small one pub town where the biggest problem was a rogue cow walking down the main drag at two-thirty in the afternoon.

      Now four weeks into a twenty-week stint as general duties police officer, that roaming cow sounded pretty good.

      In the last four weeks, I had seen some pretty crazy shit, some that scared me, and some that downright pissed me off. Then there were the sights at night when I witnessed people down on their luck by circumstances out of their control living on the cold, hard ground doing anything to keep warm. Men, women and children sleeping up against doors of businesses closed for the evening huddled under paper-thin blankets and disturbingly some even using cardboard to battle off the cold night air.

      This was the part of policing I’d rather not see; people, good people, trying to catch a break so they could find a way back to their old lives, or at least a semblance of it.

      Then there were the calls I attended with rich stuck-up wankers calling the police because someone dared to park in front of their house or calling to complain about a neighbour’s dog barking too loud. If I was at home back in Ballarat and a neighbour called in complaining like that, I would have laughed and told them to pull their heads out of their arses, and that would’ve been kind compared to what Deck would’ve done. But, as a duty police officer, I had to treat it like any other call to 000. Everyone was entitled to call the police and expect us to perform our duty for the community, no matter how pathetic I thought the complaint.

      Placement was a steep learning curve as to how I tempered myself, using my brain and not my brawn to settle disputes. I was most definitely finding a part of me that I had not used before, at home Deck and I went straight for the anger, whether it be directed at each other or at the pub around the corner from our house where a Friday night pub fight was not only the norm, it was expected of us.

      The Johnston twins had a reputation to protect; as good with their fists as they are as fast with their temper. My temper, more legendary than Deck’s, his fists more feared than mine. As a combination, however, it equalled trouble for any fuckhead that decided to take us on after a few too many amber brews.

      My restraint to hit some idiot that came up to me while walking the beat and mouthing off at me and my partner surprised me. Maybe I really was ready to grow up after all, I thought with a grin.

      “Johnston, call for you, extension four,” one of my colleagues yelled out to me. Giving him a thumbs up I reached for the phone of my desk, secretly hoping that is was not the girl I went out with the night before.

      Sara was nice enough, and very pretty. Long black hair, hazel eyes and quite a nice voice. She made all the right noises to tell me she was interested in something more; the only problem was me. No show all night from my dick, not from her fluttering lashes or her tongue running sexily over her red stained lips.

      Nada, zip, zilch. He remained still and unresponsive in my jeans.

      I could tell when I walked her to her door that she was disappointed when I declined her invite to go inside and even more after her kiss planned for my lips landed on my ear when I had turned my face at the last minute.

      I wanted a woman, and loved sex. That wasn’t the problem, finding her was the issue.

      Chasing off my sexual frustration, I picked up the receiver and punched the blinking button.

      “Johnston.”

      “Son, your Mum is in hospital.” Dad’s deep voice greeted me.

      “On my way,” I said at once then hung up, not wasting any time asking for details. Dad’s worried voice telling me all I needed to know, this was something serious.
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      “So, her liver has a tumour on it?” I asked the doctor again for the fifth time since arriving back in Ballarat. The hour and a half drive from Melbourne gave me plenty of time to concoct horrendous scenarios of what was wrong with Mum in my mind. By the time I parked my Ford XY GT I had her dead and buried and was nearly a sobbing mess.

      “Yes, though the technical term for it is a Sonoma,” the doctor told my father and I.

      Dad stood stoically beside me, his arms folded across his large chest. He hadn’t said much since I found him pacing the corridor by the ER entrance, and that worried me.

      “Does this mean she has — cancer?” The dreaded C word came out choked, tasting bitter on my tongue.

      “Sonomas are usually benign growths if caught early. The scan shows this one is no more than three centimetres and has only grown one point two centimetres since it was first discovered. Which is good news for a positive outcome.”

      Since they first found it? Just how long had my parents been keeping this from me? At my graduation Mum didn’t seem well, and at tea she had barely eaten.

      Turning my head, I looked pointedly at my father, “This isn’t news to you, is it?” I worded the question more like an accusing statement.

      “She didn’t want you boys worrying. Deck is somewhere in East Timor and you have enough on your plate with weeks and weeks of placement to become a full-fledged police officer,” Dad said with a shrug.

      “Unfuckingbelievable,” I muttered, receiving a reproachful glare from the surgeon.

      “Do something useful and contact your brother. Use your police spidey senses and find him or at least get a message to him.”

      “Don’t tell me I was the first to know about this,” I replied sarcastically, pulling my mobile from my back jeans pocket. Walking off to find a quiet corner of the waiting room, I started to google places I could call to potentially get my brother on the phone.

      “Finding a fucking needle in a haystack would be easier,” I grumbled.

      Fifty-five minutes later and more cursing, I finally got hold of a person who assured me that they could get a message through to my dickhead brother.

      “Just tell him to get in contact with our father as soon as he can. Then tell him he is a wanker and be the best he can be,” I told the shocked and silent woman on the other end of the phone.

      “You want… ah… really?”

      “Yep, thanks for your help, have a good night.” I had no idea if it was night where she was, but it was for me. Hanging up for the last time, I went in search of my dad. Mum went into emergency surgery while I had been on the phone, worry for her eating at me the whole time trying to get a lockdown on Deck’s location.

      “Family of Sheila Johnston.”

      Dad and I jumped from the plastic chairs our arses had been uncomfortably moulded into for the last four hours.

      “Over here,” Dad called out.

      A tall man dressed in green scrubs and purple crocs on his feet strode over to us, he didn’t have a grim look on his face and thank fuck I couldn’t see any blood on his scrubs. That would have been fucking horrible to see my mum’s blood.

      “Husband?” the man asked with a raised brow.

      Dad nodded and held out his hand. “Craig Johnston, my son Jason,” Dad said by way of an introduction. We all exchanged head nods and handshakes, time that could be hearing about Mum.

      “Isn’t there another son?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake! Just tell me about my mother you over-educated dweb.

      “Deck is Jason’s twin brother, he is on training exercises in East Timor.”

      “Ah I see, well thank him for his service.”

      Jesus Christ shoot me now.

      “My wife? How is she?”

      The doctor switched modes almost immediately, seriousness replacing his casualness.

      “The operation was very successful. We did what we thought was the best option and took the whole right lobe of the liver rather than make too many cuts removing the growth. She will remain in hospital for at least a week, and even though the surgery was done mostly keyhole, she does have quite a few incision sites.”

      “And the growth, was it cancer?” I asked quickly, needing to know.

      “We won’t know that for certain until the lab results come back but to me it didn’t look cancerous, judging by its size and appearance.”

      His reassurance that he doubted the growth was cancer shot relief through my veins, I could see from my dad’s body language he was thinking the same as me. On the outside Dad didn’t show too much emotion, he hid that behind humour and cursing. Deck took after our father, while I let my emotions run me like Mum.

      “When can we see her?” my father asked.

      “Give her a little while to wake up properly, once she is on a ward we will come get you. Go grab a coffee and something to eat, you can relax now.” Giving us a warm smile, he turned and walked back through the swinging door he came out from originally.

      “Well, thank fuck for that,” Dad said with a long tired but relieved sigh. Grabbing my shoulder, he gave it a hard squeeze. “Thank fuck for that mate,” he said again, this time his voice choking with the relief. Mum was his life, he might do a good job keeping his emotions under control under most circumstances, but when it came to his wife… I liked seeing the softer side she brought out of him.

      We stood staring at each other for a handful of seconds, and for a moment there I was kinda expecting Dad to give me a hug. He made all the right moves to do it, when a high pitched shrill put a stop to that idea.

      “Oh my god, Deck!” An excited female voice yelled out.

      I whipped my head around just in time to catch the small feminine body being hurled at me.

      “Deck I haven’t seen you in so long,” the woman gushed, her legs were wrapped around my waist, her arms around my shoulders, hugging me to her ample chest.

      Over her head I gave Dad a look that said ‘what the fuck?’. This woman definitely had the impression she knew who I was, only… she had the wrong person.

      “Um Deck, son, I’m just going to grab a coffee then by the time I get back we can go see your mum,” Dad said, saying Deck with a straight face but I could see the laughter he was holding back. This wasn’t the first time some girl had mistaken me for my twin, it happened a lot when we were younger. But as we got older the physical differences became more apparent, at least I thought they were.

      Not according to the cute blonde currently doing a good impression of a spider monkey and using me as her tree.

      Giving Dad a nod and a smirk, with Mum out of danger now I decided it was time to let my hair down and relieve some of my current stress. And what better way to do that than to fuck with my brother’s reputation with the ladies.

      With a plan in mind to be an arsehole and ruin any future Deck may have with this woman, I was about to do just that when the blonde pulled back and smashed her mouth to mine.

      You know that old adage; sparks fly, trumpets sound, unicorns dance around a rainbow when the one meant to be yours kisses you for the first time?

      Fuck me if all of that didn’t happen.

      Instead of dropping the woman to the ground and making a dick comment on her weight or something hurtful like I planned, I tightened my arms around her curvy arse, pulled her closer against my swelling bulge and opened my mouth over hers to take control of the kiss. For long minutes, I dominated the sweet lips and mouth of my mystery lady, and my tongue swept over the softness of her inner lips and smooth wet tongue, pulling sexy erotic moans from her. Moans that vibrated all the way to my finally aroused cock, that was currently extra happy because of the position of the nymph’s pants covered pussy.

      Right on top of my hard as a rock cock.

      Happy, happy days. Thank you Deck you wanker.

      Aware that I was holding a woman in my arms, kissing her and grinding the hell into her in the middle of a hospital and being a law enforcement officer, I thought very seriously of stopping. Thought about it but couldn’t because clever fingers were combing through my short-buzzed hair while nails were scrapping deliciously on my scalp. The scent of flowers filling my nostrils, and not an overpowering hit in the face kind of flowers. Subtle, inviting, sexy.

      One more minute, then I will stop. I promised myself, then moaned low and loud when my Nymph ground her hips seductively sending electrics bolts through every nerve ending in my lower body.

      “God damn gorgeous, you are so fucking hot,” I muttered against her swollen lips, suddenly my game to trick her didn’t matter to me, her mistaking me for Deck long forgotten. I wanted this woman for myself now.

      Just as I was about to go back to devouring the woman in my arms, those sweet lips stilled against mine. Opening my eyes, I stared into the prettiest pale green eyes I had ever seen, eyes that were round with shock.

      “You’re not Deck are you,” she whispered, her lips still stuck on mine, her breath warm against me.

      “Ah, no. I’m his brother,” I answered amused that we were doing all of the talking still with our lips connected.

      “Twins?”

      “Subtle differences,” I told her, thrusting my hips into her.

      “Definitely not subtle,” she argued, moaning when I did it again.

      So, my dick is bigger than the muscled beef-cake idiot’s, I thought victoriously. Not that I ever thought about my brother’s cock, but the validation I was getting made me a little smug.

      “Maybe you should put me down now,” my Nymph suggested. But by the way she was still holding me and the fact that her lips were also pressed to mine told me she was enjoying this just as much as I was and I was very much. However, we were in a public place and not being very appropriate.

      Reluctantly, I slide her body down mine, making sure she slid against my hard cock as she made her way to the ground, earning me another one of her sexy moans.

      “You know my brother well?” I asked the question but to be honest I didn’t want to know the answer. I was still holding her close to me, our lips sadly not fused together but it gave me the chance to take in her amazing beauty. She was fucking gorgeous, short blonde hair that was all curls. She resembled a pixie version of that actress Mum liked, Meg Ryan. Mum called her hair fluffy, and now I saw Mum’s description was spot on.

      From there she just got better and better, pretty green eyes, pale pink full lips and the cutest little button nose. And to top off her bombshell looks, a beauty spot just above her upper lip. Fucking perfection, and… Deck had obviously been with this woman, fuck my life.

      “Um… you could say that,” she answered me shyly, but I noticed she wasn’t gushing about it. Good sign, maybe the mighty Deck hadn’t conquered every woman in this town after all.

      “Can you elaborate on that for me, Nymph?” As soon as the word was out of my mouth she pulled out of my arms, and I nearly roared my disapproval. I wanted to go on holding her in my arms forever.

      Her soft green eyes, grew darker glaring at me.

      “Are you saying I am a nympho or something? Because if you are then you can go and fuck—” I cut her tirade off with my mouth, smashing it down on hers again.

      One, because I wanted to stop her from insulting herself, and two… because I needed to kiss her again like my life depended on it. If I lived two lifetimes with this woman it wouldn’t be enough.

      She couldn’t be more than eighteen or nineteen and as ridiculous as it sounded those green eyes bored a hole in my heart, burrowing onto it, searing it. Ruining it for anyone else. This was more than a lustful pash with a sexy woman, this was —.

      “Jason, the doctor said Mum is awake, let’s go,” Dad yelled as he ran towards me from the hallway he’d disappeared down a few minutes earlier. The coffee cup in his hand was spilling liquid from the spout as he rushed passed me. “Move it kid,” he said elbowing me making me release my hold on my beautiful Nymph.

      “Jesus old man, take it easy she ain’t going nowhere,” I replied laughing at his haste to get to his wife. Reaching out with my hand I turned to see the woman wasn’t standing in front of me, instead she had taken advantage of my dad’s sudden intrusion to make her retreat.

      “Hey,” I shouted at her as she walked at a fast clip in the opposite direction of where Dad headed.

      “Can you tell me your name?” I called when she stopped and looked at me.

      “What’s wrong with nympho?”

      “Nymph,” I corrected her. “A beautiful creature, because that’s what you are.”

      A smile lit up her face for a brief moment, almost blinding me even from the distance she put between us.

      Then as quick as it appeared, it disappeared replaced with a sad, regretful frown.

      “It’s best this way, Jason, but I promise you I will never forget that kiss. Ever,” she said sadly then turned and walked down the hall, around a corner and she was gone.

      Running a hand over my lips, I started to walk the way she went. How the fuck could she walk away from what just happened between us? She felt it, I know she did, the spark, the heat and the instant connection that flowed into each other as we kissed.

      Oh, fuck that kiss. Licking my lips, I could still taste her sweetness there, my tongue craved another taste. How that was going to happen when I didn’t even know her bloody name or how she was connected to my brother I didn’t know?

      Was she his girlfriend, one I had never met? Asking him was out of the question no way was I gonna do that. Deck would make it his mission in life to hold her over me if I showed a morsel of interest in her.

      “Wasn’t meant to be, I guess.” I decided quietly, shaking my head, but the words felt bitter, wrong somehow like the one chance for love just walked out of my life.

      Looking back to the empty hall I sighed, “Fuck me she was beautiful.”

      Rubbing my hands over my face in frustration I tried to shake off the hollow feeling in my chest and focus back on why I was here in the first place.

      I was keen to see Mum and see that she was okay with my own eyes, then head back to Melbourne. I still had to front up to work tomorrow despite Mum’s emergency.

      Not able to stop myself I glanced one last time behind me, a big part of me hoping that the blonde would run back and jump back in my arms.

      Wishful thinking on my part, but that kiss would stay with me for a very long time to come.

      Damn if she didn’t smell like flowers, sexy flowers.
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        TEN YEARS LATER

      

      

      

      “Ma’am you can’t eat your cereal and drive at the same time.”

      Holy fuck did I really just say that? The fact that I had to say it boggled my mind, but here I stood eight-thirty on a Monday morning pulling over a twenty-something young woman I caught on my way to work eating her morning breakfast while going sixty kilometres per hour in a forty-kilometre school zone.

      And although technically traffic wasn’t my field, and didn’t fall under the job requirement of a detective, that didn’t stop me from flipping on my lights on my unmarked Holden Commodore and pulling her over.

      “The law says I can’t use my phone will driving, which is so ridiculous because I am a brilliant driver with one hand. So, you can’t fine me for this.” The annoying millennial proceeded to tell me in a nasally voice. “Are you sure you are a police officer? Because you are dressed like a homeless person.” She finished her tirade with a look of disgust at my attire.

      I hung my head and counted to ten, my head twisting slightly in the direction of my car where a takeaway cup of hot coffee was sitting in the cup holder waiting for me. Still untouched I might add.

      “My clothes have nothing to do with the fact that you are driving distracted, and that is against the law. You were speeding in a school zone, this becomes effective as of eight a.m. every weekday, as I am sure you know. Please hand me your licence out of your wallet, ma’am.”

      Taking the square plastic card, she thrust at me with a huff and a whine, I nodded at the woman then headed back to my car to write up a speeding ticket already deciding to let her off with a warning for the charge of driving while distracted.

      Too much paperwork for a Monday and the start of a working week.

      Going about the usual routine of typing in the registration and relevant information for the ticket, I nearly missed the rumbling sounds of multiple Harley motorcycles coming up from behind where I was parked on the side of the road.

      Ripping the ticket from the hand-held ticketing machine in my car, I stood out of the car just as the first of six big Harleys passed by me, going the required forty in speed.

      Narrowing my eyes behind my dark sunglasses, I kept the expression on my face rigid, showing no emotion what so ever, the only reaction I gave the first four bikers was a slight chin lift. The fifth one? Well, he got a bit more special attention from me, a more personal lift of my middle finger. Which of course was reciprocated and joined by a cocky smirk.

      The sixth biker smiled outright, and his booming laughter could be heard over the header pipes of his deep blue monster of a bike. Because he was going slower than the others I could hear his amused comment.

      “Still the same fucking amusing Johnston twins,” Booth called out to me.

      “Yeah well, he is still a wanker,” I muttered even though I knew Booth could not hear me.

      I watched the men who tormented me right through my teen years as they made their way slowly through the school zone with the respect the area was intended until they turned the bend down the end of the road that would take them to where their compound was located.

      “Hey did you see that? They are outlaws, you should be arresting them instead of giving me a ticket, you idiot.”

      The woman had her head out the window looking at me and her cereal bowl in her hand pointing in the direction Deck and his club brothers went.

      Sighing tiredly, I turned and got back in my car, and started typing on the keyboard on my dash. Looks like your mouth just got you a driving while distracted charge after all lady.
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      “Yo Johnston, you going to lunch? The boys want a pub meal over at the Queen’s Head,” my partner shouted at me from his desk across the bull pen.

      Glancing at my watch, I was surprised to see that it was five-thirty p.m.

      Fuck where did the day go?

      When I finally made it into work, after pulling up another speeding motorist and having left the cereal eating millennial spluttering how unfair it was I gave her a fine for the two offenses instead of just the speeding; my day went from bad to worse. Paperwork, and a case that was pissing me off, taking up the rest of my day.

      I had to laugh at the young woman’s threats to sue me for police harassment and letting criminals pass on without stopping them. Deck and his mates may be dicks to me ninety percent of the time, but calling them criminals was nothing than further from the truth.

      Since they returned to Ballarat after ten years in the army and formed their club the Wounded Souls, the town had benefited from their presence. They were not an outlaw club like most MCs were, these guys lived on the right side of the law and each and every one of them were upstanding citizens.

      I came back to Ballarat, assigned to the Lucas Station well before Deck and his posse of bikers set up their club. They were welcomed back like heroes then started to cement themselves in the town as upstanding business owners. But, other than the occasional sighting of them on their bikes riding through town, I had yet to speak to any of them.

      My brother included.

      But that was about to change, because of one reason or should I say one person.

      My mother.

      She called me a half an hour ago, and let’s just say the tongue-lashing she bestowed on me had my cheeks heating with shame and embarrassment.

      “Jason your brother has been back in town for four months now. Don’t you think you should go and see him?”

      Why she presented it as a question was laughable, she sure wasn’t asking me to go see Deck. However, the smart arse in me couldn’t help yanking her chain.

      “Nope, haven’t thought about it at all Mum,” I told her in a bored tone, which of course was the wrong thing to do. Mum was on a mission and when she had something in mind there was no stopping her.

      “You will get your butt to the compound and visit with your twin brother. Can you imagine the humiliation I feel every time I have to tell the ladies at my tennis club that my boys haven’t seen each other for close to ten years? My heart is breaking and neither of you two care. So, you will do as you are told, Jason Humphrey. End of story young man.”

      After that gem, I mumbled an apology to my mother like a good boy, wisely leaving the crude comment about my middle name unspoken and promised her I would go to the compound after work.

      Why the prick couldn’t come see me was also a question I kept to myself, that horse was well and truly flogged.

      Shaking my head, I pushed out of my office chair and worked out the kinks in my shoulders and back.

      “Sorry bud, gotta go do some family shit. Have a beer for me mate,” I said by way of goodbye and headed out of the room and the station.

      It was time to face my brother. Only this time I was no longer going to be his punching bag, verbally or otherwise. My time on the force handed me many opportunities to hone skills that gave me the advantage I needed when facing dangerous criminals and situations.

      Although my build had always been on the more muscular side, and boxing always a part of my fitness regime, the last few years I really got into the ring in a big way and developed better skills and techniques with a bonus being the muscle I had acquired.

      My height and size gave me a convenient leverage on the streets and it would serve me just as well against Deck.

      Reaching my XY, I opened the door and dropped into the comfortable as fuck leather bucket seat. Fuck I loved this car, once the muscle car of the seventies and now a classic and worth a small fortune in her perfect original condition.

      Turning over the powerful motor, I backed out of my parking spot and headed slowly out of the police car park.

      Mum was right about one thing, ten years was a long time in between visits and not normal for brothers. Unfortunately, the Johnston brothers were anything but normal, but maybe… just maybe the love/hate relationship of our youth was now part of our past and maturity would play a part in a truce.
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      Two seconds after I entered the huge carved wooden door of the Wounded Souls compound, I realised my previous idea of maturity was just a pipe dream.

      “Well if it isn’t officer prick come to grace us with his presence.” My twin brother greeted me from his seat at a long bar located at the far end of a massive main room.

      “Decker, good to see the army taught you to be a grown-up,” I replied dryly, walking toward him. Enjoying the glare at hearing his given name.

      The years in the army had noticeably changed Deck, and he was bigger than I thought possible. There was also a more guarded aura to him, his eyes narrowed as I got closer, but not in a pissed off way. It was more like he was surveying his surroundings and I noticed straight away he didn’t give me his back like he would have years ago. He was tense and on alert, expecting the worst and ready for it if it came.

      What the hell happened to him? Mum and Dad told me about the ambush his commando team found themselves in the middle of over in Afghanistan. They told me about the Steel brothers and the injuries they sustained, Steel being the worst of the twins having lost a leg from the knee down. Mannix lost an eye amongst other things when he got back from some rest and relaxation.

      The whole team suffered horribly that day, Booth lost his younger brother in the shittiest way imaginable. But it was Creed I felt more empathy for, he had been slammed with a loss not many men could come back from easily, if ever. Seeing him over by the bar away from the rest of the members, his face passive and unsmiling. That hit me harder than I thought it would, Creed would always smile whenever he hung out at my childhood home. Seeing him half the man he used to be emotionally wasn’t fair.

      Giving Creed a chin lift and getting one back in return, I looked back at my brother.

      “Glad you made it home in one piece brother,” I told him honestly. It was good to see him again, after such a long time apart.

      “Me too Jason, me too,” Deck replied wearily, sounding older than our thirty-one years. All of a sudden, a sense of relief flowed over me that I didn’t follow him into the service, and chose instead to be a cop. My years making of my way up to detective a lot easier than Deck’s journey.

      “Mum send you?”

      I laughed as I held out my hand to him, which thankfully he took straight away without hesitation.

      “How’d you know.”

      “Because she has been ringing me and annoying the piss out of me for the last week. I swear her guilt trips have gained more momentum in ten years,” Deck said, pumping my hand a few times, then slapped me on the shoulder.

      “That they have, just you wait until she starts in with the ‘make me a grandma’ crap,” I said shuddering at the memory of last week’s lecture she gave me when I dropped in for lunch.

      “Well she is wasting her time mate, there ain’t no way my boys are hitting any targets. I keep him wrapped and wrapped tight.” Deck signalled for the bartender to bring two beers. A pretty girl with dark brown, almost chocolate hair and the same coloured eyes. She looked pretty young to be serving alcohol, the cop in me stood to attention as I watched her with a critical eye.

      “Put the badge away Jason, Mia is eighteen and very legal. We don’t do underage anything here at the compound, behind the bar or behind closed doors.” Deck told me firmly, and I believed him.

      I smiled at the pretty brunette when she placed the bottle of VB in front of me, she smiled back but it didn’t hit her eyes. Eyes that were busy looking over my shoulder, shifting on the barstool, I followed her gaze to Steel and a dolled up blonde woman. This being the first time I have seen Cooper Steel since he lost a leg. The man was tall, fucking tall, at least six-foot-five. He was what the ladies classed as pretty, Hollywood handsome and he was a playboy. The blonde that was currently dripping off him was more plastic than real, her fake laughter matched her fake nails and boobs.

      “But it seems you do drama here,” I stated tipping my bottle at the flirty couple then back to Mia, who was busy trying to look like she wasn’t affected by seeing Steel being clawed at and groped.

      Deck sighed as he took a pull of his beer, “Mia is barking up the wrong tree there. Callie has her claws so far into Steel he has no hope, and neither does she. Want me to introduce you to Mia? Though she is a little young for you.”

      I choked on the amber liquid, nearly spitting it over the worn bar top.

      “Hell no, I don’t. Thanks brother, but I don’t need any help meeting women.”

      And I didn’t because dating was not on the cards for me any time soon. Fuck the most action my cock had seen lately was with my right hand, and on special occasions, my left hand.

      It had practically been that way since that night in the hospital when my Nymph gave me a brief taste of heaven.

      “Good to know my little brother learned how to use his dick for something else other than wanking.”

      Glaring at Deck, I mulled over using my gun and shooting him. Not to kill him, just to maim the bastard.

      “Get fucked dickhead. You have no idea how debilitating it is to have the same face as you.” I threw back at him, our banter back in full swing.

      “You should be thanking me tick turd, looking like me is your ticket to pussy paradise.”

      “Aww isn’t it sweet to see the Johnston twins together again. It’s almost as if the last ten years never happened and we are in your lounge room,” a deep amused voice said from behind me.

      Without looking, I let out a chuckle, “Hey Booth, good to see you made it back, mate,” I said without thinking, cursing my stupid brother for putting me in a foul mood and saying something horribly inappropriate.

      Spinning around I faced the president of the Wounded Souls, up close and not on his bike I was reminded of how powerful he looked. Yeah, he was tall and built like the rest of them, but he had a quality about him. Noble, honourable which made him seem unreachable.

      “Fuck Booth, I didn’t mean it the way it came out. I heard about Carson and I am truly sorry mate.” I apologised and held out my hand which he shook immediately.

      “You said nothing wrong Jay, being here and whole with my team is a blessing. Just wish I could have brought them all back in one piece,” he said and I knew he was not only speaking of his blood brother who died over there, but of Steel and Mannix too. All of them had suffered in some way. Physically or mentally, or both.

      In my peripheral vision I saw the big man, Darth, walking with two women, a sexy blonde woman, she had on a pair of blood-red high heels and a pair of skin-tight jeans, her long blonde hair falling around her shoulders like a waterfall. The other woman was blonde also but her hair was curly and shorter kind of like—.

      “Holy fuck me, no way.” The words tumbled out of my mouth a prayer, every nerve cell in my body came to life, my heart beat a thunderous thump.

      “It can’t be her, ten fucking years and all of a sudden she is right in front of me.” I was talking out loud, I couldn’t stop myself. I felt the stare of eyes on me, but I couldn’t find it in myself to give a fuck.

      Ten fucking years!

      “Ah Jason? You good mate?” Booth asked me sounding a mixture of concerned and amused.

      “Fuck, you are fucking weird,” Deck said, sounding exactly like he always did when he threw his insults at me.

      Raising my hand, I pointed in the direction of the small area that looked like a makeshift dance floor. Darth was standing to the side of the small square leaning against a large black speaker box watching the two women, who were now dancing to a fast-paced rock song. Thankfully I also noticed the big man only had eyes for red heels, not my blonde Nymph. That was a very good thing, mainly because there was no need for me to knock Darth out. I had fought Darth once before back before they went into the army, he had been big back then, but now … the man was a behemoth.

      Pointing my focus back at the dancers, one of them in particular, I watched her curvy hips moved erotically, and her perfect tits swayed deliciously to the beat of the music. The whole time my mouth was dry, and my cock moved behind my zipper coming to life just the same way he did that night in the waiting room.

      “That woman you are panting over is Zoe, you want me to introduce you?” Booth asked me, breaking into my dirty thoughts.

      “Huh?”

      “He doesn’t need an introduction Pres, he met her years ago, I believe,” Deck said with amusement.

      The lust-filled fog my brain was just in, cleared enough to hear what my brother just said to me, heard it but not understanding it. Had Zoe told Deck about our encounter all those years ago?

      “What?”

      “Zoe told me that she kissed you that night when Mum was in the hospital,” he said shrugging.

