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Chapter 0ne


Ava


 


The bitter wind bit at my nose and I sighed heavily as I
stepped onto the tarmac. Mason wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me
close, his lips softly brushing my temple in an effort to console me.


I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to face the
English winter once again. I didn’t want to face this. I longed for the
heat of home, the roar of the waves as they crashed against the rocks under my
kitchen window. I missed it with an ache already.


The sky matched my sombre mood, the clouds thick and grey
as they hung heavy in the air, causing the atmosphere around us to press
against my soul. There was a trace of snow lingering even though March was
almost over, thin borders of it gathered along the low edge of the airport
terminus building – the simplicity of the white lines mocking me.


 


Although my heart hurt, the sight of the man waiting for
me made my soul sing. His expression mirrored my own, a large smile curving his
lips but his eyes screamed with sadness.


He opened his arms. Mason removed his from me as I fell
into Nate’s embrace. His fingers grabbed almost painfully at me as his lips
rested against my forehead. A small choked sob caught in his throat as his
devastation flooded me, making it almost difficult to draw breath against the solidity
of it.


“Ava. I’m so sorry, so sorry sweetheart…”


I reared back and shook my head at him whilst sealing his
lips with a finger. “Hey, none of this is your fault.”


He rolled his lips and squeezed his eyes shut as he
desperately tried to bring his emotions into check. “I had no idea. He just…”


“He would have made sure that you had no idea, Nate.”
Mason cut in, “That’s how it works. Neither me or Ava blame you in the
slightest.”


“But he was in my care,” Nate sighed heavily and rubbed
at his temples. He was exhausted, his eyes almost black with fatigue in
addition to the surplus crinkles marring his handsome face.


“Please, Nate. I just need to go to him.”


He nodded and took my hand, leading me from his private
jet into the building. He was hesitant, his eyes flitting around the building.
I had known this man, my best friend, for twenty years and I knew when
something was troubling him. I was too afraid to ask him, knowing that on top
of everything I couldn’t take any more bad news. However, at the same time, I
knew it was something I needed to know.


“Just tell me.”


Mason narrowed his eyes on Nate as he closed his eyes
momentarily and drew in a deep breath. He blew out the same breath then turned
to me, “Yeah, there’s more…”


 


***


 


I scoffed as I took in the dark haired beauty sat beside
my son. Her hand was tightly gripping his, her long nails curled like talons
around his pale skin. Her eyes were roaming George’s face as though searching
for answers from him, her teeth ravaging at her bottom lip as she worked her
tongue oddly over each tiny bite.


“Get out!”


Her head snapped up and she stared at me. Her forehead
creased as she frowned but her eyes were knowledgeable, like she had been
expecting me. “Mrs Fox.” She stood up straight, her body in battle mode as she
prepared to defend herself.


I smirked at her as she pulled her shoulders tight and
took a step forward to oppose me. “You wanna take me on, hun? You think you
can?”


She shook her head rapidly, “No. I… just please,
listen...”


“Get – out.”


“But…”


I took three steps towards her until our faces were mere
inches apart, the stench of her expensive floral perfume curling my stomach, “I
won’t tell you again. I don’t want you here; I won’t ever want you near George.
I will make sure you are never near him again and you even attempt to come
anywhere near him, I will hurt you.”


“But…”


Courtney appeared from nowhere and took hold of her arm,
“Debora, come on. Now is not the time.”


I narrowed my eyes on Courtney, the gentleness in her
voice directed against my nemesis’s daughter hurting me more than I cared to
admit. “Never will be the right time.”


“Ava, we’ll talk about this.”


“Like fuck we will, Courtney. You seem to have forgotten
who her mother is.”


“No, Ava” she snapped. “I haven’t forgotten and neither
will Debora if no one will let her. George is happy; let him make his own
decisions in life.”


I snorted and shook my head, “Happy? He’s that happy he
had to take drugs.”


Courtney quirked an eyebrow at me, her expression full of
disbelief with my double standards. “And how long did it take Mase to come off
the drugs? I mean, if that’s the case and men only take drugs cos’ their
relationships make them unhappy. He did take the white stuff regularly whilst
he was with you, so he must’ve been really miserable.”


I stared at her. Where was my friend, my best friend who
had supported me through everything life had thrown at me? Were we now so apart
that she would push me out for someone who resembled Rebecca so much it hurt my
heart as well as my eyes to look at her?


“Baby,” Mason spoke quietly beside me as he took hold of
my arm. He knew I was ready to pounce, my nerves already on edge as I
desperately tried not to look at my son laid in a hospital bed with so many
tubes and monitors attached to him I didn’t recognise him. The pain in my chest
was unbearable, the pressure it was crushing me with making it difficult to
breathe.


I blinked back the tears and forced myself not to react,
burying the need to hurt something – someone. “I suggest you go now, Courtney,
before we both say something we regret and I do something I won’t
regret.”


She sighed and shook her head. “I get you’re angry, Ava,
believe me I would be too. But you’re taking it out on people who aren’t to
blame. Debora has done nothing but fall in love with your son. Don’t condemn
someone for loving your own son, be proud that you made such a remarkable man
that anyone would fall for him.”


“It’s not the fact that anyone has fallen for him,
Courtney. It’s like…” I rolled my lips as the tears started to squeeze from my
eyes, all the past twelve hours since Nate had rung me forcing the heartache I had
been trying to contain to flow free. “It’s fucking history repeating itself.
It’s a Delaney and a bloody heroin addicted Fox. I don’t want that for him, for
George. I don’t want him to go through what Mason and I went through. I can’t
do that again, I won’t do that again.” 


“Mrs Fox…” Debora stepped forward then halted when I
turned my head slowly to her. My lip curled as my gaze roamed over her with
contempt. She was so much like her mother, her beauty available to her like a
weapon and if I was honest, that’s what frightened me. Rebecca had cursed my
life, she had once had Mason in the palm of her hand, and to watch that happen
again was like physical torture. It restricted my throat; it clamped each vein
in my body and gripped my heart so tightly that my body felt electrified and
oversensitive. 


“Don’t come any nearer. Or I won’t be responsible for
what I do to you.”


She paused and held her hands up before her. “I just want
to say, that George is… he’s my life. I just want him to be happy; I want to
make him happy…”


“Shut up!” 


She gulped when I took a step towards her but Courtney
stepped in front of me, blocking the one person that I could so easily take out
my frustration on. Mason moved in behind me and took my arm again, stopping me
from letting my rage loose. “Let go of me Mason or you’re going with her.”


He leaned in beside me until his mouth rested beside my
ear, “I’ll pretend you didn’t just say that to me, Ava. Calm the fuck down - now.”
I bit my tongue, holding back the words I so desperately wanted to say. “Just
let the girl say what she has to say.”


I scoffed and glowered at the floor, “Of course you would
say that.”


“What?” he asked as his brow furrowed with his confusion.


“Nothing.” I shook him off and stood aside as I turned
back to Debora. “Just go please. I’ll give you chance to say your piece when I
have spent some time with my son. Right now, I don’t think I can give you my
full attention.”


I laid the olive branch before her even though every word
had nearly choked me. She nodded once, “Thank you.”


 


Mason moved away from me but I caught the angry blaze in
his eyes. He had heard my words but I didn’t care, fuck him. Fuck them all. My
son needed me, not their fucking egos, my son!


“Debora,” Mason cut in as she walked through the door. “I
want the name of George’s dealer.”


She shook her head and sighed, “I don’t know, Mr Fox. I
don’t use, and I had no idea he had got this bad. I thought he just used
occasionally, just coke. I’m as shocked as you to…”


Mason nodded to her as her eyes filled with tears.
Christ, she was such a manipulator. Rather like her mother after all.


Courtney glanced at me before she led Debora from the
room as Greg came in. His wide smile was marred by sadness but he rushed over
to Mason and pulled him into a hug. It made me smile to think how strong and
supportive our friends were, even after so many years. 


“Hey you,” he whispered as he pulled me into an embrace.
“How are you holding up?”


I shrugged as I took the chair beside George and gripped
onto his hand much too tightly. My heart roared inside me just to touch him
again. It had been two years. He had refused any contact after I had refused to
come back to England with him and his distance had mentally and physically
broken me.


Greg gave me a sad smile before he gestured to the door
with his chin at Mason. I frowned when his throat twitched as though he was
worrying about something. “Is everything okay, Greg?” I asked as they both approached
the door.


He hesitated for a fraction before he looked over at me
with a fake smile plastered to his face and nodded, “Yeah, everything’s fine.”


I knew he was lying. Mason did too as his face darkened
and he followed Greg into the corridor.







 



Chapter Two


Mason


 


Greg’s expression gave away his worry and I was quickly
concerned. “What?”


He sighed as his eyes roamed over my shoulder. “George
didn’t OD.”


He said it so bluntly that I immediately believed him. My
heart soared as I realised my son hadn’t purposely tried to take his own life.
“How do you know?”


He sucked air through his teeth and gestured for me to
follow him. “Not sure about you mate, but I could really go a drink.”


I tilted my head and frowned, “That bad?”


He nodded slowly, “I’m afraid so. I need to talk to you.”


His face was tight with worry as his adam’s apple bobbed
up and down relentlessly. “Greg?”


He squeezed his eyes closed and sank his teeth into his
lower lip. “Can we do this over a drink?” he asked when his eyes opened and
locked onto mine. There was a desperate appeal in his expression and I nodded.


“Yeah. Let me tell Ava and I’m all yours.”


 


***


 


“So.” I knew what was coming when Greg smirked at me.
“How’s Kade?”


I shook my head but couldn’t help the chuckle. “Good God,
does the miles between us mean nothing to secrecy.”


He laughed as he took a sip of his drink, “Mase. I…” He stopped
suddenly and swallowed heavily. His expression brought an ache I couldn’t
describe. Greg was many things, but very rarely did he show any weakness in
this life. Yet, as he sat opposite me at the small round table in some random
pub we’d found, every inch of his anguish, pain and fear flooded his features.


“You know, all those years ago when I joined you, I just
thought it was a new job, something to pay the bills, you know?”


I nodded and waited patiently for him to get out what was
desperately banging on his brain to be freed.


“But...” His cheeks flushed as embarrassment overtook
him. “But it never turned out to be a job. It turned into my life… you all,
well you all turned into my family.”


“Greg…”


“No,” he shook his head. “Let me say this, Mase.” His
eyes roamed the room as he tried to find the words he needed to say. My senses
were on alert. Something was bothering him and by the looks of his distress it
was something big. “We were young back then, ruthless and merciless. But I
enjoyed it, it was in me, the hunt and chase for violence. We were unstoppable,
respected and I fed from it, it became sustenance to me. My daily diet was
blood spilt by me from them.”


“Do you want to quit?” I asked quietly. “Is that what
you’re saying?”


“No,” he shook his head slowly as he brought his eyes
back to me. “I… I need to ask something huge from you.”


