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SYNOPSIS


I thought I'd reached my breaking point.

Escaping my violent ex had left me drained—emotionally, physically, and financially. But I refused to be defeated. I ran, determined to reclaim my life.

One stormy night, I stumbled into a small-town bar, soaked to the bone, with desperation clinging to me like a second skin. The last thing I expected was for Ash, the rugged, brooding owner, to give me a safe haven and a free, hot meal.

Ash didn't know me, but he recognized the shadows in my eyes. His possessiveness toward me was startling, but it felt right.

For reasons I couldn’t fathom, he wanted to keep me safe.

Trust didn’t come easy these days. But Ash was determined to protect me, no matter what.

And as my past caught up with me—as it always did—Ash made one thing clear.

I was his, and he’d make sure no one else touched me ever again.


CONTENT
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PROLOGUE
EVIE


Istared into his eyes. This moment meant… everything.

“Sweet girl.” He pulled back and cupped my face, staring deep into my eyes. “I’m going to show you how you should have been treated.” He leaned in and kissed me. “I’m going to worship every part of you.” He rested his forehead against mine again, and we breathed the same air. “I’m never letting you go.”

His words were profound, maybe too sudden, too consuming, but it had my heart racing all the same. I didn’t think too hard about what he meant by those words, but they sounded… final.

He made me feel like I was his with only a handful of words.

Our mouths pressed together, not forcefully, but so erotically, so thoroughly, that I was left clutching him for support. His hands still cupped my cheeks, his palms big, his skin warm and calloused.

“I’ll be gentle for you,” he said against my lips.

“Ash,” I whispered. I wanted whatever he had to give me, no matter how fast, how overwhelming. I knew that either way would be life changing. I wanted him to know what he did to me.

“I could come just from hearing you say my name,” he replied and pulled back, and I forced my eyes open, forced myself to meet his stare head on. A dark look of possession and arousal covered his face as he watched me.

“I’ve never felt this way. Never even thought it was possible after… everything,” I confessed.

Ash hummed and nipped at my bottom lip before he retreated once again. While still holding my gaze with his, he slid his hand over my side, curled his fingers around me there, and add pressure to tug me closer. But I realized it was me who moved onto his lap, my legs now straddling him on either side.

A moan spilled from my parted lips at how good it felt to be pressed against him. God, how many times had I fantasized about feeling this way? Because I've never felt this before.

“Touch me,” I begged.

Ash shuddered, his erection digging into the soft, intimate area between my legs making me shiver in response. And when his big hands cupped my breasts, his thumbs brushing my stiff nipples, my eyes closed on their own.

I let my head fall back slightly on my neck, my lips parting as I breathed out a moan. My skin felt so sensitive, my breasts heavy, my nipples tingling, almost painful.

“You like this? My touch, Evie?” The way he said my name was so gruff, so masculine, that I moaned again.

I couldn't help it.
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EVIE


The weather was a bitch.

The relentless rain had soaked through every layer of my clothing, leaving me shivering and utterly defeated. But I supposed that was to be expected, seeing as I was at my lowest and literally couldn’t rub two pennies together.

I stared at the heavy-looking wooden door and pushed it open. A small bell chimed above me when I entered the dimly lit bar, announcing my arrival. The door shut behind me silently, and I stood there a moment, just staring at the interior.

The warmth inside was a stark contrast to the vicious storm raging outside, but it did little to thaw the chill that had settled deep within me. Because the cold I felt was buried so far into my depths that I didn’t think I’d ever get rid of it.

I hesitated just inside the entrance, my vision adjusting to the low glow of neon signs hanging on the walls and behind the bar and the soft amber light that bathed the room. Everyone in the bar looked at me, their stares intense as they eyed the woman who’d just entered, her clothes dripping with rain and her appearance resembling a drowned rat.

Yeah… that woman was me.

I looked down at my clothes, picked at them, and when I brought my gaze up again, the patrons were back to their regularly scheduled activities.

The bar only had a few customers seated at the tables—a couple in a corner booth speaking quietly with each other, and a solitary man seated in the middle table, hunched over his half-finished glass of beer. There was also an older man nursing a drink at the far end of the bar top.

I inhaled a steadying breath, the air thick with the scent of aged whiskey, wood polish, and a hint of something savory wafting from the kitchen. My belly grumbled. The thought of food was now the only thing I could focus on.

Summoning what little courage I had left, I made my way to the bar, each step feeling heavier than the last. I chose a stool that seemed adequately distanced from the older man at the counter and settled onto it. I didn’t see anyone working, but I could hear the clink and clank of glasses coming from the back room.

The leather cushion of the bar stool slightly gave way with a sigh under my weight. I sat there silently, my fingers trembling as I brushed a damp strand of hair from my face and then tucked it behind my ear.

A man emerged from the back room, and I couldn't help but instantly notice his presence. He was incredibly tall and broad-shouldered, and the way he moved was with a predatory grace that was both intimidating and… curious.

His dark hair was tousled in a way that suggested he ran his hands through the strands continuously. And his eyes—his eyes were a piercing blue shade and so intense that I realized I was holding my breath.

And when those eyes focused on me, it was like he could see right through me.

He stopped directly in front of me, only the polished wooden bar top separating us. “What can I get you?” he asked, his voice a deep tenor that sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. He threw a white dish towel over his shoulder, and I couldn’t help but see how his white shirt with the little logo of the bar’s name above his left pec stretched across his muscular chest.

I averted my gaze, focusing on the surface of the counter for a second before I dug into my pocket. I pulled out the two crumpled bills and coins I’d grabbed before my escape.

This is all I have to my name.

“Just... whatever this can get me,” I mumbled, sliding the pitiful offering toward him. “And a glass of water, please.”

He glanced at the money, then back at me, his expression unreadable. Without a word, he scooped up the change and turned away.

I exhaled and wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stave off the lingering cold and the overwhelming sense of despair that threatened to consume me.

It was about ten minutes later when he returned, placing a plate in front of me. A cheeseburger loaded with toppings, thick-cut fries, a dill pickle spear, and a hot cup of coffee, along with a glass of water. I glanced up at him, shocked, because I knew what I’d given him couldn't possibly cover the cost of this meal.

I opened my mouth to say just that, but he disappeared into the back room again, only to return a moment later with a white T-shirt.

He set it on the counter and slid it toward me. “The meal is the house special,” he said simply. “The shirt is because no one wants to eat in water-drenched clothes.”

I knew I stared at him with a surprised expression on my face. “I... I know what I gave you can’t pay for this,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

He leaned in closer, bracing his forearms on the counter, his gaze locking onto mine with an intensity that made my breath catch once more. “Don’t worry about that. Eat.”

There was an authority in his tone that brooked no argument, and despite my reservations, I nodded, looking at the plate of food again. “Thank you,” I murmured as I lifted the mug to my lips. The rich aroma of the coffee enveloped me, and the first sip sent a comforting warmth through my chest.

At that moment—even though that first sip was probably reheated coffee from an earlier pot—I felt like things weren’t so bad. Crazy how such a little thing that everyone takes for granted made me feel like I won the lottery.

When I felt him still standing in front of me, I dared to meet his gaze once more. He studied me for a long moment before offering a curt nod and a lopsided grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but one I still felt was genuine.

“Name’s Ash Castor,” he said, extending a hand.

I swallowed my second mouthful of coffee and set the mug down. “Evie,” I replied, slipping my hand into his. His grip was firm, his skin warm against my chilled fingers.

I didn’t know what he saw in my face or how he read my situation so clearly, but his smile faded, and this seriousness covered his brutally handsome face enough that I sucked in a sharp breath.

He held my stare for so long I felt the weight of it.

“You're safe here, Evie,” Ash said, his voice softening just a fraction, but there was no hiding the hardness in it. The sincerity. “Whatever you’re running from, whoever is scaring the hell—” He stayed silent for a second, letting those words sink in. “No one's going to hurt you.”

The power in his statement brought a fresh wave of tears to my eyes, but this time, they were born of immense gratitude rather than despair.

For the first time in what felt like forever, I allowed myself to smile and believe that maybe, just maybe, things weren’t as shitty as they seemed.
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ASH


Hours had passed, and Evie was still here, even at last call. I knew why. She had nowhere else to go.

The bar had emptied, so I shut off the music, and now the only thing that could be heard was the soft hum of the refrigerator in the back and the occasional creak of the wooden floorboards as I cleaned up.

My gaze drifted to Evie, who was now seated at the corner table, nursing another cup of coffee. She looked even more fragile than she had when she first arrived, her hair now dry and wavy around her face, her eyes downcast as she ran a finger along the rim of the coffee mug.

She was tired, not just physically but obviously mentally too.

Something about her vulnerability stirred a protectiveness deep within me—a feeling I hadn't ever experienced before.

I wiped down the last of the glasses, placing them back on the shelf, and took a deep breath as I stared at her. She was trying like hell to stay awake, and I wondered what she’d been through. The idea that someone was trying to hurt her—or most likely already had—pissed me the fuck off.

There was tension surrounding her, one she most likely wanted to shake, but survival told her not yet. I approached her table, the worn floorboards creaking under my boots. She glanced up, her eyes widening slightly as I neared.

