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    He leaned back against the bar glancing around at his club, taking in his band of brothers. They weren’t the pansy-assed boys thrown in over their heads like the ones he’d left in Iraq. Nope, these were hardened men.  
 
    Men like him.  
 
    When he’d walked away from the army after two tours, he hadn’t known what to do with himself. It hadn’t taken him long to figure out that he wasn’t the same good ol’ boy Tyler Fenton that he’d been when he left home years ago. When he walked into the recruiting office in his small west Texas hometown to join the army, he’d never suspected that he wouldn’t return to pick up right where he’d left off, but what he’d seen had changed him. Going into the army at eighteen had twisted him in ways he never could have predicted. 
 
    That was how he’d ended up becoming ‘Buck’ Fenton. He thought of these men as his brothers because they were. Some were like him and couldn’t settle down after leaving the army and others had joined because their fathers had been a part of the club or because they were tired of bureaucratic bullshit.  
 
    Glancing over at Toot, he motioned for another beer. Fuck, that had been a long time ago. Almost twelve years now and not a damned thing had changed since then. He would be thirty-nine in four days. Fuck, maybe that was why he was sitting here remembering the day he left the army. The day he’d walked away from all the death he’d lived through for the six years he’d been there. Hell, at least he’d survived it, unlike the other ten men in his battalion. Well Roger had survived too but he was crippled, and not just physically either. Of course, Buck hadn’t really been mentally okay either and was likely just as fucked in the head as Roger was, only in different ways.  
 
    Running a hand over his buzz cut, the haircut being one habit left over from his army days he couldn’t seem to shake, he turned to look out the window near the bar. Seeing the Harleys parked outside the clubhouse, he thought about the time he’d spent trying to be the same man for his family.  
 
    Two weeks after climbing out of the car he’d rented to return home in, he’d gotten a job at the local packing factory as a manager. It hadn’t taken a month before he’d been fired. Not that he could blame them. It was frowned upon when you literally grabbed a customer by the throat and tried to kill him because the customer got in his face triggering a flashback. Buck took another swig from his beer, closing his eyes as more memories played out in his head. He had a fiancé back then, a sweet girl who’d baked pumpkin pies and made homemade bread. She’d been so disappointed when he’d told her about losing his job. She hadn’t understood what PTSD did to you any more than his momma did.  
 
    Buck wanted to be normal for her and his momma but it hadn’t been who he was any longer, and that had been clear from the moment he walked into the house he’d grown up in. All the pretty knick-knacks and doilies, and pictures of people smiling like their faces were going to break, had given him hives. He’d tried to go to a therapist for the nightmares and the sudden flashbacks, but it hadn’t helped. Nope, the nights spent drinking himself to sleep, worrying that he’d wake up screaming, had been hell for him, but they’d terrified his mother.  
 
    Fuck, nothing had helped. 
 
    He still had the nightmares but at least the flashbacks were gone now. Of course, he didn’t need bloody flashbacks to know that he was no longer a good man after ten years with the Grave Diggers MC. Maybe that was why his mind had stopped showing him all the horrible shit he’d done in the name of his country.  
 
    Fuck, did it really matter?  
 
    He was fucked up. Buck wasn’t too worked up about being part of an outlaw MC, even if it meant he was considered a dredge to society. He didn’t care what the fuck anyone thought about him or his brothers. Buck couldn’t figure out why he was sitting here reliving this shit tonight. Yeah, it still fucked with his head knowing he would always be that guy people in his little hometown pitied. He was the one everyone whispered about and he was a cautionary tale for young men who wanted to go into the service because he’d gone away to the army and come back a bad seed, a soulless man they all felt bad for because of who he rode with and the things he did for his family. 
 
    What the fuck ever. 
 
     Buck didn’t care. He’d seen enough shit over in those foreign countries to turn anyone’s hair grey and half the time the shit the club got up to wasn’t even half as bad as shit he’d done under orders from his commanding officers.  
 
    Buck shifted his ass on the stool trying to ease the tense muscles in his back and shoulders. He grabbed the second beer Toot set on the bar for him and took a long swig, wondering what the fuck was wrong with him tonight. He needed to quit thinking about this shit and get on with it for fuck’s sake.  
 
    “Hey Buck, when is the run tonight?” Joker yelled from across the room.  
 
    “ ’Bout twenty minutes or so when Choke gets here,” Buck called back.  
 
    Choke was the president of their MC and the boss for everyone here, including him. Buck was a lieutenant and second only to the president and vice president of the club. It allowed him a lot of freedom and he’d worked hard for the past ten years to get where he was. He didn’t answer for much and did whatever the fuck he wanted for the most part. The only rules were that he couldn’t betray the club and he had to defer to the vice, Shredder, and the prez, Choke, which meant there weren’t many rules. It was a damned good thing because Buck liked it that way.  
 
    “So no time for pussy then?” Joker asked, his arm wrapped around a sweetbutt who giggled and rubbed her bare tits on his arm. 
 
    “Depends on how fast you can get it done. No fucking around and being late but you think you can do it in fifteen minutes, go for it,” Buck yelled back. 
 
    “Hear that, sweet thing? Let’s go fuck real fast,” Joker said and began tugging the sweetbutt over to the couch nearby.  
 
    Buck shook his head. That boy was always thinking with his cock and one day he was going to fuck up because of it. Not that Buck didn’t like a good fuck; hell, he’d had a sweetbutt less than an hour ago in his room upstairs and he’d sure as shit took longer than fifteen minutes. He couldn’t say that he hadn’t had a quickie before but he preferred to take his time when he had a woman beneath him.  
 
    He stuck to whores or the free pussy because his head was too fucked up for anything serious. He wasn’t interested in long term unless it involved a few thousand g’s and a new gun. He wasn’t the relationship type and hadn’t been since he broke it off with that sweet little hometown girl whose heart he’d broken when he’d walked away. Still unsure why he was thinking about Lane and their inevitable break-up tonight, he glared at the beer in front of him.  
 
    “Hey, motherfucker, move. I’m trying to play a game here,” Dice roared. 
 
    Turning to see what the hell was going on, Buck watched Dice shove Hazard out of the way of the TV where he was playing some new shooter game he’d bought last week after gushing over it like a teenage girl. Buck shook his head; Dice got all bent about a fucking video game if he was interrupted or someone got in front of his TV. Most of the time it was entertainment for the group, who hung around throwing stale popcorn at the screen and teasing Dice when his character, a burly looking dude with a scar on his face, died under a hail of bullets.  
 
    It was funny that the six-foot man with a lean frame and a pretty baby face—a face he was still teased about—chose to create a beefy man with an ugly mug and scars as his avatar. Buck watched Dice kick Hazard’s leg and command him to quit being a dick. He shook his head because that move would end up making Hazard work at being even more of a dick. Buck snorted a little at the two men’s antics before turning back to glance out the window again. His hand rubbed absently at the paper label on the beer bottle, his mind sliding away from the heated argument that was now going on behind him and back into the past.  
 
    He needed to call his mother, he realized, because he hadn’t called her in over two months and she’d likely be worried. Those calls never went well and he tended to avoid them as much as possible only because he hated the lectures and the updates on how he should come home because of this or that happening. She was always telling him about the job openings in Round Top and reminding him that he should go straight and stop rebelling like a child throwing a tantrum. Round Top was a little town with an artsy-type community with antique markets and bake sales and it made him nauseated to think about living there again. She was always talking about how Lane—his once-fiancé—was single again and would love to get back together with him. Ha, as if he would know what to do with that innocent girl he remembered. He would chew that sweet bit of candy up and spit her out a bitter used up woman. Yeah, no thanks, Ma. 
 
    Buck felt a soft hand rub over his lower back and turned to find Tracy, the sweetbutt he had been fucking an hour ago, standing behind him. She smiled coyly at him and rubbed her impressive breasts against his arm. Her soft blonde hair was curled lightly and hung to her shoulders. He watched her purse her plump red lips. Buck knew what she wanted and grinned before he reached out and slipped his hand into her shirt to pinch one of her hard little nips. He’d fucked her against the pool table in the game room an hour ago but she was apparently still horny.  
 
    “Didn’t get enough earlier, huh?” he asked.  
 
    Tracy shook her head and he grinned; she loved nothing better than a good hard fuck. Buck was always more than willing to give it to her and had done so on more than one occasion. He shoved the thoughts of Lane and their fucked up relationship out of his head. Women like Tracy were what he understood now. Buck knew she had lived a hard life and she understood that him fucking her didn’t mean he’d marry her—she was definitely not a girl who thought sex meant love and a happily ever after. 
 
    “No, and you’re leaving soon. You going to be back early enough to take care of me later?” she asked, her red lips pouting as she began rubbing her hand over his semi-stiff cock.  
 
    “Don’t know,” Buck said, unwilling to commit to anything when he wasn’t sure he’d be in the mood to fuck her later. Not that telling her he’d come to her room would mean he couldn’t blow her off if he didn’t feel the need, but he tried not to be a dick most of the time. That was the reason he rarely had an issue getting one of the sweetbutts—or hell, any woman—to let him in their pants. She pouted and squeezed his cock, her breasts pushing into his hand as he rubbed over her nipples enjoying the soft flesh. “Please?”  
 
    His other hand slipped under her shirt to cup her other large D cup tit and tug on her stiff bud, seriously considering agreeing to fuck her when he returned. Pushing up the shirt to look at her breasts, he was about to lean forward and take one into his mouth when he paused. He was distracted from Tracy’s tits by another woman who pulled out the barstool next to him catching his attention. He dropped his hands from Tracy’s tits and turned to look at Margo. 
 
    “Go away, skank,” Margo growled, her hand waving at Tracy to leave as she sat down next to Buck at the bar. Tracy let out a huffy whine that made Buck’s slightly stiff cock deflate—he hated whining—and jerked her shirt down, glaring briefly at Margo. She didn’t talk back because Margo was Gunner’s old lady and she knew better than to sass her. There was a hierarchy in the club even among the women and old ladies out-ranked sweetbutts like her so she just moved away from Buck without speaking. 
 
    “Come by if you want when you get back, even if it’s late,” Tracy called over her shoulder as she moved away from the bar and headed towards the upper floor, likely to find a prospect who’d fuck her because she was horny. 
 
    “You could do so much better than these nasty whores, Buck,” Margo said, frowning at him as he watched the way Tracy’s ass swayed back and forth as she walked away.  
 
    “I’m sure I could if I wanted to but you know me, Margo, only interested in a quick fuck.” Buck knew he was likely not the only man who received the third degree from Margo about needing a ‘good’ woman. “Besides, good girls give me hives.” 
 
    Margo was always disappointed when the men she was friends with preferred the company of whores to nice girls like herself but she also understood how the club worked. Free pussy was a part of the life and most old ladies just hoped like hell their old men respected them enough not to take advantage of the offerings. Margo was one of the lucky few whose old man would sooner cut off his dick than hurt her by screwing around with other women. 
 
    It was a fact that the club didn’t usually allow old ladies to wander around the clubhouse unless their old man was with them but tonight was different. Margo was here because she had to be—with Gunner off on a run tonight it was the safest place for her to be. Their rivals, the Tricky Dicks MC, had threatened her life a few days ago because she was the reason one of their men had been beaten to death by the club a week ago when he’d tried to lay his hands on her in a bar she’d gone to with a few of the girls. 
 
     Buck knew she felt guilty that she was causing trouble even if it hadn’t been her fault because she was a sweet woman. She really wasn’t meant for this life but Gunner had fallen hard and fast for her over three years ago. The two of them had fought long and hard to make their relationship work and despite a few times during the first year when they’d broken up, they made each other happy.  
 
    Margo was likely one of his favorite old ladies in the club because she didn’t annoy the fuck out of him like most of them did. She didn’t give her old man shit about the week-long runs or the shit the club got into like most of the women here. She also rarely complained and he loved that about her. He was sure her naturally calm no-nonsense personality was one of the reasons Gunner loved her so much. 
 
    “You really need a good woman to straighten you out and one day when you meet her I’m going to remind you that you said that too.” Margo laughed, motioning for Toot to give her a beer and then turning to look at him. 
 
    “You likely won’t ever get the chance, sweetheart, ’cause that’ll be a cold day in hell. I’m not looking for long term—ever,” Buck said firmly before taking a sip of his beer.  
 
     “Sometimes it happens when we aren’t looking, Buck. Look at me and Gunner. Do you think either of us thought meeting at a church picnic would change our lives? Trust me, your day will come, I would bet my life on it. You’re not the type to stay alone forever,” Margo stated as she lifted the beer Toot had handed her to her lips, a slight smile playing around her mouth.  
 
    Buck didn’t know why the cold shiver raced down his spine but he didn’t like the odd sense of foreboding that he felt at her statement as he glanced outside seeing Choke pulling his bike to a halt. He finished his beer and said his goodbyes but that odd feeling didn’t leave him for hours after his conversation with Margo and he didn’t like it one damned bit. 
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    Tessa Holden braced her feet apart and lifted the weapon, her finger on the trigger as she attempted to line up the target. She let out a breath and pulled the trigger, feeling the kick of the gun as she looked to see where her shot hit. Damn, she’d missed again. 
 
    “Damn it, Tessa. Why can’t you seem to get the hang of this, girl? You’re the only one who can’t seem to shoot worth a damn,” her Uncle Dale cried as she closed her eyes and wished she was anywhere but here.  
 
    “Aw, leave the girl alone, Dale. She’s just a little prissier than her sisters. She’ll get it eventually as she did with the other weapons,” Grant, her other uncle, grumbled.  
 
    Tessa glanced at them where they both sat behind her on the little concrete wall that lined the yard. She wanted to get this over with as fast as possible and the way to do that was to learn to shoot the AK-47 she was holding with dead-on accuracy. It was a skill she would likely never need. Rolling her eyes as she aimed again, she was glad her ears were covered with the sound mufflers when her two uncles began to argue, again. They’d been doing it for most of the two-hour lesson and she didn’t see an end to it any time soon. She really wished that her family was normal. It would have been great if they could have been, but they weren’t.  
 
    Letting out another steadying breath, she pulled the trigger again hearing the rat-tat-tat of the bullets as they pinged the target. This time she was closer but they were still off by about three inches and until she could line it up with the heart every time she shot for at least three targets, they weren’t going to let her go back to reading her book and she damned well knew it. The fact that the target was on a conveyor belt that moved every few seconds didn’t help her aim.  
 
    Tessa felt a little bit of sweat trickle down her chest between her breasts and she wanted to wipe it but she didn’t want to lower the gun. Her uncles would decide she needed instruction again and start in with all the tips. They’d come over to ‘help’ her with the shot and she’d end up being here for another three hours. 
 
    Why her family thought that she would ever need to shoot at a moving target with an AK-47, she would never understand. She just couldn’t seem to think like them. Despite repeatedly hearing their philosophies about why this was important, she just didn’t agree. Rolling her already sore shoulder, she felt certain that when she finally managed to master the use of the weapon she was holding, she’d never have a call to use it. She would however have to practice with it at least once a week or her pappy and uncles would make her do it every day like they had for the past two weeks.  
 
    Tessa wasn’t bad with a gun most of the time but this one was heavier and kind of bulky for her five-foot frame. She found herself hailed as ‘the prissy one’ by the family often. That was fine with her because it allowed her to get out of a lot of the chores that her family did each week, like wiring the perimeter of the compound or making sure that the twelve-foot fence was secure. Tessa had no wish to do these things, ever. Mostly because, like learning to shoot this gun, the tasks were pointless.  
 
    After another three rounds, she finally managed to hit the heart on one of the targets and excitement that this task might be over soon almost made her feel faint. Geez, she was glad she’d finally managed to hit one; now only two more to go and she’d be free.  
 
    “I’ll be damned. She finally hit one,” her cousin, Jim, crowed.  
 