“Anything. You know that, Greg. We’re brothers… family.”


He paused and took a breath as one of the barmaids came
and took our glasses, placing fresh ones before us as had been ordered by Greg.
“I have to start at the beginning.”


“I’m here as long as you need me, mate.” 


He smiled, but it was sad. My worry was growing more by
the second but I held out and settled down to make him know I was with him for
the duration, my ears his soundboard.


“About six months ago, Kerrie got news of some dodgy
heroin doing the rounds.”


I frowned when he refused to look at me, his eyes
anywhere but on me. “Right.”


“One of her friends got caught up in the stuff, as I’m
sure you’re probably aware?” I acknowledged him with a nod. “The family is
newish in the circle but they’re another level, Mason. Nothing like us. They
don’t have an ounce of empathy. They want something, they will take out anyone
that gets in their way, whether it be another family, or even the fucking
Queen, they’ll shoot their own in the back so long as it guarantees their
pockets get lined.”


His eyes finally met mine. “Kerrie gave me an in. I was
planted in the middle of their group as a runner, just to get the ins and outs
so she can take them out.”


I sighed heavily, “Jesus Christ. When will my sister
learn that she can’t rule London?”


“It’s not because she wants London, Mason. They killed
her friend, this is personal to her and to be honest, I’m behind her one
hundred percent.”


“And what do you want from me?”


He hesitated and rolled his lips. I could see the
heartache on his face and as one of my own; I physically felt each fracture
with him. “George came in for a fix.”


I stared at him as my body locked up. My heart rate sped
up at the same time my blood thickened and slowed down causing my brain to
panic. 


“I didn’t know what to do. I knew the heroin was dodgy.
They’re distributing it through Trevor Hayford’s circle, trying to pin the
defective heroin on him to get rid of him so they can move into his zone.”


His eyes scanned the room again. I knew he was scoping
the place out, making himself aware of all exits, hunting for any rival gang
members and that worried me.


“I stepped in and tried to ruin the exchange. I really
thought George would… well his face showed his recognition, and they caught
it.”


“Oh fuck!”


“Yeah.” His eyes slowly lifted and seized mine, “They’ve
marked me, Mase. I’m dead by the end of the week.”


My blood tingled as my stomach plummeted. I tried
desperately to swallow past the lump that had formed in my throat. “Oh fuck.”


He nodded, “I need you to promise me that Courtney and
Harry will be looked after.”


“Greg…”


He shook his head rapidly and leant towards me angrily.
“Mason, now is not the time for bullshit. Don’t tell me it won’t come to that
when we both know it will. They’re bigger than us, Mase and they don’t have a
conscience. They spill blood and they lick the fucker off their shoes.”


“We can…”


He gripped my hand on the table and yanked himself
further into me, “Promise me, as my brother. Promise me!”


His desperation ate at my soul. I was struggling to hold
in the panic as well as the tears. I gave him a nod, just a simple nod but he
knew, he knew I would do as he asked, without hesitation.


He returned my nod as he pulled an envelope from his
jacket pocket. “You know what to do,” he said as he handed it me.


“Yes.” I slid the simple white letter with Courtney’s
name on into my own pocket as Greg lifted his glass.


He gave me a nod as tears filled his eyes. “Brother’s,” I
whispered as we sealed the promise.







 



Chapter Three


Ava


 


The atmosphere was thick and ugly as Mason stared through
the window. The local news was playing in the background on the TV, its blare
blinding in the dark room as I once more attempted some sort of conversation.


“Me and Courtney have sort of agreed to disagree over
Debora.”


Mason mumbled something but didn’t divert his gaze from
the window. The rain was relentless as it bounced angrily off the glass, its
mood feeding from Mason’s. I wasn’t sure if he was still angry with me for my
behaviour in the hospital or whether he was just worried about George. I had
the slightest feeling though that it related to his chat with Greg earlier.


I slid off the sofa and crawled across the floor until I
was knelt at his feet. He finally broke from his daze and turned to look at me.
The pain behind his eyes splintered my heart. “Tell me, please. Tell me what’s
wrong.”


He smiled softly and cupped my cheek. The reflection from
the TV flickered across his beautiful face, giving him an almost angelic
appearance as his usual tanned skin became white and eerie. “You ever wonder
what you would do if I wasn’t here?”


His odd question caught me off guard and I couldn’t hold
back the small gasp. “”Why say that?”


He shrugged and turned back to the window. “I… I dunno,
Ava.” His sadness enveloped me and twisted my insides until nausea flooded me.
“I once thought… no that’s a lie, I once knew I was it, I was the one in
London they feared. I became selfish, cruel. I didn’t give a damn who I hurt or
who I took down to get to the top.”


He moved round and patted his knee. I crawled up and
snuggled into him when he immediately brought me into his arms tight and
secure. His chin rested on top of my head as a deep sigh rumbled through his
chest against my ear. “I built the family. Brought in men and women to help me
gain ground and who would help forge my future reign.”


I tilted my head and smiled up at him. “You built this
for a family?”


He shook his head, “No, that’s not what I mean. At first,
I went for the strongest, people who could give me what I needed; strength and
respect, an army so to speak.” His eyes dropped as did his lips and he rested
them against my forehead. “But they gave me so much more than a militia, they
gave me a family.”


“Mason…”


He shook his head, “It took me too long to realise it,
Ava. Then you came along. You changed my whole world. It was no longer about
getting to the top; it wasn’t about monetary things or even respect. It became
a fight for more than power. Life stopped being about battles and rule; it started
to be about happiness, your laughter, and your beautiful smiles. It mattered
more to me that you were content and safe than how much I could scam this
person out of or how much violence I could bestow on that person. Life became
you, and my army became my family.”


“And we’ll always be there for you.”


He shook his head and closed his eyes. “But that’s just
it, Ava. I thought I was building a family, a circle of friends and people who
matter. But all I did was build a weapon that would one day destroy me.”


I didn’t understand what or even where he was at mentally.
He wasn’t making any sense and I doubted any questions would give me answers.


“Has something happened?”


“No, I…” He faked a small laugh then rested his lips
against mine softly. His heartache flowed through his kiss and brought tears to
my eyes. He was breaking, slowly and painfully. I could read it and feel it in
him. It was rippling from him in thick waves and I didn’t know what to do to
help him. “Christ Ava. We left all this behind ten years ago. When does it ever
stop hurting? When will it ever stop trying to fucking break us?”


I couldn’t hold back my sobs at his anguish. “Mason,
please…”


“It’s destroying me, baby. It’s fucking eating me alive.
I don’t know what to do.” 


He broke then. My glorious bastard fractured and
shattered beneath me as a low keening noise came from him. “I just wanted us to
be happy, Ava. That’s all I ever wanted.”


“I know, Mason. And we are.” I covered him in tender
kisses as I tried to soak up his despair. “You’re my life. You gave me a life
that I love, that I fucking breathe for. Your love feeds me and keeps me living,
baby. I’m nothing without you.”


“And what about everyone else?” he spluttered angrily.
“What has my life done to them? I’ve slowly destroyed everyone I love bit by
bit.”


“No…”


He framed my face with his large hands tightly as both
anger and devastation crushed him. “Don’t let me kill you too, baby.”


“Mason, I…” I was sobbing with him now. His soul grappled
with mine for solace and comfort but I was just as broken as him and I couldn’t
give him what he needed.


“Promise me Ava, promise me you won’t ever die and leave
me.”


I shook my head as I captured his own face in my hold,
“You know I can never promise that Mason, but I can promise that I’ll do
whatever it takes to stay here with you.”


He nodded then pulled my mouth to his. His tears ran onto
my lips as he endeavoured to take strength from me and I strived to give it
him. “I love you, I love you so much baby,” he whispered against me as his
fingers slid into my hair and he held me close to him. 


“And me, you.” I whispered back as I mirrored his pose
and slipped my hands into the thickness of his soft brown hair. “Wholly and
entirely.”


He moaned against me as I slid my tongue against his and wrapped
him in love. His arms encased me as he crushed me to his chest and held on for
his life. I kissed away his tears, lightly licking at each one and tasting his
soul as my heart hungered for him. 


“Baby…” he groaned as my teeth grazed his strong jawline.


“Let me help you, Mason. Let me take it away.”


He sucked air through his teeth as I lifted his t-shirt
and continued my journey down his chest and across to a nipple. His fingers
tightened in my hair as he lifted his hips, rubbing his erection into my bottom
until I twisted my body and straddled him. “Oh, baby…”


I slid down until I was resting between his thighs on my
knees. He watched me with a soft gaze as I unbuckled his belt and lowered the
zip of his jeans. We were both silent as I took his thick cock into my hand and
stroked slowly, pressing my thumb over the end as I collected the pool of
pre-cum. His eyes darkened when I slipped my thumb into my mouth and tasted the
familiarity of him, the essence of just him.


“Take me in your mouth, Ava.”


His soft demand stimulated each of my senses and ignited
the fire in my belly. My pussy throbbed furiously as my arousal dampened my
thighs in preparation for my man.


I leant in and ran the tip of my tongue around the groove
of his head, flicking gently down the thick protruding vein underneath until I
was lightly sucking on his balls.


His head fell back in the chair as his eyes closed and he
sighed deeply. I smiled to myself, knowing I could take him somewhere he longed
to be, somewhere far away from his daily nightmares. 


I pulled at his jeans until they were gathered around his
thighs and then traced along his scrotum with the tip of my finger until I
reached the spot that I knew made him crazy.


His groans became louder and deeper until he pulled on my
hair and directed my mouth over the head of his cock. “I asked you to take me
in your mouth. Do as you’re told.”


My veins tingled with excitement. His dominance and
authority lit the fuse inside me and I held his gaze as I slid my lips around
his shaft and plunged down slowly, taking in as much of him as I could. I
wrapped my fist around the rest of his length and squeezed tight as I slid my
other finger into his anus.


His hips bucked sharply as his face tightened and his
teeth sank into his lower lip. “Fuck my arse, Ava.”


I continued at a slow pace until he was grinding himself
wildly onto my finger and into my mouth, his groans becoming wilder and louder.


 


I was suddenly on my back with my skirt around my hips
and Mason’s mouth on my pussy.


I gasped loudly when he became almost animalistic. His tongue
was doing crazy things as his rage simmered beneath the surface and he turned
the adrenaline from it into lust. His teeth nipped at my clit as his fingers
pounded in and out of me. “Mason… Fuck!” 


He was driving me wild as he kept my orgasm on the edge,
refusing me any release until he allowed it. His fingers gained pressure and
speed as his mouth moved along the inside of my thigh, his tongue peeking out
to taste the arousal that had dripped from me. “Tell me, Ava.”


I didn’t hesitate. I was too wound up to hold back as I
grabbed at his hair feverishly, “Bite me, baby.”