“God, it’s late. I’m sorry for staying so long.”

She went to stand, and I said, “Do you have somewhere to stay?” I kept my voice gentle, searching her gaze for the truth when she stayed silent.

While Evie hesitated, I noticed her anxiousness took root. Her fingers tracing over the rim of her empty coffee mug were now slightly trembling.

“No,” she finally admitted softly, her voice barely audible as she gazed up at me.

Her innocence had a surge of that same protectiveness washing over me, mingling with an unexpected sense of possessiveness. The thought of her out there vulnerable and alone with nowhere to stay safe was unacceptable.

“Come with me,” I stated firmly, holding out my hand.

Her eyes widened, a flicker of unease crossing her features. “W-What? Where? And why would you help me? You don't even know me.”

I dropped my hand and stepped closer, taking the seat across from her. I wanted to ensure she could feel my sincerity in my presence, hear it in my tone. “Look,” I said, trying to keep my gruff voice soft. “I don’t need to know you to see that you're in trouble.”

She sucked in a breath, and silently, she began to cry.

Fuck, who in the hell hurt you, Evie? Tell me, so I can hunt them down and kill them with my bare hands.

I cleared my throat to cover a growl. “I have a room above the bar. It’s mainly used for regulars or friends who get too trashed and can’t drive home. I let them sleep it off upstairs. You’re more than welcome to stay there until you figure out what you want to do next.”

She sniffled, wiped her eyes, and stared down at her coffee mug. “I was not always this weak. I don’t recognize myself anymore.” The last part was whispered.

I didn’t know what to say to make her or this situation better, but I didn’t have to try to search for the right words for long, because she wiped her eyes once more and straightened her shoulders.

After another second, Evie stood and nodded. “Thank you, Ash. I’ll pay you back⁠—”

I cut her off with a firm shake of my head. “Not happening.”

After a moment of her pretty eyes being narrowed on mine—either in suspicion or stubbornness—she nodded a silent agreement in place of arguing.

I gestured her forward but didn’t touch her, instead letting my hand hover over the small of her back as I led her to a place where she could finally rest. I vowed that whatever demons haunted her, they’d have to go through me first.

She stilled in the middle of the bar, not knowing where to go, so I took the lead, taking her to the back room and ascending the narrow stairs in silence. At the top, I unlocked the door and pushed it open, motioning for her to enter.

I left the door wide as she went inside and stepped to the center of the room. “It's not much, but it's clean and safe,” I said, flipping the light switch to reveal a modest studio apartment.

A small kitchenette occupied one corner, a neatly made bed in another, and a worn but comfortable-as-hell couch sat facing an outdated television that only got five local channels when the antenna worked.

Evie looked around cautiously, and I pointed to the door off to the side. “Bathroom's through that door. There are fresh towels in the cabinet.”

She cleared her throat and whispered, “Thank you, Ash.”

I could see the exhaustion etched into her features and the way she held herself, the weight of her burdens pressing down on her. A powerful part of me wanted to reach out, to offer some form of comfort, but I stayed where I was, right by the door.

I didn’t know what got into me, helping a stranger. I wasn’t an asshole, but I also usually kept to myself if I wasn’t serving drinks.

“You got a phone?” I asked, and she glanced at me and shook her head. I assumed as much, since I hadn’t seen her on one all night. “There’s no landline here, but if there’s an emergency, you can head downstairs and use the one in the bar.”

“You trust me to be here? A stranger?” Her eyes were wide. The way she looked at me and how she asked that told me all I needed to know.

“Yeah, Evie. I do. I’m a pretty good judge of character, and I know an honest person when I see one.”

I walked to the kitchenette and grabbed a pen and a slip of paper, jotting down my cell number and address. “This is where I live. It’s just a block away from here. Don’t walk the streets at night. But if you need anything, call me from the phone down in the bar, and I’ll be here in minutes.”

She swallowed and breathed out a gust of air, as if she’d been holding it in, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Thanks again. God… thank you.”

Something in my chest tightened, and I cleared my throat, grunting and nodding. “I'll come by in the morning to check on you and bring you some food.” I stared into her eyes and said, “You're safe here, Evie. I'll make sure of it.”

For a moment, I saw a flicker of relief, like for the first time in a long time she could truly relax. She gave a small nod, and I took that as my cue to leave, pulling the door closed behind me.

As I descended the stairs, a myriad of thoughts raced through my mind. I didn’t know this woman, yet the urge to protect her was overwhelming.

Back at my place, I settled onto the couch, the events of the night replaying in my head. I couldn't shake the image of her tear-streaked face while she looked at me when I told her she was safe.

I knew one thing for certain, and that was the fact that Evie was under my protection now, and I wouldn't let anything—or anyone—hurt her again.
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EVIE


Icouldn't remember the last time I had such a peaceful sleep.

The first rays of morning light filtered through the thin curtains, casting soft shadows across the unfamiliar room. I had been awake for a while, just snuggled under the covers and listening to the silence.

The events of the previous night started scrolling through my mind as soon as I’d woken up. The rain, the bar, and Ash—the imposing yet unexpectedly gentle giant who had offered me refuge.

I heard his footsteps on the stairs and rose, wrapping a blanket around me and staring at the door. He knocked, and I assumed he’d just burst in, but when I didn’t answer, he knocked again.

I cleared my throat and stood, keeping the blanket around me as I padded over to the door and unlocked it, opening it for him. I stepped back to let him enter. He came inside holding a large, white paper bag in one hand and a drink carrier cradling two coffees in the other.

“Morning,” he greeted in that gruff, deep voice of his.

Shivers skittered down my spine. “Good morning.”

The small living space above the bar was bathed in the golden glow of morning, and Ash headed to the kitchenette to set the bag and drink carrier down. He moved with a rugged grace, his broad shoulders and muscular frame dominating the small space.

“Sleep well?” he asked as he started taking things out of the bag and placing them on plates.

I nodded, suddenly feeling self-conscious under his intense gaze each time he lifted his eyes to me. “Yes, thank you.” I cleared my throat again. “Best sleep I’ve had in a long time.”

He gestured to the small table and set the plates down when he reached it. “Sit, Evie. I’m sure you're hungry.”

I did as he said while he strode back to the counter, eyeing the breakfast sandwich, hash browns, and then the paper cup of coffee as he set it in front of me when he returned. “I appreciate everything you've done. I promise I’ll pay you back for your generosity,” I told him, and he made a deep sound in his throat above me, as if he didn’t like that last part. “I don't want to be a burden. I’ll be out of here soon.”

He took the seat across the table and gestured for me to eat.

I’d taken two bites of my sandwich when I felt his gentle yet firm touch on my hand. A jolt of electricity zinged through my hand to the pit of my stomach. Instinct told me to take my hand back, but I was ensured by his focus on me.

“You're safe here,” he repeated the same thing he told me last night. “You don’t have to go anywhere.” His voice brooked no argument, but it wasn’t in a way that frightened me. “I’d like for you to tell me what you're running from or who’s trying to hurt you, but we’ll cross that bridge when you’re ready. Whatever it is, it won't touch you here. I won't allow it.”

His words were both a command and a promise, the dominance in his tone undeniable. Yet, beneath the rough exterior, there was a gentleness that made my chest feel funny… in a good way.

I searched his eyes, looking for any hint of deception, but found none.

Regardless, the instinct to guard myself rose. But another part—a deeper, more vulnerable part—felt an unfamiliar sense of safety in Ash’s presence. I couldn't explain it, but it felt right. The walls I'd built around myself wavered… just a fraction.

Swallowing hard, I nodded slowly, the unspoken agreement hanging heavily between us. “Okay,” I whispered, recognizing that giving in had never felt this easy before.

His thumb brushed lightly across my skin before he released me. “Good,” he said, a hint of satisfaction in his voice. This man clearly always got what he wanted. “Now, eat before the food gets cold. We'll figure everything else out later.”

A flicker of hope ignited within me as we ate in silence. The thought that I’d found a sanctuary—a place where the past couldn't reach me—had the future looking a little brighter.

But I wasn't foolish enough to forget that the past never stayed where it should.
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EVIE


Over the next few days, Ash was attentive but also gave me space. I stayed in the room above the bar most of the time but ventured downstairs for meals and to just talk to him. It felt good being around others, and slowly, I felt that hard shell I’d built around myself starting to crack.

It was hard not to notice Ash’s protectiveness becoming increasingly clear. It wasn’t in a way that scared me, but more like he recognized the pain and fear I’d been enduring—what I tried to hide—and he wanted me to see and know I was safe with him.

I’d learned a lot about Ash in my short time with him. I knew he was the type of man who needed to control everything around him, who ran his bar—his world—with an iron grip. But he was also kind. He gave free meals to hungry patrons who didn’t have enough money, and he listened intently as his customers told him stories, knowing they needed someone to just be there for a moment.

But then I started noticing the way he watched me—not just out of habit or instinct, but because he was looking for something deeper. He was studying me, trying to figure out the cracks in my armor, the places where I’d been broken.