    Tessa wanted to turn around and glare at him but she refrained. His assessment was a little unfair anyway because she had hit the target multiple times, just not in the heart. With a little huff, she reloaded and took aim again. Best to get this done.  
 
    “Yeah, but it took her two weeks to learn it. At this rate she’ll never learn to shoot the bigger guns,” Dale uttered in a snide tone. 
 
    “Dale, I said to leave the girl alone. Not every woman has a knack for weapons like your Harriet. She took to them like a fish in water,” Grant grumbled with a little chuckle at the end. 
 
    Harriet was Dale’s fourteen-year-old daughter. It was true that Harriet was a crack shot but she was also a nut. If any of the kids who lived in the compound had gone to high school, she would have been the girl voted most likely to become an axe murderer.  
 
    “That’s ’cause I started her young,” Dale said in his proud-of-his-psychopathic-daughter voice. “Unlike Diego, who thought his girls should be adults before he trained ’um. What if it had happened when they were kids? They’d be a liability, that’s what, but not my Harriet.”  
 
    Maybe calling Harriet a psychopath was a bit unfair but the kid was just a little too into the whole ‘learning to maim people’ exercises her family thought needed to be practiced regularly. Tessa was forever grateful that her pappy didn’t think his kids should be trained to use firearms or explosives until they were at least eighteen. She was twenty-six and the youngest so she was the last of her two sisters to finish her training. It was taking her longer to get through the weapon skills training than it had her sisters, mostly because she just didn’t care for it and only paid attention to the lessons so that she could get them over with. 
 
    “I can’t agree with that because I didn’t start training Jim till he was fifteen and he’s damned good,” Grant told him.  
 
    Tessa had finished reloading the gun and was again taking aim at the targets.  Her shoulder was sore from the repeated kick that the gun discharged every time she fired it. She wanted to tell them she had better things to do than this but she knew the can of worms that would open up. She would be in for another long lecture about why it was important now that the world might fall apart at any moment. The theories on why that would happen were varied; her crazy uncles thought some zombie virus would break out, her pappy thought that someone would set off an EMP, and still others here thought there would be a total collapse of the economy.  
 
    There were more theories, everything from natural disasters to manmade ones, that were tossed around and they were somehow preparing for all of them at once. Not that she believed for even a second any of them would ever happen. Nope, twenty years from now she’d be living in this three-hundred-acre compound and the world outside would still be going on like normal without her. Tessa wasn’t dissing her family, she just wanted them to allow her to not be a part of their crazy ideology without being criticized as that weird one who didn’t believe in their doomsday preparations. 
 
    Her family’s crazy prepping for the apocalypse had started about fifty-eight years ago when her grandfather was about thirty and his great uncle died, leaving him a millionaire. That had been the beginning of the compound—a massive underground bunker that spanned nearly two hundred of their three hundred acres. He’d always been convinced after leaving the army that there would be a military takeover that would lead to the fall of society. Being a Vietnam vet had shaped his entire view of the world and the reception when he’d returned to the states hadn’t been much better than the months he’d spent traipsing through the jungles. Was it any wonder that he thought the world would end in a complete societal breakdown?  
 
    Tessa was sure her poor grandfather had PTSD when he’d returned—but regardless of why he thought as he did after returning from the army, the compound had been born. Her abuelo and two of his army buddies of a similar mindset with money to burn had created a home where they could raise families in what they felt was a safe place. They’d bought a three hundred acre tree farm and turned it into the massive underground bunker they now called home. He grandfather had the compound built by an out of state builder—who later joined them inside with his family—so no one in state would know about the structure or the layout. Tessa wasn’t entirely sure if the builder had chosen to live here or if her grandfather had forced the poor man to move in to keep anyone from knowing the layout of the place. He had been a fanatic and that never went well for anyone involved. She was sure he would have thought it was necessary despite it being morally wrong.  
 
    A year after the compound had been built, her grandfather had met a Mexican-American immigrant who he’d swept off her feet and whisked away to his underground home. They’d had three children—her father and his two brothers—that they raised inside the high electric fences topped with razor wire. Tessa had heard the stories that all revolved around the sad fact that they never really ventured out into the outside world except for the once a month supply runs. It was a sheltered and insolated life that they’d shared with five other families who were also part of the first generation.  
 
    Most of the kids who’d been raised in the compound stayed but one or two had ventured out into the real world to live. None of them had ever returned. Most of the people living here thought that was because something terrible had happened to them. Tessa, however, suspected they’d just never wanted to come back and live with their crazy family in their underground bunker and she couldn’t blame them.  
 
    The community had grown since it was started back in 1969 and now there were about forty families living and working in the compound and they were like a self-sustaining machine. After the attacks from 9/11 in 2001, eight new families had undergone the extensive application process to become a part of the compound. Three of the applicants were accepted so now they had forty-three families, she supposed.  
 
    To her all of this was just her oddball family’s way to make a place where they fit in, but she was different. Ever since Tessa was ten and her pappy shared his views with her, she’d felt like all of this doomsday stuff just wasn’t for her—she’d always been an avid reader and it had likely exposed her to more of the outside world than any of the others had ever known. After she’d turned eighteen she’d known that if she had her way, she would prefer to live in the normal world.  
 
    Tessa was an adult now so she did have a choice, but where would she go and how would she live? The reality was she had no real job skills and very little money and unless being able to tend a hydroponics farm, wire an electric fence, or shoot any weapon you could find were necessary job skills, she was out of luck. Maybe she would be able to get a job if she left, but if she didn’t she knew that her family wouldn’t support the move because despite her being that odd one who didn’t understand that the world’s inevitable doom was on the horizon, they loved her.  
 
    Sighing heavily, she knew she was never going to learn this if she didn’t concentrate. She raised the weapon again and aimed down the sight.  
 
    It took another hour for her to finally manage to hit the target several times accurately. Her Uncles had grumbled when she’d asked if she was free to go after hitting the heart five times. Dale wanted her to practice more and Grant was complaining about her lack of dedication. Tessa took the problem out of their hands by slipping away after they started arguing again. She walked along the wall to head back inside the confines of the underground bunker to get her book. Her shoulder ached and she rolled it trying to loosen it, almost sure it was going to be bruised.  
 
    She was about halfway down the hall with her room in sight when Hanna popped up from behind one of the concrete road barriers that were in every hall in case the compound was somehow breached and they needed cover to fight off the intruders. Tessa shook her head—yeah, like that was ever going to be necessary—and jumped a little in surprise. 
 
    “What’cha doing?” Hanna asked.  
 
    Her small figure only came up to Tessa’s hip. She had on army fatigues complete with a gun belt—that thankfully didn’t have a gun attached—and a flashlight. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail that flowed down her back. Her tiny face was screwed up in a concentrated expression.  
 
    “Going to my room,” Tessa told her as she kept walking.  
 
    “Thought you had lessons today? You’re not skipping them, are you? ’Cause if you are I’m tellin’ on you,” Hanna said in an annoying singsong voice.  
 
    Tessa stopped walking and mentally counted to ten. Hanna was only six and despite her being one of the most annoying children in the world, she didn’t deserve to be yelled at. Tessa’s teeth were on edge and she looked at the girl with narrowed green eyes. 
 
    “I’m not, so you might as well find someone else to hunt down and bother.”  
 
    “Nobody else wants to play with me,” Hanna said, a slight pout on her pink rosebud lips. 
 
    Tessa wanted to tell her that was because she was an annoying little shit but she always felt sorry for Hanna because she was ignored by her family. Her pappy, despite his crazy ideas, had never ignored her or her sisters. Hanna’s mother and father, on the other hand, didn’t really want anything to do with her unless they were showing her off like a status symbol. Tessa figured that was why Hanna was so annoying because at least if she was, she’d get attention.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in class anyway?” Tessa asked because all the kids had school in the mornings every weekday. There were thirty-six kids currently living in the compound and they were all schooled by three retired teachers who lived here.  
 
    “Nope, it was canceled because Thomas broke the water pipe in the school room,” Hanna said gleefully.  
 
    Thomas was another sad case and no one knew what to do for the poor kid. He was currently living with Abe because three months ago his mother had died. Abe had agreed to take the boy in when his mom passed without any next of kin to take care of him. He was eight and troubled since her death. They had a psychologist in the compound who was trying to help him and Abe to adjust but the kid was angry and rebellious. 
 
    “I see. Well I’m going to my apartment and I don’t want any company so go find something else to do.” Tessa waved her hand in the general direction of the common area.  
 
    “There isn’t anything to do. I’m bored and the other kids won’t let me play hide and seek with them because I always win. They’re dumb,” Hanna whined, looking down at her shoes with a sadness Tessa wanted to ignore but couldn’t evident on her tiny features.  
 
    Damn it, why the hell was she such a softy. 
 
    “Fine, you can come to my room and play on the computer for a little while but I’m going to be reading so you need to keep the noise to a minimum,” Tessa finally said after a quick internal debate about why she should be nice to the annoying child. 
 
    “The shooter one?” Hanna asked making Tessa roll her eyes.  
 
    “Sure, why not,” Tessa replied, wishing already that she’d ignored the kid’s plight.  
 
    “Awesome!” Hanna raced ahead of her towards her apartment and Tessa followed, still berating herself for being a soft-hearted fool. 
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    Tessa gazed at her grandmother’s silent pale figure, watching her breathe in heavy and labored bellows. Tears stung her eyes as she stared at the rise and fall of her chest wondering why people you loved had to get sick. She knew her grandmother was old—she was seventy-eight after all—but that didn’t make her illness any easier to swallow. Yes, she’d lived a long and happy life. Yes, she’d been active and healthy until four months ago but that didn’t change the fact that she was now lying in a hospital bed dying. There was no way to deny that fact anymore, not with the last scan they’d done at the hospital a week ago. After that there hadn’t been much to do other than move her back to the compound, her home. None of her family had wanted her to be surrounded by strangers when she was dying.  
 
    The compound was equipped for most health issues but they didn’t have the CT or PET scanners needed to diagnose her condition. Tessa felt tears stinging her eyes and her hands trembled on the arms of the chair as she continued to watch the life fade from her once animated grandmother. The truth was that ovarian cancer didn’t care that people loved you and didn’t want you to be sick, it just killed and it didn’t care who it took to the grave. It broke Tessa’s heart that soon she wouldn’t be able to talk to the one person who actually understood her when her abuela was gone. It ripped her soul to shreds just thinking that day was sooner than she likely thought it was. The doctors had given her two months but she seemed to be fading much faster than anyone had thought.  
 
    It wasn’t fair, her heart raged as she clenched her fists and wished things were different. It wasn’t just that no one else could fathom Tessa not believing in the whole doomsday prep thing. No, it was that they were close and her abuela’s death when it finally happened would destroy her. She reached out taking her grandmother’s hand, feeling the calluses on her palms and the wrinkles on the backs of her hands, which showed her age. Her chest ached with the need to find a way to eradicate this illness but she knew that there wasn’t anything she could do and it made the ache almost unbearable. 
 
    “Mi tesoro, what are you doing here again?” a scratchy voice croaked in broken English. Tessa looked up to find her grandmother had opened her eyes to stare at her, a slight frown on her face. That hurt too because normally her abuela would have burst into rapid Spanish but lately as her strength faded she seemed to be unable to find the energy. If she spoke the English she’d learned from her husband so many years ago she could slow down and no one seemed to mind.  
 
    “I was just visiting with you, abuela,” Tessa whispered, thoughts of losing her grandmother to a disease that had no qualms about who it killed still twisting inside her.  
 
    “Kind of boring to visit with an old lady who’s sleeping, mi tesoro.” Her grandmother shifted on the hospital bed, moving to a different position likely trying to get comfortable.  
 
    “You’re never boring, abuela,” Tessa protested. 
 
    “Ha, now you’re being silly, mi tesoro. You should be out doing something fun. You’re young and sitting here moping isn’t going to change the outcome, you know this.” Tessa wanted to protest but her grandmother was correct. She wanted to say something that would deny the reality of her grandmother’s imminent death but she couldn’t because there was nothing to be said. Sitting here beside her wasn’t going to change anything, even if she did wish it would with her whole being.  
 
    “You know I like the quiet and sitting here with you gives me that,” Tessa groused, trying to lighten the mood as she leaned forward, her hand still gripping the older woman’s tightly. 
 
    “Yes, I know this.” A slight huff escaped her before she continued. “How many times did I find you curled up in the cabinet hiding from your uncles with a book and flashlight?” A soft smile touched the elderly woman’s lips and she shifted again, moving her head on the pillow. She winced, likely because something hurt, and Tessa jumped up to help adjust the pillows for her. She was aware that the doctors were giving her pain medications in high doses and these lucid conversations were becoming less and less frequent. The other day she’d talked in circles and asked things repeatedly as she’d faded in and out of her drug haze. Tessa couldn’t help but think that soon their conversations wouldn’t be happening at all and it ripped her up inside but the drugs eased her grandmother’s pain and that was what mattered.   
 
    “Dozens,” she whispered, leaning down to kiss her cheek softly. 
 
    “Oh mi tesoro, you aren’t meant for this life.” Her voice and the slight frown gracing her wrinkled face hinted at the sadness she was feeling. It made Tessa feel guilty. “You must promise me something, Tessa. Promise me that when I’m gone you will do this thing I ask of you.” Tessa nodded, watching the way the old woman’s tongue darted out to wet her chapped lips. She lifted the cup of water beside the bed and used a small sponge to wet them for her abuela. 
 
    “Anything,” she whispered, knowing she would do anything to make that sadness her grandmother felt go away. Tessa set the cup back on the table, silently raging against the reality of her grandmother’s words because all too soon she would be gone. 
 
    “Very good, mi tesoro, very good answer. Do you know you’re the one I worry about leaving?” 
 
    “Me? Why would you worry about me, abuela?” 
 
    “Because this isn’t a home to you. No, to you it’s a prison. So I ask you to promise me that you will leave, mi tesoro. Just walk away from here and find a life. Don’t stay here and waste away in this place.” Tessa wasn’t surprised that her grandmother knew she wasn’t happy here. It was why their bond was so strong. It was, however, surprising that she was worried for her when she was the one dying.  
 
    “I was happy here. I had my children, your grandfather, and later you and my other grandchildren here with me. Despite my not buying into their silly ideas about the end of the world, I had love and happiness every day I lived inside these walls. But not you, mi tesoro.” She paused here seeming to try and catch her breath as her eyes closed and a pained look flirted across her face. Tessa wished she could take that pain from her but she couldn’t so she just sat and waited until her abuela continued. “No, you will waste away from bitterness because you aren’t happy with your life in this place and I can’t bear to think of this for you.” Tessa felt her heart squeeze as she realized this was the reason she didn’t want to lose her grandmother despite her age. Her abuela was the one sane person in her family. All the others believed in the prep thing like it was the gospel but not her abuela.  
 
    Marietta had never bought into the lifestyle and the reasons behind it any more than Tessa had. She’d stayed because she’d loved Tessa’s grandfather and she’d been willing to give up her normal life to be with him. Tessa didn’t think her grandmother was wrong about her wasting away here but she also didn’t know how to live in the outside world either. The idea appealed to her but her life had been so insulated that she was scared to risk the bad things that could happen even if it meant possibly finding a place where she fit.  
 
    Letting out a little sigh, Tessa brushed the brittle white hair off her grandmother’s forehead, feeling the clamminess of her skin and worried about how very pale she was. Her skin was almost grey, and the thin layer of sweat that coated it along with the pallor made Tessa cringe because it was another sign of Marietta’s deteriorating condition. 
 
    “You know that I can’t really leave, abuela. I don’t have any job skills and I don’t know how to live in the outside world.” Tessa glanced over at the doorway hoping no one heard this conversation because if they did, they would run straight to her father to tattle on her. Not that she planned to leave but she didn’t want to hurt her father by letting him know she was beyond unhappy here; it would break his heart.  
 
