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For Joan Hopkinson


A huge Heart of
Stone fan and friend


who sadly lost her
life to cancer during the writing of Fortitude.


 


And to all the
many thousands of people cancer has touched.


My heart is with
you all.


 


Cancer.


 


That’s all I need to say to fill us all with horror and
heartache. Just that one word causes so much destruction, not only to the body
but to hearts and souls. It isn’t just an illness, it’s an evil, vile
malevolence that eats away at everything it touches. It debilitates, breaks and
consumes within seconds of touching us.


 


All of us have been affected by it one way or another,
either through friends or relatives, loved ones or even just colleagues that
mean a great deal to us. And it isn’t just the woman down the road, or ‘Freddy’
we went to school with it affects anymore, it’s moving closer and closer to
each of us. It’s spreading across the globe and seeping into our hearts like a
fog we can’t clear, and yet, we continue to fight, we endure its devastation
and we fight. We battle through it, drive ourselves to reach that little ray of
light at the end of the tunnel.


And that in itself shows us how strong the human race is,
how resilient and brave each of us is. Even in death, even when our loved ones
can no longer join us in that fight, we still carry on without them, striving
to keep their memory alive. And that is how it should be, we fight when they
couldn’t, when they lost their battle, we will one day win the war.


And I very much believe that.


 


This book has been a very difficult struggle for me. It
has gripped my heart and twisted it until I could feel each drop of blood seep
into my soul, until the tears I wrote through finally took my ability to write,
but I got there in the end, I took Mason and Ava’s hands and I dragged them
through to the bitter end with me.


 


And now, as we finally say our goodbyes to the most
amazing couple I have adored from the very start, it’s time to hold each
other’s hands and say a small prayer for those who this story is very near the
truth. As we follow The Fox’s struggle through cancer, please bear a thought to
each and every victim out there who has been taken from many loved ones due to
this horrific disease.


And to those who managed to touch the light at the end of
the tunnel and drag themselves through the hell just to reach that goal, I
admire, respect and give each of you a piece of my soul.


You won. You fought and you kicked ass.


 


Fuck Cancer!







 



PART ONE


Sometimes, the only way to face the future is to accept the past.






Chapter One


Refusal


Ava


 


“Because I have cancer.”


The towel dropped from his grip. His knees buckled and he
dropped to his knees before me. I watched him fight to control the cry that
left him when I uttered the words that destroyed him.


“I’m dying, Mason.”


 


He stared at me, confusion and disbelief contorting his
beautiful face. I was surprisingly numb, I just stood staring back at him as he
looked up at me. The room was so silent I could actually hear Greg snoring in
the bedroom next door, the air sweeping in and out of Mason’s nose and the
small gurgle my stomach made like clockwork every morning.


 


“Say something.”


He blinked at me, his legs now spread to the side of him
as he sat on his hip. He dropped his gaze to my toes, his eyes unfocused but
watery. “When did you find out?”


His voice was mechanical, almost robotic and I gulped at
the lack of emotion. “Three days ago, the day before Greg’s funeral.”


He nodded slowly but refused to look at me. “Where?”


“Where?”


“Where is it?” He snapped at me. “On you, in you,
where?”


“They’re umm, not too sure. Maybe… maybe everywhere.”


“Nah, where did it start? Your liver, your breast, in
your stomach? Where? WHERE?”


I jolted and fought back the tears that I knew would
devastate me. I knew he wasn’t meaning to be cruel but his anger was too much
to bear on top of it. “My breast.”


He finally looked up at me and narrowed his eyes. “No,
you’re lying. I haven’t felt anything.”


“It’s more under my arm, just a tiny one.”


“Well a tiny one is good, right? Means it isn’t too far
on, so you’ll be okay.”


“Mason…”


“They can do wonderful things now, baby.” He shot to his
feet, his face now animated and his eyes back to life.


“Mason, it didn’t start in my breast. I just found the
lump there but they think that may be a secondary site.”


He shrugged and smiled happily, “Ahh, you’ll be okay.
Right, breakfast.”


 


I stared at the closed door for a long time when he shut
it behind him. I didn’t know what to do. I had known Mason would need more
support than I would to deal with it, but he wasn’t dealing with it at all. He
was denying it. I needed him to be strong for me, I needed his determination
and grit to get me through this.


I needed him to accept I was going to die.


 


***


 


I stood watching him from the kitchen door as he whipped
the pancake batter. His firm muscular back rippled under the soft grey cotton
t-shirt he always wore with his bed shorts. His arms swelled with the force of
his beating as his legs visibly shook.


“Mason.”


He ladled a spoonful of the batter and poured it into the
smoking pan, his long fingers curling around the handle as he tilted it left,
right and then around, spreading it evenly and thinly. I was mesmerised by the
action, my eyes following each shift and transfer of the mixture around the
skillet. 


“Mason, please.”


I squeezed my eyes shut as the frying pan flew across the
room. It and half cooked pancake bounced off one of Courtney’s pristine glass
cupboard doors, shattering the smoked glass and splintering the surrounding
white wood. The pan skidded across the tiled floor until it came to rest under
the sleek glass table to one side of the room.


 


My eyes flew open when my back hit the fridge, the
contents of it rattling furiously behind me as jars and bottles fell and
crashed against other items. Mason’s mouth collapsed over mine. His tears wet
my lips, the salty liquid tingling my tongue as his fingers clawed at my vest
until the material was crushed between his fists. His kiss was angry yet full
of terror and heartache as a small sob ripped up his throat and I swallowed it
from him, urgently trying to engulf his pain with it.


My own fists clawed at him as I splintered inside. “I
won’t let you do this,” he hissed hurtfully at me as a hand yanked my hair and
one cupped my chin harshly. “You won’t leave me, ever. You promised me Ava, you
fucking promised you would stay with me.”


“Mason…”


“No.” He swiped desperately at his tears. “No.” He pushed
back away from me and shook his head. “No.” That was all he said as he turned
from me and walked out of the back door. 


 


I stood immobile and silent as I listened to his car
speed off the gravel driveway and disappear. He wasn’t going to let me die. He
would fight with the devil to stop this, either that or he’d sell his soul to
Satan himself for the chance to go with me.


He would never let me go, even in death.







 



Chapter Two


Repetition


 


Mason


 


 


Nirvana hit five minutes after the snow tickled the back
of my throat. My head flopped back against the back of the chair as my veins
substantially relaxed and sighed in relief. “Fuck, yes.”


 


The blonde tart who hadn’t taken her eyes off me since
I’d walked in, tilted her head to one side and studied me as my eyelashes
slowly flickered in front of my vision. I was awestruck by how brown they were,
they seemed to thicken with each slow blink until they tangibly swept the air
away in front of me.


Blondie’s lips twisted until her sultry smile fascinated
me. She was quite pretty, for a blonde anyway. Her tits looked plump and firm,
her waist rounded out to sumptuous hips and her legs were long and slender, the
short skirt she was wearing displaying the lean length of them openly. She
reminded me of someone, and it wasn’t until she licked her lips that I realised
it was Grace. 


I pointed a finger at her as though thanking her for
reminding me and pulled my phone from my pocket. The contacts blurred but I
found who I needed and connected the call, cringing at the time. He wouldn’t be
best pleased but whatever.


 


“What the hell, Mase?” He growled as he answered. His
voice was full of sleep but I shrugged.


“Ava has cancer and she needs you.” He was silent for a
moment and I chuckled, “Yeah, shit huh?”


“Mason?”


“Mmm,” I murmured as Blondie stood up and started swaying
across the room towards me. I smiled at her before I dropped my eyes to watch
the rhythm of her hips swing, her little pink skirt brushing over the top of
her thighs.


“Please tell me you’re not high and that you are actually
just drunk.”


“Ummm, no. I’m high.” I laughed at his gasp, “And fuck if
it doesn’t feel good.”


“Jesus Christ.” He groaned and I narrowed my eyes on the
blonde slut when she sat beside me and ran one of her long claws along my arm. 


“Why are you in your pyjamas?” She asked with a humorous
expression.


“Who the fuck is that?” Kade barked at me.


“No idea, she’s quite pretty though.”


“Mason, listen to me.” I could hear the restraint in his
voice. I shivered when the tarts nail drew across my jawline. “You touch that
bitch,” he continued, “and I swear to god I will personally hurt you.”


“Touch the bitch?” I lifted an eyebrow at The bitch
as if she could hear Kade and she would take offence to his derogatory term. “Why
would I touch her?”


“Where’s Ava?”


“Umm, at home I think. I dunno, I don’t want her. You can
have her if you want.” As the words left me they cracked the ice forming around
my heart but it soon solidified again, pushing the hurt back once again to where
it was safe.


“What the fuck did you just say?” 


He sounded mad but I would have thought he’d have been
happy at my offer. After all, I was giving him something he’d wanted for over
twenty years. “Ava, you still love her don’t you. Well, you can have her. It’s
up to you though, I’ll leave it with you. I’m off, catch you later.”


“Maso…”


 


I brushed off the blonde’s hands as I pushed out of the
chair. “Why are you touching me? I’m broken love, all of me. You’d be better
off fucking someone who gives a shit.”


She stared at me with her pouty lips parted. I just
shrugged and walked off.


 


***


 


“Baby,” I whispered as I slid in behind Ava. “Ava?”


“Mason?” she murmured as she twisted round to face me in
bed. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, her nose was glowing and red and her
hair was stuck to her face in clumps from where she’d been sweating. 


“You look like shit, baby.”


Her eyes closed slowly then sadness overpowered her when
she opened them and looked at me. “You’re stoned.”


“I – am.” I gave her a quick nod to confirm her statement
and smiled at her. “But you are still so damn beautiful, stoned or not.”


I frowned as a tear slid from her eye and rolled down her
cheek until it hit the pillow, the material soaking it up almost instantly.
“You’re crying because I said you’re beautiful?” I asked as I wiped at another
tear with my thumb. “That’s a bit daft.”


Her hand covered her mouth as her other reached out and
cupped the side of my head. I nuzzled into it, planting a soft kiss into her
palm as I inhaled her sweet scent. “Even your hand smells beautiful.” I told
her with a soft sigh.


She gave me a small smile, “Thank you.”


I nodded at her, she was always polite, had always had
perfect manners. I twisted my lips as I studied her, “Will you lose your hair?”
I asked as I slid my hand into the soft copperness and twiddled a section
between my fingers.


She swallowed but held my gaze. “I don’t know baby, but I
would think so.”


I nodded again, “And your breast, will they take it
away?” She cringed slightly and I pursed my lips, “What?”


She shook her head and forced a smile, “I… I would think
so, maybe both.”


“But I love your tits, baby. That’s really not fair, is
it?”


“No,” she whispered as another tear trotted across her
cheek, its pace speeding up as it hit the edge of her face like it wanted to
actually dive off her and hit the softness of the pillow with adventure.


“You’ll have to get one of those special bras they do,
you know, for women that have had their boobs removed.” I told her as she
continued to smile at me, but it wasn’t a happy smile, it was full of misery.
“Don’t be sad, baby, I’m sure they do pretty ones, maybe even like that sexy
red one you have. God I love that red lacy thing, with the matching thongs,
Christ they drive me wild. But then again, that could be just you, you’re so
bloody sexy.” I sighed and popped my lips, “I hope you’re still sexy with no
breasts.”


“Uh-huh,” she choked out. She was coming down with a
cold, I could hear it in her throat. “I hope so too, baby.”


I shrugged at her, “Well, I would imagine so, you’d be
sexy with cavewoman armpits and a nanny McPhee wart.”


She smiled properly then, her eyes twinkling brightly.
“Why Mr Fox, you do know how to woo a woman.”


“Well I should fucking hope so. You’re my wife, I’m
supposed to make you feel sexy and beautiful.”


A small strangled sob caught in her throat. “And you do,
every day Mason. Every god damned day.”


“Uh-huh,” I muttered when my eyes started to close. I
sighed as her fingers slid through my hair gently, her caress rhythmic and
hypnotic.


“Go to sleep, baby.”


I tried to nod but the lights dimmed and an angel reached
for my hand. I was in awe as she looked identical to my wife, her wings the
same copper colour as Ava’s hair and her bright green eyes smiling at me.
“Wow,” I managed to say before I fell asleep. “You make a stunning angel,
baby.”


“I hope so, Mason. I really hope so…”







 



Chapter Three


Rejection


Ava


 


I slid the pastries onto the rack as Courtney came up
behind me. “What the hell, babe. You been up all night?” She asked as her eyes
scanned the numerous plates of pastries and cakes.


“Yeah, Mason will be hungry.”


She narrowed her eyes on me before she repeated her curious
perusal of the baked goods. Her eyes snapped back to mine when it sank in.
Mason always used to be famished after a night on the coke. “Aww no, Ava. Please…”


I shrugged as I removed the next tray of apple muffins
from the oven and hissed as my arm caught the oven door, my skin shrinking at
the scorch. “Mm-hm.”


She stared at me in confusion, her pretty blue eyes
dulling by the second. “I don’t understand. I mean, I know he’s been under
pressure with Greg and everything.”


“This isn’t about Greg.”


“Then what is it about?”


“It’s about Ava leaving me.” Mason cut in from behind us.


I turned to look at him. The muffins skidded across the
room when I caught the suitcase in his hand. He was stood leaning against the
frame, his gaze slowly inspecting each cake as if he was deliberating which to
go for first. Even though he wasn’t looking at me I could tell he was coked up
already. 


“What?” Courtney gasped and turned to me.


“Oh didn’t she tell you?” Mason asked casually as he
swiped up an almond croissant. “Yeah, she’s dying.”


I slowly closed my eyes as Courtney’s knees buckled and
she grabbed hold of the table to save herself from falling. “Mason, please.”


He shrugged as he took a bite out of his choice, “What?
You are, no point hiding it anymore. I mean, you hid it from us for so long, I
think we have a right to know really.”


Courtney slid into a chair, her eyes never leaving my
face as the blood drained from hers. “Ava?”


I lowered my eyes and refused to watch the heartache roll
over her. 


God damn. 


“Well,” Mason barked as he chose another item from the
side. “Tell her. Tell her how you’re gonna leave us. Tell her how you’re not
afraid to fuck off and leave us all here without you.” He was slowly moving
towards me as his face morphed into something I didn’t like. I backed off a
little. I could see Courtney trying to push herself upright in readiness for
Mason’s anger. “Well, baby. Tell her. TELL HER!”


The edge of the worktop rammed into my back as Mason
suddenly pushed against me, his face hovering over mine as his fury spat from
his mouth. “TELL HER!”


 


A choked sob caught my breath as he suddenly flew
backwards. He crashed into the table when Kade’s fist connected with his jaw.
Mason scrambled upright and swung for Kade, his fist connecting with his
cheekbone and sending him flying into the fridge. The contents that had
survived yesterday’s impact were now no more.


I turned and walked away, closing the front door silently
behind me before I climbed in my car and left.


 


***


 


 


“Allow me to show you the kitchen, Mrs Fox,” the sickly
overdressed estate agent prompted. 


“No need, thank you. I’ll take it.”


“But…” she frowned when my sudden declaration shocked
her. “Well, okay then.” She smiled widely, showing me her perfect straight
white teeth.


Mason would have loved her; her large high breasts were
tight against her simple white blouse, the small buttons straining to keep her
flesh contained. Her red hair was perfectly styled with not a single strand
daring enough to escape the excessively tight bun at the top of her head and
her flawless skin glowed with excitement at the quick sale.


I smiled contentedly as I ran my finger along the old
wooden stair rail, memories jolting me as though the cottage had been waiting
for my return. She welcomed me back with open arms and a warm loving embrace.


“You seem very… at home here, Mrs Fox.”


I smiled at her perceptiveness. “Mmm, yes.”


“Well now that’s decided, we better return to the office
to fill in the finance details and…”


“I’ll be paying cash.” I cut in as I lay the flat of my palm
against the wall beside the front door.


 


He stood swaying slightly and I immediately realised
he was drunk and high. 


He stood silently looking at me, his head tipped
slightly to the side and then he was suddenly all over me, his hands were in my
hair, tugging furiously as his mouth crashed over mine, bruising my lips in a
ferocious kiss. 


He groaned on contact and pushed me against the wall
as he demanded entrance into my mouth with his tongue, his fists tightening on
my hair until the pain made me wince. 


“I can’t… I can’t get the pictures of you and him out
of my head, Ava. His hands and mouth all over you… Why, Ava?” he pleaded and I
knew then that I had lost him. 


A sob broke free and he screwed up his face in agony, “I…
I…” He never finished. He just turned and left. 


 


All I had ever done was hurt him, caused him pain, over
and over again. I understood him leaving me, it was his defence mechanism, his
way of leaving me before I left him and tore his soul to pieces.


 


“Mrs Fox?”


“Sorry,” I turned and smiled at her. “You said immediate
occupancy available?”


“Yes, no chain. The owners have moved to France so she’s
all ready to go.” I warmed towards her when her gaze roamed over my cottage,
the appreciation she showed openly coupled with my love for my old, and
hopefully once again, safety net. 


When I had entered the estate agent and she had pounced
on me, she had showed me numerous houses until she lifted a finger and pulled
the file from her desk. She had fussed and fluffed when I had started to cry.


 


My girl had welcomed me home.


For the very last time.







 



Chapter Three


Acceptance


 


Mason


 


“Are you for fucking real?” Kade roared at me as he
slammed my back against the bedroom wall. Each of his fists were coiled in my
t-shirt, the material scrunched in his hands as though the hold would quell his
rage.


Greg had insisted we get the fuck out of the way as we
were upsetting Courtney. Jesus Christ.


“Get the fuck off me!” I pushed against him but he was
surprisingly strong, his anger giving him the strength to stand up to me, to
face my wrath. “Aren’t you missing something anyway?”


He narrowed his bright blue eyes on me, his stare doing
something that it really shouldn’t be doing right now. “Like?”


I chewed on my lip as I watched the deep rise and fall of
his chest, his lips parted and moist as he tried to control his heavy
breathing. His eyes dropped to my mouth, the memories playing in his eyes and
we both groaned simultaneously as my dick shifted in preparation. He turned
away and ran his hands through his hair. “Fuck Mason, not now. Save it for the
girls.”


We both fought to control it and calm down. “Like isn’t Grace
missing?” I answered to his earlier question.


“She’s taken Etta to see her grandparents.”


I nodded as he turned back round to look at me. The pain
in his eyes hurt my guts and I swallowed back the bile. “And my grandson?”


“Is it terminal?” he asked bluntly, ignoring my own
question, making me blink as a sting burnt my chest.


“I don’t know.”


“What do you mean you don’t know?”


“I don’t know,” I repeated stupidly. I winced as the
sting became a scorch of guilt. I hadn’t even asked her. “She said she was
dying, so…”


“So you just fucking presumed.” He lifted an eyebrow at
me in disbelief. “Have you spoke to her about it at all?”


I dropped onto the bed and rested my face in my hands.
“I…”


“You what?” he asked as he knelt before me and took my
hands in his. His eyes were wet and paler than usual, the vividness muted to a
low flatness as his patience calmed me. “Mason, please tell me you haven’t left
her to deal with this alone?”


“I can’t… I can’t Kade. I can’t face her, I can’t face… it.”


He lowered his eyes and sighed. “I know Mason but you
have to. She can’t do this alone, she can’t fight this without you. You have to
be strong.”


“I CAN’T!” I cried as I pushed off the bed. He fell
backwards, the flats of his hands sinking into the plush carpet, the deep rich
grey too harsh against the paleness of his hands.


“Well I’m afraid you have to,” he continued calmly. “I’ll
be here for you, but you need to be there for her.”


My veins were aching from the come down of the coke and I
blew out a breath as I tried to battle the urge to dip into my jacket pocket
and cut a new line. I strolled across to the window and stared out of the
glass, a small streak of bird shit giving me something to focus on. “How long
are you back for?”


“As long as I’m needed.” His answer surprised me and I
turned to him.


“What? Don’t you have obligations and shit?”


He sighed and closed the gap between us. His hand slid across
my cheek, his palm smearing the tears I didn’t realise had spilled. “You and
Ava are my only obligation at the moment. I said I’m here for you and I will be.
You need to score, I’m there. You need to scream, I’m there…”


“And fuck?” I asked as I quirked a brow at him.


He smirked at me and chuckled, “I’m there.” His face grew
serious as I watched the lust physically spill from him in potent currents, “All
the way, balls fucking deep right in your tight ass.”


His mouth was suddenly on mine, his tongue sliding
between my lips as his anger and rage dictated who was in charge. He groaned
and gripped my hair tightly, pulling my face further into his as I slid my own
hands up the back of his shirt until I was gripping his shoulders fiercely so I
could also pull him further into me.


His moan ignited a blaze so intense in my belly that I
had to gasp to counter the skip in my heart rate. 


My arse hit the windowsill and his legs spread either
side of my thighs so he could straddle me and deepen the kiss further. I pulled
my hand from inside his shirt and slid it over his hard dick, hissing at the
barrier of material between us. He lifted his hips, driving himself on my hand
causing us both to moan as I bit down on his lower lip.


He pulled back and swallowed harshly, “No, we swore we
wouldn’t do this without the girls.”


“The girls are fine about this, Kade. They told us that.”


“I know, but we said no.”


I nodded in agreement, “I know, but I don’t think they’re
gonna go ape over a kiss so quit with the guilt.” He smiled at me and tapped my
cheek before moving back and rearranging his cock begrudgingly. 


He winked at me as he opened the door. “Now pull yourself
together and toughen up for the cruellest shit that ever hit you.” 


I screwed up my face at his honesty as it slapped me in
the face, but nodded. He was right, as usual, I did need to toughen up and it
would be the cruellest, most horrendous shit me and Ava would ever face. Yet,
now I knew with Kade there to help me through it, that I would be strong
for her.


But one thing was for sure, my wife was going to battle
the hardest fight of her life, however there was no doubt in my head that she
was strong enough for it.


I just had to convince her of that fact.







 



Chapter Four


Release


Ava


 


“You so did,” Grace laughed and poked Kade in the arm as
I walked into the kitchen. Silence descended as they each turned to look at me.



I was surprised to see Mason sat at the table with Kade
and Grace, I thought he would have left by now. He swallowed heavily and stood
up, “Ava.”


His long legs closed the gap between us quickly. “I’m so
sorry,” he whispered as he rested his forehead against mine and secured my
gaze, both his hands caressing each side of my face tenderly. I nodded faintly,
I couldn’t deal with this now. “Where have you been?”


“Nowhere specific,” I lied. “Where’s Court?”


He frowned at me, “She’s okay. Greg took her away for the
weekend. They need time alone after everything.”


“Yeah.”


“Ava,” Kade said softly and I turned to him. My heart
still skipped whenever his handsome face looked at me. “Are you okay?”


“Uh-huh,” I lied again. “Who wants dinner?” I needed to
do something, needed to divert, I couldn’t bear all the questions. 


“We’ve eaten, there’s casserole warming in the oven for
you.”


“Thank you,” I smiled at Mason. He was still stood
regarding me with a worried expression. 


“Ava…”


“I’m fine.” I cut in, giving him the most sincere smile I
could. “Just hungry.”


“We need to talk.”


“I know, but not yet, eh? I need to eat then go fetch
Katie.” I grabbed the towel and took out the slop that was warming. My stomach
revolted at it, the aroma burning a hole through the bile that was already
bubbling away. I cringed and slid it straight into the bin.


“Baby, you need to eat, and Layla’s bringing Katie over
tomorrow.”


“I don’t need to eat Mason,” I snapped suddenly. “I’m
dying, I’m sure a fucking bowl of meat and veg won’t stop that.” I squeezed my
eyes closed and sighed when my words stabbed his heart. The stricken expression
on his face tore my heart in half. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”


“No,” he spat at me. “You shouldn’t.”


I groaned when he walked off and slammed the door behind
him, leaving me staring at the white wood as though I could magically retract
the words I had hurt him with.


 


“Hey,” Kade said softly as his arms circled me from
behind and I instantly rested the back of my head on his shoulder and savoured
his comfort. “How you doing?”


Grace smiled at me as she took out some fruit from the
fridge and began to peel and chop, concocting a simple fruit salad for me.


“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “One moment I’m
fine, the next I’m angry, the next I’m terrified, the next I’m empty and sad
but…”


“But?” He prompted as he turned me around so he could
look at me.


“But I don’t know how to… get Mason to accept I’m dying.”


He sighed and wiped the stray tear off my cheek. “It’s
not Mason you have to convince Ava, it’s yourself you have to tell to fight
this.”


“I’m not strong enough, Kade. I…”


“Yes! You are, sweetheart. You are stronger than anyone
I’ve ever known. You can get through this… you will get through this.”


I just smiled in reply. They didn’t understand but I
didn’t expect them to. I thanked Grace as she handed me the plate of fruit
before taking it to eat in the small summerhouse of Courtney’s, alone.


I needed to get used to my own companionship, because
very soon, that’s all I would have.


 


***


 


It was dark when I strolled back up to the house, my
pathway lit by numerous lanterns Courtney had scattered around her garden. The
daffodils bordering the edge shrank back at the bite of winter still in the
air, their delicate petals trying to accept their new life and deal with all
the harshness the gap between winter and spring brought.


I wanted to take their heed and shrink away from life. I
would give anything to climb into a hole and stay there until this was all
over, until I could feel the summer sun on my face and appreciate its warmth,
until each of my smiles were felt in my heart and until I could once more value
each lungful of air that kept me alive.


 


Laughter came from the lounge, Kade’s loud chuckle
searing my heart. Just when my life had finally accepted what my heart wanted
was it being cruelly snatched away from me? The plans we had made, for Kade and
Grace to join us in Portugal, were now just dust, blown away by my capability of
wrecking things. 


 


I stood silently by the door, watching them through the
large glass window that provided me secret viewing to their merriment. I smiled
as Grace flung a pillow at Kade and Mason dived for him, his unique sense of
humour obviously once again too vulgar.


My heart soared as Mason’s head flew back and a large
laugh echoed around the house.  I knew then that what I had decided was for the
best. 


The tear tickled my cheek as it strolled slowly down my
face in no hurry to leave me. He was so handsome when he laughed, his eyes so
bright and full of life, life I couldn’t bear to take from him. He was my soul,
and he had been for so long that I didn’t know how to accept his love anymore.
I didn’t know how to let him in to the pain that was killing me before the
cancer even had chance to. I didn’t know how to let go either though, but I
knew I would have to. 


Cancer was nothing on the shit tearing me to bits right
then, cancer couldn’t break me like my heart was breaking me. Yet, even though
the pain was so agonising that I could feel each minute fracture as my heart
slowly splintered inside me, I knew it wouldn’t be death that tortured me, it
would be saying goodbye to the only man that had ever held my heart in his
hand, the only man that had ever felt the intensity of its beat every time he
had smiled at me, and the only man that had ever touched my soul and felt the
force of it inside himself.


 


He turned to me as though he felt me looking. The pain in
his eyes crumbled me so much more but I smiled gently, forcing the heartache
back just for a little longer.


He didn’t deserve this, especially tonight. Tonight he
needed me to give him everything. Tonight my glorious bastard needed to secure
memories that would hopefully give his heart and soul something to feed from in
the upcoming battle ahead.


Tonight I said goodbye.







 



Chapter Five


Cherish


 


Mason


 


She stole my breath when she opened the door and walked
through to us. I had caught her watching us with a sad smile on her face, as
though she was building memories, and that had hurt me more than her words of
dying. She had accepted she was dying, but I never would - never.


 


We all hushed when she gripped the hem of her t-shirt and
lifted it over her head. She was so melancholy that my heart broke for her. I
knew she needed this but I also knew she was trying to divert, steer us away
from what we all actually needed – to talk.


Her skirt fell to pool around her ankles as she locked
her gaze on me, her eyes dark and her lips moist. My god, she was so utterly
beautiful that I was struggling to breathe.


 


Grace shifted silently from beside me as she stood and
slowly walked over to Ava. She ran her finger over Ava’s jaw then cupped the
side of her face, wiping the single tear that appeared to be glued to her cheek
with her thumb.


I was mesmerised as Grace sedately leaned in and brushed
her lips over Ava’s, her fingers continuing onward until they disappeared into
the thick red hair behind Ava’s head. Ava slid her hands around Grace, pulling
her in to deepen the kiss.


I heard Kade’s breathing deepen and slow down as he
watched the display with as much fascination as me. They were both so erotic,
their gentle kiss and tender touches lighting me up and feeding the throb in my
lower gut. 


 


Ava’s bra fell to the floor before Grace’s mouth slowly
ventured towards my wife’s perfect breasts, her lips softly placing tiny kisses
along the route. Ava’s eyes fluttered closed when Grace traced the edge of her
nipple with her tongue, both of them moaning softly at the caress. She slid her
hands into Grace’s hair, bunching it softly between her fingers as she shivered
slightly, her teeth gently pulling at her lower lip.


I watched as her thighs started to quiver, a sign that
her arousal was intense and potent. “They’re so fucking beautiful together,”
Kade stated quietly beside me.


I nodded a reply, unable to form words as I watched my
wife being pleasured. “She’ll get through this, Mason. I promise we’ll get her
through it.”


I turned to him, begging him with my gaze to help me. He
reached in and hovered his mouth over mine, “If I have to sell my fucking soul,
then I will. She will grow old and grey with us, I swear to you, she will. I
won’t let anything hurt you both.”


He kissed me as the sob broke free, his mouth swallowing
the torment from me as he gripped my head and pulled me hard to him. I allowed
him to devour me, consume the pain from me as he controlled me under him. His
touch didn’t allow for any other feeling than him, my complete attention
absorbed by him until he was the only thing in the room.


Both our tears were tasted and swallowed as we clung to
each other for both support and solace, our kiss deepening until lust and need
overpowered the sorrow.


 


He pulled back when Ava and Grace dropped to their knees
before us, Ava greedily ripping my zip down and unbuckling my belt at the same
time. 


Her perfect pink lips wrapped around my hard dick before
I had chance to take another breath. Kade moaned beside me as Grace mirrored
Ava’s action and her mouth slid down his cock.


I grabbed at Kade’s hair, pulling him to me again as my
other hand yanked Ava’s long hair in my fingers and brought forth a groan of pleasure
from her. My little warrior relished the pain, fed from it. I just hoped the
pain that was about to grip her would be endurable for her.


 


I broke from the kiss and lowered my eyes to watch my
wife worship my cock, her own eyes full of desire and love as she slid slowly
up and down, taking me to the back of her throat as her tongue tickled the
underside of me and her finger rubbed the tight skin around my anus.


I hissed and lifted my hips, forcing my cock further down
her throat. She obeyed my silent command when she loosened her throat and took
the extra I was giving her. “Take me, baby.” I groaned as her finger slid into
my arse. “Shit, yeah that’s good.”


I could feel the cum swirling angrily in my balls,
threatening its release with an urgency I was struggling to hold onto. I
grabbed the tops of Ava’s arms and dragged her up and over me as I slid down
and under her until her knees were on the couch cushions and my face was
directly under her exquisite pussy, my backside now on the floor below her. 


I needed to taste her desire, feed from the evidence of
what I did to her and give her the intense pleasure that I knew would make her
scream with ecstasy.


She groaned loudly as my tongue swept slowly along her
groove, her unique taste driving me wild along with her erotic echoes.


 


Kade and Grace shifted and I gripped at Kade’s hair
desperately when he slid between my legs that were outstretched before me and
took my dick in his mouth. “Shit,” I hissed when his teeth grazed over my balls
and his tongue swirled around my head.


“Christ, I missed your cock,” he murmured before he took
the full length of me down his throat and slipped a finger into me.


Ava started to pant above me, her hips circling as she
ground herself on my face. Her moans were muffled and I took my eyes off Kade to
look up. “Fuck. That must be the best view in the fucking world.” I groaned as
I watched Ava’s tongue flick and circle over Grace’s clit as she sat on the
back of the sofa with Ava’s face buried between her legs. My teeth sank into my
lower lip when Ava parted Grace’s swollen flesh and sank her thumb inside
Grace’s pussy, driving a deep low rumble from her as her tongue continued its
labour on her clit.


 


“On your knees,” Kade ordered as he patted my thigh. 


I manoeuvred Ava slightly so I could still tongue fuck
her pussy while I clambered onto all fours. “Lube?” Kade asked from behind me.
I shook my head. I needed the pain, needed it to keep me sane and focussed on
my wife’s pleasure.


I accidently nipped Ava’s clit when Kade nudged slowly inside
me, the burn driving a loud groan from me which also vibrated through Ava. She
jolted and then pushed herself back down, demanding that I finish what I’d
started causing me to smirk against her.


“Wait,” Grace suddenly declared as she vaulted over the
back of the sofa. “Don’t move.”


We all froze as we watched her scurry up the stairs,
taking them two at a time.


“What the fuck?” Ava protested. “Carry on!” she said as
she wiggled her hips.


“I wouldn’t bother,” Kade laughed. “My wife’s orders need
to be upheld unless you want your ass whipping.”


“Well…” Ava debated causing us both to laugh.


 


Grace rushed back down the stairs waving the brightest
pink strap-on I had ever seen. We all stared at her with open mouths as she
clambered into it expertly within seconds and took position behind Kade.


“Hang on!” Ava growled over her shoulder. “I need to
watch this.”


She twisted around until she was facing forwards, her
legs now straddled over my shoulders. “Right, carry on.”


I stared at her then shook my head in amusement. She
poked her tongue out at me before grabbing my hair and forcing my face back
between her legs.