His eyes flashed with possessive concern.

More than anything, I’d always hated feeling like someone could see through me, and Ash definitely could.

Being with my ex taught me that I needed to perfect the art of disappearing in plain sight, of making myself small, quiet, and—hopefully—untouchable. And yet Ash saw me. All the time. He wouldn’t allow me to fade into the background.

I should have hated it, but instead, I liked it. I liked that he knew I was here and that he cared.

I focused on the present and stared at my empty plate. I’d just finished dinner, full and content and happy for the first time in years.

The bar was empty. The last of the regulars had filtered out into the night, leaving behind the low hum of the neon signs along the walls and the faint scent of whiskey lingering in the air.

I’d taken a table in the corner, keeping out of the way so Ash and his employees could work. But now that everything was quieter, I watched as Ash methodically wiped down the bar top, his movements steady, unhurried. He refused my help, but I got up, taking my dirty dishes as I walked to the kitchen, and cleaned them myself. Then I went back out, stepped behind the counter, and started drying the cups he just washed.

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to,” I said, cutting him off and flashing him a small smile. “It’s the least I can do.”

He grunted as if he didn’t like the idea of me working but gave me an accepting nod. He had said little all night, but I’d caught his occasional glance in my direction, like he was making sure I was okay.

The silence stretched between us, but it was comfortable, and I was grateful for having his company.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet but firm. “You gonna tell me what you’re running from?”

My stomach clenched, and my grip tightened around the glass in my hand. “Who says I’m running?” The lie was thick and sour on my tongue.

Ash let out a low exhale, tossing the rag over his shoulder as he leaned against the bar and looked at me. “Evie.” He didn’t go on, just stayed silent, until I eventually gave in and glanced at him. “I can look in your eyes and know that whatever brought you into my bar days ago carved something deep and dark into you.” His eyes locked onto mine. “I know it’s hard for you to trust. But I hope after these few days with me that you can see my intentions toward you are genuine and pure, and all I want is to make sure you’re safe.”

I looked away, his gaze burning into me as he seeked the truth. I stared at the countertop like it held all the answers I didn’t want to give, and then I sighed.

“Evie Harper,” I whispered, and I lifted my eyes to see he was smiling.

“You gave me your last name.” His smile grew, as if I’d just given him the best gift.

I didn’t respond, because the tone in his voice told me he was… happy.

Anger at myself and my situation rolled through me. “You know nothing about me.” I squeezed my eyes shut, because I’d known this moment was inevitable.

“I don’t need to be told anything to know that you’re hurting,” he countered softly. The words were simple. Direct. They hit harder than I wanted them to.

A sharp exhale escaped me, and I swallowed, my throat tight, my heart pounding in my chest. The anger that had been buried deep, that had simmered over the years and eaten away at me from the inside like a poison, suddenly bubbled over, hot and bitter.

I looked at Ash then, his expression unflinching, unwavering. Tears welled up, and I hated that I was suddenly so emotional that I couldn’t control myself. “You don’t get to look at me like that. Like you understand.”

Ash didn’t move. He didn’t react. He just waited. He just stared at me, waiting for me to feel comfortable—or angry enough—to tell him what was truly wrong.

I blinked several times, my unshed tears finally escaping and rolling down my cheeks. I aggressively wiped them away. “I used to be strong,” I snapped, my voice shaking. “I used to have a life. A real one. I used to be someone who mattered.” My breaths came out short, uneven. “And then, little by little, he took that away from me. He made me believe I was nothing. That I was worthless. That I deserved nothing except what he gave me. And when he had me so broken and beaten down that I believed it.”

Ash stayed silent, listening, giving me the time and airspace to tell my story the way I wanted to. I knew if I told him I wasn’t ready to talk about it, he would have accepted my decision.

My chest ached, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. “I knew if I didn’t leave, I wouldn’t survive. So I left in the middle of the night with nothing but what I could carry.” My voice wavered, but I forced myself to keep going. “And now I’m here—with you—and I’m trying to figure out who I am again.”

Silence filled the space between us, thick and suffocating.

I turned away, shaking my head, wiping away the remnants of my tears. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” My voice was barely above a whisper.

Ash came closer, but he didn't touch me. He just stood right beside me, solid and unmoving, his presence alone sucking the air from my lungs.

I braced myself for him to say something—anything. I expected him to say I was weak or broken or foolish. That’s what I was used to. That’s what I expected.

Instead, Ash surprised me.

He reached out, rested his palm on my shoulder with the gentlest touch I’d ever felt, and turned me around so we faced each other. I didn’t recoil. Didn’t flinch. His touch was… comforting.

He stared into my eyes, this bareness in his own so prominent that it was startling to see a man—especially one so big and gruff—looking so… vulnerable.

“You’re safe,” he told me once again, his voice strained. And I couldn't react to his words or how he said them, because a second later, he pulled me into his arms.

I stiffened, but not because I didn't like his touch. In fact, it was the opposite. It surprised me, because it felt perfect and right, and when the shock finally dissipated, I relaxed and sank against him. “Ash⁠—”

“Shhh,” he muttered against my hair. “Just for a second, Evie. Let’s just be quiet and take comfort in each other.”

I gave in without argument. I didn’t want to fight him. I didn’t want to push him away or tell him I didn’t need this.

I did need it. I realized I needed everything Ash freely gave me.

Because for the first time in longer than I could remember, I felt safe. And I felt that not because I was alone. Not because I had built my walls high enough to keep everyone out.

But because, somehow, against all odds, there was someone willing to stand with me and hold me up when I felt like I was about to fall apart. There was someone willing to go to bat for me—a stranger—and make sure I was never hurt again.

Ash’s voice was low and rough, like he was forcing the words out. “I believe things happen for a reason. I know you showed up at my bar because that’s just what was meant to be.” He kissed the crown of my head, and I shuddered when all my earlier anger faded away. “It’s gonna be okay, Evie.”

I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted to so badly, and he made it so easy to do just that. I let myself feel the weight of Ash’s arms curling around me and holding me like he was going to make everything okay.

Because it really felt like he could.
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EVIE


“It’s late. Let’s get you set up for the night so you can rest.”

God, he was so attentive and thoughtful. He pulled back and cupped the sides of my face, and when he leaned down and kissed my forehead, I found that I was disappointed. I realized I wanted his lips on mine.

I swallowed and nodded, pretending like I hadn’t just been watching him, pretending like I didn’t suddenly feel too aware of my own body.

“Come on,” he whispered and pulled back.

I instantly felt chilled, but I followed him toward the hallway that led to the stairs to the room I stayed in. The night had been long, and exhaustion clung to my bones, but something else stirred beneath it, something I couldn’t quite put a name to, because it terrified me.

Ash’s footsteps were heavy but measured. When we reached my door, he opened it for me, stepped aside, and said, “Get some rest.”

He turned to leave, but before I could think, before I could talk myself out of it, I reached out and curled my fingers around his wrist. “Ash.”

He stilled. The air around us thickened, energy humming between us. When he turned back to me, his eyes searched mine as if reading something in my expression I wasn’t sure I wanted anyone to see.

“Will you stay?” I whispered.

A muscle in his jaw ticked, and he glanced down, his gaze focused on where I held on to him. Then he slowly lifted his head and looked at my face. “That’s what you want?”

I nodded, not even pausing to question it. “I don’t want to be alone. I want to be with you.”

His hesitation lasted all of two seconds before he exhaled sharply and gave a small nod. “Okay, Evie. If that's what you want.”

I smiled and let out my held-in breath while I stepped inside.

Ash followed me before closing the door behind us. His presence filled the space in a way that should’ve made me uneasy, but it didn’t.

He walked over to the couch and sat down. “Want me to see if I can get a movie to play on this old-ass thing?”

I smiled again and nodded. “I’ll get a snack for us.”

He reached for the remote, and I grabbed a bag of chips from the cupboard. It was something he brought me earlier with all the other groceries he insisted on getting me. The memory of that sweet gesture made my chest tight as I sank onto the couch beside him.

He flipped through the channels, most of them static, before landing on a rerun of some classic TV comedy. It was the kind of old-school show I used to love… before being happy about anything turned into something I could only remember.

We sat in silence, the flickering screen casting soft shadows across the walls.

I stared at my hands, tracing the outline of my fingers as if I could find the words I wanted to say to Ash buried beneath my skin. The room was dim, the TV still murmuring in the background, but the air between us was thick, waiting.

“I didn’t always hate him,” I finally said, my voice quiet, almost too small for the weight of what I was about to say. “That’s the part that still messes with my head. I thought what I felt was affection, maybe even something that could grow into love.”

Ash didn’t speak. Didn’t press me to keep going. He just waited, letting the silence be mine to fill. But I felt his gaze locked on me, unwavering.

I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat too big and heavy. “At first, he was... great. Charming. Attentive. The kind of man who made you feel like the world revolved around you.” I laughed humorlessly. “I learned fast it was all fake with Brady. But until then, he let me believe everything was great. Let me believe that we had something good. Something real.”

Ash placed his hand over mine, and I stared at where we touched.