      “She told you?” I asked, gaping at him. His body language and causal bored tone suggested he didn’t give a shit that the woman he was involved with had kissed me senseless while grinding into my crotch like a cowgirl riding a saddle.

      “Sure, we are friends. She tells me everything.”

      I frowned at my brother, well a different version of my brother. Once upon a time this kind of conversation would have ended in a fist fight in the backyard, Mum standing on the porch yelling at us to stop giving the neighbours a show.

      “So, you are saying, that your girlfriend told you she kissed me, mistaking me for you and you don’t care?” I asked slowly.

      “Couldn’t give a shit actually. And for your information, Zoe is not and has never been my girlfriend,” Deck announced then pushed out of the stool and walked off towards the pool table.

      Pursing my lips, I gave him a ‘Yeah right’ look, not believing him for a second.

      “She ain’t. They hooked up until a month ago.” Booth told me, picking up his beer, “Since then he hasn’t been with her, not sure why. Deck said he isn’t interested anymore. Just friends,” he said, putting the bottle to his lips taking a long pull.

      “And she still comes here?”

      “Yeah, she is good friends with Vegas, that’s the woman she is dancing with in there.”

      I looked over at the girls again, both of them laughing and having a good time. Deck walked passed them and stopped long enough to drop a kiss on each of their cheeks, then continued to the men playing pool.

      My Nymph, or Zoe, a fucking beautiful name, just smiled at my brother then continued to dance as if seeing Deck didn’t worry her in any way.

      Fuck she is gorgeous, even more than ten years ago. I want her, I need her, my cock needs to sink so deep inside of her and stay there for the rest of my life.

      Setting my bottle back down, I too pushed up from the barstool.

      “Going for it,” Booth said, not phrasing it like a question.

      Was I? Deck had had her after all, for how long and how seriously I wasn’t sure. I always made it a rule never to go after any of Deck’s ex-girlfriends, it worried me that they were seeing Deck and not me. And yet here I was, thinking of doing that very thing with Zoe.

      “They were never serious Jay, he hooked up with her before we joined up and then later whenever he came back on R and R, that’s it,” Booth said to me but he wasn’t looking at me, his eyes were fixed on the plastic barbie doll hanging off Steel, a disgusted look on his face. “Fucking idiot,” he growled then stalked to the other end of the large room and through a dark hallway.

      Steel was dancing with the bimbo, his limp very noticeable, if his dance partner saw this she didn’t seem to care as she made him pick her up and spin her around, his leg nearly buckling under the extra weight.

      Shaking my head, I quickly forgot about the couple and ambled slowly towards Zoe, who was on the dance floor by herself swaying to the slower song now playing. Vegas, I think Booth called her was currently wrapped in Darth’s arms.

      Obviously, my mind made up to go after my brother’s ex.

      Getting closer, I could smell the scent of flowers, exactly the same that had once stayed on my shirt for three days.

      With her back still to me I took advantage, snaking my arms around her waist I pushed my face into her neck.

      “Remember me Nymph?” I whispered against her ear, loving the shiver and tremble from her.

      With a surprised gasp, Zoe turned in my arms, her pale green eyes wide with shock.

      “Jason?” she breathed. And that was all it took for my cock to get happy again.

      One breathy word.

      My name. She remembered my name!

      “Long time no see,” I said with a smirk, keeping her close against my chest. Her full breasts pressed flat on me.

      “Jason, I… oh my god… it’s good to see you.” She finally got out, her cheeks flushing an adorable shade of pink. I was happy to see she didn’t look guilty or embarrassed, and that she didn’t look over at Deck. My back was to the pool table, but surely, he was seeing this go down.

      Her smile lit up her stunning face, seemingly very genuine. My gaze fell immediately to her full pink-stained lips and fuck me if I didn’t need a taste. For years I fell asleep with the memory of her sweetness, drowning in the memory.

      “Good to see you too,” I told her, then took her mouth in a deep searing kiss. Three thousand six hundred and fifty nights of dreaming, and suddenly, I was kissing her again while standing in my brother’s compound.

      Spreading my legs slightly I pulled her closer until she was moulded in between my legs, her stomach pressed against my aching crotch. With my arms wrapped around her lower back, I had us impossibly and wonderfully close.

      For long minutes, I moved my lips over hers, nipping and sucking, my tongue battling erotically with hers. Her sexy as fuck moans driving me to grind myself into her, my control completely off the scale.

      Bending at the knees, I lifted her off the ground, her legs dangling against mine. Secretly, I wished she would replicate that night and wrap her legs around my waist bringing her core where I needed it the most. She didn’t but that was probably for the best, considering our audience.

      Reluctantly ending the kiss, I held my lips against hers panting heavily, Zoe just as out of breath as me.

      “Go out with me?” I asked her urgently, holding my breath. Why the fuck I am nervous I don’t know. Zoe seemed more than happy to see me again if that kiss was anything to go off. I still didn’t know how she felt about Deck or what kind of relationship they had or have now. I wasn’t one for my brother’s off-casts, but Zoe was more than that, at least she was to me.

      What I did know was Deck had a fight on his hands, because I was not backing down, not this time, not with this woman.

      I felt her fist the sides of my shirt, her lips smiling against mine.

      “When.”

      Thank the fucking Lord.
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      The second punch was delivered to my gut while I was still recovering from the clip to my jaw. Somehow Darth didn’t get the memo that this was supposed to be a friendly sparing session, because the big bastard was kicking the shit out of me. I was definitely rethinking my decision to come to the club’s gym and ask Darth for help with my boxing.

      “Fucking hell Darth, I have a fucking date tonight,” I groaned holding one hand to my stomach and the other on my throbbing jaw. If he knocked a tooth loose he was getting his dick chopped off and shoved down his throat. Giving my jaw an experimental swivel from side to side, I decided that Darth could keep his cock for now.

      “Seeing Zoe, I know,” Darth said in his usual way, with as few words as possible and right to the point.

      Raising my brows at him I waited.

      “I sleep with her best friend, she keeps nothing from me,” he explained, then unlaced his boxing gloves with his teeth, ending the explanation.

      Okay then, lesson for the future, talk to Zoe about certain boundaries where our personal business is concerned.

      Was I getting ahead of myself? Probably. Here I was thinking about the future and we had yet to have our first date. Not only that, I was assuming the future was going to include Zoe and me as a couple. It was a lot of presuming I admit, but I couldn’t comprehend a future without her. For ten years I stopped myself from finding a future because as far as I had been concerned I found the one in a hospital hallway, all from mistaken identity.

      Three days ago, when she agreed to go out with me on a date and not at the compound, I had hardly slept since. A part of me wanted her away from his environment and more importantly, away from Deck until I saw her tonight. I was justified in my way of thinking, Deck’s and my history when it came to women warranted it. We had little trust in one another when it came to most aspects of our lives, and the fairer sex was no exception.

      Zoe was the key to my happiness, that much I knew, everything else was still up in the air until we talked tonight, in private.

      Getting my gloves off as fast as I could, I threw them to the floor of the boxing ring then walked to the corner ropes where my sweat pants were and dug my phone out of the pocket.

      Swiping the screen open, I pulled up Zoe’s number and hit the text command. Luckily, I’d had enough brain function after the surprise of seeing her again and that amazing kiss, to ask her for her number.

      Me You aren’t going to leave me sitting alone at the restaurant tonight are you?

      Hitting send, I watched for the message status to be announced read. It didn’t take too much watching the screen before it changed from delivered to read then the bubbles appeared telling me she was typing back.

      My Nymph Never!!!!

      Reading her exuberant response, I threw my head back and let out a loud relieved sigh.

      Me Thank fuck.

      Again, the bubbles appeared immediately.

      My Nymph Xoxo

      Remembering I was in a gym full of sweaty men, I stowed my excitement. Darth was likely to rib me for the rest of my life if he found out I was giddy over texting, or that my heart was going a million miles an hour seeing a xoxo message. The last thing Darth could be accused of was being a romantic. Vegas might say different, but the man I knew and had known since I was a young teen… nope, no way.

      Gathering up the clothes I threw on the floor forty minutes ago, I headed down from the ring and towards the locker rooms. My original plan was to head to my place and get ready for my date after working out with Darth, if getting pummelled by Darth could be classed as a workout. Now though, instead I had to drop by the station and question a suspect over a spate of home invasions in the area. As one of the senior detectives on the case, it was my job and responsibility to be there at the questioning.

      The case was starting to take a violent turn, at first it was just theft. Houses getting broken into and small items nicked such as jewellery, money jars on the kitchen counter and stuff like that. It was the MO of teens with nothing better to do.

      Six homes were broken into in the last month, then last week we got called to two more, each one a day apart from the other. This time, however, the homeowners were home sleeping. The perpetrator either surprised that they were home or didn’t care, tied up the occupants in their bedrooms, then hit them repeatedly with a blunt object like a machete handle. They’d obviously brought it with them because no weapon matching the wounds was found at either scene.

      If it was teens, as first suspected, they’d catapulted from malicious mischief to felony assault and theft of a motor vehicle.

      Yanking my t-shirt over my head, and quickly shoving my feet into my pants, then my shoes, I grabbed my sports bag and signalled to Darth I was heading out. Nothing, not my brother or a gang of bored teens playing a dangerous game was going to keep me from meeting Zoe tonight dead on seven p.m.
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      “I can’t believe I haven’t been here. I don’t remember this place being here ten years ago,” I said to Zoe, looking around the quaint restaurant. The dim lighting, deep reds and dark greys added to the cosy feel of the place.

      “It wasn’t, you probably know it as the old pinball parlour, Games and More Games. They gutted the whole building and started over again. The young kids and some adults mourned the day the renovations began,” Zoe told me, her green eyes sparkling as she spoke.

      I looked around again, it finally dawning on me.

      “Ah yes, I didn’t spend much time there, but Deck did.” I watched Zoe closely at the mention of her ex, waiting to see if his name affected her at all. But all she did was nod and smile.

      “That’s how I met him actually. He was playing pinball with Cooper Steel, and I accidently bumped into him when he celebrated a win a little too exuberantly, knocking me over on my arse.

      “I knew he had a brother but not that his brother was his twin.” She went on to explain.

      “We aren’t close as far as brothers go, let alone twins. Deck and I have butted heads since we could talk.”

      Zoe nodded, her bottom lip pulled between her teeth. Fuck what I wouldn’t give to suck that lip into my mouth again. Shifting in my seat, I tried to calm the beast in my jeans. Tonight’s about getting to know each other, see where her head is at, then maybe, hopefully …

      “I see the resemblance, obviously I did that night long ago as well,” she said referring to that perfect night, a pink blush covering her cheeks.

      “But now I can see there are more than a few differences, where Deck scowls you just look intense, when he smiles it’s cocky with you it’s more… friendly.”

      I leaned forward over the table, my eyes locked on hers.

      “What else?” I growled barely containing myself from shoving the water glasses and tableware to the floor and dragging her over to me.

      Her pink lips pouted for a second in thought, another reason for my cock to twitch in need.

      “Let’s see, Deck doesn’t have a sexy dimple in his chin like you, and — your eyes.” All of a sudden she exclaimed, “You both have brilliant blue eyes, but yours have flecks of golden brown in them. That night, I knew, other than the obvious, that there was something different when I looked into them—” she trailed off as if lost in the past. I needed to know what she meant when she said other than the obvious, what had been obvious to her that night? What was the clue that I wasn’t Deck?

      “What was it that told you I wasn’t him?” I prompted her.

      “The way you kissed me,” she whispered shyly. “Deck never kissed me like that, he was never really big on kissing in the first place, still isn’t.” She admitted shrugging giving me the impression that it didn’t worry her too much.

      Any other time it would piss me off talking about my brother’s lips on the woman I wanted, this time however it was a necessary evil. Getting the information on their past relationship can only help me plan how fast I pushed forward with Zoe’s and my relationship.

      “Okay,” I said with a sigh, running my hand down my face, not believing I was about to go somewhere I never thought or wanted to go. “Let’s talk about Deck for a minute. How long were you two together?” I asked trying very hard not to grit my teeth or tear the place apart.

      “We, um, saw each other on and off for eleven years or so. As I said, we met here about a year before he went off to join the army. We started just as friends, but that sort of morphed into a friend with benefits situation.” Zoe started off straight away with honesty, surprising me.

      “I hung out at their parties, as you know, the Steel brothers were very famous for their parties back in the day.”

      I grunted at that. “Famous or infamous,” I mumbled. I only made an appearance at two Steel parties in my lifetime and that was two too many.

      “Yeah, they got a bit rowdy, didn’t they?” Zoe said with a laugh of her own. A laugh that sounded like tinkling bells.

      God give me strength I was turning into a poetic wanker, and even though it was true, I decided to keep that sappy nugget to myself.

      “And you and Deck hooked up at the parties?”

      “Yeah, but not all the time. Deck and I weren’t committed, he was free to look elsewhere as was I,” she said it so flippantly I could hardly believe that a female was so causal talking about a man she was seeing not wanting at least a promise to be faithful.

      Suddenly I was confused, Zoe was saying all the right things to lessen my anxiety over the possible love triangle I was seriously stepping into now. Then why the haste to get out of my arms and down the hospital hall that night. I took a minute to get my thoughts together before asking her my next question.

      “So, what you are saying is you and Deck don’t have a commitment now nor did you back then, so why did you take off like a scalded cat from me at the hospital?”

      Zoe dropped her chin to her chest and growled out a frustrated groan.

      “I knew you would ask me that,” she mumbled into her flowy top, my mum would call it a blouse. I called it an annoying obstacle from seeing her full firm breasts, the impression they made against my chest was not something I would or could ever forget.

      Just as I was about to let her off the hook, her head popped up making her fluffy curls bounce around her pretty face.

      “Firstly, there is no commitment. I am not saying I am a slut, because I’m not—”

      Acting fast, I reached out and took her hands in mine. My temper rarely surfaced, but hearing Zoe say that ugly word in reference to herself angered me more than I thought possible.

      “Don’t say that about yourself ever again. There are all kinds of relationships, some are committed and some aren’t. People talk I get that, but no one has the right to judge you,” I told her fervently, ready to take on anyone who says otherwise.

      The sweet smile Zoe bestowed on me had me puffing out my chest a little and calmed my rage a lot.

      “Relax Tarzan, and it so happens I agree with you. But, that doesn’t mean everyone else does. I copped a few nasty comments here and there about our arrangement, especially when Deck was on deployment. People in town, some not most, thought I was just a damsel waiting for Deck to come home and throw me a few crumbs of his time. I wasn’t, but as you said, people talk and when they do, they tend to have an opinion.”

      “Well you know what they say about people’s opinions,” I muttered darkly.

      “Yeah, they are like arseholes, everyone has one,” Zoe finished laughing, and I couldn’t help but join in. Her casual approach to this talk was more than I hoped for, in fact it was fucking refreshing. She wasn’t bitter or gunning for Deck’s head on a platter.

      Picking up the glass of water in front of me, I motioned for her to continue.

      “Okay, so that night I went to the hospital to hand in my notice. At the time, I worked there in the emergency department in admissions but because I applied for another job at a private medical clinic, my supervisor asked me to come and see her while she was on shift. I didn’t end up getting the job but had I not gone that night —” she paused and gave me a ‘you know what I mean’ look.

      “When I was leaving I saw you, who I thought was Deck, standing with his dad. I’d never met his dad officially, but it was obvious who he was with the physical resemblance. You all look so much alike, other than your hair and the scruff on your face. I figured he was on leave and decided not to shave, I put two and two together and came up with five,” she said ruefully.

      “And,” I prompted.

      “I knew the second your lips landed on mine you weren’t Deck. But I couldn’t stop kissing you, it was everything I’d ever wanted in a kiss.”

      My mouth dried despite just having a drink of water.

      Fuck is she thinking that she wanted to feel like that when she used to kiss Deck? Jesus this shit could drive a person to drink. Why are you doing this to yourself Johnston?

      “Jason stop, I can practically hear what is going on in your head. Let me explain before you go jumping to even more wrong conclusions,” she implored me, her face soft with concern for me. Then her hands covered mine and everything settled inside me again. Her touch, for some reason, was the catalyst for calming me. Entwining my fingers with hers, I stroked my thumb along the smooth skin of her small hand and nodded.

      “Just keep touching me while you talk, okay?”

      Nodding her head, she mirrored what I was doing with her thumb on me, both of us focused on each other.

      “You happened to me in a time of my life when I wasn’t ready for something I knew you could offer me. That kiss was magical and beautiful, and it has stayed with me every day since. But back then, an earth-shattering wow moment was too much for my nineteen-year-old self to handle. At the time, I wasn’t ready for forever, and I wasn’t ready for another Johnston brother.” She shook her head and smiled sadly. “Deck was more than enough to deal with and figure out.”

      “And now. Are you ready now? Is Deck now part of your past?”

      A shadow passed over Zoe’s face, but left before I could decipher what it meant.

      Surprising me, Zoe stood up her hands still joined with mine and leaned over the table. Her lips touched mine in a brief kiss, soft and sweet and full of promise.

      “Deck and I are definitely just friends now, no benefits. As for the other part of your question,” she paused, her eyes boring into mine, her lips inches from mine, “yes, I am.”
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      “You let the suspect go!” I shouted, the second I entered the main office at the police station. To say I am pissed off was an understatement, after last night I should be on cloud nine. Dinner with Zoe was better than phenomenal. After all the Deck stuff was talked out and I understood their past relationship better and most importantly believed Zoe when she told me she was not in love with him and never had been; we started to get down to getting to know each other.

      The night ended with us parting at our cars but not before I kissed her senseless, making sure her dreams would be of me all night.

      Yeah, I could have taken her home and made love to her. My dick certainly had been in on that plan, but he wasn’t in charge my heart was leading me.

      This was more than a fuck you to Deck or a passing fancy. Zoe is my future and while sinking balls deep in her pussy is high on my list of priorities, on the very top was making sure she was comfortable and happy with me first before any intimacy happened between us.

      So, this morning in the shower I pumped another one out thinking of Zoe’s sexy mouth sucking on my cock, making me come harder than I did hours before when I got home and pumped my cock hard as I thought about our kiss, her taste still on my tongue.

      Now my good mood was long gone, thanks to a call from above to release my only suspect in the home invasion case, plaguing not only me but the town. The crime spree of what we suspected was teenagers was taking a dangerous turn, and if it kept going, someone was going to get seriously hurt or worse, if we didn’t catch them soon.

      But letting the only suspect walk out the door without so much as surveillance was not helping me put a stop to the worrying violations.

      My partner Jobe appeared out of nowhere and stepped in front of me.

      “Calm down mate, they had to let him go. We had nothing to hold him on, once the allotted legal time was up he walked. He has rights you know that, so let’s focus on finding something more concrete to hold him on,” Jobe said with his usual sensibility.

      Both of us got sent to Ballarat seven years ago, after spending our probationary time in Mildura. From there we transferred here and worked hard to do the best as officers of the law until the opportunity arose to progress to detectives. At first, my interests lay with the Operational Response Unit, and in fact, spent a year on the ORU. But the hours on the road and the senseless traffic accidents I attended took its toll really quick.

      I got to the point of seeing car accident victims every time I closed my eyes at night; sleep became non-existent without help from a glass of whiskey or sleeping pills. I didn’t want to become a law enforcement statistic succumbing to the job, so I opted out and went down the road of detecting, investigating and preventing instead. I really found my niche as part of the Crime Investigation Unit and have been a part of it for five years now.

      My job was important to me and ninety-nine percent of the time I thrived on every aspect of it. But decisions like this one, letting a dangerous person back on the streets irked me more than I liked. Protocol and rules governed our job, but so did the simple hunch. And I had one bigger than Mt Everest.

      “I don’t care how it happens, but I want him watched. Anyone he comes into contact with becomes a suspect too. He isn’t working alone, we know that from the last two homeowner’s statements. They are getting brazen Jobe, and it’s only a matter of time before they do more than injure people with those machetes they use when invading their homes,” I said thumping my fist on the desk I was standing alongside. The frustration and anger spilling out of me. I was expected to uphold the law, and doing it with one hand tied behind my back was adding to my foul disposition.

      Putting on my game face, I nodded at Jobe.

      “Well, ready to face the senior sergeant and give him an earful?” I put all thoughts of Zoe to the back of my mind, I had to if I was going to do my job properly. The ugliness of these crimes was never going to touch my Nymph, be it physically or mentally.

      “Being your partner is never boring Johnston, dangerous and entertaining but never boring.”

      I gave Jobe my middle finger along with a smirk and took off for the boss’ office. Today was going to be a long day, I just hoped I get off early enough to see Zoe tonight.
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      “I really am sorry about tonight Zoe, by the time I clocked off —”

      “Would you stop apologising Jason. I understand completely,” Zoe cut me off, her sweet voice travelling through the phone.

      Laying in my bed talking on the phone to Zoe, you would think I would rather be doing anything else but that, but you would be dead wrong.

      After three hours of overtime on this case today, it had been too late for Zoe and me to go on our first official date. Despite being shit-arse tired, I offered to pick her up and take her out for a late dinner. Instead, she suggested a phone date, I’d never heard of them before but now, I have to say I kinda liked them.

      “Okay, so tell me about your job. How did you decide on nursing?” I asked her, settling back in the nest of pillows I had set up behind me.

      “Well, when we first met, I was working at the reception in the ER department at night and then doing my enrolled nursing course. But once I finished, I discovered that being an EN didn’t offer much in the way of jobs. So, I went back and studied Registered Nursing, which took less time with the credits from my EN certificate.”

      “What is the difference between the two?” I asked her, truly interested in hearing about her profession. Other than the fact that I got to hear her sexy husky voice of course.

      “Basically, money and availability of jobs. While I went back to school, I thought that I could get a job on the weekends in a medical clinic, but even that was difficult. All I kept hearing was I had no experience or they wanted an RN. I had already quit the night job, so I got a job working at my friend’s mum’s coffee shop on Saturday and Sundays.”

      “How long did you work there?”

      “The whole time I was studying for my nursing degree, around three years. Not long after I finished up there it closed. Stella, that’s my friend, well her mum got cancer and had to close up the shop. Her new husband said it would be better for her while she was going through treatment. Personally, I think he just wanted the money from the sale. Poor Stella, it broke her heart.” Suddenly, Zoe’s voice went from excited to sad as she talked about her friend’s mum.

      “Did her mum get better?”

      “No, she died,” Zoe said sadly.

      “Fuck, that sucks.” My mind went back to my mother’s brush with illness years ago when I thought she had cancer. Even though it turned out to be something less deadly, the operation to remove the tumour from her liver took its toll on Mum’s health for a long while after.

      “Yeah, poor Stella lost her mum and now she is controlled by her stepdad and stepbrothers. She doesn’t say much, but I know there is something bad going on there. She is younger than me and I worry about her there alone, hey her stepfather is a cop maybe you know him.”

      “What’s his name?” I asked noncommittally. As a rule, cops at my station were pretty loyal and we rarely had a problem with each other. Hearing that a police officer wasn’t doing right by his wife’s child didn’t send off any warning bells and getting involved in someone’s personal life didn’t appeal to me. Zoe sounded pretty worried about her friend though, and if I could do a little nosing around without getting in the middle of something I would.

      “Ah, I just know him as Gary. Her last name is Hogan, she didn’t change her name when her mum remarried.” Zoe offered. I knew a firefighter with the last name of Hogan, Carson was a good mate as was his best mates, Hoove and Chase. My station close to the station where they worked. All three men were good friends, but I was closest to Chase, his daughter had been murdered earlier this year by her mother’s deranged boyfriend. Chase not only lost his little girl that night but Melly, her mother, too. Attending the scene of a double murder/homicide was something that stayed with you for a long fucking time.

      Whether Hoges knew of a Stella I would have to ask him.

      “Leave it with me baby, I can’t promise you anything but I will do a little asking around. Okay?”

      I busied myself with pulling the blankets over me and I nearly missed the surprised gasp from the other end of the line.

      “Zoe?”

      “You called me baby,” she breathed softly, her voice sounding clogged with emotion.

      It was at that moment I wished she was here in my bed in my arms.

      “Yeah, I did. Zoe, I hope I have made it clear that I want us to be together. This is more than a passing fling or a roll in the sack for me. I want to get to know you, find out everything about you. Your favourite colour, what you like to eat when you are sad. Your favourite music and movie. What makes you happy.” I sat up quickly, gripping the phone tightly in my hand.

      “I feel this connection between us Nymph, I felt it ten years ago and again when I saw you at the compound. Tell me I’m not imagining it.”

      I could hear her softly panting, and for a second I was concerned that my desperation would scare her off. Then she spoke and what she said made my pulse jump.

      “Purple, gummie bears and cheese Twisties. I love Country and Western, I like all kinds of movies, but I can watch Super Troopers every day of the week.”

      Then she rocked my world with her next answer.

      “You,” she whispered, her husky voice going straight to my cock.

      She was mine, make no mistake about that, I didn’t care if I had to belt the crap out of Deck, hell I would take on his whole club.

      All that mattered to me was Zoe.
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      I spread out the picnic blanket while Zoe held the picnic basket I had my mum pack for me.

      If I was honest, because I didn’t want my mum to know about Zoe yet, I didn’t tell her who I was taking on the picnic. But her food was the best there was, and I wanted to really impress my beautiful girl. Our phone call had gone better than I hoped, after revealing to her my true feelings and her, in turn, giving me the perfect answer, especially the last one that I made her happy, I was taking no chances to fail. If Mum knew about Zoe from Deck it was yet to be seen, and if she did and I told her about Zoe before we made it official then she, being my mother, would just try and talk me out of going after one of Deck’s ex-girlfriends.

      Anything that came between Deck and myself she tried to fix, why she hadn’t given up on her sons being best buds I had no idea, that ship sailed fucking years ago.

      “This spot is amazing Jason. I cannot believe I haven’t been here before,” Zoe gushed, setting the basket down on the large blanket she took my outstretched hand as I helped her down to the ground.

      “It isn’t well known to the party crowd, no places to park their cars so they can have their car stereos blaring,” I said shrugging. The five-minute hike from where I had to park wasn’t convenient for youngsters with one thing on their minds.

      I had one thing on my mind though, and she was wearing a pair of short denim cut-offs, her long bare legs tanned, toned and sexy as fuck. The off-the-shoulder loose tee she wore showed off her slim shoulders, during the drive here my eyes were drawn to the gentle slope leading to the tops of her breasts, making driving at the legal limit very difficult.

      “Well I for one am glad for that I haven’t been part of the party scene for quite a few years,” she said laughing, stretching her legs out in front of her, getting comfortable. I was in a similar position as her, our legs right up to our shoulders touching.

      “Other than the ones at the compound.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth I wanted to snatch them back.

      Zoe raised her eyebrows, her brow furrowed. “Um yeah, there are a few of those. I can’t help who I am friends with Jason. I like the guys, all of them. We have been a part of each other lives for a long time now.” Again, her voice was soft and husky and just a little hurt.

      “Zoe—”

      “Yes, as teenagers, they were douchebags sometimes, but the army did them all good. Some bad too, but they grew up, even Deck.”

      “I won’t be told where I can and can’t go. People have pasts, you have one and so do I. Granted me being with your brother before makes things a little tricky, but if you really can’t handle it—”

      Quickly I took her hand in mine and couldn’t help pressing my lips to her knuckles. Three days had passed since our missed date, and I was more than ready to get my lips on her in anyway.

      “I didn’t mean that, fuck Zoe, I know you and Deck aren’t together anymore.”

      “It has been a month since we were last together, actually it was only the second time since he came back from the army. Deck changed while he was away and so have I. Having a part-time relationship isn’t my thing anymore, and I agree that there is something very special happening between us. But not if you keep on bringing up Deck.” She pulled her hand out of mine gently, looking at me with disappointment.

      Blood pounded in my ears; I was fucking things up, I knew that. Being in Deck’s shadow was definitely fucking up my chances with Zoe. Of course, I knew she was making sense. It wasn’t as if I expected her to be a virgin, never been with another man, but Deck? Fuck my life.

      “Should I call someone for a ride?” she asked me, planting her hands behind her in readiness to get up. Acting fast, I moved over her and rolled us to the ground, Zoe underneath me. Finally.

      Pushing my fingers through her silky hair, I looked deeply onto her pretty eyes.

      “No. I don’t want you to go anywhere. My history with Deck is clouding my common sense. That isn’t an excuse, and I won’t try to justify my dick comment. I just… want this so much and I keep fucking things by bringing up my brother,” I told her honestly, putting my heart on the line and in effect into her hands.

      “I want this too, Jason, I have never felt the way I do about you with another man, ever. Deck is not an issue, please trust me on that.” Truth shone in her green eyes, and my defences crumbled.

      “I’m going to kiss you now Zoe,” I told her with a deep rasp.

      “I hope so, I was worried I was going to have to beg you to kiss me,” she sassed back at me.

      “You never have to beg me to kiss you, or do anything else to you for that matter,” I whispered hurriedly, moaning when her tongue poked out of her mouth to swipe seductively over her lips, wetting them.