Kade hissed and I knew we were back on as he pushed
against me, an obvious sign that his wife was now inside him.


“No!” Ava suddenly declared triggering a jerk of surprise
and a frustrated groan from each of us. “It’s no good. You’re all inside one
another. I need my pussy filling.” She slid down the sofa, her arse pushing
past my face as she squeezed her body between me and the sofa. “Move back, make
room for me.” She grumbled.


We all sighed but shifted to make room, each of us
silently chuckling at Ava’s antics. Her elbows rested on the sofa as her pretty
little arse swung in front of my face. “Okay, I’m okay now.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yep,” she looked over her shoulder to smile at me then
frowned. “But hang on, is that angle a little awkward with Kade in your arse?”


Kade sighed heavily behind me and I lowered my face to
hide my grin. “No Ava, love. Don’t worry, we’ll manage. As long as you’re
comfy, sweetheart.”


I rolled my lips when Grace let out a bark of laughter.
“We could always move into a circle and make a daisy chain,” she mocked.


“NO!” Kade and I shouted simultaneously.


“No, I’m comfortable.” Ava smiled back at us.


“Oh good,” Kade huffed. “Are we ready to fuck now?”


“Are you angry?” Ava asked as she narrowed her eyes on
him.


“Nooo, I’m just making sure you’re all nice and cosy.”


“You…”


“For Christ’s sake” I cut in, “Just fuck me.”


“Well, that’s what I’ve been waiting for too,” Ava sighed
but then smirked and winked at me. 


She squealed when I bit her bottom and slapped it before
sinking my cock to the hilt into her snug, hot pussy. “Christ, every time.” I
hissed at the bliss that pulsed through every fibre in me. She groaned and
pushed her bottom against my pelvis, forcing me even further into her heat and
back onto Kade’s length.


He grabbed my hips and pushed himself deeper until we
were all so far in each other, there was no beginning and no end.


My body was humming, electrified at all the different
sensations storming my nerves and mind. Ava’s pussy grabbed at me, Kade’s cock
rammed into me, Grace’s sexy little moans filled the air as we fucked harder
than we ever had before. Sweat dripped down my face as my heart struggled to
cope with the adrenaline and arousal surging through my veins. My brain
shivered as pure rapture stole all sense and I swore I saw stars as my balls
exploded so powerfully I bucked violently and sank my teeth too far into Ava’s
shoulder.


She screamed in pure ecstasy as her orgasm ripped her
consciousness for a few seconds and her forehead hit the sofa. Kade yelled
something I didn’t understand as he thrust into me fiercely when he came with a
vengeance. And Grace, well she just choked out an ‘I love you too, you soppy
bastard’, so I presumed Kade had shouted he loved her.


 


We all collapsed in a heap on top of each other, Grace,
Kade and Ava laughing loudly. It wasn’t until Kade and Grace quietened that I
realised Ava wasn’t laughing.


Her sobs ripped through me with so much force the
pressure tore my throat as I tried to hold onto my own cries as I bundled her
up.


I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to help her. I
didn’t know how to make it all better. I didn’t know how I would get through
this. 


And I didn’t know how to give my little warrior the
strength to fight with. I didn’t know how to take all her despair and turn it
into happiness.


But I did know that I would be right beside her, all the
way to the fucking end.







 



Chapter Six


Sacrifice


Ava


 


“Hey,” George smiled at me.


I smiled in return, etching his handsome face to my mind
as my heart warmed with his happy welcome. I had been nervous to visit him.
After all, it had been two years and I was scared he would still refuse me any
contact. “What are you doing here? It’s late.”


I nodded and perched on the bed beside him, taking his
hand and bringing it to my lips. “I just wanted to see you.”


“Is everything okay, mom?”


I nodded, “Everything’s fine. How are you feeling?”


“I’m good.” He tilted his head and studied me. “Mom, I
know you’re lying to me. What’s he done?”


I chuckled softly and shook my head, “He hasn’t done
anything. But I need a favour.”


His face grew serious when he picked up on my struggle.
“Anything.”


“I need you to let him in.”


“Mom…”


“Please, George. It’s important to me.” I took his hand
and held it between both of mine, clinging onto it for my life, silently
begging for him to concede to my wishes. “I’ve never asked you for a single
thing. I’ve supported you through everything, even when you got Etta pregnant.”
He winced and I hated myself for doing this to him but I needed this so much.
“But now I need you, George. Please.”


He was quiet for a while, his face blank as his eyes
roamed my face and tried to read me. Eventually he sighed and slid his fingers
through mine, “I don’t know what the hell is going on here. It’s three in the
morning, you turn up and beg me to see my dad. You’re the palest I’ve ever seen
you. Your skin is cold, yet you’re sweating and flushed. I’m not stupid mom, I
know when something’s up but I also know that I have never seen you this
serious, that’s why I know how important this is to you.”


He sighed but smiled, “I’ll see him for you, not him, but
I can’t promise you anything.”


“That’s all I ask, thank you.”


He nodded. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


“I…” I swallowed the lump that had forced its way up my
throat. “I love you, George. I know life hasn’t been… easy for you, me and your
dad saw to that…”


“Mom…”


I shook my head to stop him. “No, I know how hard it has
been for you to accept the things of my past but you also need to know that
your father wasn’t to blame for any of it. Things happen in life none of us can
control, and the only thing to help us get through them is to find the courage
to let them go. You need to do that now, or you’ll never find your peace,
George. It will eat away at you until all that’s left is an empty shell that
will crumble in the wind. Bury the hatred before it buries you.”


He gazed at me for a while before he nodded, “Okay, I’ll
try but you need to do the same.” I frowned at him in confusion. “Debora isn’t
Rebecca, and Rebecca isn’t Debora.”


I smiled softly at him. “You love her very much.”


“I do,” he answered with a nod. “She loves me for all my
faults. Her life hasn’t exactly been easy either but she’s strong, the
strongest person I have ever known after you and the way she looks at me gives
me the strength that I need.”


“Then hold on to her, baby. Hold the fuck on as hard as
you can because I can promise you, when you have that love, the love that feels
like it could swallow you alive, then you need to absorb it into every single
fibre of your body, because one day, when life drags you into hell, the only
thing that will keep you fighting is that love.”


His smile was soft as he gripped my hand hard. “And you
found that love twenty years ago.”


“I did.”


 


And now it was my turn to hold onto that love as hell
dragged me under. 


 


***


 


The cottage was cold but welcoming, the heart of her
already embracing me and accepting how this new relationship would be. I smiled
as though she could physically see me, as though she was already giving me back
the happy memories.


The children’s cries echoed in the silence, Mason’s
laughter and his loving words whispered to me as visions of the past danced
around me, their silhouettes saluting me and reminding me I was far from alone.


 


I turned up the thermostat, forcing the chill away. The
kitchen light flickered and the radiators gurgled but that just made this less
painful. She was faulty, like me, but we would both take those faults and
nurture them. Yet as a simple bulb would fix her, nothing would fix me. But she
knew that, and she still comforted me.


“Just you and me now girl.” I swiped the dust from the
window ledge as I peered into the moonlit garden, “Right up to the end.”


 


I walked up the stairs, smiling at the third step that
still creaked and then stood in the doorway to the bedroom.


 


He sat up and pulled me up so I was kneeling in front
of him. “You are so beautiful, Ava” he told me. Unease surged through me as I
saw his sad painful expression. 


“From your soft curls” he stroked his fingers through
my hair. “To your smooth pale skin.” He trailed a finger across my shoulder
blade. “To your delicious breasts,” he brushed his thumb over the swell of
them. “To your striking green eyes.” He kissed each of my eyes. “To your
remarkable heart,” he leant forward and kissed my heart and then sat back and
cupped my face. 


“That is why I’m setting you free, Ava.” 


 


I fell to my knees, the shadow of my husband ripping open
my soul and crushing it to dust beneath it. However much pain he had caused me,
I had repaid tenfold. All he had ever done was love me too much, as I him. 


And now it was time to end the pain I gave him. It was
time to let him go.


“That is why I’m setting you free, Mason.”







 



Chapter Seven


Destruction


Mason


 


I shivered as the chill enveloped me then pulled the
covers up under my chin and turned to seek warmth from my wife.


“Aww,” I moaned when I found she’d already risen. The sun
was barely up and Ava was already organised. I grabbed her pillow and pulled it
against me, inhaling her sweet scent. Something tickled my nose and I
eventually opened my eyes, squinting at the light as it burnt my retinas.


I moved my head back to look at the white paper sticking
in my cheek. The harsh whiteness of the envelope slapped at me when I realised
what it was. I didn’t need to open it to know what it said.


My heart rate was threatening to propel my blood though
my pores as nausea swirled in my stomach, my gut bubbling as a huge surge of
acid blistered the lining.


“No.”


I shot off the bed, staring at the envelope as though it
would physically hurt me. My fingernails dug into my palm as I twisted my
hands, not knowing what to do with them. I’d rather chop them off than let them
open the thing sat on my bed mocking me.


 


I turned and yanked open the curtains, cursing as the sun
hit my face, its warmth taunting the chill that had seeped into my bones. “No.”
I repeated. It was all I was able to say, other words had formed and disintegrated,
the acid in my stomach gobbling them up as they slid back down my throat. “No.”


My back slid down the wall when my legs eventually gave
way. I drew my knees up and hugged them, forcing comfort from them. If I curled
so far into myself then maybe I wouldn’t have to deal with this shit. Maybe, if
I wished hard enough I could turn back time and stay awake all night, watching
her and readying myself to stop her leaving. 


Maybe, fucking maybe. That was all I had, maybe… maybe,
fucking maybe.


 


I needed to hit. I needed oblivion. I needed my fucking
wife.


 


Gritting my teeth, I reached out and snatched the letter
from the bed. It seemed to literally burn the skin on my fingers as I stared at
it, her elegant scrawl saying my name, her unique scent evaporating off it in
waves and making my heart wrench.


I closed my eyes when I opened it, like it would prevent
the words from hitting me full force.


 I placed it on the floor beside me as I crawled across
the room and dug into my jacket pocket, pulling the small bag from inside the
lining of the pocket. Dipping my finger in and coating it with just enough to
steady my nerves, I spread it over my teeth and waited for the slight tingle to
hit my brain. I had promised myself no more but I needed it just this once,
just to give me the strength to deal with this.


 


The slight calm took over and I crept towards the item
waiting to laugh at me. I pulled the paper from the envelope and drew a breath.


 


Mason,


 


My love, please understand what I’m about to do. I
need you to be strong for me.


I need you to let me do this.


 


You are my world, my soul, my heart and you have to
believe that this is hurting me more than is bearable. But, more than that, I
don’t want you to witness this pain, nor do I want you to experience it.


 I would never forgive myself for taking your
beautiful smile away, or for tearing your soul apart when you witness this evil
eating away at me.


I always want to be your little warrior, yet now, I
can no longer be that and I never want you to see my weakness and fear. I will
never allow that.


 


Although we are apart, I know you will be with me,
always. Entirely and wholly, as you always promised, as I will be with you.


I need you to let me go. I need you to free that part
of me that is inside you, liberate the part of my soul that you have kept for
safe keeping. It’s time now, baby. 


It’s time to remember what we had before this illness
ruins our memories, and turns them septic. Because they will. My death will
forever be with you and I couldn’t bear for those memories to take away the
happy ones. 


 


You kept me alive when the darkness threatened, Mason.
You held me up when hell wanted to swallow me whole. You took on my past and
you freed me from it, and now it is my turn to return your freedom so you can
live for the future.


You will never leave me, ever. I will always be yours.
My heart will always belong to you, all of it.


 


I’m going away now. Please, please, if you can’t ever
promise me anything else, promise me that you will let me go. Give me the peace
I need to say goodbye. 


Take care of our babies, raise them as we have
together and nurture them, Mason. But above all, love them, fucking love them
and never let them forget.


 


Goodbye, my darling. You will forever feel me with
you, because you own me, all of me forever.


 


I love you, wholly and entirely, always and forever.


Your little warrior.


Your heart.


 


Kade found me twenty minutes later, my hands bleeding, high
as fuck, sat rocking in the corner of the trashed bedroom.







 



Chapter Eight


Rebellion


Ava


Six weeks later


 


The stool moved under me, rocking from side to side and I
grabbed hold of the edge of the bar to steady myself. Glen, the bartender,
smirked at me, “Steady on, love.”


I shrugged. Fuck him. I’d found the small bar at the edge
of the city and deemed it a safe zone, far away from where Mason and my friends
frequented. It was the first time I’d ventured out since leaving. My supply of
cash had withered away, and I’d had to find a cash point but had then spotted
the pub and decided to waste away in there instead of in front of the TV.


It was a lively place, with karaoke and a small dance
floor to one side, and a quieter section where I was, on the other side.


“I’m still too steady,” I informed him as I pushed my
glass towards him.


He shook his head but shrugged as he took it from me,
“Same again?”


I nodded firmly, “Same again.”


I slid the money to him, giving him a humungous tip when
I refused the change and downed the vodka and cranberry, once again sliding the
empty glass in his direction. “Do you have a death wish?” he asked when he
sighed and refilled my glass again.


I laughed at him, “Yep, might as well get it over with.”


He frowned at me but then shifted his eyes to the person
who slid onto the stool beside me. I watched him narrow his eyes on my neighbour
before I turned to study who had got his back up.


The black haired guy seemed familiar and I pursed my lips
as I studied him intensely. “Do you always have to look at me like you wanna
devour me, Ms Fox?”


I stared at him in confusion before it clicked. “Mr
Steed.”


He grinned at me as he gestured for Glen to refill my
glass, “And a Jack, no ice for me, Glen.”


“Steed,” Glen warned. “We both know who she is. She has a
death wish, don’t you join her.”


I snapped my head towards Glen, “How do you know who I
am?”


He shook his head as if I was stupid, “Ava Fox, everyone
knows who you are. Your family makes sure everyone knows who they are.”


He studied me when the panic hit my face. I had managed
to stay out of Mason’s radar for six weeks and now just because I had needed a
drink, he would be close to finding me. Stupid. Stupid.


“You mustn’t tell them I have been here.” 


“Why?”


“Because… you just can’t. Believe me if my ex-husband
finds out you let me get this drunk, he’ll crucify you.” I lied, trying
anything to make him hold onto my secrets.


“Ava,” Steed probed, “you said ex-husband.”


I nodded and swallowed back the rest of my drink. “Yes. I
did.”


“Wow.” He blew out a breath and stared at his drink. 


“Mr Steed…”


“Ava, call me Dane, please.”


I shook my head at him furiously, “No, I can’t do that.”


“Why? It’s just a name.”


“No,” I told him seriously, the alcohol slurring my words
and making me sombre. “It isn’t just a name to me. It’s a nightmare, it’s a
curse.”


His eyes widened on me. I knew he thought I was crazy but
he sighed heavily. “Fine, call me Steed then. I can’t be doing with the mister
part.”


I nodded in confirmation, blinking as my head swayed
heavily with the movement. “Another?” Steed asked with a sly smirk. 


“Are you trying to get me on my back?” I asked as I
narrowed my eyes on him.


“I once asked you for a fuck and if I remember rightly,
you told me the only person you ever fucked was your husband.” He leaned across
the bar until his mouth brushed over my ear. “Well now, forgive me if I’m
wrong, but now, right the fuck now, I’d say you’re available.” 


I shivered when he took hold of my chin between his
fingers and turned my face towards him, his piercing blue eyes delving inside
me. “And I lay claim, darlin’. You’re now mine.”


“Steed…”


He shook his head, his face drawing closer. “You need to
fuck, Ava. I can smell it on you. But I’m warning you, I don’t fuck nicely. I
fuck with pain and lots of it but I’m guessing that’s exactly how you liked to
be fucked.”


 


***


 


His fists ripped at my hair as we fell through my front
door, the handle banging off the wall where Mason had once pinned me up and
fucked me hard. I grabbed at Steed harder, trying to force the memories away.


His kiss was furious and spiteful, his dominant streak
taking from me what I was willing to give. His fingers dug into my cheeks as he
cupped my face and slanted my head so he could take more and more, his tongue
fighting angrily with mine, the muscle dictating and forceful. 


He pulled back and glared at me, his chest heaving as his
tongue ran over his lower lip, lapping at the blood I had brought forward with
the bite. I gasped when he yanked my head back. “You like it hard, darlin’?
Then let me oblige.”


I whimpered when he dragged me up the stairs, not
violently but with just enough hold to make me pant and greedily need more from
him.


I knew this was gonna rip me in two. I hadn’t been with
another in twenty years and Steed’s dominance and anger would help me cope with
this.


 


He let go of me when we reached the bedroom. “Stand
still,” he ordered. I was struggling to breathe. My body was on fire, every
single tiny hair on my body begging for stimuli as my thighs started to
tremble.


He circled me, his finger lightly perusing me along with
his eyes. He came to rest behind me, leaving me on high alert and ready for
begging. His arms slid around me until he was clutching the silk of my shirt in
his hands. 


I hissed when he yanked and ripped open my blouse,
buttons pinging across the room as he tugged the material off me.


His gasp made me cringe as he traced each of my scars
with the tip of his finger. “Shush, keep still.”


His bluntness made me obey, allowing him to silently
study each mutilation. “Please…” I whispered. I hated his inspection. He was
too quiet, making me detest my body and wishing he would at least just walk
away if I repulsed him.


He walked round me until he was stood before me. His eyes
narrowed on me before he gripped the hem of his shirt and yanked off his own
top. I licked my lips as my eyes feasted on his ripped body, his abs sleek and
defined.


But then he turned around and it was my turn to gasp.
“Mirror images darlin’.”


I stared at his own welts, hundreds of them tore across
his back, their angry red marks defacing his otherwise perfect body. He hissed
when I reached out and followed each of their pathways, gently determining what
instrument had caused which blemish.


My head tilted and I frowned when I noticed the poker
burns. “Oh my.”


He nodded, “See Ava, we’re replicas of each other.” He
turned back round to face me. “So don’t ever be ashamed of your body. You are
fucking stunning. You make my dick so hard that I’m scared to death of coming
before I’m even inside you.” 


He cupped my breasts and I closed my eyes, fighting the
pain that tore through my heart at another man’s hands on me.


“On your knees,” he whispered against me, causing me to
jump in surprise to his closeness.


I nodded frantically, clenching my teeth at the agony
tearing through me at what I was about to do as I slowly got down on my knees
before him.


I felt him crouch behind me and I fought back the tears
that rimmed my eyes. I needed to do this. I needed to move on. 


I wanted to do this.


I wanted to move on.


I wanted to die.


 


“Shush,” Steed soothed as he pulled me back against him.
I hadn’t realised I was sobbing until he lifted me onto his lap and wrapped me
tightly in his arms. “Good girl,” he soothed into my ear, his warm breath tickling
the chill in my tears.


My heart broke as each sob tore me to pieces. “I can’t,”
I cried into him as I clung onto him.


He took every sob, every cry and every agonising scream
from me, making them his own as he sat silently letting me release and use him
for support while he rocked me gently in his arms. “I know, darlin’.”


“You know?” I hiccupped as I lifted my face to him.


He nodded and swiped at my tears with his thumb. “Your
man has been ripping the city apart looking for you, how could I not
know.”


“I don’t understand?”


He looked at his watch and smiled at me. “Prepare to be
stormed in around thirty seconds, darlin’.”


“What?” I scrambled off him, shaking my head desperately.
“What have you done?”


I fell to my knees again when I heard the wood splinter
in the door and then heavy footsteps on the stairs. “What have you done?” I
repeated just as my glorious bastard kicked my bedroom door open.







 



Chapter Nine


Wrath


Mason


 


I stared at her. Fuck, she was so damn perfect, so
fucking beautiful. I felt like I had come home. My body shot to life as my eyes
drank her in, each fibre in my system electrifying at her closeness. My soul
sobbed with relief as my heart found the regular rhythm that had abandoned it
six weeks ago, six – long – torturous – fucking – weeks.


 


She remained on her knees looking up at me, her face red
and blotchy from her tears. It was then I noticed she was just in a skirt and
bra. Panic and anger overtook then as I slowly turned my head to see Steed
topless and watching us serenely from the edge of the room.


I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes on him, my wrath
just bubbling under the surface. “Did you touch her?”


He didn’t need to answer. His expression told me all I
needed.


 


“MASON!” Ava screamed as her tiny hands pulled at me.
“Stop!”


I blinked, pushing her away. She fell backwards, her
backside hitting the floor with an oomph. Life seemed to slap back at me suddenly.



What the hell?


 


Steed was curled in the corner, bleeding and desperately
trying to protect himself. Ava sat sobbing on the other side. And my knuckles
hurt.


I spun round to face her, barely holding on to sanity
never mind patience. “Did you fuck him?”


“What, no!” she spluttered.


“Did you kiss him?”


She scrambled to her feet and came to face me but I saw
her fear and her anguish. “I haven’t seen you for six damn weeks and all you
can ask is if I fucked another man?”


I closed my eyes and blew out the steady breath that was
burning my lungs then took her face in mine, my hand sliding around the side of
her face as though it had been moulded for just me. “Did – you – kiss – him?”


She held my gaze, her eyes stormy and dark. “Yes.” She
inched closer to me, “Yes, I kissed him Mason. I had his tongue in my throat, I
had his hands in my hair and then on my tits.”


And then I snapped. Viciously and very violently.


 


“Get out!” Ava screamed at Steed as I destroyed the
bedroom, ripping the furniture apart with my bare hands as things splintered
everywhere. The bed was torn to pieces, the bedding ripping like paper between
my fingers as my fists destroyed the walls. The mirror was plucked from the
dresser before it shattered against the headboard of the bed. The dresser was
next, the sleek mahogany nothing against the rage flowing through me.


I finally turned to leave but stilled when I saw Ava
stood with her back to the door watching me. She was calm and casual, her arms
crossed over her chest. “Finished?”


“Don’t push me, Ava.”


She chuckled with bitterness and shook her head as she
took a step towards me. “Now you can leave.”


She was too detached, too aloof and indifferent to my
wrath. The chill from her settled into my bones as her unemotional eyes
continued to watch me. “No.” I answered bluntly.


She pursed her lips and stepped into me again. She closed
her eyes for a moment before she reopened them and I gulped at the iciness in
her stare. “I asked you to leave. I don’t want you. I don’t like you. I don’t
even fucking love you, so get – the – fuck – out!”


 


I always wondered what it would feel like to hear her say
she didn’t love me anymore. But I had never imagined the horrific agony that
tore through me as my whole soul burst into flames. My knees buckled as I
stared at her. She stared back, determination and resolve radiating from her in
suffocating waves.


“No,” I shook my head at her as I went to reach for her.
“Ava, please,” I begged when she took a step back and removed herself from
arm’s length. 


“Get out,” she whispered.


“No,” I choked out as I reached for her again.


“GET THE FUCK OUT!” She screamed at me, her face morphing
into something I had never witnessed in her before. “Go get high, Mason.
Obliterate us both from your life. I’m done, I’m finished.”


 


I sank to the floor when she turned and left, my eyes on
each of her scars as she walked away from me.


She had always been a fighter, had always been my little
warrior. But now, there was nothing left, no fight, no grit, no determination.


My little warrior had already died.







 



Chapter Ten


Concede


Ava


 


 


My eyes shifted from the guy in front of me to the
viewing window. There were currently three men watching us, each with their
hands on their crotch, their fingers deftly working their solid erections.


“Deeper,” Random ordered as he slid his cock further down
my throat. I gagged slightly when he gripped my hair and pulled me into his
thrust.


The room was spinning, the faces blurred and wobbly in my
haze of coke. No wonder Mason always turned to this shit, it was good at
obliterating thoughts and emotions, and excellent at forcing back my
self-hatred. 


I could do this, I could fuck another. It would be so
easy.


 


I was yanked to my feet by large hands. Random smiled kindly
at me before he turned me round and bent me over the back of the couch in the
room. I shivered and retched when he pulled at my knickers, sliding my skirt up
and over my hips to give him better access. “Fuck, you have a sweet pussy,” he
murmured as he slid to his knees behind me.


I squeezed my eyes closed when I felt his lips on my bare
bottom. His fingers pinched at my flesh harshly as he continued his voyage
lower and lower.


 


I squinted when I was suddenly moving across the room, my
face looking at the floor and somebody’s jean clad backside. “Enough of this
shit, Ava.”


“What?” I couldn’t seem to form words properly.
Everything was surreal and obscure as I tracked the pattern in the carpet on my
journey through endless corridors.


 


“Sleep,” someone whispered when a thick duvet was pulled
under my chin. “Sleep, sweetheart.” 


I smiled when I felt lips gently brushing my forehead.
But then oblivion took me away.


 


***


 


“Oh Christ,” I croaked when my head wanted to split open
and relieve the pressure banging on my skull. I covered my eyes with my hands
before I opened them, fear at the pain the light would bring making me vigilant
with how to wake.


“Hey,” a voice whispered, a familiar voice that made me
smile. 


I slid onto my side and risked the light just to see his
handsome face. “Hey.”


He smiled softly and stroked the hair gently from my
face. “How you doing?” William cringed when he asked the question as though he
knew exactly how I was feeling.


“Umm, can I answer that question when you come into
focus?”


He laughed low and handed me a glass of juice and a couple
of pills, “Drink and swallow. Magic stuff, I can promise it works wonders.”


I sat upright, wincing as I nodded to him, and rested
against the headboard. I chuckled and shook my head, “I always wondered what it
would be like to sleep in your bed in your office.”


He smirked at me and shook his head. “Bathrooms through
there,” he told me as he pointed to a door in the corner. “There’s fresh
clothes in there. I’ll be back when you’re done.”


He walked away then suddenly turned to me. “You know,” he
paused as if trying to find the courage to say what he wanted to say. “You
know. George, your dad, was a good man, Ava. He loved you like his own.
He took on your heartache and pain and he fought to bring you back to life… to give
you a life.”


I swallowed as tears burnt my eyes and my stomach
revolted. “I know.”


He nodded then narrowed his eyes on me, “And I can
guarantee that he won’t want to be replaying all that up there.” He pointed to
the ceiling then shrugged and looked down, “Or down there. He’s found his peace
Ava, let him have it.”


I lowered my eyes when he closed the door behind him,
watching the fall of each tear as they dropped into the glass of juice and
marbled the orange into streaks of yellow.


 


***


 


I sighed as I sank into the hot water, the bubbles tickling
my chin when I slid as far down as was possible without drowning. The warmth
enveloped me straight away, disinfecting the chill that had developed in me.


I lay for a long while, wondering how much longer I had.
Would it be painful, would it be quick or would it draw out agonisingly? I even
pictured how many would be at my funeral. 


“I would love to see Rebecca there.” I said to myself.
“That would be awesome. I’d swoop down on her and flick her perfectly styled
hair.”


I nodded to myself then sighed when I realised I’d spent
way too long on my own. “You are so sad, you’ve now progressed to talking to
yourself. I should get a dog.” I decided suddenly, “That way I have someone to
talk to.” I frowned and chuckled, “But that’s out, Ava. Damn girl, he wouldn’t
even get past the puppy stage and he’d be on his own.”


 


I clambered out when the water had cooled and rubbed
myself down. I caught sight of myself in the full length mirror, the large scar
on my breast from the poker glaring at me. 


I traced along it with my finger. “You know what’s so
fucking hard to take.” I spat at the ceiling. “I went through all the shit. I
spent night after night, shivering in the cold, starving and fighting to
survive until the morning. I’ve been raped, I’ve been beaten, I’ve been
tortured for Christ’s sake, but not once, not one single time did I ever give
up.”


I studied my breasts in the mirror, then placed my hands
over then, squashing them as hard as I could to my chest. Mason loved my
breasts, he’d feast on them, worship them even. I couldn’t bear for him to see
them hacked away, replaced by something hideous and repulsive.


 


I fought back the anger and pulled on the clothes William
had left for me, sniffing them secretly to see if they’d been cleaned from the
previous woman who had worn them, then went back into his office.


 


My breath left me in a whoosh as a palm flashed across my
cheek, snapping my head to one side abruptly. “You fucking bitch!” Courtney
hissed at me.


She tore at me, her hands and nails in my face as she
screamed and raged at me. I curled into myself and let her get it out. She
needed to do this, she needed to let it loose but her sobbing hurt me more than
her physical abuse. They were cries of broken sorrow and grief and each one
gutted me.


 


“Okay,” she said finally as she lifted her chin defiantly.
She wiped her forearm across her nose and turned to face someone. “She’s all
yours.”


I gasped when Nate walked over and hoisted me onto his
shoulder. “Enough of this crap Ava, you were born to fucking fight. And now…”
his voice broke and he coughed to clear it away, “now you fucking fight.”


I didn’t answer for a while, I couldn’t; the distress in
his voice hurt me more than anything. I hadn’t just destroyed myself, I had
destroyed my friends along with me.


“Okay,” I whispered.


“Okay?” he asked as he turned his head to look at me. He
placed a finger under my chin and tilted my head. “Okay?”


I nodded. “But you do this with me. Not Courtney, not
Kade, not even Mason. I don’t want them to watch this. Just you.”


“You’re on. I’m there, sweetheart. Right the fuck beside
you… all the damn way.”


I nodded, “Okay.” I repeated.


It was all I could say.


But it was enough.







 



Chapter Eleven


Relief


Mason


 


The whisky wasn’t enough. The coke wasn’t enough. I
fought over whether heroin would be enough.


I tried to stand but fell to the floor, my head bouncing
off the corner of the coffee table. “Fuck!”


I needed to piss and I focussed on the stairs. Could I
make it? 


 


“Jesus Christ.” Kade walked through the doorway and
rushed over to me. “What the hell, Mase?” He wasn’t angry, well his voice
wasn’t, he was sad and I hated him for it.


“Don’t fucking pity me!” I stormed at him as I tried to
push off the table and stand. He grabbed hold of me, lifted me then threw me
back onto the sofa.


“I don’t fucking pity you, you arse. I’m hurting here
too. I love her too. I want her to get through this as well.”


I stared at him, his voice full of ache and pain. “She
doesn’t love me, Kade.”


“Of course she loves you.”


I shook my head slowly but firmly, the coke and alcohol
in my system slowing my movements. “No, she told me. Her exact words were ‘I
don’t even fucking love you’.”


“Hey,” he whispered as he slid my face round to look at
him, his fingers soft on my face and I sighed, nestling into his touch. “She’s
determined to destruct, Mason. You know damn well she loves you.”


I was silent for a moment but then lifted my eyes to his
and locked his gaze. “She’s going to die, Kade. And I…”


“No!” He barked at me, desperately trying to stop my
breakdown before it hit. “Listen to me. Nate rang, she’s gone in, Mason.”


“What?” I stared at him in confusion.


His smile was radiant, his bright blue eyes sparkling
furiously. “She’s fighting back, Mason. She’s fucking fighting.”


I swear my heart exploded in my chest. I suddenly couldn’t
breathe. My life hit me with the force of a train wreck, everything coming back
into focus as my spirit soared. “I need to see her.”


I struggled to get up but I found the determination. If
my beautiful wife had found the strength, then I could too.


“Mason…”


“Call me a cab,” I told him as I pulled on my shoes.


“Mason…”


“Are you capable of driving?”


“Mason!” He stood and took my hands. “She doesn’t want to
see us. She doesn’t want to see you.”


“What? But…”


He sighed and looked over my shoulder, his eyes focussing
on something, anywhere but me. “We have to respect that. She has taken the
biggest step of her life. Let her deal with it. Don’t ruin it by storming in on
her, she won’t appreciate it.”


“But she’ll need me.”


“No,” he shook his head. “She’ll need us to support
however she wants to do this. Let her get through this, then she’ll accept you,
she’ll accept life again.”


“But I can’t let her do this alone.”


“Nate is with her. He’ll carry her, but you have to
accept what she wants now.”


“Well, how long are we talking?” I asked, my patience
thin and fragile.


“I don’t know, Mason. Honestly, I really don’t know.”


I sank back onto the sofa, my hands sliding over my face
as I fought against the tears. “Why?” I asked him softly, “Why doesn’t she want
me anymore, Kade. Why?”


He sat beside me and pulled me against his lap until my
head rested in his groin and his fingers slid through my hair gently. “Because
she’s scared, Mason. She is frightened of seeing you hurting. She can’t cope
with that on top of everything else. She loves you too much for that.”


“No,” I whispered as I shook my head gently. “She’s
saying goodbye, Kade. Death or not, I’ve lost her.”


And I knew it in my bones. Twenty years of memories would
have to get me through now. I remembered every single one. I remembered her
laugh, her smile, every curve of her body. Every tear she had spilt and every
single word of love she had whispered to me.


They were all I had left now.







 



Chapter Twelve


Persevere


Ava


Five months later


 


I fiddled with the bra, pulling and poking at it. I hated
it, hated the way it looked on me, hated how false it looked. Hated how it now
replaced my breasts.


“Hurry up!” Carrie shouted up the stairs. She had become
a fast, firm friend over the last four months. She’d been my homecare nurse and
we had quickly developed a bond, her sense of humour as sick as mine.


“I can’t.” I choked out when she came to watch me in the
doorway. 


“Don’t be so bloody grumpy,” she said firmly as she
whipped the long wig over my head and adjusted it through the mirror. “You have
been through hell in the last five months. Celebrate the end of your treatment.
Live for a little, if only for one night.”