    “Ha, you would do fine. You’re strong and you understand the world better than you think from the books you’ve read. Believe it or not, this place has also prepared you for anything that world can throw at you, trust me, I know. Mi tesoro, here is not the place for you. It never was. Your star, it shines too brightly to be contained in this bunker. You must go out into the world and find your place. It’s time. It’s long past time, child.” Her grandmother’s voice was sounding increasingly weaker and Tessa realized she was at the end of her strength. Her bursts of energy were becoming less and less frequent as the days marched on, every one of them bringing Tessa and her family closer to their inevitable heartbreak when her grandmother finally passed.  
 
    “Save your strength.” 
 
    “For what, child? I’m old and sick. It’s my time to meet the maker and be with mi amor again in the afterlife. You and the family will celebrate me on Dia de los Muertos and all will be as it should be. No one gets to stay forever, mi tesoro.” Tessa wiped her tears from her cheeks, upset that her grandmother spoke of her death because it burned her insides when she thought of her being gone.   
 
    “I’m not ready for you to leave me, abuela,” Tessa whispered, her heart aching with the loss she knew was breathing down her neck.  
 
    “Ah, we never are, mi tesoro. We never are. I wasn’t ready for my Harrison to leave me but he did. Just as I will leave you because it is the way life works. That’s why I don’t want you to stay buried behind these walls in a bunker you hate when you wish so greatly to see the world. You must not allow life to slip through your fingers or you will regret it when you’re old and lying in a bed dying like me.” She shifted on the bed slightly, her frail-looking hand lifting to cup Tessa’s cheek, her eyes soft. “Don’t be filled with regrets, child. Live your life to the fullest.”  
 
    Tessa felt tears sting her eyes as she looked down at the only person who truly understood her and saw the passion for life that still filled the elderly woman’s eyes. Despite the pain Marietta was in and the sickness that held her in its grip, she was a vibrant woman who had done just what she was advising Tessa to do. She’d lived her life to the fullest and even the unfairness of the disease that ravaged her body couldn’t take that from her.  
 
    Tessa watched Marietta’s eyes close as she slipped into a deep exhausted sleep. She suddenly felt an odd sense of longing for a different life, one that wasn’t surrounded by electric fences and filled with weapons training. Maybe she should find a life outside. As she sat back in the chair again watching the slow rise and fall of her grandmother’s chest, an idea began to take form.   
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Tessa turned down the hall, her heart beating a thousand times a minute as tears flowed down her cheeks. The sobs that racked her body weren’t easy or light and Tessa felt like she was breaking apart because only seconds ago her grandmother had rattled out her last breath. Even knowing it was coming for weeks, she still couldn’t believe that her abuela was gone for good. She almost couldn’t face the fact that she’d never again go to Marietta’s apartment to bake with her. Never again would she curl up in a corner with a book while Marietta knitted in her rocking chair and hummed. None of these things would ever happen again and it hurt.    
 
    Tessa couldn’t get the sound of those rattles—the ones that trembling out of Marietta’s chest for over twelve hours—from her head. The horrid choking, almost gurgling, sound had started in the wee hours of the morning and hadn’t stopped until just a moment ago when Marietta had taken her last breath. Tessa knew from the moment they started that her grandmother would be gone before the end of the day and the knowledge had speared through her like ice water, filling her with dread. Tessa couldn’t believe it was over because she’d thought she’d have more time. It had only been a little over a month since Marietta had learned of her cancer and decided not to get any treatment. Even with the dire prediction of three to six months the doctors had given, she’d never thought her grandmother would be gone in a matter of weeks. 
 
    Dear God, that sound. 
 
    Tessa rubbed at her face, still hearing the wet gurgling sound of her grandmother’s last breaths, and shivers ran down her spine. It wasn’t a sound she’d forget anytime soon, that was for damned sure. Her mind played over the hours she’d spent listening with dread to each breath coming from Marietta’s lungs because even though the sound was awful, she hadn’t wanted it to stop—because that would mean her abuela was dead. Tessa replayed the doctor’s words as he told them that the horrid sound was her body shutting down. He had called it a death rattle. It wasn’t a new term—or even one she hadn’t heard before—she had just never imagined that hearing it would terrify her.  
 
    “You okay, Lil’ Bean?” her father asked coming up behind her and wrapping his arm around her shoulders. His face was contorted with the same grief she was feeling. He likely felt it more than she did because she’d been his mother.  
 
    “Yeah, Pappy. I’m okay. I knew it was coming but I just wish we’d had longer with her than we did. I’ll miss her,” Tessa said, allowing him to pull her into a tight hug.  
 
    “I know, Bean. We will all miss her but I know you were always the closest to her of all my daughters. I worry that it will hit you the hardest. You don’t have to be strong, Lil’ Bean, we are here for you, so promise you won’t act like you’re fine if you aren’t because we all understand,” he whispered against her head as his large beefy arms squeezed her tightly.  
 
     Diego was about six five and a little on the heavy side. Her father had always been a tall muscular man but age was catching up to him and he’d put on a bit of extra weight in the last few years. He wasn’t overweight by any stretch of the imagination but he was heavier than he’d been a few years ago. His lifestyle required him to do a lot of physical labor and it showed in the tanned skin and the muscles that lined his body. His eyes were crinkled at the corners and filled with the sadness of their loss as they looked down at her.  
 
    Tessa felt another wave of sadness burn inside her chest as she looked up at him. This one wasn’t about the loss of her abuela and came with a healthy dose of guilt. She wished he would understand what she was planning but she knew he wouldn’t. Tessa could share her plans with him but then he would try to stop her from leaving and that she couldn’t allow. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her—he did—but he wouldn’t approve of her leaving the compound to start a life outside of the security their home offered. He wouldn’t think of it as imprisoning her but that’s what he’d do without realizing it. He would use her guilt to trap her here and she couldn’t allow that so she had to stay silent and hope that one day he’d forgive her. She reached up and patted his cheek in a gesture she’d started when she was only five years old—it made her heart ache and the guilt almost overwhelmed her.  
 
    “I’m okay, pappy,” she said, watching the crinkles that wrinkled his face as he smiled down at her—sadness still evident in his eyes—but it made him look a little less heartbroken. 
 
    “I love you, Lil’ Bean,” he replied before turning to look at her sister Marie as she entered the hallway with her husband. He frowned when he saw that she was leaning heavily on Henry who held her tightly. Tessa knew Henry hadn’t been close with her grandmother but he loved her sister, which meant he was just as upset as the rest of the family over her death because it hurt Marie.  
 
    Henry was a tall, slightly thin man with a sharp profile and thick bushy brows. His narrow face made him look almost aristocratic and snobbish even though the man was anything but those two things. Tessa had never met anyone more down to earth and practical than Henry. She felt a sad smile touch her lips because somehow Marie had created a close and healthy bond with her husband despite him originally being put off by the whole doomsday prepper lifestyle she’d brought him into. It had been a little rocky that first year after they’d met through an online dating site. After a little work and a whole lot of sacrifice on Henry’s part, they’d managed to figure it out.  
 
    Despite loving Marie, Henry hadn’t wanted to give up being a pediatrician so he still worked at the local clinic three times a week. He also treated all the children at the compound as well as some of the adults when the other two doctors weren’t available. Tessa was glad they’d figured out how to make it work and that they were very happy together, although she didn’t understand why Marie hadn’t gotten out when she had the chance. If it had been Tessa, she would have left to live in the real world with Henry in a heartbeat. 
 
    “She all right?” her father asked Henry as they neared them.  
 
    “She’s okay but I’m taking her to lie down. Stress isn’t good for the baby,” Henry said looking worried. 
 
    “The baby will be fine, Henry.” Her sister’s voice was husky and a little broken. Tessa’s heart ached for her pain as well as her own. Abuela had meant the world to all of them.  
 
    “I just want you to lie down for a bit. You’re shaky and you can barely stand. I don’t want you falling,” Henry grumbled, looking grim and sad all at the same time, making an odd mixture of expressions cover his narrow face.  
 
    “You should lay down, Marie. Henry’s right,” her father said in a hard voice, looking at Marie with worry in his eyes. “He’s a doctor after all. You should listen to him.” 
 
    “I’m well aware he’s a doctor, pappy. Besides I already agreed to lie down so you can both relax,” Marie said with a heavy sigh as she rolled her eyes in Tessa’s direction.  
 
    Tessa smiled wanly at her sister. It was obvious that Marie wasn’t enjoying the overprotective behavior the two men were displaying. Tessa couldn’t blame her for feeling that way. She had always hated the way the men in her family thought women were much more fragile and breakable than they were. It was odd that they were so gung-ho about all of the women learning to defend themselves for when the inevitable doomsday scenario happened but still felt the need to protect them from everything else. It was weird and she wasn’t sure what their reasoning was because it didn’t make a damned bit of sense to her.  
 
    It all went back to that book Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus because she would never understand the way a man’s mind worked. She couldn’t fathom some of the crazy ideas they came up with, namely this whole doomsday bullshit they had fed her since she was five years old. It was ridiculous really. The world might end, sure—it wasn’t that she denied it could happen—but the idea that you could prep for every possible scenario and survive it was foolish.  
 
    Marie allowed Henry to tug her down the hall towards their apartment without another word but not before she gave a small shake of her head. Tessa’s smile spread slightly—nope, she’d never understand men.  
 
    Her father was briefly distracted from the sisters’ antics by the door opening and her other sister Becky exiting with April and Todd. Tessa almost released a sigh of despair because her sister and April were not who she wanted to deal with at the moment. Becky wasn’t hateful on purpose, she tried to lecture herself sternly, she was just spoiled.  
 
    “Too bad it happened so close to my birthday. It’s really going to make my party dead dull this year, you know,” Becky was complaining.  
 
    Tessa wanted to scream at her that she should respect the woman who’d practically raised them when their mother died but she just barely held her thoughts inside. Rebeeca was selfish because she’d always been given her way. Rebecca’s behavior always set her teeth on edge. It wasn’t that her sister was heartless, she just didn’t have her priorities straight. Her father let out a large sigh and Tessa wondered if he was wishing he hadn’t spoiled Rebecca so much as he took a step forward and hugged her when she moved towards him.  
 
    Tessa could see the frown lines around Rebeca’s mouth and she wondered how much of that was about her ruined birthday party and how much was for their grandmother’s passing. Tessa didn’t want to start a fight with her sister when her father was in mourning for his mother. That decided, she unclenched her fists and with a quick kiss to her father’s cheek she headed to her room. No one tried to stop her and she was grateful because she wasn’t sure if she would have been able to contain her anger had her sister spewed more of her selfish bullshit at that moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa stared at the manila envelope her grandmother’s lawyer had handed her an hour ago. Tears threatened to pour from her eyes. Today had been rough; between the funeral yesterday and the lawyer’s visit today, she hadn’t had a break from the constant reminders that her beloved abuela was gone forever.  
 
    The lawyer had shown up and read her grandmother’s will in a monotone voice that still rang in her ears, mostly because of how bored he’d sounded. He’d acted as if he were reading a dull book rather than her grandmother’s last wishes.  
 
    Tessa felt the tears she’d been holding back while with her family begin to slide down her cheeks. Her heart hurt so much as she looked at the last communication she’d ever receive from her grandmother. She didn’t care about all the material stuff her sisters and cousins had received from her grandmother. No, this letter she’d been handed after everyone had left the room—the lawyer requested that each person receiving something leave the room after he read what they were receiving before he began reading the will—was more than enough for her even if it was only one last letter from Marietta. 
 
    Tessa stared hard at the envelope as she blinked, trying to clear the tears from her eyes. Her hand shook as she removed the tape that held it closed. She might as well get this over with, she mentally lectured herself, because not reading it wouldn’t bring her grandmother back. Tessa sat down on the edge of her bed feeling the urge to curl into a little ball and cry herself to sleep. Anything to avoid the reality of life without the only person who’d ever truly understood her. With a heavy inhale, she blinked the tears away, turned the envelope over, and grabbed the edge of the flap and ripped.  
 
    “Shit!” she cried out before sticking her bleeding thumb into her mouth to help with the slight sting. Damn, why did paper cuts hurt so damned much? As injuries went they were minor but sometimes they hurt worse than actual cuts. Tessa watched as blood dripped onto the abandoned envelope now resting in her lap. She realized she was avoiding opening the letter and sighed. Damn, she needed to man up and just read the damned thing. It was the last letter she would ever receive from the woman who was more like a mother to her than a grandmother and she was afraid to lose that final tiny connection to her. She couldn’t wait forever, she supposed.  
 
    Tessa pulled the paper free of the envelope and stared at the papers she had removed. A hard sob escaped her when she looked down at the words written in the familiar shaky handwriting. 
 
      
 
    Mi nieta querida 
 
    If you’re reading this letter, then I am gone from this world and am living in heaven with my maker. Tessa, mi tesoro, don’t be sad that I’ve left you because it was my time to go. Dry your tears and find joy in life. You of all people know that my life was long and very happy. Once when I was a young girl I met a man who became my world even though his views of the world were dark. He was hurt and he didn’t know how to fix that without removing himself and his family from the darkness he perceived the world to be filled with. This I never blamed him for because it was simply who he was but it didn’t allow for a granddaughter like you. It didn’t account for the unhappiness you would feel. This is why my last wish for you is that you don’t waste away in this compound without at least trying to live the life that will make you happy. 
 
    Knowing I didn’t have much time left on this earth and filled with worry about you, I hatched a plan. One like the plot in those books you love so much. It was fun, la nieta. I was like a spy setting up a new life with the help of my trusty lawyer. You would have laughed with me had you known about this adventure I planned for you.  
 
    These papers have a map and information on a bank you must go to. Everything you need to go to the bank is in this envelope. I urge you to leave, mi tesoro. A new life awaits you outside these walls and I hope it can make you happy. Everything is in the safety deposit box under your name. 
 
    Take this last gift from your abuela who loves you dearly. For years your sadness has been evident as you read your books and study the outside world and yet fear holds you inside these walls. They are home to us but to you they are a prison. Don’t allow your life to fade away with only unhappiness to keep you company. I want you to know happiness as I have known it. As they say, if you don’t try looking you will never find it. So mi tesoro, go and don’t look back.  
 
      
 
    All my love goes with you, and I will see you in the next life. 
 
      
 
    By the time she’d finished reading the last line she was sobbing, her whole body shaking. She gripped the papers tightly trying to contain the pain that ripped through her heart. The words she’d read were so like the woman who’d raised her that they jumped off the page and she could almost hear her abuela’s crackled voice speaking them to her. Tessa felt lost and so sad it hurt to breathe. She fell back on the bed letting the papers fall to the floor as she allowed the pain to blow through her. After a good long crying jag, she finally looked at the information her grandmother had left for her—her mind whirling.  
 
    Could she really do it, leave the compound she’d lived in all her life? She knew fear was what had been holding her here for years. Well, that and love for her family, but could she manage to make a life outside for herself? And if she could, didn’t she owe it to herself to try? What her grandmother said was true, she could always come back. It wasn’t like her family would refuse her if she showed up at the gate. Tessa let out a snort. Ha, it was more likely she’d have a hard time convincing them that she was allowed to stay in the world outside than them being unwilling to help her if she wanted to come home.  
 
    Decision made, she stood and moved towards the closet to pull out a duffle bag, her mind suddenly made up. She wasn’t going to allow her life to be dictated by fear of the unknown anymore. She was twenty-six, not five, and she wouldn’t let fear rule her life. It didn’t take her long to pack up her things and before she knew it she was slipping out of her room and heading towards the trucks that were parked by the gates, trying to avoid anyone who might tell on her for what she was planning to do. She walked across the yard, glancing over her shoulder to check that no one was following her.  
 