He obeyed immediately as his teeth sank into the soft
flesh above my knee. I screamed at the pain in my back when my spine arched so
severely there was only my shoulders and bottom on the floor. 


“You always taste so fucking good,” he whispered as his
cock sank inside me and his mouth covered mine. The taste of my cum on him
heightened another feverish arousal and I was soon rocking against him as
angrily as he was taking me.


This was how me and my husband made love. Angrily,
feverishly and wildly but with so much connection that I was sure our souls
fucked at the same time. My heart belonged to him when we united, his own
beating against mine as he joined me in nirvana.


“Fuck baby,” he growled as his mouth suckled on my neck.
“You’re my life, my love.” I nodded, unable to form any words as my body soared
into the heavens. “Wherever you go, I’m going with you. You’ll never be free of
me, never. You’re mine.”


He cried out as he swelled inside me and took me to the
place where we always danced together - ecstasy.


There was no other place I ever wanted to be than beside
the man that gave me a soul. The man that had taken my faults and constructed
them into strengths, a man that had seen my ugliness inside as a hidden beauty
within me and a man I wanted to take into bliss every time he smiled at me.


 


His forehead dropped against my shoulder as he struggled
to gasp for breath. “You’re getting old,” I giggled against him.


He growled playfully without looking at me and nipped at
my shoulder blade. “And you’re coming along for the ride, my little warrior.”


“Damn right I am. I’m hoping for one of those speedy
disabled chariots.”


He reared back and stared at me with a small smirk, “I
better get one reserved then.”


I beamed at him, “Aww, you’re such a good husband.”


He rolled his eyes and flopped onto his back beside me.
“Anyway, I thought you and a friend had decided you were getting golfing
carts?”


I shrugged as I curled into his side, “Well yes, I mean I
can’t mow down enemies with a bloody wheelchair. It depends what kind of mood
I’m in when I choose which vehicle I want each day.”


He chuckled. “Okay, so if you ask the butler to get the
cart ready I know I need to stay out of your way.”


I smiled into his chest. “That you do, my love. You know
me so well.”







 



Chapter Four


Mason


 


It was like staring through a mirror to the past as I
looked at George. He was still unconscious after three days and hooked to every
damn machine the hospital had in their possession. 


His chest rose and fell with each compression the machine
fed him with but it was the tinge of blue around his eyes and mouth that broke
down each cell in my body until I was entirely empty inside.


I’d done this to him - me. There was no excuse for it either.
I’d given him life and I’d cursed it, then taken it.


I knew Ava blamed me, she didn’t voice that belief but I
saw it in her eyes when she looked at me and George. I knew how painful it was
for her to once more look at another Fox, high on a substance that not only gorged
on life but took the soul.


 


The door opened and I smiled as Courtney walked in. She
planted a soft kiss on my forehead before handing me a polystyrene cup full of
brown sludge.


“Anything?”


I shook my head as I watched her pull the spare chair
from the other side of the room and place it opposite me on the other side of
George. “Well, have the docs said anything at all?”


I scoffed but shrugged, “Well they said apparently now
they know what other substance was added to the brown they can treat it, so
fingers crossed.”


She smiled and nodded then squinted as she sipped her
coffee, “Good God. They need to treat the coffee in here as well.”


“They do. How’s Harry doing at college?”


Her grin was huge as the pride in her son appeared to
glow on her face, “He’s doing really well.” She nodded to bodily answer the
question along with words. “We’re so proud of him.”


“So are Ava and I. You know you’re family, Court, so
Harry is an extension of us all.”


She smiled softly as her eyes flicked over George. “I
know.” And she did. We all knew.


“So,” she smirked mischievously and I rolled my eyes.


“Yes,” I murmured as I shook my head in humour to the
glint in her eyes. “Kade came to visit.”


“And?”


I shrugged, “And nothing.”


“Oh, don’t fib. A little birdie tells me he’s been
looking at hospitals for nursing jobs in Portugal. Now, tell me if my geography
is way off, but I’m sure you can’t commute from Italy to Portugal.” 


“Is anything in my life sacred?”


Her expression grew serious as she cocked her head and
gazed at me softly. “Mason, I’m not condoning it. If anything I’m all for
encouraging it. Like it or not, Kade means a lot to Ava… to you too and if that
works for you all, then that’s all that matters.”


“I suppose.”


“And Grace; how is she about it all?”


“Surprisingly okay. That was a shocker to be honest. It
was a little weird for Ava and Grace at first, they’re more like sisters but,”
I paused and gave her a sly smile. “As I told Ava, so are you and her, and once
the fire hits the belly, friends or not, the body will push out the doubts.” She
chuckled and nodded her agreement. “And you?” I asked when she quietened.


“Me?”


“How are you about all the Kade, me and Ava stuff?”


“I don’t follow?” Her bewilderment told me there was no jealousy
at all from her but I still needed to be sure.


“How are you with all the Kade stuff in other words. Do
you harbour anything for him still?”


“God, no.” She cringed and I actually felt for her. “I
was… Greg and I were going through a bad time.” She shrugged but the hurt and
guilt were still weaving away inside her and I knew from experience that that self-reproach
never went away. “We weren’t… you know… making love any more. I was tired all
the time; Greg was away all the time. And Kade… he was trying to find a way to
hurt Ava. It worked for both of us really, I gave him the ammo against Ava, and
he gave me the sensuality I still needed to feel sexy and feminine.”


I nodded but she sighed heavily. “He says he doesn’t ever
think about it, Mase, but how can he not? I hurt him so much and I would do
anything to turn back the clock and be given the chance to choose a different
path. I try and make it up to him constantly. I love him so much, but the pain
I have cursed him with, to be honest, can never be as painful as the pain I
have put on myself.”


“I know, babe. Honestly I do. When Ava…when she found me
with that blond tart and the times I hurt her so bad with Rebecca, chew away at
my insides. I see it in her, Court. The pain of our past. But I think, on the
other hand, it has made us strong enough to deal with life’s fuck ups. If a
couple can survive that, then they can survive anything. And you and Greg,
you’re one of those… couples.” Courtney frowned as my voice broke and I strived
to hold back my devastation. “Sorry, I think I’m coming down with something,” I
offered as I cleared my throat. 


“Well I agree,” she answered with determination and a
wide smile. “It has honestly taught me how much Greg loves me and how much I
love him. You’re right, we survived, all of us and fuck, if we’re each not
stronger for it. So you need to take that strength and use it to fight back
your relationship with George.”


I glanced at George sadly, “Somehow I don’t think that
will be so easy. He hates me. I’ve ruined his life.”


“You haven’t ruined his life at all, he just thinks you
have. But, well he’s found Debora.” She held her hands up as I attempted to cut
in. “I know, Mase. I was as shocked as you when I found out and believe me I
did everything I could to put a stop to it before it went any deeper but…” She
sighed as she smiled at George, “I have never seen him like this. He doesn’t
just love her, he fucking loves her.”


“I know, I saw how she looked at him too. She looked at
him like Ava looks at me, so I know exactly how she feels about him but we have
to also see this from Ava’s point of view. The whole Rebecca fiasco hurt her
more than anything I ever did. I mean, fuck, Debora was supposed to be mine for
six months and now, now my son decided to follow my dark path and indulge in
the bad stuff. Couple that with another Delaney and as Ava said, it’s all the
worst parts of her past coming back to haunt her. I understand that. I get how
scared she is.”


“I get that too, Mason.” She smiled and brushed a stray
eyelash from George’s cheek, “But George isn’t you and Debora definitely is not
Rebecca. I have never met a sweeter girl. She has nothing to do with her
mother, or her grandfather come to that. She has made a life for herself
outside of her family. She goes to uni, holds down two part time jobs so she
can cut ties with her mother completely and more importantly, she worships the
ground your son walks on.”


I smiled. I was happy he had found the kind of love that
he deserved. It had taken me a long time to find that, to find his mother but
hell, I would be a slave to Satan if it would guarantee I had that love for the
rest of my life.


 


“It’s getting dark. We’d better go.” Courtney cut into my
thoughts suddenly.


My gaze roamed to the window. How long had I been here?
“Yeah,” I agreed as I placed a gentle kiss on George’s head. “Fight it, son.
Your mom needs you.” I told him quietly, “I need you.”


And I did. I needed another chance with him. It had felt
like I’d lost my right arm for the last two years. But the pain of watching my
beautiful wife struggle without her other half, a piece of her heart, was
torture.


Time was too precious. I knew that now. Family was sacred
to the heart and when you lost a section of it, the rest never recovered.


As my family were about to find out.







 



Chapter Five


Ava


 


“Aww no, red wine goes much better with Chinese.” I
moaned as Courtney uncorked the bottle of white wine.


“Noooo,” she argued, “chicken, always white.”


“But, I’m having beef balls, therefore… red.” I shot back
as I snatched the corkscrew from her and opened the bottle of red. She giggled
as she removed her eyes from me. “Oh, don’t be so immature.” I chuckled back.


“For god’s sake,” Mason shouted from the lounge. “We’ll
have both. Hurry up, Greg should be back any minute and the wine needs to
bloody breathe first.”


“Yak, yak, yak,” Courtney mimicked.


I rolled my lips and turned my back on her when Mason
caught her mockery as he leant against the door frame.


“Hi,” she beamed at him. “I wasn’t taking the piss, Mase.
I was just exercising my jaw ready for the food.”


He quirked an eyebrow at her, “Really?” His face was
stern and I noticed Courtney shiver. Mason noticed it too as his brow lifted
even higher. “I take it you’re aiming for a spanking?”


“Well,” she twisted her lips and turned to me, giving me
a sly wink and a smirk. “Of course not.”


“Uh-huh.”


“I would never dare be so disobedient.”


I laughed at the banter between them. If my sex life
wasn’t so fucking great, I would have slapped the shit out of my best friend
for flirting with my husband but I knew her teasing would promise us a night of
fun and a good hard group fuck.


 


I left them to bicker when the doorbell rang and went to
let Greg in. “Christ, you forgot your keys ag…”


The words died in my throat when two police officers
stood on the porch. There was a woman officer stood behind them and my heart
started to race. Why would they send three out and make sure there was a female
officer present?


“Officers,” I struggled with the words as my throat
started to close in. “Can I help you?”


“Mrs Chambers?” The tall blond one asked.


“Umm, no…”


“I’m Mrs Chambers.” Courtney said over my shoulder. “Can
I help you?”


He smiled warmly. Why did he smile warmly? I didn’t want
him to smile warmly. I wanted him to have an angry expression. I wanted them to
storm the fucking house, flash a warrant in our faces and demand entry.


“May we come in?”


“Umm, sure.” Courtney’s voice was calm and steady. She
didn’t see it, or she refused to see it.


“No!” I snapped, “No.”


“Baby,” Mason said calmly as he took my arm and pulled me
back.


“I don’t want them to come in, Mason. Please don’t let
them.”