She stood, flicking through my clothes in the wardrobe. I
knew nothing would fit me anymore but I let her choose. As usual she was spot
on when she pulled out a short shift dress, knowing it would hang perfectly and
cover my prominent hipbones and horrid protruding ribs. 


I pulled at the skin under my eyes, sighing at the dark
circles that now seemed at home on my face. “A bit of slap will cover those, so
don’t even try to use them as an excuse.”


I poked my tongue out at her back, knowing whatever I
said that she wouldn’t back down. I loved her strong personality but sometimes
it could be a little too much, especially when all I wanted to do was hide and
wallow.


 


Carrie left me to it and I stared at myself in the
mirror. It wasn’t even me any longer, I was completely different now, not just
my looks but my life and my goals; not that I had any goals other than to get
through each day without pining for a man I couldn’t have.


I had cut myself off from all of my friends and family,
except Nate. He said very little about Mason; on one hand I didn’t want to
know, I couldn’t move on if I didn’t let him go, but on the other hand, I
needed to know everything, had he changed, was he the same, was he looking
after my children, had he moved on from me?


All Nate had told me was that Mason was back to running
the family business, Kade and Grace had decided to hang around, much to Liam’s
chagrin that Grace would become a target now she didn’t have the bureaus
protection. My children were doing great, George had gone through a drug rehab
program and Katie was studying hard at uni.


And I missed them with every fibre of my being. I missed
Mason’s special smiles, the sexy one he would always give me that lit me up
inside. I missed his words of love, I missed his arms and his safe hold. I
missed the way he made me feel, I missed how he would make me laugh. I missed
his sexy words when he was inside me. I missed him so damn much that the pain
never seemed to disappear. But I would never let him see me this way. Gone was
his little warrior. She had been replaced with an empty shell. A no one with a
mutilated body, a body I knew he would hate but never say.


 


I sat at my dresser and piled on layers of camouflage,
hiding the paleness to my skin and the thin blood vessels that had burst
through my bouts of sickness. My hands shook. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t
face the outside world yet, I wasn’t ready.


“Taxi’s here!” Carrie shouted.


I took a deep breath, swallowed back the bile and took my
shaky legs down the stairs. 


“Beautiful,” Carrie smiled at me as she adjusted my blond
wig. I hated that too by the way.


I pulled it back and she glowered at me. “Leave it!”


“I hate it, it itches and makes me sweat.”


She pursed her lips, her frustration with me evident on
her pretty face. “Honey, you can’t go in a club wearing a Sons of Anarchy
headscarf, it isn’t done.”


“Fuck them!” 


“No,” she murmured as she dragged me out the front door.
“Fuck you, honey.”


She was once again introduced to my tongue.


 


***


 


I was absolutely slaughtered. I could hardly see, my legs
were struggling to hold me up and to top it off I’d lost Carrie in the hordes
of revellers. She had given up after hours of trying to persuade me to dance
and had gone in alone, fighting to get to the centre as her lithe little body
had squeezed past people.


The barman grinned at me yet again. Creepy bastard.


Epic night!


 


I swung round to study the dancers again, hoping to catch
sight of my friends black bob bouncing about. It was impossible, the lights
were streaking the dance floor and morphing each human into its alien
doppelganger.


I needed to pee so badly.


 


“Hey!” I shouted to the barman, gesturing for him to lean
over the bar as I put my mouth to his ear. “If my friend comes back, can you
tell her I’ve gone to the loo?”


He nodded and gave me a thumbs up with another leery
smile as I slid off the stool and made my way across the bar, using it for
support across the room.


I cringed when I saw the space I needed to cross to get
to the corridor that housed the toilets. “Oh damn.”


I just went for it, giggling to myself as I swung one way
and another. People, mainly men, wrapped their arms around my waist and steered
me across when they figured out which way I was heading.


“That door,” A tall bloke pointed to a door and smiled at
me.


I strained my neck as I ran my eyes up his lengthy body,
“Fucking hell,” I gasped as I stared very rudely at him. “You’re huge.”


His tongue poked through his cheek as he tried to hold
back his laugh. “They all usually say that,” he winked.


I rolled my eyes and crossed my legs, “Oh damn.” I
repeated.


Tall guy laughed then lifted me into his arms and rushed
across the room with me. “Coming through!” he shouted as he bounded through the
ladies bathroom door, past the long line of needy pee-ers and kicked open a
cubicle door. He sat me on the loo then closed his eyes as he shifted my dress
up and his fingers fiddled with the sides of my knickers. “Piss!” he demanded
as his eyes remained screwed tightly shut.


He smirked when I started to wee. “We made it!” he cried
with a grin. “Woohoo!”


“We made it!” I laughed as I continued to pee.


“Good god, are you ever gonna stop?”


I slapped his shoulder and told him I had done. He was so
gentlemanly as he struggled to help me pull everything up with his eyes still
closed that I placed a gentle kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”


He peeked through one eye to make sure I was decent, then
lifted me once more and carried me over to the sinks where he propped me up on
the vanity and washed my hands for me. He never said a word, just concentrated
on his duty, smiling the whole time. “My name is Ava,” I whispered when he
grabbed a paper towel and started to dry my hands.


“Toby,” he introduced.


I quirked an eyebrow at him but he shook his head. “They
named me after the dog.” He openly revealed with a slow nod. 


I bit into my lower lip, a funny squeak strangling my
throat as I tried not to laugh. “Well, it’s lovely to meet you Toby.”


“And you, Ava.” He smiled back warmly. “Are you ready?”


I nodded and slid off the unit. He caught me when my legs
gave way. “Whoa, it seems someone’s had a little too much.”


“It seems that someone may be me,” I laughed as he scooped
me back up and carried me through the club.


We hit the mass of dancers as Toby struggled to manoeuvre
me around them. “Hey, my friend!” I cried in his ear when I spotted Carrie’s
black bob. 


Toby lifted an eyebrow at me, “You wanna disturb her? She
looks kinda busy.”


I shook my head when I saw her attached to someone’s face
but then she shifted and my world fell apart.


Mason grabbed the back of her neck and pulled my friend
back onto his mouth, his hands sliding around her back to pull her even further
into him.


Toby snapped his face towards me when the weird noise
echoed from my lungs. “Hey?” he asked with a worried expression. “Are you
okay?”


I shook my head at him, desperately trying to hide the
tears from him. “I want to go home.”


“I’ll just go get your friend.”


I shook my head and grabbed at him. “No!”


“But…”


“No,” I spat, “Just get me into a taxi, please.”


He shrugged then did as I asked but just as he was about
to shut the car door I took his hand. He crouched in the door and looked at me
expectantly. “Thank you for this.” 


He smiled and ran a finger down my nose. “Gimme your
phone.”


I pulled it from my bag and he took it from me, pressed
at some keys until his own phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out, winked
at me then closed the door and patted the roof.


“Where to love?” the driver asked.


“Home,” I sighed as the tears started to fall when
shadows of Mason’s mouth on my friend gripped at my heart. “I want to go home.”







 



Chapter Thirteen


Mistakes


Mason


 


“I need a drink,” Carrie shouted above the noise. I gave
her a nod and followed her across the floor to the bar. 


She stood still, her head twisting left and right as
though she was looking for something. “Are you okay?” I asked as she continued
to search the area, her little body spinning round in circles.


“My friend.” 


I frowned and shook my head, “I didn’t know you were with
anyone.”


“Ava!” she shouted as she hollered into her hands.


The hairs on the back of my neck reared to attention as
my gut coiled. “Ava?”


She nodded as she leaned across the bar to the barman.
“Where’s my friend?”


“Toilet,” he shouted to her. 


She sighed with relief but I turned to face the toilet
doors, studying each person as they came out. It had to be her, her name was
fairly unique and uncommon. 


“Carrie?” A tall guy asked as he approached Carrie. She
nodded and frowned at him, her eyes roaming his body appreciatively. He smiled
back at her, “Ava went home. She saw you with someone so left you to it, but I
just thought you should know that she left.”


My knees buckled and I grabbed hold of the chair.


Shit. Shit. Fuck. 


“She saw us kissing?” I asked as I grabbed hold of his
wrist a little too firmly. He narrowed his eyes on me. 


“Yeah, like I said, she said to leave you both to it and
I put her in a taxi. She was a little far gone.”


“Fuck!”


“Are you okay?” Carrie asked when she saw me pale.


“No,” I shook my head frantically and grabbed her arms.
“Where is she?”


“Hey,” the tall guy cut in. “Chill the fuck out mate.”


I turned to him slowly, realisation just hitting me. “And
what were you doing with her?”


“With who?” he asked as he shook his head in
bewilderment.


“My fucking wife, arsehole.”


“Whoa.” He held up his hands and shook his head again. “I
didn’t know she was your wife, I didn’t even know she was married.”


“You’re married?” Carrie asked as her eyes widened.


“Yes,” I nodded then shook my head. “Well, no…”


“Listen,” Tall guy said. “For one, I didn’t do anything
with her. I just helped her to the toilet. And for two, no wonder she freaked
out, she watched you kissing her fucking friend. In my book, that’s pretty
low.”


“I didn’t know she was her mate.” I defended as I turned
to Carrie and glared at her.


“Don’t look at me either. I didn’t know you were her
husband.”


It was all such a fucking mess. “Do you know where she
is?” I asked as I dropped her arms from my grip.


“Yes,” she nodded. “But I don’t think she wants to see
you. She told me she was done with you.”


Her words cut deep, even more painful than when Ava had
said them. Women always confided in their friends and told them the truth. And
I had honestly thought Ava was just protecting me, but that she still loved me.
If she had told her friend she didn’t want me, then it must be true.


But I still needed to see her. Just once more, just to
give my heart that little jolt it had missed so much. Just to give my soul a
moment’s peace.


“Please, I just want to talk to her. You know, chat over
coffee and catch up.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tall guy said.


I spun round and grabbed his throat, “I don’t give a fuck
what you think’s a good idea or not. She’s mine, remember that.”


“Hey, calm down.” Carrie took hold of my hand and turned
me to face her. “If you don’t calm down, I won’t be taking you anywhere.”


I dropped my hand and managed a sorry, just for face
value, I’d have loved to beat the shit out of him for even looking at Ava, but
that wouldn’t be a good idea in the middle of the club. 


“There is no way you are going to see her like that,” he
defended as he rubbed at his neck. “She could barely stand.”


Carrie sighed and closed her eyes. “Mason.” I turned to
her when I caught her worried tone. “She isn’t the Ava you know anymore. She
has been through so much that it has stripped her complete identity.”


Her honesty stabbed me, the thought of what my little
warrior had gone through alone hurt more than I could stomach. “Please,” I
begged once more. “She cut me off so bluntly that I didn’t even get chance to
say goodbye. I just need to see her. Please.”


“Right, okay.” She conceded and gave a shrug. “On your
head be it.”


“No way are you going there alone. I’ll come with you,”
Tall guy insisted.


I spun round to glare at him. “What the fuck does it have
to do with you?”


He stepped into me, his eyes firing furiously. I realised
he was tougher than I originally thought, I had just caught him by surprise.
And the way he had relaxed in my hold should have told me he was a professional
fighter, but I had been too riled up to notice it. I would never admit it, but
I respected him more for knowing that he was willing to stick up for Ava, even
if he hardly knew her.


“I picked up your wife. I also frequently pick up my nine
year old little girl, and let me tell you, my daughter weighs more than your
wife. I could feel every single one of her ribs through her dress. I could also
feel the pain radiating from her. She is in no position to fight you off if
needs be.” He glared at me resolutely. “I come with you or I’ll make sure you
don’t leave this building walking.”


I smirked at him. “You want a job?”


He blinked at me in shock. “What the…”


I stuck out my hand to him. “Mason Fox.”


His eyes widened and he stepped back. “Fuck! I just
pulled Mason Fox’s wife’s knickers down in the toil….”


He went down faster than I thought he would but he
laughed and got back up without even wincing before he stuck out his hand in
return. “I closed my eyes.” I shrugged, pacified by his honesty and apology.
“Toby Kirkland. And I’m open to offers Mr Fox.”


“We’ll talk on the way. I need to see my wife.”


“Lead the way!” We both said to Carrie.


She rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Okay. Come on, but I’m
warning both of you, I don’t care how fucking hard you are, you upset Ava then
you’ll get to see my bad side.”


I lifted a brow and smiled at her. “Job offers open to
you too.”


She laughed and shook her head. “I’m fine just nursing
your wife at the moment.”


I winced at the thought of Ava being cared for. She would
hate that. Losing her independence was the last thing she would ever cope with.
I just wished she’d have let me be the one to care for her.


“Come on, we’re wasting time. My eyes are eager to see
her.”


“Mason,” Carrie said softly as she stopped me with a firm
grip. “You must remember what I said, Ava isn’t the Ava you know now.”


“I don’t care, Carrie. She’ll always be my Ava, whatever
she looks like, whether her breasts and hair have gone, she still owns me, all
of me.”


She nodded. “Then don’t hurt her with looks, because
believe me I’ve worked with a lot of cancer victims and the first thing she
will look for is your initial reaction to her looks. And I told you, you hurt
her and I will watch you beg on your knees as I hurt you.”


I grinned at her, “Fuck, you’re a pitbull.”


She laughed as she walked towards the doors, “Nah, I’m a
viper and my bite will kill.”


“Fair do’s” I acknowledged. “You must have something to
put up with Ava’s poorly side for so long.”


“Yeah,” she laughed. “You know her alright.”







 



Chapter Fourteen


Denial


Ava


 


I wasn’t sure if I was angry or hurt. All I could picture
was Mason’s eyes, closed as his mouth devoured my friend, the lips that had
once worshipped me, that once only touched me, on hers and now giving her
pleasure as I knew his perfect kisses did.


 


I had sobered up pretty quickly since then, shock had a
strange way of doing that.


I pulled out the flour and eggs and cursed when the bag
of sugar split, trailing a line of white grains across the floor.


I stared at it and wondered if it was too late to get
high. I didn’t do it often, just the occasional line when I was down. I hated
myself for it. After everything Mason had put me through with the stuff, I now
had grown to rely on it for comfort – for the oblivion it provided.


 


I stared through the window and gripped the edge of my
vest, pulling it away from my chest when it itched my scars. The tree at the
far end of the garden swayed in the late night summer breeze. It suddenly
seemed to mesmerise me, the long branches reaching across the garden for the
delicate buds that had just bloomed on the edge of the garden as they appeared
to gobble them up.


My mind was too active and I grit my teeth before I ran
up the stairs and pulled out my knicker drawer, snatching the small plastic bag
that was taped to the underside of it.


Within seconds I had a white line shooting up my right
nostril through the thin tube and I sat back on my heels as I waited for the
calm to roll over me.


It didn’t take long and a deep sigh echoed around the
room when everything seemed lighter, less of a drag pulling at me and weighing
me down as tranquillity spread through my veins and then up into my brain.


I placed everything back, making sure to secure the bag
properly before I went back down, kicked up the tunes and started the formula
for apple danishes.


 


Within an hour, I was slurping hot coffee, nibbling on
warm pastry and singing along to Theory of a Deadman’s, Hate my life.


I stared at my phone when it rang again. Toby had been
ringing for the last thirty minutes but I had ignored each one. I couldn’t be
dealing with him yet, I wasn’t even sure how I felt about him now that I had
sobered. I couldn’t pass off the shame I felt at letting him take me to the
loo.


I was angry for once more relying on someone else to help
me. I hated it. I knew it was time to move out of Carrie’s now I was strong
enough. I needed the comfort of my cottage now.


It had been Carrie’s idea for me to move in with her
whilst she cared for me when I couldn’t rest with Mason’s attempts to contact
me. He had always had the knack of banging on my door when Carrie wasn’t there,
leaving me to call Nate time after time to come and fetch him from my doorstep
when I had refused to even open the door to him.


 


I placed my cup in the sink then closed my eyes when I
heard the front door open. I didn’t know how to look at her, knowing all I
would see was her face attached to my husband’s. I knew it wasn’t her fault,
she had no idea who he was, but it still hurt. The thought that Mason desired
my friend was the most painful thing ever, especially knowing that my body
would now repulse him. Something he had once idolised and revered would now sicken
and nauseate.


 


“Ava?” Carrie shouted.


I blew out a breath to steady myself before I turned.


The room swam and my heart crushed against my ribs when I
realised she’d brought Mason home to have sex.


Oh dear god.


 


I spun back round quickly, my fingers clawing at the
worktop as a pain ripped through my stomach and up into my chest. 


I needed to hide from him. 


I needed to run.


I moved across the kitchen quickly and yanked open the
back door. The warm night air hit my face when three little words froze every
single muscle in my body and battered my soul.


“Oh - dear - God,” Mason gasped in shock.


Everything crumbled around me when I caught the disgust
and shock in his voice. I covered my baldness with my hands and brought my
elbows in front of my chest.


“Get him out of here!” I cried, not daring to turn and
see the horror as well as hear it. “Please.”


“You fucking…” I heard Carrie sigh.


“Ava…”


I shook my head and ran.


 


***


 


I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered as I dropped
onto the park bench. My tears refused to stop.


‘Oh – dear – God’


‘Oh – dear – God’


I turned and hung over the arm rest of the bench and
vomited onto the floor.


“Got anything?” A male voice slurred and I turned to find
some pathetic random teenager staring at me threateningly. He chuckled when he
noticed my lack of hair. “Love the look, babe. You ill?”


“Not ill enough for you to try anything.”


He smirked at me, “Now see, little woman. I’ll ask once
more and then I won’t be so nice about it, you got anything?”


I sighed as the bubble popped in the pit of my stomach then
I smiled. I hadn’t felt it for so long, the rage, the fury and to be honest it
was exactly what I needed right then. I studied the scrote. He was around 5’ 8”,
scrawny and pale, obviously a junkie. He wasn’t anything I should worry about,
even in my weakened state.


I smiled at him. He didn’t smile back as he reached for
me. He definitely didn’t smile when he found his face pinned to the bench, his
arm snapped behind his back and my knee in the base of his spine immobilising
him. “Now I’ll ask you, you got anything?”


“Shit,” he hissed. “Get the fuck off me you mad bitch.”


I rummaged through his pockets with my spare hand and
found a small bag of snow. Perfect.


I threw him onto the floor and rammed my foot into his
face. It suddenly seemed so easy and I was on him within seconds, my wrath
taking over after so long dormant. My fists were furious on him, my bare feet
snapping each of his ribs and bruising internally as I let rip and drained the
heartache along with the hatred.


Arms circled me and dragged me off. “Shit!” A voice
hissed and I stilled.


“Steed?”


“What the fuck Ava?”


I blinked then looked at the teenager. He was
unconscious, blood pouring from him, his body broken and his face smashed. “Oh
my God. What have I done?”


“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Steed soothed when I started to
panic. “Shush, shush, we’ll deal with it, but first I have to phone Mase, he
needs to know I’ve found you.”


I don’t want to see him.” I shook my head frantically at
Steed. “No, I can’t. I…”


“It’s okay,” he said gently as he palmed my face gently
with both of his hands. “Calm down. He just wants to know I’ve found you.
Everyone’s out looking for you.”


I nodded before I turned and stared at the boy. He was
barely eighteen.


Oh Jesus.


“I’ve found her.” Steed spoke into his phone. “No, she’s
fine but I need a clean-up.”


I winced at the words, reality at what I had done kicking
in. “No, no, she’s fine but some… young knob got the shock of his life by the
look of it. You’ll also need to get Kade onto the park CCTV.” 


Nodding his head, he ended the call then took my arm and
steered me to the bench, turning my back on the boy so I wouldn’t have to look
at him. “Are you okay?” he asked as he studied my body. His eyes swept over me
and I frowned with surprise when I realised he’d seen my head and not even bat
an eyelash at it.


“I’m fine.” I told him.


He sighed and smiled sadly at me. “I take it you didn’t
like him?” he asked as he tilted his head to my victim.


“He… he…”


Steed took hold of both my hands, “Ava. It’s okay.” He
frowned then uncurled my fingers and looked down. I bit into my lower lip when
he discovered the bag of coke in my grip. I hadn’t even realised I still had
hold of it.


“Umm…”


“Ah Christ.”


He snatched it from me as heavy footsteps approached.
Greg and Sam stood smiling at me.


“Hey you,” Greg smiled widely and pulled me into his arms
immediately. He felt soft and reassuring and I realised just how much I had
missed them all. “I missed you,” he whispered into my ear.


“And you,” I told him.


He smiled as Sam took hold of me and embraced me, “I see
you’re still causing trouble, girl.” He winked and I sighed.


“I’m so sorry, I…” He shook his head and went to crouch
beside the boy, checking for any signs of life.


“He’s okay, pulse is strong.” He smiled at me then turned
to Steed. “Take her home while we sort this out.”


He nodded then led me back to the car. “I want to go to
the cottage.” I told him when he pulled off.


He narrowed his eyes on me, “I’m not sure that’s a good
idea.”


“I don’t care what you think, Steed. I want to go home. I
want my own bath, my own house and my own bed. I want to go home.”


“Okay,” he conceded with a heavy sigh. “But you can bet
your husband isn’t going to be best pleased.”


“He isn’t my damn husband anymore, he proved that
tonight.”


He turned to me with a perplexed expression, “Eh?”


“He was all over my friend. He has obviously moved on.”


He nodded slowly, his eyebrows twitching with my disclosure.
“And you?”


“Me?”


“Have you moved on?”


I paused before finding the courage I needed. “Yes.”


He sucked air through his teeth as he pulled up outside
my cottage. “See, I’m not sure you have.” He said when he flung the bag of coke
at me. “Not if you need to eradicate all thoughts with this shit.”


“Fuck you, you self-righteous bastard!” I spat as I
yanked open the car door and stormed up the path. I lifted the plant pot on the
porch and took the key from the underside and let myself in.


 


My back hit the wall, the air rushing from my lungs in a
single swoop as Steed’s mouth crushed mine. His lips dominated me, forcing me
to kiss him back with as much fury. His arms slid around my back, pulling me
into him as he hardened the kiss and dragged a moan from me. I hadn’t felt this
alive in months, arousal lit my body up and I shivered at the intensity of it
as my body ached with need.


“Fuck!” He hissed as he pulled back. He stared at me for
a moment, then left, slamming the front door shut behind him.


“What the hell,” I choked out as I touched my swollen
lips.


Everything was spiralling out of control again within
hours of Mason turning back up. I was ashamed for wanting Steed but I was also
relieved that someone still found me attractive, even with no hair and a flat
chest. He seemed to bring out a primal urge in me. An urge to fuck. I didn’t
want a relationship, as I knew he didn’t, there was something between us, a
spark of need, and an animalistic hunger to screw each other’s brains out,
hard, painfully and violently.


But we could never concede to it. By the looks of things,
Steed now worked for Mason and that in itself was trouble, never mind risking
everything just for the sake of pain and pleasure.


I needed to completely cut myself off. I needed to build
a life again and the best way to do that was to take control once more. I
needed a diversion from the waiting for my next test. The next one was in three
months and I knew the wait would be agonising, so I needed something to occupy
my days instead of my lonely thoughts.


I needed a job. And I knew just the man.







 



Chapter Fifteen


Shame


Mason


 


“Open the damn door Ava!” I shouted as I pounded on the
door.


“Mason…” 


I spun round and narrowed my eyes on Steed. “What the
fuck are you doing here?”


He seemed nervous and I followed his study of our
surroundings as his eyes scanned the area furiously. Alarms blared in my head
when I noticed he kept his hand on his hidden piece the whole time. “We were
followed.”


“What do you mean you were followed?”


He stepped closer to me and lowered his voice as he kept
his back to me and faced out into the dark street, “2012, Black Ford Kuga. I’ve
forwarded the reg to Sam but just as I realised he was there, he clocked me and
left.”


“Anything since?”


“No, I’m gonna give it a few hours before I leave.”


I nodded to him, my eyes furiously scoping the area.
“Okay, I’m going in.”


He lifted his brow at me and smirked, “Are you sure
that’s wise?”


“No,” I shrugged as I scaled the side gate and dropped
over the other side. “You should know me by now. I don’t do wise.”


He shook his head and strolled back to his car as I
removed my keys from my pocket and flicked open the little tool, inserting it
into the lock. I sighed happily when the door clicked and I pushed it open,
memories of Ava’s kitchen assaulting me immediately.


I grinned at the old kitchen table. She’d pulled
everything out of storage, all the original furniture she had acquired over the
years.


 


Her hands gripped my shirt and yanked it open, pinging
buttons all over the kitchen floor as I grasped the neckline of her top and
tore it open. 


We fumbled frantically with each other’s trousers,
yanking them and our underwear down each other’s legs. I spun her round to bend
her over the table then impaled her with a brutal thrust. 


“Oh God! Yes Ava” I hissed as I plunged right to the
tip of her. I pulled back and speared her violently again. She screamed in a
mixture of pain and pleasure as I yanked her hair back so I could latch on to
her neck as I pounded into her relentlessly, ruthlessly and roughly. 


“Fuck Mason, I’m coming” She yelled loudly as I thrust
once more and joined her in her ferocious orgasm, both of us crying out each
other’s name as our climax tore through us aggressively. 


 


I snorted at the memory. We’d always had a special
connection during sex, always knew what the other wanted and always fed each
other’s dark side to bring the most amazing climax’s I had ever experienced. 


I missed her with my very soul. I physically ached for
her, my body yearned for its mate, for its other half and I fought the daily
struggle just to keep breathing without her.


 


I took the stairs, stepping over the third step and pushed
open the bathroom door.


 


I couldn’t remove my eyes from her as she soaped her
hands and slithered them round her neck, down her delicious breasts slowly,
circling around her nipples and then down and over her stomach and in-between
her solid thighs. She closed her eyes and moaned as she continued to wash herself.


 “Ava… please” I gulped.


She opened her eyes and cocked an eyebrow at me. “Did
you want something, Mason?” She asked sweetly. 


I groaned and closed my eyes, fighting the arousal
burning inside me.


She cast a quick glance at my groin, smiling wickedly
to herself as she saw my obvious hard erection. “I think you’ve got a problem
there, Mason.” She gestured to my crotch, “You better go and find another tart
to ease the pressure for you.” 


Everything boiled over and I bit my lip to control my
anger but it was too late. My hand swept across the vanity, scattering and
smashing the contents over the floor, glass shattered everywhere before I
turned and stormed off.


 


I closed the door and proceeded along the landing until I
reached her bedroom door. It was ajar and I smiled when I heard her soft
snores. She had always been adamant that she didn’t snore. How wrong she was,
but I’d enjoyed teasing her over it.


I blew out a breath and pushed open the door. My heart
soared in my chest just from one look at her.


She was curled under the duvet, her hands tucked under
her chin. Her lips were twitching as though she was laughing in her slumber but
then her face tightened and she whimpered.


I quietly rushed over to her. I didn’t want to wake her,
I wanted a moment of peace with her before she found me and all hell broke
loose.


 


Her beautiful face was now thin and pale, marred by many
ruptured veins and blemishes. Her delicious soft curls were gone, a large scar
trailing across her head with the light from the moonlight. There was a layer
of downy softness sheltering the delicate skin over her skull and I swallowed
to stop myself from feeling it under my fingers.


“You are so beautiful,” I whispered into the dark.


Her suffering was evident and I swiped away the tear that
rolled down my cheek. I longed to take away all her pain, make everything right
again, crush all her despair and beg the God’s to give her back her life.


But I couldn’t. I had to accept that she had moved on,
that she was taking the path in life that would destroy her, but while she was
hell bent on destruction, I had to back off and let her blow before I could
even think of getting her back.


She believed she was no longer a fighter. I begged to
differ. She had fought the hardest battle of her life – alone. She had stepped
into the darkness isolated and unaided and my little warrior had fought.


She needed to keep fighting now until she saw the light
again. Until she realised that whatever or whoever she had become, she was
still my beautiful Ava but I knew to let her find that again, I had to let her
go.


 


A tear fell from my face and dripped onto her new hair as
I bent and placed a soft kiss on her head. “I won’t say goodbye, baby. I’ll
never say goodbye. But I need you to find your life again, I need you to grab
hold of something, anything, and use it to pull yourself out of this.”


She grumbled but didn’t wake as I ran my thumb tenderly
over her cheek, the prominence of her bone triggering an ache inside. “I love
you, Mrs Fox. My monster of fortitude.”


She sighed as I stepped out of the bedroom and quietly
pulled the door closed behind me.


The anger and hatred erupted as soon as I blocked
connection with her.


I needed to get drunk.


I needed to get high.


I needed to fight back.


I needed to fuck.







 



Chapter Sixteen


Enemies


Ava


Four weeks later


 


“Nooo!” I laughed and shouted at George as I whipped the
bar towel at him. “There are some things a mother does not want to know!”


He grinned at me over the bar, “Mom, I’m nineteen.”


“I don’t care if you’re forty bloody six,” I scowled at
him. “I do not want to know!”


Debora laughed and took a huge bite from her sandwich. “I
agree with Ava. I sure as hell don’t want my mom knowing what my sex life
entails.”


We all lifted a brow at her and she shrugged, “Okay, I
don’t want to know what my mother’s sex life entails.” She shuddered and I
smirked at her.


Over the last four weeks, my son’s girlfriend had been a
godsend. She had made it her mission for me to get back on track, and although
she was only young and her heart was in the right place, she had no idea.
However, the way she loved George broke my heart. They were the replica of
Mason and me, from the way they looked at each other, to the way they touched
and laughed together, and although it physically hurt to watch them, it made my
heart swell so damn much.


 


“Room six,” Owen smiled at me as he handed me a tray of
drinks.


“Well, we’re off,” George grinned when he took Debora’s
hand. “We have a room booked.” He dragged her across the room and up the stairs
to the privates.


I cringed when Steed smirked at me from his stool on the
opposite side of the bar. “Yeah, I can get that’s a bit weird.”


“You have no idea,” I sighed as I walked down the
corridor towards the entertainment room. “Steed,” I sighed as I felt him follow
me down the corridor. “You don’t have to follow me everywhere.”


“I’m good,” he drawled through a huge yawn.


I stopped, sighed and turned to him. “Go home. I’ve only
just started my shift half an hour ago, there’s still at least six hours left.”


He pursed his lips and stepped into me. “Fine. I’m going
home. I will be back at midnight for you. Do not leave without me, do you
understand?”


“Good god, Steed. It was a random stolen car. I haven’t
seen or heard anything funny in the last four weeks. I will be fine. My car is
here, and I have been given the all clear for driving you know.”


I bit into my lip when his lips curved into a wicked grin
and he forced me backwards until my back rested against the wall. The tray
wobbled in my hand and I struggled to keep a hold of it when his face came so
close I could smell his damn toothpaste.


“For one, I will leave you when I deem it safe.” His
mouth moved up the edge of my jaw until it brushed my ear, triggering a shudder
to rip through me. “And secondly, I have been taking you home for the last
three weeks because I can guarantee one day you will invite me in, strip me
naked and sink that delicious mouth of yours around my cock until I come right
down your elegant little throat.”


He smirked at the whimper that left me, then patted my
face softly and winked. “See you at midnight.”


I stared after him as he strolled down the corridor, his
arrogance controlling his gait as well as his personality.


He’d been trying to bed me for weeks and I was finding it
harder and harder to resist him. The way he spoke, so openly and bluntly,
ignited a fierce lust in me and I knew he would fuck me like I liked to be
fucked. But I couldn’t give in. For one, I was still in love with my husband
and for two, my body was a mutilated hideous heap of scars and wounds that no
one would ever be allowed to see again.


 


I gulped back the lump in my throat and entered room six,
nudging the door open with my hip as I balanced the tray on my shaky hands.


“Damn you,” I whispered to myself when the aftereffect of
Steed left me a trembling mess.


 


The room was dark, the only light coming from a few
sconces around the room. Music was playing quite loudly and I groaned when I
caught the two girls writhing in ecstasy on the podium.


I looked around for the occupiers and groaned louder when
I found them bent over a small table, both of them snorting lines of coke
naked.


“Just put the tray over there,” a voice said as he
pointed to another table in the corner.


The tray finally slipped from my grasp as vomit rushed up
my throat. I only just managed to hold onto it when Mason turned round and
frowned at me. “You okay, love?”


Realisation hit him with a force when he disregarded the
blonde wig and the false breasts disguising me. “Ava?” 


I stared in silence when the brunette turned to face me.
“Well, hello Ava.” Rebecca sneered.


Everything I had hung on to, everything I had fought for
these past six months disintegrated in a heap around me. My heart and soul
burst open in so much agony that I would forever feel the pain.


“Why…” My jaw opened and closed as I took in their bare
bodies, condoms littering the floor and the lines of snow decorating the table.


“Ava…” He stumbled to his feet, his high causing him
problems when I backed off and he couldn’t reach me quick enough.


I shook my head at him as I fell through the door,
snatched my bag from the restroom and raced out of the building, Mason’s cries
of my name echoing around me as I clambered in my car.


I watched his naked body sprint after me in the rear-view
mirror until I floored the accelerator and disappeared around the corner.


 


***


 


I banged on the door, my fists hurting with the force of
my knocks. “Come on damn it.”


The hallway light illuminated and the catches shifted
until he opened the door and stared at me in just his shorts. “Ava?”


I pushed him back and instantly dropped to my knees
before him. “Although you didn’t invite me in, I can still guarantee this is
the night you sink your cock down my throat and fill it with cum.”


“What the…” He hissed when I yanked his shorts down and
promptly sheathed his already hard cock with my mouth. “Fuck… Fuck!”