    “Hey, what cha’ doing?” Hanna asked from beside her, seemingly appearing from out of nowhere and making Tessa jump. Shit, how did the kid do that? Nope, forget it—it didn’t matter. She ignored her and continued towards the beat up Chevy that had seen better days so it wouldn’t be missed too much by her family.  
 
    “None of your business,” Tessa muttered as she stowed the bag on the passenger floorboard before flipping down the visor to grab the keys. One thing about living inside a walled and gated compound that was patrolled regularly was you didn’t have to worry about security.  
 
    “You’re leaving, aren’t you? Why are you taking such a big bag?” Hanna demanded. 
 
    “Like I said, it’s not any of your business. Now go away.” Tessa glared at the small girl with a dark glower on her brow. Hanna was standing there before her with her little hands on her hips and a frown on her face, looking serious.  
 
    “I know you’re not supposed to be leaving without anyone knowing! I’m gonna go tell your pappy. You can’t leave without talking to him—he’s your pappy,” Hanna growled, her little face screwed up into a tight frown.  
 
    “I’m an adult. I can do whatever I want,” Tessa insisted. “Now mind your own business.” 
 
    “Nun-uh. You have to talk to your pappy before you leave or I’m gonna tell him you’re leaving!” Hanna said, her foot stamping on the ground with her little arms crossed over her chest and a stubborn look on her face. 
 
    “Look, this isn’t anything you or my father need to worry about. It’s my choice.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m telling,” Hanna said and she glared at Tessa for a long moment before she turned and started running towards the compound. Tessa felt her hands clench as she watched Hanna’s back as she moved towards the entrance.  
 
    Damn, the kid was going to blow it for her and she’d have to find another time to escape. It struck her as funny that she thought of leaving as escaping, like she really was in prison. It wasn’t, but she knew that her father and her uncles would fight tooth and nail to keep her here despite her being an adult. They wouldn’t really force her to stay but she didn’t want to deal with the arguments and the yelling for days before they finally agreed to let her leave. Hanna was going to make it difficult for her by tattling. 
 
    Unless she couldn’t. 
 
    Tessa didn’t hesitate, she just moved, and five minutes later she looked down at her handiwork and smiled. Hanna was struggling against the rope binding her hands behind her back while glaring at her maliciously. When Hanna fell forward landing face first in the grass in front of her, Tessa felt a little guilty for tying her up. Tessa sighed a little as she helped her sit back up.  
 
    “Don’t struggle so much and you won’t fall over. I wouldn’t have tied you up if you’d just minded your own business. Don’t worry, Marvin will be doing rounds in like ten minutes and he’ll untie you,” Tessa said, still feeling like an asshole for tying the poor kid up. After all, she wasn’t a whack job who abused kids. It would be okay, she assured herself silently. She would call to be sure that they’d found Hanna when she was fifteen minutes or so away because she didn’t want to put her in any real danger. Decision made, Tessa patted Hanna on the shoulder before she grimaced a little and turned back to the truck she’d put her bags into. 
 
    “I hhhm um.” 
 
    Hanna tried to scream or speak, making her glance back at her to see the girl’s blue eyes glaring daggers at her as she attempted to talk or yell something. Tessa felt her chest squeeze as guilt assaulted her again. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t stay here anymore and you aren’t going to make this any harder for me by tattling to my father. I’m an adult and it’s my choice to leave, not theirs. Now sit tight and someone will be along to rescue you shortly.” Tessa turned and quickly climbed into the driver’s seat of the old Chevy. Her heart pounded as she looked out, seeing the little girl struggle against her bonds. She watched as Hanna fell to the side on her shoulder and winced. Ouch, that must have hurt but she wasn’t getting out and she wasn’t going to be a sucker and untie the kid. She closed her eyes briefly before she turned the key in the ignition, pulled out of the parking spot and headed to the gates. 
 
    As she pulled up to them still feeling like an asshole for what she’d done to Hanna, she gripped the wheel hard. Her hands were sweaty and her insides were quaking with nervous energy as she opened the window to smile at Tom, who was manning the gate today.   
 
    “Hey, Tessa. Where are you headed?” Tom asked smiling. 
 
    “I just need to get out for a little while and thought I would do a little shopping,” Tessa said, her lips curling into a fake smile that only made her insides shake even more.  
 
    “You want to go shopping?” Tom questioned, looking a little surprised.  
 
    Damn, even Tom, who barely knew her, wasn’t buying that she wanted to go shopping. She just wasn’t like her sisters and everyone knew it. The smile slipped away and her heart began to pound in her ears as she racked her brain for a way out of this. She couldn’t believe she’d made such a huge mistake. Thinking fast, Tessa felt relieved as she thought of a way to convince him that she wasn’t lying, even if she was.  
 
    “Yeah, they said a new used book store opened in Huntersville about three miles from here. It’s supposed to take in used books and sell them.” Tessa smiled again. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Tom said, his head nodding as he lost the confused look. “Well have fun and be sure to get back before dark.” 
 
    “Okay, I will,” Tessa agreed and rolled the window up as Tom opened the automatic doors on the gate to allow her to exit. As she waved at him and drove through the second set of gates, a sense of freedom rushed through her as she pushed down on the gas pedal and headed down the road. 
 
    After she hit the paved highway, she turned in the opposite direction and headed towards her new life with a sense of relief that told her she should have left home a long time ago. She stopped at a gas station to buy a prepaid phone so she could call about Hanna. She hadn’t brought her own phone because she knew they could track it. She was near a freeway that went four directions so she knew they’d have no way of knowing which way she’d headed. Tessa knew she would be safe even if they pinged the tower she was near. 
 
    “Hello?” Her father’s voice was curt, almost hurried, and she winced a little. 
 
    “Hey pappy.”  
 
    “Tessa, where the hell are you? I can’t believe you ran away from home. You’re a little old for that, aren’t you?” His voice was hard and she could hear the disapproval.  
 
    “I’m an adult. I hardly think it’s running away, pappy,” Tessa said dryly as she climbed back into the truck to sit. 
 
    “You left without telling anyone and you tied Hanna up to do it so yes, it’s running away from home, young lady!”  
 
    “Pappy, you and the uncles would have made me talk in circles for a week before you would let me leave. Maybe tying Hanna up was a little extreme but I don’t want to waste time talking when I could be living my life. I’m sorry, pappy, but I had to leave.” Tessa didn’t add that she felt like the compound was a prison or that she was unhappy there because she didn’t want to hurt him.  
 
    “You’re just grieving and you’re not thinking straight. You need to come home, lil’ bean.”  
 
    Tessa felt a little saddened by her father’s plea for her to return. “I can’t, pappy. I love you but I’m not coming back until I’m ready. I just called to be sure you found Hanna because I didn’t want her to get hurt or starve. Don’t follow me and I will call to let you know I’m okay in a few weeks. I will be fine and if I need you, I know where to find you.” 
 
    “Damn it, bean, don’t hang up. You don’t know what it’s—”  
 
    Tessa didn’t wait for further lecturing, she just hung up and tossed the phone into the trash bin next to the truck before climbing in and starting it. Guilt ate at her but she knew she wasn’t going back without at least trying to find somewhere she’d be happy. This was the first day of her new life. 
 
    Four hours later, she pulled into the parking lot of the tiny bank, her mind whirling. She climbed out of the truck after grabbing her wallet out of her duffle bag. Shutting the door, she stretched her back, it was aching a little from sitting for so long. She looked around before she headed towards the bank to discover what her grandmother had left her. She watched the people around her with interest. They seemed to be so normal, which made her smile a little because to her it was an oddity. Most of the people in the bunker had their quirks and normal wasn’t a word she’d use to describe many of the residents there.  
 
    There was a couple who sat on a bench talking. The woman was in her forties with brown hair and the man slightly older, both in casual clothes and they looked—well, normal. Tessa turned, seeing people moving in and out of the bank looking rushed. As she walked across the lot, she saw a man in a business suit talking on his cellphone. He was apparently upset about something the bank had done as he shouted into the phone about idiots.  
 
    Tessa couldn’t seem to contain the interest she felt seeing the way everyone went about their day. They weren’t worried about the end of the world or wondering how to get their hands on larger weapons caches or food supplies—no, they were just people going about their day. It was trilling really and she felt a sense of excitement as she watched them, thinking how great it was to be around people who wouldn’t try to teach her to shoot a gun or tackle a knife-wielding assailant. 
 
    Entering the bank, she moved towards a long line leading to a little desk, ready to ask about the deposit box. She pulled the key out of her pocket while she waited.  
 
    “You’re in the wrong line,” a harsh voice grunted from behind her. 
 
    Tessa turned, seeing the man in the business suit who’d been outside.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Tessa asked. 
 
    “This line isn’t for safety deposit boxes. You have to sign in and be seen like you did before when you opened the damn thing. Why are you wasting everyone’s time by waiting in this line?” the man growled, his angry frown reminding her of her uncle. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Tessa muttered 
 
    “Well now that you do, stop being an idiot and go sit over there till they have time to help you so you’re not taking up everyone else’s time,” the man said. 
 
    “You don’t have to be so rude, young man,” an elderly woman who’d entered the line behind him said, smacking her cane on the floor. 
 
    “She’s an idiot. I was just trying to help her,” he muttered. 
 
    “No, you’re just trying to get her out of line so you don’t have to wait. You young people are always in such a hurry. In my day we waited our turn and were taught to be polite.”  
 
    “Whatever, old woman, I don’t have time to explain things to idiots,” the man stated as he pulled out his phone and proceeded to make a call.  
 
    He was just as rude when he started talking to the person on the other end of the call so Tessa tried not to take his attitude personally. She stepped out of the line, allowing the man to go ahead of her. He huffed a little and glared at her and the old woman while he complained to whomever he was talking to. 
 
    “You have to sign in on that ledger there, then have a seat and someone will help you, dear. Don’t mind him, he’s just an asshole,” the older woman said, earning a dark glower from the man on the phone, who’d apparently heard her. Tessa felt a smile curl her lips as she followed the woman’s finger, which pointed to a table with a book lying open with what looked like a sign-in sheet on it.  
 
    “Thanks for the help,” Tessa said  
 
    “Anytime, dear, anytime,” the woman said with a smile as she moved up when the line moved again.  
 
    Tessa signed in and took a seat, looking around at the fake potted plants and the gleaming decor. It wasn’t long before a woman in a light green business suit with greying hair and a sour face called her name. When Tessa stood, she was led back to the woman’s desk. Fifteen minutes after that, she was in a little room with her lockbox, her hands shaking and her insides twisted into knots as she lifted the top to peer inside.  
 
    Tessa found two sets of keys, another map, something that looked like a checkbook, and some paperwork. She also found another note, which immediately made tears spring to her eyes. Tessa felt her heart twist as she looked down at the letter. She was assaulted by the almost overwhelming urge not to read it because once she did, there would never be another one and that broke her heart. Wiping at the tears after allowing them to pour down her cheeks for a minute, she steeled her spine and gritted her teeth before she began to read. 
 
      
 
    Mi tesoro,  
 
     I am so proud of you for taking this step. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been since my death. Even if it has been weeks or possibly years, coming here wasn’t an easy thing and your bravery is without question. I have enclosed all the items you will need for living outside the compound inside this safety deposit box. Live life to its fullest and remember that your uncles and father will eventually find you if you left without their knowledge. You need to be strong when they come for you, mi tesoro. Never forget that finding happiness is always worth the struggles you have along the way.  
 
    Inside this box are the keys and deed to a house I bought for you. Don’t worry, it’s in my name so it will take Diego a while to figure it out because he won’t know to look for my name on the deeds. I had such a giggle over that little idea because I know when my son figures it out he will feel silly. He is so like his father, your papa. I have also set up an account for you to use for the same reason because those two things are the easiest way for them to track you but with my name on the account instead, well you see my point. You’re just an authorized signer, which means your name isn’t really on the account making it harder to find you. There is a car with a very dear friend of mine who helped me set all of this up. She lives a few miles from the bank and she will help you with anything else you need. I know you are in good hands because for fifteen years she was my best friend and before I met your grandfather we were inseparable. Now go start a wonderful and fulfilling life.   
 
    Oh and don’t forget to get one of those credit thingies because Becky said you’d need one, that all the young ones use them and something called internet banking. All of that was over my head but I am sure you will understand because you are good with the computers. 
 
    All my love  
 
    Your Abuela  
 
      
 
    Tessa gathered the things her abuela left her and closed the box. Stuffing the keys into her pocket, she knocked on the door and exited the little windowless room when the bank employee returned. It took her about twenty minutes to get the debit card and add the cash she’d brought with her to the account. When she was finished, she left the bank to follow the map to Becky’s house.  
 
    Becky turned out to be a woman about four years younger than her grandmother, with wiry grey hair and a stout build. Tessa found herself laughing at the older woman’s jokes and when it was time to go, she felt a little less sad than she had when she’d left the bank. Crawling into a small blue Honda, she waved to Becky as she pulled away and headed to the house her grandmother had left for her. The Honda was old and not in much better shape than the Chevy, but at least it wasn’t a car her father and uncles would be looking for.  
 
    It took her a little over three hours to find the town where the house was located and another fifteen minutes to find the street she was looking for. When she finally pulled into the driveway in front of a little blue bungalow, Tessa climbed out of the car and stood in front of the house with a smile curling her lips as she took in the one story structure with white shutters and a grey shingled roof. It didn’t have concrete walls or a fifteen-foot high fence enclosing it. Instead it had a little garden which had seen better days and shrubs that needed to be trimmed and—it was perfect.  
 
    Grabbing her duffle, she locked up the Honda and headed inside to discover a bare house with little more than two beds to sleep on but that didn’t matter; it was hers and it wasn’t underground so it was better than her last home had been. 
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    Tessa was beyond desperate when she walked into Hambone’s, a small bar that looked sketchy and frankly like they’d be desperate enough for help that they may hire someone without any experience because she’d bet not many waitresses applied here. Unlike the Denny’s or the Longhorn she’d applied at.  
 
    She stood in the doorway allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the bar. Tessa could see that the place was actually in better shape than she would have expected from the exterior of the place. A tall reedy woman with bushy brown hair stood near the bar wearing a leather vest with a logo of some local biker group on it. Several bikers were littered around sitting on stools or in booths along with several other men. Tessa wasn’t frightened by the large rough-looking men because she knew she could handle them if they got out of line. After all she’d taken Thomas down without trouble on more than one occasion. Thomas was larger than most of the men in this bar, even the large bouncer. Speaking of the bouncer, he was staring at her with a raised brow as he looked at her from his perch near the door.  
 
    “You lost, sugar?” the beefy six two man asked, eyeing her like a kid looked at candy.  
 
    His eyes traveled from her head to her toes before settling on her breasts. Tessa let out a little sigh. It still annoyed her that men outside the compound couldn’t seem to focus on anything except her breasts and it wasn’t because they were large and impressive, it was just that out here men were pigs.   
 
    “No,” Tessa said stepping further inside, intending to ask the bartender for an application for the waitress job. The bouncer’s arm shot out in front of her and she raised her eyes to look at him when he stood.  
 
    “I think you might be lost. This isn’t the place you want to be looking like that,” the man said, nodding to her khaki pants and green sweater.   
 
    Tessa wanted to tell the idiot to mind his own business but she didn’t know if he was the person she would end up interviewing with so she bit her tongue. Taking a deep breath, she smiled sweetly at him, her teeth showing as she gripped the strap on her messenger bag tightly to remind herself not to knock the son-of-a-bitch’s teeth down his throat.  
 
    “Is there something wrong with what I’m wearing? I didn’t realize that there was a dress code to enter a bar.” Tessa managed to keep her tone light and almost ditzy when she was really being snarky and a little bitchy.  
 