“Ava, it’s fine.” Courtney shook her head at me. “I’m
sure they have a warrant. Do you have a warrant?” She asked as she turned back
to them.


I wanted to scream at her to stop being so bloody stupid
but I couldn’t seem to get anything past my lips, especially air.


“We don’t need a warrant. We haven’t come to search your
house. Please, if you could let us in.”


“Of course, sorry.” She apologised. 


I wanted to shake her and tell her not to apologise. They
were going to hurt her. They were going to break her heart and she was fucking
apologising.


 


She led them into the lounge. Mason kept his arms around
my waist as he led me. He knew too, I could hear his heart beating rapidly
through his chest.


“Mason…” I whispered. “Don’t let them do this. It will
kill her.”


“Ssshhh, baby.”


They each took a seat and Blondie gestured for Courtney
to sit beside him on the sofa. The room started to spin and everything became
lost in a sea of haze as my heart slowly fractured inside me. 


 


I couldn’t take my eyes off Courtney’s face as they told
her that her husband was dead.  She just shook her head and laughed at them.
She fucking laughed at them. “I don’t think so officer, he’s just nipped out
for Chinese.”


The policewoman moved forward to take Courtney’s hand but
I was there before her. “Hun…”


She turned to look at me. “Ava, don’t cry. Greg’s fine,
he’s just gone out for food, babe.”


And then she broke. I never knew someone’s screams could
hold so much torture and pain or that amount of heartache and devastation, but
my best friend’s despair was physical and shattering. Her fingers clawed at my
face as her life was destroyed in a simple sentence. 


“Nooo, please….” She begged them, her hands trying to
pull at their clothes as she tried to make them retract their words.


“Courtney.”


“No!” She turned and slapped at me. “No. I won’t let them
do this.”


Her cries would become the fuel for my nightmares for
many nights as they engraved themselves on my soul. The pain they held was
agonising, her grief potent enough to make her pass out.







 



Chapter Six


Mason


 


My heart ached as I watched my wife line up the four guns
on the bed. She wasn’t aware of my presence as she checked and cleaned her
favourite piece, ‘Barbara Beretta’ as she humorously called it.


“Baby.”


She ignored me or didn’t hear me in her haze of grief.
She brought Barbara up to eye level and checked the aim before placing it on
the bed beside the others.


“I haven’t gone crazy.” She said frankly as she trailed
her finger over each gun.


“I know.”


“Do you?” She snapped as her head shot around so she
could see me. “Because to be honest I’m struggling with the fact that you’re
stood there, calm as fuck whilst someone destroyed our family.”


I sighed and slowly approached her. Her frame of mind was
fragile right then and I knew I needed to use sensitivity and gentleness to
deal with her. “I just think at the moment, Courtney needs you more than your
hunger for revenge.”


“Courtney needs the bastards who killed her husband,
dead. She needs to see me drop their ugly fucking heads at her feet.”


“Ava, please…”


“No!” She screamed as her palms pushed at my chest,
“Nooo…”


Her pain devastated me but for the first time ever, there
was nothing I could do to wipe it away. She collapsed into me as her strength
evaporated before my eyes and her whole body shook as grief ravaged her soul. 


The way she fought to quieten her sobs and disguise them
from Courtney in the next room hurt me even more. Even at the pit of despair,
my little warrior attempted to remain strong and selfless. 


“That’s it, Ava, let it out. I’m here.”


She curled against me, using my body for support as I
wrapped her tight and pulled her against me, enveloping her in love and solace.
She loved Greg as much as we all did, but since the time they had spent held in
Dane’s craziness, they had forged a bond that had been indestructible. 


 


She pulled back and her forehead creased as something
troubled her. “Mason.” She gulped as she took my hand, “Will she have to go and
identify him?”


“No, baby.” I shook my head and slid my hand through her
soft copper strands. Even her hair was grieving as the limp locks fell between
my fingers and dropped back onto her shoulders. “He… both him and the car are…
unrecognisable.”


The choked gag that she released made me shift quickly.
She shot off the bed, her hand covering her mouth as she dived for the
en-suite. Each of her wretches pulled at my stomach as her distraught sobs
accompanied each heave.


I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to do this. I hated to see
her like this. 


 


“We need to go!” She stood resolutely looking at me as
she held onto the doorframe and drank some water from a glass.


“Go?” I shrugged at her but she ignored me. I watched
with a frown as she pulled out her black leather jeans and simple black
t-shirt.


Shit!


“Baby, No.” She shrugged me off as she pulled off the
clothes she was already in. “NO AVA!”


I gripped her arms as she struggled to get free. “Get the
fuck off me, Mason. We need to do this, I need to do this.”


“Listen to me, Ava,” I snarled at her. She needed to see
the bigger picture, she needed to be aware that these guy’s wouldn’t hang back
just because she was a woman. “We will deal with this my way, when I’m ready.”


“Fuck you, you bastard!”


I was struggling to keep my fury with her at bay. “I know
you’re grieving, Ava. I get that but I am not your enemy.”


“Then why are you doing nothing?”


“I’m working on it. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but
you have to trust me on this. These guy’s will not hold back with you, Ava.
You’re tough, I know you are but baby, they’re tougher. They will not just take
you out, they will take great delight in making you suffer. They’ll hurt you,
rape you and then decide how to kill you as painfully as possible. Do you
understand that?”


“I don’t care, Mason!”


“BUT I DO!” I yelled at her. “I fucking care! I fucking
love you. Is it not bad enough they took Greg away? You want them to take you from
me too. Then what, Ava. THEN WHAT?”


She stared at me then her eyes dropped as she watched the
single tear roll down my cheek. She reached out and wiped at it softly with her
thumb. “I won’t let them take me, Mason. I promise.”


I shook my head at her angrily, “Don’t you get it?”


“I get it,” she spat back. “I get the whole fucking
picture. But you know what? I may be a woman. I may be small and look timid,
but that just makes this easier. They have no idea who the fuck I am. Or what
I am when I’m pissed off!”


“God damn it, Ava!” I roared as I slammed her against the
wall, my large frame penning her tiny one under me in case she attempted to
make a run for it. “No! That’s my final word, you wait for my say so. Is that
clear?”


Her eyes swept over every inch of my face, her expression
furious, her chest heaving as her rage sucked at the oxygen around us.
“Crystal!”


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The bloody woman
would be the death of me. I scooped her up, her body instinctively snuggling
closer even when we were at loggerheads.


“Sleep now,” I told her as I placed her gently down on
the bed and climbed in beside her.


Her sad eyes rimmed with tears but she gave me a simple
nod and turned over, her hands curling under her chin as she bedded down.


 


“I love you, my little warrior.” I whispered into her
hair as her breathing turned heavy. “So god damn much.” She murmured in her
sleep, a small sob mixing with her soft snores. “I’m so sorry, Ava.”


My eyes closed despite the turmoil battling my brain. I
was exhausted. So exhausted that I was soon hard asleep. So hard I never felt
my wife climb out from under me and disappear into the night. Guns and ‘carnage
clothes’ accompanying her.







 



Chapter Seven


Ava


 


The house was in darkness when I approached, yet I wasn’t
naïve enough that I didn’t know it was still heavily guarded.


I stood at the gates, the huge black metal framework looming
over me disturbingly, the two realistic viper heads protruding from each corner
were sculpted to appear threatening and macabre. I smirked to myself at that
detail.


I was surprised they’d left me there so long to say I was
brandishing a gun in each hand and a face that would solidify water.


I quirked an eyebrow at the camera above one of the
pillars and sighed heavily to let them know I was now bored with their game.
The wind had picked up a little and I shivered as it beat against my face and
swept inside my unzipped jacket. I didn’t have much time left before Mason
would be on my tail so I held up my hand to the camera and started counting
down from five, each finger folding inwards until there were none left
remaining. 


I rolled my eyes and shrugged before I turned then
stepped back towards my jeep and opened the back door. The stoned teenage boy
fell onto the pavement with a heavy thud. I shook my head sadly as I closed the
door and gripped his hair, dragging him along the ground until I reached the
gates once more.


I let him drop back down in a crumpled heap and tutted at
the camera before I crouched down beside him and rested the muzzle of my gun
against his temple.


As predicted, the gates swung open and I nodded a thanks,
accompanying it with a self-assured wink. If these bastards sensed any kind of
fear they would eat me alive. But I didn’t feel fear. The rage inside me was
too potent and swallowed any dread.


 


I continued to drag the boy behind me, his head bouncing
along the gravel on the driveway, small grunts arising from him every so often
as I firmly strolled towards the dark house.


The porch lights flickered on, blinding me for a second
before one of the double doors opened and a huge dark skinned guy stepped out.
“Mrs Fox,” he greeted unemotionally. “Mr Steed asks if you would mind leaving
your weapons at the door.”


I scoffed, “Of course I mind, but I don’t have a choice.”


“I’m afraid not,” he smirked. 


“Then don’t ask, command.”


I could see him try to hide his smile as he watched me
place my guns on the sideboard just inside the front door but he nodded
politely when I held out my arms for him to search me. 


“I do wish all our visitors were as cooperative.” A
cheerful voice sounded from the end of the hallway.


I slowly lifted my eyes to see Steed slowly walking
towards me. I was surprised at how young he looked, maybe in his early
thirties. He was tall, way over six foot, his black hair was cut short but
spiky and his body was well built but still trim. His bright blue eyes glinted
in amusement when he watched my eyes slowly peruse him.


“Well, if I didn’t know you were a married woman, I’d
have thought you were checking me out.”


I ran my tongue along my teeth and pursed my lips, “Just
because I’m married doesn’t mean I can’t admire the male form, Mr Steed.”


“Oh please, call me Dane.”


“I’m sorry?” 


He frowned as my whole body stiffened. “My name, Mrs Fox.
I’d much prefer you to call me Dane, after all, all my other friends
do.”


“Then don’t feel insulted when I call you arsehole.”


He clicked his tongue then tutted, “Aww, now that is a
shame. I was hoping we could get to know each other a little better, maybe
fuck, you know how it goes, Ava.”


His face twisted into a cruel smile as his eyes trickled
over every inch of me. “But where are my manners? I should at least offer you a
drink before we get naked, huh?”


I laughed at his front. “But Mr Steed, if you are aware
of who I am, then you must also be aware that I don’t fuck anyone except my
husband.”


He shrugged before turning to the guy who opened the
door. “Phillip, could you fetch our guest something to drink. Maybe slip a
little something into it just to loosen her up a bit.”


“I think maybe we should talk before I have the chance to
loosen up.”


“As you wish,” he gestured his arm towards a door below
the huge staircase. “Oh and Phillip,” he looked down at his son slumped against
the front door, “Do something about that stupid piece of shit will you.”


 


“Please, Ava. Take a seat.” Steed offered as we entered
his office.


I was shocked to see he had such perfect manners as he
pulled out a chair for me and tucked it under me when I sat. “So,” he
continued. “Forgive me if I’m a little suspicious Ava, but your entrance was
not what I’d call civil.”