His unique taste tingled on my tongue as I lapped down
his shaft and cupped his balls with my teeth. He grabbed my hair and pulled off
my wig before he clasped my head and started to direct my movements. “Shit…
more…”


He thrust into me and I accommodated him by loosening the
muscles in my throat, before I slid back up him and circled his swollen head
with my tongue. “I’m not gonna last darlin’,” he growled as he held my head
still and started to fuck my mouth hard and furiously.


I took everything he gave me, flicking my tongue on him
and tightening my lips when he started to tremble. His fingers dug into my
scalp when he shot his load into my mouth, a huge torrent of sweet cum lining
my throat and charging into my belly with force as he groaned loudly through
his orgasm.


 


I was yanked upwards and then scooped up into his arms as
he took the stairs two at a time.


He stood me in the centre of his bedroom and knelt before
me, yanking at my work shorts until he tapped my foot and I stepped out of
them. My hands immediately covered myself, self-awareness at another man’s eyes
on me flushing my body with shame. 


Steed took my hands and shifted them to my sides as he glared
up at me, “Never be ashamed of your body, Ava. You are fucking beautiful.” He
was angry but I nodded faintly. “Now apologise and hold your hands behind your
back.”


I stared at him. He pinched the inside of my thigh
causing me to gasp. “I once told you I fuck with pain, Ava. This is your last
chance to pull your shorts back up and walk away.” I chewed on my lower lip, my
mind swinging left and right as I fought with the yes and the no. “You stay,”
he continued with a dark gaze on me. “Then I fuck you like you’ve never been
fucked before… my way.”


My chest was heaving as we both waited for me to decide.


 


I pulled my hands behind my back, holding onto each wrist
with the other hand as I looked down at him. “I’m sorry.”


His lips twisted into a cruel smile before he placed a
hand on my stomach and pushed me backwards until my back hit the bed and I was
staring at the ceiling.


I closed my eyes when Steed grabbed at my knees and
forced them apart. “Open up for me, Ava. Let me see you.”


My eyes shot open when he pinched my clit roughly. “Open
your fucking eyes.”


“Sorry,” I whimpered. “I thought you meant my legs.”


He winked at me but kept his eyes fixed on mine when his
mouth slowly lowered between my legs. “Oh fuck!” I groaned as my fingers dug
into the sheet covering the bed.


Explosive shocks detonated in my veins when his tongue
circled my clit, his teeth grazing slightly as a finger slid inside me. “Fuck
darlin’, you’re drenched. Is this what I do to you, Ava? Do you think I can
make you beg?”


I couldn’t answer him as his tongue slid inside me
alongside his finger. One of his hands pushed against my pelvis when my back
arched with pleasure and I lifted off the bed. “Keep still,” he growled at me.


He continued his assault, driving me higher and higher
until I was only hanging on by a thread. The thread severed when he slipped his
thumb into my arse and sucked hard at my clit. I struggled to breathe through
the intense orgasm as it took control of my lungs and brain, its powerful hold
ripping at my nerves and firing every single fibre of me into nirvana.


 


I was flipped over and I swallowed heavily as I heard the
rip of a foil packet. I shook my head furiously when he pulled at the hem of my
top. “No, it stays on.”


“What? Why?” he asked with a furious frown.


“Just… no. It’s the only thing I demand. You can do
anything you want to me but my top stays on.”


“Ava,” he sighed when I flattened myself further into the
mattress. He knew why, he could read it in me, my shame at the way I looked.


I stared at him over my shoulder. “You either fuck me or
I leave.”


His face grew furious as his chest heaved. He grabbed my
hands and held them in one of his huge ones above my head. “Do not fuck me
off.”


“Why?” I smiled cockily at him. “You wanna fuck hard,
then fuck hard. Fuck me with anger because that’s what I need.”


I gasped when he impaled me in a single thrust, the width
of him burning my walls, stretching me unforgivingly after months of nothing.
“That’s what I deserve,” I finished under my breath when he started to move.


His hands gripped my shoulders firmly as he pounded into
me. He fucked with so much anger and hatred that as soon as his fingers circled
my throat I was coming violently and loudly.


Each of his hard thrusts shifted me further and further
across the bed until I was literally hanging off the edge, the palms of my
hands on the floor to support myself.


He clutched my shoulders and yanked me back until we were
both kneeling with him behind me. “Ride me, Ava. Show me how fucking hard you
fuck.”


We were both sweating liberally, our bodies wired and
strumming with pleasure as we groaned and grunted together loudly. I worked him
so hard I swore I would be bleeding when we finished. But I didn’t care, I
needed the pain his fingers and cock offered. I deserved it. I warranted every
single agonising jolt of pain that he gave me.


He pushed me forward until I was on all fours. I yelped
when his palm connected with my backside so hard the sting made my eyes water,
but I came like a fucking animal, growling and snarling through it.


Steed yanked at my hips, pulling me onto him even further
when he roared out my name and climaxed as brutally as I did. His hips bucked
and jerked, forcing his cock even more cruelly into me as he fell onto my back
and sank his teeth into my neck, generating another orgasm to shudder through
me faintly.


 


We both collapsed in a heap, Steed rolling off me before
he could crush me. I stared at the pillow as I lay immobile and vibrating in the
aftershock.


We were both silent, the enormity of what we had just
done hitting us now the arousal had died. “Shit,” Steed uttered as he pulled
himself upright and sat on the edge of the bed. His hands raked through his
hair in distress.


I climbed off the bed and pulled my shorts on, “Don’t
worry. He won’t find out.” I muttered as I pulled on my heels.


“What?” he stared at me in confusion. “I’m not worried
about Mason, I’m worried about you.”


“Why?” I shrugged as a numbness flowed through me. “I’m
fine.”


“No, you’re not.” He whispered as he tenderly cupped my
cheek. “You weren’t emotionally ready for this. And I took advantage of that.”


I laughed at him but pulled away and trotted down the
stairs, swiping my bag from beside the front door. “Steed. Chill out. I won’t
be back for seconds. I’m afraid you were there to be used, and I used you.”


I watched as shock covered his face. “Right.” He blinked
back his stunned reaction to my honesty.


“I won’t plague your life by knocking on your door, and I
won’t be asking for a repeat performance so you needn’t worry.”


“Ava!” he shouted as I opened the door and left him
staring after me.


 


I was silently humoured by the fact that I had watched
two naked men stare at me through my rear view in a single night.


But there was only one that had broken me. There was only
one who had torn the remaining pieces of my soul apart. And there was only one
who made me go home, get high and sob myself to sleep.


Again.







 



Chapter Seventeen


Roots


Mason


 


She had slid the chain on the back door to try and keep
me out. That didn’t stand a chance when I kicked at it and it flung open, the
force of it banging loudly in the silent house.


I took the stairs two at a time and slammed open her
bedroom door. “Ava…” I froze when I found the room empty, the duvet still
perfectly pulled over the bed and the many prissy cushions she always had
scattered perfectly in place.


“What the…”


She should be home by now, she’d had a good thirty
minutes on me. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialled Steed. He declined
my first call and I tried again. He picked up on the fourth ring, “Hey, Mase.”


“Are you with Ava?”


He hesitated and I frowned to myself when I sensed his
unease. “No.”


“Well she’s not home and you get paid to fucking shadow
her. So would you like to tell me why the fuck my wife doesn’t have a shadow at
the moment?”


“I, ummm…”


The front door opened and closed with a quiet click. “Got
her.” I told him and ended the call abruptly as I went down to find her.


As soon as I exited the bedroom, my face was squashed up
against the wall, both my arms pulled behind my back and a gun crushing against
my temple. “Ava! It’s me.”


“What the fuck, Mason.” She declared as she let me go.
“You stupid bastard. I could have killed you.”


I grinned at her, my little warrior still had it. “Where
the fuck have you been?”


She stared at me, her head tilted to one side. “Are you
for real?”


“Yes,” I nodded to confirm her question. “You should have
been home ages ago.”


“Get out!” she snapped as she pushed past me and flicked
on her bedroom light, dropping her bag to the floor as she walked into the
en-suite she’d recently had fitted and started the shower. “Go home, Mason. I
don’t want you here.”


“I wanted to check you were okay.” I told her quietly,
shame at my behaviour coursing through me.


She scoffed loudly. “You wanted to check up on me? Why?”


“Well because… you know…”


“Because I found you with that fucking whore again?
AGAIN!” she suddenly screamed, her face flushing with anger.


“I…”


“You what Mason? You what?”


I was just about to answer her when I caught the mark on
her neck. I swear something invisible hit me in the face and chest
simultaneously. I gripped her face and moved her head aside to make sure I
hadn’t imagined it. “What the fuck is that?”


She rubbed her finger over the mark as though she hadn’t
been aware of it until I mentioned it. I watched her throat bob as she stared
at me resolutely. “It’s a bite.”


I curled my fists into themselves as my brain started to
fume and my gut hissed angrily. “Who?”


I didn’t want to know but my sick curiosity did and I
closed my eyes as I waited for her answer. “It doesn’t matter who. You have
your new fuck, well now, I have mine.”


I tried to control my wrath but it was spinning
dangerously out of control with her coolness. “Ava…” I ran my tongue over my
teeth. “I’m really trying hard to hold the fuck on here.”


I jerked when her hands hit my chest and she pushed me
back harshly. “How dare you! HOW FUCKING DARE YOU!”


I spun her round so fast, the air left her lungs in a
hiss as her back thumped the wall. I pinned her hands beside her head and
leaned into her. “You are mine. MINE!”


She glared at me, hatred and anger heaving from her in
huge quantities. “And who do you belong to, Mason. Eh? It is definitely not me,
it never really has been, has it? You’ve always been hers.”


“That’s bullshit and you know it.” I spat back at her as
I pushed her further into the wall.


“Is it?” Her face was furious, her chest heaving angrily
and her eyes glinting hatefully but then everything changed as devastation
overwhelmed her, “Is it?” she repeated with a choked whisper. “Because she
always seems to win, Mason. Whatever I do, she always wins.”


My heart broke at her pain and I rested my forehead
against hers, breathing her in and shivering as my soul cried out thankfully.
“She hasn’t won, baby. I will always belong to you.”


She sighed and inhaled heavily, getting her fix along
with me but then she pushed at me again and slipped under my arms. “No, Mason.
You have already proved that you were never mine. Go.” She turned away from me,
her shoulders heaving as she tried to control her tears. “Go back to her. I
told you, I set you free. You are free to fuck who you want, as am I.”


“NO!” I roared as I grabbed her arms and spun her to face
me. “You will never be free. Your body belongs to me, as does your heart and
soul and I will never let them free. I will never let you take them from me.” I
leaned into her until I was hovering over her, “I will find out who he is Ava,
and then he’s mine!”


I let her go just as abruptly and left her staring after
me. If I didn’t leave then I would have trashed something and I couldn’t have
guaranteed her safety.


 


***


 


“What the hell?” Steed glared at me when he opened his
front door and I pushed past him.


“Get dressed.”


He widened his eyes on me to remove the sleep then
squinted, “What? Why?”


“You have a new job.”


“Which is?” he asked as we walked into the kitchen and he
flicked on the kettle after checking the water level.


“You are now my wife’s soul.”


“Eh?” He barked as he spun round to gape at me.


“She’s fucking someone. I want to know who he is.”


He froze and stared at me. “And… ummm, I can help with
that how?”


“I told you. You stay with her at all times, you don’t
leave her side. She takes a piss, then you take one with her. She works, you
sit at that fucking bar… which by the way, thanks for telling me she was
working there.”


“I… sorry,” he stuttered. “I didn’t think it was
relevant.”


“Not relevant!” I scoffed at him. “My wife just found me
in one of the privates, snorting coke with her nemesis.” His jaw dropped and he
closed his eyes with a deep sigh as though something now made sense to him.
“What?”


He shook his head, “Nothing.” He turned back around and
spooned coffee into a cup. “Okay, I get it, I’m now your wife’s soul.”


“I mean it Steed, I want his name by the end of the
week.”


He nodded as I turned to leave, then spun back round to
him. “She’ll put up a fight at this, but you want to get paid, then you work
around her stubborn side.”


He didn’t reply, just gave me a nod before I left him to
his coffee.







 



Chapter Eighteen


Shadows


Ava


 


“What?” I stared at him as a bubble of laughter
threatened to burst free.


“He wants me to watch you, and then report back to him
who you’re fucking.”


I rolled my lips and rubbed at my eyes as I tried to hide
the humour at the situation. Steed was staring at me with a stunned expression.
“Okay, umm…” I couldn’t hold it in any longer. My laughter broke free loudly
and hysterically. “Jesus… fuck…” I snorted as I held onto the kitchen table.


“It’s not funny, Ava!” Steed declared but I watched as
his lips twisted. “It’s not!” He flung my blonde wig at me. “This was also on
the back of the fucking kitchen chair while your bloody husband was dictating
orders at me.”


My mouth opened and closed but then I was snorting yet
again. “Ava, stop it!” Steed laughed with me as he flopped into a chair.
“Fucking Christ. This is beyond surreal.”


 


“What are you two laughing at?” Kade asked as he stepped
into the kitchen.


I spun round to glare at him. “I do have a doorbell you
know.” 


He smirked at me and nodded. “Need a word, sweetheart.”


Steed stood up and grabbed his coffee cup from the side.
“I’ll give you some space. I’ll be right outside.” He narrowed his eyes on Kade
as if warning him that any trouble and he was with me. I rolled my eyes as the
testosterone flew around my kitchen and Kade grinned smugly.


“Yeah, you do that, we wouldn’t want you venturing too
far now would we.”


Steed tipped his head and narrowed his eyes on Kade,
“What is that supposed to mean?”


“Nothing,” Kade pursed his lips and held up his hands.
“Nothing at all.”


 


He sighed and pulled me into a hug when Steed left us to
it. “You do know he’s had your car tagged, and your house is bugged?” He
whispered quietly in my ear.


I pulled back and stared at him. He lifted a finger to
his lips and flicked his eyes to the corner of the kitchen ceiling. My eyes
widened as nausea flooded me but he shook his head before dragging me into the
walk-in pantry at one side of the kitchen. “You’re fucking lucky I have the
software connected to my laptop and it’s me he asked to monitor you.”


“Kade…”


“You’re walking on ice, Ava.” He glared at me, his eyes
angry and heated. “He will kill him.”


“Then make sure he doesn’t find out. And while you are
here, you can disconnect bloody Big Brother. How dare he? What the fuck is
wrong with him?”


He stared at me and scoffed, “What the hell Ava, you are
shagging someone other than him, maybe that’s a reason for him to go slightly
off the rails!”


I narrowed my eyes on him and shook my head in disbelief,
“He didn’t tell you, did he?”


“Look whatever he’s…


“He’s fucking Rebecca.” I lifted a brow at him when his
knees buckled and he palmed the wall for support. “I guess that’s a no then.”


“What the fuck! Are you sure?” 


“Mm-hmm, I found them together at the club.”


“Oh, sweetheart,” he whispered when my eyes filled up.
His hand cupped the back of my head as he pulled me into him. “He’s a damn
fool.”


I clung to him, using him for the comfort I had missed
during the last six months of hell. He sighed heavily as he held me tighter,
his lips brushing across the soft hair now growing rapidly on my head. He
tipped my head back with a finger under my chin to look at me, “You’re both
damn fools.”


I lowered my eyes and tried to fight past the pain
engulfing me. “I can’t Kade… he…”


“He?” he prompted when I hesitated.


I smiled softly as memories surrounded me. “He loved my
breasts, Kade. He adored them, it was one of the things he fell in love with
and now…” I swallowed as the hatred once more chose to drown me. “Now they’re
gone and all that’s left is hideous scars… more fucking horrific scars. I can’t
let him see me like that. It isn’t fair, he deserves more.”


“He deserves his wife!” Kade bit back angrily. “Do you
think he cares about how you look on the outside?”


“Yes! Yes, Kade. That’s what Mason is, he’s a man, a dominant
man and looks are everything to him, especially for sexual stimulant. And now
I’m…”


“You’re frightened he’ll reject you? Oh my God, Ava.” He shook
his head with incredulity but his gaze softened. “He loves you, he could never
see you as anything but beautiful, sweetheart. You aren’t just some… some piece
of meat that he sticks his dick into occasionally.”


I blinked at his bluntness but he cupped my face and
titled my head back. “Have you even asked him?”


I shook my head and looked away. “I can’t, I’m… I’m
sacred of what he’ll see.”


Kade’s mouth hit mine with an almost painful kiss, his
tongue fought to climb inside me, his lips bruised and crushed me as he pushed
me back against the wall. “Right, now tell me that wasn’t a kiss that tells you
how much I fucking desire you, how hard you make me?” He grabbed
my hand and slammed it hard against his erection. “And I am not your husband,
the man who fucking adores you.”


“Are you still…”


He shook his head in confusion when I paused and lowered
my eyes.


“Still fucking Mason?” He bit into his lip and diverted
his eyes but I grabbed hold of his hand. “No Kade, I want you to. Don’t stop
because, well because Mason needs that. He needs… men as well and he’ll go
crazy without it.”


He sighed and shook his head as his eyes flicked over my
face sadly, “Jesus Christ. Why can’t you see what everyone else sees in you?
How amazing you are, how perfect you are, how fucking stunning you are!”


 


“What the fuck are you doing?” Steed asked as he flung
open the pantry door and stared at us.


“Talking about your dick,” Kade said as he walked back
out. “Remember, Ava.” He shouted before he shut the front door behind him.


I laughed at the shock on his face and leant into his
ear, “We need to be careful. The house is bugged.”


His face paled and I tapped his cheek, “Don’t worry,
Kade’s sorting it and I know a man who can disconnect everything.”


He sighed in relief as I finished texting who I needed
and pulled out food from the fridge to start dinner. “I presume, seems as
though you are now attached at the hip, that you’ll want feeding.”


His lips twisted and just before it left his mouth I
pointed to the ceiling alarm system sensor. He snapped his jaw shut and just
nodded.


It was rather a shame I had already text Marv, an old
friend of George’s who was a system expert and more importantly who Mason had
no clue of, but it could have been fun watching Steed try and hold back on the
innuendo.







 



Chapter Nineteen


Poltergeists


Ava


 


 


“I know they were in here, I’m positive they were.” 


Grace huffed and rolled her eyes as she watched me
scramble through the entire shoe cupboard looking for my red wedges. “Ava, just
wear the white ones, they’ll go.”


“No,” I pursed my lips in frustration, moving numerous
pairs out of the way. “I love the red ones. The white ones pinch.”


“Then wear the black flats.”


I stared at her with wide eyes. “I can’t wear black flats
with a flowery dress, they won’t look right.”


“Jesus Christ!” She growled as she moved me out of the
way and chose a white pair of kitten heels. “Perfect.”


I sighed, “I don’t wanna go anyway. I told Lay I wasn’t
going.”


“I know,” she said as she rearranged her hair in the
mirror. “And I’m telling you that you are. It’s your friend’s wedding
anniversary. You haven’t been out properly in an age and everyone misses you.”


I pulled a face at her, her lips quirking when she caught
me in the mirror. “And I’m driving so at least you can have a drink.”


“Well don’t let me drink too much” I warned. “My
medication doubles the effect.”


She smirked at me, “Nice to know, you’re fun when you’re
drunk.”


 


***


 


“So,” I shifted my gaze through the car window as we made
our way to the restaurant. “Have you seen much of Mason?”


She was silent for a moment and I turned to look at her.
Her eyes were flicking between her rear view mirror and her side one, “What,
sorry?” she blinked and glanced at me.


“Mason?” I asked again as I studied the black car behind
us. “Do we have a tail?”


“Not sure yet,” she murmured as she shifted gears. “But
there’s one way to find out.”


I kept my eyes trained on the car as Grace cruised along
the street, at the very last minute turning the car into a side street. The
other car flew past, braked then reversed. 


“Shit,” she hissed as she hit her Bluetooth and sped up,
rounding the next corner so sharp I fell into the window, my head bouncing off
the glass harshly. 


“Hang on, Ava,” she snapped angrily, her concentration
making her sharp with me.


“Beaumont?” Liam’s voice filled the small interior of the
car.


“Black Lexus LS, Reg TH14 YEW, currently pursuing us east
on Raymond Street, roughly 89Mph.”


“Turn right at the end,” Liam spoke proficiently, “Then
sharp left into Larth view Drive, there’s a gap leading to a dirt track between
houses numbered five and seven.”


“Got it.” 


We ploughed around each corner, Grace controlling the car
expertly as I clung to the seat with both hands. My phone was bouncing in my
bag and I bent to retrieve it, rolling my eyes when Steed’s number popped up. “Not
now,” I told him as I answered.


“Tell Grace we have a duplicate car waiting for you on
the dirt track.” He barked at me. “Turn into the garage left of the dirt track
as soon as you turn on to it.”


I repeated everything to Grace as she manoeuvred the car
between the two houses. Gravel spun up behind us as our speed caused the car to
drift. Another silver Mercedes shot out from the right hand side of the track
as we pulled into the garage on the left. 


The doors clanged shut behind us making me jump. “You
okay?” Grace asked immediately as she poked the bump surfacing on my temple.


I nodded to her, “Any idea?”


“Nope,” she huffed but narrowed her eyes.


“Don’t lie to me Grace.”


She sighed and turned to me. “Steed was followed a few
weeks ago. We intercepted a… parcel that was due for delivery to you and…”


“And?” I urged when she sighed and paused.


“And Mason received some rather… intimate pictures of you
and…”


“Oh God,” my eyes widened on her as panic cramped my
stomach.


“Yeah, of you and Steed kissing in the Panther’s
corridor.”


I breathed out silently, the pit of my stomach loosening
slightly. “And that’s all?”


She nodded as she climbed from the car then turned to me
and tilted her head questioningly. “Should there be more that I need to know?”


“No,” I defended a little too quickly. “It was just a
kiss for god’s sake.”


Her eyes flicked over every inch of my face before she
sighed. “You do know that I used to interrogate for the bureau, Ava?”


I gave her a nod as I climbed as casually as possible
from the car.


“And I can tell a lie from a truth.”


“Don’t be silly,” I scoffed. “Why would I lie?”


Her brow quirked, “Because of your husband by any
chance?”


“Why the hell won’t people realise that Mason and I are
separated and free to do as we please? It was just a kiss,” I reiterated. “No
big deal.”


“Okay,” she smirked as she held her hands up and opened
the replacement car door, snatching the keys from the sun visor before pulling
out of the rear doors in the garage and holding a hand up to our assistant as
he shut the doors behind us.


She circled round and brought us back on our original
course. “What the hell is it with people stalking me?” 


She laughed and shook her head. “Ava, you’re married to
London’s most notorious. Expect it.”


“I do, that’s the problem. But now I’m not sure if it
frightens me more than ever.”


She turned and smiled at me. “We’ll find whoever it is.”


“It’s not that,” I sighed. “It scares me because now it
just seems normal to me. It doesn’t frighten me any longer, and that in itself
scares the fucking shit out of me.”


 


***


 


My worst nightmare greeted me as I walked into the huge room.
Masses of my friends swooped in at once, fiddling with my wig, prodding my fake
breasts and commenting on how good I looked. Fucking hypocrites.


Courtney rolled her eyes and thrust a large glass of
vodka and cranberry in my hand. “Drink it!” she snarled as she nudged people
aside to grant me a breather.


“Fucking hell,” I scoffed after downing my drink and
people got quickly bored with me. “Anyone would think I’d been cloned?”


She spat out her drink and held her throat, “Shit, I
bloody hope not.”


I narrowed my eyes on her before she pulled me over to
one of the main tables. The room had been set out rather like a wedding, each
white individual table adorned with petals and numerous layers of cutlery,
humungous vases of flowers decorated the centre of each as numerous bottles of
champagne sat in silver buckets of ice. “Good God,” I whispered to Courtney.
“It’s a bit OTT.”


She nodded, “It is a little, never thought Layla would be
into this.”


 


We both found our seats, me squashing between her and
Greg, Sam and Marcy with Liv and Nate opposite me. “What’s going on?” I asked
Liv as we all peered at the table.


“I’ve no idea, I was about to ask you.” She answered casually.
“It’s a bit much for an anniversary.”


I nodded, confirming her thoughts as all our group switched
around until the men were on one side and the women on the other.


“Much better,” Marcy smiled as she tucked her chair under
the table beside me. “Can’t be doing with Sam’s drawl about how fucking hot the
Amish girl in Banshee is all bloody night.” She rolled her eyes and
huffed, “No tits, Ava, no bloody tits at all. What the hell is wrong with the
man?”


I laughed at her, god bless her openness and unfiltered
conversation as everyone at our table nudged her and tipped their heads in my
direction. I had missed them all and it wasn’t long before we were all quite
drunk and laughing loudly. 


I noticed Steed watching me from across the room where he
sat at his table with a few people I didn’t know. I could see the desire in his
gaze, the need and want flashing through his eyes as his tongue rolled
frequently across his lips.


“Hungry?” I mouthed to him.


He smirked at me, “You have no idea.”


 


“Can I have your attention please,” Kade shouted as he
rapped his champagne glass with a fork.


I leant back in my seat and admired him. His lean body
was handsome in his tux, his black sleek hair complimented perfectly with his
choice of attire. It wasn’t until I ran my eyes back over him that I noticed
the small carnation in his jacket pocket. “Why does he have a flower in his
pocket?” I asked Courtney quietly as I leaned into her.


She shrugged then turned her attention back to him.


“Now as you know, we’ve all come here to celebrate Layla
and Lucas’s wedding anniversary.” 


We all turned and cheered Lay and Lucas as he reached in
and kissed her passionately, but then he dropped back into his chair and
focussed on Kade again. I frowned at the strange formality, it was usual custom
for the hosts to actually say something now.


“However,” Kade continued. “We’ve all brought you here
for something else tonight.”


Everyone on my table turned to look at me. Each wore a
huge smile and I started to blush. God damn it, they were gonna celebrate my
survival. 


Shit, fuck, damn. 


“I’m gonna kill you” I hissed at Courtney as Kade carried
on with his smarmy speech.


He sighed and tipped his head. “I’ll hand you over to the
man of the hour.” He said as he held out his hand to the rear doors.


We all turned to see who it was.


My heart stopped when Mason slipped through the doors,
his fine body in an identical suit to Kade. His eyes snapped to mine
immediately, he knew exactly where I was sat.


I knew what was happening before anyone had murmured
another word. “No,” I choked out as Mason walked across the room to me, his expression
as nervous as his stance. He was chewing on his lower lip as he wrung his hands
together, his mouth as tight as his jaw.


I couldn’t move, shock and horror rendered me immobile.
But I needed to move – quickly.


I fell out of my chair, shaking my head at him, trying to
stop him doing this but he reached me before my legs could carry me out of
there.


“Ava,” he whispered with a pained expression. He grabbed
hold of my hands, his own clammy with sweat as his nerves battered him.


“Mason, don’t…”


I whimpered when he dropped to one knee before me, his
eyes glassy as he looked at me.


Everything stilled, even my breath as I squinted and
studied him. “My god,” I scoffed, “You’re fucking high.”


“What?” His brows twisted as his throat bobbed. 


“You – are – fucking – high! Jesus Christ, Mason. You
need to be high to do this?”


“What? No...” He tried, his head shaking rapidly.


“You know what?” I hissed as fury overwhelmed me. “I was
actually going to say no, but there was a small part of me that hated myself
for doing it, for hurting you. My soul needs you, my fucking heart pines for
you and I haven’t caught a full breath for over six months. But here you are,
once again relying on the white stuff to help you through. You don’t need me,
you don’t need our marriage. After all…” I raged loudly, making sure each and
every single person in the room could hear me. “Why would you need me when you
have your fuck whore and coke? I’m a no-one compared to them.”


I pulled out of his hold and snatched up my bag. “Go get
high and fuck your whore. We are done!”


 


I shrivelled in my skin as various gasps echoed around
the room, several pairs of eyes followed me out but only one voice ricocheted
off the walls.


“AVA!”


 


The doors closed behind me as I stepped out into the
night air. A bright red Ferrari pulled up at the bottom of the hotel steps, the
brakes squealing loudly.


“I need to fuck and get high!” I told Steed when I
climbed in and he pulled away.


“I can grant the first but no way do you get the second.”


“Then fuck you, take me home.”


He shook his head but drove.


 


I forgot about the coke when Steed tied me to his bed,
removed the skin from my backside with his belt and fucked the anger right out
of me.







 



Chapter Twenty


Regrets


Mason


 


She laughed when she fell off the bed and rolled across
the rug until she came to rest against the dresser. She looked over her
shoulder and smiled at me, her pretty brown eyes twinkling in delight.


“You know,” she sighed as she rolled onto her back, her
firm tits pointing straight up, a sign that she’d done a job on them. “It’s
just you and me now, Mason.”


I frowned at her as I reached over and lit the joint we’d
both been sharing before we’d fucked. “Eh?”


She leaned over and removed the smoke from me and took a
long drag on it. “Us, just me and you. Who needs anyone else?” She crawled over
to me and perched her elbows on the edge of the bed. “I always knew you would
come back to me.”


“Eh?”


She laughed and nudged me, “Just how much have you had? I
said I knew one day it would be me and you again, both of us together like it
should have been.”


I stared at her and cocked my head. “Bec, we’re not back
together.”


She pulled her perfectly groomed eyebrows together and
squinted at me, “Umm yeah, we are. What’s this then?”


I laughed at her, “It’s called fucking, and you of
all people should know that.”


Both her eyes widened on me as she fell back onto her
bottom, “And what does that mean?”


I sighed and shook my head at her, “Oh Christ, did you
think because I fuck you that I want you in my life?”


She swallowed heavily and I grit my teeth as she paled
and stared at me. Her whole expression crumbled as she wet her lips with her
tongue. “I thought…”


She jolted when I snatched the ashtray from the drawers
beside me and threw it against the wall. “For fucks sake. You need to stop
this, Bec. I don’t love you, I will never love you. You’re just a hot cunt.
That’s it, that’s all it’s ever been with me and you. Fucking, screwing,
shagging… call it what you want but you need to realise that I don’t – want –
you!”


Her eyes lowered to the floor as she nodded. She pulled
her clothes from beneath the bed and slowly dressed herself. She didn’t look at
me again until she pulled open the bedroom door. 


“You know,” she said quietly as she paused in the
doorway. “All I ever did was love you. I would never leave you. However much
you hurt me, however much I hurt myself, cancer or no cancer… I love you too
much to hurt you. Think about that when you’re next comparing me to your wife,
who incidentally didn’t bat an eyelash when she kicked you to the curb.”


 


My heart ruptured in my chest when the front door closed
and her final words brought a truth. However much Rebecca annoyed me, she was
right. Her love and faith in me had never wavered in nearly thirty years. She
had been there through everything. She had taken my shit, she had faced up to
each and every single word I hurt her with and she had held firm. She had never
ran, she had never once intentionally hurt me, and she had never turned her
back on me, no matter how much I hurt her.


But I didn’t love her. I knew that, and she needed to
know that. She would never be what I wanted and I could never be what she
wanted. She didn’t own my heart, she didn’t even hold a fragment of it. It
belonged to my wife, every single part of it.


 


I reached under the bed and slid out the tray. Chopping a
line, my gaze slid to the two wedding rings on the dresser where I’d placed
them earlier after returning.


I sighed and pushed the tray back to its original place.
I’d never get her back by hanging onto the coke, she had seen it in me as soon
as I had looked at her.


But fuck, I missed her so much. My whole body was
incomplete, just a half of what it should be. My soul wept daily, my heart
struggled to even beat and my world was now just a corner in the shadows of
existence.


Cancer wasn’t just a disease that ate its host. It was an
illness that ravaged everyone in its circle, it was a sickness that corrupted
each heart it touched and it was a virus that infected the strongest of people,
taking their willpower and breaking it down bit by bit until all that was left
was a corpse, a ghost of a life that was once full and happy.


It killed the soul.


 


***


 


“Do you have the latest surveillance from Ava’s?” I asked
Kade as I walked into his office in NSC the next day.


He tilted his head and stared at me, “Umm, I haven’t
managed to go through it.”


“It doesn’t matter, I’ll do it. Just wanna see if there’s
any more suspicious cars and look for anything that doesn’t seem right. It’s
bad enough she spotted the internal cams, thank god she didn’t disable the
exterior ones. Does the stupid woman not realise I’m doing this for her own
good?”


He continued to stare at me, his face tight as he licked
his lips nervously. “What?” I asked when his behaviour sprung warning bells.


“Nothing,” he smiled and downloaded all the CCTV from
Ava’s before handing me the small USB. “Are you still on for tonight?”


I nodded before walking out the door. “Yeah, I’ll meet
you in the Panther about 8?”


“Yeah.” He nodded and smiled before answering his phone
that had been ringing for the last five minutes. “Eight!”


I smiled to myself as I left the building. It was to be a
good night. Firstly watching my little warrior pour drinks, then an hour or two
with Kade in one of the privates.


Perfect.


 


***


 


I frowned as I watched Steed walk down Ava’s path. I
watched as he left, then returned later that night. I could see the house
lights from the cottage reflected in Steed’s car windows, each time they
flicked on and each time they flicked off.


I cocked my head when he arrived at 8pm wearing jeans and
a blue t-shirt then left at 10am wearing jeans and a green top.