    “There isn’t. Just don’t think you realize that this isn’t the place for you,” he said, his arms now crossed over his large chest. She was sure that scowl on his face was meant to be intimidating but Tessa didn’t find it so because her uncles had this guy beat any day of the week. They were all big beefy men with bushy beards and sour dispositions and she was the one on the receiving end of their dark glowers and rude comments for years.  
 
    “Well that’s good, you had me worried. I’m here to apply for the waitress job,” Tessa informed him, still with the huge smile on her face. It almost hurt and wasn’t in any way an expression she wore often. She wasn’t a very friendly person and acting like she was didn’t come naturally.  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” the man said, a loud snort of laughter escaping him as he stared at her in surprise, his expression disbelieving.  
 
    “I am,” Tessa said, her smile slipping because she was gritting her teeth as she said it. 
 
    “Hey Patty, this girl wants to apply,” the bouncer said after a moment of studying her, his voice and look amused now. Tessa didn’t appreciate the laughter in his voice or the almost gleeful look in his eye as he spoke.  
 
    The woman at the bar turned around and walked towards them, her expression unreadable as she neared. Her eyes took in Tessa’s clothing and her smile before she stopped in front of her. Tessa waited for her to speak but the woman only stared at her for a long moment making her feel like a bug under a microscope.  
 
    “You ever worked a bar before?” Patty finally barked, her voice a husky cracked sound that grated a bit when she spoke.  
 
    “No,” Tessa replied, her hand gripping the strap tightly. “But I am a hard worker and willing to learn,” she added, hoping that maybe this interview would fare better than the last three had. They’d all wanted waitressing experience and she didn’t have any. As soon as she’d said that to the managers at Denny’s and Longhorn, they’d shut down and the questions they’d asked had been a mere formality.  
 
    “Waitressing?” she barked and Tessa felt her heart sink because she knew this wasn’t going any better than the last three interviews had. 
 
    “No,” she replied.  
 
    Patty studied her again her head titled slightly to the right, an assessing look on her face. “So you’re applying to be a waitress without any experience?”  
 
    “Yes, like I said I’m a hard worker and I learn fast. I could be an effective employee,” Tessa said, trying not to allow her desperation show. 
 
    “I don’t think we are the right fit for you. Why don’t you apply at the Denny’s right down the street?” Patty said, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I did,” Tessa growled, her hopes of finding a job here dashed by the woman’s words.  
 
    “Sorry, hon. But I don’t really think you realize that I’m doing you a favor by saying no, this isn’t the place for your type. This is a biker bar,” Patty explained, a pained expression on her face. 
 
    “I’m aware this is a biker bar, ma’am,” Tessa muttered, her anger at being rejected again by a prospective employer without a chance making her tone snarly. 
 
    “But I don’t think you really understand what that means,” Patty said, making a little motion with her hand as she stepped back and turned to move away. Tessa wanted to throw a temper tantrum but knew it would do her no good. She was about to turn around and storm out of the bar when hard male hands landed on her hips, grabbing her. She didn’t think, she just reacted, likely because she was pissed off. Before she knew what she’d done, she was staring at the large bouncer lying on the floor at her feet blinking up at her in surprise that she’d just put him there.  
 
    Patty turned around at the man’s loud grunt of surprised pain as he’d hit the floor hard and stared in shock at her six-foot-two employee. Laughter could be heard from several of the bar’s patrons. Tessa felt her cheeks heat because it was obvious that they’d intended to remove her from the building.  
 
    “You all right, Devil?” Patty asked, an amused smile on her face as she watched him slowly get to his feet still looking shocked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he grumbled, a dark glare directed at Tessa.  
 
    “Sorry. I don’t like to be grabbed,” Tessa muttered.  
 
    “Well then. When can you start?” Patty asked her, coming to stand beside her. 
 
    “What?” Tessa asked, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest.  
 
    “When can you start working?” she asked again, her brow raised as she watched Tessa, who was still surprised to be offered the job because she’d thrown a man on the floor when he’d grabbed her.  
 
    “You mean I can have the job because I tossed your bouncer on the floor?” Tessa couldn’t help but ask, a little shocked that assaulting someone had gotten her the job she’d been refused.  
 
    “Yep, if you can toss Devil then you’re more than capable of handling the men who frequent this place.” Patty laughed, a husky almost hoarse sound that brushed along the senses like a knife’s blade. “Now how soon can you start?”  
 
    Tessa felt a real smile touch her lips as she spoke. “I can start today if you want.”  
 
    “All right. Well my other waitress will be in at one. Why don’t you come back then? I’m Patty by the way. I’m Hambone’s old lady and the manager of the bar while he’s in the big house,” Patty explained. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Tessa said, unsure what she meant by big house but assumed she must mean prison.  
 
    “See you at one and don’t wear that,” Patty said, making a face as she motioned to Tessa’s outfit. Tessa frowned, unsure what they thought was wrong with what she was wearing. It was a professional looking outfit that she’d worn to all of her interviews. Dismissing the thought, she shrugged asking, “Jeans okay to wear?”  
 
    “Yeah, jeans are fine,” Patty said, looking relieved.  
 
    Tessa spent another five minutes talking with Patty before she left the bar, her excitement over finally getting a job making her almost giddy. She’d been over the constant search and she’d needed a job before the end of the month or she was going to start running out of money. Of course the pay wasn’t great but Patty had said that tips on most nights would make it almost fifteen dollars an hour, which wasn’t bad. At least it was something and with the small amount she still had squirreled away from the money her grandmother had left her, she would be fine.  
 
    Tessa climbed into the small beat-up Honda. She pushed the key into the ignition and heard the loud squeal it made as she started the piece of junk. Damn, how long would she be able to use this damned thing before it decided to die on her? A month? Two? She didn’t know but she hoped it was more than that because fixing it wasn’t going to be easy and would likely wipe out her small nest egg. She pulled out of the parking lot heading back to her house. 
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    Fifteen minutes later she was unlocking the door and entering her home. She tossed her keys on the little table she’d bought last week from a thrift shop. The house wasn’t filled with much more furniture than it had been when she’d arrived three months ago but it was clean, even if it was bare. She walked through the empty living room to the bedroom, which was the only fully furnished room at the moment. She’d purchased the basics, a headboard for the bed, a small dresser and night stand, and a 20” TV that sat across from the bed, all of which she’d gotten from a second-hand furniture store. The only other pieces she’d bought were two barstools for the small built-in bar. She’d found that she enjoyed working in the small garden and it was filled with flowers and cleanly trimmed hedges, which made it feel like home.  
 
    Over the past few months she’d discovered that the world was much bigger than she’d first realized. It wasn’t that she hadn’t known how large the world outside her community was, it was just that she’d never really been a part of it. The world had seemed so much smaller when she’d been safely enclosed by the fences of her family’s compound. Life outside of the compound had opened her eyes in ways she’d never expected and she wasn’t ever going back to being penned up in that place again. She refused. Tessa wasn’t stupid; her uncles and her father would track her down, but she wouldn’t be going back with them.  
 
    Grabbing a pair of jeans and a pink v-neck shirt from her dresser, she changed her clothes and headed into the kitchen to see what she had in the fridge for lunch. She hadn’t gone food shopping this week yet but she’d ordered a few takeout meals. She would have to go shopping soon, she knew, or she’d starve. She liked going to the little market down the street instead of the large chain grocery that was closer because the food was mostly organic.  
 
    Grabbing the pizza box, she opened it to find two slices left. She smiled and placed them on a pan and set them in the oven to warm. She loved pizza. It was one of the things she’d never eaten because no one in the compound made it often or as well as the New York style pizza place she’d discovered did.  
 
    She turned on the TV in the bedroom and sat down with her pizza to watch Supernatural reruns with a little sigh. She smiled because she was doing better than she had been when she’d started her day today. She had a job so she wouldn’t run out of money for utilities or food by the end of the month. She was relieved to finally have some income and she just hoped she didn’t lose this job.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buck climbed off his bike in the parking lot of Hambones with a groan.  
 
    “Still hurts like a bitch, huh?” Crank asked as Buck rolled his shoulder, trying to relieve the pain.  
 
    “Fuck yeah. Damn that little bastard,” Buck grunted, still pissed at the fucker who’d ripped his shoulder out of its socket trying to escape his punishment for fucking with the club. Little fucker should have known better. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you were going to kill him before Choke got a chance to talk to him about it,” Crank said with a little laugh. 
 
    “Fuck, I almost did. Whatever, let’s just get some beers for fuck’s sake.” Buck headed towards the bar, pulling open the door and shuffling inside. He nodded to Devil at the door as he headed towards their table. Dice and Tweak were already sitting there when he plopped down. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Dice asked. 
 
    “Taken care of in under twenty minutes. Little fucker sang like a canary the second he was sat down in the chair,” Buck grumbled, eyeing the beer in front of Dice with envy.  
 
    “Yeah, that little weasel never had any balls. I can’t understand how he thought he was gonna get away with stealing from us,” Tweak muttered, shaking his head as he took a swig of his beer, his eyes tracking someone near the bar. Buck turned, looking to see what had Tweak’s attention. It took him a second but he finally found the heart-shaped ass of a woman that made his teeth ache and his cock hard.  
 
    “New waitress?” Buck asked, wondering if his night might not be a little better than it was a minute ago because that was one fine ass and he was good with women. They loved him and he never had much trouble getting them in his bed. 
 
    “Yep,” Tweak said, a smile curling his lips. “But don’t get your hopes up. That one’s not like the normal ones.”  
 
    “She will be just as easy as they always are,” Buck said, his eyes trained on the tight ass of the woman. The jeans she wore were molded to her like a second skin and his cock throbbed. She was short, about five foot, with dark hair that flowed over her shoulders in thick curls that made his fingers itch to tug at them while he fucked her. She finally turned around and he got a good look at the front of her. Buck shifted in the seat, a little growl coming from his lips as she leaned forward more, exposing a slight bit of skin when she reached across the table to wipe it down. 
 
    Damn, she had nice tits too and that little view of olive-colored globes twisted him up in knots for some reason. It was ridiculous how turned on he was by the sweet piece of ass he was watching. The short glimpses of skin and hints of cleavage as she went about cleaning the tables were driving him insane.  
 
    Tweak waved her over and she nodded. After she finished cleaning off the table, she set the rag she’d been using on the counter and grabbed a tray. When she was standing next to the table she smiled and Buck knew why Tweak had warned him away. There was an innocence about her smile that said she wasn’t anywhere near his type. Well that sucked, didn’t it, because this woman screamed good girl, which meant he and every other man who frequented this bar shouldn’t even be in the room with her, much less a bed.  
 
    “Hello, beautiful. Why don’t you bring another round of lagers for me and the boys and have them put it on Buck’s tab,” Tweak said with a knowing grin. Buck glared at him but he kept his mouth shut because she didn’t need to hear him cuss Tweak out.  
 
    “Sure thing,” she said, taking all the empty beer bottles and shot glasses from the table.  
 
    “A double shot of whiskey too,” Buck added.  
 
    When she moved away with the tray headed to the bar, he leaned back into the booth still watching her wiggle and shake that ass as she walked away. The sad part was he’d bet his last dollar that she had no idea how enticing her movements were and that made him want to put his fist through the wall. What was a girl like her doing in a place like this?  
 
    He tried to puzzle out why she was working here, not to mention why he was so drawn to the little bit of fluff. He watched her throw the bottles into the recycling bins at the bar while he tried to figure out what to do about this because she couldn’t work here. She’d end up getting hurt and Patty should have known better.  
 
    She was returning with the beers when Gator told her she had a sexy ass, making her turn red. Buck shook his head trying to clear the jumble of his thoughts as he listened to bullshit about the fight Vice had bet on which was tomorrow night. The girl would have to go after her shift tonight; he would handle getting rid of her. Patty shouldn’t have hired her in the first damned place and he would have to handle it before it became a problem. She needed a job that would be more suited to a woman like her. Something like a receptionist or a dog walker or some other less dangerous shit. 
 
    Buck didn’t fucking know what kind of job she should get—and frankly he didn’t give a fuck. She wouldn’t be able to handle working on a rowdy night when the drinks were heavy and the boys were wound up. He was unsure why Patty, who normally had a good head on her shoulders, had hired her. She wasn’t worldly and she would likely end up getting raped or worse if she stayed here. This was a biker bar, for fuck’s sake.  
 
    She sashayed up to the table with their drinks, setting the two shots down in front of him. Buck didn’t hesitate, he just downed them back-to-back, setting the empty glasses on her tray before waving her away. She frowned a little but shrugged and walked away. Maybe she was smarter than he thought. She could work till it was time to close and then he’d take care of getting her pay and seeing her on her way—for good. Buck knew that Patty wouldn’t argue because her old man was part of the club and that meant when he said little miss innocent had to go, Patty would have her out of this bar so fast her head would spin. She was done working here.  
 
    Despite his years of running with bikers, his mother had raised him right. Women like her were into fairytales and that wasn’t him. He was a fuck ‘em and leave ‘em type, not a happily ever after man. What he couldn’t figure out was why he kept watching the tiny woman who buzzed around the room trying to keep up with the flow of bodies in and out of the bar.  
 
    Buck watched the men, their eyes tracking her, likely plotting how to get her alone even as she served them. Just fucking great. Sooner or later one of those idiots was going to grab her and he would have to step in to handle it because there was no way she was going to be able to. He already dreaded the waterworks he was sure to have to endure from her afterwards. Maybe he would fuck her after all; at least that would be worth all the trouble.  
 
    Of course his treacherous cock twitched hard when he thought about her paying him back by riding him till he came inside her tight little pussy. Fuck, would he like to strip her naked and watch her ride him. He could almost imagine how those pert little B-cups would bounce as she slid up and down on his hard pole. That image made him groan low as he shifted again trying to ease the pressure on his thick cock. 
 
     Damn, he needed to get a grip. 
 
    Buck rubbed the back of his neck, rolling his shoulder which still hurt, and tried to ignore the way his focus had shifted. Fuck, he was sounding whiny even in his own head. Maybe when that little shit had jerked on his arm slamming him into the wall and knocking his shoulder out of place he’d knocked whatever sense he had out of his damned head. He stared up at the ceiling thinking about the little shit’s pathetic pleas and the way he’d cried and pissed himself. Why the fuck hadn’t he thought about the consequences of betrayal before he’d tried to fuck with the Grave Diggers? He was distracted by movement to his left and his eyes settled on the woman again.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    He shouldn’t care about his interest hurting her after all the shit he’d been through but he did. Why did his conscience follow him around like a bad penny? Did she have to be so fucking hot his teeth ached or tease him by shaking her ass whenever she moved? It didn’t matter that she had no idea or that he could walk out of the bar. It only mattered that he was sitting here with a hard fucking cock he knew wouldn’t be getting any relief until after he settled the matter of her working here.  
 
    He pulled his phone out, about to text Tracy to meet him at his place tonight but was suddenly distracted by the sight of his current obsession bending over to pick something up, revealing her cleavage in the process when her shirt gaped open. His hand squeezed hard on his phone as he stared at the tops of those taut tits, feeling like growling as need assaulted him and his mouth watered. His hands itched to grab her but he shut that shit down with a hard fuck no. The spell was broken a few minutes later when she stood back up and moved to the counter with the napkins she’d grabbed off the floor in hand.  
 
    He glanced back down at his phone. He thought of Lucy, who looked more like the little bit of fluff he was watching. She was short and only a little thicker than the woman who held his attention currently. He could turn the lights down and imagine he was fucking his newest obsession instead of Lucy. Lucy’s tits weren’t as small but he would make it work and after tonight he wouldn’t be seeing the new waitress again. But something inside him seemed to reject that idea and he found himself frowning a little as he continued to watch her as she took an order from one of the tables near the bar. Shaking off the feeling, he texted Lucy, one eye still on the woman as she entered the back to get something. His dark mood improved when Lucy sent back that she’d be there. He shifted again, glad that was settled and he might get some relief soon.  
 