“No, Mr Steed, But then again I didn’t come here to be
civil.”


He frowned at me before he stood and walked over to his
drinks cabinet. He held up a bottle of expensive whisky, “It’s a sealed bottle,
Ava.” He laughed as he made a show of unscrewing the new lid then pouring us
both a glass.


“And what did you come here for?” He eventually asked
when he sat in a plush chair behind his desk after handing me my drink.


I shook my head and laughed at him, “I think you know
what happened today.”


He nodded once and lowered his eyes to the floor, “Yes,
and believe me, no one is more sorry than I, Ava. Greg was a great guy, one of
the good ones.”


I smiled gratefully and nodded, “He was, but he was also
my family, Mr Steed.”


“Ava,” he sighed as he leaned forward and rested his
elbows on the desk. “I’m really not sure what you want?”


I leant back in my seat and crossed my legs, brushing at
a piece of dirt across my knee. “What I want is simple. I want an army, Mr Steed.”
He quirked an eyebrow at me when I smirked. “And you’re going to provide me
with one.”







 



Chapter Eight


Mason


 


“Fucking find her!” I roared at Elijah through the phone.
“I don’t care what it takes.”


“Mason, I’m doing all I can. I’m trying to track the signal
on her mobile but it’s currently switched off. I have two men going through the
city traffic circuit trying to locate her route and car. I have personally rang
all my contacts but so far…”


“Don’t,” I ran my hand through my hair and clenched my
teeth in frustration. “I don’t want to hear you say nothing. Just keep… please,
Elijah, just find her.”


“Mason?”


I turned to find Layla and Katie watching me from the
open front doorway.


Fuck!


“Take her home, Lay. I don’t want her here.”


Katie blinked at me but I couldn’t deal with it now, I
couldn’t allow her to see this part of me, the rage and fury I’d hidden from
her for so long.


I glanced at Sam as he re-entered the room after trying
all his connections but he shook his head, “Nothing.”


“FUCK!”


Concentrating on my breathing, I attempted to calm down
the storm inside me. The tornado that was ripping at my skin and burning to get
out was becoming uncontrollable and I begged with everything inside me that I
was able to contain it.


“Mase, calm down.”


“Layla, not now. Please, take Katie home.” I turned to
look at her, trying to get her to see what I was morphing into but she just
stared at me sadly. “Lay, please. I’m not doing a great job of holding on and
believe me, Katie does not need to see her dad like that. Understand?”


She nodded as her small pink lips pursed. “But right now,
she needs her dad. She’s also lost someone, Mase. Her brother’s in hospital
attached to numerous fucking monitors, her mother has disappeared and right
now, right - fucking - now, she needs her dad.”


She lifted an eyebrow at me when I glared at her but she
stood her ground, her face as stiff as her posture. Layla was many things, but
scared of me wasn’t one of them.


“It’s fine.” Katie sighed before she turned and slammed
the front door.


“For Fuck’s sake. I can’t deal with this now!”


“When do you ever deal with things?” Lay shook her head
angrily but her cheerless eyes showed all of her disappointment. “One day Mase,
maybe your family will come first.”


 


My fist blew through Courtney’s living room wall when
Layla closed the front door behind her. “Jesus Christ. What the hell does
everyone want from me?”


I stared around the room and frowned, “Where the fuck is
Liam?”


 


Sam sighed then sank into one of the chairs by the fire.
His age had seemed to sneak up on him since the last time I’d seen him.
Although we all visited regularly, Sam had always seemed unchanged, his shortly
shaven head never appeared to display any greyness, his rough face was always
covered with stubble but now his eyes bore laughter lines and his straight
forehead carried a few creases.


He smiled as he picked up a pair of glasses from the
small side table. “You remember when he had first started to wear these,” he
said as he ran his thumb over the arms then across the lenses. “We had all
taken the piss out of him, called him Harry Potter.”


“I remember” I chuckled as I sat in the opposite chair.


“I want these bastards to pay, Mase.” He lifted his face
until he was staring almost through me, his mind focusing on his heartache rather
than me.


“They will.”


He nodded. “When did it all become so hard?” I rolled my
lips as pain seared me when Sam’s eyes filled up. “I can’t even begin to
imagine what Courtney’s going through, or Harry. If it was me, it kills me to
think what Marcy would do.”


I nodded in acknowledgement. There was nothing I could do
to alleviate everyone’s pain and it crippled me. They, each member of my
circle, had always looked to me to lead and make sure things were dealt with
appropriately but this time I was powerless to take away their misery.


“Is it stupid that I already miss him?” He asked as his
face screwed up and a tear slid free.


“Sam…”


“Ahh, damn.” He laughed to disguise his embarrassment as
he stood up. He didn’t say anymore, just squeezed my shoulder then disappeared
through the front door.


 


I rubbed at my temples, my brain was banging against my
skull with all the tension. I checked my phone for the hundredth time. Where
the hell was she?


My wife was in so much fucking shit when she got home. No
way would I tolerate this from her. I knew she was grieving but fuck, the woman
needed to learn some fucking discipline.







 



Chapter Nine


Ava


 


This one wouldn’t be so easy. My heart was beating
furiously against my chest. “Chill out love,” Steed whispered in my ear as we
stood in the dark hallway.


The whole house had a sinister feel to it, much like
something from a horror movie. Scantily clad girls were staring at us as they
moved from room to room. Men pumped on crack leered at me, their eyes roaming
over me as their tongues ran across their lips hungrily. Yet strangely, there
was not a thing out of place or even a speck of dust to be seen.


“Like I said, keep that lovely mouth of yours closed. You
have a funny way of saying things that are on your mind.” He smirked at me as
he lifted a brow, “And Barlow won’t be as relaxed about it as I am.”


“Okay,” I hissed at him. “I get it, shut the fuck up
Ava.”


“I rest my case.”


 


I shuddered when a large man, as tall as he was wide,
slid out of a door beside us. His eyes were almost white, reminding me of an
albino. His pale face was weirdly unblemished, giving him a plastic appearance.
His lips curled at me, revealing yellow teeth and blackened fillings but it was
the coldness in his expression that made the blood freeze in my veins.


“Well, well. Ava fucking Fox.” He stepped in front of me,
his face half an inch from mine. I sank my teeth into my bottom lip to stop the
cringe as his rancid breath disintegrated the hairs in my nostrils.


“Mr Barlow. Thank you for seeing me.”


He squinted as he stepped even closer, his lips hovering
over mine as he ran a finger along my bare arm. The line of disgusted goose
bumps he left behind screamed almost painfully when my skin shrank away from
his touch. “Mmm,” he murmured as he dipped the tip of his nose into the soft
flesh behind my ear. “You smell edible.”


Oh fuck.


Steed shook his head stealthily at me, warning me to keep
cool when my fingers curled inwards preparing my fists for a fight.


“So” Barlow asked, his voice a flat tone, no emotion at
all radiating from him. “What can you do for me, Ms Fox?”


“We…” Steed started but I cut in quickly.


“Mr Barlow, I would like to negotiate a… sale.”


His lips twitched as my boldness amused him. “A sale?”


“Yes, I need enough firearms and ammo to take out Neil Oswald.”


His eyebrows shot into his hairline before he let out a
huge belly laugh, his stomach heaving with each thunderous boom. “You… you want
to take out Oswald? And what makes you think you are even capable of that, with
or without my goods?”


I smiled slowly at him and stood firmly, “Because I have
nothing to lose going against him.”


He frowned at me. “Sugar, everyone always has something
to lose. I won’t bullshit you, I’ve heard about you, a lot of people have but I
don’t think you or even your fuck of a husband could even take on Oswald.”


I shrugged at him. “Please don’t take offence at my
bluntness, Mr Barlow.” 


Steed groaned beside me, causing Barlow to smirk and
shake his head. “No, she’s direct, Steed. I like that.”


He was a surprise, I’d give him that. His reputation as
being a sick bastard and a merciless cruel man, I knew was very much to be the
truth, but he also stood out as a business man, a person only in this circle
for his own profit.


“If I don’t succeed in taking down Oswald, it makes no
difference to you. However, just let’s say for a minute that I do manage it, it
could very well mean you just upped your tax bracket.”


I knew the guy didn’t pay tax and it was just a figure of
speech but I didn’t miss the greediness flicker in his eyes. “And just how do
you figure that out, Ms Fox?”


I held his gaze and smiled, “Because Mr Barlow. You
provide me with what I need and I can guarantee you, the Fox family will take a
step away from the arms business and let you take precedence over it.”


I watched the knowledge soak into his brain as his eyes
glistened furiously. “Complete precedency?”


I nodded, “You have my word, Mr Barlow.”


He sighed heavily and pursed his lips as if contemplating
my offer but I knew he wouldn’t knock back an opportunity like I’d offered him.


He held out his hand to shake, “Then consider yourself
armed well enough to take out Asia, Ms Fox.”







 



Chapter Ten


Mason


 


I closed Courtney’s bedroom door, leaving Marcy and Liv
with her. I was angry at Ava for not being there for her best friend. Courtney
needed her and I knew without a doubt that if Courtney abandoned Ava at a time
like this, Ava would be pretty distraught about it.


 


Nate smiled at me as I walked into the room. I nodded
when he held up a bottle. “She’ll be back, Mason.”


I scoffed at him, “You sure about that, Nate? If she’s
gone gung ho and taken on Oswald by herself, it won’t just be Greg’s funeral
we’re attending.”


He sighed as he sat down beside me on the sofa. “And how
are you coping?” he suddenly asked.


I blinked as I stared at the floor before bringing the
glass to my lips and devouring the entire contents. I couldn’t word exactly how
I was feeling. My emotions were all over the damn place, yet I knew he needed
something from me. “I’m okay if Ava’s okay.”


He nodded in understanding. “And you?” I asked as I
turned to him.


“Like someone stabbed me in the heart,” he answered
simply. “It feels like there’s a piece of me missing, not any physical piece
but something inside me that made me whole.”


“Yeah.”


“Liv said it all earlier.”


I turned to him and swallowed at the sorrow he displayed.
This was hard on all of us but as the oldest in our group, I knew Nate felt
partly responsible. “What was that?” I asked as I refilled our glasses.


He smiled then closed his eyes. “When one in our family
dies, we all die with him.”


It was so simple but so heart-breaking that I ground my
teeth together to stop the guilt and the pain from eating me alive.


I covered my mouth with my hand and blew out the heavy
breath. “It’s not your fault, Mason.”


I laughed bitterly as I looked at him with honesty. “Yes,
it is. All this pain we’re all feeling. It is entirely my fault.”


“No, you can’t say that. Greg knew how this family
worked, and he accepted that one day it may cost him his life. Don’t feel guilt
for giving him a life… and love Mason. We all take that on, we all know and
consent to its details. And so did Greg.”