      “Then what are you waiting for Lawman.”

      I didn’t reply, my lips already on hers.

      Moving my hands from Zoe’s hair, I pushed my arms under her shoulders, pulling us closer. Turning my head, I changed my angle to deepen the kiss, taking her mouth in what could only be described as carnal.

      Drinking in her moans, I unleashed all the passion that had been building up since I laid eyes on her again at the compound. Years of dreaming, years of praying, and she was under me, kissing me back as if her life depended on it.

      Settling my lower body along with hers, I nudged her legs with mine until I was firmly between the cradle of her thighs. Grinding my crotch into her core, the denim of her shorts and the thin material of my workout sweats did nothing to conceal the growing heat of our desire for one another.

      Dragging one arm down her body, I rested it on the waistband of her shorts. Her tee had ridden up enough for me to feel the warmth of her soft skin.

      Under me, Zoe moaned, her body arching into my hand. Taking this as a good sign to continue exploring, I pushed my hand under the tee and up her rib cage until I felt the silky material of her bra. And when her tongue touched mine, I let out a deep groan opening my mouth even more over hers, kissing her desperately.

      “Touch me Zoe, please touch me,” I groaned against her lips, needing her hands doing more than holding onto my shoulders. Mewling in agreement, Zoe snaked her hands down my back to the hem of my tee shirt, her fists grabbing hold of it and dragging it up my back.

      Moving quick, I helped her remove it then did the same with her shirt before assuming my hold on her again. My lips going back to hers.

      The sun had long gone down, a dark shadow from the surrounding trees, shielding us. I wasn’t worried about being seen, no one came here. I had yet to come across another person anytime I came here to get away from the stresses of work and when I just wanted to be alone.

      Still, in the back of my mind, I was worried that someone might wander by and cop an eye of my Nymph’s gorgeous tits. They were ample, more than a handful, creamy and plump spilling over the sexy bra she wore.

      With one hand gently massaging one firm globe, and the other on her hip I continued to kiss her with complete abandon, all thoughts of voyeurism vanishing as I lost myself in kissing the woman who has haunted my every dream.

      Long minutes passed, the need for oxygen long forgotten. Then Zoe took her hands from my back making me growl my disapproval. I wanted her hands on me, touching and stroking me and digging her nails into my flesh marking me as hers.

      But when she arched her back and released the back clasp on her bra, the silky material suddenly loose in my hands, then, I was back to happy again. Moving quickly, I slipped the material down her arms, pushing it beside us.

      “Jesus baby, feeling your fucking gorgeous tits against my bare chest… God, don’t make me come yet.”

      “Jason, oh god Jason,” Zoe chanted as she gyrated under me, grinding her core into my hard as hell cock, and pushing her tits firmly into me, her nipples pebbled into hard points scoring me.

      Hearing my name leave her pouty lips in a breathy pant, turned me on more than I had ever been before. Lifting myself from her so I could have an unencumbered view of her I nearly swallowed my tongue at what greeted me.

      Rounded and large, her nipples begging for my mouth. Not able to resist, I lowered my head and opened my mouth over one pink bullet and sucked it, my tongue rolling over the fleshy treat.

      If I ever thought heaven was a myth, now I totally fucking believed. Like a man possessed I kissed, licked and sucked one breast then went to the other and gave it the same adoring attention. Over and over, I went from one to the other, lavishing and worshipping them equally.

      “It seems… oh god… that you are a breast man,” Zoe moaned out her words in between those breathy pants that drove me crazy.

      Placing a kiss to the valley in the middle of her breasts, I moaned low in my throat.

      “No baby, I am a Zoe man,” I answered her. “Anything and everything, Zoe.”

      “Damn but you know just the right things to say.” She smiled at me, there was a flush on her cheeks that matched the blush on her chest. But what she said gave me pause. I wasn’t feeding her lines, sweet talking my way into her pants. Did she really think that was my goal?

      “Zoe look at me,” I said softly, gripping her chin gently in my fingers, “I mean it baby, it’s you. Absolutely and irrevocably… You.” I could almost hear the beating of her heart in time with mine. This moment, nearly naked lying on a blanket in the middle of a grassed block, would be locked forever in my soul. This right here is what I have been waiting for since that five minutes that changed my life and outlook when it came to women.

      Zoe.

      My cock throbbed inside my pants, the loose material did nothing to ease the pain of my hard-on. There was no way I was going to make love to Zoe out here in the open, and even though every fibre of my being screamed at me to sink deep into her heat I found some control, kissed the slender arch of her neck then eased my body up from hers.

      “As much as I want to go further baby, we’d better stop. This isn’t the place I want our first time to happen.” I told her reluctantly, happy to see the disappointment in her lust-filled green eyes.

      “I know,” she said simply, her fingers running through my hair sending shivers over my skin.

      “Soon?” she asked hopefully.

      “It better be soon, I don’t think my cock can stand much more before he explodes,” I said ruefully, pushing my lower body back into hers making us both groan.

      Very fucking soon.

      

      Getting back in the car was difficult, not only because I didn’t want this night to end. Nope, also because sitting with a hard cock was not the most comfortable right now. I swear my balls were twice their normal size.

      Pulling out of the deserted park, I headed for the direction of town. Sure, I could have taken the shorter way to Zoe’s place, but I wasn’t ready to end our night together.

      With her hand wrapped in mine and sitting on my lap, I indicated the right turn and pulled out onto the street.

      “I wish we had of gone to my place tonight, but then we wouldn’t have had that wonderful time together,” Zoe said, breaking the comfortable silence. “And in case you didn’t realise, we didn’t get around to eating the food you brought, not that it matters too much, I wasn’t very hungry anyway.”

      Laughing, I lifted her hand to my mouth and pressed kisses to her knuckles.

      “It won’t go to waste, it will do for my lunches for the next few days. As for tonight, I agree baby, but I also kinda like this way too. Getting to know each other in all ways will make it even more special when I finally get you in my bed naked.”

      “I guess so — Jason is that someone walking along the road in the dark?” Zoe asked worriedly pointing at a small figure walking on the shoulder of the dark street.

      Taking my lights off high beam so I didn’t blind the walker, I slowed my car.

      “I think it’s a girl carrying what looks like shopping bags,” I said with a hard edge to my tone. This was not what I was expecting to see at the end of our night. As a police officer, I knew what could happen to young girls alone at night.

      Pulling behind the figure dressed in a pair of jeans and a light long-sleeved top, her arms burdened with at least four full bags, I quickly put the car in park and pull on the parking break.

      “Mind coming with me baby, as I don’t want to scare the girl more than she needs to be.” I was mindful of approaching young girls in similar situations. Some took the presence of the law well, and some saw an opportunity to pull a scam. Screamed police brutality or harassment.

      Zoe nodded her agreement and taking off her belt then jumping out of the car at the same time as me.

      “Excuse me ma’am. Are you okay —Kelsey?”

      When the girl turned around, I could not believe who I was seeing. Kelsey lived across the road from my parents. She spent a lot of time over at our place as a young child, mostly because her mother was an alcoholic piece of shit that didn’t have a single thread of will power not to drink or spend the entire food budget on herself instead of feeding her daughter.

      “Oh, hey Jason, how are you?” she said with an awkward wave of her arm that was weighed down.

      “Oh, hey Jason. Really Kels? What the hell are you doing out here at this time of night?” I shouted a little too loudly, but fuck me she is only twenty-one years old for fuck’s sake. By most standards twenty-one isn’t young, but Kelsey was different. I watched her as a little girl struggle with a mother that didn’t care about her. Experienced a time when she had dinner at our place wolfing down the food in front of her like it was her last meal. My protective instinct went into high gear whenever it involved Kelsey.

      “I intended on getting a taxi home, but Mum practically emptied our bank account again. I barely had enough to cover all of these,” she said doing her best to lift her arms to show me the bags hanging off them.

      Rushing forward, I relieved Kelsey of her heavy burden, all the while silently cursing her useless mother. Who the fuck sent their kid out at night to get groceries on foot? Even as a little girl Kelsey had been the one that cooked and cleaned while her mum drank herself stupid. There were so many weekends when she had to stay with either another neighbour or us all because her mum was on a bender and had men over. The whole street quickly discovered that Kelsey wasn’t safe at her house ninety-nine percent of the time, not with the unsavoury characters Belinda, Kelsey’s mum, found at pubs or wherever the hell she managed to pick up and con the men into buying her grog and going home with her.

      It had been my mum and the lady next door to Kelsey that formed the ‘keep Kelsey safe and her mum out of prison’ idea. It had been more to keep Kelsey from going into the foster system than for Belinda, how she lasted so long with that piece of shit egg donor I had no idea.

      Looking over at Zoe, I nudged my shoulder towards the car; I knew Kelsey, so also knew getting her in the car was not going to be easy, growing up the way she had, being forced to accept help from people because they felt sorry for her. She developed a stubborn, prideful streak in her teens and although I hadn’t seen her for a couple of years, I had an inkling that streak was now a mile long.

      “Hi Kelsey, I’m Zoe, Jason’s girlfriend,” Zoe said, holding out her hand for Kelsey to shake. I cocked my eyebrow in amusement at hearing the word girlfriend, we were yet to label what was happening with us, but I had to say I liked it.

      “Oh hey, your mum didn’t say anything about you having a girlfriend Jay,” Kelsey said frowning at me.

      “Well that’s because she doesn’t know yet, so zip it Mermaid,” I mock growled at her, using the nickname I gave her when she was younger. Kelsey had had the longest hair I had ever seen, even back then and the colour was just like the Disney character Ariel. I remembered the happy smile on her nine-year-old face when I called her that for the first time. After that I decided she was Mermaid, even Deck called her that nickname. I didn’t know if he’d kept in touch with her over the years we had both been gone, but surely, he had to know something of her current situation at home. I made a mental note to talk to my mum, see if she had any information for me.

      “As if I would say anything.” She huffed glaring at me, looking so much like the kid that used to follow me around the backyard asking me question after question about shit that just popped into her head. At the time it annoyed me, but I still answered her no matter how asinine the topic. She had a shitty parent, the least I could do was make her feel special before she had to go back to the hell in which she lived.

      “Okay well I have to get going now, give me back my bags Jay,” Kelsey said clicking her fingers at me in a rapid beat.

      “Where is your mum’s car? Why didn’t you take it instead of walking?” I asked her instead, holding the bags away from her.

      “Because I needed the exercise, my arse is getting too big,” she sassed back at me, making Zoe chuckled.

      “Smart-arses,” I grunted, giving both females the glare I use in the interrogation room.

      “Come on Jason I need to get moving. In case you haven’t realised it’s getting fucking cold,” Kelsey snapped holding out her arm to show me the goosebumps on her forearm.

      “Well if you wore something warmer than a long-sleeved tee you’d be fine. You never wore a coat as a kid either. And watch your language,” I scolded her, not liking to hear her swear for some reason.

      “Pfft, this coming from a Johnston twin. Who do you think taught me to curse? Between you and Deck, I learnt every swear word and colourful phrase by the time I turned twelve. It’s a wonder I got through school without being expelled.” Kelsey very thoughtfully reminded me. I was about to get into a deeper argument about her logic when Zoe’s small hand pressed to my back, warmth immediately exploding over my skin.

      “As entertaining as this is, Kelsey is right. It’s friggin’ freezing and I only have shorts and a tee on. So, can we move this to the car then Kelsey, you can continue to tell me stories of Jason way back when.”

      I knew what Zoe was doing. She was giving Kelsey a chance to get home with her heavy load without asking for help. Fuck if I wasn’t already in love with Zoe, I was now.

      “I can walk.” Kelsey hedged, her resolve to be independent and proud weakening.

      “Please, I need to be up early in the morning for work and I know Jason will just drive behind you real slow if you insist on walking,” Zoe said her hands in front of her in a pleading gesture.

      “Okay, but only because you asked Zoe. Let it be known I am done being told what to do by men with the last name of Johnston,” Kelsey replied with a sniff as she passed by me, making sure that her elbow connected with my ribs as she went.

      Rubbing the spot, I stared at her retreating back then at Zoe.

      “What the hell did I do?”

      Zoe smiled at me, more of a ‘you are such a man’ smile than a ‘damn you are the best-looking guy I have ever kissed and want to spend the rest of my life with you’ smirk.

      “What?”

      “Honey you are so clueless it’s adorable,” Zoe laughed patting me on the chest then headed for the passenger side.

      Standing there, with four grocery bags dangling from my hands, I could feel the cold night air starting to bite through my thin Vanquish sweatpants. They were good for boxing or working out in, the tapered design allowed for extra movement without the material bunching or getting twisted, but they weren’t all that good for staving off a bitterly cold night.

      “What did I do?” I asked again, talking to myself while loading the groceries into the boot of my car. No amount of time could pass that would possibly be enough to understand the female species, of that I was sure.

      

      “Do you really have to get up early for work tomorrow, or was that a line you used to get Kelsey in the car?” I asked Zoe as we headed back down my parent’s street after seeing Kelsey to her front door.

      Mermaid refused to let me go in with her, in the background I could hear her mother mumbling about wanting food and complaining about her daughter taking so fucking long to get her fat arse home, her words not mine. Words that made me want to find a reason to have her arrested, I’m positive one of my colleagues could come up with a plausible charge that could give her a few nights in the drunk tank. Fuck knows she deserved to go down for the shit she put her daughter through day in and day out.

      “No, I actually do need to get up. Once a month, the clinic offers free appointments for vaccinations, wound dressing and other things that can possibly be done without a doctor’s appointment freeing them up for the more serious issues and patients. The only problem is I have to be there by five-thirty for a six a.m. open,” Zoe told me, bringing my mind back to her and away from Kelsey and her mum.

      “That is a nice community service you are offering. I’m sure lots of people take advantage of it,” I said taking her hand in mine and placing it on my thigh again.

      “Yeah, we have been doing it for a year now. It’s doing so well the partners are thinking of offering it twice a month.”

      “And yet you don’t sound overly enthused.” I noted.

      “There is one thing you will learn about me Jason. I am not a morning person, getting up before the sun is not my idea of fun, community spirit or not. I don’t like to speak to anyone before I have at least two cups of coffee and even then, it is a roll of the dice if I choose to speak back.” It was funny the way she was saying these things about herself, but I detected a warning too.

      The drive from Kelsey’s to Zoe’s place was barely a five-minute trip, and before I knew it I was pulling into her driveway behind her black Volkswagen Bug.

      Chucking the car into park, I turned into my seat and reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear. I loved the softness of her blonde hair, on the way to drop Kelsey home, she admired Zoe’s hair and told her it looked like Meg Ryan in her earlier movies, but I likened it more to a sexy Olivia Newton-John in Grease. You know that scene where she wore that sexy as fuck black leather number, hair all curly and fluffy around her face. Yeah that was my Nymph.

      “Duly noted. When do I get the chance to experience your morning sunshine and roses act for myself?” I asked, cradling her neck bringing her face closer to mine. The interior set up of my XY allowed for her to sit on my lap, but I wasn’t going to push my luck. If I got her wrapped around me, no one was going to be getting up before sunrise.

      “How about tomorrow night you plan on coming here for dinner and staying the night,” Zoe murmured, her sexy rasp reaching its intended target.

      “Lock it in Eddy,” I said borrowing a tag line from an Australian quiz show.

      “You know Jason,” Zoe said, her lips inches from mine. “Kelsey has a crush on you, and if my woman’s intuition is still working, I would have to say she has for a long time.”

      Her breath tickled my mouth, she was such a distraction this close I didn’t take what she said seriously.

      “Well, she isn’t the one on my mind. There is only one woman I am interested in, only one I want to spend the night with and see how grumpy she is in the morning,” closing the distance between us, I pressed my lips to hers, “there is only one woman for me.”

      “Everything and anything Zoe?” she whispered then we stopped talking, all thoughts of teenage crushes and alcoholic mothers thrown on the back burner.

      Everything and anything Zoe from now on and until I take my last breath.
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      “Well look who decided to take up my offer of an arse kicking,” I said by way of a greeting to my mate Chase. The young firefighter and I became friends when I had been appointed to the station next to his firehouse, but our friendship was strengthened the night I attended a scene I never want to see ever again. Then, even more, when I had to arrest him after he took to a car with a fire axe, the result of one too many Jack and Cokes, his head still lost in the memory of burying his daughter.

      His loss spoke volumes to me, and rather than see him drink his career down the toilet I locked him in the drunk tank for the night then brought him to the gym and taught him to box. I figured all that pent-up rage and anger could be channelled in the ring rather than on an innocent woman’s car.

      “Yeah, yeah, go fuck yourself, Johnston. Why are we here and not at the station’s gym?” Chase asked, with his usual colourful greeting.

      If he only knew what was in store for him. The wicked thought made me smile smugly.

      “Well Axe, I thought today you deserved a treat. Your skills are coming along, then last week when you nearly broke my jaw, I decided that you needed something… bigger.”

      Chase shrugged throwing his bag down on an empty chair.

      “Bring it on mate.”

      I smiled at his nonchalant response, putting two fingers to my lips I let out a shrill whistle.

      “Darth!”

      I stood back watching with evil glee as Chase’s face turned from a ‘whatever’ expression to a ‘what the fuck’ one as Darth walked through from the locker rooms and into the main room where the ring was located.

      In my earlier years Darth had always been a big man, since the army had him in their clutches… well fuck he was huge.

      “Axe meet Darth, Vader meet my mate Chase Brennan, he is a firefighter at the Lucas Station.”

      Darth growled at me and I suddenly saw my error.

      Fuck, fuck!

      “You’re next in the ring Johnston,” he said with a dangerous glare then turned to Chase giving him a once over and not looking impressed.

      “The name is Darth, you would be wise to use it. Now the younger Johnston twin tells me you are looking to further your skills in the ring. Commendable, now let’s see if it’s wise,” the big man said then simply jumped up on the ring stage and vaulted over the ropes.

      “Fuck me in the arse. You want me to fight him?” Chase asked in a slightly high-pitched voice pointing at Darth who was now warming up with some shadow boxing, “where are his gloves?”

      “Oh, he doesn’t wear boxing gloves, or any other kind of protection. He only fights bare knuckle, so does Deck and Mannix. You will meet them next time,” I said with a grin.

      Hopefully Darth will get his jollys out of kicking Chase’s arse and forget about doing me in after.
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        * * *

      

      “And you thought it would be a good idea to call Darth by his given name?” Zoe asked me with a huffy voice, a first aid kit in her hands.’

      “Well how was I to know he was in a fighting mood.”

      “Ah, because it’s Darth, no more to be said. And why do you have so many cuts on your face?” she asked, soaking a cotton ball with saline solution then dabbing it at my temple and chin where most of Darth’s bare-knuckle punches landed.

      “He doesn’t wear boxing gloves. He is the commando’s bare-knuckle champ don’t you know?” I said drolly, wincing when she hit a particularly tender spot.

      “Oops, sorry honey,” she apologised, blowing on the cut, her warm breath helping more than my injuries. My cock went from semi-hard when she opened the door, greeting me in a short shirt-style dress, to hard and ready to go. Not to mention the wild thumping of my heart every time she called me honey.

      “Well I did forget about that small titbit, just as well Deck and Mannix weren’t there waiting in line.”

      I ground my teeth together hearing my brother’s name coming from her sweet lips in her husky and sexy as sin voice. Whilst I was comfortable in the knowledge that Zoe was not in love with Deck and their relationship was over for good. I couldn’t help the jealous monster that crept in whenever she said his name.

      I clenched my fists on my thighs, biting the inside of my cheek to keep the demand to explain herself unsaid. I had gone toe to toe with Deck more times than I could count, did she have the opinion that I wouldn’t have been able to take him in a ring fight? Mannix I couldn’t answer because I was yet to fight that Steel twin, but Deck …

      “Shut down the green monster Lawman. I’m simply saying that Darth is enough for one night, don’t you agree?”

      And just like that, the green monster morphed into a warm, fuzzy teddy bear.

      “How did you know—”

      “My mind reading skills and women’s intuition,” she answered me before I finished my question, shifting her body to stand right in front of me.

      Taking advantage, I pulled her down onto my lap, making sure her legs were straddling mine. Lacing my hands behind her back I pulled her snuggly against me, my hard-on not possible to be missed in this position.

      “What are your superpowers telling you now, Oh Wise One?” I asked enjoying her aroused groan and her wiggle to get closer on me.

      “Um, they are telling me… oh yeah definitely telling me we should eat later.” Sliding my hands from her back down to her bum and around to her thighs, I pushed her dress up until it gathers where her panty covered pussy could be seen.

      “Where is your room Nymph, I want to make love to you,” I said before taking her mouth in a slow, deep and passion-filled kiss. My thumbs brushed over her pussy lips, feeling wetness on her panties.

      “Down the end of the hallway on the left,” Zoe panted frantically through our kiss, not bothering to stop kissing me.

      Without another word, I got to my feet taking Zoe with me, my hands back around her thighs holding her in place.

      When I dropped her off last night, I noticed from the outside her house was an old Miner’s Cottage. The inside spoke exactly that, nothing was changed from the original design. Small and cosy and thankfully a short hallway leading to her room.

      The hallway was narrow, so narrow that I had to turn our bodies a little to allow for my wide shoulders.

      “Maybe I need to do some renovations,” Zoe said giggling.

      Maybe you should just move in with me, I left that unsaid. I knew my heart, it wanted Zoe, but whether she was ready for a relationship with me was yet to be seen. Yes, she called herself my girlfriend, and yes, we were compatible, at least so far so good. Dealing with Deck had to be addressed still, he and I had a chat in our future. Blood may be shed, but I was ready to do anything to have Zoe.

      Then there was my mother.

      She made no secret of the fact she wants a grandchild, and she didn’t care which son gave it to her. At least it was a blessing, that she thought I was just as capable to produce a kid as the golden boy of the family.

      Feeling a soft hand on my jaw, I mentally kicked myself in the arse. I had the woman of my dreams in my arms and about to make love to her for the first time. Thoughts of Deck and procreating had no place in this moment.

      “Hey, are you okay honey?” she asked softly, concern in her pretty eyes.

      Pissed off that I had allowed my brother and the irrational jealousy I had towards his bond with Zoe get to me so much. I was the one carrying her to her bedroom, not him. I was the one she chose, not him. She should be looking at me with lust-filled eyes, not sadness and trepidation.

      “Yeah baby, I’m fine. I guess I’m trying to figure out how to exorcise old ghosts from my mind.” I admitted honestly. Zoe deserved nothing but the truth, so far, she had given me nothing but the same in return. Her openness about her and Deck and her friendship with the members of the Souls did help me on my way to accepting his role in her life.

      She wasn’t a cheater, I hadn’t known her that long, but what I’d learnt about her, I knew that much. If she said their thing was over, then it was finished. Deck said the same thing, and he wasn’t a liar, a douchebag and an arsehole yes, but he was as honest as the day was long.

      “I get that Jason. I want to see where this chemistry between us goes, but if you keep comparing what is happening here,” she waved her hand indicating herself and me, “with what happened with Deck and me, there isn’t much hope,” she said sadly.

      It was the kick in the pants I had been waiting for and needing. Losing Zoe was not an option, not because of my jealous streak.

      Looking up, I saw that we were standing in front of the last door at the end of the hall. There was no way I was messing up a chance to have Zoe in my life, not a fucking chance in hell.

      “There’s more than hope Nymph, you are my gold star and I am taking it,” I said with a new-found conviction. Pushing on the half-open door with my shoulder and stepped into what could only be described as the Purple People Eaters room.

      “What in the fuck!” I exclaimed, my mouth hanging open as I took in the multitude of purple shades with scattered accents of silver.

      I glanced at Zoe who was smiling huge as she too looked around her room, only she looked proud not dumbfounded like me.

      “I like purple,” she told me with a shrug and a giggle.

      I nodded my head. “I can see that darlin’, it is blindingly obvious that purple is most definitely your favourite colour,” I agreed dryly. Holy fuck my eyes were starting to hurt taking in all the different shades and textures in the small room. And it was small, the bed only three feet from the door. The side tables on either side of the bed didn’t allow for anyone to pass by them, one of them squashed up against the last double door of her wardrobe, rendering that door useless.

      “Forget about the décor Lawman. Concentrate on getting both of us naked and horizontal,” Zoe purred against my lips.

      And forget I did, about everything except the woman in my arms.

      “As an officer of the law, it is my sworn duty to help in any way I can ma’am,” I said in my best law enforcement voice as I placed her gently on her feet, her body so close to mine, there was no way she couldn’t feel my hard cock pushing against her.

      Zoe snaked her arms around my neck, her lips a breath off mine.

      “Is that a gun or are you happy to see me?” Her sassy joke coming out in a sexy, breathy pant.

      “Oh, I am happy to see you Nymph, but it’s not just a gun.” Grinding my hips against her, I moaned deeply at the zing of desire that pulsed through me. “It’s a fucking cannon.”

      Reaching around her, I leaned down and ripped the comforter, purple of course, down the bed then pushed her gently down, going with her.

      Cradling her face in my hands, I drank in her beauty. The pale blonde of her curls against the dark amethyst satin pillowcase, the pink blush of lust covering her pretty face. And the brilliant shine in her stunning green eyes.

      All of it brought me to my knees and if I had my way I would remain there for the rest of my life.

      “You are so beautiful Zoe, so incredibly beautiful.” I marvelled, stroking my thumbs over the apples of her cheeks. “My heart hurts in the most incredible way just looking at you.”

      “I love the way you talk to me, you aren’t afraid to say what is on your mind. Aren’t afraid to go after what you want,” Zoe said, her fingers tracing the curve of my lips. Nipping at her finger with my teeth, I soothed the bite with my tongue loving Zoe’s intake of breath as much as I did seeing her eyes darken when I sucked the finger into my mouth, then releasing it with a pop.

      “I want you Zoe. All of you. Just you and me.”

      The words meant exactly as I intended them, a claiming.

      There would be no one else for me, Zoe climbed into my heart ten years ago when she jumped into my arms and now she owned it lock, stock and barrel.

      A small tear ran down her temple and into her blonde hair and my mouth suddenly dried. Had I gone too far? My natural tendency to go after what I want with gusto did not make me ‘cool’, I didn’t have Deck’s suave technique with the ladies. Not that I hadn’t been with women, because I definitely had, not saying I was in triple figures or anything but I used to do okay.

      But seeing the tear, my mind went on a rampage of what the hell was wrong with what I told her. I was about to ask her, when she pushed on my torso, confused and worried I went to get off her. But when I lifted my chest off her, instead of rolling out from under me, she reached for the hem of her simple dress and pulled it up her body and over her head.

      My breath caught in my throat as she revealed her plump breasts, I had seen them when we made out on the picnic blanket, sure, but this time she wasn’t wearing a bra. There was no satin to remove, just the creamy mounds with perfect soft pink nipples begging for my mouth.

      “Fucking perfection,” I moaned before my mouth descended to feast on her flesh. Moan after moan passed through my lips as I devoured one nipple then the other, her breasts were large so there was no way I could get too much in my mouth, but damn if I didn’t try. Zoe’s hands raked over my shoulders and up into my hair, her fingers digging into my scalp pulling at my head making me drop my mouthful.

      “Zoe—”

      “I want you Jason. All of you. Just you and me.” She repeated the claim back to me, the truth in her eyes backing it up.

      Reaching down into my pocket, I pulled out the condom I shoved there before I left the house. I wanted to be bare in her for our first time, to feel her skin to skin, heat to heat.

      But we lived in modern times, so before that could happen, I wanted to make sure she was protected. Tomorrow, I would make an appointment with my GP, get the tests needed to prove to her that she could trust me to protect her and that I would always put her first.

      Slipping the foil square under the pillow by Zoe’s head, I lowered myself back on her, putting most of my weight on my forearms.

      “Look at me Zoe,” I demanded softly when her eyes moved in the direction of the condom, her brows furrowed as if to ask why did I have one?

      I wondered briefly if she was thinking about Deck. Did she think I didn’t trust her because of her sexual relationship with Deck? I knew my brother would never go ungloved so that wasn’t the issue.

      Her eyes met mine, there was lust in them, but also that fierceness I saw all those years ago when I first called her Nymph and she thought I was insulting her.

      “It’s my way of showing you there is no way I would ever put you in danger. I want to get checked so there is no shred of doubt in your mind when I do go bare inside you.” An over whelming urge rose in me to kiss her before I told her the rest. My mouth dropped to hers, swallowing her gasp of pleasure when my tongue immediately sought hers.

      Content to lose myself in her taste for the moment, we took our time, discovering and exploring. Finally, the need for air brought an end to the passion we were creating… for now.

      “It will always be that way between us. I don’t and have not ever forgotten protection, I haven’t ever been tempted until you,” I whispered willing her to believe every word. A small flicker of something passed in her pale green eyes but was gone before I could determine what it meant.