My blood started to simmer when I watched the reflection
from Ava’s bedroom in Steed’s car window. My throat started to twitch when I
zoomed in and adjusted the focus in the car window. My fingers locked into
fists as I viewed Ava stand in the bedroom window and Steed come to stand
behind her. My jaw locked when I watched Steed slide his arms around my wife,
tilt her head back and kiss her passionately.


My wrath snapped when I watched him slide a hand down her
body, slip it into her dressing gown then nudge her legs apart.


And my laptop was launched across the room when I watched
him bend her over the window ledge, smack her arse then drag her back into the
room.







 



Chapter Twenty One


Hell


Ava


 


The scream echoed off my bedroom wall, bouncing around
until it rebounded back at me.


“More?” Steed asked through clenched teeth.


“Yes,” I panted as a fire lit my veins and my pussy
throbbed in need. “Hurt me, damn it.”


The belt cracked my tender skin, blazing the flesh of my
buttocks until the numbness took over the pain. He rained another three slashes
across my arse, each time his mouth blowing tenderly across the scorch.


He slipped a finger inside me and I came instantly,
growling out his name as he finger fucked me hard and almost painfully. His
mouth dipped between my legs so he could devour my cum, his tongue lapping
noisily at me as his fists wrapped the cotton of my vest into his fingers.


 


I groaned loudly when he opened my ass cheeks and reamed
my anus with his tongue, preparing me for how he liked to take me. “Your pretty
little ass is throbbing, Ava. Does it want my cock?”


I nodded, barely able to talk with the thousand
sensations running through my body. “Yes,” I managed to mutter.


“Hard?”


“Fuck yes!” I begged, “Hard, please.”


His damp body slid over my back until his mouth rested
behind my ear. “Do you want releasing?”


I shook my head. “No, leave them on.”


He kissed a section of skin behind my ear as he slid his
hands over my cuffs, “You like being restrained for me, don’t you. Reminds you
just how fucking dirty you are.”


I closed my eyes as nausea threatened to ruin things. I
nodded to him, he had no idea, but it’s all I deserved now, being held and
fucked like the monster I was.


His palm struck my bottom again, reigniting the pain from
the belt before his cock slid into my ass. “Fuck!” Steed hissed as he pushed in
deeper.


The burn at no lubrication made me shudder but I relished
in it as I sunk my teeth into the pillow. My body pressed deeper into the
mattress as Steed screwed me with his usual fury and anger. He was feral, his
drives into me painful but oh so good. His erotic moans heightened my lust as I
rocked my hips in rhythm with his thrusts. 


His fingers dug into my shoulders as he held me down and
took me like an animal, completely mounting me to grant him a deeper assault.
His onslaught became frenzied as we both soared towards orgasm, our grunts and
groans as loud as the flesh slapping in the silence.


 


Everything seemed to slow down but at once speed up when
a loud crack resounded in the room. Steed wheezed as his weight disappeared
from my back and another thud filled the air around us.


Steed’s grunts of pain were killing me as I struggled
with my bonds, the handcuffs tearing at my wrists as I tried desperately to
free myself and help him when Mason lavished strike after strike on him.


“MASON!” I screamed, knowing he was far into his madness
to acknowledge me. “You’re gonna kill him!” 


I pulled harder at the headboard, tears streaming my face
when Steed became too quiet but Mason’s foray of abuse continued. “Mason,” I
sobbed as I yanked and rattled my cuffs. “Please stop, please.”


 


I froze when he was suddenly pressed against my back, his
breath heavy on the side of my face as his dense pants tickled the short hair
above my ear.


“I told you, Ava.” He growled. “I told you, when I found
out who it was that he was mine.”


“You bastard!” I cried as I continued to fight against my
restraints.


His hand slid around the side of my face. “How could
you?” he whispered as he trailed his fingers down the side of my neck and he
pressed his palm into the groove of my spine as he traced every single ridge of
my backbone.


“Steed has nothing to do with you. Call an ambulance,
Mason.”


He ignored me, his hands still voyaging over my body
until he brushed them softly over my sore bare buttocks. “I wasn’t talking
about Steed, I was talking about this.” He swept his fingers gently over the
belt marks. “Your beautiful body Ava, how could you devastate it like this?”


“It’s already damaged Mason, what’s another few marks?”


I gasped when my arms twisted and he flipped me over. He
stared at me, his eyes dark but tender as he looked at me. I shook my head
furiously when he seized the edge of my vest. “Please don’t,” I begged when he
started to roll it up.


I fought with him, my body flipping around as he
straddled me and held me down. “Mason,” I sobbed, “Please don’t do this.”


He kept his eyes trained on me as he rolled it higher
until the material was tucked under my chin. I squeezed my eyes closed so I
couldn’t see the horror on his face. My weeps were loud and crippling as they
took my breath from me and ate at my soul.


 


A long keening sound erupted from me when I felt Mason’s
soft kiss across my chest, his tender lips worshipping the scars where my
breasts used to be. He trailed over the wounds with his tongue, a choked sound
echoing from him as he maintained his torturous idolisation.


His hands slid up to my face as he cupped my cheeks and
brought his mouth to mine. We both sobbed as soon as his lips touched mine with
the most gentlest of kisses he had ever delivered, his love, adoration and
heartache profound and powerful as he caressed my soul.


“My love,” he whispered against me as he continued to
brush my mouth with an abundance of tiny kisses.


Steed groaned from the floor beside the bed, snapping me
from my two minutes of insanity. “Mason, you need to phone an ambulance.” 


He narrowed his eyes on me as his fury once more
surfaced. “Does he mean that much to you?”


“Mason…”


His teeth clashed together when his jaw tightened and he
flung himself off me, his glare burning through my soul. He bent over me
quickly, making me flinch but he shook his head, grasped both of my wrists in
his hand then wrenched hard. The force of his pull broke the wooden headboard
and freed my hands.


“If he means that much to you, phone them yourself.” He
barked before he stormed from the room.


“Mason!” I shouted but he’d gone, the door banging loudly
behind him.


“Fuck!” Steed moaned. “Gimme a hand.”


I sighed and grabbed the key for the cuffs from the
bedside table with my fingers before dropping them beside him. “Let me out of
these and I will.”


He tried to look at me through each puffy eye, “You
okay?”


“Yeah,” I sighed. “You?”


“Bouncing, darlin’, just bouncing.”


I didn’t remind him that he’s actually been bouncing off
Mason’s fist not five minutes ago, I didn’t think he’d appreciate the
comparison.







 



Chapter Twenty Two


Ignorance


Mason


 


I spotted Kade and Grace propped up at the bar talking to
Owen as soon as I entered the Panther. They both turned to look at me when the
door banged closed behind me, their expressions knowledgeable of my mood.


I roamed the room, hunting for the redhead that I knew
worked here. Her thick red hair always made me think of Ava, her large breasts
always made me think of Ava, and the way she walked with a swing to her hips
always made me think of Ava.


And tonight I needed to fuck Ava.


 


I spotted her, leaning against one of the poles talking
to Misty. She gasped when I grabbed her hand and silently pulled her towards
the stairs.


Kade was out of his seat instantaneously, his long
strides hurrying towards me. His fingers wrapped around my wrist when he
reached me, “Don’t do this, Mason.”


“Fuck off, Kade. Leave me be.”


“No,” he snarled at me. He prised my fingers from the
girl and tilted his chin to her, dismissing her.


“You fucking arse,” I growled as I pushed against him and
slammed him against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. “You have no right to
do this.”


“I have every right, Mase. I’m sick of watching you both
self-destruct. It’s about time you both faced this.”


“Oh, my wife is facing it alright,” I hissed as I leant
into his face. “With Steed’s cock up her ass whilst he beats the shit out of
her.”


His eyes closed slowly before he sighed heavily.


“You knew!” I shook my head at him. “Tell me, am I the
only stupid bastard who didn’t?”


“Mason…” he spat at me when he opened his eyes and glared
at me. “She wasn’t fucking him until she found you with Rebecca. You hurt her,
so much. How the fuck did you think she would react, clap and send you both
champagne?”


“I…” His words hurt, dug inside me and cut deep when their
truth hit me. I knew going back to Rebecca would hurt her but originally I’d
just done it to make her jealous, hoping it would slap some sanity into her and
bring her back to me. But when I realised that that plan wasn’t going to work,
the easiness to Bec, along with the coke highs was too effortless to turn
around from. “I thought it would bring her back.” I answered even though my
logic now seemed stupid and foolish.


He shook his head at me, “Do you not wonder why she chose
Steed? We all know how he likes to play, how he likes to inflict pain and
humiliation.”


“What?” 


“She chose to fuck Steed because he isn’t you, Mason. He
hurts her, he makes her feel how she thinks she should be feeling. He turns her
into the monster she thinks she is.”


“Oh Christ,” I choked out. “But she isn’t that, she isn’t
how she sees herself. She’s beautiful, she is the most amazing thing that ever
touched me. Her strength is astounding, her resilience overwhelms me and…”


“Mason,” Kade cut in. “I know this, you know this but
it’s Ava that has trouble knowing it.”


“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered as I fought to
control my emotions.


He tugged on my hand and flicked his head to Grace. She
smiled and nodded before Kade pulled me up the stairs and into one of the
privates. 


 


He took us straight over to the couch before pulling me
beside him. His hands were on my face immediately, his thumbs wiping at my
tears as his lips caressed my cheeks, his love swallowing each painful tear
that left me.


I moaned and slid my fingers through his hair, pulling
him further into me as he continued to work me through my heartache.


His kiss touched my lips, his tongue forcing them to part
so he could take my tongue with his and fight out my despair as his anger
emerged and he yanked my head back with a fierce grip to my hair.


I slipped my hand under his t-shirt, my fingers tracing
each contour of his delicious abs, the grooves defined and enticing as I teased
both of us.


He grunted and gripped my own shirt, lifting it over my
head before his mouth was copying my route and tracing the edges of my stomach
muscles with his tongue as his fingers dug through my jeans and massaged my
growing erection causing me to push my hips into his touch, demanding more as
my lust intensified into a raw need, a craving I would never be able to pacify.


My whole body shivered when I felt him lower my zip and
slip his hand inside, his fingers hunting and seeking before they curled around
my shaft and his palm massaged my cock, instigating my hips to pursue more of
his touch and lift upwards.


“Kade…”


He replied with a moan before he was suddenly sucking on
me, his lips soft as they slid down my dick, his tongue tracing the underside
as his fingers cupped my balls.


He slid to the floor on his knees to give himself better
access as I lifted my hips and slid my jeans off, giving him more of me to
pleasure.


His hands braced the tops of my thighs, his fingernails
leaving indentations in my flesh as his draws on me became fiercer and
hungrier.


“Not yet,” I told him as I pulled him to stand before me.


He unbuckled his belt and slid out of his clothes as his
eyes locked onto my face, his desire and longing darkening his gaze and
shadowing the bright blueness to his eyes.


I leaned towards him, taking his cock in my hand and
stroked his length, dipping my thumb over his slit and making him hiss. “Fuck
me with your mouth,” he demanded, his tone tight and squeaky causing me to grin
wickedly.


I obeyed immediately. This is how Kade and I played, how
we fucked, his dominance controlling but pleasuring at the same time, taking
away all my other thoughts until there was only him I was allowed to
concentrate on.


“That’s it,” he rasped as I sank down on him, shivering
as his unique taste brought me home. “More, Mason. I wanna feel your throat on
my cock, and your lips on my balls.”


He pushed into me harder and harder as I worked him until
he was panting and groaning, his grip on my shoulders holding me still so he
could drive into my throat without restriction.


 


I dropped him from my mouth and lifted myself off the
floor then sat on the sofa, my cock hard and high as I devoured his glorious
naked body with my eyes. “Let me fuck you.”


His teeth clenched together, his chest heaving as his
cock swelled even more. He took a step into me and slid his knees either side
of my thighs so he was straddled over me. He positioned the head of my dick at
his arse then slid down slowly, each inch I slipped inside him driving us both
crazier and needier.


He didn’t stop until my balls were squashed against his
buttocks and my cock was completely sheathed inside him. His face was tight and
damp, perspiration heavy on his skin as his teeth sank into his bottom lip with
the pleasure riding both of us.


“Ah damn,” he groaned when I shifted my hips and buried
myself deeper inside him.


He grabbed my hands, holding them against the sofa beside
my head as his forehead rested against mine and he started to move on me. His moves
were slow and steady, each rise and fall driving ecstasy into my veins and
coursing pleasure into each section of my brain.


He kissed me as he sped up, his tongue fucking my mouth
as my cock fucked him, his fingers holding onto mine almost painfully as he
took his pleasure from me.


He dropped one of my hands and placed it on his cock.
“Stroke me hard,” he whispered as his pace increased, his thighs thickening
with each lift and fall on me.


I squeezed his cock tight as he fucked me harder, forcing
my head to fall back against the sofa as bliss took over and pushed away
everything else until there was just me and Kade, fucking, groaning and
pleasuring, until my cum swirled angrily and shot inside him, filling him as
his shot across our bellies and he fell into my shoulder. “I love you,” he
choked out as he lifted to look at me.


“I love you.” I replied as I kissed him tenderly,
pressing my lips against his to show him as well as tell him. 


He nodded and cupped my face as we both struggled to
catch our breaths. “And now it’s time to fight for your other love. It’s time
to battle this out with her. Show her that although she hates her
disfigurements, you fucking adore them. Show her how much her inner beauty
means to you, how much her soul turns you on, not just her looks.”


I nodded, my chest heaving as a resilience empowered me,
electrified each nerve inside me until I was panting with need to get to her,
to tell her exactly that, to show her exactly that.


It was time to show my little warrior just how much I
could fight too.







 



Chapter twenty Three


Stolen


Ava


 


 


“And how’s the male students?” I asked Katie with a smirk
as I balanced the phone between my shoulder and mouth to uncork the bottle of
wine.


“Well, what can I say,” she laughed. “Apart from Holy
hell, I’ve already seen enough naked male flesh to last me through the whole of
my four years study here.”


I laughed with her, picturing the look on my quite prim
daughter’s face with all the university and campus activity. “But you’re okay?”



“I am, I’m fine mom, stop fretting.”


I rolled my eyes at her tone, “Okay.”


“And you and dad,” she probed finally. I knew she had
been heading this way and had been eager to delve. “Are you okay?”


“We’re fine.”


She paused and sighed, “I take it by that you mean you’re
both still being stubborn.”


“Katie,” I warned fiercely when she started her usual
reprimand.


“Mum, listen to me,” she cut over me. “You are beautiful.
Dad loves you with hair or no hair, why can’t you accept that?”


“Katie…” I sighed as I rubbed at my temples in exhaustion
to her persistent push. “Your dad is… well, he’s your dad but he’s also a man,
a man that…” I cringed, talking about something like this with your daughter
wasn’t exactly nice. “A man that has desires and expectations.”


“What?” She scoffed. “Are you telling me you don’t meet
his expectations because you lost your tits?” I blinked and shook my head at
her bluntness. “Are you saying that your husband, and although he’s my dad and
this stuff freaks me out, that your husband doesn’t desire you after twenty
years of barely keeping his hands off you just because you lost your hair and
feminine curves?”


“Well…”


“Well,” she spat at me through the phone. “That tells me
more about you than it does dad. Christ, mother, he adores you. He would die
for you. And believe it or not, sex is not the be all and end all of a
relationship.”


“I know.”


“Do you?” she huffed. “Because from where I’m looking in
on all this, you pushed away a man that would ride hell for you just because of
the physical side to your marriage. I can tell you without a doubt that my dad
would love you if you never made love ever again. He would cherish you if he
never felt that connection ever again because you two have the most amazing
relationship I have ever seen. You’re bloody soul mates, mom. Don’t drive each
other away because of something neither of you can control.”


 


I fell into a chair and stared at the wall. It was all
such a mess. A stupid, twisted mass of horrors and foolishness. My daughter was
right… as always. Mason loved me despite our turbulent sex life, even when he
wasn’t inside me, he showed me love and adoration that went beyond any
physicality or sexual gratification.


We pleasured each other in more ways than sex, from the
moment we woke and started the daily routine of life, from the sweet kisses as
we both went on our usual paths that day, to when we would laugh and talk over
dinner, to being laid out together on the sofa watching something on TV that
made us laugh, and to just holding hands as we strolled along the beach,
talking, laughing and loving.


 


“Mom?” Katie whispered.


“I’m here,” I whispered back. “I’m here, baby.”


“Then go get him.”


“I can’t, it’s too late.”


“No,” she whispered back, her voice gentle but full of
authority. “It’s never too late. It was never too late. It’s time to
begin again.”


“He… he found me with someone else.” I told her and
winced, readying myself for her anger.


“And you found him with Rebecca…”


“How do you know about that?” I gasped.


“It doesn’t matter how I know, what I’m saying is, you
found him with Rebecca, yet you still want him. You’re sat there, readying
yourself for getting him back. I can guarantee, even if you slept with the
devil himself, my dad will want you back just as hard.”


“I’m not so sure, Katie.”


“Well I am.” She said urgently, “Don’t let the doubts
ruin this. Don’t let the what ifs destroy your chance at happiness, mom. You
deserve this, you deserve to be happy, and you deserve my dad a lot more than
you think you do.”


“Okay,” I whispered.


“Okay?”


“Yes, okay.”


Her sob clenched my heart making me realise just how much
I had put everyone through because of my denial. “Go, go.”


“I’m going,” I laughed as I stood up and pulled on my
pumps. “I’m going.”


“I love you!” she shouted before she disconnected our
call.


 


I was still laughing as I pulled open the front door, but
that ceased pretty quick when I found who was stood on my doorstep.


“Rebecca?”


She stood rigid and tense, her whole body giving off
waves of animosity. Her pupils were wide and animated, her nose constantly
twitched as she sniffed frequently but it was the glare in her expression that
made me strengthen my stance, my fists squeezing tight in readiness as the rage
bubbled in preparation.


“Just tell me one thing?” She asked as she cocked her
head sinisterly, her eyes refusing me any break away from her. “What do you
have that I don’t?”


I stared at her in confusion but confusion soon turned to
horror when I watched the two men slide from their car on the edge of the road and
race up my path, one knocking Rebecca unconscious instantly as another grinned
at me manically before he winked and struck the side of my temple.







 



Chapter Twenty Four


Terror


Mason


 


I cringed as my car wheels squealed when I pulled up
outside the cottage. It was late and I knew Ava’s neighbours were far from
happy at late night noise, yet right at that very moment I didn’t care. Noise
or no noise, I was there to get my wife, to haul her over my shoulder and lock
her down in my apartment until she saw sense, until she realised how much I
loved her… and how much she loved me.


She was mine. She had always been mine, it was about time
she knew it too.


 


I pulled my keys from my pocket as I walked up her path,
singling out the little tool that would get me through her front door but as I
lifted it to the lock, the door swung open.


You know when you’re on a train when you are little, and
you enter a tunnel, how the dark walls seem to race past you and all you can
focus on is to keep breathing until you emerge out of the other side? Well
that’s exactly the sensation that overtook me when I stared down Ava’s hallway.


 


I looked down and stared at her bag, the contents spewed
out over the floor as it tipped to one side. Her phone, keys and medication
telling me that she didn’t leave on her own accord.


 


Racing back to my car, I pulled my laptop from the boot
and fired it up as I plonked my arse in the passenger seat, then logged onto
Ava’s exterior camera.


 


***


 


“Benjamin Olson and John Danby, both known associates of Frank
Halliday.” Kade said when the computer software found a match to the images
from Ava’s cameras.


“Fuck!” I closed my eyes and shivered. “Etta.”


“Maybe,” Sam intersected. “Or maybe Frank. Just cos’ he’s
in the nick doesn’t make him obsolete to external dealings. He’s quite capable
of still running his family from the inside Mason.”


“Shit, but why now? It’s been two years.”


“Because it’s the first time Etta has been within
touching distance of you and Ava since you shipped her off to Italy?” Greg
offered with a quirked brow. His face was pale, his worry over Ava nearly as
crippling to him as it was me.


“She’s just a kid, it’s too… too detailed for her.” I
shook my head. None of it made sense.


“Oh come on, Mase.” Greg scoffed. “And how old were you
when you first let the darkness consume you?”


I huffed at him but shook my head, “My past and Etta’s
are far from similar, Greg. I chose this path at such a young age to fight my
father. She’s a girl with issues, hardly the same.”


“But if her issues are potent enough, then who knows what
the girl could be capable of.” Sam interrupted.


I turned to Kade who was furiously rattling the keys on
two portable keyboards, his eyes scanning the screen in front of him with a
deep concentration. “You’ve spent the last two years with her, any input for
me?”


He blinked at me then shrugged. “No but to be honest, it
just doesn’t seem like her.” He pursed his lips in thought as his gaze fixed to
the wall. “I mean, yeah the girl had a bit of trouble adapting at first, but
when she gave birth to Jamie, she was suddenly different. He was… is all
that matters to her.”


“Ahh fuck!” I rubbed at my forehead. “George.”


It hit me with the force of a sledgehammer as I snatched
my keys from the desk and shot out of the front door. “Traipse through every
single surveillance cam the city has. Find her!” I shouted before the door
slammed shut.


 


***


 


“That’s twice now!” George yelled at me as he pushed me
out of his bedroom and pulled on his shorts, leaving Debora to stare at me wide
eyed from beneath the duvet. “Why the fuck can’t you knock?”


“Etta?” I barked at him leaving him to blink at me in
bewilderment. “You’re taking Jamie aren’t you?”


“What?” he spluttered as he took my arm and led me into
his bathroom, shutting the door quietly behind him. “For god’s sake dad, keep
your voice down.”


“I knew it.” I shook my head at him sadly, “Why?”


“Why?” He stared at me in shock, his eyes wide at my bafflement
over his actions. “Because he’s my son, that’s why.”


“But what about Etta? She loves him and you’re trying to
snatch him from under her.”


“For fuck’s sake, dad. You can honestly tell me with a
family like hers that she can be a good parent, a good role model?”


My jaw dropped and I fought with myself over whether to
string the fucker up and smack some sense into him, or praise him for caring
enough to want to look after his blood.


“George.” I rolled my lips, wondering how to voice what I
needed to say for him to see sense. “Are you telling me that your mother was
never a good mom?”


“Eh?” He stared at me in surprise. “Of course mum’s been
a good parent.”


I nodded slowly, “Yet she came off the streets. She
killed and stole to survive. She’s since killed and stole. And she married into
my family, but I’ll tell you something, I have never witnessed a woman with as
much love as your mother has for you and Katie. Just because she has a rough
background doesn’t make her a bad mother.”


“I know that.”


“Yet you chose to believe it of Etta. You think that
because of what her parents were that doesn’t give her the right to be a mum.”
I prodded his chest, my anger now surging at his foolishness. “In which case
that doesn’t give you the right to be a dad, because your mother and I are far
from innocent in this fucked up world.”


He squared up to me, his face tight and angry as he for
the first time rid himself of the hatred he had for me. “Wrong, dad. You
are the guilty one in this fucked up world, you just dragged my mother along
with you, destroyed her innocence along with everything else in your path.”


I laughed at him, shaking my head in humour at his
blindness. “You have no idea, George. About me, your mother, her life or even
mine, so before you point the finger, you really ought to see things as they
fucking are!”


“And what’s that?” he spat as he pushed at me. “If the
truth is so different from how I see it, then tell me. Fucking TELL ME!”


I was battling with my wrath. I couldn’t ever let it
loose on George but right at that moment he needed to see how life was, like it
or hate it, it was still life and it still held many secrets and truths that
obliterated our fantasies and hopes.


“Come on,” he prodded further. “Tell me what can possibly
turn the tables on your guilt. You took my mother, and you turned her into a
monster.”


“YES!” I roared at him as I slammed him against the door.
“But your fucking mother tore out my heart and spat on it.” I let rip, giving a
few home truths he needed to hear. “She took my love and trampled it into the
fucking floor when she slept with my brother-in-law just hours after I’d asked
her to marry me. She took my love and she fucking laughed at it whilst she
fucked another man.”


I closed my eyes as shock covered my son’s face, his
breathing silent as he daren’t breathe in case my words penetrated and made
them real. “Yes,” I whispered harshly. “Yes I made her a monster, but she made
me into something far worse.”


I pushed him out of the way but turned back to him before
I left. He didn’t look at me, just kept his gaze trained on the floor. 


“She turned me into a man with a broken soul who had
nothing left to lose in life. But even then, even though she moulded me into
something that the devil himself would love to become, even then I still love
her. I still can’t breathe without her, I still can’t live without her in my
life.”


He finally looked at me, his eyes sad and full of an
ache. “And still I know I will die if I ever lost her. I will give up my right
to breathe just to see a smile on her beautiful face. I will forfeit my own
right to smile if it grants her another hour with me, another second in my
arms, because despite what you think, George, love is a powerful thing but
sometimes, it’s just that little bit too unhealthy.”


 


I left him staring after me as I went in search of my
wife, a monster I had created but an angel I would follow into hell with.







 



Chapter Twenty Five


Frustration


Ava


 


The slow drip of water that echoed around me opposed the
frantic pace my heart was hammering at, its laborious rhythm trying to soothe
the velocity raging inside my chest.


I didn’t want to open my eyes. I knew what I would find, the
damp smell streaming up my nostrils and the subdued light filtering through my
eyes told me everything I needed to about my current prison.


My ears were on high alert, listening and seeking for
sounds that would help me at least attempt to formulate some sort of plan
whilst my nose endeavoured to search for any unusual smells that could give me
an idea of where we were being held.


Rebecca’s moans and weeping didn’t help my situation and
I desperately tried to block her out of my concentration but she, as usual, was
prominent and irritating.


 


“Rebecca!” I grated out as I turned in her direction and
finally opened my eyes, “Will you shut the hell up!”


She stared at me, her eyes wide and wet, mascara trails
streaking her face as her endless tears painted her face like some freak. That
made sense. She was a bloody freak.


Her body was trembling as she sat with her back slumped
against a metal pillar, her bound hands were above her head secured to the post
and her knees were drawn up to her chest defensively. 


“W..what’s going o..on?” She hiccupped as she sobbed out
each word.


I rolled my eyes and slid my gaze slowly around the room.
“I have no idea, that’s what I’m trying to work out and your incessant whinging
is not helping me concentrate.”


“Fuck you.”


I tutted and sighed as I mentally went through each
specific point of Mason’s training. One exit door, no obstacles in the path
from my position to the door. One small window, maybe wide enough for a body to
slip through, although it was high up, almost adjacent to the ceiling. There were
possible available weapons, one pipe that directed the water to the single tap
in the corner of the room and a few chains, one which hung above Rebecca’s
head. I smirked at that possibility.


Daylight shone through the window which told me it didn’t
lead onto a street or alleyway and blue sky was visible, telling me we probably
hadn’t been out for too long, night hadn’t descended yet.


I could smell a hint of oil and metal, a trace of manure
and quite a heavy load of fresh grass, leaving me to consider the area to be
slightly rural but somewhere where maybe cars or something mechanical was
involved. Maybe a farm or an old working garage.


The room was bare except for the support structures
Rebecca and I were secured to. A few chains hung from the ceiling in random
spots and of course, the dripping tap in the corner of the room. The door was
metal, causing me slight bother when I knew I’d never be able to penetrate it
but the small window in it would alert me when we had visitors.


“Can you move?” I asked Rebecca eventually.


“Are you fucking stupid? Does it look like I can move?”


I grit my teeth together and prayed for some sanity. I
would never survive an hour with her, never mind how long we were actually
going to be detained for. “I meant have you any leverage on your post?”


“What?” she curled her lip and looked at me as though I
was asking her to tap dance naked with One Direction.


“Is – your – post – weak – enough – to – yank?”


Good Grief!


I licked at my dry lips, giving my mouth something to do
other that spit hatred at her. She finally pulled at the structure but it
remained firm. “Shit.”


I looked around, searching frantically for something,
anything to help us get out but nothing offered that option. We were there for
the duration. Rebecca and I were together for the duration. I wanted to wrap
that chain around my neck and do myself in. Fuck the cancer, Rebecca would
finally pop me off.


 


“Is there anyone that would want to hurt you?” I asked
her, the list of available answers already forming in my head.


ME


ME


ME


ME


ME


ME


 


“Whatever you might think, Ava. I don’t have enemies.”


I screwed my lips tightly together and nodded firmly,
“No,” I replied seriously. “Of course you don’t.”


“And what the fuck do you mean by that?” she hissed,
venom spewing from her with every syllable as her eyes fired daggers across the
room at me.


“Well, you’re not exactly the nicest of people.”


“Says her.” She huffed.


“Oh my God, Rebecca.” I shook my head sadly. “How old are
you?”


“Bollocks, bitch.”


“I rest my case.” I sighed and tapped at the column my
wrists were attached to with my fingers, giving something other than the fuck
whore’s annoying screech to focus on.


“Well, have you asked yourself that question?” she
smirked at me. 


I sighed as the image of sudden superpowers being
bestowed on me came to mind and I mentally visualised yanking the metal support
from the ceiling and swinging it in her direction, severing her ugly fucking
head in one swipe. I pouted when she remained in one piece and smiling that
grotesque bloody grimace of hers.


“All the time, Rebecca. All the bloody time.”


“Well, I rest my case then.”


“You know when I get out of here,” I growled across the
room at her. “I am so giving you my middle finger on my way out.”


She sneered at me as she tried her bonds once more,
struggling with them, her body and arms yanking at them furiously.


“You’ll either burn the skin on your wrists doing that,
or you’ll pull a muscle in your arm.”


“Go to hell.”


“Right now, that is such a better option.” I retorted
with a snarl.


“My God,” she screeched. “I’m gonna go mad if I have to
spend my last breaths in the same room as you.”


“I can make that a lot quicker for you if you wish.”


She sighed then pouted childishly as she gave in and
relaxed again. “I should have finished you years ago,” she declared.


I started chuckling at that thought, which then turned to
laughter and then full on hysterics. My belly hurt at the humour with her announcement.
“Finish me years ago…” I sniggered, “That is the funniest shit I’ve heard in
years.”


She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You’ve finally
gone mad.”


I nodded to her, “I think I may have. I’m actually
laughing at one of your jokes.”


“Oh just fuck off Ava.”


I laughed harder. I couldn’t help it, I think I had gone
slightly mad. The thought of spending any more time with the bitch had sent me
crazy, giving me something other than horror to focus on.


 


We both froze when the door opened and a tall light
haired man stood in the doorway. I didn’t have chance to engrain his features
to memory before I spotted the syringe he held in each hand.


“Oh no.” I said as I scurried backwards in a wasted
effort to draw myself away from him.


Rebecca started to cry again, her high pitched wails
hurting my ear drums before the guy put me out of my misery and sent me to
oblivion with some shit he injected into my veins.







 



Chapter Twenty Six


Fear


Mason


 


“You okay?” Layla asked as she deposited a cup of coffee
beside me. I turned to look at her. Her face was pale, her eyes dull and sad as
she gave me a sombre smile. She sighed heavily when I shrugged.


“I’m not sure really,” I told her honestly. Most of me
was going slightly crazy, a burning inside that I couldn’t douse as the fear
crippled me. She fiddled with my hair as was usual for my best friend, her
fingers trying to tame the wild few strands that obstinately fell the opposite
way to the rest of my hair. “I’m scared shitless. I’m terrified for both her
and Bec, Bec more so cos’ if I know Ava, it will be her that kills her before
their captors do.” Layla smiled and flicked her eyebrows in agreement. “But
then there’s this part of my heart that knows Ava will survive this.” I
swallowed and grabbed Layla’s hand, holding on tightly to her. “Is that wrong?”


“Is what wrong?” She asked as her pretty face gazed at me
in confusion.


“That I’m not as worried as I should be.”


She exhaled heavily and sighed noisily. “Nope. If anyone
knows how Ava will be handling this, it’s you. She’s resilient and tough and
although it’s awful to say, she’s been through worse than a couple of people
locking her up.”


“With Rebecca” I added with a smirk.


“Ah,” Layla chuckled. “Yes, that in itself may be
trouble.”


“So no joy with Etta?” she stated as she plonked on the
sofa beside me.


“Nope, she seems to have disappeared along with Ava.”


“Are you sure it’s her?”


I shrugged. I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t ever sure who in
cases like this but I always relied on my instinct and it had usually never
been far wrong. “Nothing else springs to mind. She’s angry, I get that, George
is trying to take away her life, Ava and I ruined her life to start with…”


“You didn’t ruin her life, her parents did that all by
themselves when they started trafficking girls and picked on the wrong people.”


“Yeah. Me.” I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair.
“Do you think life will ever settle down?”


She patted my cheek as she lifted herself up, “You are
Mason Fox and you wouldn’t have it any other way.” She winked when I chuckled
then left the room as Debora walked in.


 


“Hey,” I smiled at her. She looked exhausted, her thick
brown hair limp, her skin washed-out and full of blemishes, her lips sore from
where she had chewed on them frantically.


I stilled when she sat next to me, lifted my arm and
snuggled into me, her arms curling around me as she sought comfort. “He won’t
talk to me, Mr Fox.”


“George? And please call me Mason, Debora, I’ve told you
before.”


She nodded and sighed as we both stared through the
window. “I’ve told him that he can do things properly, you know through the
courts and that to gain access to Jamie the proper way instead of just whipping
him from under Etta, but he says that’s not enough, he wants full custody.”


“And how do you feel about that?”


“It’s not that, I don’t mind bringing him up with George
but I don’t think it’s right the way he’s doing it. It’s not fair on Etta, and
it’s certainly not fair on Jamie, he needs his mum… we all need our mum’s.”