I nodded as I slid my fingers into my jacket pocket and
once more touched the item I couldn’t bear to give to Courtney. It was cruel.
It felt wrong to break her anymore, yet it also felt wrong to keep it from her.
Maybe there was something in it that could give her comfort, maybe her
husband’s words were what she needed, yet I still couldn’t bring myself to give
it to her.


“I just wish Ava would…”


The front door opened and I swear I passed out for a
second when Ava strolled into the house as calm as fuck. I wasn’t sure whether
I wanted to strangle her or kiss her fucking perfect lips. 


 


Her eyes snapped towards me and I knew from the look in
them that she was aware of my wrath that was bubbling away beneath the surface.


“Baby,” she greeted coolly. “I want you to meet Dane
Steed.”


I lifted an eyebrow at the fucking egotistical scrote
stood way too close to my wife but then lifted another as a person I would
never have expected to see within a mile of me walked in through the door
behind them.


“Oh and Frank Barlow,” Ava added when Barlow gave her a
sweet smile.


“What – the – fuck –is –going – on?”


Ava snapped her teeth over the tip of her tongue, a habit
she had when she was trying to supress her anger. “Don’t be rude, Mason. My
friends offered to help.”


“Friends? Help?” I scoffed at her, “Help with what
exactly?”


Her body stiffened when I stepped towards her. “Don’t be
awkward, Mason. Not right now, wait until we’re alone for that. You usually
do.”


She flinched when I growled at her. “Ava,” I warned as my
wrath banged against my skull and told me to spank the living fuck out of her.


Her phone rang in her bag and she held up a finger to me
when she checked the caller’s name. I frowned when she paled, “I uhh, I have to
take this. I’ll be right back.” Without another word she disappeared into the
kitchen and out of the back door, her fingers wrapping around the doorframe to
support her when her legs wobbled.


What the hell?


 


“Where do you want them?” Barlow growled at me.


I winced as his breath hit me full in the face. “Want
what?” I barked at him, annoyed that he wouldn’t allow my pursuit after Ava.


“Your order.”


“What fucking order? Jesus Christ!” Were they all fucking
simpletons?


He took a step towards me then took one back when I
sucked air through my teeth angrily and curled my lip at him. “Look Fox, don’t
shoot the delivery boy. Just gimme a clue as to where you want them and I can
get the fuck out of your miserable face.”


“Barlow!” Steed warned.


I snapped my head towards him and narrowed my eyes. I was
slowly losing the ties that were holding my rage back. “Did you touch her?”


Steed gave me a perplexed expression and just shrugged.
The back of his head bounced off the wall just under the wedding picture of
Greg and Courtney as my hand wrapped around the arseholes throat. “I asked if
you touched her?” I repeated slowly.


“Who?” he choked out as his eyes widened on me.


“My wife, you fucking idiot!”


“What the fuck! No!”


 


“MASON!” Ava cried at me as she appeared beside me and
placed her fingers gently around mine as she tried to prise them off. “Get off
him, he hasn’t done anything wrong.”


I scoffed at that. Steed? Done nothing wrong? That would
be a first. He was a fucking leech where women were concerned and his taste in
the kink was way beyond what Ava would ever be able to handle.


“He was helping me out, helping us out.”


“And what could he possibly have that would be of any
benefit to us?”


“Men, your fucking militia what you always wanted.” She
retorted, “You wanted an army Mason, well I have just fucking bought you one.”
She spun round and held an arm out to Barlow. “And I have just secured us
enough firepower to take out the fucking Taliban, so don’t you dare insult or
even hurt…” Her voice broke as her legs gave way and she sank down the wall
until she was in a broken heap, staring up at me. I hadn’t noticed before but
her eyes were black and her whole body was shaking. Her skin was almost
translucent and yellow, and her chest heaved as though she was having a panic
attack.


“Ava?” I crouched before her and cupped her head, “Tell
me what’s wrong.” She continued to stare at me, her eyes wide as they silently screamed
at me for help. “Baby, please. What is it?”


She shook her head and stuttered as though she couldn’t
phrase what she was desperately trying to tell me. “I…”


I waited as patiently as I could. Nate squatted down
beside me, “Sweetheart, what is it?”


She continued to shake her head as a choked sob rumbled
away inside her but she refused to let it out as I watched her physically order
herself to get it together.


“Nothing!” she eventually said as she pushed on her hands
and lifted herself off the floor. “Nothing.” She gave a simple nod and a fake
smile as if confirming her answer before she turned back to Barlow. “Just get
the men to bring them in and dump them over there,” she gestured to Barlow with
a point of a finger.


“Ava, we need to talk.”


She nodded but refused to look at me as she turned to
Steed. “Bring ‘em in.”


Something was wrong, something was very, very wrong. My
little warrior was acting like a beaten victim. The false smile, the artificial
bravado and the frenzied way she flicked her thumb against her finger alerted
to me to more than what she was letting me see.


This was more than Greg. And I had the awful feeling it
was worse than Greg.







 



Chapter Eleven


Ava


 


I palmed the cold tiled wall in the shower and turned up
the power on the shower until the strength of the spray beat against my sensitive
skin.


I wouldn’t allow the tears to come. They would do no
good, they wouldn’t bring Greg back, they wouldn’t fix Courtney’s heart, they
wouldn’t help me and Mason through the next journey our lives were about to
take.


“Why?” I asked no one through clenched teeth. “Why are
you doing this?”


 


I felt him before I heard him when he slipped in behind
me. Mason’s arms immediately snaked around my waist and I snuggled back against
him, letting the water drench my face and wash away the tears that had liberated
themselves without permission.


“Talk to me, baby.”


How could I talk to him? This would break him, finally
destroy him and I couldn’t – wouldn’t do that to him. 


“This isn’t you.” He continued as he reached for the
shampoo on the shelf. “You’re too hard, too tough. I like you soft.” He nuzzled
my neck and poked me in the stomach humorously.


“This is me now, Mason.” 


He sighed behind me as he started to massage a quantity of
cherry foam over my hair. His fingers twisted down the length and I shivered
every time his fingertips brushed against the top of my bottom. “No Ava. We’ve
been to hell and back in the last twenty years, but you always stayed true to
yourself. You always kept what was in your heart open and free, but now…”


“Now?” I asked as I closed my eyes and swallowed back my
despair. My heart was crumbling inside me, the specks of dust swirling down the
drain with the suds and water.


“Now, you’ve lost who you are.”


I turned to face him and took his beautiful face in my
grasp. “Whoever I am or whoever I have lost, I’m still yours Mason. I will
always be yours. You never ever forget that… Ever!”


My jaw trembled and Mason caught me as I sank to the
floor. “Ava?” he asked almost desperately. “Please…”


I climbed onto his lap, needing to be as close to him as
was physically possible. He felt my need and drew me in deeper as his arms
almost caged me in and he pulled at me. “Tell me what’s wrong, Ava.”


“I need to do this, Mason. Greg wasn’t just my friend, he
was in my soul. He was there, when I was at my lowest. When Dane… when Dane…
Well, Greg, he got me through it. He made me look at him and only him when Dane
was doing those awful things.” I couldn’t control my sobs as Mason held onto me
for his life. “Greg took the pain and made it his own. We shared something that
day, something that only he and I have ever shared and now… now it’s like it’s
all been given back to me.”


Mason’s hands were as fluid over me as his kisses. I
didn’t just break, I shattered over the one person who had the ability to kill
me in more ways than anyone. “I… I don’t know what to do other than this. It’s
all I can see and all I can feel inside me. It’s like the hatred is eating me
up and the only way to stop it is to hurt and wound.”


“I get that, Ava, honestly I do. But you can’t do this
all by yourself. I won’t push you out, you know I won’t, and when I decide the
time is right, then you’ll be right there beside me. But we’re a team, baby.
We’ll always be a team. You need to let me in.”


I nodded into him, “I know. I wouldn’t have gone against
Oswald alone.”


He reared back and gripped the tops of my arms. “But you
went into bad territory, Ava. I’m so angry with you for what you did
alone. You never have to do anything alone, baby, never. I’m here, you share it
with me.”


“Why is life so hard?” I asked quietly as I became drunk
in the beauty of my husband’s face. He was so damn handsome. He made me, me. He
was my breath and my soul. As I was his, and that’s what would make this so
difficult.


He blew out a heavy breath and tapped the tip of my nose,
“Because if it was easy, you would be bored to tears.”


I shrugged and smiled, “Yeah.”


 


I looked up at him as he continued to watch me, his eyes
soft but strong on mine. “Are you always horny?” I asked when I felt his
erection throb against my bare thigh.


His lips twitched, “You can feel that, huh?”


“Mason,” I pursed my lips as I tried to control my
humour. “It’s pretty hard not to know about something when it’s stuck in you.”


I rolled my eyes when he laughed, “Oh baby, you’d know
about it if it were stuck in you.”


He grinned at me when I chuckled. “Good god, you’re a
monster. Do all of our discussions have to end in sex?”


He quirked a brow at me and held his palm flat against
his chest. “You wound me. I’m not that shallow. We had a conversation about
green beans on Monday and that didn’t end with my cock buried inside your
lovely little pussy.”


I rolled my lips and smirked, “If I remember rightly, it
ended with your tongue inside my pussy and your cock inside my mouth.”


“Ah,” he popped his lips and shrugged. “So it did.”


“It’s okay,” I sighed heavily as I shook my head. “Take
me if you must.”


He laughed so loudly and happily that my own lips
twitched with him. “You are so good to me.”


“A woman knows her place,” I whispered against his ear as
I nibbled at the lobe with the tip of my teeth. “And her place is right here.”
I slid down on him, his thickness stretching my inner walls almost unbearably. 


His head fell back against the tiles as his eyes
fluttered closed. “Jesus Ava.” The groan that came from him provided all the
lube I needed to work him harder.


“My god, you are so fucking stunning” I breathed. My
tongue lapped at the rivulets of water that ran down his chest, each perfect
muscle providing many contours and lines to follow.


His hands came up to cup my breasts, his fingers kneading
gently at the flesh. “Fuck, I love your tits,” he whispered before his tongue
traced around the edge of the swell and I quivered over him. He studied me and
I knew he was watching the pleasure he bestowed on me cover my face. 


My jaw dropped and my breathing sped up as he dipped his
hips and changed the direction his cock was brushing against me, his upward
thrusts meeting me as each of my plunges took him deeper and deeper. “I need to
feel you, Ava. Come for me, baby. Make me feel what I do to you.”


I shivered as my orgasm hit, my nerve endings crying out
at the overwhelming sensation. Mason cried out my name when his own climax took
his eyes from me. 


I wiped at the stray tear as it rolled down my cheek
before he reopened them and caught it. He wasn’t to witness anymore of my
tears. I was hurting him too much. My pain was his pain, my heartbreak his own
and I didn’t want that for him. He had given me too much these last twenty
years for me to repay him with even more pain.