      “Then I will get checked too,” she promised. “I have already been checked for my job, but to put your mind to rest because of — well just because,” she finished, worrying her lip with her teeth.

      All the talk of tests and the almost mention of Deck while her body was naked other than her lace underwear, the mood in the room was starting to deflate and that was just not on.

      Grinding my hips down, I took one nipple back into my mouth, flicking my tongue around the hard nub. I wasn’t going to allow anyone in the bed with us, figuratively and most certainly not literally. Sharing Zoe, her body or her heart, with another person, was off the table from now on.

      She was mine.

      Zoe’s small hand pushed between our bodies down to my waist disappearing inside my jeans, a surprised gasp left her when her fingers came into contact with my bare cock. At work I wore underwear, but off duty I was a commando man all the way.

      Though right now — a thin barrier of material would be handy because I was honestly about to fucking blow.

      Growling against her plump flesh, I reached down and held her hand still, stopping her exquisite torture.

      “Baby I fucking love your hands on me, goddamn amazing. But babe, you have been the subject of every sexual dream I have had for the last ten years, my ability to hold back is threadbare,” I told her, my forehead resting in the valley of her breasts.

      “There is a chance I could come just from sucking on your magnificent tits, but if you touch my cock much longer, I guarantee you I will.”

      It didn’t worry me admitting to Zoe that she was the main attraction of my dream. Some guys held back and acted all cool like they couldn’t give a shit, I wasn’t one of those.

      My mother always said I lead with my heart, putting it out there on the line. Dad and my brother boxed their feelings, keeping them guarded. The day Deck finally falls, I plan on being there to witness the momentous event.

      “So, you dream about me do you Lawman? What am I doing to you in these dreams?” Zoe asked, releasing her hold on my cock then sliding her hand around to my arse running her soft fingers over one cheek making me moan loudly.

      Licking my suddenly dry lips, I decided to tell her one thing that she did to me in my dreams that I wanted to experience in reality.

      “You flattened your tongue on my flat disc right here.” Lifting my upper body off hers giving her a view of my pecs.

      “Hmmm, so I did this.” Moving her head forward, Zoe did exactly what I dreamt about and licked my small nipple with the whole of her warm tongue, swirling it around and then pressing it hard against the sensitive flesh.

      “Ah—yep.” I managed to say with a rasp. Sensations flooding me rendering me virtually speechless.

      “I see, did I do this as well?” Before I knew it, the entire disc was being sucked deep into her mouth ravaging me just the same as I had her.

      “Fuck me, Zoe! Fuck yes, oh fuck yes, you did.” Who knew having my nipples sucked on would turn me feral and about to come in my jeans?

      Her tongue soothed the slight sting her sucking left and went to attend to the other one, giving him the same blissful punishment.

      My head dropped, no longer able to hold it up. Not to mention her magical mouth was just about doing me in. I needed to get some control back, I wanted to spend the whole night loving her, not a quick ten minutes.

      Gritting my teeth, I moved out of her reach ignoring her soft pleas to let her keep going.

      “I want to taste all of you Zoe, have your scent on me,” I told her in between kisses making my way down to her purple lace lingerie.

      “Fuck Nymph, is this what you call underwear?” I moaned lowering my nose to her centre sniffing deep, smelling her through the scrap of material that barely covered her pussy.

      “Hmmm, just don’t rip them. I like pretty lingerie and those are my favourite.” Zoe’s body arched against my nose, digging it further to the damp spot her arousal was causing. The arousal I made happen.

      “Don’t worry baby, I promise they will be the only things I don’t destroy tonight.”

      Hooking my fingers under the thin straps at her hips, I slowly pulled them down, keeping my eyes from looking at what was being revealed deliberately.

      Was I nervous? You bet your fucking arse I was, ten fucking years of dreaming and using my hand was about to come to an end. The few women I had been with over that time were only to service a basic need. No way could they fill the void that Zoe left in me.

      Flicking the lace down to her feet, I tapped her on the ankle to kick them off. It wasn’t until then I finally looked at her in all her naked glory.

      My eyes drank in the perfection before me, from her full round tits, the small roundness of her belly that lead to dangerous curves. Curves I wanted to get to know on a very committed level.

      And a pretty pink pussy winking at me; shaved neatly and begging for my mouth.

      Placing my hands on her inner thighs where her legs met her sweet place, I opened her lips with my thumbs and god help me if I didn’t weep inside at the sight.

      “Jesus!” I sighed, closing my lips over her plump lips, sucking them into my mouth. Her taste exploded on my tongue, causing all kinds of tingling currents to shoot through my body. Adding one finger into the mix, I alternated between licks and pushing my thick digit into her tightness while she squeezed around it.

      “Jason,” Zoe screamed, her hips coming off the bed.

      “Easy darlin’,” I murmured licking her while I curled my finger inside finding that sweet spot, my ears filling with her sweet whimpers.

      Over and over I devoured her, there was nothing rehearsed with my attack. I went on pure instinct and ate her like this was the last time I would ever get to do this, opening my mouth wider, I took as much of her lips into my mouth her clit buzzing against my tongue.

      “Jason please—make, oh please make love to me,” Zoe cried out. Her hands finding my face lifting me and halting my delicious meal.

      “Please.” One pleaded word delivered in a hushed whisper and I was done.

      Moving quicker than I ever had, I tore open the condom with my teeth and sheathed my aching cock with shaking hands. Fucked if I didn’t do it so goddam fast, I could have ripped the bloody thing I was so eager to be inside my woman.

      My. Woman. All mine.

      “I don’t know if I can last past the second I push inside you baby,” I admitted without shame.

      “I don’t care. I just want you inside me honey,” Zoe panted, wriggling under me aligning her body, so my cock was nudging her entrance. I felt her heat, I could smell her arousal and the time for waiting and dreaming of this moment now a thing of the past.

      “Fuck this is gonna be quick,” I grunted, moving my hips I pushed the tip of my cock just inside her, rearing back on my arms I watched as I pushed more of myself inside. Unable to stop myself from watching as my cock disappeared into her tight pussy.

      “Fucking fuck me,” I groaned as her heat surrounded me, sucking me in. Finding my last shred of control and dignity, I managed to seat myself balls deep without coming like a teenager his first time.

      “Oh my god! You are so—big!” Zoe gasped, her eyes wide as saucers. I grinned because she was right, my cock was not only thick it was also long. Sometimes it was a curse, one woman even called off a night of sex when she took one look at it and screamed bloody murder, shouted at me to put it back in my pants and get the hell out of her bed.

      I did just that, not really caring, she complimented me with her insults. That had been around the time I tried to convince myself that I would never lay eyes on the beautiful nymph I was currently inside of ever again and that it was time to move on from my dreams. I met the screaming woman at a party one of the guys at the station threw. He dared me to turn up and coming from a household that loved to lay down dares, I wasn’t about to lose that one.

      The whole night had been a total farce, but when she offered to go back to her place instead of expecting to go to mine I agreed. At least that way I could get up and leave any time and not find ways to make her leave afterwards.

      Long story short, I pretty much gave up on moving on and stuck with dreaming about my Nymph.

      Until now.

      Lowering my body, I laid down on her, threading my arms under hers and bringing my hands to cradle her head. Her soft blonde curls felt like silk in my fingers.

      Zoe’s arms wound around my shoulders, her short nails digging into my skin, holding me in place.

      “You okay?” I breathed against her mouth.

      “Better than okay,” she answered, giving me a shy smile.

      “As much as I love being buried inside you. Your warm cunt squeezing my cock like it is, I gotta move baby.” Resting my forehead on hers, I silently started to count to ten, willing my cock from exploding just from the sheer pleasure and joy he was finally here.

      “Yes, please move.” Zoe’s legs lifted from the bed, coming up to grip my hips her feet crossed over my arse, pulling me in even closer.

      Without another word, I shifted only my hips, not moving my chest from its place on hers. Her large tits smashed against my hard pecs, her pebbled nipples digging into my flesh.

      Setting a slow rhythm, I pushed and pulled in and out flexing my arse every time I drove back in, and with long deep strokes I made love to Zoe, my eyes never leaving hers, our mouths only a whisper off each others stealing our pants and moans.

      “Jason, faster,” Zoe begged, her body writhing under me trying to get me to increase the pace of my strokes. She could have faster all she wanted later, for now, I wanted to take my time. Burn this moment into my brain, so when she wasn’t with me, all I had to do was close my eyes and picture her sweet face. Etch in my memory the sounds of her moans, the lust in her eyes.

      The softness of her hands on my skin, her warm breath on my lips.

      I wanted to carry those memories with me, all of it.

      “No baby, slow. Our first time will be remembered as the greatest night of my life,” I whispered, thrusting slowly into her. “For the rest of my life I will always remember the night you became mine.”

      “I want that too,” Zoe breathed, her eyes glossy with unshed tears.

      Cradling her closer I continued the slow and sexy push and pull, my hips the only part of me moving. Before I was ready for any of it to end, my feet started to tingle. A rush of sensations raced up my legs to the base of my spine. I was close and powerless to stop it.

      “I’m so close baby, so close,” I groaned.

      “Me too,” Zoe said with a groan of her own, her legs gripping my waist tighter.

      Dropping my head, I pulled one nipple into my mouth and sucked hard, using my tongue to soothe the sting. Zoe’s pussy clenched around me, a gush of wetness heralding what was to come.

      “Jason, oh shit, Jason,” Zoe screamed, her neck arched off the pillow thrusting her tit further into my face. “I’m coming.” My cock was suddenly bathed in warm liquid and that was all it took for my orgasm to race from the tip of my cock and into the condom.

      The roar that left my mouth sounded foreign even to me; I couldn’t help the well of tears that threatened to erupt as the hardest and most intense orgasm of my life ripped out of me nearly rendering me unconscious.

      Jerking my hips, I kept pumping until I couldn’t tell where I began and Zoe ended, filling the latex with more cum that I thought possible.

      For the first time, I wished that my seed was free to make a baby, a baby with Zoe.

      What the fuck has gotten into you Johnston? Having a baby was not only a big commitment it was a serious one. I had every intention of staying with Zoe as long as she wanted me, if anyone was going to call a stop to this it was gonna be her. I was in, no doubts no questions. Time would tell if she wanted another Johnston brother or not.

      “Lawman do me a favour and stop the bullshit worrying until I am no longer feeling your dick spasming inside me. Just enjoy the earth-shattering sex before you mention the D word again,” Zoe scolded me, her fingers pinching my butt cheek.

      Wriggling against her, my semi-hard cock not ready to be pulled from his bliss just yet, I rolled us so I was underneath and Zoe sprawled on top of me.

      “Earth-shattering hey? Has anyone ever mentioned you are full of sass?” I asked her, my hands making gentle circling motions on her back, her skin damp with a fine cover of sweat.

      “Hmmm maybe, right now though I am happy being filled with you,” she mumbled against my chest, her joking followed up with a nip to my nipple.

      “Better watch yourself Nymph, I seem to have developed a new appreciation for my nipples being played with,” I warned her, my cock stirring. It didn’t surprise me though, I might have just come hard but I had a lot of time to make up. Zoe resurrected something— some beast inside me. A beast that was insatiable and mighty fucking territorial when it came to one small curvy blonde.

      “Think you can go again do ya big boy?” Zoe purred, looking up at me with a mixture of surprise and desire.

      “Oh, I know I can baby.”

      Using her hands on my chest for leverage, Zoe sat up to straddle me not losing our connection, her body on full display only for me.

      From her neck to her lower belly, she was covered with a pink blush. Her nipples still puckered from my mouth.

      She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life.

      Taking one of my hands from her hips, Zoe guided it to where we were intimately joined. The shake of her hand in mine belying her bravado, letting me know she felt the connection, this… underlying current of charge between us.

      “Rock my world Lawman,” she demanded breathily, her hips rolling back and forth on me, my cock now back to full mast and ready to fuck my woman some more.

      Flicking her clit with my thumb, I sat up and opened my mouth over her breast.

      “Yes ma’am,” I answered around my mouthful. And got to rocking not only her world but mine and my heart.
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      “I could get used to you cooking me breakfast every morning,” I said to Zoe as I shovelled another fork full of scrambled eggs into my mouth.

      “Not if you are going to talk with your mouth full mister. Now drink your coffee, I need to get to work in twenty minutes and your car is blocking mine.” She winked at me, going to the fridge to put away the margarine and milk. This morning she was wearing purple medical scrubs with marvel characters all over them.

      Goddamn, I wish we had more time together before the reality of the outside world intruded on us. Our first night as an official couple far exceeded my wildest dreams, making love with Zoe so passionately so unbelievably complete, last night I gave her not only my heart but my whole self. I only knew one way to love; I wasn’t like Deck who could keep his heart out of a relationship and base it solely on sex.

      For me, love was all or nothing. Of course, I had done the casual sex thing, obviously I had needs. But I was never in love with any of those women, there hadn’t been that many but none of them captivated me like Zoe.

      “Jason are you okay honey?”

      Zoe’s concerned question brought me back to the moment and moving towards her behind the kitchen counter.

      “I’m fine baby, just wishing we had more time together today,” I said, telling her most of what I had been thinking. I got the feeling she was not happy with me, constantly bringing up Deck. Fuck I hated it, the last thing I wanted to do was compare anything about Zoe and my relationship with hers and Deck’s casual one. I was going to need to get a handle on my jealousy where my twin was concerned.

      My future with Zoe could very well depend on it.

      Putting her head on my shoulder, Zoe let out a sad sigh.

      “I wish we could too honey, but it’s Friday and the weekend is coming, two days of just you and me. We should do something, go away for a night, get away from town and the problems plaguing you at work as well as that man starting with D,” she said with a wink, but the desire to find the prick and beat the crap out of him surfaced again.

      Good handle on your jealously dickhead.

      I liked the idea of getting away for a night just the two of us. Already I was thinking of a bed and breakfast in Castlemaine I saw when I was there conducting an investigation on a case a few months back. The place caught my attention just seeing it from the road, the large log cabin of the main house looked cosy and inviting, the smaller identical accommodation buildings surrounding it perfect for a private romantic night.

      Lifting her chin off my shoulder I looked carefully at her, trying to gauge if she was annoyed with me.

      “Baby, I am trying to curb my envy when it comes to Deck and you. We have so much bad history, much of it I am not proud of, but that can’t be changed no matter how much you or Mum want it to be,” I explained, or tried to. Hearing the words and thinking them were two different things. One sounded plausible and justified, the spoken explanation on the other hand, sounded petty and immature.

      Covering my hand on her chin with hers, Zoe leaned forward and kissed me softly.

      “You have to find a way Jason. I love your over the top personality, love that you care about your next-door neighbour and the fact that she had to walk with bags of groceries in the dark. I love that you didn’t want anyone to see us in the park making out on the blanket because some of my body was exposed. But baby, I don’t love that you think I might be comparing you to your brother.” Her tone worried me, she sounded almost defeated, that she might be considering this was too complicated for her. Two brothers that looked nearly the same, but were worlds apart in every other way.

      “I don’t consider you a substitute for Deck. If I wanted him I would be with him, but I don’t want to feel the need to worry every time I mention his name,” she said firmly. Her pale green eyes fired up with flecks of gold, giving me an insight into her strong side. The more and more I spend time with her I learn something else I love about her, her stubbornness, loyalty and kindness and not letting me get bogged down with stupid issues concerning Deck.

      I feared that this could come between us, but to hear Zoe confirm my fears was a jolt to the system and my heart. Letting go of a lifetime of battling with my brother was never on my to-do list. Hell, I would have been more than happy going on forever pissing him off; it is a habit, a family custom.  Jesus, if Deck and I stopped exchanging insults at the dinner table Mum would have us at the doctor for a brain scan.

      Fuck, time to grow up Johnston. It’s either that or risk losing Zoe.

      “That ain’t gonna happen,” I growled, not even realising I said it out loud until Zoe narrowed her eyes at me, that fire I loved so much radiating off her.

      “Well then I guess you should leave—”

      I moved fast, grabbing Zoe by the waist pulling her off the ground and into my arms.

      “Legs around my waist,” I demanded, which thankfully she complied with despite the scowl on her face. I waited until both legs were firmly in place. “Now your arms, wrap me in you.” Again, she acquiesced, her angry expression slipping just a little.

      “First, I am not leaving, so don’t ask me to do that ever again. Don’t hurt my heart like that Zoe, being without you is something not worth contemplating,” I rushed out, laying my feelings on the table.

      “But you said—”

      “I was thinking out loud when I said that baby. I know that you and Deck are friends, have been for years. and I know if I don’t pull my head out of my arse and get over the petty crap he and I have going I could lose you.” Not able to stop the urge to kiss her, I pressed my lips to hers. I didn’t deepen the kiss or give her my tongue, I simply held my lips against her looking into her eyes.

      And in them I saw my future, a happily ever after, something once upon I never imagined would happen to me.

      “Ah, I see. So, you had an epiphany did ya, Lawman?” Zoe said, a smile forming on her lips. A smile that lit up her face, the one that had me falling deeper and faster every time she graced me with it.

      I was falling in love with Zoe, that much I knew.

      “Yeah I did Nymph.” I said nothing else, didn’t tell her any more than that for now. Soon I would tell her, but first there were some conversations to be had, one with my brother and the other with my doctor.

      I want Zoe with nothing between us, past relationships or latex.
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      “Johnston, you taking long lunches now?” My senior sergeant called out to me as soon I entered the cubicle of offices where the crime investigation unit worked out of together.

      Mumbling under my breath a few choice curse words, I moved passed him on my way to my desk.

      “How many times over the years have I worked through my lunch break, Sarge?” I asked, resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

      “That’s why I am asking you, Johnston. You never take a lunch break, I can depend on seeing you at your desk working, or knowing if I radio your car, you will be in it working.”

      I huffed out a laugh, “Then you depend on me too much, maybe I should take one every day like everyone else in the world does,” I threatened. I nearly always worked through my breaks, opting to eat on the go, the drive-thru being my restaurant of choice most days.

      Today was different. I rang the doctor Mum took us to when we were kids and may or may not have used my position on the force to get a last-minute appointment. Thankfully Doc Burton had a steel trap when it came to his patients, and regardless of the fact the man knew my parents personally as well as in his capacity as the family doctor, I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone that I had an STD test.

      My first and last.

      He had been very impressed with my decision to get tested before Zoe and I threw away the condoms and even gave me a lollipop on my way out.

      The next week was going to be a waiting game. I wasn’t expecting bad news, I practiced safe sex and wasn’t worried. I was just chomping at the bit to go skin to skin with no constrictions. Zoe texted me an hour after she got to work to inform me she had her blood test done at the clinic where she worked.

      Now all I had to do was buy a box of condoms on the way home tonight, an extra-large box because there was no way I was going to wait to make love to Zoe again until the test results came back. Now that I have had her, I was not going to deprive myself one more day.

      Fuck, I could still feel her hands on me, still remember what it felt like to be buried inside her heat. Even her moans still rang in my ears.

      The only thing that was marring my good mood was what I had to do after I got off work. Zoe insisted we go the whole hog since we took the steps to get tested, now we had to face another test.

      Deck.

      Tonight, we were attending a party at the compound together, as a couple, in front of my brother.

      Fucking brilliant.

      The night I reconnected with Zoe at my brother’s club he gave me the impression he didn’t give a shit who Zoe went out with or that I had shown interest in her. If he saw our kiss he made no move to knock my teeth in, so I was pretty confident everything would go well.

      But this was Decker Johnston I was talking about, the muscled idiot loved nothing more than pissing me off. He could very well take exception and make things difficult for Zoe and me. Family dinners, and Zoe hanging out at the Wounded Souls compound with her girlfriends. The rest of my life, just that sort of thing, nothing much.

      He could pick a fight with me, I could care less. My boxing was on point as was my fitness, I wasn’t scared of him physically.

      Him hurting Zoe was my main reason for worry. She had good friends at the club, most of the guys there considered her like a sister, and she in turn loved them like brothers.

      Yep, Deck could definitely screw you mate.

      I was asking a lot from her getting mixed up with me, but I was too fucking selfish and gone for her not to, she was the one, and I was taking her.

      “Johnston get your hand off your dick and get in my office. These home invasions are giving me an ulcer and I want the individuals involved off the streets yesterday,” my sergeant yelled at me again. It didn’t matter to him that fifteen pairs of eyes suddenly honed in on my crotch, each person smirking and snickering at me.

      “Fucking wanker,” I muttered under my breath, picking up the overflowing file of witness and victim statements I’d meticulously gathered after each offence.

      There was one thing I did agree with, these criminals needed to be caught. Their bravado and growing violence only proved how dangerous they were to the town.

      The thirst to catch them burned inside me, hopefully before they seriously hurt someone or worse.
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      I dropped my head and held my face in my hands, begging silently for patience.

      Ten minutes ago, I drove to Zoe’s where she was waiting for me on the curb out the front of her house, putting an end to the idea I had of making love to her before we went out. The drive to the compound was spent arguing with Zoe over her outfit choice.

      My problem wasn’t that she didn’t look great, god damn she looked sexy as fuck in her tight dress. She looked like a man’s wet dream, and that was where the problem was. Every man at the party was going to think the same thing as me.

      And that wasn’t on.

      Zoe, on the other hand didn’t see a problem and told me to ‘suck it up Lawman’ then proceeded to cross her sexy legs showing me exactly why she was my sexy Nymph.

      She argued having a job where wearing ugly scrubs all day meant she needed to dress pretty to make up for the time she spent in shapeless uniforms.

      No matter how I debated my point, how much sense I tried to make, Zoe only laughed at me and gave me adoring eyes… and a few eye rolls if I am being honest.

      And that brought us to now. Sitting in the private car park of the compound, me putting off getting out of the car and her, fixing her lipstick. Yes, I may have kissed it off when I first got a look at her sexy curves in that dress, but that was all.

      Fuck it.

      “Jason, the sooner we get in there and talk to Deck, the sooner I can wrap myself around you,” Zoe said shaking my arm.

      Sighing defeatedly, I scrubbed my hands over my face.

      “We talk to Deck, tell him about us then we leave so I can rip that dress off you so you can’t wear it again,” I told her sternly, meaning every word. My cock was busting behind the zipper of my jeans, and I wished I had the foresight of wearing slacks instead. Being around Zoe, I was in a constant state of arousal; sometimes it was fucking great — now not so much.

      Having a hard-on in front of my brother and his club brothers was only going to make me the brunt of more jokes from him and the five wise-arse men.

      “Whatever gets me naked and under you, or on top of you, the fastest honey. Now move your sexy arse,” she demanded opening her door and slid gracefully out of my Ford.

      Fuck, now I was visualising her riding me, her tits swaying seductively over my face.

      “My cock is never going to go down,” I mumbled as I swung open my door, getting out and hurrying around the front of the car to where my beautiful girlfriend stood waiting for me with that smile on her face, her hand out for me to take.

      “Come on Nymph, I want you close to me,” I said closing my hand around hers and pulling her close against me. My inner caveman on high alert as usual when it came to my woman, but it just multiplied with her in that dress.

      Before us stood a biker compound and inside, bikers. Deck might not be my only problem tonight.

      

      “Evening Detective,” Booth said, giving me a smirk, then turning to Zoe he full out smiled. “Hey, sweetheart good to see you.” Leaning down, he presses a quick kiss to her cheek.

      “Booth how you doin’ mate?” I asked him picking up the bottle of beer with one hand while resting my other one on Zoe’s hip keeping her close to me.

      Logically, I knew she was mine and the men of the Souls weren’t the type to poach, but my caveman was in control tonight. I had yet to see Deck in the main room, his bike in the carpark was here so somewhere—

      “I take it you are here to see your brother, tell him the good news,” Booth said interrupting my thoughts.

      Fuck is there nothing this guy doesn’t miss?

      There was no use in beating around the bush, not with Booth. My agenda was to let Deck know, do the right thing and all, then get the hell out of here. Zoe was the only person I wanted to spend time with tonight or any other night.

      “He here?” I asked, without confirming or denying, Booth was a smart man.

      “He disappeared a while ago with a leggy brunette, hang around for ten and he should make an appearance.” With a wink to Zoe, Booth turned around, avoiding the crowd of people in front of him as he made his way to the other side of the main room and through to a corridor, then disappeared.

      “He is so intense now, he smiles but not like he used to,” I observed, looking at where Booth disappeared.

      “Hmmm, I know. The guys don’t talk about what went on over in Afghanistan but whatever it was it seems to have affected all of them, Deck too,” Zoe said laying her head on my chest.

      I had much the same suspicion, especially about Deck. He didn’t come home with any obvious injuries, not like Mannix, Steel or Creed, but he did come back different. More quiet and pensive, he stood back now instead of being in the centre of everything.

      Mum was worried about him, even asked me to talk to him a few months back when he decided he was leaving the army and staying put here in town. At the time, I wasn’t interested in sitting down getting all deep with him. A pointless exercise because— well because it was Deck and me. Now though, I was thinking it was time to put all our childhood bullshit aside and get on with being adults.

      It was an idea good in theory, practice — I wasn’t so sure, but for Zoe, I would give it a go.

      Wrapping Zoe in my arms, we stood there by the bar for long minutes listening to the music and watching the couples on the dance floor. The mood of the place was comfortable, not too many people so there was very little shouting or noise, comfortable.

      Falling in love was definitely the best experience of my life, falling in love with Zoe made it perfect.

      “Mia darlin, give me a beer.” The sound of my brother’s voice caught my attention, rebooted my brain out of all things nice.

      Looking over Zoe’s head, I noticed Deck standing with a pretty brown-haired woman. She was pretty enough, medium height decent body. There was just one thing wrong that I could tell, her starry-eyed expression for my brother was not being reciprocated. Deck’s back was to her, already involved in some banter with Darth and Vegas, his date forgotten.

      Poor woman, another one bites the dust, hey brother.

      Tapping Zoe on her butt, I motioned for her to move to my side.

      “You ready baby?” I asked her, nodding towards Deck.

      “We aren’t going to the gallows, Jason,” Zoe laughed, smacking me lightly on my chest, then turned to face Deck.

      “Hi Deck, how was your night?” Zoe asked wriggling her eyebrows at the brunette who was still drooling, and looking at Deck like he hung the moon and the stars.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake! Get a clue woman, when a man ignores you after being in his room he ain’t the one for you.  I advised her silently. Jesus Christ Mum would have a field day if she was here now. That thought made me snicker; there was nothing better than hearing one of my Mum’s safe sex lectures mixed in with her ‘I want to be a grandmother’ tirades, doubly fun when she was directing it at him and not me.

      Deck slanted his head over our way, his elbows were on the bar a bottle swinging from his fingers.

      “Hello Zoe baby, good to see ya. Officer Prick, or should I call you Detective Dick,” Deck said then burst out laughing as if he said the funniest thing ever.

      Wanker.

      “You know Deck; you should try maturity, it might be a good look for you,” I retorted easing into our insult banter.

      “And you should try sticking your dick in an electrical socket, might help you —”

      “Okay, okay, you two. Geez, you are like children, no I take that back children are more mature than the both of you put together,” Zoe scolded us, her finger pointing to him then me then back at Deck again.

      “Listen here, your idiot brother and I are a couple now, do you have a problem with that?”

      “Nope.”

      Zoe smiled at Deck then scowled at me.

      “And you, do you think that you and your doofus twin can get along at least when the three of us are in the same room?” Zoe asked, her eyes narrowed at me and fuck if I wasn’t turned on. When she was fired up like this she was a spitfire, and I loved it.

      “Jason, focus!” Zoe growled, but I saw the small smile she was fighting, her eyes twinkling.

      “I can if he can,” I said glaring back at Deck who was now full out smiling at Zoe. Obviously, he had seen this side of her once or twice over the years.

      “Does this mean you will be attending Sunday roast at Mum and Dad’s while I am there? No turning up after I leave,” Deck asked waving his bottle between Zoe and I, indicating our entwined arms.

      “How about I shove the roast fair up—” a delicate elbow to my gut stopped me from saying where I wanted to shove Mum’s lamb roast, I know I said I would try to behave but come on, did Deck have to smile at Zoe like he liked her? Fucking arsehole.

      Shooting Zoe a mock glare, I rubbed the spot where her bony elbow caught me right in the solar-plexus, for a small chick she had some power behind her.

      “Don’t be a dick, detective,” Zoe said, then leaned up and bit me on the chin, her tongue lathing the small sting she inflicted on me. Of course, my cock sprang back to life, again.

      Damn I needed to get out of here, before I did something stupid like make love to Zoe right there on the bar. Discreetly adjusting myself without calling attention to my crotch area, I then nodded at Deck.

      “Let’s start with lunch and see how we go, fair enough?” I offered, holding out my free hand to him.

      Deck hesitated for a fraction of a second, then grabbed my hand in a bruising grip, shaking it harder than necessary. Hiding my grimace behind a strained smile, I yanked my hand back opening and closing my fist a few times to help the flow of blood back.