    With a grunted sigh, he shoved his phone into his pocket. It was time he introduced himself, he decided. He wasn’t sure why she thought it was a good idea to work in a biker bar when it was obvious to him and every other man here that she wasn’t meant to be here. It was why the men watched her so closely with hungry eyes and ideas on taking her to their beds. That was the reason he was so out of sorts, he insisted to himself, even knowing it was really that he wanted her more than he wanted to breathe. Rising to his feet, he ambled over to stand behind her at the table she was serving, waiting for her to turn around and look at him.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Tessa set the drinks she’d just gotten for the table in front of the two men who’d ordered them, her eyes already wandering to the other tables to see if any of them looked like they might need another refill. Her feet were screaming at her but she still had three hours until one o’clock when her shift ended and she’d already had her last break half an hour ago. She hadn’t realized standing on her feet all night would be so hard but after four weeks she still ached every night when she was finally able to sit down.  
 
    She couldn’t say working here was fun but it paid better than she’d thought it would and she was glad she’d gotten the job. Although standing on her feet while running back and forth from one end of the bar to the other for nine plus hours was difficult, overall it was an easy job. The work left her achy and tired when she finally got off but she loved the money. She was making close to seventeen dollars an hour most nights and she’d been able to cover all the bills with what she made but it didn’t give her much extra.  
 
    Shifting from one foot to the other to relieve some of the pain, she asked if the two men needed anything else and went to step back, only to crash into a hard male body. Tessa felt the jolt from the impact throughout her body and she would have tumbled forward into the table if hard male arms hadn’t caught her. She turned, looking up to see a man with a rugged face and a scar across his left cheek with jet-black hair and a hard jaw scowling down at her. Crap. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to crash into you,” Tessa muttered, turning in his arms and expecting him to release her only to find his hands still at her waist and his scowl still firmly in place.  
 
    “I’m Buck,” he said in a voice that sounded more like a growl than words. It sent shivers up her spine and she felt her nipples harden. The man seemed to expect something but Tessa didn’t know what so she just waited, wondering what he wanted.  
 
    “And you are?” he commanded. 
 
    “Oh, I’m Tessa. Sorry, I’m the newest waitress here,” she muttered, finally recovering from her momentary stupor.  
 
    “Not after today,” Buck growled at her and Tessa felt anger rising inside her at the man’s rude comment. Was he going to try and get her fired for running into him? She couldn’t believe that someone would be that freaking petty. Of course after three months of seeing how people outside the wall treated each other, she wasn’t completely surprised at this behavior.  
 
    “I’ve said I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to back into you, Buck,” Tessa said, trying to hold in her anger which threatened to break free.  
 
    “Not about you bumping into me, darling. You just don’t belong here. Which means tonight’s your last night,” Buck muttered, his scowl dark and foreboding. 
 
    “I don’t know who you think you are but Patty owns this place, not you,” Tessa growled, her temper red hot. 
 
    Buck grunted and his arms crossed over his broad chest that she would have thought was sexy if it wasn’t for the scowl and the fact that he was being a dick. She didn’t have the patience for this bullshit and needed to get back to work. Tessa tried to step around him without another word only to have his hard hand land on her arm. She was about to show him exactly why he shouldn’t put his hands on her by throwing his ass on the floor when another gruff male voice asked, “What’s going on here, Buck?”  
 
    Tessa was distracted from her intent and looked up at Choke, another man from Buck’s MC who’d been in here last week. Patty had told her that evening that she’d been approved by him—apparently he was the leader or some such nonsense and what he said went. Tessa felt a little smile curl her lips as she jerked her arm from Buck’s grip.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he growled at her, his glare hot. Tessa wanted to ignore him and likely would have if Choke hadn’t stepped into her path with a little shake of his head. Since Patty had told her he could have her thrown out on her ass, she swallowed her pride and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. 
 
    “She doesn’t belong here and every man in here knows it. It will end up being a disaster for the club. She needs to go.” Buck didn’t look at her while he spoke. 
 
    “I see,” Choke said, a smile curving his mouth. “Well you might want to ask Devil about that before you make snap judgments.” He chuckled and added “Or you could grab her again.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Buck demanded, looking at his boss like he’d lost his damned mind.  
 
    “She tossed Devil on the floor. Twice,” Choke explained, sending a wink her way.  
 
    Tessa felt some of her anger drain as she thought of her second run-in with Devil. He’d been convinced that she’d only tossed him because he wasn’t ready. So convinced that last week he’d tried again thinking he’d be able to stop her, only to discover she’d countered his move and laid him flat a second time.  
 
    “Was he drunk?” Buck asked.  
 
    Insulting prick that he was, he apparently didn’t get that a woman could be just as much of a threat as a man could. Why were men so convinced women were helpless? 
 
    “No, he wasn’t drunk.” Tessa rolled her eyes.  
 
    “She’s right. He’s still butt hurt about it,” Choke muttered laughing. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, pushing past the infuriatingly dumbfounded man.  
 
    “This conversation isn’t over. Where do you think you’re going?” Buck demanded but Tessa ignored him and headed towards the bar. Choke shook his head and chuckled a little, muttering something about Buck trying to save the world before he moved away.  
 
    “Come see me when you’re done here,” Choke said over his shoulder, obviously losing interest in the scene Buck was making. Tessa didn’t want to deal with it anymore either. 
 
    “I need to get back to work. I don’t have time to stand around chatting with you and your boss said I could stay so you’re overruled.” Done talking with the jerk, she tried again to walk away but he grabbed her arm, stopping her. 
 
    “He isn’t my boss and trust me when I say you don’t belong in a place like this. Why don’t you go get a job at one of the restaurants or the malls? There’s nothing but trouble here for you.” Tessa turned on him, her anger getting the best of her.  
 
    “You think because you’ve watched me for five minutes that you know me? Who the hell do you think you are?” Tessa couldn’t believe this asshole. 
 
    “Good girls don’t belong here. This is a fucking biker bar.”  
 
    “I know it’s a fucking biker bar, you moron, I’ve been working here for four weeks. I’m not an idiot and it’s not up to you where I work, asshole.” 
 
    “You think you can handle this place but the boys haven’t been rowdy or keyed up and when they are, you may not be knocking just one fool on his ass. You might be trying to get away from five or six of them and that’s not going to end well,” Buck growled, his voice gruff and angry. 
 
     “Not that it’s any of your business but I can handle these fools with my arms tied together. I know both jujutsu and karate and can likely drop anyone in this room in seconds, including you, so don’t tell me what I can and can’t handle. Trust me when I say you have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Tessa didn’t add that she also knew taekwondo, kung fu, and some other form of marital arts that was obscure but very good at debilitating people. That’s what happened when you were raised by insane people who thought you had to be prepared for the end of the world but couldn’t even agree on a single marital arts form. If these men knew who they were really dealing with they’d run the other way because none of these gruff and tough types wanted their ass handed to them by a woman who was half their size. 
 
    “Look, I don’t mean to be an asshole here but you’ve studied those art forms like, what, two years or so, right? You did it because you wanted to be safe and likely hardly ever use it which means half of it is forgotten.”  
 
    Buck seemed so sure he knew her that Tessa wanted to grab him and toss him to the ground after disabling all his pressure points just to prove she could. Her father and uncles had made sure the martial arts she’d learned stuck. From the age of five she’d been trained every day until it was muscle memory. Each martial arts form taught over and over until she could move without thought like she had the other day when Devil grabbed her the first time she’d walked through the door.  
 
    “Again, you don’t know me and your opinion isn’t necessary,” Tessa gritted out. 
 
    “I’m just trying to look out for you but since you know best, I’ll wish you luck when a few of these idiots grab you.” Buck turned on that note, stomping away in the direction Choke had taken.  
 
    So angry she was shaking, she went to the bar and placed the table’s order before heading back to find they’d left without their beers and barely left enough to cover the tab. It was all that giant asshat’s fault and she hoped like hell she didn’t have to deal with him again anytime soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buck felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise and turned to peer around the dark parking lot. He scanned the area, seeing only darkened outlines of the bikes and cars parked along the building but nothing that should have made his instincts kick in. Glancing over at Dice, he motioned for him and Gator to go around the side and check it out. Buck still didn’t like the bad feeling that was suddenly sitting on his chest—something wasn’t right about this drop.  
 
    Normally, prospects would be the lookouts but they were close to Tricky Dick territory and Choke had wanted his best guys on the perimeter. Buck didn’t blame the man because the Dicks were always fucking shit up and tonight was an important deal for the club. If this went down without a hitch then they’d have another supplier for weapons without having to travel to Laredo. Since it was a seven-hour ride full throttle that would be a damned good thing. 
 
    He scanned the lot again looking for whatever had made his hair raise. Dice came back around the building with a little shake of his head indicating they’d found nothing but Buck wasn’t relieved because his gut said something was up. The door of the building slammed into the wall as Choke and Shredder came stomping out, both men looking grim.  
 
    “Those stupid fuckers,” Choke said through his clenched teeth as he walked up to Buck ripping a pack of cigarettes out of his front pocket. He smacked one out of the pack and put it in his mouth before lighting it and taking a good long drag.  
 
    “What’s up?” Buck asked, feeling the tightness gripping his stomach begin to make his whole body tense. 
 
    “They raised the price,” Shredder grumbled, kicking at the rocks in the gravel parking lot. 
 
    “I thought the price was agreed upon already?” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so too but that was before the Dicks got to them,” Choke said, shoving his cigarettes back in his pocket. “Those idiots offered ten G’s more than we did and now they want fifteen or they walk and sell to those bastards. Fuck.” 
 
    “Why would they offer that? At that price it’s gonna be hard to move them and make a profit,” Buck asked, glaring at the building and wondering what the hell those idiots were doing.  
 
    “Yeah, they don’t give a shit, man. You know they make their money by trafficking and pushing the heavy stuff. I’ve told you a thousand times we should try running heroin again.” Shredder ran a hand through his hair looking frustrated. 
 
    “No, I refuse to run that shit. You know how I feel about it, Shred. My sister died from using that stuff one fucking time and I won’t be party to killing some teenager scoring their first fix. If you have an issue with that you can bring it up at church but if you do, be aware I’m stepping down. I can’t stomach it.” Choke was dead serious about that shit too because his sister really had only done one dose of heroin her boyfriend had cooked up for her and she’d died less than an hour after it was injected from an overdose that sent her into convulsions. 
 
    “Fuck, I don’t want to be a part of that either. It’s just tempting. When we were running it we didn’t have cash flow problems. Like we do now.” Shredder said looking grim. 
 
    “We don’t have cash problems. We can get the cash and you know it but now that a lot of our business dealings are legit it takes more time to get it. The Dicks are just trying to take over parts of our territory,” Choke muttered. 
 
    “We’re not letting that happen but we need to decide what to do about these weapons. Are we going to pay their prices or walk away?” Buck asked, his hand waving in the air to indicate the building.  
 
    “Fuck. Only thing to do is buy them because we have the buyer set up already and we all know the mercenaries we are selling too aren’t going to be happy if we don’t bring them the goods on time like we promised. We will just have to explain to the men that profits aren’t going to be as much as they should be because of those Tricky Dick bastards.” Shredder was right and they both knew it because they really didn’t have the time to talk to their old supplier.  
 
    “So we cut profits and explain to the men in church.”  
 
    “It’s the only solution I see but if they’re trying to cause dissension in our ranks, this is a damned good start. Boys aren’t going to be happy if we cut their pay, damn it.” Choke looked grim as he spoke and turned to look out over the parking lot after taking another drag off his cigarette.  
 
    “So we cut the officers’ and senior members’ cut instead. That way the ones who aren’t solid with the club don’t feel shorted. Senior members won’t like it but most will understand,” Buck suggested.  
 
    “Damn, that’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “What about Hammer’s group? You know they’ll try to cause problems.” 
 
    “Ha, let them try. As long as the boys have been paid they’re not going to care about that shit one bit and most of the senior members are loyal to me anyway. It’s only Patch and Jaded who are pissed they were pushed out and Ves who was Hammer’s pet roach when Hammer was alive that still think they can win back the club. It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “True. Although we had a lot more cash flow, most of the members ended up with big issues and jail time under Hammer because he was an idiot and didn’t hide his tracks well.” Shredder laughed a little at that.  
 
    “My only question is how do we stop this from happening again? If those bustards think they can keep making us lose profits this way, they’re going to keep trying. How do we prevent that?” Buck considered that question for a long moment before an idea suddenly popped into his head and he grinned. 
 
    “We spread rumors that we are getting back into the heroin supply if they keep cutting into our bank roll this way. Five of our old drops have already asked if we’re going to be delivering those shipments again but I’ve told them no. If the Dicks think we’re going to take that back over they aren’t going to fuck with the weapons anymore. They know we can undermine their operation in a matter of days. They’re late on shipments and have more than once shorted some of the bags. Freak knows that if we offer that again he will be out, so he will stop coming at the weapon shipments. He’s a lot of things but he isn’t stupid.” Buck saw a grin spread across Choke’s face as he looked at him.  
 
    “I knew I promoted you for a reason all those years ago,” Choke chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fucking genius. They will be so worried about their deals they won’t fuck with ours anymore. Damn Buck, where do you come up with this shit?” Shredder asked, shaking his head. Buck shrugged, unsure where his tactics came from, but he had always been good at working a problem to his favor and that was how he’d earned his position with the Diggers MC. Most of the club came to him when they had an issue that didn’t warrant church but needed a solution.  
 
    “Let’s go get this shit over with. Have the boys ready to hook up the loads. I want these guns on their way to the meet within the hour,” Choke muttered, holding cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and taking the last drag before tossing it to the gravel parking lot and stomping it out. Shredder followed him back into the building. 
 
    Buck signaled to Joker and the three prospects to move the trucks over near the loading bay. Joker shifted the truck into position while Buck let out the pent up growl that he’d been holding in. Damn it, he’d needed his portion of the cash from this run and it pissed him off that he wasn’t going to be getting even a fraction of the 3k he was supposed to.  
 
    He had plans for that money, damn it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Moving across the room towards Patty’s office, she entered without knocking and plopped down on the couch with a loud sigh, making Patty raise a brow in question. Tessa didn’t want to complain but she wasn’t having a good week because of a certain asshole who showed up almost nightly to glare at her for hours while she tried to work. Since she was distracted her tips hadn’t been nearly as good because the man flustered her so much she ended up forgetting parts of the orders or totally screwing them up.  
 
    “I guess Buck’s here again.” Patty’s face creased into a sly smile that set her teeth on edge. 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “You should just ignore him.”  
 
    Tessa wished that she could just ignore him but his eyes tracking her from one end of the bar to the other were like lasers that burned holes into her skin wherever they touched. Over the past few weeks she’d gotten to know Patty and the other women she worked with rather well. She’d even been invited on their bi-weekly shopping trips but hadn’t gone with them yet. Shopping wasn’t something she found fun unless it involved a bookstore or maybe chocolate. Last week they’d invited her to girl’s night. Since girl’s night was just them watching movies and hanging out she’d agreed to come. 
 
    “I can’t. He glares at me and it distracts me.”  
 
    “I don’t see him glaring but I do see him checking out your ass a lot.” Patty chuckled at her own joke, brushing her hair away from her face. 
 
    “I think you’re mistaken. The man sits there glaring at me for no good reason and it’s on my last damned nerve. Can’t you make him leave?”  
 
    “Sweetie, you know that’s not something I can make happen. Buck’s part of the club and that means he owns this place just like the rest of them do. Sorry.” Patty had told her that before but it didn’t suck any less when she said it this time.  
 