“I love you, Mason.”


He opened his eyes and smiled tenderly at me, “And me,
you. Forever and always.”


I nodded, “Forever and always.”







 



Chapter Twelve


Mason


 


“We all die,” Connor started bluntly as he stood looking
over the huge mass of people that had squashed into the small chapel in
Scotland, his and his brother’s hometown. “But this time, it is my brother.”


He glanced down at his paper resting on the lectern
before him. I caught Ava slip her hand into Courtney’s and I copied her pose,
sliding my fingers between hers in her free hand. 


“This time, someone took something very special from us.”
Connor paused and I closed my eyes as all the sorrow in the room compressed my
chest. “My brother wasn’t just another being on this sorry planet, he was one of
its pillars. His strength held up those around him, his generosity gave others
the encouragement they needed to go on but it was his love that he gave so
freely that deserved him a place... up there.” He smiled as he looked up.


I watched the tiny tear slide out of the corner of his
eye and trickle down his face until it fell from his chin and splattered onto
his neatly written words. His hands grabbed the wooden structure before him when
his knees buckled and a choked sound echoed around the room.


Ava shot up from beside me and took Connor in her arms,
before leading him back to his seat and then replaced his position at the
front.


 


She smiled out at everyone as she slowly scanned the cool
room. “Someone took my friend. Someone took your friend.” She continued to
smile as a tear dripped off the tip of her nose. “But I won’t ask you to pray
for him. Greg doesn’t need our prayers. He has the golden ticket, he is already
laced with scotch and…” She turned to Courtney and smiled, “Forgive me, hun but
your husband already has the Angels on their knees.”


Courtney let out a loud sob but nodded and laughed.


Ava grit her teeth together, “But it is us that is left
to suffer without him. It’s us that grieve and hurt so tremendously the pain
seems unbearable.” She placed her palm on her chest over her heart. “But you
know what. He’s still here. I still feel him; laughing at my antics, shaking
his head at my wrongdoings, tutting when I drink too much. And gazing at his
beautiful wife with so much love that she will forever feel that with her.”


She paused and rolled her lips then turned and placed her
hands on the coffin. I tipped my head and strived to listen to what she said. I
knew she was saying something when her lips moved but I couldn’t distinguish it
so I left her to make her own peace with him. She then turned back around and
looked up to the sky and let out a sob. “And now it’s our job to watch over his
family whilst he prepares our own beds up there for us.”


She held out her hand to Harry as he climbed the three
steps onto the podium. He leant in and kissed Ava on the cheek before he took
his own position. “Thank you Aunty Ava.”


 


Ava grabbed almost frenziedly at my hand when she sat
back beside me. “I’m proud of you, baby.”


She gave me a soft smile before turning back to Harry. He
looked around the room but then rested his gaze on me. “My dad was loved by
many and he loved many. But after my mum and I, there was no greater love he
held than for Mason and Ava.”


Oh Christ. 


I shook my head at him. “Don’t do this,” I begged. Ava
crushed my hand as I tried to rise from my seat.


“Mason, sit down.”


“No,” I shook my head when the guilt tore at my throat
and made it difficult to breathe. “I won’t listen to this. It’s time, it’s time
to make them pay, Ava.”


She stared at me as confusion and disbelief marred her
beauty. “Now?”


“Now!”


“But…”


“I don’t care about the time, I don’t care if I look
rude, Ava. I need to do this. I can’t endure this anymore.”


“Okay,” she soothed gently as she stood beside me. She
slid her thumb across my cheekbone and wiped the forbidden tear away. “Let’s go
kick some ass.”







 



Chapter Thirteen


Ava


 


I double checked Barbara and the other two guns tucked
securely into my clothing for the fourth time as I tapped my foot and remained
back.


This was torture. Mason hadn’t let me go in with the
initial team and I bounced on the balls of my feet as the adrenaline made me
twitch. 


“How much longer?” I asked him.


“Calm down, baby.”


“I can’t Mason, I need him. If they take him down before
I get to him, I’m gonna go crazy.”


He smirked at me, “You’ll get your turn, I promise.”


I nodded. My ears picked up a slight sound and I frowned
as the faint crack sounded again. I had always trusted my instincts, and Mason
had always told me to trust them, so when my senses flared once more I pulled
Barbara out, spun round and pointed in the direction of the sound.


Movement caught my eye as Mason pulled me down behind him
and Sam, “Sshhh.” he whispered into the air almost soundlessly.


Sam nudged further towards Mason until they provided a
wall in front of me. “Move,” I whispered back. “I need to be in front.”


“Ava!” Mason warned with a quiet hiss, “Do as your
fucking told or you go home.”


What the hell?


My anger flared with him then. I wanted to hit him round
the back of the head with a sharp instrument. “I’m not a child, don’t push me
out, Mason.”


“I’m not!” he turned and glared at me. “I’m trying to
keep you safe, not fucking omitting you!”


“Will you two shut the fuck up!” Sam declared as another
crunch echoed around us. My eyes caught a shift in my peripheral view. The
crafty bastard. I’m sure I looked like one of Charlie’s Angels when I spun on
my bent legs and took him out with a single bullet to the forehead. Barbara had
been silenced, much to my chagrin when Mason had said all females should sport
a silencer.


Mason flicked an eyebrow at me when all three of us
scanned the perimeter for more guests. “Well done, Ava.” I said to myself when
the men just turned back round to wait for our signal.


 


“Fuck this!” I huffed. Mason was on my tail when I
clambered over the electric fencing that been disabled by one of our guys on
the inside.


“Ava!” He grabbed at my arm and pulled me back but I
shrugged him off. 


“Mason, I’m warning you, if you don’t let me go, I’m
gonna blow a hole through your own damn head.”


I watched as his body locked up. His eyes glazed over,
his fists tightened around the handle of his gun and the temperature around us dropped
dramatically. I smiled slyly, “There you are, it’s about fucking time.”


He narrowed his eyes on me as his jaw clenched. “What?”


I shook my head at him in frustration before I continued
to stealthily edge around the garden. “Well come on, look at you. Someone took
out your best friend and so far I haven’t witnessed anything that reminds me of
the sadistic, merciless bastard that I fell in love with.”


“What the hell is wrong with you?” He barked as he tried
to keep up with me when I skirted the building and approached the back door,
grimacing at the security light that flicked on.


“Me?” I scoffed, “Where the fuck are you, Mason? You’ve
become a pussy!”


 


The air left my lungs when my back hit the floor and
Mason’s imposing frame imprisoned me. “Right, I warned you. I don’t know what
the fuck has happened to make you suicidal, but no more, baby. You’re out!”


“What?”


“Go home before it isn’t Oswald that ends you.”


I glared at him as the bubble erupted in my stomach. Fire
raced through my veins and exploded in a fury as I laid into him. He tried to
catch each of my fists before they connected with him. “Ava, stop it!” He cried
as he struggled to contain my rage. “What the fuck are you doing? You’ve lost
it!”


I screamed at him as I pummelled him harder. Days of
horror and devastation and despair surged from me in a torrent of violence. Sam
tried to take hold of me when I rolled until I was straddled over Mason, but he
couldn’t pull me back from the insanity that had overtaken me.


I was relentless and furious as I rained blow after blow
upon Mason. His hands eventually covered his face as my abuse refused to subside.


I kicked out when arms wrapped around my waist and Sam
dragged me back. Mason clambered up and pulled out his phone. “I need you,” he
hissed into it before he disconnected just as abruptly.


His chest was heaving, his nose poured with blood and his
cheekbone was already brandishing black bruising. I smirked when I saw his eye
already closing up. He was an inch from me, his furious face stern with rage.
“I’ll deal with you at home.” That was all he said to me before Neo appeared.
“Knock her out.”


“What?”


He shook his head as his sad eyes gazed at me. “I know
you’re hurting, Ava. But you have given me no choice.”


I glared back at him, “No, Mason. You promised me I could
do this, you swore it would be me.”


“And you swore to abide by my rules!” He roared at me.


I blinked back the tears as I tried to shrug out of Sam’s
hold. “You do this and we’re done.”


He shook his head slowly, his expression full of so much
pain with my behaviour but I couldn’t seem to pull back my hatred. It was
burning inside me, the sear of it too agonising to hold inside. “And you do
this…” he sighed, “then we’re all done.”


I hissed when I felt the scratch just above my elbow. “I
will never forgive you for this, Mason.”


He nodded as he started to blur, “I know, baby. But you
will.”


I shook my head as my legs gave way and my eyes rolled
back, “No…. I won’t.”







 



Chapter Fourteen


Mason


 


“Baby,” I whispered as I brushed the wild copper curls
from her face. She murmured under her breath but didn’t move. “Ava.”


Her eyes slowly opened but the usual deep green had gone,
they were dead and muted. The familiar twinkle had disappeared and had been
replaced by a lifeless haze. “Hi,” I said softly as I ran my thumb across her
cheekbone.


She didn’t speak. She stared at me, her eyes blinking
slowly as though she was too tired of life to even give me a response. “I have
news.” I swallowed at her despondency, she had given in, it was written all
over her. “George woke up and he’s fine. They’ve done all the checks and
everything seems okay.” She nodded but didn’t react to the news as I thought
she would have done. “And Oswald has been removed.”


She dropped her eyes and nodded again before she turned
her back on me and curled within herself. “Baby, please.”


I watched as her back lifted and fell rhythmically with
each breath she took. I wouldn’t back down on this, I was grateful that her
breakdown had happened before we had stormed the place, if it hadn’t I wouldn’t
be watching her lungs inflate and deflate with her life force. “You need to
understand why I wouldn’t let you go in, Ava. You were a hazard to everyone.
I’ve always told you that you need to be alert and also calm on a takeout. You
were crazy.” I reached out and pulled her hair behind her shoulder. Her eyes
were open but she stared at nothing, her eyes not even focussing on the wall
she was looking at.


“Do you have a death wish?”


She scoffed and I frowned at her reaction. “Yeah,” she
whispered despondently.


I hated to see her like this. It was killing me along
with her. I couldn’t help but worry that she would slip into the same episode
that had haunted her after the Dane incident.


 


I slid my arm around her waist as I settled in behind
her, my groin snuggling against her pert little bottom. “I remember the day I
first saw you. I so desperately wanted to laugh at your wild hair but then you
lifted your eyes to me. I swear the world stopped fucking turning and my heart
actually stopped. You were the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.” I smiled
to myself as I pictured her nervous eyes scanning the room, her fingers
flicking rapidly against each other as her chest had heaved in that tight
little stripy blouse she had worn.


I chuckled to myself. “Then I remember your little arse
stuck out of the freezer and you banged your head on the lid when I made you
jump.” I snorted and pursed my lips, “In fact, you were always banging your
head on things when I was around.”


I nuzzled my nose into the crook of her neck and inhaled
deeply. “And I also remember the day I told you that I would take care of you.
That whatever I did, it was always to keep you safe and protect you. Well, I
meant it Ava and I have kept my word ever since.”