      “Isn’t this grand! My boyfriend and my former lover getting along, it’s almost as if you are related,” Zoe gushed with just a small amount of sarcasm.

      “Please don’t mention Deck being your former lover again Nymph,” I pleaded, “For the sake of all mankind and Deck’s well-being.”

      Zoe’s tee-hee reached my ears over the music and Deck’s guffaw. I had to admit it was good to get a glimpse of Deck like he used to be before he went off to fight the war against terror. His blue eyes, identical to mine, didn’t have the same lustre they once had and if I were being honest, it worried me a little.

      Deck used to be the life of the party, right in the middle of the fun and causing all kinds of strife and mischief. Maybe it was time he and I had a beer just the two of us, or a few rounds in the ring?

      Mentally filing that thought for a later time, I gave Zoe a light spank to her rump.

      “Okay I did the deed; now can we leave so we can do the deed? I asked her with what I hoped was my best puppy dog look.

      “Oh okay, geez the things I have to do to make you happy,” she chided me mockingly. Lacing her hand in mine, Zoe glanced back to my brother, “Thank you Deck, you’re a good man. Out there somewhere is your one, someone that will make your heart beat faster, someone you will be miserable without,” Zoe promised Deck, her voice strong with the truth behind her words.

      Deck only nodded, but I saw the flash of hope in his eyes before it quickly disappeared. My brother wanted something he couldn’t find with Zoe, I for one was relieved he wasn’t going to make this hard for Zoe, going from one brother to the other. I know to some outsiders this situation may be construed as tawdry, her flipping from Deck to me.

      It wasn’t though.

      It was fate.

      A union written in the stars. The planets aligning and all that sweet crap.

      With Deck on board, giving us his blessing for lack of a better term, the last shreds of jealousy melted away.

      Zoe was mine, the future ahead of us was bright.
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      “Oh, fuck me drunk. Baby yes, yes, yes!” I chanted incoherently over and over.

      “Hmmmm,” Zoe hummed around my cock, nearly bringing me off the bed. Her magical mouth took me deep, her clever tongue licking at the base every time she moved her lips down.

      Since we’d arrived at the bed and breakfast, Zoe had taken complete control of our night. Not that I was complaining, the momentous scene with Deck back at the compound earlier in the night had pretty well worn me out mentally. Even the hour and a bit drive to Castlemaine I had been silent most of the way, the only way telling Zoe I wasn’t mad was the fact that I had her hand in mine the entire way.

      It might seem weird, letting something so trifle as speaking to my brother get to me the way it did. But, after all, it was Deck and me. We competed for attention from everyone in our lives, why would the woman I loved be any different.

      That was another reason I stayed quiet on the drive up.

      I was in love with Zoe.

      Completely and totally.

      Telling her was another issue. It was too soon for the L-word, way too fast. I wrestled with my mind and heart and came to the perfect conclusion.

      She was going to have to say it first. There was nothing else for it, by her admitting it before me, I could dodge that horrible moment when you say it and just get a pat on the chest and a ‘That’s nice’ in return.

      Suddenly, Zoe’s mouth popped off my cock, taking one of my balls fully into her hot mouth sucking it deep.

      “Fuuuuuuck baby,” I groaned loudly, emitting all kinds of feral moans and groans at the overwhelming pleasurable sensations having a ball sac sucked on.

      Never in all my years had any woman done this, I wanted to feel it again at least two, maybe three times a day in fact.

      Wrenching my fingers from their death grip on the old fashioned wrought iron bed head, I gently threaded them into Zoe’s soft hair pulling her slowly away from my throbbing balls. If I continued to let her have the upper hand and control, I feared coming down her throat, and while that appealed greatly and I would certainly get around to doing that very soon, right now I needed to be balls deep in her tight hot pussy.

      “Baby, I need to be in you now, right now, instantly now,” I growled each word, bringing her face to mine and smashing my lips over hers and taking her mouth more aggressively than I had so far, not able to stop myself. I was so turned on, one more pass of her smooth tongue or her sweet lips and it will be all over Red Rover.

      “Well then, let me see what else I can do to make you come hard,” she murmured against my lips, her hand reaching under the pillow for the condom I stuck under there before Zoe rendered me speechless with her oral skills.

      Placing the small packet between her teeth, she ripped it opened, delicately spitting the torn off piece of foil to the bed. With nimble fingers, she slipped the latex from its confines and placed it to her mouth.

      “What are you—?” The rest of my question was halted when Zoe dropped her head back down to my cock and god help me she sheathed the condom down my shaft with her mouth. Throwing my head back into the pillow I clenched my teeth and prayed I didn’t fill the thin prophylactic before she got it all the way on.

      The other night after our first time, I didn’t take the condom off when I came then took her the second time. Luckily for us it didn’t break, how I didn’t know but was very thankful. The test results were a few days off coming back so until then we agreed condoms were a must. Babies were in our future, just not yet.

      “Zoe!” I warned in a deep gravelly voice. “Now!”

      Feeling her move on the bed to straddle me, I reached out for her breast, my head still cushioned back in the pillow, my hands finding her back instead.

      Shooting my eyes open, I looked to see my Nymph on me in a reverse cowgirl position, her head turned to me her green eyes sultry.

      “This way you can play with my arse while I get to fondle your balls,” she moaned, her hand holding onto my cock guiding it to its destination.

      The combination of her sexy, dirty words and her warm hand wrapped around me, emitted a feral growl from deep in my throat.

      “Fuck baby, you are the sexiest woman in the world,” I told her my palms already firmly on her porcelain globes.

      “And you are the hunkiest, Lawman, I have ever had the pleasure of—”

      I lightly slapped one cheek in warning, the red blush from my palm turning me on even more.

      “Do not finish that sentence Nymph,” I demanded, grabbing onto her hips and pulling her down until she was sitting all the way down on my cock.

      Both of us groaned in appreciation at the joining, of being together so intimately.

      Using my hands, I helped Zoe find a rhythm that suited us both, this position felt so different, so deep I could feel the rubbery opening of her cervix.

      “So deep Jason, oh god you are so deep, honey.” Zoe’s hands played softly with my balls as her head threw back on her shoulders, her beautiful blonde hair bouncing at the back of her neck.

      “Yes baby, ride me, touch yourself while you play with my balls,” again I demanded. I was going to have to do something about my lack of willpower because the sparks at the base of my spine were already starting.

      Fuck, Zoe is going to think I am a’ one pump chump’ the way I am going.

      Acting on instinct alone, I sat up using my core strength and wrapped one arm around her breasts from behind, the other I snaked around and found her clit, brushing my thumb over it.

      “Coming!” Zoe screamed, her inner muscles clenching me tightly, a show of wetness coating my cock. Her fingers digging into the flesh of my thighs as she rocked over me.

      With my arm on her breasts, I held her down on me hard and thrust my hips up in one powerful move roaring out my pleasure as I came hard, my cock exploding into the condom.

      Breathless, I carefully lifted my beautiful woman off me and placing her on the mattress, this time I was careful to remove the condom, wrapping it in a tissue from the box on the small table beside me.

      Taking care of the less sexy business of making love, I then pulled Zoe into my arms, both of us still panting our bodies covered in sweet sweat.

      Fuck, I wanted to tell Zoe I love her, give her my whole heart. What the hell was holding me back other than not having her say it back?

      No. I was over her and Deck now, more comfortable with the knowledge he was out of her life that way and I wasn’t a just a replacement. Zoe had true feelings for me, I felt it in her kiss and her touch.

      “You’re doing it again Lawman,” Zoe mumbled into my neck, her warm breath tickling my skin.

      “No, I’m not,”

      “Honey, yes you are. Now what’s on your mind?”

      Zoe moved until she was lying flat on top of me, her beautiful green eyes shining with amusement.

      Did she know already? Probably, the woman had seen through me from the first minute our lips touched.

      I was a grown-arse man for Christ sake, telling a woman… the woman, that I loved her couldn’t possibly be that hard.

      Sweat beaded on my brow, my heart raced wildly in my chest and… suddenly Zoe was laughing, laughing so hard her body shook on me.

      What the hell!

      “Glad I can amuse you,” I grumbled, feeling just a little emasculated.

      Zoe gulped a few times, getting herself under control.

      “Oh, Jason don’t be like that, you are just so transparent that’s all. It’s just one of the many things I love about you.”

      Frozen in place, I swear to god I nearly stopped breathing.

      “What?” I asked stunned that she said the L-word.

      “Jason, honey, I have been halfway in love with you for ten years. Something passed between us that night, something that only comes along once in a lifetime. I want to be a part of something that special, don’t you?” Zoe’s hand cupped my cheek, her thumb brushing softly over my lips.

      “I. Love. You. Jason.” Zoe punctuated each word with a kiss, her voice soft, caring and sure.

      She fucking loves me!

      It took me two seconds and Zoe was underneath me, my arms pushed under hers, my body nestled firmly between her thighs.

      “I love you, I love you so much, so fucking much.” I rushed to tell her, opening the floodgates to my heart.

      “From that first moment Zoe, the second I kissed you I was hopelessly and completely in love. I don’t give a fuck if it’s too soon or if other people think we are moving too fast. I —” I paused to lick my suddenly dry lips, the words I never thought I would ever ask ready to spill out.

      “Marry me Zoe, spend the next sixty years loving me. I don’t want to wait any longer, we have waited long enough. Please Nymph, let me love you for the rest of my life.” Not waiting for her answer, I claimed her mouth in a brutally passionate kiss, pouring every fibre of my being, every ounce of love I had for her into that one kiss.

      “Mmmm, maybe you should grab another condom,” Zoe hummed against my lips, her hips grinding her pussy along my hard length.

      “Huh?” Now I was confused. I just professed my love for her, laid my heart in her hands and asked her to marry me, and she wanted sex? I opened my mouth to discuss her answer when her tongue licked the inside of my upper lip.

      “I want my fiancé to make love to me,” she explained, rubbing her foot seductively up my calf.

      My cock grew impossibly hard, my heart bursting with love as I my hand slipped under the pillow and found another small foil packet.

      “Yes ma’am. My dad always says to do as you are told; happy wife, happy life,” I agreed chuckling. I shifted my hips off Zoe to perform the task of sheathing my aching cock, which took a bit of work because Zoe’s hands were now between our bodies helping me roll the latex on my cock. I couldn’t wait until we didn’t have to worry about using these things soon.

      “Nymph, you really aren’t helping me here,” I said with a groan, my head falling forward.

      Zoe grunted delicately slapping my hands away to take over the job, thankfully this time she didn’t use her mouth. That was something I would never forget, definitely wanted to experience again but right now I just wanted inside her.

      “You will be getting me a ring, won’t you?” Zoe asked me, but I couldn’t answer her. Not with the way her thumb was rubbing in the beads of cum at the tip, smooth slow strokes driving me fucking crazy. Gritting my teeth, I waited for her to finish her administrations and finally roll the condom into place. Using my hips, I nudged her thighs open further and with one long hard thrust, I slid home.

      Home.

      Zoe was my home, my beacon of light. My reason.

      Holding myself deep inside of her, I caught her mouth in a deep, slow wet kiss.

      “Yes, I will get you a ring. Now shut up Nymph and let me love you,” I grunted against her lips.

      “Yes officer.”

      Then we did shut up, except for her moans and screaming, and my groans and grunting. I made love to my fiancée.
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      “CIU 503 to VKC for a code 3.”

      I set my radio back into the cradle and waited for a reply, which came quick as I knew it would. Lately, my radio calls telling them I was on a meal break was giving my colleagues back at the station a great deal of enjoyment, basically I was the brunt of their jokes.

      “Copy that 503, off on a meal break again.” Came the reply along with a lot of snickering.

      Reaching for the receiver I pressed in the button.

      “I have had three lunch breaks, for fuck’s sake, in ten years. Over and out,” I shouted then threw the CB onto the passenger seat.

      “Fucking dickheads,” I muttered, flipping on my indicator then steered my car into the car space out the front of the shop I googled earlier this morning while Zoe was in the shower getting ready for work.

      Trying to keep this a secret from her nearly did my head in, finding a jeweller in town on the internet without her seeing what I was doing when all I really wanted was to join her in the shower.

      Late the night before, we got back from our unforgettable weekend away, missing Sunday roast at Mum and Dad’s, a text message from Deck reminded me of that faux pas, along with a few choice insults added for good measure.

      The wanker even used five emojis in his message, and informed me that he told Mum that I was now with Zoe.

      Texting him back twenty-five middle finger emojis in response, however, I chose to ignore Mum’s texts.

      She wasn’t happy that her sons were in a battle over a woman, or that I had a woman and hadn’t told her yet.

      I stopped reading them after those two, I would deal with her later because I was about to buy my fiancée an engagement ring. Yes, I had the steps muddled, but that happened when you let your heart lead the way.

      Jewellery was definitely not my field of expertise, in fact it scared the shit out of me.

      I had visions of Zoe laughing her arse off, throwing the ring back at me and saying something like, “go back to the drawing board Lawman and try to get it right.”

      Okay, so she wouldn’t be that mean about it, but this was important, a big purchase that held a lot of meaning, not only for her but for me too.

      True, Zoe and I didn’t know all the ins and outs of each other yet, but we would as time was on our side.

      I wasn’t that much of an idiot that I thought I was going to get things right every time. I was a man, after all. Zoe and I were going to fight over things in our lifetime together now and then, I was going to stuff up for sure. This decision, however, I was not going to get wrong, something I knew for certain.

      Looking out of the windscreen, I watched the beautiful blonde, dressed in tight almost painted-on denim jeans that were fashionably slashed from the tops of her thighs to her knees. A black cropped leather jacket, and the whole outfit finished off with a sexy pair of blood-red heels.

      My secret weapon had arrived.

      Jumping out of my unmarked police vehicle, I rushed to the meter to put in a few coins just as she came up to meet me, a sly smile on her stunning face.

      “Hello Jason, I must say you surprised me with your call.”

      Leaning over I pressed my lips to her cheek.

      “Thank you for agreeing to help me Vegas, I owe you one,” I told her with a grateful smile.

      “Keep your lips off my woman cop, or I will rip your lungs out with my bare hands.” A loud, deep voice shouted at me from somewhere near where I stood.

      Whipping my head around, it didn’t take me long to find the owner of the menacing threat. Sitting sideways on a huge black Harley was Darth, his facial expression not happy.

      Fuck, not good.

      Lifting my hand, I waved to the big scary man who had a liking for kicking my arse in the boxing ring.

      “What the fuck you waving at me for? Get a fucking move on, Vegas and I have shit to do,” Darth growled back at me, shaking his head as if I was a moron or from another planet.

      “Oh, don’t mind him, inside he is a big soft marshmallow,” Vegas said with a giggle, as she grabbed me by the hand and started to lead me to the front door of the jewellery store.

      “Marshmallow my arse,” I grumbled, worriedly hurrying beside her to get into the shop and out of Darth’s line of sight which was focused on my hand holding onto his woman’s. I tried to shake my hand from Vegas, but she wasn’t having it, so when a low growl followed me into the shop I knew that an arse kicking was coming my way very soon.
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      I drove in the opposite direction of Zoe’s place still confused by the text message I received just after I said goodbye to Vegas, thanking her for her help and being careful not to touch her in any way. I could still hear her laughter as she walked towards her ridiculously large man who sat on his bike the whole forty minutes it took for me to decide on the right ring for my fiancée.

      Fiancée. It hadn’t sunk in yet that I actually asked Zoe to marry me, and that she actually said yes. Not that I regretted acting so impulsively, it was the best decision and the right thing to do. It felt right, I was happy, real fucking happy.

      Sneaking a quick glance at the fancy bag the shop assistant handed to me, along with a free polishing cloth and a crystal keyring with the stores logo on it. I guess when you spend eight thousand on an amethyst and diamond ring the least they can do is throw in a couple of freebies.

      My plan was to go straight to Zoe’s after work, but in her text, she asked me to meet her at my parent’s house. My confusion was she knew what I bought today, I mean, I told her last night the first thing I was going to do was buy her an engagement ring and meet her at home.

      Not only that, I was worried that she chose to text me instead of calling.

      I preferred to speak than text, a text message was too easy to get wrong. You couldn’t get the feel of the tone of a message; it was too easy to jump to the wrong conclusions. I liked hearing a voice behind the words, that way there were no misunderstandings and no heart palpations when your fiancée texted that we needed to talk and can I met her at my childhood home.

      Zoe didn’t even know my parents, Deck never took her home for Sunday dinner during the time they spent together. That was how I decided to describe my brother’s relationship with my woman, better for my peace of mind and for Deck’s teeth.

      I was only steps away from making her mine forever, then a kid or three and the whole Deck and Zoe thing would be erased from my mind.

      Turning onto my parent’s street, I noticed the surrounding cars; it was the cop in me I suppose but I couldn’t help make a mental note of the licence plate of the piece of shit parked haphazardly in front of Kelsey’s place. The Holden Commodore had several mismatched panels, and I highly doubted it was roadworthy. I also had a sneaking suspicion it belonged to one of Kelsey’s mum’s men.

      Poor kid, fancy going through life without being loved by your own mum.

      I started to reflect on that when the gleam of chrome caught my eye.

      Deck’s bike was parked next to Zoe’s black bug, as if they arrived at the same time.

      What the fuck is going on?

      Forgetting all about Kelsey and the crap car, I quickly parked my Ford behind Zoe’s car, switched off the engine and pulled on the hand break.

      Grabbing the ring out of the fancy bag, I jumped out of the car and ran up the side of the house to the kitchen entrance. Mum and Dad spent a great deal of their time in the large, homey kitchen. It was the one room in the house they renovated with the thought of spending time in it.

      Opening the door, I walked in and immediately saw Deck sitting at the table eating a plate of Mum’s spag bol with not a care in the world. A movement in my peripheral vision had my head turning to see Zoe standing by the fridge in the corner of the room looking like she wanted to throw up.

      Rushing to her, I didn’t bother stopping myself from reaching out and taking her into my arms.

      “Baby what’s wrong?” I asked her concerned and pissed off at the same time. Concerned because Zoe looked ready to run, and pissed because Deck was being a dick and my mother was hovering around him serving his every need.

      Returning my focus back to the shaking woman in my arms, I held her tighter to me.

      “Baby, you are shaking. Please tell me what’s wrong,” I begged starting to freak out. My first thought was Zoe, making sure she was okay. Getting stuck into Deck could wait, for now.

      “Jason would you and Deck’s friend like a bowl of my famous spaghetti?” Mum asked and instantly I tensed against Zoe, my arms tightening around her more. It was time to put my mother straight on a few things.

      Without letting Zoe go, I turned my body so I was facing my mother.

      “Mum, this is Zoe, my fiancée. She isn’t Deck’s anything, they are just friends. Right Decker?” I glared at Deck who was busy downing a beer, his free hand making a whatever gesture.

      “Oh, well they came in together, what was I meant to think? And since when are you engaged? You never told us you were seeing anyone.” Mum threw out the questions like an accusation.

      “Since I am. I don’t have to tell you everything, Mum, and why haven’t you asked me if I was seeing someone? Show some interest in my life occasionally,” I argued with her, but I was far too worried about Zoe to care about Mum’s response. Her body was rigid in mine; the only indication she knew I was there with her was the fact that her hands were on my back. They fisted my shirt so hard she had some of my skin gathered in her fist along with the material of my shirt, her hold on me tight like she didn’t want to let go.

      “Zoe, you are scaring me baby,” I said a little more forcefully, getting Deck’s attention.

      “Zoe?” he asked finally taking notice that something was wrong with her. His fork hit the empty bowl and his face took on more of a concerned look.

      I should be happy that he was finally seeing the situation going on under his nose, but that part of me I couldn’t get under control quite yet was annoyed.

      Zoe was mine, she was marrying me. Deck had no place in this part of my life and definitely nothing to do with Zoe.

      Zoe mumbled something into my chest, but it was muffled I couldn’t make out what she said.

      “Say that again baby.”

      Zoe lifted her head from its hiding place and I nearly crumbled at the lost and hopeless look on her beautiful face.

      “I am so sorry Jason, I didn’t know,  I didn’t mean it,” she cried, big fat tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Hey, hey Zoe Poe, please don’t cry. I can take anything but your tears baby,” I rushed to tell her, extracting my arms from around her shaking body I used my thumbs to mop up some of her tears.

      My mother walked to us with a box of tissues in her hand, holding it out for Zoe to take one.

      “Sweetheart would you like Deck to drive you home?” Mum asked and I lost it.

      “For fuck’s sake Mum! Will you stop and fucking listen,” I yelled a little too loudly because Deck was all of a sudden out of his chair and stalking my way.

      Acting out of years of experience with fighting with him, I gently shoved Zoe behind me.

      “Sit the fuck down Deck, this doesn’t concern you,” I warned him, getting ready for a fight.

      “It is when you swear and yell at Mum, so watch your fucking mouth mate,” Deck warned me with a menacing growl, the second one I received for the day.

      My blood was just about at boiling point. Mum was being her typical Deck cheering squad, he was up in my face, and all I wanted to do was protect Zoe and find out what the hell had her so upset after our wonderful romantic weekend.

      Asking her to marry me and her saying yes was the best moment of my life—maybe it wasn’t for her.

      She said she was sorry, sorry for saying yes? Maybe the hours at work and away from me gave her time to pause and rethink us.

      I was stuck in my head and I never even noticed that Deck had made his way closer, his arm reaching around me to touch Zoe on the arm.

      “What’s up gorgeous?”

      The endearment triggered my next move, pushing her further away from me I yanked Deck’s hand off her and pushed him back.

      “Back the fuck off, don’t make me tell you again,” I yelled, my fists up ready for Deck to swing at me.

      “Do. Not. Touch. Me.” Deck growled each word, his blue eyes, identical to mine turning black, his hulking body radiated anger.

      Well fucking bring it arsehole, I ain’t scared of you.

      Behind me, Zoe was pulling at my shirt, begging me to go outside with her. Mum was on the phone to our father, insisting he come home as soon as possible. All of this going around me didn’t do anything to snap me out of my one-minded focus on my brother.

      Deep down I knew this was coming, despite his nonchalant approach to Zoe and me since we told him, and I knew there would be a showdown between us. It was in our DNA to go at each other’s throats no matter the reason behind it.

      Stepping forward, I got right in his face, “Who the fuck do you think you are hey? Big army hero turned biker. You had your chance with Zoe and you blew it. You couldn’t see her true beauty; instead, you treated her like nothing more than a casual hook-up. Well, I fucking love her mate,” I spat the endearment at him with more than a little hatred. Something I haven’t felt for him in a long time.

      “Is that right brother? Well, ain’t it just like you to follow in my shadow. Always the loser, taking my offcuts. That first night at the compound she danced with me when you left. Did a bit more too,” Deck taunted me.

      And I saw red. How fucking dare he suggest such a thing about Zoe, it was a lower than low thing to say about anyone but more so about a woman he spent ten or more years with casual or not. And what the fuck did he mean when he said ‘did more too’?

      I was pulling my arm back, my fist tightly closed ready to lay Deck out when Zoe pushed her way between us screaming something that completely shattered me.

      “God damn it stop! I’m pregnant. And you know damn well it wasn’t anything Deck. We danced a few times and shared a couple of kisses. Don’t make it sound like it was more than that,” Zoe threw at Deck, her whole body shaking with rage.

      Rage consumed me, hearing that after I went home, the most important person in my life kissed my brother as if our reconnecting meant nothing. Suddenly, the night at the restaurant came to my mind and the look that crossed over her face. She didn’t cheat because we weren’t really anything then, but we sure as fuck were now.

      Looking at my brother, all I wanted to do was kill the bastard.

      I stilled, my fist cocked back ready to deliver the first blow to Deck’s face, which now had an expression of complete shock.

      Turning around to face Zoe, my heart dropped to my stomach when I saw the devastation on her face.

      The baby isn’t mine.

      Logically I knew that, firstly because we hadn’t been together long enough for a pregnancy to happen, and two because we had used protection each time.

      “Oh, my lord,” I heard my mother whisper, sounding shocked.

      Shocked didn’t begin to describe the feeling coursing through me right then. After three attempts to speak, I finally managed to croak out the one thing I dreaded more than anything.

      “Deck’s.” It wasn’t a question, I already knew I just needed Zoe to confirm it.

      Zoe nodded sadly, “The tests we took… it showed up in the blood work,” she replied through her tears. Tears that gutted me, but taking her into my arms to comfort her was not something I had in me.

      “The fuck? Did you just say what I think you said?” Deck spluttered, his eyes bugging as he looked from Zoe’s face to her belly then back up again this time looking at me.

      “How? Are you sure it’s mine?” Deck asked all of a sudden, his cool, don’t give a fuck attitude unravelling.

      “The doctor at my clinic, my boss, said I’m roughly five weeks along and since Jason and I have only been together for two weeks—” she let the rest of the sentence hang out there for Deck to finish.

      “Then it has to be mine.” He surmised correctly.

      “But we used protection every time Zoe,” Deck argued.

      “Yeah, we did, but that last time we were a little drunk and a little careless. Remember?”

      I stood there listening to my— to Zoe rehash details of the last time she and my brother had sex. It felt like some sick joke was being played on me, how the fuck could this be happening? She said they’d always used protection, always, she said.

      She obviously lied, told me what I wanted to hear to make me feel better about the fact that she used to regularly fuck my brother.

      An overwhelming need to vomit rushed through me, bending at the waist, I supported my hands on my legs feeling the square box in my pocket.

      Zoe’s engagement ring. What the fuck do I do now? Ask her to marry me still even though she is carrying my brother’s child? My niece or nephew. The thought that Zoe was never going to be just mine, that Deck was now guaranteed to always be in her life made me furious.

      I needed to punch something, someone.

      “Oh right, yeah, I forgot to put on a condom when I first went in. Then we remembered but I guess it was too late,” Deck scoffed good-naturedly, as if it had been a minor oversight no big deal.

      Deck laughed then punched me on the shoulder, “Some of my soldiers went off on their own,” he joked at the worst possible time—for him.

      Standing to my full height I reared my arm back then punched Deck square on the jaw. Satisfaction flowed through me hearing his bone crunch under my fist, despite the pain that radiated up my arm and Zoe’s surprised squeal.

      The bastard had a strong jaw.

      “Fuck me Jason, what the fuck?” Deck growled, holding onto the side of his face.

      “Always you. You take everything, don’t you, couldn’t give a fucking shit that I am your brother. You get all Mum’s love and now you get what should have been my happily ever after.” I couldn’t keep the hatred out of my voice. Deck took it all from me, he put his baby in Zoe and now he had her and I had nothing. Just a broken heart, a lost dream and an eight-thousand dollar ring.

      “Jason,” my Mum said, coming up to me. “What you said isn’t true,” she said grabbing hold of my arm.

      Shaking it off, I backed away from her and Zoe, who was staring at me wide eyes full of tears, her hand over her mouth. Seeing her so upset hurt me, but I was so lost in my own pain, anger and loss, I couldn’t make a move to go to her. She kissed Deck after that night she agreed to go out with me. Kissed him! My inner voice pleaded with me to go to her, show her I didn’t care, but I couldn’t because I did care. Instead I turned my attention back to Mum.

      “Then why did you think she was Deck’s? Why suggest he take her home and not me? You know we might look alike but we are as different as night and day Mum. I’m nothing like him so you disregard my feelings, my achievements and accomplishments.”

      I didn’t wait for her to respond with bullshit lies, the last five minutes gave me enough of those to last me a lifetime.

      With one last look at Zoe, my eyes drinking her in for one last time, etching her face into my mind I turned and walked out the back door. Staying around to listen to Deck and Zoe plan their life together with their baby didn’t hold any appeal to me in any way. Torture was not my thing, neither was having my heart ripped out of my chest it seemed.
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      I chucked the empty bottle in the direction of the rubbish bin, hearing the glass smash when it hit the numerous other bottles already in there.

      When I left my parent’s house three nights ago, after hearing the heart-shattering news that the woman I loved was carrying my brother’s child, I headed straight for the bottle shop bought two slabs of Fosters beer and a bottle of Tequila, went home and locked the front door. I called in some personal leave at work and hadn’t moved from the couch since.

      Was I drunk? Fucking A I was. Inebriated and on the way to total wasted oblivion.

      If I was lucky the alcohol I was pouring into my body would pickle my brain enough so I would be able to forget the devastation on Zoe’s face when I lost my shit and decked my brother then walked away from her.

      “Ha, I decked Deck,” I said, laughing at my silently thought joke then let out a burp/hiccup.

      “Oh, fuck, I think I have had too much to drink.” I dropped my head in my hands and closed my eyes.

      “Ya fucking think arsehole. It smells like a brewery in here.” The voice I least wanted to hear said from somewhere in my house.

      Pressing my hands to my ears, I pretended that I didn’t just hear Deck and that it was the effects of my drunken state. But when I heard more swearing and grunting in the same voice I knew I wasn’t hallucinating and the prick was in my house.