I gave her a squeeze and kissed the top of her hair. The
poor girl had had an awful upbringing, shipped from uncle to uncle, fighting
for her mother’s attention. In some ways I wished that I had been her dad,
maybe I could have given her more of a stable childhood but it hadn’t been… it
never had.


“Do you…” she gulped heavily as tears choked her throat.
“Do you think she’ll come back?”


I closed my eyes as her distress burrowed deep within me,
her despair now mine. “I don’t know, Debora. I can’t lie to you and say that
she will because I don’t know.” I held her tighter, “But I can tell you that
Ava will do her all to get them out of there alive.”


“Yeah?” she scoffed. “Even my mother?”


I smiled secretly. “Even your mother.”







 



Chapter Twenty Seven


Underestimated


Ava


 


“God, I need to wee.”


“Good luck with that.” Rebecca huffed as she wriggled on
her own backside. “I’ve needed one for the last few hours. But the bastards
have just left us here to rot… and piss ourselves.”


I sighed, “Well you’d think they’d appreciate we’re
women.” 


“Do you always have to be so sarcastic?” 


I rolled my eyes as I shifted position and tried to
alleviate the pressure on my bladder. “Whatever, Rebecca. I’m too tired to
fight with you.”


“Well, wonders never cease. You always want to fight with
me; the chemo must have shrivelled your bitchiness.”


“Fuck you, you heartless bitch.”


“Ooh,” she murmured as she smirked at me. “Have I hit a
nerve? By the way, loving the new hairstyle.”


I blew out a slow breath, wondering if my death could be
any more torturous than this shit. She tipped her head and studied me with a
slight incline to her eyebrows. “What?” I asked with an irritated sigh.


“It’s blonde.”


I nodded and shrugged. “Yeah, new growth, completely new
colour and texture.”


She pursed her lips and nodded faintly, “Well, it suits
you.”


“Eh?”


“Your hair,” she gestured to my head with a tilt of her
chin, “I like the colour. It’s kind of a really light copper blush, but with
blonde streaks. It might be something I’d consider doing to mine.”


“What?” 


She squinted at me. “My God, are you always this stupid?
I – like – your – hair. It gives you a pixie appearance too. Makes your chin
more prominent and defines your cheekbones.”


For Christ’s sake. 


“Right.”


 


She shifted again as her toilet needs began causing her
problems. “Ava, I’m just gonna wee in a minute.”


“Go for it,” I sighed. “I’m sure we’ll be here long
enough for it to dry out.”


“Oh don’t say that,” she whimpered.


I shrugged and rested the back of my head on the metal
support behind me, closing my eyes to try and gain some concentration. We’d
been there ages and the only person we’d seen was the guy that put us to sleep.
It wasn’t making sense.


“I’m scared.”


I opened an eye and peered at Rebecca. Her eyes were full
of fear, tears rimming over and spilling down her cheeks as she looked at me. I
nodded; it was all I could do. “I know.”


“Are you?” she asked quietly.


“Yeah,” I answered with a nod. “Yeah, I am. I can’t seem
to get a hint at anything.”


“A hint?” she asked as her gaze roamed the room.


“Yeah, something that will help me understand the
situation, why we’re here and who is doing this.”


She nodded then groaned as she shifted again. “If I ask
who you’ve upset you’ll take it the wrong way.”


I scoffed but nodded, “Yeah, that’s a possibility.”


She huffed and smiled to herself. “I’d say it’s a given.
If you weren’t here with me I’d have said it was you doing it to me, but you
are so that’s out.”


“Well done, Miss Marple.”


She glared at me but then something miraculous happened… her
lips twitched and she smiled at me. Fuck, life was all wrong. Everything was
upside down and inside out. I didn’t like it. It made me nervous and wary.
“Don’t smile at me Rebecca, it makes me nervous.”


“Oh fuck you!”


“No thanks.” I retorted.


“No, same here. Why would I want you when I can fuck your
husband?”


I clenched my teeth as nausea rolled up my throat and
attempted to make an appearance. My stomach twisted with jealousy as her hatred
speared my chest and made it difficult to breathe through.


I tried to ignore her as I pulled my legs up and turned
my back on her as far as I could but the vision of her words assaulted my mind
and all I could visualise was her and Mason, fucking and even worse… enjoying
it.


 


***


 


“You know,” Rebecca whispered into the darkness that had
descended into the room, bringing a chill into the air with it.


We’d been silent for a long while, both of us imagining
how to kill the other as our hatred lay thick in the atmosphere around us.


“I have far more reason to hate you than you me.”


I shook my head in bewilderment. “And how do you work
that out?”


She hesitated and I swear I could feel her sadness eat at
me. It radiated from her, even in the darkness, even through the chill, its
potency thick and rancid as she struggled to find her voice. “Because although
you believe I took him from you,” she choked on a sob and I winced at the
sound. “You took him from me, Ava.”


I turned to look at her. She was watching me in the dim
light from the moon as it streaked into the room and gave off a faint glow. I
remained silent, waiting for her to continue. Her eyes slid to the window, “Six
years we’d been together.” She smiled painfully, although not at me, her throat
bobbing as she tried to swallow back the lump in it.


I rolled my head around my neck as I tried to ease the
tension and dropped my eyes from her. “We’d been friends for years. I’d had
such a crush on him since I was twelve.” She chuckled slightly and smiled
wider. “Our families were friends and would always holiday together. I remember
one year,” she paused and I turned to look at her. She didn’t return my look;
her eyes were still fixed on the moon as she lost herself to her memories. “He
took me fishing. He’d have been, what? I was fifteen... So he must have been
around seventeen.”


Her expression lightened and she giggled. “He’d caught
this tiddly little fish, I mean it was so weak and weeny but it seemed to beg
with its large, round eyes for me to help it, free it. So I unhooked it and
threw it back in.” She shook her head in humour. “Mason threw me in after it,
said if I couldn’t catch any with a rod I should use my teeth.” She slipped her
face to mine, “He used to call me a horse.”


I smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I can see that.”


She narrowed her eyes on me and sighed but carried on.
“And then on my seventeenth birthday, he kissed me… and I fell in love.” A tear
rolled down her face and I watched it slide off her chin and drop onto her
cream silk shirt, the drop splattering against the dirt that now spoiled the
pristine material.


She smiled then looked at me. “It was my first ever kiss
and…” she swallowed and shrugged, “… and it was perfect.”


“Rebecca…”


“No,” she cut me off quietly. “I’m not telling you this
to hurt you. I just want you to… well to understand.”


“Why?”


Her teeth pulled at her bottom lip and a sob made its way
out of her. God damn, that was not my heart aching, no it was hatred burning
up. “Because I’m tired, Ava. I’m tired of fighting for something… someone that
was never really mine, but God, I so wanted him to be.”


I sighed and looked to the floor, her heartache hurtful
to watch. “Have you ever wanted something so bad that you would kill for it,
Ava? You would humiliate yourself, degrade yourself and do some… shameful
things just for the slightest bit of attention from someone who held your
heart.”


I nodded, “Yeah, I get that.”


She nodded and smiled tightly. “But then you always had
him. You never had to fight like I did, you never took his disgust. You never
had to take the humiliation of grabbing onto the scraps he threw you.”


“If that’s the case, why didn’t you let go?”


She scoffed and shook her head as her cries became
louder. “Because I love him, Ava. I’ve always loved him. I turned to coke
because of him. I let him take whatever he wanted from me. I let him share me
with other men and all I wanted…”


I growled as a tear rolled down my face and wiped it away
with a lift of my shoulder. “All you wanted?” I urged her on.


She stared at the floor whilst she tried to control
herself, blowing out lengthily until she had her weeping under control. “All I
ever wanted was to hear him say I was beautiful, to whisper in my ear that he
loved me.”


 


The door opened and this time we welcomed the oblivion
that took each of us from our inner tortures.







 



Chapter Twenty Eight


Waiting


Mason


 


I ran my hands over the duvet that decorated Ava’s bed.
The teal colour she had chosen was soft and feminine, but still not too girly.
I smiled when I realised she would have made that choice to include my tastes
without even realising she was doing it.


 


I closed my eyes and took another hard breath. I missed
her so much. It had been over six months now, six long fucking torturous months
without her.


And yet, as fate goes, just when I was about to put an
end to her denial, the cruel twist of life beats me to it and takes her from me
again.


 


Walking over to her mirrored table, I ran my fingers over
the mass of her make-up strewn across the surface of it. Her usual perfume, the
one that reminded me of honeysuckle and oranges, sat waiting for her to spritz
again. The small comb had replaced the thick brush she’d always used, reminding
me of her now honey blonde hair that resembled a baby’s delicate tresses. That
made me smile, I knew she liked the colour secretly, she’d always wanted to be
slightly blonde, but the deep rich red in her colouring had never taken
properly with dyes.


I chuckled when the memory of her gawping at me with bright
orange hair from the bedroom doorway as tears streamed down her face and her
hands flapped about reminded me of some our happy times.


 


I picked up her pot of anti-aging creamy shit stuff she
applied every night religiously and twisted off the cap, dipping my nose near
it to pull in the smell of her bedtime scent. I’d never tell her but it had
always turned me on. I’m sure the manufacturers of that damn stuff added
aphrodisiac extras; they should for the bloody price she always paid. Plastic
surgery would have been cheaper in the long run.


 


I entered the bathroom and turned on the shower,
pre-warming it to the heat I always had it, scowling and shaking my head in
frustration when I saw that Ava had it set to lukewarm as always. What was that
all about? Who the hell had a lukewarm shower, apart from Ava that was?


 


I used her toothbrush. I knew she’d hit me if she found
out but stupidly, it took me closer to her, linked her with me. 


The soap looked at me, the £15 bar of soap she always
defended was one of her luxuries – one? One? Damn, she was the only woman I
knew who couldn’t seem to count past one, even when there were twenty odd… it
was always just the one. Like just the one bar of chocolate or just one more Agent
Provocateur bra and thong set.


The image of her shoving a bar of soap swiftly into her
little mouth when she was pregnant and I’d caught her in my bathroom gave me
another smile. There was only my wife who would crave something hideous when
pregnant… and oh god, the bloody gherkins!


 


The shower pounded my back, stimulating every deadened
fibre until my pores tingled angrily and my skin pimpled funnily. Ava had
always wrinkled up like I’d never seen before, mind you, the three bloody hours
she spent in the tub didn’t help, with her glass of wine, her strawberries and the
mountain of bloody Ferrero Rocher’s.


Right then, I’d have given anything to see her wrinkled
body slide up and down the tub like she used to just to annoy me, her perfect
lithe body gliding up and down on her belly, water sloshing over the rim of the
bath and drenching me as I’d sat on the toilet reading her the latest Ker Dukey
novel she always went crazy for. Mind you, I’d never complain, she was always
horny as fuck after reading one of them.


 


I squirted her shampoo into my palms, smiling at the baby
brand that she would have to use now while her hair was in its fragile period.


I’ll admit, the day I saw her after her treatment, the
day I stupidly hated what my fucking damn mouth had come out with, had been a
shock. For over twenty years, Ava had had such beautiful thick healthy hair,
her copper curls one of the things I had fell in love with. And then suddenly,
it was gone. She had appeared to be a completely different person, someone I
hadn’t recognised. However, it hadn’t just been her hair that had stunned me;
it had been her whole look. She’d lost shit loads of weight, her face was drawn
and pale, her once smooth freckled skin had been covered in blemishes and
broken veins and her striking green eyes were dull and lifeless.


I hated how my thoughtlessness and lack of compassion had
caused her to run and break. And how she’d turned to Steed after.


 


I stepped out of the shower, dried off and climbed into
her bed, pulling the duvet up to my face and inhaling her sweet scent,
consuming her, filling my soul with her essence.


 


I didn’t know what to do. For once there was absolutely
nothing to go on. There had been no contact in two days… nothing.


Initially, I hadn’t been too concerned. Occurrences like
this, something usually happened to give me a lead, or a contact would be made
to tell me why this was happening. But as yet, nothing. And now I was starting
to panic. Now I was struggling to take another breath in case Ava was taking
her last.


After everything; after what the cancer had put her
through, and how she had fought like my warrior always did, I prayed to god
that she would get through this final battle.


I needed her. My heart needed her. My soul needed her.


Her glorious bastard would follow her into hell if need
be.


I once told her that she would never leave me, even in
death.


And I would keep that promise.







 



Chapter Twenty Nine


Revelations 


Ava


 


“Can I ask you a question?”


I shifted round to face Rebecca. The dampness in my jeans
was cold and irritating. Every time it dried out, I had to wee again. We’d been
here around two days by the coming and going of light, but that two days had
given me more of an idea about my surroundings. However, now my brain was
starting to shut down with dehydration, my stomach hurt so badly with pangs of
hunger and I was exhausted. I knew I wouldn’t get out of here unaided now; I
was too weak and vulnerable.


“Go for it,” Rebecca slurred. She was losing the fight
too. She no longer cried, she was too frail and in as much pain as me. Her
fingers had gone blue from being elevated for so long, her bottom was as sore
as mine after sitting in our own urine for so long and her spirit had
evaporated into the dust particles that refused to stop floating around us.


“If Mason means that much to you, why did you bribe him
to marry you? Wouldn’t you have just wanted him to be happy?”


She sighed and rolled her lips, her gaze slipping from me
to a random spot of dirt on the floor. “It was all so hard at first. I got
pregnant and daddy did something I had no idea about at first.”


“You didn’t know he was blackmailing Mason?”


She shook her head and looked at me, “Not at first, no. He’d
asked who the father was, I told him Mason but I knew he wouldn’t want anything
to do with it and daddy took it from there. But then it was so easy to go along
with.”


I frowned and tipped my head in confusion. “But it wasn’t
Mason’s baby, was it?”


She shook her head, her teeth gnawing on her sore lips as
her heartache took her to a place I knew all too well. “No it wasn’t. At first
I thought it was. The dates fit, even though I’d had sex with another.”


“No Rebecca, the dates didn’t fit.”


She turned to me, her eyes so sad and watery. “I… I lost
it.”


“What?” None of it was making sense. 


She blew out hard and shifted until she was looking at me
without a twist in her neck. “I was six weeks pregnant when you came on the
scene.”


“Oh my god…”


She nodded slowly. “I knew he didn’t love me, Ava. I knew
it in my bones and I selfishly hoped the baby was his but then as soon as I
found out, I lost it.”


“Oh…”


“Yeah, nothing more to say really is there. Anyway, it
had been my only hope of... of holding onto him. I knew he would never turn his
back on a child so…”


“So?” I urged her on.


“So, I slept with someone, became pregnant again and told
Mason it was his.”


Silence descended. Rebecca never removed her eyes from me
as she gauged my reaction.


“I loved him so much Ava, I need you to understand that.
I needed him with an ache that was physical. It tore at me daily, and it broke
me down so much until there was nothing of me left. I turned into the
crazy woman who would do anything to get the man she loved. He turned me
into that woman.”


“I…”


“He knew though.” She smiled sadly. “He knew it wasn’t
his even before you threw that paternity test at us. He’d known long before
that…”


“Rebecca…”


She continued, whether she hadn’t heard me or whether she
chose to ignore me, I would never know… but her next words blew my world apart.


“He always knew, Ava. We’d never in six years used a
condom, and I’d never got pregnant before, so he knew.”


“You’re not making sense.”


She frowned at me. “Well he would never be the dad to my
baby if he can’t have kids, would he?”


 


I stared at her, my mouth open, each particle of air in
that room whooshing towards me as my vision tunnelled and I struggled to remain
conscious.


“W..what, but… George… Katie…”


Her eyes widened on me and her own mouth fell open. “Oh
my God, he never told you.”


I shook my head at her. The last twenty years now became
a nightmare, a hole in my life where memories now became lies and family
moments teetered on the edge of my sanity.


“Ava… shit. Why did he never tell you? I thought you
knew. I thought… I thought…”


“Are you saying he knows?”


“Yes,” she nodded. “He had an inkling at the beginning,
when I never got pregnant. And when I told him I was pregnant he went and got
tested. His swimmers don’t swim Ava. Mason is infertile.”







 



Chapter Thirty


Despair


Mason


 


Nate and Greg grabbed an arm each and tackled me to the
floor. I had broken, finally, after three days of hell, my sanity had ruptured
and brought on my wrath with no limits.


The arsehole in the club should have taken my mood into
consideration before he had slammed my sister up against the wall and stuck his
hand under her dress.


What the fuck was wrong with some people? Arseholes! The
lot of them.


“Get the fuck off me!” I roared at my friends as I
struggled to slip from their grip.


“Calm the fuck down, Mase. Then we’ll let go. You were
gonna kill him.”


“Good!”


 


Kerrie shook her head at me, “For Christ’s sake Mason, go
and cool off. I can handle things myself.”


“He had the whole of his damn arm up your dress!”


“Yes,” she huffed. “And if you had given me a moment, it
would’ve been wrapped around his throat. Go back to the warehouse; kick the
shit out of something in there. But don’t ruin the club in your breakdown!”


So I did just that.


 


***


 


“How do you think Ava’s coping with Rebecca?” Greg asked
when he passed me a bottle of water. I kicked at some of the corrugated walling
I had pulled off, moving it to one side and sank down next to him in a clear
space on the floor.


I laughed loudly, “Well, I would have thought by now
she’s killed her.” I answered openly and honestly.


Greg nodded in agreement. “But aren’t you a little worried?”
I shook my head and frowned at him, not understanding his question. “Well, your
ex and your wife in the same room. An ex who I may remind you was hell bent on
splitting you and Ava up in the first place.”


“It’s crossed my mind.” I rolled my lips and turned to
him, “But really, there’s nothing Bec can say or do that Ava isn’t already
aware of. She found me with Rebecca in the Panther. She saw the lines of coke
on the table. She knows.” 


 


We both drank and lost ourselves to our thoughts for a
while before Greg turned to me. “Well now we know that it isn’t Etta doing
this, have you any fresh ideas?”


I shook my head and rubbed at my chin as I stretched my
knuckles to alleviate some of the soreness from my destruction. “No, and that’s
what scares the shit out of me. Not how Ava is coping, cos’ I know my wife, I
know her limits. It’s the unknown that I fear. Hope, everyone says is a
wonderful thing, hell we even gave it Katie as a middle name, but hope right
now is the epitome of evil to me, because what if it’s false, what if hope is a
lie, an illusion of what could be when the reality is hopeless?”


“You know,” Greg sighed. “When you both gave up, when Ava
pushed you away and you pushed yourself further away, there was one thing that
was always there, was always ready and waiting for you to find it.”


“Yeah,” I questioned, “what was that?”


He smiled at me softly as he tapped my cheek then pushed
himself up, holding out his hand to me. I gripped it and let him pull me up.
“Hope, Mason. Hope.”







 



Chapter Thirty One


Reconcile


Ava


 


The door swung open and I frowned as panic started to set
in. Rebecca and I weren’t greeted with the single man this time, there were
three that walked in. All three were tall, built like brick shithouses and
curiously each one sported blonde hair and square chins, making them almost
identical. They each ignored us. Two stood either side of the door as one big
guy pulled out a phone from the pocket of his jacket.


I flicked a glance at Rebecca who was glancing at me
nervously and then to each of the men. I wanted to tell her to calm down. I
could literally see her heart pumping through her breastbone as perspiration
beaded her brow, her eyes anxiously widening then narrowing as too many deliberations
rushed her brain. Her body wasn’t strong enough to cope with the adrenaline
surge. I ignored the men and grabbed her attention. “Rebecca, calm down.”


She gulped and nodded but I could see the fear in her,
smell it even. “It will be okay, hun, you need to calm…”


I hissed as a foot connected with my jaw, cracking my
cheekbone as my face swung to the side and smashed against the metal column I
was tied to. “Shut up.”


“Hey,” Rebecca growled. “Leave her alone, she didn’t do
anything.”


The man turned to her and laughed, his Russian accent
rebounding loudly off of what little objects littered the room.


He smirked as he dropped to his haunches in front of her
and gripped her chin. She whimpered loudly when he smeared the tears she had
shed across her lips with his thumb, “You wanna make me angry, pretty lady? Go
ahead, I bet I can make you angrier.”


“Hey…Hey…” I intercepted. “Pick on me, you obviously know
who I am.” He turned to me and sneered, his top lip curling with disgust. “You
want a challenge? You look like the sort of man who does. So come on, big guy,
pick on the bigger woman.”


He tilted his head slowly, the malevolence in his
expression causing me to shudder. “But, you see I prefer a woman who still has
tits, so I’ll pass.”


“You bastard!” Rebecca exclaimed and then spat in his
face.


Ahh Shit.


His blows on her exhausted body were cruel and quite
horrific. He didn’t take into account the fact that she was a woman, or that
her already frail body couldn’t cope with his assault, he just punched her over
and over.


I yanked at my restraints when her lip burst open and
blood sprayed over his face. He stopped, swiped at his cheek with the back of
his hand then looked at it. His head tilted as though Rebecca’s blood was something
of great interest before he slowly ran his tongue over his hand and lapped at
her blood.


“You sick fuck.”


Rebecca was hardly even whining, her head drooped as her
chin rested on her chest and her blood smeared onto her already ruined shirt.


He just shrugged then stood up and swiped at his phone
screen. “Your husband’s number, Mrs Fox, if you please.”


“What?”


“I require your husband’s phone number. You want to talk
to him, do you not?”


“Why are you doing this?” I asked as I kept my gaze
trained on Rebecca, checking her over to distinguish if her injuries were life
threating. It seemed he’d only done damage to her face and not her body,
lessening any chance of internal injury.


“All in good time. Now…” He bent and seized my face, his
fingers digging into my cheeks cruelly, “…Mason’s phone number.”


I relented and gave it him. Mason was our only hope now
but I hated to do this. Putting Mason’s life in danger had been the last thing
I had wanted but now he was all the hope I had left.


He punched in the numbers then turned the phone towards
me. “Video call is so much fun, don’t you think?”


 


I whimpered when Mason’s face filled the phone screen as
he answered the call. “Hello?” The uncertainty at the unknown number giving his
tone an edge of puzzlement. “Oh my god,” he choked out when my image filled his
own screen. “Baby?”


“Mason….” I sobbed out as I saw his beautiful face, the
most handsome face to ever grace my life. “Mason…”


The Russian guy rolled his eyes. “Mr Fox,” he interrupted
without turning the phone for Mason to see him. “I’ll make this quick…”


“You fucking cunt. When I find you…”


“All in good time, Mr Fox. In the meantime, I want three
million transferring within the hour.”


“What?” I choked out. “This is all for cash? For money?
My God, you’re no more than a petty fucking thief.”


I cried out when his foot slammed into my jaw, the pain
so fierce that I choked on the bile that forced itself up my throat and my
brain cried out as too many pain hits clashed with the adrenaline now coursing
through me as well as Rebecca.


“Okay…Okay,” Mason yelled. “Fine… fine… I can get it to
you.”


“And by the way, Fox. Don’t think you can double cross
me.” He turned to Rebecca and pointed the phone at her. “Another of your lovers
Mr Fox, although I know this one doesn’t mean quite as much as your wife.”


I watched in horror as he pulled his gun from the back of
his trousers and pointed it at Rebecca. “Nooo,” I screamed as he shot her in
the thigh, no hesitation, no feelings shown on his face and no acknowledgement
to what he had just done in his eyes.


“You have one hour before your bitch bleeds out and then
I move onto your wife…”


“Oh fuck… Bec? Becca?” Mason choked out.


I stared in shock as Rebecca writhed in agony, her tears
thick and rampant as she screamed and cried out, trying desperately to draw her
legs towards her body instinctively to aid her pain.


“Now,” Russian carried on nonchalantly. “Bank number
08-96-69-42, account number 5673991763534…”


Mason’s survival training kicked in suddenly as instinct
hit the part of my brain that was still coherent. I closed my eyes and prayed
that it wasn’t the last time I ever spoke to my husband. “MASON,” I shouted
quickly. “FIFTEEN MILE RADIUS, RURAL OUT-BUILDING, RAPESEED TANG TO THE AIR.
THREE RUSSIAN BROTHERS…..”


Everything went black when one of the other Russians
punched me in the temple but before I went out, I heard Mason shout out an
order to someone. My glorious bastard was back, doing what he did best…


Saving his little warrior.


 


***


 


“Rebecca?” I hissed at her as I came round. “Wake up!”


She murmured something I didn’t catch, her voice low and
grating as her mouth struggled to move. “Honey, look at me. Look at me
Rebecca.”


Her eyes opened slowly, way too slowly. I glanced at the
pool of blood she was sat in; too much, way too much.


“Fuck!” I hissed. 


“Ava…” she whispered. She lifted her heavy eyelids and
stared at me as she blinked slowly. “I’m…” She swallowed, the action torturous
to watch as her body had accepted this was the end.


“Hun…” I choked out. I couldn’t reach her. I couldn’t get
to her and I so desperately wanted to hold her hand. She needed that, she
deserved that.


I accepted it now. I admitted to myself that my husband
had created a monster in both of us, had morphed us both into women that needed
him to survive, to breathe. She had done what any of us would have done, she
had fought for her man, she had used what weapons had been available to her and
she had never given up, even when cruelty and humiliation had eaten at her, she
had pushed on and that in itself deserved my respect.


“I’m sorry, for everything… Ava. I…”


“Shush,” I sobbed as I watched her slipping away. “Hey,
you… you and me, Rebecca, we’re the same, we’re both creations of what love
does to us all. I forgive you, for everything and I know Mason does too.”


She shook her head slowly as a single tear rolled down
her face. “I loved him so much Ava but it was never… enough… I was never
enough…”


Her eyes closed slowly and I knew, I knew. “But he always
came back…. He always came back to you Rebecca…” I whispered as she slipped
away.


The sobs that racked my body hurt, they hurt like fuck,
each one ripping at me, tearing at my soul as devastation consumed me and
crippled me, each breath as debilitating as the previous.


I understood now. She had been guilty of loving and that
was all. She had loved too much and in the end it still hadn’t been enough.


“I’m sorry,” I sobbed as I frantically tried to reach
her. But as in life, I’d never been able to reach her. She’d never been able to
reach herself. She’d never had a moment’s peace from the torture of heartache
but now as I whispered a silent prayer for her, I knew she was finally granted
the peace that she’d always sought in life.







 



Chapter Thirty Two


Carnage


Mason


 


I rolled my fingers around, catching their attention.
Numerous affirmatives were whispered in my ear as we all turned to night
vision. As soon as the lights snapped out in the building we went in silently.


 


The first Kenin brother went down easy with a single
bullet to his forehead. Sam waved him down and the other’s moved forward as I
went in search of Ava, furiously pulling at each door. There were so many
different corridors and rooms that led to other rooms. 


 


Kade had done a brilliant job of narrowing down the area
we needed. My amazing fucking wife was still the warrior we had both created in
her, giving me pride at what she had learnt and managed to initiate even during
periods of horror, she had once more come into her own and done what was needed.


We’d found the farm, based on her clues, and I was
astounded at what had been created underneath it. It was a quarry of corridors,
rooms and the place even housed a drug factory. 


 


Three rooms I tried before I found her, each holding a
horror in each, each as stomach curling as the last as emaciated bodies, blood
splattered walls and beaten girls drugged out of their minds greeted me.


I was starting to panic, these men weren’t two bit
crooks; they were mean and hungry, taking away their conscience and just
filling it with detachment and indifference, making them extremely dangerous.


And I knew I was in trouble when I opened the door and
found the third brother stood behind Ava with arm around her neck and a gun embedded
in the middle of her breastbone.


 


“How nice of you to join us Mr Fox,” he sneered into the
darkness. He was well aware of my available vision, hence why he was stood
using Ava as a shield as well as a bribe.


I swallowed quietly when Ava lifted her hand to me. I
wanted to drop to my feet and fucking idolise her, worship her fucking strength
and fortitude.


“But you see,” he continued. “I did warn you about double
crossing me. I also gave you an hour to come for your bitch. And I’m afraid you’re
a little too late now.” He turned to Ava and smiled, “You should have bought
your husband a watch for his birthday.”


Everything seemed to go in slow motion. Even the air that
my lungs sucked at trickled down my throat at a torturous pace, as my heart
rate slowed to complement the pace.


I watched his finger press against the trigger as I
started to move. I watched in horror as Ava lifted both hands, one out straight
in front of her to stop me. The other seemed to move even slower but was in
fact immeasurably fast as she brought it up to the muzzle of the gun that was
pressed against her chest.


The heel of her hand nudged the gun and I screamed out
when the bullet fired straight through her shoulder. She cried out and fell
forward leaving Kenin staring open mouthed behind her, blood seeping from the
corner of his mouth as a hole appeared in his chest.


 


I reached Ava, pulling her against me as Kenin dropped to
the floor, his eyes still wide but the light in them extinguished.


“Fuck Ava, what did you just do? What the fuck? You just
shot yourself.”


She stared at me, her eyes wide in panic as her hands
lifted to my face. “Mason? … Mason, I’m so sorry…”


“Shush. Save your energy, baby. We need to get you to
hospital.”


She shook her head furiously, tears streaming down her
face as I pressed my palm over the bullet wound just above her collarbone.
“She’s gone, Mason. I tried… I tried so hard for her…”


I nodded. I’d already seen Rebecca’s body through the
goggles, but she hadn’t given off any thermal light. “I know, baby. Shush, it’s
okay.”


“I’m so sorry…”


“Ava!” I scolded as she became hysterical. “Calm down,
you need to save your energy. Do as you are fucking told!”


She blinked at me but her lips twitched as I brought my
mouthpiece to my lips and pressed the button on the side of my earpiece.
“Target three down. I need an ambulance… fast.”


Furious assaults of acknowledgements hissed in my ear and
I switched it back off as I pulled Ava harder into me. “I love you, Ava.”


She nodded weakly against me, her sobs quiet now as her
vigour depleted. “And me, you.” She whispered before the door flung open and my
men stormed the room.


 


Sam shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Jesus Christ,
Ava. When the fuck are you gonna stop causing so much damn trouble?”


Her lips twisted as she raised her eyes to him. “Ahh
you’d get bored without my adventures.”


He laughed loudly as he crouched before us and patted her
cheek. “We would, we so fucking would. Nice to have you back Mrs Fox.” He
winked.


“And it’s nice to be back,” she whispered as she palmed
my cheek, her eyes telling me everything I needed from her, her love and
remorse open and honest. “But this time,” she scowled at me. “Try to hold on to
me a bit longer, eh? It’s not really much fun without you.”


I stared at her open mouthed. She giggled and fuck me, if
that wasn’t the best damn sound in the world. “Yes, of course, baby. I’ll try
to do better next time.”


“Good boy.” I shook my head and lifted her into my arms.
“Ahh fuck, watch it, I currently have a damn hole in my shoulder you know.”


I growled at her as I walked us through the corridors to
meet the ambulance. “I can’t believe you did that, Ava. Jesus Christ.”


“Hey,” she defended. “It was an awesome move.”


“It was damn stupid!”


“Nah, if Bruce Willis can do it, then so can I.”


“What?” I scoffed at her. “You copied a move from a damn
film?”


“Excuse me,” she protested. “It wasn’t just a damn film,
it was Die Hard.”


“Well,” I shrugged. “That’s okay then, that makes all the
difference.”


She grinned and nodded at me. “You can’t beat Bruce
Willis.” I narrowed my eyes on her. “Sorry, after Mason Fox, of course.”


I gave her a stern nod and held her firmer, just inhaling
her, just taking her essence and feeding my soul with it. I was never letting
her go again, ever. Kicking or screaming, my little warrior would now be
attached to my hip, our souls linked mercilessly. 


 


The doctors weren’t too impressed with that promise when
they had me to contend with during the operation to remove the bullet from her
shoulder.


But fuck them.


I was Mason Fox.


And life didn’t get any better.







 



PART TWO


Sometimes, the only way to face your past is to accept your future







 



Chapter Thirty Three


Old memories


 


Mason


 


I smiled at her as I re-puffed her pillow, her beautiful eyes
smiling back at me. “Love you,” I whispered happily as I planted a quick kiss
on her forehead.


“I know,” she whispered back as I slipped onto the bed
behind her and curled an arm around her waist. “And me, you.”


“Hey,” I asked suddenly. “Will the consultant come here
with your test results tomorrow?”


She shuffled round to look at me, her brow creased in
confusion. “Why would Dr Franks come here?”


“Well, because you’re bed bound.”


“I’m not bed bound Mason.”


I knew she thought I was being a mother hen since she’d
come home two hours ago. Her shoulder had healed perfectly, another scar to add
to the collection but anyone would think she had just tumbled over the curb the
way she was behaving. 


“Yes, Ava, you are. The doc said you needed to take it
easy.” I argued as I narrowed my eyes on her.


“Mason,” she grinned at me, her eyes teasing me brightly.
“Since when did I ever listen?”


“Exactly,” I reprimanded with a tone that told her not to
argue. “So this time you’re gonna do as you are told.”


She nodded firmly and saluted me with two fingers. I smirked
and shook my head. “Still, after all these years you can never master the
salute.” She quirked a brow at me but I smiled and ran a finger across her jaw.
“Do you remember that night?”


She groaned as the memory of her hangover came crashing
back to her.


 


Incineration


 


I saw her as soon as I entered the club. I also heard
the perfection of her laugh. I was just relieved I had found her, after our
argument and her state of mind, I’d been frantic.