I placed a tender kiss below her ear, “I need you to hear
that again. You need to remember that whatever I do, the things I still do,
it’s always for a reason, never to hurt you.”


She stiffened. She knew I was heading somewhere and the
pit of my belly twisted when my nerves got the better of me. “I need you, baby.
I need you to hold my hand whilst I do this. Because I don’t think I can do it
without you.”


“Do what?” She asked eventually as she shuffled her body
around until she was facing me.


I smiled at her. She was so utterly beautiful that she
stole my heart from under me with every flick of her eyelashes, with every
scrunch of her nose, with each nibble of her lower lip. “Come with me.” She
frowned at me but didn’t move. “Please.”


She swallowed heavily before she closed her eyes.
“Mason…” She hesitated and I watched as she physically struggled with her
words. “I…”


“What is it?”


She gulped then shook her head. “Nothing, what do you
need me to do?”


Her despair ate at me. I knew I had to trust her to tell
me whatever it was when she was ready. There was nothing I could do but trust
her now. “Just… meet me downstairs, and bring Courtney.”


She narrowed her eyes on me. “Please don’t tell me you’ve
bought her a bloody puppy Mason, cos’ really…”


“No,” I chuckled. “No puppies.”


 


I stood up but she reached for me and snatched at my
hand. “I…” Her eyes filled with tears but she shook her head again and smiled.
“I love you.”


“And me, you my little warrior.”


She nodded. “Okay, go. I’ll go get Courtney.”


 


I didn’t miss the sob that she virtually spat out as soon
as I closed the door. My heart clenched at the sound but I knew what I was
about to do would hopefully bring the life back to her eyes. Either that or
this would finish her. I prayed that it was the former, I couldn’t cope with
the latter.







 



Chapter Fifteen


Ava


 


“Two minutes,” Mason said as he disappeared through the
front door. I swore to god, he brought in a puppy and I would floor him –
again.


“What’s he doing?” Courtney asked.


“Fucked if I know, hun.”


She squinted at me and cocked her head, “Are you okay?”


I shrugged. “Yes, no. You?”


She snorted. “It’s good news about George, babe.”


I nodded and smiled. “One less thing to worry about.”


“Ava…”


“Right!” Mason said as he came back in but left the front
door open. He sighed and looked at Courtney. “Greg asked me to give you
something when something happened to him and…”


“Wait!” Courtney cut in. “Greg knew?”


Mason sighed and nodded. “Yeah. He knew he was a target
and he knew that he only had a limited amount of time before… well before they
got to him.”


“Mason?”


He smiled sheepishly. “He was undercover. Kerrie had sent
him into the middle of Oswald’s circle to gain info on him.” He pulled out a
white envelope from his inner jacket pocket and looked at it. “He asked me to
give you this when the time was right.”


Courtney gasped beside me and I grabbed her hand. We both
knew what it was. It was a goodbye letter. I could literally hear her heart
splinter inside her as her eyes locked onto the piece of paper Mason was
running his fingers along the edge of. “I should have given it you days ago but
well, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”


Her eyes snapped up to his. “You… you had this the whole
time and you… you kept it from me.”


“I…” he squirmed under Courtney’s furious glare. “I
honestly didn’t do it to hurt you but…”


She suddenly screamed and flew across the room for Mason.
I wrapped my arms around her waist and tried to pull her back as she slapped at
him, her cries torturing me and breaking my soul to pieces.


 


“Courtney!” a stern voice bellowed behind us.


I swear to god I thought I had died. The room stilled
instantly. Courtney sagged in my arms and I slung her round a little too
roughly as I spun round towards the voice.


The breath in my lungs turned material and scattered as
the world stopped turning. Courtney persisted to rely on me for support as a
small whimper left her own lungs. My legs buckled and I took us both to ground
as we continued to stare at the ghost before us.


“Hi,” he whispered as his eyes remained fixed on his
wife. Courtney’s body slumped even further against me as her whole form
crumpled in shock. “Sweetheart,” Greg murmured with a hiccup.


My skin shrivelled with the cry that left my best friend.
Her screams pierced my soul as her devastation turned to disbelief then
acceptance and then finally, elation.


Greg snatched her from me and scooped her into his arms
as he held her so tight I thought he might break her.


“Ava,” Mason whispered as he lifted me into his own
embrace and carried me up the stairs, leaving my friends to just touch each
other.


 


He didn’t say anything as he propped me on the toilet
seat and started to run the bath. I stared at the wall in shock, wondering if I
had actually dreamt it. “He’s real,” Mason said as though he could read my
mind. I nodded at him. “It was the only way, Ava. I’m so sorry.”


“I know.” He frowned at me and I smirked at him, “I don’t
always disagree with the things you do.”


He narrowed his eyes as he appeared to debate my words,
“Yes actually, you do.”


“Yeah, I do,” I laughed with him. His face it up when he
heard my happiness. “Please tell me again that he’s real.”


He smiled at me, his eyes twinkling with delight at my
own joy. “He’s very real. Greg is very much alive and probably at this very minute
already inside his wife.”


I laughed loudly as my head flung back. Mason joined me
as he picked me up and dropped me in the bath still in my joggers and t-shirt.
I squealed and splashed water at him but he climbed in with me, also fully
dressed. “You mad bastard,” I snorted when he sunk his face into my very wet breasts.


He looked up at me with a serious expression. “You
understand why I didn’t tell you?”


“I do, don’t worry.”


“If they had the slightest idea, they would have tortured
you for the info Ava and I couldn’t risk that with any of you, even Sam.”


“Mason,” I shushed him as I trailed my finger along his
chin. “I understand.”


He nodded as he fisted his hands in my shirt and lifted
it over my head. I shivered as his eyes dropped to my chest and darkened, “You
are so fucking sexy. Your body drives my cock wild, Ava.”


“I need you rough, Mason. I need you to take me hard.”


His chest heaved as a groan caught in his throat. I
fisted his thick hair and dragged his face to mine. His mouth crashed over mine
immediately as his kiss became feverish and hard. His own fingers grabbed my
hair until my head was pulled all the way back and he glared at me, “You still
need to be taught a lesson, Mrs Fox.”


I nodded, pulling my hair taut in his hands. We both
lifted an eyebrow when Courtney’s wild erotic moans bounced around the house.
“Fuck, that didn’t take long.”


Mason grinned at me then pulled at my leggings until he
began to struggle against the weight of the water.


“Get out.” He ordered. My lips twisted as my core blazed
with heat.


“Nice to have you back, my glorious bastard.” I did as
was demanded and stepped out of the tub.


“Take off your clothes.” His tone was stern as he remained
in the water and I secured his gaze as I wrenched at my clothes until they
slapped the cold floor tiles beside my feet. I stood still as his hungry gaze
roamed over me. 


“Open your legs slightly.”


I obeyed and shuffled my feet further apart until I was open
to his eyes. He climbed from the water then pulled his own clothes off before
perching on the rim of the bath. I shuddered when he slid a single finger along
my groove. He lifted his finger to my mouth and I opened immediately for him to
slide it over my tongue. “See how beautiful you taste. I don’t think I’ll ever
get used to how fucking amazing you taste, baby.”


I took his hand in mine and directed his fingers back
between my thighs, making sure he collected more of my arousal before I brought
his hand back to his lips. He smirked at me as his tongue circled around my
finger, his eyes closing when he tasted me on him.


“Turn around and hold onto the sink.” The deep timbre of
his voice excited my belly when I knew I would be getting the hard fuck I needed.


“Mason, I need…”


“What?” he asked when I paused. I didn’t turn round when
I felt him move behind me.


“I need you to make me pay.”


“For what?” he breathed over my shoulder as his fingers
moved around and he pinched my nipples roughly.


I gasped as my brain vibrated in pleasure with the pain.
“For hurting you.”


“You could never hurt me, Ava. I love you too much for
that.”


I squeezed my eyes closed but remained silent as he
pushed into me. We both moaned at the union, as always. His cock filled me
limitlessly, each of his ridges brushing against me until he was balls deep
inside me. My fingers tightened on the edge of the sink when I felt him slide a
finger into my arse. “Better?”


I nodded as I started to pant. He didn’t move his cock
only his finger, swirling it round and round until I was open and prepped for
him.


Then he fucked me how I wanted to be fucked, right in my
ass.


 


His hands yanked at my hair as he pulled me back onto
him. His moans were loud and sexy as my arousal slid down my thighs. His fingers
entered my pussy, “Play with your clit, baby. I wanna feel you go wild.”


My body was strumming tightly, my nerves on the edge as
each fibre of my body coiled like a spring ready to snap. “More?”


I nodded and slammed back on him, showing him that I was
ready for much more.


“Yeah?” He growled as he pressed me hard into the sink
and fucked the living daylights out of me. “This what you want, Ava? Hard and
deep?”


“Fuck yes!” I choked out as he smacked my hand away from
my clit and replaced it with his own fingers. I exploded uncontrollably when he
pinched my clit harshly and his teeth sank into my neck. “Fuck me, Ava” He
cried when I bucked violently. He came so hard his teeth sank in a little too
far and he drew blood.


“Shit, baby, sorry.”


I shook my head at him, telling him without words that I
was fine when my lungs refused to fuel my voice box. 


“Jesus fucking Christ.” He puffed as he fell back and his
arse landed on the toilet with me still attached to his lap. “I don’t think
I’ll ever get enough of you.”


“Oh, I’m sure you will.”


“Never,” he sighed happily as his chin rested on my
shoulder and he smiled at me through the mirror. I smiled back at him, etching
each of his handsome features into my mind.


“I’ll never stop loving you.” I whispered as I rested my
head against his.


“You better not,” he growled playfully at me. 


I shook my head and lifted my hand until my palm rested
against his cheek, “Never.”


And I never would.







 



Chapter Sixteen


Mason


 


I rubbed at my wet hair with the towel. Ava had agreed to
let Debora see George. It had come as a shock but like she had said, life was
too short and as long as George was happy then so be it.


 


I walked back into the bedroom and frowned when Ava stood
with her back to me, looking out of the window with her arms wrapped around
her. “Ready for home, baby?”


She turned to me and I stilled at her expression. My
heart sped up and I grabbed at the towel around my hips just for something to
hold onto.


“I’m not going home, Mason.”


“What?” I asked as I cocked my head at her in bafflement.
“Why?”


Her throat bobbed but she remained solid before she
pulled in a heavy breath and locked my gaze. “Because I need to be here.”


I shook my head at her, “Why?”


My heart was beating right out of my chest when her eyes
saddened and a tear walked down her face.


“Because I have cancer.”


The towel dropped from my grip. My knees buckled and I dropped
to the floor. I fought to control the cry that left me when she uttered the three
words that destroyed me.


“I’m dying, Mason.”







 


The end


 


For now
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