I let out a slow, shaking breath. “But I realized too late I was locked in a cage.” I rubbed my free hand on my thigh, my body suddenly feeling too cold. “It got to where I just stayed inside, locked away from society and the friends I once had. He knew what he was doing,” I said bitterly as I stared at the television. “No family. No friends. He thought I was weak because of that. Easy prey,” I whispered.

I clenched my hand into a fist, nails digging into my palm, closed my eyes, and breathed out, feeling stronger for saying all of this out loud.

“And the thing is… he never had to hit me. He never even had to yell. He just made me believe no one else would love me the way he did. That everything he did do was because he cared for me.” I let out a bitter laugh, shaking my head. “I was a fool.”

Ash’s presence beside me was solid, unmoving, like an anchor I hadn’t realized I needed. I missed feeling this.

But I’ve never felt anything like this.

I looked over at Ash to see he was staring at me.

“Thank you for trusting me with your truth. I’m sorry you had a piece of shit use your emotions against you. I’m sorry some motherfucker was so miserable with who and what he was and made you feel less than,” he told me quietly, and it made more words spring to my lips.

“By the time I realized what he was doing, I wasn’t me anymore. I was… small. Empty. I measured my worth by how well I could keep him happy, by how infrequently I did anything to upset him. And when I finally understood that love wasn’t supposed to feel like that, I knew if I stayed, I wouldn’t survive.”

I blinked, forcing back the sting of tears in my eyes. “I was sick of it, so I left. In the middle of the night. With nothing but my small bag and the last bit of strength I had left.”

Silence stretched between us, but Ash still had his gaze on me, heavy and unreadable. But still somehow gentle.

I wasn’t sure what I expected—pity maybe?

Instead, his voice was steady, low, and threaded with something that made my chest ache. “You never have to feel like that again. I won’t let it happen, Evie.”

I sucked in a breath. So many things coursed through me that I suddenly felt hot and high and bombarded with it all, but I loved every bit of it.

I wasn’t sure when it happened—when the air changed, when my pulse climbed, or when I realized how close we were—but I felt so bare and vulnerable, yet I wanted to delve deeper into what these feelings were.

I could feel the heat of his body, the way his arm rested along the back of the couch close enough that if I leaned just a little, I’d feel it against my shoulders. He still had his other hand over mine, comfortingly, his thumb gently stroking my skin.

Focusing on anything other than Ash was impossible, but suddenly, I was also acutely aware of my body. And God, it had been so long since I’d felt like… me, like myself in my own skin. Which felt too warm now, as something tightly coiled in my belly.

Desire?

Yes.

It grew slowly before curling through my veins.

And I wasn’t afraid.

For the first time in forever, I was in control. And I wanted to see where this could go.

I let my gaze scan Ash’s face, taking in his square jaw with dark scruff covering his flesh. His lips were full, and mine tingled to kiss him, to see if he was as gentle with me there as he had been the rest of the short time I’d known him, despite him seeming like he could be savagely brutal in every other aspect of his life.

I shifted just enough for my knee to brush his. The touch was barely there, light, tentative, but my—his—reaction was instant.

His hand flexed lightly against mine, his big body visibly tensing.

That desire I’d felt taking over inside me grew even more.

The TV droned on in the background, forgotten as I watched Ash’s gaze drop to my lips. For a split second, doubt flickered in his expression. “Evie⁠—”

I moved before he could finish. My hand lifted, fingers brushing against his jaw, testing, feeling the rough scrape of his stubble beneath my palm. I expected him to pull away, to stop me, to tell me he thought I was too vulnerable because of my past and that this wasn’t a good idea.

But he didn’t move.

His breathing became heavier, his gaze burning into me. “Evie,” he said low and gruffly, so much different than the doubt his voice held only a moment ago. “Are you sure about this?” he asked, sounding strained, clearly seeing the desire on my face and knowing without a doubt what I wanted “this” to be.

“Yes,” I whispered. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

The space between us disappeared when we both leaned in at the same time. His lips met mine, softly at first, testing, waiting for me to pull away. But I didn’t.

I deepened the kiss, shifting in front of Ash, so close my breasts were just a breath away from grazing his chest. I raised my hands and threaded my fingers in his hair. The warmth of his body and the way he let me be the one to control the situation and pace, even as his hands slid up my arms, made me braver.

The heat built between us, slow and deliberate, an erotic tension that became sweltering and stretched tight, ready to snap.

I got lost in the feeling of Ash’s soft lips worshipping mine, our tongues gently swirling around each other, tangled in a slow dance of want and need.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed, resting his forehead against mine. “You taste good, baby.”

At this moment, I realized something profound. I didn’t want to just survive. I wanted to live.

And being with Ash gave me the hope I was headed in the right direction.
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EVIE


“God damn, Evie. You’re perfect,” he hissed against my mouth and then pulled back far too soon.

My lips tingled, Ash’s flavor covering my tongue, moving down the back of my throat until I grew thirstier for him. I’d never felt so… consumed.

He cursed again, curled his hand around the back of my neck in a gentle but firm hold, and once again brushed his lips across mine. He didn’t add pressure to the kiss, and the feeling of his warm breath along my mouth drove me mad. I clutched the material of his shirt that was molded around his flexing, hard muscles.

“You drive me crazy, sweetheart. You’re so beautiful, so sweet, that it makes me feel like a damn caveman with my need to protect you.”

I'm so ready for him.

“So strong, my pretty girl,” he said in a gruff voice, like this serrated side of him was coming to the forefront, as if he couldn’t help it, but he knew I was the one who needed to control this situation to feel comfortable.

I felt his hand clench and relax against my nape, as if he was barely hanging on to his control but trying so damn hard that it was physically taking a toll on him.

I knew what I wanted. “I want you, Ash.” He let out this deep rumble from his chest, and I felt tingles move along my skin at the fact that my words pleased him. “I want all of this.”

“Tell me exactly what you want, and it’s yours. I’ll give you the fucking world, Evie.”

Oh God. Can I?

Could I be so bold and go all the way? Because I felt like this was exactly what I needed in order to feel whole.

I stared into his eyes. This moment meant… everything.

“Sweet girl.” He pulled back and cupped my face, staring deep into my eyes. “I’m going to show you how you should have been treated.” He leaned in and kissed me. “I’m going to worship every part of you.” He rested his forehead against mine again, and we breathed the same air. “I’m never letting you go.”

His words were profound, maybe too sudden, too consuming, but it had my heart racing all the same. I didn’t think too hard about what he meant by those words, but they sounded… final.

He made me feel like I was his with only a handful of words.

Our mouths pressed together, not forcefully, but so erotically, so thoroughly that I was left clutching him for support. His hands still cupped my cheeks, his palms big, his skin warm and calloused.

“I’ll be gentle for you,” he said against my lips.

“Ash,” I whispered. I wanted whatever he had to give me, no matter how fast, how overwhelming. I knew that either way would be life changing. I wanted him to know what he did to me.

“I could come just from hearing you say my name,” he replied as he pulled back, and I forced my eyes open, forced myself to meet his stare head on. A dark look of possession and arousal covered his face as he watched me.

“I’ve never felt this way, never even thought it was possible after… everything,” I confessed.

Ash hummed and nipped at my bottom lip before he retreated once again. While still holding my gaze with his, he slid his hand over my side, curled his fingers around me there, and add pressure to tug me closer. But I realized it was me who moved onto his lap, my legs now straddling him on either side.

A moan spilled from my parted lips at how good it felt to be pressed against him. God, how many times had I fantasized about feeling this way? Because I've never felt this before.

“Touch me,” I begged.

Ash shuddered, his erection digging into the soft, intimate area between my legs making me shiver in response. And when his big hands cupped my breasts, his thumbs brushing my stiff nipples, my eyes closed on their own.

I let my head fall back slightly on my neck, my lips parting as I breathed out a moan. My skin felt so sensitive, my breasts heavy, my nipples tingling, almost painful.

“You like this? My touch, Evie?” The way he said my name was so gruff, so masculine, that I moaned again.

I couldn't help it.

“Yes. God, Ash, I’ve never felt anything better.” He groaned harshly in response to my words.

“I’ve never felt anything as good as you, baby, and I never will.” It felt like he said that to himself, like he meant it to be this little secret, but it was now out in the open. “And I’m too selfish to ever let you go, because I need to feel this all the time. With you. Only with you.”

And then he was dragging his lips down my jawline and sucking at the base of my throat. The feel of his scruff moving along my flesh—abrading it—turned me on until I was mindless with arousal.

He ran his tongue up and down my neck, sucking at that little indentation at the base of my throat, then moving and gently nipping at my collarbones.

Curling my hands over his muscular shoulders, I dug my nails into his body, pulling him closer.

I knew one thing: I wanted to go as far as this experience took me, and I never wanted to look back.

Ash leaned back only far enough he could stare into my eyes, and at the question I saw in his, I whispered, “Take me to bed.”
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EVIE


When I looked at Ash, my heart raced. He didn’t even have to touch me, didn’t have to say one word. Just thinking about him had butterflies fluttering in my stomach, my pulse skyrocketing, and my pussy slickening for this one perfect moment.