      “Damn he has some balls,” I muttered swiping a hand down my face in an attempt to wake myself from my stupor.

      “Yeah, I have, I don’t run like you do. For fuck’s sake Jason, what in the ever-loving fuck is wrong with you?” Deck shouted at me making my head pound even harder than it was already.

      Anger returned, heating my face. Who the fuck did this guy think he was? Barging into my house and telling me I had problems when he stuck his dick in my woman and got her pregnant with his kid. Okay, so she hadn’t been mine at the time, but that was not the point. That kid was supposed to be mine, not his. She should be wearing my ring right now and sitting here with me half comatose from days of blissful sex celebrating our engagement.

      But the universe hated my guts because none of that was true, as usual Deck got it all.

      “Oh, put a sock in it and stop whining like a spoilt brat,” Deck scolded me in his usual fashion.

      Huh? I said that and not thought it.

      Looking up I stared at my twin who was sitting across from me on the other leather recliner, one foot hooked over his knee. The look on his face was anything but friendly, not that it surprised me. Deck and I didn’t do friendly.

      “What are you doing here Deck?” I asked sighing. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind for any kind of confrontation and certainly not with him, plus I was too drunk.

      Drunk, tired and lost.

      “I figured you’d want to beat the shit out of me about now,” Deck started and I went to agree with him when his hand slashed out in front of him motioning for me to shut up.

      “But what I didn’t figure you for was a quitter. As far as I can tell you heard what you wanted to hear, said what you wanted to say, then just up and left.”

      I grunted, shaking my head. “What would you like me to say? Congratulations perhaps? Hang around while you ask Zoe to marry you? Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “Why the fuck would I ask Zoe to marry me Jason? She is your girlfriend not mine, she loves you not me.”

      “She’s having your baby Deck, and you have to do the right thing. And let’s not forget the cosy scene at the compound you two got into after I left,” I demanded angrily. If he thought I was going to forget that nugget he was kidding himself; neither was Deck going to get away with letting Zoe go through this alone, he was going to get a shit-kicking if he didn’t step up.

      “And I will. Being the father doesn’t mean I have to be the husband as well. That is your right, that is if Zoe still wants you after you walked away from her three days ago and have given her nothing but radio silence,” Deck accused, then he moved so quickly if I blinked I would have missed his hands coming out gripping me by the collar and dragged me halfway over the coffee table. His face was a mask of rage and pissed off, and I swallowed a small flicker of fear, this was a side of Deck, a more violent side I had never seen before he went off to the army.

      “As for that shit about the kiss. Get the fuck over it! You two weren’t anything yet, Zoe and I go way back, we found ourselves in a bit of a habit. I’d had too much to drink and I kissed her, not the other way around. You say I take everything from you, how about you start fighting for what you want instead of being the victim. Fuck me, for a man you are pretty pathetic right now,” Deck shouted in my face then shoved me back over to the seat, my arse nearly hitting the floor.

      Leaning back over the coffee table Deck grabbed my phone, he lifted it up and looked at the screen, “Fifteen messages from Zoe, one from Dad, two from your partner and oh look, five from your brother,” Deck drawled tossing the phone back onto the glass table.

      “And before you ask, Mum didn’t message she called, several times. But, you would know that too if you bothered to pull yourself out of your pity party to give a shit.”

      I scowled at Deck, one because he was still here and two because he was talking sense.

      I was in the midst of a pity party, but I had good reason. My life was suddenly a shambles, my liver would need a major detox very soon, my heart hurt like a bitch, and mostly I missed Zoe more than I thought possible.

      Those ten years when she was just a dream was nothing now that I had tasted her, felt her touch, heard her sweet husky voice say those three words to me. I. Love. You.

      Fuck I was such an idiot, walking away like I did. What the fuck had I been thinking.

      You weren’t thinking dickwad, you reacted without thinking, I berated myself, this time making sure to keep the thought silent and time not giving Deck anymore ammunition to get stuck into me.

      Pushing myself back into my seat, I cringed at the stiffness in my muscles. Fuck I had barely moved from my spot in the recliner except for bathroom breaks for three days.

      “How’s Zoe?” I asked.

      “How do you think. Hurt, sad, broken, all while she tries to come to terms with the fact she is pregnant with the wrong twin’s baby. She didn’t do anything wrong, but you made her out to be a cheater,” Deck told me without any sugar coating, although it was precisely what I deserved. The grog was still clouding my mind, but there was a slither of common sense seeping through the fog.

      Zoe was hurt, sad and probably crying all because of my fucked-up jealousy and jumping to conclusions — wait did Deck say—?

      “You aren’t going to marry Zoe?”

      Deck roared laughing, his head shaking back and forth.

      “Jesus Jason, how is it we are twins? Of course I’m not, she doesn’t love me, idiot. Two people can be parents without being married. I won’t deny her news threw me for a loop, chilled my blood that I am going to be a father and responsible for another life other than my own. But brother,” Deck leaned forward further his elbows on his knees and his face suddenly very serious. “You are going to be this baby’s father as much as me. Zoe is yours not mine, you two will be sharing a life together, and that means the baby too. Sure, the situation is a little warped with you being my brother and technically the baby’s uncle, but you will be playing a father role too, and I could use the help. You were always the sensible one, I’m still in play mode and I’m not looking to get serious any time soon.”

      I stared at Deck for long minutes in shock. Deck was never one to talk that much, and he rarely got deep and meaningful, not with me. So, to hear him admit all this, yeah it shocked me.

      My muddled brain started to fire up. Was it doable? Could the three of us co-parent and still maintain a certain amount of separation from Deck. He was the father, and while it was a bitter pill to swallow, facts were facts. But if Zoe and I married like we wanted to, I needed to know I was to be the one there for her, not him. I couldn’t bare him being the one to do all the things she needed during her pregnancy. It wasn’t as if I hated the baby’s existence, that thought never crossed my mind when I first heard. I just wished that it was mine, but my blood flowed through that baby’s veins too and loving it wasn’t going to be hard.

      “I need a plan,” I suddenly said getting up from the chair then promptly falling back into it, my head dizzy from the movement.

      “Yeah you do, but first how about some coffee and a shower. I’d hate to guess what your blood alcohol limit is, but I bet it ain’t legal,” Deck said chuckling, his laugh sounding so much like my own.

      “Why do we hate each other so much?” I blurted out without thinking. It was a question I had asked myself thousands of times over our nearly thirty-two years.

      Deck stood up gathering rubbish off the coffee table as he did.

      “I don’t hate you, Jason, I love you, you’re my brother.  I just don’t like you all that much,” he said with a shrug his eyes narrowing as if he was trying to figure it out himself.

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. He was right, hate might have been a bit harsh but I definitely didn’t like him all that much either.

      Deck, I sensed had more to say on the matter.

      “Maybe we should work on liking each other, you know for the sake of the baby and Zoe. I have known her for a long time, and without pissing you off, I know she can be a monster when shoved in a corner. She won’t take sides if she thinks it will bring disharmony, her stubbornness will prevail and she will do something stupid like do this on her own.”

      It did piss me off that he knew that about her and not me. It had been my choice to move fast with Zoe, and I didn’t regret that decision, I waited ten years and took the chance to make her mine as soon as possible.

      I wasn’t going to slow down but I was going to learn more about the woman I loved so much. What made her mad, sad, happy all that crap. Know her like Deck did but even more.

      We were never going to be best mates, but we did need to get along better, that much I agreed on.

      “I reckon it wouldn’t hurt us not at each other’s throats all the time. There is a lot to work out Deck. Your role in Zoe’s life during the pregnancy being the first thing we should settle.” I conceded.

      “Whatever you two want is fine with me. The club is busy with all the businesses we have on the go, and let’s face it I’m not one for rubbing a woman’s feet or shit like that. Just don’t shut me out on the important stuff. I want the sonogram pictures, and I will be paying all the medical costs. You can have the doctor appointments and the midnight runs for pickles and ice cream. And… I will be present at the birth,” Deck added firmly giving no room for negotiation. “She is your woman, but that is my baby too. And I take care of what is mine.”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t do that to you mate,” I said quietly seeing for the first time how hard this was on him too. Deck didn’t plan on this happening, but it did and no one should be blamed, and especially not the baby. It was also wrong of me to accuse him of not doing the right thing by Zoe or the baby. Deck was an honourable man, loyal and fucking honest. Too honest sometimes.

      Zoe’s beautiful face flashed before my eyes, her curly blonde hair fluffed over my pillow like a white cloud. Her soft red lips swollen from my kisses, pale green eyes shining back at me with so much love, so much trust.  And I rewarded that gift by kicking her in the teeth then left her scared, alone and pregnant.

      What kind of arsehole was I?

      Making another attempt to stand, I used the arms of the chair for support, giving myself a minute for my legs to get used to my weight.

      If I have to get down on my knees and beg for Zoe forgiveness then I will. Anything it takes to get Zoe back in my life and my ring on her finger.

      With that resolved, I turned to walk out of the lounge room to take a shower and maybe a sleep before I called Zoe and hopefully get her to agree to meet me.

      “Jason?” Deck called out quietly, making me stop in my tracks but I didn’t turn to face him.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have never been sorry that you are my brother,” he told me seriously. Without seeing his face, I knew he meant it.

      “Me neither,” I lied to him, ashamed that it wasn’t the truth because there had been a handful or more times I’d wished that very thing.

      Deck’s and my relationship was another thing I had to fix, how I went about that — Zoe first then everything else will hopefully fall into place.

      Raising my hand over my head in a goodbye I continued out of the room.

      Deck and I had come a long way tonight. It felt good, unfamiliar but good. Hopefully it will get better.
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      To say that I was nervous didn’t cut it, in fact I was shitting myself.

      After Deck came to my place and pulled me out of my drunken stupor, and after I showered the beer out of my pores and slept for close to nine hours, I made a lot of phone calls.

      The first one was to Zoe, which she justifiably sent to voicemail after only two rings.

      I conceded she was entitled to do that to me, so I left a message and asked her to meet me at our spot. Well, I begged her to meet me, begged her to let me explain then pleaded her to forgive me. After that, I called work, squared things with my sergeant and partner, luckily, I had over thirty weeks of annual leave up my sleeve so all I got yelled at for was taking time off during an active investigation.

      One person I didn’t ring was Mum. My behaviour with Zoe and Deck that afternoon had been deplorable, but what I said to Mum I meant every word. The difference in the way she treated us boys was painfully obvious whether she liked to admit it or not. Just the way she assumed Zoe was Deck’s, not even contemplating another scenario. Then to ignore me and ask if Zoe wanted Deck to take her home, especially after she found out I was Zoe’s boyfriend.

      I simply wasn’t ready to talk to her. Dad rang me to ask if I could come around and have dinner so they could chat with me, I said maybe, not sure if talking would change anything.

      My main focus right now was Zoe.

      She left me hanging for three hours after my voice message. Even the texts I sent her, showed they were read though stayed unanswered for hours.

      Not that I could blame her, I hurt her badly by taking two and two and coming up with eighty.

      I paced the small grassy knoll, the very place we had our first picnic together, and waited impatiently for Zoe to arrive.

      Her message didn’t give any hint that she was happy to meet with me, all she sent was a ‘K’ nothing else. This was why I hated texting, had she answered my calls I would have a better indication as to how much trouble I was in with her and just how much grovelling was needed.

      An unhelpful ‘K’ left my mind reeling with nothing but bad notions and sweaty palms.

      I had heard from Deck again since he forced his way into my house, a quick call to tell me he saw Zoe, and I better make things right between her and I or Darth was gonna come calling at Vegas’ request, and something about Rainn wanting my balls on a dinner plate. Rainn, I found out was a dancer at the club’s strip joint and friends with both Vegas and Zoe. I didn’t answer Deck’s threat with much more than a thumbs-up emoji, I mean what else could I say? Zoe was loved by all at the club, and why wouldn’t she be, the woman was the perfect friend. Kind, caring and above all loyal, and I deserved a beat down for forgetting that about her and instead immediately thought of only myself and presumed the worst.

      The crunching of gravel caught my attention, whirling around I looked through the thin birch trees and made out Zoe’s black bug parked next to my GT. She was yet to get out of the car, and I could see her blonde hair, her head looked to be facing down.

      Fuck is she having second thoughts about talking to me?

      The very notion that Zoe might not want anything to do with me spurred my legs into a fast jog down the small incline.

      Like hell I was losing her now, or ever.

      Just as I reached the clearing to the start of the parking area, Zoe pushed open her door and I noticed the slow way she pulled herself from the car. She looked so tired, black circles under both eyes, her body posture dejected.

      I did that to her.

      My unwillingness to accept the truth about her and Deck, was the reason my beautiful Nymph’s spark and light was gone from her face.

      Picking up my pace, I hurdled the log barrier that stopped a car from going too far off the gravel area and onto the grass.

      Seconds later, I reached Zoe, and without another thought, I gathered her up into my arms, holding her off the ground and close against me. Her body tensed in my arms, but that didn’t deter me from banding them tighter, refusing to let go.

      “I know you must hate me right now baby, but please hold me, let me know that I haven’t fucked up that bad that you don’t want to touch me anymore,” I begged her, my face in her neck, the smell on her soft skin calming me slightly.

      All I needed was for her to hold me back and let me know there was hope.

      Tense seconds passed before I felt her arms come up and wrap around my neck, relief swept over me, even more, when she dug her fingers into the hair at the back of my neck and stroked me. My eyes squeezed tightly shut, as I savoured the blissful feeling of Zoe’s tender touch. A river of promise pooled in my belly, her willingness to calm my panic had to mean something, right?

      “Zoe—”

      Zoe’s fingers stopped their exploration and she pulled out of my arms, her eyes fired a darker green as they narrowed at me. “No Jason, this time you are going to listen while I talk,” she demanded in that sexy, husky voice I loved so much.

      The fixer part of my personality wanted to argue with her, let me explain myself, demand she forgave me and put my ring on her finger.

      But, I knew if Zoe and I were going to have to get back to where we were before my mouth got me into trouble. Deck’s advice rang in my ears, so instead, I grabbed her hand, because the need to touch her was overpowering, and gave her a slight nod to speak.

      Her forefinger played over my thumb, the small gesture meaning more to me than I could put into words. Her face was still pensive, not to mention that fire in her green eyes.

      So fucking beautiful.

      “Jason, I am so mad with you. You walked away and left me at your mother’s place all alone to explain to her and to deal with Deck,” Zoe snapped, not unkindly because that wasn’t Zoe but she wasn’t one to roll over and forgive bad behaviour.

      “You presumed so much without asking. To think that Deck and I are going to marry is so preposterous. The last person that should marry is Deck, and especially not to me,” she spluttered then shivered visibly at the thought.

      “I know I jumped to conclusions baby,” I offered but Zoe wasn’t done with me, her hand whipped out and slapped me on the chest.

      “You didn’t just jump Lawman, you pole-vaulted and missed the mat.”

      My lips quirked at her imagery but I was careful not to laugh outright. I feared my balls might be in peril if I did.

      “I picked you, not Deck. I told you I loved you, not Deck. I gave you my heart, not Deck,” Zoe said angrily. “And you did exactly what you promised you wouldn’t do anymore. You let your bitter history with Deck take over again, only this time you made me feel like crap.”

      “I am not a cheater. Granted, kissing Deck was a huge mistake, and I am not going to blame alcohol or him. He laid a few kisses on me and I let him. It was — a goodbye kiss. Not sex, just kissing and dancing. He and I have history, you and I hadn’t even started, not really. Then we did, and I didn’t think that much of Deck and me after that.”

      I hung my head, not denying one word she spoke, how could I, it was the truth.

      “I was afraid to tell you because you always make such a big deal about Deck’s and my relationship. Like you are waiting for me to slip up so you can say ‘gotcha’. Your issues are with Deck, not with me.”

      Damn I am getting a full dose of humble pie this week. I think I’d rather a beat down from Darth.

      “Zoe,” I tried again but this time I was cut off not by narrowed eyes or that husky voice tearing into me, but by a punch to the gut. Now it didn’t hurt, in fact it was more like a swat but the meaning behind it hit its mark.

      “This is how it is going to work. One, we aren’t moving in together. Two, we aren’t getting engaged, and three no make-up sex… at least not until I say so. When I think you have gotten over your bullshit with Deck, we will revisit these further. Understand?” Zoe was breathing fire but I needed some clarification before I agreed to anything.

      “Does this mean you aren’t breaking up with me?”

      “Correct, but only by the skin of your teeth buddy,” she said with a cute growl.

      “And you will marry me?” I pushed ignoring the euphoria building in my blood stream.

      “Possibly, it depends on how well you beg and behave yourself where your brother is concerned. Whether we like it or not Deck is this baby’s father. I, for one, am not upset that there is a baby. Do I wish it were yours? Of course, I do, but it isn’t the baby’s fault his or her mum made a wrong decision. The only thing we can do is move forward and make the best out of the situation.”

      Mentally I broke down everything Zoe just told me; there was nothing I couldn’t deal with as long as she was by my side and eventually, sooner than later, my wife.

      One thing that stood out, other than her admitting she still wanted to marry me, of course, was the innocence of the baby. My Zoe would never regret the existence of this child, no matter how he or she came to be. If I could fall in love with her all over again, now would be the moment. Her strength and determination to go this alone if needed made me weak at the knees. I wasn’t going to let that happen, today right now all the shit stopped, Deck and I were going to learn to get along whether it killed us both.

      “Baby, I promise nothing like that is ever going to happen again. I don’t want to live without you for another second. Deck and I have talked, it’s not completely mended but we are on the right track,” I said to her begging her with my eyes to believe me. She wasn’t touching me yet, but I could see the fire diminishing in her.

      “You and Deck aren’t ever going to be best buddies, drinking partners or having sleepovers, or anything.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her ‘sleepover’ comment.

      A small smile appeared on her pouty lips, then she continued. “Deck asked to be part of the pregnancy, I agreed. He also said you know the terms of his involvement. Are you sure you can handle it, Jason?” Zoe asked, her hand reaching out to lace her fingers with mine. I blew out a long, slow, relieved breath and tightened my fingers around hers, gently pulling her into me. I folded Zoe into me, savouring the shiver that ran through her body when it made contact with my chest.

      Standing next to her black girlie car, we stood locked in an embrace not saying anything for a long time, just enjoying the pardon our relationship just went through.

      Kissing the top of Zoe’s head, I hummed in the pure pleasure of holding her.

      “I can handle anything baby as long as you are beside me, underneath me or on top of me,” I answered her question with some of her own words, earning me a giggle and a pinch on the arse.

      “You piss me off Lawman, but I do love you,” Zoe muttered, there was no heat in her words, but I wasn’t that much of an idiot that I didn’t know I just dodged a major bullet. My nine lives were just about used up, it was time to act like the man that got me through the academy and more than a few hairy situations on the job.

      Pulling back so I could see her face, I looked deeply into the prettiest eyes in the world.

      “I love you too, Zoe. I won’t fuck up again, well… yeah I might, okay probably will but not like this.” I pressed my lips to hers in a slow wet kiss, forgetting all the worry and drama of the last few days just from kissing Zoe.

      Second after second ticked by before the need for air broke us apart, my lips stilled centimetres off hers.

      “You know you have to talk to your mum, right?”

      Groaning, I dropped my forehead to hers. “Whatever you say darlin,” I agreed wisely.

      “Seven more months or so of answers like that and this pregnancy will be a breeze,” Zoe sassed, then started to laugh.

      I stopped her with the best way I could think of, my hand inched down her back disappearing into the back of her nurse’s scrub pants. My fingers met the crack at the top of her arse but stopped from going down any further. Pushing my luck and ignoring her request for time was not a good option. I would do things her way… until I couldn’t.
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      I parked my car off the street in front of my parent’s place for the second time in just over a week.

      Zoe hadn’t pushed me to speak with my mother again after her first request four days ago. My woman was not a nagger, she had better ways of guilting me with looks and knowing lifts of her eyebrows.

      She kept to her word about the no sex thing which was just about doing me in.

      My balls were blue and my cock was permanently hard, but still I went to bed alone every night. Zoe came around to my place or me to hers, we had tea together and sat on the couch and watched movies. My chick flick knowledge was embarrassing, and Twilight was ruining my life. Tonight, we are looking at the final movie, thank fuck, but I tell you now after we see Edward turn his woman into a vampire I am going to bed my woman.

      Four days of having cuddle time on the couch was enough. If speaking with my mother meant my punishment or penance or whatever it was, Zoe was putting me through, was over then so be it.

      I left Mum a voicemail, knowing exactly when to call her when she wouldn’t pick up. Thank you, Days of our Lives.

      Unfortunately, Zoe didn’t see this as talking with Mum, although she did give me points for trying. So, here I was sitting out front of my childhood home working up the courage to go toe-to-toe with the woman that gave me life.

      Absently looking out my window, I saw a lanky teenager walking up the driveway of Kelsey’s place. Something about the teen had the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Fuck he looked familiar.

      Pulling the baseball cap lower on my head using the peak to cover part of my face. Being a cop in a suburb this size didn’t give me much anonymity.

      Getting up the camera app on my phone, I snapped a few pictures not only of the kid but the crappy car in the driveway. I remembered it had been there the day I lost my shit with Deck and Mum.

      Why the fuck was Kelsey’s mum subjecting her innocent daughter to such lowlives?

      A feeling of dread suddenly filled me. Kelsey better not be in any danger because of her mother’s poor life choices. That kid had seen enough, been through enough in her young life.

      The front door to the house opened, and a man aged in his early to mid-forties came sauntering out in just a singlet top and a pair of filthy jeans. He looked a lot like the teen, a father or brother maybe?

      Snapping another round of photos of the older man, I was about to send them to my partner when I heard my name yelled from the front porch of my parent’s home.

      The cop in me disappeared and the angry son returned.

      Time to get gritty with Mrs Johnston.
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      Mrs Johnston was playing dirty.

      I took in the smells of the kitchen and the table covered with homemade sweets and desserts. Mum was really pulling out all the stops, all the treats were all my favourites and not one Tim Tam in sight. Hell, if Deck’s obsessions weren’t getting a look in then maybe, just maybe she was sorry.

      I stood at the entry of the kitchen and watched the woman who gave me life bustle around at the sink filling two mugs with steaming hot water from the kettle.

      “Hey Mum,” I greeted her, scaring a scream out of her.

      Whirling around Mum faced me, her hands at her chest. “Good grief, Jason, you scared the crapola out of me,” Mum scolded me, but there was a warm smile on her face. She was a beautiful woman, at fifty she looked in her late thirties, and not a grey hair in sight.

      “What’s all this?” I asked with a sweep of my arm at the loaded table.

      A blush covered Mum’s cheeks then she turned and busied herself with finishing the two cups. One thing I learnt over the years about my mother, she wasn’t one for confrontation. She spoke without thinking, jumped to conclusions, and tended to say the wrong thing at the worst times, but arguing was not her forte. Neither was admitting that she got things wrong.

      “Um, let’s sit, shall we?” I suggested deciding to make this a little easier on her. Getting the upper hand and giving her a mouthful suddenly lost its appeal. Zoe told me how bad Mum felt after I accused her of only loving Deck and not me.

      I did feel bad that I hurt my mother’s feelings, although I had no regrets that my true feelings were out there now.

      Mum settled herself in the chair directly across from me, placing my mug of coffee on the coaster in front of me.

      “May I say something?” she asked quietly. I could tell she was having a hard time and I only nodded.

      “Jason, I am so very sorry about my behaviour the other day. I have no excuse, so I am not going to insult you by making one up. I assumed some things and didn’t listen when you tried to correct me. As usual, I took Deck’s side and never considered to take yours.”

      My hands froze with the cup of coffee I was in the process of lifting to my lips. This I was not expecting, not from Mum.

      “I can see from your expression I have shocked you, and that makes me feel even worse than I already do,” Mum admitted sadly. “It’s true I favour Deck, but it was not a deliberate choice to hurt you, sweetheart.”

      “Then why?” I asked quietly.

      “Oh Jason, I was nineteen when I gave birth to twins. Your father, although a wonderful man and the love of my life, was quite useless when it came to knowing how to pamper his young pregnant wife. You know your Dad, when the going gets rough, he takes off for the pub.” I laughed because it was true. Dad was the least sensitive man I knew, and when his feelings came into it, he solved the uncomfortable notion of dealing with them by going to the local watering hole and getting pissed with his mates.

      “Yeah, I think Deck takes after the old man there,” I joked lightly, attempting to ease the tension between us.

      “Yes, he does, and you take after me sweet boy. As a young mother when I went into labour I had no idea what was in store for me, Deck came out first and they put him in my arms while the doctors went about getting you to come out. Even in the womb, you were chill and calm, waiting in line for your turn, for a bit there the doctor was concerned about getting you out.” Mum’s smile was wistful as she recounted the time in her life when everything changed for her.

      “I remember lying in the operating theatre thinking that having two babies was going to be so hard, I would never sleep ever again, and more than likely would fail to raise my two babies.”

      I dropped the cup to the coaster then leaned over and grabbed Mum’s shaking hands.

      “Mum—”

      “No let me get this out, okay?”

      I sat there stoically and let her go on with her story, but keeping her small hands cradled in mine.

      “Your father wasn’t in the room with me, he went out and got so drunk, my uncles brought him to the hospital, and while I was getting a C-section, your dad sat in the waiting room where he was force-fed numerous cups of black coffee. He sobered up enough to get in the room and stop me from naming you Humphrey but he wasn’t there to stop me from bonding with just one baby.”

      “When we got home, life was a flurry of feedings, laundry and sleepless nights. Decker was my independent baby, after a bottle he would go back into his cot or on his bouncy chair happily. Cuddles weren’t necessary for him and it allowed me to get on with the housework,” Mum explained, then her fingers tightened around mine and she sighed.

      “But you, my sweet baby boy liked your cuddles. You were a snuggle bunny and didn’t like to be left alone like your brother. My head told me I had to be the perfect wife and mother, keep the perfect house, make every meal. You… needed too much of that time, and I pegged brother against brother without realising what I was doing. It’s my fault you boys grew up fighting and hating one another.”

      Tears rolled down my mother’s cheeks, killing me with each one. Up on my feet in seconds I made my way around to her side of the table, dropping to my knees.

      “Mum, this is not what I wanted to do to you by saying those things I did. I was pissed off with Deck and myself more than you. I acted like a petulant child and said things out of anger,” I implored, hating that I distressed my mum with my callous words and that she had hidden her fears for so long. It made more sense to me, didn’t hurt any less, but I understood where she was coming from now. This wasn’t something that couldn’t be resolved, glad that it was out, I was certain Mum and I could work on our relationship and come out better than ever.

      Standing up I brought Mum with me, wrapping her in my arms.

      “I love you Mum, Deck and I are working things out. We may not be best buds but I assure you I don’t have the deep burning need to kill him every time I see him now,” I said telling her just a little white lie. Maim might be a better word to explain the way I felt when I saw him now, and maybe I still wanted to chop off his dick. But all in all, things were more sedate.

      “You are going to be a wonderful father Jason. You have a huge heart and so much love to give.”

      My breath suddenly hitched in my throat.

      “Deck is the father, Mum,” I reminded her with a gravelly voice. I could say how much it meant to me to hear my mother acknowledge me as if I were the father of Zoe’s baby.

      Zoe and I had discussed it a lot during our couch cuddle session, with no sex involved.

      I was now at the stage where I was handling the whole situation better, less aggro, and with a more open mind. Zoe insisted we add a night-time ritual of placing our hands on her belly and talk to the baby. I liked the idea that the baby was going to hear my voice more than Deck’s. Okay, so I wasn’t totally there as far as accepting my brother into the fold of Zoe,  the baby and me. He was still a prick, just not as annoying.

      “Deck might be the biological father, and I have faith that he will step-up like he has promised and shoulder his brunt of the responsibility that comes with being a dad. But you, my boy, will be the father that will teach my first grandchild about love and kindness. You will love this child as your own without resentment of his or her parentage.”

      I barely had time to absorb what Mum just said when the back door banged open and my idiot twin and my father walked in.

      “Ma, I’m hungry — hey what’s going on?”

      “I will feed you in a minute Decker, first get over here and join me and your brother in some mummy and son time,” Mum mumbled against my chest, shimming her hand out from between our bodies and waving Deck over to join us.

      I watched Deck shrug his massive shoulders in answer and swaggered over behind Mum and wrapped a big arm around her.

      I turned to see my dad look stunned at the scene in front of him, seeing his two sons in the same room and not throwing insults or fists at each other was shocking enough but to see tears on Mum’s face and my eyes shining with unshed tears was obviously too much for the man.

      “I’ll be at the pub love,” he muttered hastily before backing away and out the door.

      Mum and I both burst out laughing, enjoying the secret joke just between ourselves.

      “Why aren’t there any Tim Tams on the table?” Deck asked over our laughter, making Mum and me laugh harder.