    Tessa stood up. Enough was enough. If Patty couldn’t handle this then she would just go out there and tell Buck to go to hell and be done with it.  
 
    “Uh oh, that look is one that’s going to lead to trouble. Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not a good idea. Tessa,” Patty said looking wary. 
 
    “It’s probably not but I’m doing it anyway.”  
 
    Tessa stomped out of the office heading to the table near the back of the bar where Buck sat to glare at her. As she neared the table she noticed he was on the phone but she didn’t give a fuck. She was done with trying to ignore his bad behavior and she wasn’t going to allow it to continue. Stomping over to the table, she didn’t bother to wait on him to finish his conversation, she just snatched his cell out of his hand and muttered Buck’s busy, he’ll call you back before stabbing the end call button. Tessa noticed the suddenly quiet onlookers but she wasn’t finished and she wouldn’t apologize for being rude when he’d been an asshole for weeks every time he spoke to her. 
 
    “You need to stop coming in here and glaring at me while I work. It’s not any of your business what I chose to do with my life. You can go somewhere else to drink tonight because I’m not going to take another night of you sitting here glaring at me.” Tessa snapped out the words, her hands on her hips, ignoring the slight gasp from Amber and the frantic hand waving that Lisa was doing to try and stop Tessa from speaking. 
 
    Buck’s face creased into a darker glare and his words when they came out were calm but held a coldness that sent shivers down her spine. “I think you better rethink what you just did and apologize before I show you exactly why that was the biggest mistake you have ever made.” 
 
    Tessa shifted from one foot to the other trying not to lose her resolve under the coldest stare she’d ever been subjected to. It wasn’t that she was afraid of him because she could lay him out on the floor in seconds. No, it was the death glare he’d leveled on her that made her take a slight step back. She opened her mouth to speak but he interrupted her before she could. 
 
    “Little girl, you need to shut up unless the next words out of your mouth are an apology because no one disrespects a Grave Digger without punishment,” Buck grunted as he leaned forward, his hands resting on the table in front of him.  
 
    Tessa steeled her spine and opened her mouth to reply, not about to apologize to the arrogant son of a bitch. “I—” she got out, but before she could finish Patty came rushing over.  
 
    She gripped Tessa’s arm tightly and hissed into her ear, “Don’t say anything else, just apologize. Now Tessa. Apologize loudly.” Patty’s face was twisted and fear etched thin lines around her mouth. When Tessa hesitated, unsure why Patty was so frightened, she glanced around realizing that she didn’t just have the tables nearest Buck’s watching her but nearly the whole bar. She could almost hear a pin drop in the silence that was filled with such unexplained tension that she felt apprehension rise inside her.  
 
    “Tell him you’re really sorry and it won’t happen again,” Patty hissed against her ear. Tessa glared defiantly at Buck, who stood suddenly, practically knocking Patty back, his eyes moving over her from head to toe. Something inside Tessa wanted to stay strong, making her back stiffen, but she muttered the words that Patty insisted she say because something told her she’d regret it if she didn’t.  
 
    “I’m sorry I snatched your phone, it was rude of me,” Tessa said, unable to apologize for what she’d said because she wasn’t sorry she’d said it.  
 
    “Not good enough. You’re coming with me so we can discuss what happened here and your punishment,” Buck growled, his hand landing on her arm in a hard grip that almost left bruises on her skin. Patty let her go without protest and Buck was suddenly jerking her towards the door.   
 
    She dug in her heels and if she hadn’t been so shocked by the reaction of everyone else in the bar, she might have protested or hell, stopped him from jerking on her. Tessa wasn’t sure why Patty or anyone else she worked with wasn’t trying to stop him from manhandling her. She tensed, deciding that she wasn’t going to allow him to take her anywhere for ‘punishment’. Only before she could flip him over her shoulder onto the ground Buck leaned closer to her ear hissing, “Don’t make this worse, just keep walking.” 
 
    Tessa didn’t know why she listened to him; maybe it was the way almost every person they walked by had a mixture of pity and fear etched on their faces. Buck shoved open the door and pushed her through ahead of him. Once they were near the bikes parked along the wall of the building Tessa jerked her arm away from his hold, rounding on him with a dark glare covering her face. Buck looked just as furious as he’d looked when he’d jerked her out of the bar. Tessa didn’t care. 
 
    “All right, you’ve had your little show but I can promise you that I won’t be allowing you to punish me like I’m an errant child. If you weren’t in here every freaking night glaring at me like I’ve just slapped your elderly mother I wouldn’t have felt drastic measures were in order. Now since my shift is over and we’ve settled this little matter, I’m going home,” Tessa finished her statement, her hand slicing through the air for effect. Unwilling to wait on him to speak, she took a single step away from him but his hand reached out, gripping her arm tightly. She’d had enough of the manhandling but before she could throw him to the ground he got right in her face. 
 
    “You little fool. Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” he demanded, earning a snort from her. 
 
    “Oh dear, what have I done? Hurt your pride. Well get the fuck over it because I don’t flipping care!” Tessa roared, her eyes lighting with anger so hot she was surprised it didn’t burst through her skin to burn him alive. 
 
    “I’ve killed men for less. You don’t disrespect a Grave Digger and get away with it, little fool,” Buck growled, his eyes snapping fire. Buck shook his head, jerking her towards a red Harley with chrome and black trim. “Just get on the bike. Now.”  
 
    “No,” Tessa stated flatly, her arms crossed as she glared at him.  
 
    “You will be getting on this bike or I will have to force you on it. Don’t make me prove I can force you, Tessa. You won’t like it if I have to,” Buck muttered, rubbing the back of his neck looking weary suddenly. She just glared at him, waiting on the man to realize she wasn’t going to cater to his whim like some ditzy bimbo. He let out a sigh and reached out, grabbing her by the arm again. Tessa wasn’t about to allow that so she twisted, trying to use his momentum against him only to find herself trapped in a hold that placed her body flush against his. Buck’s lips caressed her ear from behind, sending shivers of desire down her spine without her permission.  
 
    “Don’t even try it. I was trained in martial arts too and I can tell you that you won’t win so just get on the damned bike, Tessa.” Buck pulled her to the bike.  
 
    Tessa wasn’t sure why she didn’t try to escape again but the shivery almost needy feeling in the pit of her stomach urged her to go with him. She allowed him to climb on the motorcycle before she got on behind him, her heart pounding in her ears as she laid her hands on his shoulders. He snorted and grabbed her hands, moving them to rest around his waist with her palms on his stomach. The heat from his skin seemed to burn through the thin t-shirt he wore. Tessa realized that she was very attracted to him when she felt her body soften and she tried hard not to lean into him. Buck wasn’t having that and pulled on her arms to bring her closer to his body. 
 
    “Hold on tight and lean when you feel me lean,” he grunted when he had her arms tightly wound around him like he wanted. He stomped the bike into gear and took off so fast she gasped and tightened her hold even more, pressing her achy breasts into his hard back. Tessa wanted to believe that she could desire him but still not give in to her baser instincts because the man was a total dickhead. Only the longer she pressed against him, the more her body begged her to give in and allow them both to feel those hard abs without the thin t-shirt. 
 
    The ride took about thirty minutes and she was surprised when they pulled up to what looked like a strip mall. It was after ten in the evening and she would have expected all the places to be closed but they pulled into a parking spot near one of the only lit storefronts. She climbed off the bike using his shoulders, trying to get away from him as fast as possible. She didn’t expect the jelly legs that she suddenly had and if Buck’s hand hadn’t shot out to steady her she would have fallen.  
 
    “Thanks,” she grudgingly uttered, still angry about this ridiculous “punishment” he thought she was going to allow him to mete out.  
 
    “Yep,” he said in a bored tone as he kicked down the stand on the bike and climbed off in one fluid motion that sparked another ember of longing inside her. What was it about him that made her want him despite her dislike? “Now let’s go take care of this little issue you’ve created, shall we.”  
 
    He waved in front of him towards the door of the nearest lit store. Tessa spun without a word stomping forward, her hands clenched at her sides. She’d let her runaway libido bring her this far, she might as well go with it. As they neared the door of the store he’d indicated she realized they were headed into a tattoo parlor, making her stop dead in the doorway, almost falling into the glass door when Buck walked into her back.  
 
    “Shit, what’d you stop for?” Buck asked even as his arm wrapped around her to prevent her from taking a header into the glass door.  
 
    “I’m not getting a tattoo,” Tessa growled.  
 
    “You will if I say you will.” His voice was hard and his eyes cold when he looked at her, sending a shiver down her spine. Then he added, “But lucky for you that’s not why we’re here.” Buck shoved the door open and ushered her inside without another word. 
 
    Tessa didn’t know what Buck had planned but she knew that he wasn’t going to force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. She didn’t give a shit about his biker club or his pride. She walked into the tattoo parlor with her head high and her mind made up.  
 
    “Buck, how’s it going, man?” asked a young man in his twenties with platinum blood hair, a nose ring and almost no skin that wasn’t sporting ink. Tessa didn’t like the way his eyes raked up and then back down her body with obvious appreciation so she glared at him darkly.  
 
    “Good. Is Lancaster here?” Buck asked, his hand snagging her arm before moving into the lobby with her in tow. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s in the back,” Blondie said, a slick smile on his face as he leered at her. “She can wait with me if you want.”  
 
    “No,” Buck said with such finality that Blondie’s eyes jumped to him and his spine snapped to attention as he nodded and went back to looking through whatever magazine he’d been reading when they’d entered.  
 
    Buck led her down a dark corridor to a small room with a short counter. This one was similar to the first one except there was no one sitting at it. Tessa stared around the room seeing the wall darkened with artwork, which were numbered like the ones on the wall up front except most of them were in white and looked larger. Her brow furrowed, wondering why they were here and what Buck was planning. 
 
    “Lancaster,” Buck called loudly. 
 
     A harsh voice answered, “I’m coming” before angry muttering and shuffling feet could be heard. “Damned impatient youngsters. Always in a hurry. Don’t they know I’m too old to be jumping up like a damned jack in the box.” Tessa felt a little grin split her face because that loud muttering reminded her of her uncles and the way they used to bluster about the younger people being useless and impatient all the time.  
 
    An older man who had to seventy if he was a day appeared in the doorway behind the counter looking a little out of sorts. His face was lined with age and his hair was white. He held an ornate cane in his right hand and a t-shirt in his left as he stomped to the counter to glare at whoever had the audacity to interrupt whatever he’d been doing. Yep, he was very much like her uncles would likely be when they were the same age as he was.  
 
    “What do you need, Buck? I’ve got shit I need to finish tonight,” Lancaster barked, not deferring to him like most people did.  
 
    “Need a special and I need it tonight,” Buck said, releasing her arm for the first time since they’d entered, grabbing a pen and paper and writing something down. “Needs to say this. White on black and black on white. How long do you need?”  
 
    Lancaster took the paper Buck handed him and snorted. Tessa attempted to see what was written but she couldn’t make it out from the other side of the counter because of the lack of lighting in the room. Lancaster seemed to look at her for a moment with pity in his gaze before he turned, smacking his cane on the floor, his grunted response curt. 
 
    “Give me a half hour.”  
 
    “Come on, Duchess. We can wait in the break room.” Buck’s voice held a note of dry sarcasm as he began dragging her out of the room and down the dreary hallway again. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what you think is going to happen here but I can promise you whatever it is isn’t going to happen—” Tessa began only to be curtly interrupted. 
 
    “You brought this on yourself, Duchess. So sit down and shut the fuck up for once,” Buck grunted, shoving her down on a small couch that looked like it had seen better days. Tessa glared at him. 
 
    “You’re an asshole.”  
 
    “Yep, now sit and be silent,” Buck said. He pulled his phone out and without another word began to make a call. “Sorry we got cut off earlier, there was an issue I had to handle but it’s settled now.” 
 
    Tessa felt her anger boil up and before she knew it, she was leaning forward intending to snatch the asshole’s phone a second time but he stood and walked to the door after sending her a dark glower. Tessa wasn’t sure what she would have done if the door behind her hadn’t opened and two people with dark clothing and tattoos hadn’t walked in.  
 
    “He’s an idiot—oh, hello there,” the woman said, her pierced eyebrow raising as she took in Tessa sitting on the couch. 
 
    “Hello,” Tessa said, unwilling to be a bitch to these two newcomers just because Buck was a dick. 
 
    “Aren’t you a sweet looking morsel.” Tessa couldn’t help but stare at the spiked blue hair and nipple rings connected by chains that weren’t covered well by the thin mesh shirt the man wore. His leather pants were so tight she wondered if he had any blood flow left in his junk from the pressure they must put on it.  
 
    “If you’d like a closer look I’m willing to slip off to my booth with you, sweetness.” Feeling heat rise to her cheeks when she saw his leering grin, Tessa didn’t know what to say after that comment. Despite her interest in his tight pants cutting off necessary circulation, she wasn’t interested in the man at all. 
 
    “No.” The hard word didn’t come from Tessa’s lips, making her look up to see Buck holding his phone away from his ear while looking darkly at the man who’d entered.  
 
    “Whoa, I was just offering. Didn’t realize you’d called dibs.” The man grinned, his tongue darting out to wet his lips revealing a tongue ring that made Tessa stare harder at him. It wasn’t that she’d never seen people with piercings but it was still mesmerizing to her because it was new. No one at the compound had anything like those piercings or near the amount of tattoos the man was sporting. Buck held his gaze for another moment before he went back to his phone call. The woman laughed as she moved to sit beside her on the couch. 
 
     “I’m Sally. That oversexed moron there is Alex.” Tessa saw on closer inspection that the eyebrow ring wasn’t the only adornment that the woman wore. She also had about ten earrings in one ear and five in the other with a barbell. Sally smiled at her and winked. “Don’t mind him because he can’t help being a whore.”  
 
     “I’m only doing what nature intended. Men should be oversexed, otherwise we’d be boring and that would be a crime, Sal. Just a crime,” Alex said, his brows wiggling up and down. Tessa couldn’t help the slight snort that escaped her at his unrepentant response.   
 
     “Yes, well not every woman is interested in notching your belt, dumbass. I for one wouldn’t be willing to risk it,” Sally chuckled out, holding her hands up when he moved closer to wag his hips at her. 
 
    “You’ll never have to worry, Sal. I wouldn’t take you even if you offered because Nipper would rip my head off and shit down my windpipe if I even thought about touching you.” 
 
    “True,” Sally said laughing. Tessa shifted a little on the couch looking at Buck who still stood in the doorway on the phone. 
 
    “Don’t fret. If he was paying enough attention to tell Alex no in such a deadly tone, he hasn’t forgotten about you,” Sally whispered near her ear with a little grin that Tessa didn’t understand.  
 
    “I would rather he didn’t pay as much attention to my business. That’s the whole reason I’m here. Otherwise I would be off and halfway home by now,” Tessa muttered, a spark of anger making her tone sharp and earning her a glare from Buck. 
 
    “Ah, like that, is it.” Sally’s grin widened and she let out a throaty laugh. “I remember those days when I hated Nipper more than I liked him. It’s hard to like a man who thinks he can own you.” 
 
    “I think you’ve misunderstood our relationship,” Tessa politely told the other woman, not sure what else to say because she was sure the woman was implying that she and Buck were together in a romantic sense and that was far from the truth. 
 
    “Okay, hon. If you say so.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Sorry I can’t stay and chat some more but I have a client who should be here any minute.” Sally got up and headed to the front of the room with a knowing grin still firmly plastered on her lips. After she exited Alex handed her a remote for the large flat screen TV with a little wave. 
 