How I undressed, I couldn’t really tell you. All I remember was a flurry of movements and flashes of clothing being shed to the floor. But now, I was totally naked, lying on the bed. Slowly, I parted my legs. Ash stood at the footboard, leisurely undressing, watching me with a heavy-lidded gaze.

I wasn’t a virgin, but my knowledge of being intimate was beholden to lackluster experiences with only one other man—the man I had run away from. Yet I felt no shyness with the man before me. He’d made me feel too safe in his presence, too wanted, to worry about any of that.

I opened my arms, silently telling Ash to come to me, to give me what I needed.

Ash was now nude and climbed onto the bed, his body big and hard and stacked with muscles. He had a trimmed, dark covering of chest hair, and another darker trail starting right under his navel that traveled down to the biggest, thickest, and longest dick I could ever imagine.

A small shiver of pleasure snaked down my spine when I saw droplets of precum on Ash’s crown.

I did this to him.

I excited him, his body reacting to me, wanting me.

My head spun with the thought.

Dragging my eyes back to Ash’s face, I saw he looked at me with so much restrained passion it was clear he barely had his control in check.

I knew he would make love to me soft and sweet, but a part of me wanted fierce and raw. I shamelessly stared at him again, checking him out. I admired every hard ridge, dip, and bulge of his muscles... excitement filling me that for this moment in time, he was mine.

My heart jackknifed in my chest.

Ash might’ve had hard edges and a roughness to him, but all I’d witnessed from him myself was soft and gentle, a side that I had a feeling he didn’t show many people. If any.

He groaned as he let his gaze roam over my naked body. That sound coming from him was harsh and gruff, pitched low and full of male need. “I want to make this good for you, baby. I want this to be something you remember.” His voice was deep and breathless, and I felt how much he meant those words. “I want to fuck you so good, so very thoroughly, that you’ll forget every bad experience you’ve ever had.”

His words touched me deeply, emotionally, but they also told me again and again that this was exactly the right moment in my life. I’d made the right decision.

I swallowed the lump of emotion that wedged itself in my throat. “I know you will. I just want you.”

He rested his forehead against mine, and we just stayed there, catching our breath for a second. Ash then moved back enough that I could see the long, hard, impressive length of his shaft once more. The tip was still dotted with a clear bead of fluid, and my mouth watered with an all-consuming arousal.

I looked at his chest, just absorbing how big and masculine he was, how muscular and very male his body was.

He took hold of himself, and then I was right back to staring at that huge cock as he aimed the head toward the ceiling and squeezed. I licked my lips as more crystal pre-cum seeped from the tip, then dripped down his shaft, over his balls, and down his thigh. Thoroughly amazed at the sight before me, I wasn’t sure he’d fit comfortably inside of me because of his thickness and length.

It was a ludicrous thought, because I knew a woman’s body was made to take a man’s, no matter his size, and my body was so primed for what he’d give me that there would be no real resistance.

“Fuck, Evie.”

I snapped my gaze up to his.

“I’m barely hanging on as it is. But if you keep looking at my cock like that—like you’re hungry for it—what little self-control I have will fucking snap.” His voice was sharp, like a hot, smooth blade running across my naked body. Ash’s eyes were hooded, his head was lowered, and he watched me like a feral animal. He reached down and grabbed his cock, stroking the obscenely thick length. “You want this?”

“God,” I whispered, that lone word leaving me in a burst of breath. “Yes.” I stared into his eyes that looked so dark in the dimly lit room.

He closed them for a moment, as if grappling with some inner struggle, before his gaze returned. He smoothed a finger down the side of my neck, stopping right at my pulse point, adding a little pressure, and it made my heart beat faster.

“What do you need?” he whispered, but I had a feeling he was speaking to himself.

“I just need you.” Those three words spilled from me instantly, and I was shocked at how much I meant them—and not just on a physical level.

He groaned and claimed my mouth in a soft, thorough kiss that had my toes curling and me pressing my body fully to his. But a second later, he was pushing me back, down to the mattress, and covering me with his hard form, so I felt like I was cloaked in a huge, impenetrable security blanket.

For long moments, all he did was kiss me—fucking my mouth with his lips and tongue in the same way I wanted him to between my thighs.

“Evie,” he moaned. “I’m so fucking hard for you.” He started thrusting his cock against my pussy, my wetness making his movements fluid, easy, his thick length a reminder of how I’d never taken anything as huge as Ash was. “God. Damn, baby.”

Feeling his dick rubbing up and down my slickened pussy, my lower lips framing his dick, had heat consuming me. There was no fear, no hesitation. My past traumas weren’t welcome here.

He thrust his tongue in and out of my mouth, licked and sucked at mine, and nipped at my lips. Far too soon, he broke the kiss and moved his mouth to the hollow of my throat.

Tossing my head back, I cried out as pleasure washed through me. Never had I been so turned on. Foreplay had never felt this good. And all the while, he kept rolling his hips back and forth against me, licking at my flesh, drawing my need out until I was almost ravenous for him to finally take me.

Sweat beaded his brow as he stared into my eyes. I watched his throat work when he swallowed, making me want to pout as he slowed his movements. But his next words had the urge to complain leaving me in an instant. “You’re so fucking perfect.”

I smoothed my hands over his bulging muscles, feeling the sinew and tendons bunching right below the surface of his perspire-covered skin and against my palms.

He made that low, possessive sound again. “The things I want to do to you…” He trailed off in a thick voice. “They are so fucking wrong. Dirty, baby.” He groaned as he gripped my hips, being gentle but firm enough I felt the pressure, his restraint. “So fucking perfect, Evie.”

As he rolled his hips against mine, I could feel how slick his cock was from my juices.

“Once I finally have you, I won’t stop. I won’t let you go.” His words were final, and as he moved his hand between us until he was brushing his knuckles against my sensitive, soaked center, I allowed myself to believe him. “Are you ready for me, Evie?”

“Yes. God, I am.”

He exhaled shakily and positioned the thick, bulbous head of his cock right at my pussy hole.

“Just relax for me, sweetheart. I won’t hurt you. I’ll make this good for you.”

I nodded and breathed out, forcing myself to release the tension in my body. I knew Ash advocated for me in all ways. I didn’t need to know him my whole life to recognize this.

When he started pushing in, the air left my lungs once again, and the tension returned to my lower body as my inner muscles resisted and then stretched to try to accommodate his huge cock.

There was no coming back from this. And thank God for that.

“I’ll try to be gentle,” he said again, as if reminding himself, while he continued to push into me, claiming my body until I felt like I was filled to the brim. “Fuck, you feel good. The best pussy I’ve ever felt, Evie.”

I gasped at the fullness, at the feeling of being so very stretched, of being penetrated completely.

“You’re doing so good, sweetheart.”

The discomfort was enough to make my eyes prickle, but when he pulled out and started pushing back in, pleasure took root, and I gasped out, “Don't stop.”

“Never.” Ash pulled out, then sank back in just as slowly. “Jesus, you’re so tight. So fucking wet.” He closed his eyes and gnashed his teeth. The pain of being stretched so wide by his size had my eyes still watering, but that discomfort only added to the pleasure building with each passing second, with each pulse of his cock seated inside of me.

His balls were pressed right up against my slick flesh, and I felt so taken to an impossible degree that I bit my lip hard enough I tasted blood. Sweat beaded my brow, coated my breasts. My nipples were hard and aching.

“Fuck.” That lone word left him in a snarling, feral tone. “Christ. I’m going to fuck you so thoroughly, so deeply, that you’ll know you’re mine. All other men will be ruined for you.” The heat in the room increased as his movements amplified.

My inner muscles squeezed his cock on their own, drawing him in farther every time he thrusted deep.

“Yes,” he hissed out. “That’s it. Fuck, that’s so it, sweet girl.”

As my body adjusted to him a little more, he started picking up pace, moving faster and harder. The higher my pleasure climbed, the more clearly I could see I’d soon fall over the edge, unable to catch myself.

I held my breath when he stopped fucking me, trying to regain control of my body’s reactions to his all-consuming stimulation, even though his dick was stilled lodged in my pussy and impossible to ignore.

He leaned in and ran his tongue along my lips. At the same time, he skimmed his knuckles along the little bundle of nerves at the top of my pussy, and any control I regained a moment ago was lost as all the air left my lungs. He rubbed my clit back and forth, and I couldn’t refrain from letting it overtake me.

“Yes,” he hissed as my core rippled around his massive cock that impaled me.

I tossed my head back and cried out, giving Ash what he demanded… needing it like I needed oxygen. The only thing I saw, felt, smelled… was Ash. He consumed every single one of my senses as I gave in to the orgasm he commanded my body to have.

When he removed his hand and began to thrust slowly in and out of me, I gasped at how amazing that previous pain now felt. I opened my eyes and saw sweat lined his forehead, trailed down his temple, slid down his neck, and continued to his chest. My gaze followed the dips and hollows, the ridges and hills, of all that tanned, male muscle that made up Ash. I wanted to lick his flesh, taste and follow that salty path that moved along his skin.

I held onto his biceps and licked my lips, my entire body strung tight because of how incredible his cock felt while I took in the sight of the man himself. “It’s so good, Ash.”