She was laid out in the middle of the dance floor, her
legs bare from her thighs downwards, her feet kicking drunkenly in time to the
beat of the music as her heels slipped from her shoes and they hung on to her
toes precariously.


 


The anger bubbled in my gut. She was way past the drunken
stage, she was slaughtered… and making a fool of herself.


I stalked slowly over to her, people in my path moving
aside as they felt the storm brewing around me. She had her eyes closed, her
hysterical laughter filling the air around me as he arms lay out either side of
her.


 


Her friend quirked one eye open and then squinted at
me. “Oh dear,” she whispered.


Ava moaned and opened her eyes slowly. She gaped at me
then her lips twitched and she was giggling deliciously, the sweet tone to her
warming my belly. However, she needed to learn that she couldn’t just walk out
on me and disappear.


 


“Hey, baby.” She slurred as her arms came up to reach
for me. “Your little warrior is a little blotto.”


I sucked in a breath and bit down on the inside of my
cheek. Was she for real? Did she not think I’d kind of sussed that out? “Get
up, Ava.”


Her laughter erupted again. Obviously I was hilarious.
Not for long.


 


“Sammy!” Ava screeched when she spotted Sam behind me.
“Did you bring Mr Cross?”


Mr Cross? Mr Cross? Jesus holy Christ. I was gonna be
on the News at Ten for torturing a drunken woman in the middle of my own
nightclub with her own damn shoes.


“I said...” I tried to bite back my fury with her.
Everyone was looking at her, at us to be precise. “Get up Ava.”


I watched seriousness cover her face. “Yes, Sir!” she
brought her hand up to her forehead in an effort to salute me. However, I
managed to hide the smirk when she poked herself in the eye, her brow creasing
as she grumbled. “I would be fucking useless in the army.”


For once, I agreed with my woman!


 


She grinned up at me, her perfect lips parting into a
beautiful smile. She was stunning and I found myself wondering how the hell I
had managed to make her mine. She was hurting right then, I knew she was. Her
heartache was potent, even when she was trying to overshadow it with laughter,
but I could see it in her stunning eyes, the dullness and grief dimming their
usual brightness.


“Are you gonna join me on the hard floor Mason?” Her
lips formed a kiss and she waggled her little finger at me, a reminder of the
mind blowing orgasm she had given me this morning. 


Fuck, my dick did not just throb.


 


“You know you want to.” She finished with an
exaggerated wink.


I fought against the smile that was dying to surface.
Fuck, she was adorable. I just wanted to pull her in and hold her forever,
scoop her up in my arms and shield her from every shit thing in her life.


“Will you get up!” I grated out as I frantically tried
to stop her declaring any more about our morning fun.


“Aren’t you gonna be my armour in knight and...” Her
brow creased as she stared at me. “No, that’s not right. My shining knight…”
she frowned again.


Fuck me, my heart leapt at how much I loved her. I
wanted to scream it at her, shout from the fucking roof that I loved my woman
but she was still in so much bloody trouble.


 


I loomed over her, keeping my gaze away from her face
so I didn’t alert her to my humour at the situation and hoisted her over my
shoulder in a single movement. She squealed in delight as my hands accidently
landed on her perfect arse.


“Woohoo!” she cried when I carried her across the
dance floor. “My hero!”


She shouted something to Sam as I ploughed through the
storm of people staring at us. Fuck them; it was my club and my woman.


 


I jolted when Ava slapped my arse. Shit, that fucking
came keen, she had quite a harsh slap and I sank my teeth into my lower lip.
“Did you see that, baby? Kim ejaculate… no it’s not that, she uhh, what did she
do Mason?”


I rolled my eyes and blew out a steadying breath as I
looked around us. There were still witnesses.


“Spunked?... no that’s not it either… spanked! That’s
it, she spanked all over Sam’s shoes... no…”


Give. Me. Fucking. Strength!


“Mason,” she grumbled. “What’s the word I need?”


Death?


 


I flung open the car door and bent forward, sliding
her onto the back seat gently, making sure to cover her head so she didn’t
whack it on the roof…. Although… my God, so tempting, that would quieten her
down. I turned my back on her, cursing my wicked side as the enticing idea
seemed a little too alluring right then.


 


“Aww, baby, you’re so gentle with me.”


It was a good job my back was turned. She therefore
did not witness the humorous smirk covering my face. I was so lucky she
couldn’t read my thoughts.


“Mason,” she whispered as she tugged on the back of my
jeans. “Mason.”


I turned to her, glowering as she grinned at me. I was
having so much trouble keeping mad at her, she was utterly the most loveable
drunk I had ever known, and I was seriously having trouble resisting scooping
her in my arms and smothering her in tiny little kisses.


I leant towards her when she crooked a finger at me.
“I fucking…. Wait,” she frowned with a twist in her lips as she tried to
concentrate, her cute little tongue poking out of her mouth. “What was I gonna
say?”


So tempting. I was considering visiting the sex shop I
knew was around the corner just to buy a bloody gag… and maybe a whip.


“Mason,” she persisted. I closed my eyes for a second
and pulled in a fortifying breath. “Psst, Mason.”


“What Ava?” I sighed as I spun back round to her,
pumping my fists to try and rid some of the excess adrenaline running through
my system. She once again crooked her finger and I once again bent towards her.


“Mason, come here.”


I really thought I was here, but apparently not
here enough for my annoyin… sorry, adorable woman.


“I… love… you…” She grinned happily, very proud of
herself. “Yay, you see I rembermember…. ooh I can’t say that word. That’s a
hard word Mason, can you say reremememb… oh fuck it!” 


My lips betrayed me again but this time I didn’t hold
it in as I slipped my palm over her cheek softly. “I love you too, Ava. Even
though I am so pissed at you right now.” Her eyes widened to large orbs as she
pleaded forgiveness humorously, reminding me of the cocker spaniel we’d had
when I was a child. 


Oh Christ, she so knew how to play the game.


 


“Aww baby, you can’t be mad at me, I’m really, really,
really wanting your cock tonight.”


Ahh Christ. All the humour evaporated and my heart
ached for her. She’d just lost a baby, yet her mind was building walls and
blocking it out. I couldn’t blame her really. I’d give anything to change the
last week, give her back what she desperately wanted.


“Don’t be sad, it’s good that I want your cock. It’s a
very nice cock I might add.” She grinned.


Of course it was. I was glad she’d noticed, I was
rather proud of it myself.


 


“I know what you’re smiling about,” Ava laughed as she
poked me in the ribs, pulling me from the memory.


I smirked at her, “And that is?”


“You’re face shows your pride, so you have to be thinking
about your cock.”


I stared at her. Was I that fucking obvious?


She nodded, “Yes, it’s that fucking obvious.”


“Christ, we’re turning into one of those old married
couples, those that can finish each other’s sentences and knows what the other
is thinking.”


She laughed loudly, her eyes twinkling happily, “Nah,
it’s my soul telling me what your soul is thinking.”


I gazed at her for a long time as her soft eyes loved me
but then sorrow engulfed her and her eyes dipped. “What is it?” I asked as I
ran my thumb softly over her short silky hair.


She seemed troubled as she took my hand and gripped it
firmly. “I know, Mason.”


“You know? You know what, baby?”


“About the children,” she sighed. “Why did you never tell
me, Mason?”


I frowned at her; completely lost which course her mind
had swerved her towards this time. She was sometimes difficult to keep up with,
her brain kicking her in many different directions as swiftly as it changed
course again, leaving me behind many times.


“Ava, I haven’t the foggiest what you’re on about.”


She tightened her grip on my hand and pulled it to her
mouth, kissing each finger gently. “It takes more than blood to be a father,
and you have proved it for many years. You took on another man’s children and
loved them as your own.”


I stared at her as my heart seemed to fire electrical
shots around my veins, each one causing a ripple effect through my muscles as
each one seized up one after another until I was frozen to the spot and staring
at her. “Are you saying…?” I swallowed at the lump that had formed in my
throat, “Umm… are you telling me that the twins are… Kade’s?”


She stared at me silently as I started to break down
slowly from the inside. “WELL?”


She flinched but her brow furrowed. I was struggling to
hold everything back. Twenty years. Had it all been a lie?


 


 


Ava


 


Okay, now I was confused. Rebecca had been certain. I
knew we weren’t friends but I was damn sure she hadn’t been winding me up, the
horror on her face when she had disclosed the secret had been very real.


“Umm.” I sighed and scowled at him, “Change the fucking
face, mister. I’m as confused as you.”


His eyes popped wide at my audacity, his mouth falling
open as his forehead creased and his lip curled in confusion. “Baby,” he stated
quite sternly. “Forgive me, but you have just insinuated that Katie and George
aren’t mine. Would you like to tell me how I’m supposed to look right now?”


“Well, looking like a bloody cod hoisted from the North
Sea just as the holiday season hits isn’t the right look, right now.”


I beamed at him when he growled and slipped onto my
knees, cupping his face and planting a huge smacker on his lips. “I love your
reaction to what I just insinuated, it tells me you haven’t a bloody clue what
I’m on about.”


“Oh you got that, huh?”


“Chill out and let me explain, although it still doesn’t
make sense.”


“Really?”


I sneered at him then sighed. “Why did you tell Rebecca
you couldn’t have kids?”


He frowned at me then recognition covered his face and he
sighed in relief. “Ahh…” His face flushed and he looked sheepish, “Because when
Rebecca got pregnant, I couldn’t have children and I was infertile.”


“Oh, okay.” Could you go from being infertile to fertile?
Fucked if I knew but apparently it was so.


He sighed and rolled his lips, the memory of a time with
him and Rebecca obviously hurting him. “I presume Bec told you about…us?”


I nodded and smiled, giving him courage and my okay to
how he was feeling. “Well, we’d been together… a while and you know me, Ava, I
bloody hate condoms, when we first got together I never bloody used them.”


“Mm-hmm, even though you used to swear to me that you
did!” He grimaced when I quirked a brow at him.


“I know, I know, I shouldn’t have lied but it seemed
important to you, that you were the only one that I didn’t use them with.”


“Well…”


“Ava, I’m a bloke, I say things that I know will get me
laid.”


My mouth fell open and he laughed nervously. “Go on,
before I hurt you” I urged.


He nodded quickly, “Well, she never got pregnant and we
were together a long time. It didn’t seem right so I had an idea already.”


“So you got checked out?”


He nodded and shivered, “Worst moment of my life, wanking
in a cup whilst the cheesiest fucking porno played out on an old black and
white TV.” He turned to me with a furious frown, “Have you ever watched a black
and white porn film?”


I shook my head slowly as I contemplated that question.
Never mind!


“Well let me tell you, it is not fun or even bloody real.
Took me ages to come and when I did it was this little fucking blob that hit
the bottom of the cup with a chilling slap.” He turned to me with pain in his
eyes, “I’m sure it damaged me Ava. That moment has haunted my nightmares.
Especially the nurses face when she peered into the bottom of the cup and
squinted… she fucking squinted.”


I nodded slowly, really unsure of what to say. “Why are
you nodding?” he asked with a look of shock. I shook my head slowly which
seemed to pacify him.


“Anyway,” he continued, unaware of my astonishment. “The
results came back and they said my sperm was hunky-dory, proper little
toughies.” He smiled proudly and I wanted to post a status on Facebook telling
everyone that my husband had tough little swimmers. He was so proud and I
couldn’t have been happier. “However they were still concerned so they called
me back in.”


His face dropped and he shuddered deeply. He leaned
towards me, his eyes searching the room for spies as he brought his lips to my
ear. “I had a blockage, Ava.”


“A blockage?” I whispered back.


He nodded firmly as his eyes widened. “They had to…” he
closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “They had to operate.”


“Okay.”


“Okay? Okay?” he scoffed. “Do you have any idea
how humiliating it is to have your dick operated on?”


“I guess not, Mason. I don’t have one.”


He rolled his eyes and pursed his lips, “Mortifying,
that’s what it is. Bloody horrific!”


“Right.”


He nodded seriously, “Not nice.”


I exhaled heavily, “So why did Rebecca not know about
this… operation.”


He stared at me as though I’d lost my mind, “She knew I’d
been tested but there was no way I was telling her they shoved pipes up my…
fuck Ava, have you no consideration.”


“Apparently not.” I shook my head, exasperated over his embarrassment.
It was just a bloody operation. Fair enough on the most nicest part of him, but
still.


I huffed and nodded, “Right, well the poor love thought I
knew you couldn’t have kids and she was mortified when she let it slip. She
thought she’d ruined my life.”


“Well at first she didn’t have a clue, the same as me. I
thought I was infertile, I was infertile. But she found out I’d been to
the hospital and… done the thing.”


“So she just presumed. You should have told her.” I
finished for him.


He nodded sadly and let his gaze drop to the bed. “I was
really cruel to her the last time I saw her.”


I nodded, “I had gathered that when she came to the
cottage loaded and ready for tearing me to bits.” He was quiet for a while as
his grief tumbled from him. “She meant a lot to you.” I said for him, sensing
his need to talk.


He sighed and looked at me. “It’s strange. We were strange,
our whole relationship was bloody strange. But she was always there, you know,
always on her knees when my cruel side merged. She would always take my hatred
and…” he paused and blew out a breath. “I’m not proud of how I treated her,
Ava. I was cruel but it was almost like the worse I got with her, the
harder she tried. She just took it, and that is… was quite the ultimate
feeling of power. To hold that much influence over someone…” He swallowed as
shame held him, his fingernails digging into the palm of his hand. “She loved
me and I hurt her. That’s all I can say really.”


“I tried to save her Mason, I tried…”


“Hey,” he shook his head and pulled me onto his lap. “I
know.”


“If one thing has come from this, it’s that we made our
peace.”


He nodded and smiled, “She wasn’t a bad person, Ava. I
just made her into one.”


“You have a habit of doing that.”


He snapped his head towards me and frowned, “I do?”


“You do.” I nodded seriously. “I was never bad before I
met you.”


His eyebrow quirked as his lips twitched. “Really?” he
laughed.


“Yes!” I slapped at him. “I was angelic, your wicked ways
just made me bad.”


“Wicked, hmmm? You seem to have forgotten that
Halloween...” My eyes widened and I blushed furiously. “Nope, you haven’t
forgotten,” he laughed loudly.


 


Halloween


 


Marcy opened the door, her grin huge and her eyes
already wonky. She was plastered. This should be fun. “Come in,” she urged as
she opened the door wider. “You two don’t have to knock.”


I glowered at her. “You can tell who we are?”


He eyes roamed over us. “Your hair, Ava.” I grumbled a
reply. Damn red curls. “And Mason, you are fucking awesome.”


I turned to smile at him. I saw the hatred in his eyes
through the little eye holes. “What I don’t understand,” he moaned with a
muffled tone through the little mouth hole as he pushed past Marcy. “Is how Ava
gets to be Catwoman and I’m… Well, what the fuck does Sully from Monsters Inc.
have to do with bloody Catwoman? I see you didn’t come as Mike.”


“Mason,” I sighed as I once more had to explain the
situation to him. “I’m the kind of person who can’t wear bright green. I told
you this, not with my red hair!”


“Ava! No one would see your damn hair under the Mike
costume.”


I curled my lip at him, adjusted my eye mask and went
in search of alcohol.


 


***


 


Two hours later, I was as drunk as Marcy and horny. Very
horny. I spotted Mason across the room, his bum perched on a table as he spoke
with someone I didn’t know. I sidled up to him, his eyes narrowed in suspicion
as my grin forewarned him.


“I’m horny, Mason.” I whispered in his ear but
grimaced when I whispered too loud and the music track stopped to move onto the
next. I grinned nervously at the people around me that had heard my declaration.



“What? Now?”


“Now,” I hissed back. “Your bloody costume is turning
me on.”


His head moved under his head piece to look over his
Sully costume then back to me, his eyes narrow and questioning. “Have you been
at Marcy’s coffee liqueur again, Ava?”


I lowered my eyes from him and tapped my foot on the
table leg. He sighed heavily, “I told you to never touch that stuff again.”


“But, it’s nice,” I defended as I tugged on his hand.


“Ava, we can’t here,” he hissed under his costume.


“There’s bedrooms, Mason. Come on, please.”


“What the hell?” he mumbled as I pulled him quickly
across the room and up the stairs.


 


I opened the first door I came to, darkness greeting
me as I pulled him in quickly and shut the door behind him. “Oooh, so much
fun,” I murmured as I felt my way over the thick fur of his costume.


“Let me find a light switch Ava…”


“No! It’s fun in the dark.”


“Ava…. Shit, baby...” He groaned when I cupped his
cock through the material and smirked when I got an instant rise out of him.


“See, Sully likes me too.” I told him as I tugged the
bottom part of the costume down to his thighs and trailed my finger over his
erection through his shorts.


“Sully likes you very much.” He replied as he tugged
at his shorts and pulled them down to sit with his furry trousers. “Very much.”


“Mmm-hmm,” I smirked at his hiss as I tickled the head
of his cock with the tip of my tongue, lapping at the pre-cum that had already
collected. His flavour burst into my mouth, heightening my drunken lust even
further as I cupped his balls in my hand and scraped the underside with my
nails.


“Oh Christ,” he moaned when I took him in my mouth and
sucked hard, my tongue still tickling the underside. 


“You like Catwoman giving you a blow job, baby?”


“Fuck yes!” he rasped as I felt him fall back against
the door for support, his fingers sliding into my hair, until my curls were
wrapped securely in his grip. “Suck Sully’s dick, Catwoman.”


I grinned at him, his voice incoherent with pleasure
and booze, and although he couldn’t see me, he felt it around his cock. “You
kinky bastard.”


He laughed but thrust his hips, sinking his cock
further into my throat as his fingers tightened and his moans intensified.
“Shut up and do what you do best.”


“Now is not the time to bake muffins Mason,” I scolded
as I shook my head.


“Eh?” he murmured then tutted. “Not baking you daft
sod, sucking.”


“Oh right,” I mumbled and giggled. “Sorry.”


He started to chuckle, then laugh and before long we
were both hysterical, our stomachs hurting and our sides cramping. “Fuck, Ava.
I fucking love you,” he boomed loudly.


“Shush,” I slapped at his leg and giggled with him.
“It’s not my fault. It’s that damn coffee liqueur of Marcy’s. The bloody stuff
is toxic to brain cells.”


“Uh-huh,” he scoffed. “Blame the liqueur, Ava.” His
hands slid under my arms and he lifted me up. “Pull down those leggings,
Catwoman. Sully needs into the pussy.”


I grinned to myself as I fiddled with my clothes,
grumbling at how tight the damn trousers were to this costume, it was like
trying to free a grape from its skin. Mason helped me when he realised I was
struggling, his fingers curling into the waistband as he started to yank at
them. “Oooh, someone’s eager” I laughed. 


“Well, I would like to fuck you before Monsters Inc. 6
comes to the cinema.”


I laughed loudly, “Well Batman 12 is out in July and
they need me, hurry up.”


He chuckled with me as he managed to roll them down to
my hips then twirled me round so I was facing the door. “That’ll do,” he
muttered as he grabbed my hands in the darkness and placed them on the door.
“Now prepare to be invaded, Catwoman.”


I snorted loudly but sucked in a breath as his
delicious cock slid inside me effortlessly. “Christ, you were horny. You’re
bloody drenched.”


I nodded, unable to form words as pleasure curled
around me, ending the need and bringing on the want. My fingers clawed at the
door, the paint scraping under my fingernails and I cringed, Marcy would kill
me.


I turned my head and peered into the darkness over my
shoulder, “Fuck me Sully, bring out your inner monster.”


“I’m gonna make you purr, Catwoman.”


I frowned then smirked as I tried to hold in the
giggle. “Purr? Fucking purr?”


“Well what the fuck else am I supposed to say? You’re
a bloody cat, so yeah, purr.”


“Why the hell not,” I shrugged. “Okay, make me purr.”


And he did. I fucking purred like a kitten, his
strokes in me hard and fucking glorious, and each one driving pleasure into
every fibre of me. His furry costume tickled my back as his hands cupped my
breasts beneath the silk of my top until he tugged at the strapless black Basque
and yanked it below my boobs so he could caress the actual flesh, his fingers
teasing my nipples as he continued to pound me into oblivion. My head was
bouncing off the door with his merciless fucking, his growls as monstrous as
his suit. His hands gripped my shoulders to pull me back onto him as he
exploded inside me, his fingers digging into my neck deeply to bring on my own
climax.


 


We both puffed and panted, trying to calm the rage
flowing through our veins. “Fuck me,” Mason wheezed. “I’m bloody roasting.”


“Have you still got the hood on?” I asked in
amazement.


“Well. Yeah, you wanted to fuck Sully didn’t you?”


I closed my eyes and sighed, “Bloody hell, Mason. I’m
surprised you haven’t passed out!”


“Well, I do feel a bit light headed.”


I laughed at him as I fumbled around and pulled my
leggings back up, sucking in my stomach to get them back into their original
position. “You daft sod!”


 


We were still laughing as we sauntered down the
stairs. I frowned as Mason said something and silence greeted us. Where was the
music? The laughter and peoples chit chat?


I froze as everyone stood smirking at us, each pair of
eyes in the room trained on me and Mason. “Umm.”


“What’s going on?” Mason asked me under his breath.


“I have no idea,” I whispered back.


Marcy walked towards us with a huge grin, her eyes
laughing. My knees buckled when she lifted up a baby monitor, her tongue in her
cheek as she waggled it at me. My eyes widened on her as Mason stiffened beside
me. “Good job the kids are at my mothers, although I forgot to turn off the
monitors.” She sucked on her lips then chuckled, “Now is not the time to bake
muffins, Mason.” She mimicked.


My gaze shot around the room as murmurs of snorts and
giggles echoed around us. “By the way,” Courtney shouted to me from the back of
the room. “Batman 12 is out in June and I already secured us tickets.”


 


I groaned at the memory, Mason chuckling loudly beside
me. “So funny,” he smirked as he tapped my nose.


“So embarrassing,” I rectified but chuckled with him.


“And for the record, green would now look good on you.”


I shook my head and put a hand on my blonde fluff, “Nope,
‘fraid not.”


He scowled at me when he sensed my embarrassment over my
hair. “Hey,” he whispered when I gulped. “I like it. It’s soft and perfect.”
His gaze was sad on me, his heart aching with mine as he felt my hatred at my
looks. “And it’s growing really quickly, before you know it, it will be down to
your chin.”


“But what if…”


He placed a finger over my lips, ceasing my worry. “We’ll
deal with the what ifs after your results tomorrow.”


I nodded as the anxiety bubbled in my stomach. “It’s
okay, Ava. Have faith.”


“Mmm,” I murmured, wishing I had as much confidence as my
husband.


 


Mason


 


“Are you hungry yet?” I asked as I flicked through the TV
channels, bored out of my tiny mind.


Ava quirked a brow at me and scowled, “Mason, go to work.
I’m fine.”


“Uh-uh,” I muttered as I found a channel showing an old Top
Gear and settled back against the headboard, pulling up a pillow to support
the back of my head.


I frowned when I felt Ava looking at me. “What?” I asked
as she stared at me.


“Top Gear?”


“What’s wrong with Top Gear?” I gawped at her in shock.


“I’m ill, Mason.”


“Eh? You said you were fine.”


She huffed at me, “Well, I’m too ill to watch Top Gear.”


I rolled my eyes and switched off the TV and turned to
her. “Well, what would you like to do, my dear?”


She narrowed her eyes on me, “Are you being derisive?”


“Nope.”


She scrutinised me sceptically then sighed, “I dunno.
Talk to me.”


“Talk?” I tapped my fingers on my knee as my gaze roamed
the room looking for something to talk about. “What do you want to talk about,
Ava?”


“I dunno,” she barked.


I jerked at her tone and stared at her, “Well you wanted
to talk.”


“Yes, I know but… but I don’t know what about. Think of
something yourself.”


Okay, was she for real? She wanted to talk but it was up
to me to find a subject. “Umm….”


We both chewed on our lips, sighed, pouted, tipped our
heads and clicked our tongues as we tried to think of something to talk about.
“Oooh I know,” she cried out excitedly. “What’s been the best day of your
life?” 


“Oooh well, you know that week when my horse came in
second and I won….” I paused as she stared at me. “No?”


She shook her head slowly, causing me to nod as slowly in
reply. “Umm, ooh, ooh it was when you made that rhubarb strudel and Greg got
ill.” I started laughing loudly, picturing how green he had gone as his hands
gripped at his stomach. “Christ, that was funny shit, I’ve never seen anyone…”
I rolled my lips and smiled at her, “The twins?”


She grinned at me, slapping my arm when she realised I
was messing with her. “Yeah,” she whispered. “The day the twins were born.”


 


Tolerance


 


She’d been under for so long it was getting difficult
to breathe. I glanced at my watch again, three hours, three damn hours. The
coffee in the place had started to curdle in my stomach, the acid eating at it furiously
and burning up whatever I had left in there.


I squeezed my eyes closed when the vision of all the
blood flowed into my mind again. Bloody hell, I had never seen so much. And her
scream!


 


I traipsed the corridors again, for what seemed like
the fiftieth time, trying to draw my attention away from just waiting. I
studied each replica painting that adorned the scuffed walls, I pressed the
footplate on each bin I passed just staring as the lid popped up and down. I
even mended a broken drinking fountain when I found it didn’t work. 


I was slowly going crazy.


 


My feet came to a stop outside a small door. My eyes
narrowed on the ‘chapel’ sign. I hadn’t been to church since my mother dragged
me to midnight mass one year on Christmas Eve. 


I placed my palm on the door, hesitating and checking
to see if anyone was around but gave in and pushed, the scent of lemon polish
and wood hitting me as soon as I stepped in.


Each pine pew led the way towards a long table
decorated with candles and a small cross to which a figure of Jesus was
attached. My eyes roamed the empty room as my feet led me through the centre of
the rows. There was one single window, a colourful image of a saint I didn’t
recognise spreading rainbows across the small room, each painted ray being
soaked up by the wooden seats. Colourful red drapes hung from the walls as
various crosses of different shapes and sizes littered the walls.


 


I stopped when I realised I had reached the table,
Jesus now staring at me. I frowned at the garland of thorns wrapped around his
head. “That must hurt, huh?” He didn’t answer me, but I guessed I’d have passed
out with that offering. “Hi,” I smiled, feeling myself blush at him. “How are
you?”


I know! I know! But what were you supposed to say to
Jesus? It’s quite a difficult task actually.


I nodded when he didn’t answer and let my eyes rove
the room again. “Quite a nice place you have here, quite… homely.”


I strolled over to the front bench and settled myself
down, crossing one leg over my knee and brushing off a piece of fluff that had
attached to the crappy material of my trousers. I’d never buy that brand again,
cheap shit.


“So,” I sighed and smiled back at Jesus. “I suppose
you know who I am… do you know who I am?” I rolled my eyes and tutted, “Of
course you do. You know everyone.”


I placed my palms on the seat either side of me and
rocked forward and backwards slightly. “My… girlfriend - sorry were not
married… YET! Yet.” I nodded to him, my eyes looking at the ceiling hoping I
wouldn’t suddenly be smited for ‘fornicating’ before marriage. “Well she’s…
they’re operating on her. She’s… well, she’s not doing so well.” I smiled at
him and shrugged. “She’s having my babies.” I nodded excitedly, it was good to
share my delight instead of sat holding in my despair. “Twins, we’re having
twins.”


The smile slipped from my face and I looked at him for
a while. “I umm, I’d be kind of… umm, well I wondered if you could… you know…
make sure they’re okay and all that… if that’s okay, if you don’t mind, and
umm… well I…” 


I blew out a breath to settle myself. “Women, eh?
Always causing trouble, bloody… oh shit, sorry, I shouldn’t swear... Ava’s
always causing trouble.” I rolled my eyes exaggeratedly but smiled. “But she’s…
she’s kind of really lovely. I think you’d like her. She’s fun and pretty, yeah
really pretty. She makes me laugh, she makes me feel good about myself too… and
with me, well that takes a lot... As you’d know.”


I stood up when the wood started to ache my backside
and strolled around the room, nosing at all the different candles that were
piled high in each corner. “What is it with you and candles?” I asked him as I
picked one up and lit it from another, placing it back on the little plate as I
thought of Ava. “I mean, I never quite understood why all the candle stuff. I’m
sure you wouldn’t want anyone setting your cross on fire, that shit wouldn’t be
good for you.”


I spun round towards him and held up my hand, “No
offence like, I… oh Christ… umm, that wasn’t taking your name in vain by the
way, just a slip, I’m sorry…” I sighed and slumped back onto the bench. “I’m
sorry I’m not really doing a good job of this am I? What I’m trying to say is,
well if you could… you know, help get Ava through this. She will be the most
amazing mum cos’ she’s the most amazing person I know. She’s caring and funny,
thoughtful and beautiful and she’s… she puts up with my shit, and believe me,
there’s lots of it.” I snorted, “Of course you know. Well,” I stood up and
nodded to him, “I better get back. You never know, this time there might be
some news.”


I pushed open the door then turned back to him, “Wish
me luck, I’m about to become a dad to two babies, me and Ava never do things by
half.” I rolled my eyes and left, smiling at the possibility of a new friend.
And let’s face it, with Jesus on your side, you can’t go far wrong.


 


***


 


I stared at them. Both of them. Two amazing little
bundles. One pink. One blue. I was scared to even look at them through the
plastic bubble thing they were both laid in, each of them attached to numerous
bloody pipes and wires.


My daughter had the most vivid mop of orange curls
ever, causing my breath to still in my lungs. She was already as beautiful as
her mother, heart-stoppingly so. And the blue one, well what could I say but
the lucky little bugger had got all my genes, he was utterly the most handsome
little thing in the world.


But they were both so tiny, so fragile and little. I
was terrified of them.


“They’re both doing well,” a nurse said as she smiled
widely at me. “Both are good and strong. They’ll be home before you know it.”


I nodded to her, “I hope so.”


She fiddled with some buttons and scribbled something
down on the clipboard before she lifted her face to me again. “Life’s scary
right now, huh?”


I pulled in a breath and nodded, “Yes. Very.”


She nodded and patted my shoulder, “Give it another
eighteen years, love. It gets even bloody scarier.”


I quirked an eyebrow at her. Daft woman. How could
life get any scarier than what it was then, with two premature babies using
tubes to breathe?


 


Fuck me! How right she had been!


 


Ava


 


“I’m bored.”


Mason nodded but then turned to look at me. My eyes
widened on him when a wicked smile rose on his lips. “We could always find
something to do, baby.”


He rolled over towards me, propping himself up on an
elbow as a hand slid across the front of my throat and then round the back of
my neck so he could cup the nape and pull me towards him. I sighed dreamily
when his lips brushed across mine delicately, his warm breath teasing but comforting.
“I missed you,” he whispered as his kisses travelled across my jaw and then
started dampening a trail down my neck.


“Mmm, and you,” I breathed, my body lighting up instantly
as he slid his hand around to hold the side of my head.


He was gentle as he slid the strap of my nightdress over
my bad shoulder. His mouth followed it, his tongue sneaking out to taste me as
his lips grazed my skin. “You’ve always had beautiful soft skin, Ava.”


His caresses were now whispering over the dressing
covering my wound as he made his way towards my chest. “Mason…” I murmured as
panic started to coil my stomach.


“Sshhh,” he whispered, blowing heat across the goose
bumps that had risen on my skin, nerves filling me with fear as each hair on my
body raised in preparation to approaching horror. 


I started to wiggle underneath him as my body started to
tremble. “Mason, please.”


“Ava, shush…”


“No.” I slid away from him, pulling up the strap to
swiftly cover myself.


He stared at me and sighed, “Baby…”


I shook my head and slipped my legs out of bed, grimacing
at the pain that shot through my shoulder when I moved too quickly. “I’m
hungry. Are you hungry,” I rambled as I stood and slipped my slipper boots onto
my feet. “Sandwich?” I asked as I spun round to him.


His eyes slid over me, from my boots and up until he met
my eyes, and then back down again. The corner of his lips twitched in humour
before he chuckled. “Fuck, baby. You are so damn sexy.”


I frowned and looked down. I giggled at the state of me.
I was in my comfiest but sexiest negligee, the black and white lace was delicate
and chic, the split up to my thigh very daring but modest and the straps elegant
ribbons of dainty black silk. And then came the thick bright blue fur boots and
the great big whacking bandage covering my shoulder.


 


He slid off the bed and cocked his head at me. “Do you
even realise how beautiful you are?”


I knew where he was heading. I just shrugged and smiled
faintly, “Yeah. Now, do you want chicken or beef?”


“Ava…” he grumbled as I walked off, holding my arm in
place with a hand on my elbow as I made my way towards the kitchen.


I flicked the kettle on and started rummaging through the
fridge, pulling out lots of different foods. “We have salad, or just pickles.
Or there’s cheese if you don’t want meat.”


“Ava…”


“There’s scones if you don’t want a sandwich. Or maybe
something sweet…”


“God damn it, Ava.” He cried, “Look at me.”


I bit into my lip as I furrowed even further into the
back of the fridge, extracting jams and chutneys that were well out of date.
“This fridge needs a damn good clean…”


“AVA!” he roared. The jar I was holding slipped from my
hand and smashed at my feet, masses of plum chutney covering my feet and spreading
in a circle on the floor around me. “Bloody hell,” he cursed as he rushed and
crouched in front of me, picking up the bulk of broken glass. 