      Yep, it was time for the healing to start.
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      The punching bag swung back at me and again I launched my fist at it hitting it like it was the enemy.

      For the last hour, this was all I had done. My arms felt like limp noodles but I didn’t stop pounding at the stuffed leather bag.

      Zoe was at month five, and now into her second trimester, the first trimester over thank fuck.

      I don’t think anything could have prepared me for the slap of reality pregnancy gave me. My beautiful, sassy Nymph turned into a raging ball of hormones with a sharp tongue added for good measure, just to balance the hell I found myself in.

      The crying started from the minute she woke up to the minute she finally fell into a comatose sleep. A sleep that, for some reason, developed loud snoring.

      The weeping and snoring I could deal with, it was the mood swings and the Jekyll and Hyde persona that scared the crap out of me.

      The grounding I found myself on only lasted a week longer after we got back together, she moved in with me but still refused to take the ring or let me propose to her. I figured at the time that I won one battle, and the rest would fall into place once we got the living arrangements sorted. How fucking wrong, I was!

      What we did discover was pregnancy and Zoe did not mix. Morning sickness hit her hard at week ten, and fuck did it hit her with a bang.

      Just after week fifteen, I rushed her to the hospital in the middle of the night after six hours of vomiting. When we got to the ER, they rushed Zoe off then hooked her up to a drip, took blood and all the while I stayed glued to her side shitting myself and praying to God I would do whatever Zoe asked me to do from then on if he saved her and the baby.

      It turned out she was severally dehydrated and suffering from extremely bad morning sickness or hyperemesis gravidarum. She stayed in hospital for seven days on an IV of medicine to help with the vomiting, and another one to give her fluids because she had trouble keeping down solid food and liquid of any kind.

      It was during that time we discovered we were having a girl.

      I had been ecstatic finding out that, so had Zoe, after a bout of crying. Deck went white when we told him he was going to be a father of a girl. Fate played dirty and Decker was getting his just desserts.

      Deck stayed true to his word and left us to the day to day dealings with the pregnancy, a deal he was glad he made when one night he decided to drop in and present Zoe with a litre of peppermint, choc chip ice cream and a block of caramello chocolate.

      It had not gone over well with Zoe, and Deck left my place that night with a tub of ice cream tossed at his head and the offending block of chocolate close to being shoved up his arse.

      Like I said, Zoe and pregnancy did not mix.

      What also didn’t mix with pregnancy was sex.

      Moving Zoe into my place was a dream I never thought would ever happen. Then finally it did and she was under my roof, her stuff mixed with mine and more importantly in my bed.

      The only problem was she had no interest in sex what so ever. Now I could be a real arsehole and go on and on about how hard it was on me because it was. However, seeing Zoe every morning slumped over the toilet heaving what little she had in her stomach and watching her drag herself to work with little or no energy to work an eight-hour shift day after day… well, I had very little to complain about compared to poor Zoe.

      Thankfully the sickness was on the improve and a flush of rosiness was back on Zoe’s cheeks, and her roar was now a dull growl. I could see she was starting to enjoy the pregnancy more, and we even started designing the baby’s room.

      My house had a homey feel to it that it never had before. Zoe’s signature style was making its way through the place one room at a time, which thrilled me. It meant she was with me to stay, and that was a good thing.

      I got to wrap her up in my arms every night, listen to her breathing, and have her hands on my body. For that I was eternally grateful.

      Another reason I was grateful? Today was my wedding day.

      When Zoe and I talked about a wedding, I presumed she would want the big poufy white dress, ten bridesmaids the whole deal.

      But as usual my woman surprised me, teaching me that presuming was a dangerous thing to do.

      “You want to get married where?” I asked Zoe, completely shocked what my Nymph just told me.

      “I want to get married at our special spot. And I just want it to be you and me,” Zoe repeated not looking at me but at the woman’s magazine in front of her.

      This morning was a good morning for Zoe, she woke up feeling only a little queasy but no desire to run to the bathroom to hug the toilet.

      Maybe she was hitting the end of her morning sickness.

      Frustrated that she wasn’t paying attention to me, I walked to her and plonked down on my knees in front of her, and closing the magazine.

      “Baby, don’t you want your friends there to see you get married? My parents or Deck?”

      Zoe’s smile was blinding, another thing that was starting to return after a difficult few months. Fuck I loved her smile, every time she graced me with one I felt like I won the lottery.

      “Nope. I spoke to your mum already and she is fine with it as long as she gets to throw a celebratory dinner for us. Deck said he didn’t give— well you know what Deck’s opinion of weddings is,” she said with a laugh.

      I waited for the familiar spark of jealousy to flood my bloodstream, but it didn’t come. Deck and I were getting along, and that scared me, pleased my mum and fiancée so what the hell.

      He had been to only one doctor’s appointment so far, and other than seeing her at the compound when Zoe wanted to catch up with Vegas, Deck was doing exactly as he promised.

      “Unless you want to have your parents there?” Zoe asked, bringing me out of my musings.

      “Ah, nope. To be honest babe I just want you to be my wife. If this makes that a reality quicker then, I am all for it.”

      Zoe leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. While sex was off the table, Zoe still craved kissing and some foreplay. My cock wasn’t getting much attention, the memory of her gagging on it and nearly throwing up all over it one night, still haunted me.

      Shivering at the horrid reminder blowjobs were part of my past, for the time being, I concentrated on kissing my woman. One warm hand threaded through my hair at the base of my neck while the other cupped my jaw, fucking heaven. Whenever Zoe touched me, that thought hit me.

      Zoe was my heaven.

      “If your dick gets any bigger in your pants I will have no choice but to kick your arse, fuckhead.” A deep menacing voice penetrated into my Zoe fogged mind, jolting me back from my reminiscing.

      Looking up I saw Darth and Creed staring at me with equally amused and annoyed expressions. Darth, narrowing his gaze at my crotch then back at my face.

      “Mate what are you doing here? I don’t think your bride-to-be would like you to be battered and bruised for the wedding photos,” Creed said, pointing at my boxing gloves.

      “No, she wouldn’t,” I agreed with a shake of my head. “Zoe and Vegas are at the house, I got kicked out so they can do girlie shit,” I explained.

      “Fair enough. Want to use your time before the ceremony wisely with a workout? I promise no punches will be thrown,” Creed said. And while Darth and I chuckled, Creed stayed stoic. The man was in pain, not the physical kind, heart pain.

      The scar on his face didn’t seem as red and angry anymore, which was good. The other day when he had changed out of his sweat soaked workout shirt I couldn’t help notice that his back was covered in a nasty gravel rash. Broken skin, rough gouges all told a painful tale. But they were nothing on the sadness in his black eyes.

      Holding my hand up to my mouth, I used my teeth to unlace the gloves, giving both men a nod.

      “Absolutely,” I mumbled completing my task then started on the other glove. I had a few hours before I had to race to my parents to grab a quick shower then meet Zoe at the wooded area.
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      The growling of motorcycle pipes shattered the silence of the park where I stood waiting for Zoe to arrive. The only person here other than me was the marriage celebrant, who currently looked a bit spooked by the loud exhaust pipes of what I surmised was my twin brother’s Harley Davidson.

      What the hell! Zoe expressly said no guests, and I agreed. Suddenly, more pipes broke the sound barrier telling me the Wounded Souls were accompanying my soon-to-be wife and brother.

      Why would I expect the five wise-arse men to respect our wishes and stay away and let Zoe and I have this moment just for ourselves?

      Because you are an idiot Johnston, when have any of them ever done as they were told? I answered my own question silently while giving the celebrant an apologetic smile.

      “They are harmless, honestly they aren’t your typical motorcycle club. All of them are former soldiers but I promise not a gun amongst them,” I assured the small shaking lady, who was now moving closer to me, her hands clutching at her chest.

      She must be new to town if she hadn’t seen the club brothers riding around the town, either that or she didn’t attend strip clubs or need a Harley painted. A small chuckle escaped but then I nearly choked on it when Deck’s bike came into view.

      With a bright blue sky as a backdrop, the most beautiful sight I had ever seen in my life took the very breath from my body.

      Sitting side-saddle style, Zoe appeared wearing a stunning white flowing dress, her long filmy train being carried by the wind trailing behind her.

      On her feet, which were seductively crossed at the ankles, were a strappy pair of heels. From here I could see they were a pearly white, with colourful gems glued all over them.

      I wasn’t sure if I liked Zoe arriving on the back of a bike, not because it was Deck’s but the fact that she was pregnant and still suffering from a bit of sickness. The baby might not be from my seed, but I loved her as if she were mine. The alpha in me was out in full force as I left my post at the bottom of the small hill and stomped up to where Deck just parked his bike and was helping Zoe off.

      Now closer, I could see the detail of her dress. Satin, fitted with spaghetti straps, yeah, I listened to her when she described what she wanted in a dress. I might be a man, but Zoe was my world and if it was important to her, then it was to me too.

      The swell of her baby bump was only more accentuated by the clingy material, setting a fire inside me and to my cock.

      Fuck, I couldn’t wait to make love to her again after so long. It was more than about just getting my dick in her; I wanted to reacquaint myself and her with that amazing chemistry and connection. What we had was once in a lifetime, I craved her touch, the beautiful bond we created every time we came together.

      Zoe hadn’t seen me yet, she was busy smoothing her dress of the wrinkles sitting on the bike made to notice that I was prowling towards her.

      “Don’t shoot the delivery guy brother. This was all your woman’s idea,” Deck said as soon as he saw the pissed off look on my face, his hands up in a surrender gesture.

      Zoe’s head shot up and I was rewarded and calmed with her perfect beauty.

      Her make-up was more dramatic than she usually wore, deep burgundy lipstick gave her already pouty lips a fuller look. Sparkling pink eyeshadow adorned her eyelids, and chandelier diamond earrings swung against her delicate neck. To finish off her stunning look, her blonde hair had been fluffed to an inch of its life, creating a halo of soft white around her glowing face. I could make out a diamond tiara clip holding the veil in place on the top of her head.

      This gorgeous creature wants to marry me.

      Ignoring the rest of the Souls who were pulling their bikes into a straight line formation behind Deck’s bike, I went straight for Zoe.

      Two steps and she was in my arms, her simple but exquisite dress not doing anything to hide not only her tummy swell but her bullet hard nipples.

      I growled low in my throat and held Zoe tighter against me. Deck had better not have—

      “Stow your green-eyed monster Lawman. The breeze was cold on the way here, that’s all, they didn’t want to miss seeing me get married and I didn’t have the heart to tell them to rack off,” Zoe explained then laid a chaste kiss on my lips. “Today I become yours forever. Nothing else matters but us,” she whispered, her mouth hovering over mine.

      Leaning my forehead on hers, I took a second to breathe in the floral scent of her perfume. It was elegant like her, understated and classical. I would never admit that I sometimes spray some in my car, Deck would have a field day if he found out, but to me having Zoe with me everywhere I go, even if just her smell, got me through the tougher days at work.

      “You, me and our baby,” I murmured, my lips on her soft skin.

      Zoe curled into me, her hands fisted the back of my black, button-down shirt.

      “I love you so much Jason.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed the tears that were stinging the back of my eyes not to fall. How was it that this pint-sized stunner could turn me into an emotional wreck with a simple sentence? Hearing those words from her, in her sexy rasp did things to my heart I never believed I would feel for another person. I would lay my life down for her, fight any battle to keep her safe, kill any man that dared to look her way.

      “Not as much as I love you Nymph,” I told her honestly. There was no one in this world I could love more than Zoe, or would ever want to either.

      

      The marriage celebrant smiled at me, her earlier concern for the big bad bikers gone. It helped that Booth made a sizeable donation to the charity the celebrant headed when she wasn’t marrying people.

      “Jason, I believe you have your own vows you would like to share with us today,” she prodded. And then my nerves returned, not because my brother and his club were circled around us watching. Nope, I was worried that the vows I wrote wouldn’t come close to telling Zoe how much she meant to me.

      Wiping my palms down the side seem of my dress pants, then taking her hands in mine, I looked deep into Zoe’s pretty green eyes and spoke from the heart.

      “I never dreamed that I would be so lucky to find you again. To hear the words, I love you coming from your sweet lips. You are more than everything; you are the best part of me, the very beat of my heart. What I feel about you can never be put completely into words baby, but I promise I will spend the rest of my life showing you.” As I spoke my vows, small tears leaked from Zoe’s eyes and down her cheeks, lifting our joined hands, I brushed them away with my thumb.

      “That was beautiful Jason, Zoe you have some things to say.” The celebrant smiled encouragingly at Zoe. When we first met with the lady, Zoe admitted that speaking in public made her nervous. She told how at school she never offered her hand in class and tended to melt into the background. How a woman so beautiful and unforgettable as my Nymph could ever think she was easily overlooked boggled my mind.

      Giving her a smile and a nod, I waited for her to get herself calm enough to talk.

      “Ja— Jason the circumstances that got us to this moment might not be the most typical way to find the love of your life, but for us, it was the perfect beginning. When I first met you, I wasn’t ready for my happily ever after,” Zoe paused for a brief moment to take a deep breath, her tears still fell, but I wasn’t worried. I knew it was a combination of relief that we were finally here, despite our time apart, and the circumstances of our baby’s parentage, and I knew there was a healthy dose of pregnancy hormones at play too.

      Impatiently, I went through the next few steps of the ceremony, slipping my ring on her finger and holding my hand out for her to place mine in its final place where it would never leave in my lifetime.

      Finally, we got to the part that meant more to me than anything.

      “Gentleman and ladies,” the celebrant said with a wink to both Vegas and Mia, who’d both arrived on the back of Darth and Steel’s bikes. I was happy that Zoe’s friends got to see her get married after helping her get ready.

      “May I present for the first time, Mr and Mrs Johnston. Jason, you may kiss your bride.”

      Bringing Zoe close with a tug of my hand, she fell into me with a small shriek, her laughter delighting me.

      “You ready for the rest of our lives, baby?” I asked her loud enough for the group of bikers to hear.

      “I was born to be yours Jason Johnston, it just took a minute or two to find you,” she answered, her hands cradling my face.

      Lowering my mouth, I took hers in a sweet and tender kiss sealing our union. Tonight, I am making love to my wife, until the feeling in my extremities goes numb, or as long as she lets me, whichever comes first.
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      If my dad were here right now, he would say Zoe was jumpier than a virgin at a prison rodeo, or something to that effect… and he wouldn’t be wrong.

      My father used Australian slang as if it were the Queen’s English.

      Growing up, I got into a lot of trouble at school with my teachers using some of Dad’s colourful sayings. Once, when the lunch bell went, I stood up from my seat and promptly told the teacher that I was off like a bride’s nightie. It didn’t go down well with Miss Martin, or with my mother. Dad and Deck, on the other hand, had been quite proud of me, Dad even snuck a Mars Bar to me that night despite being grounded.

      Good times, good memories.

      But looking at my bashful bride, she didn’t look like she was having a good time.

      “Baby what are you doing jumping up and down like you have some kind of nervous tick?” I may have sounded a bit harsh, but my balls were blue and Zoe was fucking sexy as fuck in her satin dress. The material clung to her every curve and the way it skimmed over her baby bump had me wanting to push her over the arm of the couch and fuck her senseless.

      I was horny and I wanted inside my wife yesterday!

      Zoe stopped walking a path into the carpet and narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Jason give me a minute okay? Things are a little… different, so just wait,” Zoe growled, then resumed her pacing.

      My lips twitched but I stopped the smile before Zoe saw it and ripped my head off. I understood the problem she was struggling with, but there was no need. I loved her body before pregnancy, now and I would love it just as much after she gave birth, stretch marks, and saggy boobs and all.

      Being part of the male species, I also understood saying that to her could put me and my dick in mortal danger. So, instead I got up from my seat on the incredibly comfortable couch in the sitting room and made my way to Zoe. The bed and breakfast gave us the best cabin they had to offer at the regular cabin price. This one was much bigger and had a cosy sitting room with an open log fire, rather than a combustible firebox.

      Zoe’s pacing halted when she clocked me moving to her, instantly her hands went to her belly covering the bulge from my gaze.

      Without a word, I gently detangled her arms and pulled them up to my chest, laying her hands flat over my heart, my hands covering hers.

      “Zoe Poe, I wouldn’t a give fuck if you were twice as big as you are now. I could give a frog’s fat arse about stretch marks or whatever else you are worrying unnecessarily about at the moment. All I care about is you are my wife now, and I need very badly to sink my cock into your warm, wet pussy and stay there for a least three days. So, if you are finished traipsing a hole in the nice people’s carpet, can you please take off your dress so I can sink to my knees and bury my tongue in your cunt.”

      Zoe’s eyes went from narrowed to shocked wide in two seconds flat, the pulse in her neck throbbed as her breathing started to come out in pants.

      “You don’t care that I may not be able to suck your cock in fear that I will throw up all over it again?” she asked warily.

      “Baby, I have the rest of my life for you to use your exceptional oral skills and suck my cock. Do I miss your lips wrapped around him? Yes, I fucking do, but for now, I will be happy with fucking my wife and consummating our vows.” As I spoke, I unbuttoned my shirt, leaving it open, my chest on display. Going for the button and zipper of my slacks, I shrugged them down my legs where they pooled at my feet. I’d toed my shoes off when we entered the room, a rule of the bed and breakfast.

      Zoe watched my progress with hunger in her green eyes, then when my cock sprung out in front of me, the head almost a dark purple her tongue swept over her lips.

      “I really wanna suck that gorgeous monster into my mouth,” she panted, mesmerised by the angry bobbing it made every time I flexed him.

      “Yeah, well how about we start with me sucking on your tits first, then see if you can take him in your mouth without the bonus at the end,” I suggested then tugged the thin straps holding up her dress down her slim shoulders. The silky dress fell down her body like a white silk waterfall, leaving her in just a sexy lace G-string.

      I emitted a rumbled growl of appreciation then bowed my head and took one dark red nipple into my mouth and sucked the extended nub, flicking it with my tongue at the same time.

      Zoe may have gone through the wringer with this pregnancy sickness wise, but her body — fuck me the changes were magnificent. She had curves that could bring a man to his knees, and her baby body just enhanced her perfection.

      The last few months she was more careful about being naked in front of me, I never pushed her or told her she was being silly. The difficulties of being pregnant were obviously beyond me, but to Zoe, the struggle was real. I wasn’t about to demean her fears or make light of the situation. I support her where I can, and do a lot of nodding. I discovered the hard way, much like Deck did, my opinion when it came to carrying a baby didn’t mean jack shit.

      I pulled my focus back to my woman, who was writhing her chest against my mouth, her hands pulling at my hair, and moaning in pure pleasure.

      I remembered she complained of sensitive nipples the other night when I was rubbing coconut oil all over her breasts. I had to do it while she had the bed sheet over her chest and wasn’t allowed to look, but that didn’t stop my cock from hardening like a steel pipe.

      Pulling one out in the shower was getting old, and lonely.

      Tonight, I am showing Zoe I don’t give a fuck about her extra weight, nor could I give a shit about red stretch marks. Even the haemorrhoids didn’t worry me, okay they did a bit; however, I was keeping that to myself. My vault of things not to tell Zoe while pregnant grew every day, a piece of advice from my old man I listened to wisely.

      “Zoe, baby, I know I should savour this moment so we can remember it when we are old and grey. But if I don’t have your tight cunt around my cock in two seconds, I am going to blow in my pants,” I warned my wife, already shuffling us back to the love seat I had been sitting in waiting for her meltdown to pass.

      Fuck this woman was my wife! Whatever I did right, I would do it over and over again for the rest of my life to make sure she kept that title and loved me.

      “Yes Jason, I want you inside me now,” Zoe crooned licking the shell of my ear, her warm, wet tongue driving me crazy when it wrapped around my lobe and sucked it into her mouth.

      My knees hit the back of the chair, but before I went down taking Zoe with me, her hands on my shoulders pushed the garment off, letting it fall behind me. I let go of her for as long as it took to pull my shirt off completely. I immediately put my hands back on Zoe, just those few seconds not touching her was far too long.

      Working my hands up her thighs I stopped at her waist and with one quick flick of my wrist I tore her tiny G-string off, tossing the ruined lace to the carpet.

      “Jason, they cost Vegas a fortune! They were her wedding gift to me,” Zoe protested, but the breathy hitch in her voice and the way her hands were gripping my buttock gave me the impression I was forgiven.

      “I will replace them,” I growled, blindly reaching behind me to find the fluffy cushions then threw them to the ground too.

      “You better, they made my butt look sublime.”

      Laughing at her sass, I sank to the plush chair bringing Zoe down on my lap her legs on either side of mine and her pussy where it belonged… nearly. Both of us deliciously naked, both of us desperate to reconnect intimately.

      The friction of our heated bodies drove a bone-deep need in me to possess Zoe like I had never done before.

      Trailing my finger over her pouty mouth, the lipstick long gone from her lip chewing earlier, I continued their path until I reached her burgeoning belly. Splaying my hands over where our baby laid, I took a minute to speak with the baby.

      “Little miss, it’s best if you sleep right now because dad is going to do things to mummy that will—”

      “Jason don’t tell her things like that,” Zoe shrieked playfully pinching one of my nipples, which of course sent a bolt of lightning right to my poor neglected cock.

      Looking deeply into Zoe’s green eyes, I held her still. “Do you have any idea how much I love you? Love your laugh, your fierce protectiveness of this miracle,” I whispered stroking her belly.

      “The way you won’t let me get away with my shit, the way you love me?”

      Slipping my hands under her thighs, I lifted her over my throbbing cock.

      “Do you know how much I have missed this? I don’t care about the changes your body is going through, and I fucking love seeing you ripe with our little girl.” I kept my voice barely at a whisper, loving her with my words and lowering her slowly down my shaft.

      Inch by aching inch, her tights walls sucked me in. My butt was hanging half off the seat to allow Zoe the room she needed so she wasn’t uncomfortable or her belly squished against me. I wanted her to enjoy making love again, not for it to feel awkward because she felt she was too big.

      Months I waited to sink inside her, and by hell was I going to take my time. Shuffling my hands under her bum, I opened her pussy lips with my fingers feeling not only her wet lips but where she was stretched around me.

      “Oh Jason,” Zoe gasped quietly. “Yes, yes, yes,” she panted almost silently when I dipped two fingers on either side of my dick, caressing her soft, hot and very wet flesh.

      With a firm grip on her arse and two fingers petting her pussy, I held her down as I rocked inside her. I wasn’t going to last long but fuck, I was going to make sure Zoe got off harder than she ever had before.

      Pushing myself up deeper into her, I lifted her arse off me just a little at the same time thrusting forcefully, my fingers keeping her lips open and stroking her.

      In this position, our mouths were at the same level, taking her lips in a lazy, seductive mating. Neither of us said anything, and there was no noise other than our heavy breathing and the sounds of sex.

      Our bodies knew this dance, and we did it well.

      Zoe grew more confident as I made slow love to her, breaking our kiss she put her arms behind her and leaned her hands on my thighs. Her ample breasts swung erotically, my eyes not capable of looking away from them as they swayed back and forth.

      I wanted them in my mouth but I couldn’t look away from my woman. Her head thrown back, the professional hairdo still perfect and her beautiful face flushed with desire for me.

      My perfect gorgeous Nymph. Mine.

      For long minutes, I revelled in the bliss of loving my wife, enjoying our close unbreakable bond with the feel of her skin under my hands, the warmth of her breath on my face, and the pure love for me in her eyes.

      Tears pricked the back of my eyelids, the emotion of our journey, and the last few months that got us here suddenly overwhelming me.

      I came so close, so close to not having this moment. The devastation of that nearly becoming a reality made my heart ache.

      Pushing my face into the valley of Zoe’s breasts I ground my dick harder up into her, holding her down on me. Shaking off the horrible thoughts of not having Zoe, I breathed heavily against her floral scented skin as tiny shocks of pleasure shot around my shaft.

      She was close, thank god because I could feel my orgasm barrelling inside me.

      Zoe’s inner walls fluttered, her muscles tightened painfully hard around me as a gush of wetness flowed from her, breathless pants heralding her climax.

      With one final rock of my hips, my orgasm nailed me dead centre in the back. Jets and jets of my cum filled her tight channel. I didn’t roar or growl, Zoe didn’t shriek or scream out my name, we came together without words, without any sound other than our rapidly beating hearts.

      “I will remember this exact moment for the rest of my life,” Zoe whispered into my hair, her hands holding my face buried in her gorgeous tits.

      Nodding I sighed. “Me too,” I agreed, my heart bursting.

      “I wish this baby was yours honey,” Zoe whispered again, this time breaking my heart.

      “Me too.”
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      “CIU 503, possible code 14 in progress on Webster Street number 287.”

      Jackie, the part-time call centre operator’s voice, came through the radio interrupting my snooze time.

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I picked up the handset and depressed the button.

      “Jacks, I’m ten blocks from the scene, dispatch another unit would ya sweets,” I said tiredly. Zoe was at month eight. She hit her stride at month six, all the sickness stopped and Zoe’s sex drive returned in full force.

      I loved my wife more than anything or anyone in the world, the woman is my sunshine and I wouldn’t survive without her.

      But, my dick was sore as fuck and my body craved sleep. What kind of husband was I to complain about getting as much sex as he wanted? Some of the married guys on the force told horror stories of being kicked out to the couch to sleep, not even remembering what it felt like to make love to their wives.

      I did not have that problem.

      So, here I was hiding in my unmarked car sleeping instead of going home when Zoe texted that she was horny.

      You are pathetic Johnston, really pathetic.

      I replied to her with a bullshit story that I was up to my eyeballs in paperwork, she answered with a sad face emoji making me feel lower than shit.

      I even tried to talk to Deck about it, that had to prove how exhausted I was, going to my brother of all people.

      As I suspected he was little to no help. After he finished pissing himself laughing he gave me a number for a guy he knew at the hospital that snuck out Viagra for his mates.

      Fucking Deck.

      “503 you are requested to attend the scene,” Jackie’s voice crackled over the radio.

      “What the hell for?” I asked back belligerently, not in the mood to do anything but sit there and stew over my selfish attitude.

      “Because arsehole that car you saw parked across the street from your parent’s place, rego number TY7 LF2 is sitting out the front of the house in Webster Street and it ain’t registered to anyone in the house,” my partner Jobe shouted over the radio at me.

      Holy fuck!

      Setting my seat back into the upright position, I gunned the engine and performed an illegal U-turn, engaging lights and sirens as I hauled out of the Macca’s car park.

      This was the break the CIU was waiting for; these guys were responsible for the home invasions over the last few months I could feel it in my bones.

      Weaving in and out of traffic, I hurled abuse at the drivers that completely disregarded a police car with its siren blaring.

      “Move the fuck over moron,” I yelled at a yellow taxi going at least twenty under the speed limit. “Way to make a person pay more fare wanker,” I shouted angrily at the driver as I overtook him. Taking note of the taxi company painted on the driver’s door, I made a note to call and chat with the boss. My mate Chase and his fellow firefighters complain about the drivers of this town doing the same thing to them all the time. It gave Hoove something to yell about while on the way to a job.

      Racing as fast as I could and as safely as I could, I made it to Webster Street four minutes after getting the call from Jobe.

      Surveying the area, I saw I was the only car to have responded so far. The old Holden that peaked my interest months ago in the driveway of the house. Making a quick decision, I parked my car behind it, blocking it in, giving the occupants no exit.

      “CIU 503, you there Jobe?”

      Only a few seconds passed before Jobe came on the line.

      “I dispatched two units your way mate. Just sit tight till backup arrives.”

      I cursed my frustration at having my hands tied by regulations; the rules were in place to protect an officer logically, I knew that, but these intruders had been running rings around us for so long. And now I had them in the act and I had to sit and wait for backup.

      “Johnston?”

      Glaring at the handset as if Jobe could see me, I pressed the button.

      “Yeah, I got it—” A loud banging came from inside the house, followed closely by the sounds of shattering glass.

      “Fuck backup, I’m going in,” I shouted into the handset, throwing myself out of the car, I could hear Jobe’s voice screeching at me to wait.

      Reaching behind me I grabbed my police issue revolver from the waistband of my jeans and sprinted up the driveway.

      The noises were coming from the back of the house, so I bypassed the front entrance and made my way quietly to the side gate.

      Getting closer I could hear angry voices throwing insults back and forth, from what I could surmise from the distance I was to the back of the house, it sounded like three males and one female. The female voice was shrieking something about wanting jewels and wasn’t leaving without them.

      Carefully opening the latch on the gate, the bloody thing was at least eight feet high and made out of corrugated tin so scaling the bastard was out, I slipped through praying that the homeowners didn’t have a dog.

      Creeping along the path, I stayed in the shadows of a hedge.

      “Why did I even bring you Belinda, you aren’t good for anything more than a blowjob and a quick fuck,” one male voice shouted then followed up with what sounded like a hand slapping skin.