He grunted and must have lost his patience with only the slow, controlled thrusts he was giving me. In the next moment, he began to slam in and out of me, fast and wild, as if my simple words of praise and reassurance broke the tight reins he once held. All I could do was give in and let the sensations mark me from the inside out. I felt my pussy clench around his cock once more, as if my body tried to pull him in even more, refusing to let this pleasure wane.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” he groaned and slammed into me over and over.

He pulled back slightly and placed his hands on my inner thighs, his fingers framing my pussy. And just like that, I felt myself fall over the edge once again. Waves of pleasure rolled through me, but Ash kept thrusting in and out of me, his focus on where he was buried deep.

He pushed my legs up and back, so my knees were on either side of my chest. It opened me obscenely, but the new position had him sinking in even deeper, and as I felt it happen with my eyes pinched closed, I could picture his hands digging into my flesh so he could really grip and fuck me.

“Damn, baby,” he snarled, my eyes popping open at the aggression I’d never heard come from him before. But his focus had never left where his cock was owning me, as if he couldn't stand to look away, and I knew that aggression stemmed from him enjoying this as much as I was.

The position had him hitting parts of me I didn't even know existed, secret parts that had me crying out and peaking my pleasure all over again and even higher. I curled my nails into his flesh, leaving crescent-shaped marks in his skin. I moaned at what he was doing to me.

Claiming me.

I felt the bed rock back and forth, the headboard slamming against the wall, and then he slowed.

“I’ll never get enough.” His breath moved along the arch of my throat, and he ran his teeth and tongue over my neck, down my collarbone, and stopped at one of my breasts.

Ash was now languid in his motions, in the way he bit and licked at my flesh, in the way he moved inside of me. But he never stopped tormenting me in the best of ways. He kept me right on the precipice of climaxing yet again.

He gritted out, “Christ,” when I clenched my inner muscles around him, unconsciously the first time, then on purpose when I felt how it made tingles spread from my core all the way to the tips of my toes. That’s when he lost it and really started fucking me again.

I arched my back, my breasts thrust out, and closed my eyes.

“God,” he groaned, drawing my attention to his body yet again. I swore I saw—felt—his muscles straining even further, becoming even more pronounced. “Fucking hell, baby.” He slammed into me, grinding himself against my clit, sending sensations spiraling through me. “Yes.”

I gasped, and it was as if the sound was an accelerant to him, because a second later, he crashed his mouth to mine, thrusting his tongue between my lips. And the entire time, he kept fucking into me, kept rolling his hips against mine.

Finally, Ash buried himself all the way inside of me, deeper than anyone had ever been before—including him—and stopped, both of us moaning at the intensity and depth. The fullness I felt made my eyes widen, as the experience stole my breath. His immense body shook, and the sounds of him grunting and groaning had me breaking apart once more.

“Mine!” he roared out as he came.

There was no other way to describe what he did in that moment.

I felt him orgasming inside me, with hot, thick jets of his cum filling me to the brim.

As he ground his hips, moving that enormous cock around at that previously uncharted depth within me, all I could do was clutch Ash and hold on as he wrung every ounce of ecstasy out of me. And only when I grew too sensitive and panted hard did Ash’s body slow before finally stilling for good.

He was panting so hard but still leaned in to kiss my forehead, the tip of my nose, and my closed eyelids before sliding out of my pussy to lie beside me.

I shivered when he pulled me close to his chest, holding me tight, keeping me heated. He used his big, muscular body to protect me and keep me grounded. I wanted to be his—only his—and knowing Ash wanted that too had comfort filling me.

Our bodies were pressed together, with my head right over his heart. I heard the steady, lulling beat of it and felt a small smile tug my lips. I tilted my head back and looked up at him. He watched me with this possessive gleam in his eyes.

Ash’s arms tightened around me, and he leaned down and kissed me soundly on the lips.

“I meant it when I said I wasn’t letting you go. That you’re mine.”

I realized, as I looked into his eyes after he rested back, that all the issues in my life over the last few years, all the fear and worry and not knowing who I was anymore, meant something. I hadn’t known what it was, but it had led me here.

“I love you,” I whispered, saying it because I truly felt it, even if it might’ve been too fast.

His body tensed, and he exhaled, holding me tighter. “I love you so fucking much, Evie.”

I was ready to write the next chapter in my book of life. And then the next. And the next after that.

And they all had Ash in the center of all of them.
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ASH


Several days later

It took one call to Cal to get everything I needed.

Evie had said her ex’s first name, and because I had her full name, I knew my buddy could find out whatever I wanted to know.

He picked up after the first ring, his voice gruff and tired. “Figured it wouldn’t be long after you sent me the name that I’d be hearing from you.”

I leaned against the bar, watching the soft flicker of the TV screen across the room, where Evie sat eating dinner. She wasn’t watching the game anymore. She was staring at the screen like her mind was somewhere else entirely. And the small smile on her lips told me wherever she was made her happy.

But all I could focus on was finding her ex and making sure he never hurt Evie again. I wasn’t the kind of man who could sit back and let that stand.

I heard Cal typing away and focused back on the call. Keeping my voice low, I asked, “What can you give me?”

There was a rustle of papers on the other end, followed by more typing. “Found out who the fucker is and did a deep dive on him. He’s a piece of shit, Ash. Heavy drinking, gambling debt, and runs his mouth too much. Got himself in trouble with the wrong people more than once but never enough to get buried for it.” Cal let out a breath. “I got a home and work address.” A long pause came from the other end. “You looking to make a long-term problem for him? You only ask me to look someone up when they’ve crossed you.”

I felt darkness coil within me. “I’m looking to make him see his god and regret his life’s decisions,” I said flatly. “Not dead. Just… gone.”

Cal chuckled. “Copy that. Sending you the details now.”

My phone buzzed. I glanced at the message—an address and a photo of a man I didn’t know but who I already fucking hated.

“Let me know if you need my help with anything else,” Cal offered.

“Thanks, man.” I disconnected the call and pocketed my phone, exhaling slowly.

I looked at Evie and saw she already watched me, and for a moment, I wondered if she sensed the shift and change in me.

I pushed off the bar and walked toward her, running a hand through my hair. “Listen,” I said in an even tone. “I’m gonna close early for the night. I need to take care of something, which is gonna take me away for a little bit.” I honestly didn’t know how long it would take me to fuck this douchebag up.

She straightened, eyeing me carefully. “Is everything okay?”

I nodded.

She didn’t press, didn’t ask for details, but after a second, I saw the flicker of realization in her eyes. She knew.

Evie licked her lips, exhaled, and then whispered, “Okay.”

I couldn't stop myself. I reached out and brushed my fingers over her cheek. It was a small, grounding touch, but it felt like the most pivotal thing to me. And when she shivered and leaned into my hand, I knew she felt it too.

Whatever had sparked and ignited between us, it was something I would never let go of.
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ASH


Tracking the motherfucker down wasn’t hard, and not just because Cal gave me the information I needed. It had been easy enough to spot him. Brady was sloppy and loud, and just watching him for the last hour told me he was destructive.

He was exactly where Cal said he’d be—half-drunk in a bar that smelled like stale beer and piss, raising hell with the men around him as they argued over replays of the game that had ended hours ago. Now, he was slouched in a booth in the corner. His head was down, his fingers curled around an empty glass, tapping a slow rhythm that didn’t match the music coming from the busted-up jukebox beside his table.

I didn’t give him time to see me coming.

I slid into the booth across from him, waiting until his blurry gaze lifted, confusion flickering on his scrunched face.

“The fuck⁠—”

I slammed my palm down on the table. “Shut up,” I hissed, keeping my voice low enough that the few other patrons in the bar didn’t take notice.

His mouth snapped shut, his shoulders stiffening.

“Take a good look at me,” I told him, my tone steady, controlled. “Because this is the last conversation we’ll ever have.”

He shifted in his seat, glancing toward the bartender like he was deciding whether or not to make a scene. I leaned in just enough to get his fucking attention.

“You move,” I murmured, “and I’ll break your fucking legs under this table.”

His throat bobbed. I could see the moment it clicked, and he sobered, knowing I wasn’t fucking around. His fingers clenched around his glass.

“You don’t know who I am, but I know all I need to know about you.” My arm struck out before he could blink, and I grabbed the back of his neck and yanked him forward, slamming his face into the table. The crack of his nose breaking was lost under his choked yell.

That drew a hell of a lot of attention, but the patrons were drunk, sleazy, and most of them just watched as they finished their drinks before slowly getting up and leaving. They didn’t want any part of this.

I let him slump back, blood dripping onto the wooden surface from his face, his hands shaking. He cupped his nose, groaning, “Jesus Christ. You’re fuckin’ crazy⁠—”

“I’m more than crazy,” I interrupted, cracking my knuckles. “You hurt the woman I care deeply for, and that makes me the most dangerous motherfucker you’ll ever come across.”

“W-What? What are you talking about?” Brady glanced around again, but no one was going to help. This was a shitty part of the Podunk town he lived in, in a scummy-ass bar. They’d rather look the other way than get involved in shit that had nothing to do with them.