He snatched at the roll of kitchen paper and started to
mop up the spilled contents as I stared at him. He scooped and piled, wiped and
cleaned, picked and shifted as I just stared at him silently, my body in
lockdown as my mind refused to let him in, rejected what he wanted of me.


 


I stepped over him and slowly walked across the room to
the door. “Don’t – you – fucking – dare!”


I closed my eyes and swallowed back the lump of fear
growing in my throat. “Don’t do this, Mason.”


“I will do this!” he growled out, his anger simmering
just below the surface. “And so will you.”


“I…” I shook my head but refused to turn to him. 


“YES!” His close voice made me jump as his fingers curled
around my wrist, denying me my escape. “Sit down.” I didn’t have much choice
when he dragged me across the room and kicked out a chair from under the table.
“Sit.” He repeated.


I slammed my arse into the chair, my own anger now
bubbling away furiously. How dare he! How fucking dare he do this!


“That’s it, you sit and simmer while I make coffee.”


“I don’t want coffee.”


“Tough. You are getting coffee.”


“Well, your bloody coffee is worse than the northern oil
rig.” I raged at him, my face now turning red. “I said I don’t want your damn
coffee!” I picked up the vase of flowers from the middle of the table and slung
it at him. Water splattered over him when he ducked and the vase hit the
cupboard door, the pot shattering and splintering fragments of ceramic over
him. The flowers plopped onto the floor beside his feet.


He spun round, his face furious and his chest heaving as
his teeth clasped the tip of his tongue. “Better?”


“No!” I hissed as I reached right across the table and
picked up the small bowl of potpourri.


“Oh,” he scoffed. “Why not, might as well go the whole
hog, Ava.”


The contents of the bowl scattered on the floor as the
bowl sailed across the room. Mason was ready this time, his hand snatching out
as he caught it perfectly. He whirled round and flung it at the back door, the
shatter loud in the quiet room. “Thought I’d save you a job!” he shouted as he
turned back to me. “Is there anything else you want to throw at me? The table?
Your fist maybe?”


“Fuck you,” I spat back when I knew he was taunting me,
my shoulder stopping me from throwing any punches. “Fuck you.”


“What do you think I’ve been trying to do?”


My mouth dropped open at his audacity. “You insensitive
bastard!”


He pulled in a deep breath and stormed towards me. I
pushed back into the chair before he hoisted me up and took me in his arms.
“Put me down, Mason.” I raged at him as I tried to pummel him with my left
hand. “Mason!”


 


He stamped through the house and carted me back upstairs
where he gently dropped me onto the bed.


As I tried to get up, he was suddenly sat on my stomach.
He grabbed my hands and pulled them by my sides before he quickly captured them
between his thighs. “Hold still.” He barked at me as I struggled beneath him.
“Ava! Hold still, I want to show you something.”


My breath stilled, the air freezing in my lungs as my
chest started to crush my heart when he took my nightdress in his hands and
tore it open, straight down the middle.


I bucked underneath him, my body thrashing wildly as I
tried to remove my arms from his grip and cover my chest. A tight whimper left
me when he placed both of his palms on my chest. He was silent, his eyes fixed
on mine with a stern stare as I cursed him and writhed uncontrollably, my body
fighting against him furiously as I spat and hissed at him like an animal.


“I love you.” He stated calmly.


“You bastard!” I cried out as I continued to squirm.


“You are beautiful.”


“I hate you!”


“I love you.”


“Get the fuck off me.” I snarled at him.


“You are fucking beautiful. I love you.”


“I’m not!” I cried at him. “I’m ugly. I’m a fucking
freak!”


“You are beautiful. You take my breath with every one of
your stunning smiles.”


“I… I hate it…” I choked out.


“And I love you. You are beautiful. Your eyes steal my
soul every time you look at me.”


“I look… wrong!”


He smiled softly at me as I started to calm, my energy
depleting with my fight. “You look perfect.” He dropped forward so his forehead
rested on mine. “You’ve always been perfect to me, Ava. And you will always
look perfect to me, even when you’re eighty and have no teeth and a fucking
beard. You will still make my heart skip when you look at me, you will still
take my soul in your hands and hold it tight, and you will always, always
make me desire you, because I love you, not your breasts, Ava, or even
your hair for that matter. It’s you that turns me on, it’s you that
makes me want to worship your body, just to see the pleasure on your face. Not
how you look but how you feel beneath me. How I pleasure you, pleasures me. How
my body pleases you, pleases mine and how you fucking love me, makes me love
you harder. You, Ava. You!”


I stared at him, my throat clogged with grief as my heart
swelled with love.


 


My eyes rolled closed when his perfect lips found mine in
one of his perfect kisses. His tenderness and gentle rhythm wove inside me,
wrapping me in warmth and love as his fingers slid up my face to nestle against
my head. 


I moaned and arched into him when his tongue slid between
my lips and effortlessly danced with mine, his expert kiss making his
domination soft but unforgiving, driving a need in me I hadn’t felt in a long
time. There was only Mason that could direct this much desire into me, only
ever him that could have me panting within seconds of his touch. My body
belonged to him, every fibre of me bowed to him and granted him anything as I
succumbed to his passion.


His fingers tickled my skin as they skimmed down the
front of my throat, his mouth flowing their route as he touched then tasted. My
breathing sped up as he moved across my collarbone, his tongue trailing across
my shoulder blade before making his way back.


I whimpered as he nudged my legs apart with his knee and
slid his thigh between mine. He deepened his kiss as I shamelessly rode his
thigh, rubbing my sex furiously on him, but he suddenly pulled back.


I watched him, my arousal so intense I was struggling to
breathe. He slid out of his shorts and t-shirt, my eyes appreciative of his
nakedness before he positioned his body back between my legs. There was no more
foreplay, just amazing bliss as he pushed inside me slowly.


 


“Oh Christ, Ava. I missed you so much.”


I murmured a reply unable to give him coherent words when
his cock glided in and out of me deliciously, his hips rocking against mine
perfectly as we joined for the first time in eight months.


His mouth found my neck as he nibbled and sucked on me,
his own arousal prompting deep erotic groans from him as I lifted my hips
further to him, bringing him into me even deeper.


He sat up and knelt back onto his knees, pulling me with
him until I was straddling his thighs, his cock driving into me when he thrust
and I fell. He was kissing me heatedly, his mouth devouring each of my groans
of ecstasy but I stilled when he started licking a trail down the centre of my
neck.


“Keep going, baby,” he pleaded with a whisper. “Please. I
need you.”


I pushed back the nausea and started to move on him
again. I growled when he slid a hand around and teased my anus with his finger,
intensifying my lust as I rode him harder. “That’s it, Ava. Fuck me hard.”


I clasped his shoulders, working us both into a sweat as
his lips continued their worship. He groaned deeply as he slid a finger in my
backside and ran his tongue across my chest, tracing the scars delicately as
his finger drove into me as hard as his cock, sending me further towards
oblivion with each stroke.


I exploded around him when his teeth nipped at my chest,
his tongue lapping after the bite as he pushed into me brutally and roared my
name when he filled me with his cum.


“Fuck…Jesus Ava….”


 


I clung to him, trying to come down from the high he had fucked
into me. My chest heaved heavily as he carried on depositing tiny kisses over
my skin, his soft lips idolising me as his hands slipped around my back to pull
me into him further.


I copied his pose, sliding mine around his and holding
onto him for dear life. I wanted to absorb him, take him into my soul so he’d
never be without me again.


“I’m so sorry, Mason.”


He leaned back and looked at me, his eyes sad and tired.
“I’m scared Ava. I don’t know how to hold onto you. I want to hold onto you
forever, possess you and own you so you can’t ever leave me.”


“I won’t ever leave you, baby. I won’t.”


He swallowed back his anguish and I watched in dismay
when a tear rolled from his eye. “But you did, Ava. You did and there was
nothing I could do to stop you, nothing I could do to help you.”


“You couldn’t help me, Mason.” I smiled softly and held
his face in my hands. “No one could. I wanted to die.”


“But why?” he choked out as another tear bled free.


“Because I was scared. I was terrified of becoming this…
this invalid that would consume your soul and drown your spirit. I could never
do that to you.”


He shook his head slowly as he kissed my palm, “But don’t
you see? You did that when you left me. You crushed me, Ava, like never before.
You tore out my heart with that letter.”


“I know,” I whispered as my tears joined his. “But it
would have torn mine out to have you watch me go through that. It was evil… I
was evil. It wasn’t just the sickness, Mason. I wanted to die, over and over
and I screamed and shouted that I wanted to die, over and over. That
would have torn your soul from you. I did what I had to, to save you from
that.”


“I know and I understand why you did it, but Ava, you
underestimate me. I married you because I love you, I love you because you are
you; healthy, stroppy, hurting, happy or even fucking… dying. I don’t care what
mood you are in each day, or how green with sickness you are. My love for you
is… it’s there, it’s real and powerful and nothing will ever change
that, evil or no evil. It’s engrained in me, burnt onto my soul so whatever or
wherever you are, that love will never disappear, ever.”


I rested my cheek on his shoulder, sighing contentedly at
the connection between us again. We stayed like that for a long while, both of
us just breathing in the other.


“Ava,” Mason whispered eventually.


“Mmm.”


“Umm, did you say there were pickles?”


I sighed but smiled. “You know, one day you’ll make me a
sandwich and I will keel over.”


His jaw dropped at my sick sense of humour but then he
tapped the edge of my nose and gave me his cheeky smile. “And cheese, baby,
that strong stuff… oh and some onion.”


I rolled my eyes and climbed off him. “”Yes sir,” I
saluted perfectly before I pulled on my robe. 


“My God, you did it.”


“Miracles, see.” I shouted as I trotted down the stairs
and into the kitchen. “Let’s hope God is still dishing them out tomorrow,” I
whispered to myself.







 



Chapter Thirty Four


New Memories


 


Mason


 


 


“Oh, did I tell you,” I turned to Ava, grabbing onto her
hand as her fingers tapped rapidly against her knee and pulled it onto my lap,
grasping it tightly to calm the twitch. “Debora has persuaded George to go for
custody through the proper channels. Maybe just to share access instead of full
custody too.”


“How is Debora?” She asked as sadness and grief covered
her face but took her away from her current anguish.


I blew out slowly and nodded, “Getting there, slowly.”


We both watched as a nurse pushed a trolley of notes
along the quiet corridor. Ava leaned towards me with a frown on her beautiful
face, “Do they still use paper notes? I thought everything was now done via
computers.”


I shrugged and continued to watch the nurse struggle
through the double doors at the end, “Dunno.”


I jolted when a sharp sting burnt the top of my arm. My
head snapped towards Ava who was glaring at me after slapping me. “Did you just
check out her arse?”


“No.”


“You so did.” She glowered at me as her lips tightened
into an angry pout. “You so did, Mason.”


“I didn’t.”


“You did,” she persisted. “Although, she did have a nice
backside. The way it swung under her uniform. And she was really quite pretty.”


My mouth dropped open as I stared at her. “Oh, I can’t
check out her arse but you can.”


“Well, that’s different.” She defended as she stared me
down.


I nodded firmly, “So I didn’t catch you checking out the
car park attendant this morning.”


Her eyes widened before she huffed. “Oh come on, Mason.
That guy is illegally hot. Godlike.”


I shrugged and sighed as I lifted my hands in defeat. “Of
course he is,” I answered haughtily as I rolled my eyes.


“Are you jealous?” She narrowed her eyes on me, “You are.
You’re jealous of the hot car park attendant.”


“Will you stop calling the guy hot!”


“And godlike,” she sighed dreamily. What the fuck! “His
arse is just….” She made a funny growling noise as she shivered and sighed
again. She looked at me and caught my expression then beamed widely at me.
“Only joking, baby. No man on earth is as hot as you.”


I grinned back at her proudly. “And my arse, Ava?”


“Your arse?”


“Well… is it as good as car park attendants?”


She paused and smiled sheepishly at me, her head bobbing
up and down slowly as she blatantly lied to me. “Yeah.”


“You could be a bit more convincing,” I pouted as I
flexed my backside. I thought my arse was quite firm and tight anyway.


She giggled and nudged me. “Your arse is the finest thing
I have ever seen, Mason. It is pure perfection and I have never felt anything
more glorious in my hands, or around my fingers.” She finished with a wink.


I gave her a proud smile once more as the door opposite
us opened. I swear in that single second as Dr Franks appeared in the doorway,
my whole life rushed past me at lightning speed. I could feel the thump of my
heart escalate as Ava scrambled for my hand. I held onto it firmly, trying to
absorb her anguish and fear.


“It’ll be okay, baby. I know it will.”


She didn’t answer but gave me a painful smile, her pretty
face now white and blotchy as her eyes reddened and a few beads of sweat
appeared on her brow.


 She blew out a breath and stood. Dr Franks nodded at her
and smiled. Was it a happy smile? A smile that lied? Or a pitying smile? Was it
a smile of nerves about what he had to do? Or was it a smile that gave him the
best part of his job?


 


“Come on in, Ava” he gestured as he opened the door
widely. “Mr Fox,” he greeted as he held out a hand. “Great to meet you
finally.”


His knowing smile told me it wasn’t just mine and Ava’s
relationship cancer destroyed but it also told me that Ava and I, like many
others, had fought to get it back. I sighed when I realised some hadn’t been as
lucky as us.


Ava fell into the chair before Dr Franks had told her to
sit down. I sat beside her, swallowing as her hand once again hunted for mine.
Her clammy skin was cool as her fingers wrapped around mine. I clasped it
between both hands to feed her some warmth.


“How are you, Ava?” He asked as his soft gaze landed on
Ava.


She nodded and smiled. “I’m doing okay. I feel fine, but
then again that could just be anything… I mean it isn’t an indication or
anything about me… well…” she babbled almost hysterically. “I mean I didn’t
have any symptoms before apart from the tiny lump… oh and come to think of it,
I did sweat a little but I just put that down to female hormones, you know.
But…”


“Ava…” The Doc tried but she continued to ramble.


“We all get to that age… well we hope to… some of us are
never quite that lucky are we? I always thought I’d…”


“Your results came back clear.”


“…make it to a hundred,” she giggled hysterically. “But
some of us…”


I stared at her as a sob erupted from me. I couldn’t hold
back the cries as the tears poured from me but she went on and on. I snatched
her face in my hands and pulled her face to mine. “You – are – clear.”


She cried out as a long high pitched sound came from
somewhere deep inside her. Her fingers clawed at my face as her forehead fell
into my chest.


I looked at Dr Franks again, needing to verify what he
had said. He smiled and nodded before he pushed his chair back and stood up.
“I’ll just give you a moment,” he whispered.


 


I tugged her across onto my lap when he shut the door
behind him and wrapped my arms around her. I rocked her and shushed her as she
sobbed and sobbed, my own tears mingling with hers as they dripped onto her
stunning face. She just cried and looked up at me, her eyes both questioning
and relieved as we both supported and consumed from each other.


“My God, you are so beautiful,” I whispered as I swiped
at her tears.


“Really?”


“Really,” I laughed. “Even with tears and snot and… and
blotches. You have never been more beautiful than right now, right this fucking
second. You know why, baby?”


She shook her head at me, her chest jerking with hiccups.
“Because you did it, Ava. You fucking did it. You - kicked – cancers –
fucking – arse and you’re alive.”


She nodded at me then buried her face in my chest. I
pursed my lips and tutted, “You’re doing it, aren’t you?”


She pulled back and smiled guiltily, her eyes glistening
happily before she pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped at the snot she
had plastered all over my shirt. 


 


Ava


 


Mason grinned at me again as he dipped a tiny green
tomato into some weird oil and then popped it into my mouth. I beamed back,
leaning across the rug to kiss him. He sighed softly against my lips as I
tenderly kissed him, just enjoying and appreciating the feel of him. I was
alive. It didn’t get any better than that.


“I love you,” he whispered for the millionth time since
we had left the hospital. He’d brought me to a secluded spot in the country, a
hidden picnic basket with champagne hidden in the boot of his car. I wondered
what he would have done with the food if the results had gone the other way.


“And me, you.”


 


He sighed contentedly and rolled onto his back. I watched
him for a while, admiring the rise and fall of his chest, his lean physique and
the faint thrum of his pulse at the base of his throat. He was pure man, intoxicating
with masculine beauty and a heart to match. His soft full lips were angelic as
his strong prominent jaw was a gift from the devil. “You know,” he spoke
quietly without looking at me or even opening his eyes. “I’m not sure about the
reconstructive surgery, Ava.”


I frowned. He said it like it was just a passing comment,
nothing important or worthy of discussing properly. “Okay.” I didn’t know what
else to say, so I waited for him to clarify.


He turned his head and opened his eyes, a gentle smile
lifting his lips. “I love you the way you are.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure if I
want you to…” He pursed his lips and turned to his side, propping himself up on
an elbow. “… I dunno how to say it so I’m just gonna go for it.”


I nodded to him, encouraging him to just go for it. “Well,
I don’t want any part of you to be fake, unreal. That’s something you have
never been and I’m not sure I want you to start now. You’re perfect to me, even
with no breasts. You are still beautiful, you still rock my boat, so…”


I rolled my lips and smirked at him. “I still rock your
boat?”


“Yeah,” he nodded earnestly. “Yeah.”


“Do you mean I still float your boat?”


“Uhh...” He frowned and tipped his head considering my adaptation,
“Is it float? I always thought it was rock.”


“Well, I’m sure to rock the boat means to upset
something, Mason.” I tried to hide the laugh but it came out as a squeak. 


He narrowed his eyes on me with a glare. “Are you taking
the piss?”


I shook my head slowly, “No. would I ever?”


He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Yes, Ava. You would.”


I grinned at him, giving him a flutter of my eyelashes.
He huffed then rolled back over onto his back but continued to stare at me.
“But you get what I’m saying?”


I nodded to him. “I do but I’m not sure I’ll ever get
used to how I am now.” I divulged honestly. “It’s like, in the summer, wearing
little tops that I can’t disguise my figure in, or pretty dresses when we have
a do to go to, or bikini’s on holiday…”


“Ava.” I paused and smiled guiltily, knowing what he was
going to say. “All that statement told me was that you are worried about what
others will think of you.”


“Well… yeah, I don’t want to be the freak they all talk
about.”


He glowered angrily at me. “For one, where is my little
warrior who doesn’t give a gnat’s ass what people think of her? And two, who
gives a shit what other people think anyway. They have issues with how you
look, then to be honest, they’re not worth knowing. Your friends and family
love you for who you are, Ava, not what you look like.”


“But wouldn’t you…”


“No!” He cut me off instantly. “I wouldn’t. I prefer you
as you are, whole and perfect.”


I stared at him. All this time I had worried what Mason
would think of my flat chest, appeared to be wasted worry. I never thought he
would accept me, his masculinity and sexual appetite had me thinking that I
wasn’t complete to him without breasts.


“Do you miss them?” he suddenly asked softly. He watched
me closely, his eyes soft but inquiring.


I shrugged, “Sometimes. When I look in the mirror, I
don’t see me anymore. I’m not who I was.”


“No,” he shook his head. “You’re not. You will never be
that woman again. You are now even stronger. You’re now even more stunning to
me because you’re a survivor, a woman who fought and showed the world how
fucking tough she is. A woman who gave a piece of herself to endure life.”


He sat up and shuffled across the rug to me. “You are an
even better person because you can now appreciate life. Be thankful to it for
once instead of seeing all the heartache and pain from your past. Life granted
you another chance, Ava. But it’s up to you now, it’s your choice how you live
it.”


He was right – for a change. It was up to me to take what
I had and learn to enjoy it, it was now my decision which path I took. “And
what do you want?” I asked him as I climbed onto his lap.


He inhaled slowly and heavily but smiled widely. “That’s
easy. You. I don’t care where we are, how we live life or even who we live it
with. As long as you are in my life then I’m happy as hippos in mud.”


“Pigs in shit, Mason.”


“What?”


I rolled my eyes at him, “The saying is happy as pigs in
shit.”


He tutted and rolled his eyes, “Well bloody pigs then.
Whatever. I’m happy if you’re happy.”


“I want to go home,” I whispered longingly. I missed my
beach house, I missed the crash of the waves on the rock face below my kitchen
window, I missed the warm breeze at night and I missed the easiness to life in
Portugal, the simplicity and the luxury each pure breath of air bestowed.


He sighed in relief and cupped my cheek. “I thought you’d
never ask. But there’s something we need to do first.” I raised an eyebrow
inquisitively but he smirked and kissed me. “Stop being so eager, Mrs Fox.
Wait.”


I growled at him but as his fingers popped the button on
my shorts, I growled in a different way.


 


Mason


 


My lungs emptied in a single rush when she appeared in
the doorway. Her beautiful chin length soft rosy hair wisped around her face,
highlighting her high cheekbones. The simple but elegant ivory silk dress she
wore flowed flawlessly, hugging each of her delicious curves as it came to rest
just below her knees. But it was her smile that stole me, her eyes soft but so
bloody worshipping as they held mine. Everything she was feeling was expressed
openly in the vivid green, her love and adoration for me, her hopes and dreams
and her appreciation that we were both here, doing this.


 


Our song filled the room, the soft tones of Gabrielle
Aplin, The power of love brought her closer to me. I sighed happily when I realised
she hadn’t worn that damn bra that made her itch, choosing to go without. 


I was so proud of her. She ground me, her perseverance
and determination still humbled me but it was her strength of love for me that
had me in awe of her. She had not only accepted me and all my faults, but she
also loved me because of them.


 


She drew closer, her gaze never leaving mine and mine
never leaving hers. I was still amazed that after all these years she remained
mine, my little warrior and now my monster of fortitude.


“Hi,” she whispered with a grin when she finally reached
me.


I couldn’t answer her. A lump the size of England rested
in my throat so I just nodded frantically. She giggled and reached for my hand,
squeezing it tightly in hers as we turned towards the minister.


 


“Mason and Ava. When you first joined hands and hearts in
marriage seventeen years ago, you did not know where life would take you.”
Reverend Stephens grinned at us both. “You promised to love, honour and cherish
one another through all things. Life has surely brought you both wonderful
blessings and difficult challenges over the years.”


I scoffed and Ava smirked. Oh yeah, many challenges but I
smiled when I thought of all the blessings.


“But here you are today,” he continued. “Having fulfilled
the vows to love, honour and cherish you each made on your wedding day. 
And God is smiling!  As you celebrate here today, and as you reflect
back over all the years as husband and wife, do you now wish to reaffirm the
vows you took seventeen years ago?”


I nodded eagerly as Ava spoke her confirmation. I turned
to watch her as the minister spoke a load of drivel I wasn’t remotely
interested in. All that mattered was the stunning woman beside me. The woman
who filled me, who completed life. The warrior that fought for us, every damn
day.


She glanced at me and smiled softly, then turned slightly
until the back of her shoulder was visible.


I gasped but moved my finger across her new tattoo.


 


His little Warrior


 


She leaned into my ear as the reverend continued to
address our friends and family. “Wait until you see the one on my ass.”


I gawped at her, struggling to stop myself lifting her
dress in the middle of the chapel and bending her over. She smirked, winked and
clicked her tongue before she murmured quietly, “Your monster of fortitude
needs spanking.”


Holy fuck!


The minister raised an eyebrow when I growled loudly. I
coughed to hide the noise then flinched as Ava elbowed me, stifling a giggle. I
nodded to him, urging him to continue as I leant towards Ava and hovered my
mouth over her ear. “With my cock,” I finished for her.


Ha! That’ll teach her to tease. The reverend now gave us
both a glare as we tittered like school children.


Fuck it. 


Life was fucking awesome.







 



Epilogue


Ava


 


I sighed happily as Mason pulled me closer and our bodies
swayed to the slow track playing. We’d been dancing for hours, both of us lost
to each other as we just held one another and appreciated life.


 


“My turn,” Kade cut in. “Stop hogging her.”


He elbowed Mason out of the way, earning a snarl and
grinned smugly at him as he took me in his arms. “Go do some other shit for a
while.” Kade ordered with a flap of a hand in Mason’s direction.


Mason rolled his eyes but yielded and tottered off after
planting a gentle kiss on my forehead.


 


“So Mrs Fox,” Kade breathed as he pulled me close and
embraced me in a slow dance. “How is life now?”


“Life is absolutely wonderful, Mr Hamilton.” I grinned as
I kissed his cheek blissfully.


“Want me to make it better?” he asked with a smirk.


A wide grin grew on my face as my heart started to
gallop. “You got the job?”


“I did,” he said excitedly. “I so fucking did. Meet the
new rehab nurse at Faro hospital in none other than your lovely little
Portugal.”


I squealed and looked over at Grace. She beamed widely at
me and jumped up and down enthusiastically, nodding her head like a loony.


“Oh my God,” I choked out as a tear slipped free. Mason
caught my eye from across the room and winked. He so knew!


“So,” Kade smirked as he twirled me round then dipped me
back until the crown of my head nearly touched the floor. “What to do!”


“Hmm,” I murmured as I gave him a slow nod of my head.
“What will we do?”


He grinned wickedly and brought his mouth to my ear. “We
will fuck like Portuguese rabbits.”


I laughed loudly as I slapped him in the chest. “Suits
me,” I winked. “And why the hell not!”


 


***


 


“Oh dear god,” I murmured as I watched Mason tap the
microphone on the stage.


“Hi,” he smiled at everyone then scanned the room until
he found me, his eyes twinkling wildly as a mischievous grin erupted on his
face. “I just have one thing to say before I do this shit.” He sighed happily
and smiled at me, the love and idolisation in his eyes swallowing me. “I love
you Ava Fox. No one comes close, no one even touches the surface apart from
you. You know why?” He swallowed and winced as he bit his lip. “Because you
love me. Me. The idiot that didn’t expect anything from life other than shit
and dreams. The fool that took everything for granted because I could, the
arsehole that, not twenty years ago, didn’t give two flying fucks about anyone
other than himself.”


He pulled in a breath as he tried to control his
emotions. “And then came you.”


I lifted my hand to my mouth as I tried to hold back my
own emotions, the ultimate love showing on his face was choking me. “You burst
in and demanded more. You didn’t take no, you shoved all the no’s up my arse
and made me want more. And now, twenty years later, you still shove plenty up
my arse.”


The room erupted in laughter as I shook my head at him.
He grinned at me, blew me a kiss then nodded to the DJ, “Hit it!”


 I rolled my eyes but laughed when he started to sing Jackie
Wilson’s, Your love keeps lifting me higher – awfully.


 


“Your love, lifting me higher,

than I've ever been lifted before,

So keep it up,

quench my desire,

and I'll be at your side, forever more,



You know your love, 


Keep on lifting me, Higher,

Higher and higher,

I said your love, 

Keep on, 

Lifting me, 

Higher and higher.” 


 


George jumped on the stage and slowly walked to his dad. My
heart exploded as Mason held out his hand and George filled it with his own. I
had never witnessed anything more beautiful and fulfilling than at long last
watching my son and my husband come together, finally, after so long.


 


I gasped when I was lifted high in the air. Courtney,
Nate, Kade, Liv, Layla, Marcy, Katie, Grace, they all held me tight. I spared a
silent moment for Rebecca, and hoped she was now happy. I finally realised that
shit through the years meant nothing if you couldn’t forgive. She deserved forgiveness.
She gave her life to my husband and she should be respected for that if nothing
else.


 


Mason continued to watch me as he sung, his heart on his
sleeve and his love in his eyes as he idolised me.


 


“I'm so glad, I've finally found you,

yes, that one, in a million girl,

And now with my loving arms around you,

Honey, I can stand up and face the world.



You know your love, 

Keep on lifting, 

Higher, 

Higher and higher, 

I said your love, 

Keep on, 

Lifting me,

Higher and higher.”


 


“Jesus Christ!” I laughed when he finished his song and
jumped off the stage.


“How good was I, baby?” He scooped me up and carried me
towards the doors.


“You were awesome, Mason!” He grinned and nodded as he
nudged the double doors open with his backside. “Uhh, where are we going?”


He smirked at me as he took the foyer steps two at a time
up to the first floor. “Why Mrs Fox, you are going to show me your new tattoo.”


I bit the edge of my tongue and smirked at him. “Ahh, is
that all. I thought for a moment you were rushing me to the bedroom to make mad
passionate love to me.”


He tutted and shook his head in disappointment. “Ava,
Ava, Ava,” he sighed as he inserted the key card and kicked open our door.
“Since when have we ever made love?”


He dropped me on the bed, rolled me onto my stomach and
started to peel me out of my dress. He growled when he found my tattoo.


 


His monster of fortitude






“We fuck, baby. We fuck each other, we fuck with other’s
but most of all we fuck like there’s no tomorrow.” He nibbled at my arse and I
yelped when he slapped it. “And now…”


“Now?” I asked when he paused and ran the tip of his
finger up my arse cheeks.


“And now we fuck like the infamous Ava and Mason Fox.”


I gasped when I looked over my shoulder and found Kade
and Grace grinning at me. “I love you,” Mason whispered in my right ear.


“Fuck, I love you,” Kade breathed in my left ear.


Grace smirked, straddled my back and then shrugged, “Ahh
fuck it, I love you too.”


 


And holy shit, did we fuck. Just like Mason had said.
Just like his little warrior and my glorious bastard always did – with each
other, with others and until there was no tomorrow, because at the end of the
day, who knew what tomorrow would bring. And today? Well, today was a new day
and I was hell bent on living it to the full.


And yes, there was innuendo in that sentence. I was very
full, every – single – which – way. 


 


But hey, I was his little warrior. And I kicked ass! I
kicked fucking ass, and I grew old with my husband and my lovers right beside
me, right beside the sea, right where George had wanted me to be and right
where I continued to live life to the full.


 


I am Ava Fox, and I am his monster of fortitude.


 







 


 


 


 


The End






Please continue for an
after note from Mason, Ava and DH







 




Ava and Mason


 


 


Ava: *waves* Hi all…. Say Hi Mason.


 


Mason: Hi.


 


Ava: *Rolls eyes* Well I’ll start shall I? 


 


Mason: You usually do, baby. *Bites on a
chocolate digestive*


 


Ava: *glowers at Mason* Okay, well... well
I’m here – at the end. Lots of you didn’t think I would be did you? Be honest!


 


Mason: I know, they’re ecstatic Ava. Can you hear
them all cheering?


 


Ava: Fuck off you surly bastard. *Clears
throat* Sorry, where was I? Oh yes, the end. Well I’m here, I kicked
cancers ass.


 


Mason: You kick ass fucking brilliantly my little
warrior. *Kisses Ava’s forehead*


 


Ava: *Beams and nods* I do don’t I! *Sighs
happily*


 


Mason: Get on with it, baby.


 


Ava: Yes, sorry. Right umm... oh yes – cancer.
Well I got through it but I’m gonna be honest here, if it wasn’t for you lot
out there, I wouldn’t have made it. *Turns to DH* Someone was going to
kill me. Weren’t they DH?


 


DH: *Shakes head slowly* Nooo.


 


Mason: She was baby, I saw the plot line in that
little pink book of hers. *DH kicks Mason’s shin* Ow Fuck! That
hurt!


 


Ava: *huffs* BUT… as I was saying… what the
fuck was I saying? …….. Oh! Yes, I made it and thank you everyone that shouted
at DH and told her not to kill me. You have no idea how much I appreciate that.


 


Mason: Mmmm


 


Ava: And, well that’s it really. It’s time to go
now. Time to say goodbye but hell, it’s been fun. Some of the stuff we’ve got
up to *Chuckles* Oooh Mason, do you remember that time in the Panther’s
stockroom.


 


Mason: AVA! *glares* Shush… William will be
reading this after.


 


Ava: Ooh, shit yeah. Remember that time we DIDN’T
smash those expensive whisky bottles he got from that Scottish fella he
entertains all the time when you slammed me against the shelving unit?


 


Mason: *Groans and shakes head* FML!


 


Ava: Eh? What does FML mean?


 


Mason: It means…. … Forever my love.


 


Ava: *grins happily* Aww, baby. *Kisses
Mason hard* That deserves something special tonight.


 


Mason: *smirks*


 


Ava: Anyway, I want to thank you all for taking my
hand and coming along for the ride. There’s been some ups and downs, actually
there’s been a lot of ups and downs. But I wouldn’t change it for the world. We
made some good friends, amazing friends actually…. What’s that noise?


 


Mason: (Whispering under his breath) You
know your love, your love keeps lifting me, keep on lifting, love keeps lifting
me.


 


Ava: Will you stop singing that damn song!


 


Mason: Sorry *smiles apologetically*


 


Ava: …And you all made them with me. But one thing
is for certain, through it all, I got stronger, I got wiser and I got….


 


Mason: (Singing louder) I'm so glad, I've
finally found you. Yes, that one, in a million girl *Rolls lips, smiles at
Ava* You got what baby?


 


Ava: *stares at Mason* Fuck knows! *laughs*
What did I actually get out of it all? 


 


Mason: You got me. *Grins widely and nods
enthusiastically* 


 


Ava: I got blonde hair!


 


Mason: Perfect.


 


Ava: (climbs onto Mason’s lap) I got you!
*SHUT YOUR EYES EVERYONE!*


 


DH: Anyway *Kicks Ava and Mason* I want a
quick word to say, thank you, each and every one of you for taking the Fox’s
into your hearts alongside me. They have been a joy to work with but broke me
bitterly, yet through it all, as my writing progresses and new characters are
created, there will only ever - ever be one Mr & Mrs Fox. And I will
miss them so much.


 


And as the wonderful Warner Brothers always said… That’s
all folks!
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