      Belinda? The same Holden parked in the driveway across from my parents. Holy shit could it be her?

      “I let you into my home, and I sold you my daughter. So, show me some fucking respect arsehole,” the female voice screeched again and this time I was close enough to recognise the tobacco affected voice.

      Kelsey’s mother.

      Where the fuck was Kelsey? Her mother said she sold her, but to whom and why?

      Panic set in worrying about the sweet girl, her neglected life never once affected her gentle caring nature. The girl was the pride of the street, her sweetness earned her that status.

      If she is harmed in any way I will kill these motherfuckers.

      A large sliding glass door gave the way in, one of the doors was smashed to pieces, the other one still stood in its track. Pressing myself against the brick wall, I checked my firearm and made sure the safety was off.

      Backup was on the way I was sure of it, but this situation just got a whole lot more dangerous. Kelsey was in danger and her whereabouts unknown; I needed to get these perps arrested so I could find her. If they get away before I managed it, god knows what could happen to her.

      In the distance, I could hear the wail of multiple sirens. Sighing with relief hearing them, they also posed a big problem. The people inside could possibly panic, exit the front of the house and get away. They were all still yelling at each other and obviously hadn’t heard the sirens yet so I still had the element of surprise.

      Counting to five in my head, I pushed off the wall and headed into the house via the broken door. Three figures appeared in the darkened room, the only light to help me see was the full moon shining, lighting up the yard.

      “Police! Do not move!”

      Of course, one of the fuckers didn’t listen to me. His hand disappeared into the hoodie he had on, pulling out a handgun.

      “You’re gonna have to shoot me pig. I ain’t goin’ back to prison.”

      Well fuck me sideways in the arse. I should have gone home to my wife and let her use my body like the gigolo I have become.

      Aiming my gun, I repeated my order one more time.

      Of course, I was ignored again.

      Cracking my neck on one side then the other, I squeezed the trigger of my gun the same time the crook did. Two loud popping sounds broke the quiet of the night.

      Damn this is going to make for a lot of paperwork, being my last thought when a burning feeling shot through my arm.
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      “Johnston, you know you aren’t bulletproof don’t ya?”

      I extended the middle finger with my good arm to the Crime Scene dickhead without looking at him.

      For the last twenty minutes, I had endured comments similar to that and ones asking if I thought I was Superman. One idiot even asked where my cape was, twits.

      “All joking aside, Jason, you took a big gamble going in on your own. You could have gotten much worse than that,” Jobe said siding up to me, nodding at my injured arm.

      The paramedics looked me over and deemed the gunshot wound nothing more than a scrape. Luckily for me the idiot criminal had no idea how to shoot a pistol or how to aim for a target, even one as big as me.

      “Did you send a unit over to Kelsey’s house?” I asked instead of acknowledging what he said about not waiting for the other units to go in with me.

      I made the right decision, would stick by it when the brass called me in for a report and summary of what happened and why I acted the way I did.

      “Yeah, no answer when they knocked on the door. One neighbour came out to ask what was going on; then they offered the spare key Kelsey gave them. Still waiting to hear back to see what the search of the house turns up.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Something was wrong. Whether it had something to do with Kelsey or someone else, my sixth sense was barking at me, trouble was brewing.

      Leaning against the bonnet of my vehicle, I absently looked at the piece of shit car still blocked in the driveway.

      Cocking my head towards it, I looked at Jobe. “The crime scene guys checked out the car yet?”

      “Not that I know of, might as well take a look while we wait for the boss to get here and chew you a new arsehole for your outstanding bravery,” Jobe quipped walking to the Holden.

      Pushing slowly off the car, I followed him. I refused pain meds because my wound was just a glancing blow from the bullet but that didn’t stop the fucking burning.

      I hoped ‘attempted murder of an officer’ got added to the list of charges the ring leader of the home invasions was facing.

      It turned out that the man and his son and another eighteen year old, the same one that had been let go months ago because we had nothing to hold him on, were behind the crime spree infecting our town.

      Belinda, Kelsey’s mum had also been arrested tonight, she had been caught literally with her hand in the jewellery box in the master bedroom. She was so high on meth, she never even heard the gunshots, or the screaming of her boyfriend when the bullet from my gun hit him in the kneecap.

      Her arrest included not only burglary, theft and drug charges but because she attacked one of the officers by throwing a heavy silver jewellery box at his face, causing a pretty nasty cut over his eye, she got assaulting an officer added to her list.

      Hopefully she will be put away for a long time and leave Kelsey to live her life in peace and safety.

      If we could only find her.

      “Look at this crap excuse for a car. Are there any original panels on the fucking thing,” Jobe muttered with disgust kicking a tyre, then slammed his hand down on the dinted boot, a rusted key in the lock.

      I muttered I didn’t give a shit when a low moan came from inside the car.

      Quickly, we both drew our weapons, mine not taken from me by the investigating officer as yet.

      Looking at Jobe, I used my eyes to convey to him what we were going to do. He nodded his head in approval, then held up three fingers and lowered each one in a silent count.

      When the last finger folded, I reached for the key and turned it quickly, the boot popping open, revealing the biggest shock of the night.

      “Fucking hell, Kelsey!” I rushed to stash my gun back in my waistband, my injury and the pain forgotten as Jobe and I worked to unleash the spider web of ropes tied around her body.

      Small whimpers of distress escaped through the dirty rag that was stuffed into her mouth, tears stained her dirty cheeks, the left one covered in blood.

      “Okay sweetheart, I’ve got you. It’s okay darlin,” I crooned working fast to get her free of the harsh braided fibre.

      Already, I could see deep red welts around her wrists and bare legs. She was only dressed in a pair of light sleep shorts and a tank top that had once been white and now stained with filth and blood.

      Jobe removed the rag from her mouth and once I had her hands and feet free, she launched herself at me.

      “Oh god, Ja—Jason, Mum… Mum s— s— sold me,” she cried, hysterically into my shirt. Her body shook uncontrollably against me, her heaving sobs had the protective monster rising within me.

      “Hey, hey sweet girl it’s over now. Belinda is in custody, so are the three men involved. I shot the arsehole your mother was with, he isn’t dead but I don’t hold out any hope for him once he gets into jail,” I soothed Kelsey, narrowing my eyes at Jobe sending him a silent message that a chat with a few choice inmates might be in order.

      “Jason, look at her cheek,” Jobe told me with an angry snarl.

      Pulling her back from my chest, I gently lifted her face with two fingers under her chin and when I got a look at what Jobe had already seen, rage burned inside me.

      The fucking bastards slashed the left side of her face. A deep jagged cut started from the corner of her eye and went all the way down to her jaw.

      Congealed blood and dirt from the floor of the boot she had literally been crammed into adhered to the wound.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I cursed, anger boiling in me.

      “Who did this to you Kels?”

      More tears leaked from her dull eyes, I could see shock was starting to set in.

      “Mum,” she whispered, her voice wobbling.

      “Oh sweetheart, no,” I gasped shocked that her mother would do such a heinous thing to her own child, my heart shattered for the young woman in my arms.

      Jobe took off to find a paramedic and a gurney while I stood holding most of Kelsey’s slight weight the best I could with my sore arm.

      Her sobbing tears tore at my heart, each one harder than the other.

      “Come on sweetheart I have you now, it’s going to be okay from now on,” I promised her. My phone started to ring in my pocket and I had to move one arm awkwardly to get to it because Kelsey was not letting go of me.

      Finally, I got it out seeing who was calling me, and managed to swipe the screen open with my little finger.

      “Deck this is not a good time mate,” I began as soon as I put the phone to my ear.

      “Get your arse to the hospital now. Zoe fell and has gone into labour.”

      Fourteen words that turned my blood cold.
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      I sat in the darkened room, just the light from the lit hallway glowed in the room, that and the flashing lights on the monitor hooked up to Zoe.

      The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach when Deck called me still had not dissipated, despite sitting here in the room with my dozing wife. Her hand clasped in mine, the other one resting over our daughter.

      Every now and then the baby would move or roll, the life under my palm safe in her mother’s belly.

      Deck met me at the ER entrance when I pulled into the emergency parking area, my lights and sirens going. My brother’s ‘couldn’t give a fuck’ attitude replaced with fear and worry.

      Deck explained that Zoe tripped over a paint can in the nursery, she hadn’t fallen on her stomach but the jolt caused her waters to break. Deck called an ambulance getting her to the hospital, all the while trying to get hold of me. Once Zoe had been checked, the doctor discovered Zoe had excessive amounts of protein in her urine and incredibly high blood pressure, all symptoms of something they called pre-eclampsia. The only way to bring her blood pressure down was delivery.

      Guilt plagued me hearing that Zoe decided to spend the night painting to fill in the time until I got home from work. I should have been there with her, fuck, I should have put the paint cans away, so she didn’t get tempted to finish the baby’s room. Instead, I turned my phone onto silent and hid in a fast food joint’s car park.

      Deck was pissed at me when he told me that Zoe tried to call me multiple times. It wasn’t until I was in the ambulance getting seen to for my wound that I remembered my phone and absently switched the button on the side of the phone back to noise, but I didn’t look at the screen for the missed call notifications, my mind on other things at the time.

      “I can hear you from here Lawman. Take your guilt trip and toss it, this is all my own fault,” Zoe’s voice startled me.

      Leaning forward, I got my face close to hers, seeing the dark circles under her eyes, her beautiful soft skin pale.

      “Hey baby, I thought you were getting some rest,” I whispered.

      “Who can sleep when there is a roller derby going on inside me,” she joked tiredly, her hand lacing with mine over her belly, the baby dancing under our hands.

      “She is going to be a night owl I think,” I mused. “Baby, should we start throwing out some names, get a list going?” I suggested, my eyes glued to our joined hands.

      I sat there in a trance for a few minutes watching Zoe’s nightgown flutter with each movement from inside her stomach, I didn’t realise Zoe didn’t answer me until I heard a soft sob coming from her.

      Alarmed something was wrong, I went to push the button to call for a nurse when Zoe shook her head.

      “No Jason, I don’t need a nurse,” she protested.

      “Then why are you crying baby?” I asked her concerned. Zoe’s labour stalled an hour after she arrived, so the doctors gave her an IV with medicine in it to get things moving. That had been two hours ago, and things were moving along, but the pains were in her back. It had to be uncomfortable for her to be laying on her back.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      Looking at her, I was sure my expression was a confused one.

      “For what baby?”

      “For painting, when I shouldn’t have. I got restless, you were busy with paperwork, and I felt bad for texting you to come home. Your hours have been crazy lately, and when you get home, all I do is attack you in bed. I just wanted to finish the room so you wouldn’t have to, and now she is coming and it’s too soon.” Zoe confesses out of the blue.

      Tell her you idiot, tell her you didn’t come home because you are a fuckwit. Don’t let her take the blame for this. The voice in my head accused me. I should tell her, admit to my selfishness and take my punishment like a man. The only thing was I was afraid admitting such a thing could set a chain of trouble off. Zoe forgave me too easily for my jealousy issues over Deck, and since then our relationship grew stronger every day since.

      I was making an effort with Deck and he with me, even Mum and I were in a better place. The last thing I wanted to do was rock the boat and cause more strife so close to the baby’s birth.

      Biting my tongue, I chose to keep the truth to myself. It would serve no purpose; the fall hadn’t hurt Zoe or the baby and the doctor was happy with her progress despite the earlier stall in her labour. The paper feed from the contraction monitor was busy spewing out good data on the baby’s heartbeat, and just like that I talked myself into leaving my admission for another time. Maybe when we are old and our grandchildren ask to hear stories from before they were born.

      “Zoe, it was an accident pure and simple. If I had finished it last night we wouldn’t be here now; the doctor assured us even born at this gestation they see no reason for her not to be healthy. Let’s worry about what we are going to call our girl, has Deck given you any suggestions?” I asked, deviating her mind away from the fall and me from my guilt.

      Zoe squeezed my fingers and let out a giggle. “Yes, he has, I believe Farrah and Zena were two off his wish list,” Zoe said, pulling a face at Deck’s unusual choices.

      “Zena, as in warrior princess?”

      “Yes, and Farrah as in Fawcett. Your brother is not naming this child; I swear Jason I will rip his balls off if he wants to name our daughter after a seventies pin-up girl.”

      “Agreed, if I have to, I will sic Dad onto him. He stopped Mum from naming me a god-awful name, although she did choose Decker, but in Dad’s defence he was in the waiting room trying to sober up.”

      Zoe let out another chuckle. I hoped her focus was now off the accident. “I still can’t believe his real name is Decker. I have known him for ten years and he never said a word—” Zoe finished the last of her sentence with a long drawn out moan.

      “Zoe!” I cried jumping up in alarm. The monitor chose that time to go off with a flurry of noises, the needle on the paper went wild with thick black squiggles.

      “Doctor, get the doctor, and your brother,” Zoe panted, her face taut with pain. “I think the baby’s head is right down there.”

      “What? How?” I asked stupidly. Her contractions had been on track but fairly even on the pain scale, the nurse checked her not fifty minutes ago and she seemed to think it would be another four to five hours before any pushing.

      Kissing her forehead, I leaned over and pressed the button three times, so the nurse at the desk would get the hint then I reached into my pocket and quickly sent a text to Deck.

      No way was I leaving her now, I failed her once already I wasn’t about to repeat that mistake ever again.

      

      “Zoe, with your next contraction I need to you push really hard down in your bottom until Jason counts to fifteen. I don’t want you to stop pushing until he reaches zero, understand?” Zoe had hold of my hand; her head shook back and forth against the pillow her blonde hair a sweaty soaked mess. Her eyes met mine, and in them, I saw fear and exhaustion.

      After she asked me to get the doctor and Deck, things went from bad to worse.

      Zoe had not been kidding when she said she felt the baby’s head pushing at the entrance of her opening. Once the doctor took a look and muttered that she was indeed completely dilated and the baby was coming, a flurry of nurses and equipment crowded the room.

      “No, I can’t, I’m so tired please, I’m so tired honey,” Zoe begged me, her face was so pale with the effort of the last hour of pushing, I knew she wasn’t going to be able to keep doing this too much longer. The monitor attached to Zoe showed spike after spike in her heart rate and blood pressure, I saw numbers like one hundred and sixty and one hundred and fifty beats per minute, all high numbers all dangerous for Zoe and the baby.

      My panic levels were growing with each beep of the machines, I needed to calm myself and the only way I could achieve that was to focus on Zoe.

      Pushing an arm under Zoe’s neck I helped her into a better position to push.

      “Come on, baby, you can do this,” I encouraged, pressing my lips to hers.

      Please baby, please you have to get the baby out, I can’t lose you. I begged her silently, I couldn’t bring myself to say the words out loud, sacred that if I did I would jinx the birth.

      Deck was standing on the other side of the bed, his face taut with concern too. His eyes moved to me, the identical blue eyes to mine showed fear, just like mine did.

      I watched in fascination as Deck turned back into the soldier he used to be, the one that took control of a situation to get the job done.

      Mimicking the same position as me, his arm pushed under Zoe next to mine and hunkered his body down close to her.

      “Alright, Zoe Poe, let’s get this show moving. I’ve got shit to do,” he told her, giving her a wink, but the tick in his jaw gave away his real feelings.

      He was worried. And if Deck got to that stage I knew it was bad.

      I didn’t know if it was his military training, more of an understanding of the medical jargon the doctor was using, or if he had a deeper sense of dangerous situations.

      Whatever it was, it was scaring the shit out of me.

      “Okay Zoe, here comes a contraction. Hold your breath and push until Jason reaches zero,” the doctor repeated, looking pointedly at me, then Deck.

      Nodding sharply, I held Zoe slightly upright with Deck’s help.

      “Fifteen,” I started to count, as Zoe gulped in a deep breath and dropped her chin to her chest and heaved out a growl and pushed for all she was worth.

      “That’s it, Zoe, keep going you’re doing great,” Deck encouraged her, holding her the same as I was.

      “Three, two, one, zero,” I finished and Zoe slumped against our arms, panting fiercely, her face bright red with the exertion.

      “That’s good, Zoe, really good. Now again,” the doctor ordered.

      Again, and again, we went through the process of counting and pushing. Five more times but the baby kept retreating into the birth canal.

      “What the hell is going on?” I shouted, not able to hold my temper any longer. Zoe could hardly hold her head up without help from Deck or I. Her colour was off, and her breathing was shallow.

      “We have to cut her; the baby doesn’t have enough room to get her head through,” the doctor explained. “We are giving her a local injection to numb the area, once we do that we can wait for the next contraction where I will perform an episiotomy, and the baby should slip right on out.”

      There was definitely something wrong, the doctor’s words made sense but the tone behind them suggested something far riskier.

      “And this will work? Because she can’t take much more doc,” I told him firmly.

      “It will work, it isn’t the nicest way to give birth, but we are out of options here people. The next step is a C-section, but her heart rate and blood pressure are so high I don’t want to do surgery unless there is no other way.”

      Stealing a look at Deck, I saw behind him in a chair close to the privacy curtain in front of the door, was Darth. The big man slipped into the room a few hours ago and hadn’t muttered a word since he sat down.

      Zoe had a real soft spot for the quiet man, being her best friend’s boyfriend… or whatever he was to Vegas, she hadn’t minded him being in the room.

      “Jason?” Zoe’s soft voice sounded even raspier than normal.

      “Yeah Nymph?”

      “Thank you for waiting for me,” she whispered, her eyes tearing up.

      “Oh baby, there was nothing else I could have done but wait for you. Don’t you know you are my one, the reason I was put on this earth?”

      I leaned down and kissed her dry lips, they trembled beneath mine but didn’t kiss me back; she was that exhausted.

      “I love you Lawman, never ever forget that.”

      “Now Zoe!” the doctor shouted, drowning out my plea to her that I would never stop loving her.

      “Push Zoe,” Deck roared, holding her up higher making me jump into action and doing the same thing.

      “Push baby, push.”

      Zoe pushed, she pushed and pushed, her pain filled screams echoed in the room tearing me apart, killing me inside.

      “That’s it Zoe, that’s it, she is coming, here she comes,” one of the nurses assisting the doctor shouted excitedly. Then we heard the sweetest, most beautiful squeal anyone could ever hear pierce the air.

      “Holy shit, she is here,” Deck called out in awe, he had let go of Zoe and moved down further near her leg to see his daughter as she made her way into the world.

      His face turned to us, a huge smile splitting his face.

      “She has black hair like us mate,” he said happily. I saw tears in his eyes, the birth of his daughter affecting him in ways I never thought possible.

      “Of course she does,” Zoe sighed, her response barely audible, her eyes fluttering closed.

      My smile faded and I fixed my gaze on Zoe’s pale face.

      “Zoe, baby. Zoe open your eyes for me beautiful,” I demanded loudly.

      “Damn it, she is losing blood,” the doctor shouted. “Dad come and get the baby.”

      Deck rushed to take hold of the baby girl, from what I could see she was incredibly tiny, but her squalling sounded healthy, alleviating my fears that she was okay, but her mother was not.

      Darth jumped from his seat and moved in close behind Deck, who was torn between looking at his newborn daughter and the woman whose life was fading right before our eyes.

      I don’t know why it caught my attention with all that was going on with Zoe, but I watched as Darth looked over Deck’s shoulder and stared at the baby in his arms with such… devotion, such love it overwhelmed me so much I had to look away.

      “Doctor her heart rate is dropping fast, too fast,” a nurse who was manning the monitors behind me called out in alarm.

      “She is losing too much blood, I can’t find the source or stop it. Call the OR. Stat!”

      Unbelievable fear strangled me, numbness crept into all of my limbs rendering me unable to move. Zoe lay on the bed, her hand limp in mine her eyes closed and she seemed lifeless.

      “Zoe! Zoe!” I screamed, pressing my face into her neck, feeling no pulse there.

      “Fuck no Zoe don’t you leave me. We haven’t had enough time.” Tears streamed from my eyes and onto her skin. Squeezing her hand, I got no response from her.

      In my fogged brain, I could hear a long monotone beeping from the monitor. I was suddenly pulled away from my wife and two men in scrubs appeared with a machine on wheels, two white paddles in one of their hands.

      I watched in complete horror as my wife’s lifeless body flopped each time they pressed the paddles to her chest with a charge of electricity.

      Three times.

      Three shocks to her body and… nothing. She stayed limp and still, her eyes closed, her lashes the only colour against the paleness of her cheeks.

      My legs gave out and I stumbled back falling against the table that held the monitor, the noise that told me the love of my life was dead the only sound I could hear.

      “No heartbeat doctor, would you like to call it?”

      Disbelief, anger and outrage flowed through me when the doctor sighed and looked up at the clock above the door.

      “Death occurred at two fifty-four a.m.”

      “No!” I roared.

      “She can’t be. Do something else,” I screamed looking all the around the room at the people just standing there with sad looks on their faces.

      “Jason, mate,” Deck said, his arms holding the precious bundle of our—his daughter. She wasn’t mine anymore, the one link I had to her being my child was gone, dead. I was just the uncle, not a father not a husband. Everything I ever wanted in this life was gone.

      Deck had it all again. He had a piece of Zoe, of my wife to have and cherish for the rest of his life and me?

      All I had was one month short of a year with my Nymph and heavy guilt.

      “I didn’t tell her I loved her, I didn’t get to tell her that she meant more to me than anything in my life,” I mumbled numbly.

      “She knew Jay, I promise you she knew.”

      I didn’t want to hear anything Deck had to say. Hatred built up while I watched with envy as he rocked the pink blanketed bundle gently back and forth.

      That should be me; I should be the one to holding her, carrying her for the first time and placing her gently in her mother’s arms.

      But that was never going to happen, Zoe would never get to hold her baby or see her smile and hear her laugh.

      “Well you win again brother, you get it all and I get what I deserve,” I spat at him, not bothering to wipe away the tears or the snot from my face.

      “Jason, you’ve got no right to—” Darth started to say but Deck cut him off with a curt nod.

      “Let him go brother. Let him go.”

      Deck stared at me, not with hatred but with sadness and pity as he walked slowly towards me.

      “Here mate, hold her,” Deck said quietly, awkwardly inching his arms close to mine.

      My breath hitched in my throat when the baby’s tiny face came into view. Her tiny nose was all Zoe, her pouty lips also belonging to her mother.

      “My god she is perfect,” I whispered in awe, taking in every feature, seeing how much she looked like her father… and me.

      “Hold her Jason, she is yours too.”

      No, she wasn’t, she belonged to Deck. Only because of coincidence and cruel fate would the baby have my last name too.

      I looked over at Zoe, dead, a sheet now covering the lower part of her body leaving her face uncovered.

      An ache stronger than pain crushed my heart, I had nothing. How could I hold the baby when Zoe never got to?

      Backing away from Deck, I shook my head.

      “Zoe didn’t get to, she never will know what it feels to hold her baby in her arms.”

      Walking backward, bumping into obstacles as I went, I left the room.

      Left my wife, left the life I lost and walked out.

      The ache turned into a pounding throb, the love once there replaced with despair and emptiness.

      Love just wasn’t worth the pain. Never again would I put myself in the firing line of losing someone ever again.

      Love hurts too much.
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      I tossed one white rose onto the coffin; drizzling rain accompanied the flowers descent into the deep hole.

      “A love like the one you and I shared only comes along once in a lifetime baby. No one will ever replace you in my heart. I promise to watch over Shiloh as if she were my own. Rest well Nymph, wait for me baby.”

      Looking up at my brother standing on the other side of the graveside, his club brothers milling around him holding umbrellas over him and baby Shiloh.

      Deck informed me by text message of the baby’s name late on the same night Zoe passed away.

      It was a pretty name, better than Farrah or Zena I conceded.

      Zoe and I never got around to discussing names, she insisted that she had to hold the baby and look into her eyes before she could start thinking of names.

      If she had anything in particular I would never know.

      He used Zoe’s name for the baby’s middle name and for that I was glad. She looked so much more like her dad, she would at least have that link to her mum.

      Shiloh spent a week in the hospital after her tragic entry into the world; we waited to have the funeral, so that Deck could be here with Shiloh. She was still being treated as an outpatient, but at least Deck got to take her home at night.

      I’ve visited the compound a few times since and finally got to cuddle my tiny niece. And she was tiny, so small in fact, Vegas took a photo of her laying in the palm of Darth’s hand. The picture was a stark reminder just how dangerously close we came to not having her at all. She weighed in at no more than five pounds, the reason she had to stay in the NICU for a week.

      Now her home was the Wounded Souls compound. I donated most of the nursery items, Zoe and I bought for her, to Deck. God knew he and the other men needed it.

      According to Deck, her arrival sparked excitement and a fair amount of anxiety for the big scary bikers. But from what I had already witnessed, the small infant had turned all of them into gushing puddles of goo — Darth especially I noted.

      The big prick never took his eyes off her, he was the first to take her, offer to change her nappy or walk her up and down the halls of the compound. Shiloh was suffering from colic in the worst way and holding her twenty-four-seven was the only cure.

      Shiloh Zoe Johnston was more than loved, she was worshipped.

      My parents stood next to Deck, their faces shattered just like everyone else gathered around the grave. Even Kelsey made it to the funeral, the angry red slash on her face stitched but I could see that she would be scared for the rest of her life.

      Her mother was in prison awaiting trial, not in the slightest bit sorry for her treatment of her daughter. The ring leader met his fate in the detention centre he had been held in, a brawl involving two rival gangs broke out, and he got caught in the crossfire.

      Happily, he received a shank to the kidneys and bleed out before help could arrive.

      The other two were in juvenile detention, no doubt they would only get a slap on the wrist and be out in a few months to a year.

      I will be waiting for that day, my work now all that I had.

      Sure, my niece was now a part of my life after my grief settled a little, allowing me to admit that I needed her presence to keep the memory of Zoe alive in my life and shattered heart. Shiloh was the only person I would allow in, love was not for me, not anymore.

      I worked long hours, longer than I had to, but I liked it that way, it kept my mind occupied. I didn’t take much more than a few days off after Zoe died, I needed the escape and being in the house we’d made our home together for more than sleep, didn’t appeal to me.

      I waited for the minister to finish the last prayer, then watched with an ache in my heart as people who loved my beautiful Nymph each tossed a handful of dirt on the coffin.

      “I will always be yours, never doubt that,” I promised quietly, then turned and walked around to where Deck stood.

      Reaching out I cupped Shiloh’s head, a pink camo beanie covering her dark raven hair.

      “Your mummy wanted you so badly sweet baby girl. Love you to the moon and back.” Pressing a kiss to her tiny cheek, I then nodded at Deck.

      “Can I have her tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I will drop her off after her appointment,” he agreed, looking over at Darth and giving him a chin lift.

      Knowing that Darth would be parked outside my house tomorrow nearly brought a smile to my face. Little Shiloh was probably the only two-week-old with her own personal bodyguard, I thought absently.

      Nodding my thanks to Deck, I then hugged my mum and received an awkward pat on the shoulder from my dad.

      “Catch ya later wanker,” I muttered to my brother, receiving a similar response from him.

      “Tomorrow officer prick.”

      My relationship with my brother, dwindling back into the old familiar ways it used to be before Zoe came into my life and turned it upside down, inside out with her sass, her fierce loyalty and her unwavering love. No more promises to get along with Deck, no more family peace between brothers. No more reason to get along.

      Shiloh our only connection now.

      The only reason for me to get up every day to an empty house and an empty heart.

      

      
        
        THE END FOR NOW

        Part two, Love Heals up next.
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      I loved writing this book.

      I fell in love with Jason a long time ago and knew he had a story to tell.

      The first one being his love, his loss and his pain. This story was meant to be sad, how could it not be? But it is also a story of an unbreakable bond that stood the test of time.

      It was also something I needed to write to tell the story of the Johnston twins.

      Deck was not the romantic alpha he was in His Sweetness, that was Charlie’s influence on him. I hope I still showed a small side of him that gave you a glimpse of what was to come.

      And Darth, need I say anymore?

      Love Heals is the second book in this duet, it will take place after From the Inferno. Can you guess who will heal Jason’s shattered heart? No? I reckon you can.

      So many to thank so … Belinda, Robyn, Vegas, Amanda, Sara, Kylie, Zoe, Jamie, Iona, Sian, Savannah, Vicki, Charlotte, Holly, Becky, Sallie, Carrie, Lee Anna  … so many more wonderful people, my reason for writing this story.

      Derek for being on the cover.

      Shanneen, I love you. You don’t take my shit, you let me steal from your swag and book supplies.

      My wonderful daughters, who listen to me plot and talk about my characters as if they are real.

      Handsome, my bestie. What would I do without you. Thank you for being … you. Xoxo
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      Leah Sharelle loves the idea of being in love. Since her early teens, when she first discovered Silhouette Desire novels, her life has been all about reading. She would find herself rewriting scenes if she wasn’t happy with them and then would hide them under her bed. That led her to writing love stories of her own. They all ended up under her bed and are still there—where she says they will stay.
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