“And I know exactly what kind of man you are,” I said, my voice like steel. “You don’t hit with your fists. You use words. You break people down until they think they need you, and then you make sure they’re too scared to leave.”

He stilled. “Th-This is about Evie?”

Funny he knew exactly who I was talking about.

Because he knew exactly what he’d been doing to her.

I felt possessiveness curl in my gut, and before I could stop myself, I slapped him like the little bitch he was. I smiled, but it was cold and mirthless. “But you didn’t break her. She was strong enough to leave your sorry ass. And now I’m here to make damn sure she has the life she deserves.”

His breathing turned ragged, his pupils blown wide. “She’s a fuckin’ bit⁠—”

I grabbed his wrist and twisted it before he could finish calling her something I knew in my soul that she wasn’t. Brady let out a strangled cry as I gripped his pinky, turned it sideways, and pulled until the bone gave way with a satisfying pop.

He howled, the jukebox music louder as it filled the bar, thanks to the owner cranking that shit up.

“Wrong thing to say,” I murmured.

Brady’s chest rose and fell in uneven gasps, pain-wracked and struggling.

I stood and moved to the other side of the booth, to sit on the bench right beside him, then leaned in, pressing my forearm against his throat just enough to make him sweat and hard for him to breathe. “You’re going to disappear,” I promised, and he choked out a sound, his eyes wide. “I’m not gonna kill you—not unless you give me a reason to. But you’re going to pretend Evie never existed in your life.” My voice dropped lower, becoming lethal. “Because if you so much as breathe in her direction, I’ll make sure your body is never fucking found.”

I added more pressure to his throat, and he whimpered. I let the silence settle around us, let my words sink in, until he finally gave a shaky nod. I eased up with the pressure of my forearm so he could speak.

“I swear,” he croaked. “I don't know who she is.”

I studied him for a long moment, weighing whether I believed him or not. Then I let him go, shoving him back against the booth so hard the whole thing shook from the force. He sagged, cradling his broken finger, as blood still trickled from his nose.

I leaned in but didn't touch him. “I’m feeling generous today. This is me showing mercy to a piece of shit who doesn’t fucking deserve anything,” I muttered, standing up.

I walked out of the bar and didn’t look back.

I just wanted to—needed to—get back to Evie.
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ASH


Brady had been a couple of hours from my home, so by the time I made it back to the bar, it was so late that dawn would be quickly approaching.

The neon sign above the front door cast a dull glow against the sidewalk. The streets were empty, but the promise of the morning rush was fast on the heels of that quietness. I parked the truck in the alley beside the bar, entered through the side door, and climbed the stairs to the apartment to see Evie.

I barely had time to knock before the door opened.

Evie was awake… because she’d been waiting for me.

Her eyes searched mine, looking for answers I didn’t want to burden her mind with. But she didn’t ask me anything yet. She held the door open wide, leaving space for me to enter.

When she closed the door behind me, I faced her, noticing her shoulders dropped as she took me in. Her hands fidgeted at her sides, like she was debating whether to reach for me.

Instead, she just whispered, “You went to see him, didn’t you? Brady?”

I nodded once. “He won’t be bothering you again.”

Her breath caught. Then, slowly, she let it out, relief flickering across her face before panic settled around her. “You didn’t⁠—”

“No, I didn't kill him. But if he comes after you, I will.”

She said nothing. She just stood there, looking stronger than when she’d first come to me. And I understood at that moment, she knew she had this—herself, her life… everything—under control.

And although I knew deep in my bones what this was between us, for the first time, I acknowledged to myself that she wasn’t just someone who I was protecting.

She was my future, and I’d do anything to make sure she knew that.

I reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She just barely leaned into the touch, and yet I felt my heart race and my stomach tighten.

“Thank you, Ash. Thank you for… saving my life.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “No, baby. You’ve saved my life.”
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EVIE


We had no plans today. Ash asked someone to cover the bar, and at first, we just… enjoyed each other’s company.

But as the time passed, our desire grew until we went to bed. Nothing else mattered but coming together as one.

The room spun as my arousal jumbled my thoughts and made my head hazy. I didn’t want to think about anything aside from right now with Ash.

His words he said throughout the day about owning me, claiming me... about not being with anyone else, played through my mind.

I was naked on the bed as Ash pulled and twisted my nipple, causing little zings of electricity throughout my whole body. It felt so good, and he knew just the right place to touch that lit me up. I’d never felt more out of control with my emotions or body than I did right now, and that made being with Ash even more exciting.

“Yes, Ash,” I moaned.

He growled low in his throat, leaned down, and sucked my nipple into his mouth.

“God,” I said, unable to stop myself from groaning.

When he let go of my nipple, I heard an audible pop. Ash leaned back, and I knew I couldn’t take any more of this foreplay. And as I watched him, I felt like he was right there with me.

He grabbed his cock and leaned back farther, and all I could do was stare in erotic pleasure when he aligned himself with my pussy hole. I still couldn’t get over how big and long he was, so thick and leaking pre-cum.

“I’m so damn hard for you, baby.” He swallowed, still poised at my entrance. “You drive me crazy.” He ran that thick cockhead up and down my slit. “You see what you do to me?” He looked at his dick, causing me to do the same. “You see how fucking hard I am? This is all for you. Only for you.”

In one swift, penetrating move, Ash buried himself to the hilt inside me. I arched my back and opened my mouth on a silent cry. He began thrusting in and out of my pussy, starting slowly but then moving a little faster. He cupped one bare breast, rolling the nipple between his thumb and index finger. He then did the same thing to the other one, and all I could do was curl my nails around his waist and hold on.

The pleasure consumed me.

Spreading my legs even wider and lifting my hips, I gasped when he hit something special deep inside me. Ash flattened his hands on the bed by my head, the weight of his body on me sensual, the air leaving me. I loved the closeness, loved the feeling of being pressed down by this man.

He never took his gaze off my eyes as he fucked me, slamming his hips back and forth, his cock tunneling into my pussy.

“You’re mine, Evie,” he breathed, so low his words were slightly muffled.

“I’ll never tire of hearing you say those things to me.”

He lifted so his body was no longer pinning me to the mattress, but he never stopped pistoning in and out of me. “How does it feel?” he groaned out.

“Incredible. It’s feels so good, Ash.” I felt him smooth his hand along my belly and stop right at my clit, where he started rubbing the nub back and forth.

Ash lowered his face again, pressed his mouth against mine, and as our lips barely touched, he murmured, “I want you to come all over my cock, baby. Just like that first time.” He grunted when he thrusted inside of me deep.

God.

He cupped my cheek, holding my head still as he fucked my pussy and my mouth. The sound of our bodies slapping together echoed in the room. I tensed, trying to hold out from getting off, because I didn’t want this to end.

I reached up and grabbed chunks of his hair with both my hands, tugging on the strands until he pulled back from my mouth. I was a little aggressive, but I felt so wild and free right now, having no control over my actions.

“Ash,” I gasped. “Slower… or I’m… going to come.”

He grinned, and it was one of those arrogant ones, the kind that told me he loved me admitting that.

“Just let go for me, pretty girl.” He started thrusting in and out of me hard and fast, the opposite of my warning, as if he needed me to get off so he could do the same. “I want that sweet pussy to cover my cock in your juices.”

And that was my undoing.

As the tremors vibrated through me, all I could do was lie there and take what he gave me, sucking in air between cries of ecstasy, until he slowed his thrusts. But his body was still so tight, his focus still so intense, and I realized he hadn’t orgasmed yet.

“You want me to come inside of you again?” he asked, his tone telling me he was holding back with all his strength until he could get my answer.

I nodded without hesitation.

He kissed me, his tongue tangling with mine, the flavor of him making me desperate for more.

“Wrap your legs around me, baby,” he murmured against my lips before sucking on my tongue.

I hooked them around his waist and felt him slide in even deeper, and a gasp of pleasure left me from how stretched I was.

“Fuck, it feels incredible to be inside you. I’ll never get enough.” The feeling of his mouth at the base of my throat made me breathless, adding to the anticipation when he pulled out just enough so the crown of his dick was the only thing lodged in my pussy.

When Ash finally slammed back into me, I watched, mesmerized, as he started toward his own ecstasy… by using me.

His eyes were closed, the tendons in his neck taut, and his jaw clenched. The drugged look he wore had my inner muscles gripping his massive length, which caused him to groan deep in his throat.

Ash opened his beautiful eyes and breathed out harshly, his big balls slapping my ass each time he pushed into me, this time with even more power than when he made me come a few moments ago. And all the while, he stared right into my eyes, the intensity consuming.

“Evie,” he grunted my name between thrusts.

He slid his hand behind my head, gently grabbing a chunk of my hair, and tilted my head back. I braced my feet on the mattress and lifted my hips in time with his powerful pumping.

“That’s it, sweet girl. That’s so fucking it.” Sweat beaded his brow. “Throw those hips up for me. Fuck that little pussy on my cock.” He went hard and fast, but just as I felt another spark of pleasure steal over me, he pulled out, leaving me gasping.

I wanted to cry out in frustration. “Don’t stop,” I begged in a soft, still pleasure-thick voice.

He exhaled roughly. “Never,” he said, and his voice hardened. “I want you on your hands and knees so I can take you from behind.” The demand in his voice was undeniable. “I want to see your ass when I fuck you. I want to see you nice and spread for me, Evie.”

I nodded, but before I could say anything, I was flipped onto my belly and pulled up onto my hands and knees. And then he gripped my ass cheeks.

A gasp left me again, but when Ash started smoothing his hands over my flesh, I moaned for more.

“I want that pussy of yours stretched so tight around my cock.”

God, he spoke so filthy. I loved it.

“I want my cum inside you, sweetheart. I want to fill you up until it’s spilling down your thighs.”

“Ash,” I whispered, my whole body flushing.

“It’s okay, baby. I’m going to make sure you’re taken care of real good.”

Braced on my hands and knees, I looked over my shoulder at Ash. He gripped his enormous cock with one hand and ran the other one over his mouth as he stared between my spread thighs. He reached out and gave my ass one more squeeze before moving closer, so I closed my eyes and braced myself.

And shocking the hell out of me, he spread my cheeks wide and started licking at the tight, forbidden hole right between them. I gasped at how foreign the sensation was, as the feeling of his warm, wet tongue pushing into that resistant ring of muscle had other erotic things bursting inside of me.

With one last, long lick to my asshole, he rose and positioned the tip of his cock right at the entrance of my pussy. He only gave me a second of reprieve before he slid all those thick inches into me. I gasped and braced my hands out in front of me to steady myself, to hold on as he took control.

He dug his fingers deeper into my hips. It wasn’t painful, but forceful enough that I wasn’t going anywhere. And then he pulled almost all the way out before pushing back in deeper than before.

Over and over he did this, filling me, stretching me.

“Oh, God, Ash.” I closed my eyes as a ripple of pleasure tore through me. He kept a firm grip on my hips, pounding into my already deliciously sensitive pussy. I was so close to getting off again. And as if he read my mind, Ash reached around, slid his hand down my belly, and found my clit, then started rubbing the hell out of that little bud.

The sensations crashed through me, and the pleasure crescendoed until I couldn’t hold onto my control any longer.

“More!” I wasn’t even ashamed I begged like a fiend for him.

My breasts shook from the force of his thrusts, and the sound of our damp skin slapping together filled my ears. He grunted and growled behind me and started palming my ass with one hand, spreading me impossibly wider.

He continued fucking me, massaging my ass with one palm and rubbing my clit with his other fingers, all seemingly at the same time, until I was crying out, not caring who heard. And as I got lost in pleasure and fell deep into the orgasm he so easily dug out of me, I knew one thing.

I never wanted this to end with Ash.

With one final groan, he buried the full length of his cock inside of me and came. I swore I could feel his cum pumping into my body, and it made me hotter and turned me on faster than anything before, and I came once more before my last orgasm even ended.

When his body relaxed and I knew his climax was waning, I felt his warm, humid breath coast along my nape.

“Fuck, sweetheart.” His groan of satisfaction pleased me so much.

He pulled out of me, and I immediately felt his cum slide out of my pussy. He gave one of my ass cheeks a hard squeeze before falling to the side, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me close to his chest.

I was high from the sex and everything about Ash.

“My pretty, perfect girl,” he growled, and he slid his hand down my belly and settled it between my thighs, cupping my pussy and keeping the rest of his cum deep inside me. “This isn’t the end, Evie sweetheart. It’s only the beginning.”

And it really was.
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EVIE


Months later

The morning light streamed through the curtains in our bedroom, golden and warm, painting the walls in soft hues. I stretched beneath the sheets, my body humming with a quiet kind of peace I had never known before.

For so long, I’d lived in a constant state of survival. Waking up had always come with a sense of dread and uncertainty.

But now, everything was different. I’d never been happier.

I turned my head, my gaze landing on Ash, who lay beside me. He was still asleep, his face relaxed in the early light, his scruff growing thicker and darker, since he hadn’t shaved in a few days. His breathing was deep and steady.

Ash had once seemed so intense, with the raw, unwavering way he held himself. But he now relaxed beside me, protecting me… loving me.

We were bonded.

Maybe this had always been where my path was meant to lead?

I lifted my hand, my fingers tracing along the inked lines of the tattoo on his forearm, the one I’d seen countless times before. I traced his eyebrow, and he slowly opened his eyes. He already seemed so alert, like he was this sentry who was always on guard, watching over me.

He smiled sleepily, reaching up to brush a thumb over my cheek in return. “You’re beautiful in the morning light… in any light, if I’m being honest.”

I smiled, feeling something warm grow even hotter inside of me. “I can say the same about you.”

Ash let out a low chuckle, his voice still rough from sleep. “I love when you stare at me.”

He pulled me in close, spooning with me, and we stayed like that for a moment, tangled in the quiet comfort of the morning. I thought about everything it had taken to get here.

Ash hadn’t just saved me. He gave me what I needed to find myself again.

Strength. Confidence. Trust.

And he had given me a future I never thought I deserved.

“Let me make my girl some breakfast.” He kissed the crown of my head and got out of bed, and I snuggled deeper under the covers and watched him pull on a pair of gray sweats and nothing else.

He was about to leave the bedroom when he glanced over his shoulder at me. “I love you, sweetheart.”

I felt my chest heat and bloom with pleasure. “I love you more.”

He smirked and shook his head. “Not even close, baby.” He left, and for minutes after, I was still grinning.

The scent of coffee and something warm and buttery filtered down the hall to me. I got up and dressed, leaving the bedroom I shared with Ash in his apartment, and went into the kitchen, standing by the counter. He poured me a fresh cup of coffee and leaned against the island, watching me with that quiet intensity that never quite faded and made me tingle in all the right places.

We moved in together shortly after he had gone to see my ex, and it had been the easiest decision I ever made. I had the choice to leave and find my way in another town—hell, across the country if I wanted to—but being here with Ash was like kismet.

“How long are you gonna do that?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow as I met his gaze.

He smirked, sipping his own coffee. “What? Look at the most beautiful woman in the whole fucking world? Lost in thought and wondering how I became the luckiest bastard in the universe, because you’re mine?”

My heart skipped at the way he said all of that. With so much sincerity.

Truth was, I hadn’t fought what grew between us, because it felt like the most perfect and natural thing ever. And now, I was here. With him.

Ash stepped closer, setting his mug down beside me before placing his hands on my hips, pulling me in.

“I love how much lighter, brighter, you so clearly feel. Like you know how safe you are with me,” he murmured, brushing his lips against my temple.

I let out a breath, tilting my head to look up at him. “I am safe with you, and I trust you with everything.” I lifted my hand, brushing my fingers along his jaw. “All the bad in my life is over,” I whispered. “And I have you to thank for that. I owe you everything.”

His gaze softened. “Nah, baby. You don’t owe me anything, Evie. Being in love with you means I’ll fight to the death to make sure you’re happy and safe.”

Ash never accepted the fact that he was the one who had given me so much that I’d been able to find my way back to myself again.

I was strong, and maybe, eventually, I would have found that path without meeting him, but I’m glad our lives came together and we did it as a team.

He forever had my heart, and I knew I had his too.


EPILOGUE
EVIE


One year later

The sun had just set when Ash pulled me outside onto the back porch, his arm slung around my shoulders. The world felt still and silent.

Peaceful.

I leaned into him, breathing in the scent that undeniably made up Ash. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. We’d moved farther out of the city and bought a little three-bedroom house in the country, but we were close enough to the bar that we could commute daily for work.

“You happy, baby?”

I exhaled, the answer slipping from my lips so easily and without hesitation. “More than I ever thought I could be.”

He shifted, pulling away from me so that I could see him grabbing something from his pocket. “That’s really good, baby. Because I need you to be sure about something.”

My breath hitched. In his rough, calloused fingers was a small velvet box. My heart slammed against my ribs, and I placed a hand over it, my throat tightening. “Ash…?”

“I’m not good with words,” he admitted and glanced down, his voice low, gruff, sounding slightly nervous for the first time ever. “I’m not perfect by any means. But there’s not a single thing in this world I want more than you.” He opened the box. Housed inside was the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’d ever seen. It was a simple but elegant ring, with a round diamond surrounded by smaller diamonds.

“Oh God, Ash,” I whispered and covered my mouth, not sure what to say.

“I’ll never ask you to be anyone but who you are.” He stared into my eyes and sank down to one knee. “I just want you to be mine. Forever.”

Tears blurred my vision. I’d been so afraid of being trapped. Afraid of what I thought was love—what I thought I deserved.

This was freedom.

With Ash, I had choices for which way I wanted to go in my life’s decisions.

With Ash, I had control.

With this man, I had everything.

I swallowed hard, then nodded, a tear slipping down my cheek. “Absolutely yes,” I whispered.

His lips broke into a huge, genuine smile that not only reached his eyes but filled them. And when he slipped the ring onto my finger, I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face.

“This is the start of the rest of our lives, baby.”

Yes. Yes, it was.
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