    “I have to get to work too. Have fun.” He then followed Sally out the door, leaving Tessa with Buck who was still talking to whoever was on the phone, leaning on the wall beside the door watching her with a dark look. She wasn’t in the mood for a fight anymore so she decided to turn on the TV and ignore his piercing gaze. She flipped through channels until she found a show she’d been watching about two girls who worked in a diner and proceeded to ignore him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here,” a gruff voice said as a black shirt with white letters landed in her lap. Tessa turned from the TV to glare at her nemesis. They’d been here for almost two hours and she’d watched reruns of Gilligan’s Island and Two Broke Girls while plotting the man’s demise. He didn’t seem to notice her dark glower as he stared down at her with a angry glare of his own.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, not bothering to look at the shirt, just holding it in a wad while lifting it. 
 
    “Put it on,” he gritted out.  
 
    “What?” she asked, finally looking at the shirt. She shook it out and read the words. In disbelief, she forced herself to read the words a second time. Looking up, she met his gaze with narrowed eyes and clenched fists.  
 
    “Put—It—On” 
 
    “No fucking way,” she said, tossing it onto the floor. She damned sure wasn’t having those words emblazoned across her chest, at least not in this lifetime. She stood, glaring right back at him, her chin tilted in defiance.  
 
    “You will wear it. You will do it because I can promise you won’t like the punishment I have no choice but to mete out otherwise.” He moved, grabbing her by her upper arms, making Tessa try to jerk away.  
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “The fuck you won’t.” 
 
    “I WON’T,” she practically screamed in his face. 
 
    He didn’t answer her challenge with words. Instead he grabbed her shirt, his hand shoved down the neckline between her breasts. Reaching towards the hem, which was near her stomach, he gathered the material in his hand until he held her shirt away from her body. His large masculine hand was heated and rough against her tender skin and she realized he’d grabbed her bra along with her shirt. Even as Tessa let out a gasp of shock at his audacity, he was already using a knife to cut off her shirt and bra. The loud sound of the cotton ripping away from her when he jerked it the last few inches rang in her ears like an alarm. Her mouth hung open and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath as she stared at him in amazement. Buck’s eyes fell to her chest and stayed there.  
 
    Tessa realized she was standing with her shirt gaping open while Buck stared at her half-bared breasts. She grabbed for the ragged edges of her shirt trying to pull them back together, embarrassment and anger fighting for dominance inside her. Tessa knew she should kick the bastard in the balls but she was so dazed from his rough handling of her she couldn’t seem to find the ability to move. 
 
    “Wear nothing or put it on. Your choice,” Buck stated flatly. He held out the shirt she’d refused to put on and she stared at it blankly.  
 
    How dare he? 
 
    Tessa was about to give him exactly what he deserved when she heard the door open behind them and she turned her head to see a man standing there looking at the two of them. Tessa was grateful that she was facing Buck and not the door because it was bad enough that she’d been standing in front of Buck half naked. She wasn’t about to have another stranger stare at her. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” the man queried, a slightly sardonic smile on his face. 
 
    “Yes,” Buck said at the same time Tessa muttered “No,” making a grab for the only clothing handy and pulling it on over her shredded shirt and bra. She stepped away from Buck before she ended up slapping him hard enough to make his head spin. Violence wasn’t the answer to everything and she refused to look like a shrew.  
 
    The man at the door was tall, at least six three, with dark hair that fell to his wide shoulders and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. She turned to face him fully, taking in the vest he wore and the dusty state of his boots and the black leather pants that looked soft and worn. Her face turned bright red when she realized that his eyes had fallen to focus on her breasts and the words that were now covering them thanks to the asshole standing behind her. She still couldn’t quite believe that she was wearing a shirt that proclaimed her to be ‘Buck’s Bitch.’ It was too humiliating. It was however slightly less humiliating than standing before two strangers with her breasts bare.   
 
    She really wished she could kill the son-of-a-bitch who’d cut her shirt off. Fuck, why had she even let him? Tessa could have used any number of the moves she knew to take down an assailant but she’d stood in dumbfounded shock and allowed him to cut off her clothes like a mindless bimbo. What the hell was wrong with her? she castigated herself.  
 
    “I see,” said the man, his amusement clear as his lips curled into a smile. 
 
    “Go away, Rage,” Buck growled, his body now close behind her as his arm wrapped around Tessa’s waist pulling her back into his chest. Tessa stiffened and resisted his pull but Buck ignored her and stepped forward. Damn the bastard. Wasn’t it enough that he’d forced her to wear this shirt by destroying her current one? Why did he think it was his right to touch her? 
 
    “This is my shop, isn’t it?” Rage asked, that grin still on his face making Tessa want to walk over and slap it off. Damn, Buck had turned her into a violent shrew. 
 
    “Might be your shop but this doesn’t concern you.” Buck’s arm tightened around her waist and his body stiffened. Tessa had a feeling that he didn’t like the other man much, at least not at the moment. Rage leered at her for another moment as he took a step into the room, his posture screaming defiance. She felt Buck’s hard body somehow stiffen even more behind her as his arm tightened again around her waist becoming a steel band she was sure she wouldn’t break away from easily. 
 
    “Seems to me if it’s happening in my shop it’s not as private as you’d like it to be. So little beauty, how’d you become Buck’s latest bitch?” Rage asked, his eyes turning to her.  
 
    Tessa felt her cheeks flame in embarrassment again and she wanted to sink into the floor and hide. This was all Buck’s fault, damn it. 
 
    “Enough. We’re leaving,” Buck growled before he began dragging her towards the exit. Tessa allowed it only because she didn’t want to stay with the smirking jerk who was still leering at her as if she were a juicy steak he’d like to take a bite of.  
 
    “Don’t leave on my account,” Rage called after them with a little laugh.  
 
    Once outside Tessa struggled to get Buck to release her. With a little growl, he let her go once they were at his bike and she turned to glare at him, her arms crossing over her chest. Feeling her ripped clothes shift beneath the shirt the stupid bastard had made her wear only ramped her anger up a notch.  
 
    “You do realize that I’m not going to wear this shirt again, right?” she demanded. 
 
    “You will, duchess. Or I will be forced to cut your clothes off you again. This is your punishment and you will wear it every night while you work at the bar so they can see you’ve been handled. And you won’t ever pull a stunt like that again or the punishment will have to be harsher.” Buck’s eyes were narrowed on her and his words were hard and clipped.  
 
    “I don’t think so, asshole,” Tessa growled.  
 
    Buck moved, startling her, and she automatically moved out of his way ending up a few feet from where she’d been but somehow he still gripped her arms. Surprised, she looked up at his face. The dark glare she gave him was wary because she had a feeling he could overpower her despite her training and that sent fear spiking through her.  
 
    “Two weeks should be long enough and you will wear it because if you don’t, the punishment for you will have to be much harsher and neither of us wants that, duchess.” He was looking down at her with a serious expression in his chocolaty brown eyes. 
 
    “You’re an asshole and I will do what I want to do,” Tessa said bravely, trying not to let the little bit of fear she was feeling show in her eyes. She felt his hands tighten and he leaned down until his face was only inches from hers and she could make out the light flecks of gold in his irises.  
 
    “You will wear it because you don’t want to find out how harsh the punishment will be if you don’t. Stop fucking with shit you don’t understand, little girl. You aren’t ready to deal with the consequences. This is exactly why I said you had no right working at the bar because if you’d pulled this shit on anyone else you’d already know exactly why you fucked up but I’m trying to keep your innocence intact while still teaching you to behave. Now be a good girl and get on the fucking bike.”  
 
    Tessa wanted to protest but something about his clenched jaw and the hard hands digging into her arms made her do what he said. As she climbed on the bike she told herself it was because she just wanted to get back to her car so she could go home for the night. But that didn’t explain the unsettled almost fearful feeling she couldn’t seem to shake because something about his warning frightened her.  
 
    Buck climbed on the bike in front of her and she was forced to grab his waist again as they roared away from the little strip mall. Tessa buried her face into his back trying to limit the wind that whipped her hair around and held on for dear life as they headed back to the bar. 
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    Buck pulled up to Tessa’s little blue bungalow and reluctantly cut the engine. He felt a feral possessiveness for the woman whose arms were slowly unwrapping from his waist as she sat up to look at her surroundings. He felt her stiffen as she realized that they weren’t at the bar but instead they were at her house. He almost grunted with satisfaction when she hastily got off the bike, her eyes wide as she stared at him.  
 
    “How did you know I lived here?” she demanded, looking a little nervous. 
 
    Damn, it was about time she noticed she should be worried. He’d followed her home every night for the past three weeks if he was in town. He’d told himself that it was because he wanted her safe. However, Buck was beginning to think that was bullshit because tonight when he’d cut her shirt off and seen the sweetly rounded globes of her breasts he’d been seconds from taking one of them into his mouth and damn the consequences or what was right. Rage had put a stop to that, thank fuck, but it had been close. He needed to take a step back from this but with her punishment needing to be handled he’d have to wait because he knew her well enough by now to know that she wasn’t going to meekly wear the shirt in penance like most people would. Fuck no, she was going to need him to force the issue.  
 
    “I followed you home,” Buck said roughly, his voice hard 
 
    “You—you did what?” Tessa demanded. “How dare you!” She raised her arm to slap him but he caught it before it could land, a dark glower on his face.  
 
    “I dare, duchess, because you have no idea the type of men you’re dealing with. You’re so naive that you think you’re safe. You don’t look for anyone following you and you wouldn’t know how to handle it if someone was here waiting in the fucking dark to grab you and drag you into that house or hell, the bushes, to rape you. In other words, I’m saying you’re a little fool.” 
 
     “Th—that’s insane,” Tessa sputtered, looking at him defiantly, her chest rising and falling quickly, reminding him of her breasts.  
 
    His eyes narrowed as his cock throbbed and before he could stop himself, his lips were on hers. She attempted to resist him by turning her head but he grabbed the back of her neck, cupping her head and forcing her mouth to his. He let out a little growl as his tongue sought entrance to her mouth, running along lips that tasted nearly as sweet as he’d imagined. Her arm was still captured in his hard hold so he twisted it behind her back, using it to hold her close to him by pressing it into her back and forcing her closer to him and his invading mouth. Tessa let out a little gasp, which was all the advantage he needed to thrust inside her mouth. The feral possessiveness he’d felt earlier almost choked him with its savageness as he explored the cavern of her mouth.  
 
    At first, she didn’t kiss him back, just allowed him to conquer her mouth with his ferociously thrusting tongue but after a moment he felt her tongue tentatively thrust back, swirling with his own. Buck felt a rumble of satisfaction escape him as his other hand fell from her nape to cup her ass, jerking her into his hardened cock. He rubbed his cock into her stomach almost mindlessly seeking further contact with her. His hand released her arm, allowing her to curl her arms around his neck as he grabbed two handfuls of her ass and jerking her up so that he could press against her mound. His mouth was devouring her as he massaged her ass, needing to feel her body pressed into his like he needed air.  
 
    Tessa moved against him trying to seek firmer contact with his cock and he realized she needed to come. He wanted to rip her pants off and thrust his fingers inside her but he wasn’t able to release the firm grip he had on her ass long enough to do it. Instead he jerked his head up looking around for a second as she mewled and tried to rub against him. Seeing the porch railing he jerked her a few steps forward before pressing her back into it, his cock rubbing against her sweet little pussy as he fought to control his hunger. She was kissing his neck, her teeth nipping his flesh and sending hard shivers of need down his spine. He thrust his cock against her pussy grunting with pleasure as she moaned and wiggled against him.  
 
    “Fuck yes. Use my cock, duchess.” He found himself growling as she arched back, bouncing up and down on his clothed cock mindlessly trying to find her release. Buck had never felt so turned on while fully clothed in his life but something about the hot little brunette in his arms made him feel like if he didn’t fuck her he’d die.  
 
    He jerked the tight shirt he’d just bought her down and shoved the ripped material of her bra aside to take her hardened nipple into his mouth to suck it as she cried out and rubbed harder on his cock. His teeth scraped her tender flesh as his tongue swirled around the hard little bud, a growl rumbling from him as he sucked the perky tip and thrust his hips into hers seeking her orgasm. He needed her to come. 
 
    Buck’s hands dug into her ass as his mouth sucked hard on the little nipple he had revealed. Tessa seemed to go wild and her mewls became moans as she neared her orgasm. Fuck yes, this was what he needed. He kissed his way up her neck seeking her mouth, needing to have her cries of pleasure released into his mouth when she came. He wanted to have her taste while she found her release. He thrust his tongue into her mouth at the same time he adjusted her body so that he slammed hard against her clit with his cock. He felt the sudden heat from her pussy as she came with a sweet cry that had his cock trembling and as he continued to thrust into her he let out a savage grunt as he came in his pants for the first time since he was a teenager. 
 
    Buck stood pressing against her, his face buried in her honeysuckle-scented hair breathing hard, his mind roaring. He couldn’t believe that he’d just dry-humped Tessa and come harder than he could remember in a long fucking time, possibly ever. What would it be like to sink into her hot little pussy? Fuck no, he needed to get the hell away from her or he’d fuck her and that wasn’t something he should do. She was a good girl despite allowing him to almost fuck her in her front yard and he was a fucking animal who needed to keep his distance. Those thoughts clear in his mind, he released his hold on her allowing her feet to touch the ground and took several steps back from her. She stared at him with an expression that was almost disbelief as he moved away and headed back to his bike, needing to get the fuck out of here before he did something stupid like take her inside and fuck her senseless. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up tomorrow night. Wear the fucking shirt,” he growled, not looking at her as he cranked the bike. Buck was backing the bike up and took one last glance at her which revealed her pulling the shirt that he’d jerked up back down over her breast, a confused look of defiance on her face that made him want to climb off his bike and show her exactly who she was messing with. Instead he just hit the pavement and roared away without another glance because he was already starting to get hard again and he had to keep her safe. Even from him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After stumbling into her house with her body still shaking from one of the hardest orgasms she’d ever had, Tessa had showered and gone to pass out on her bed. Her whole focus was on not thinking about the fact that she’d allowed the biggest asshole on the planet to dry-hump her in her front yard like a whore. Waking up this morning hadn’t been much better. Her cheeks were still burning and it was almost six in the evening. Why had she allowed him to touch her like that when she hated the man’s guts? And why had she enjoyed it so much? What the hell was wrong with her? 
 
    Tessa felt like she should just hide in her bedroom and never come out because admitting she was sexually attracted to that big son-of-a-bitch wasn’t something she wanted to do. Ever!   
 
    Running a hand down over her face with a loud sigh as she pulled on jeans that she’d planned to wear to the bar that evening when her shift started, she cringed at her reflection. Maybe she should just call in and tell Patty she was too sick to come in tonight. Of course, that wouldn’t solve her largest issue. Her cheeks turned redder and she glanced at the clock on the wall in her room from where she stood at the bathroom sink in just a pair of jeans and a white bra. In thirty minutes that big bastard would be here to pick her up because last night he’d left before taking her to get her car.  
 
    She had hoped he would have someone drive it over to her because she knew he could do that very easily, but he hadn’t. She wasn’t happy about the gruff call she’d received on her voicemail telling her to—and this was a direct quote—“have her beautiful ass ready to leave wearing the shirt when he arrived or he’d beat her till she was bloody.” That’s why she was still standing at the bathroom sink debating which top to put on, the flirty white one with the little polka dots or the one that he had forced on her last night. 
 
    She wanted to test him but the thought of how he’d reacted last night when she had defied him made a shiver slip down her spine because she wasn’t sure that she could resist his touch, even if she did know that to him it meant nothing. He was a man whore. It was something she quickly figured out when he arrived with a new woman at least once a week. She didn’t really need a map and a lecture about his preferences because none of the women he’d been with had looked like they were dates. They’d sat in his lap fawning over him like he was the hottest man alive, likely making his already arrogant personality even more so, and her performance last night had likely stroked that ego.  
 
    Fuck, why had she turned into a mewling mass of desire the moment he kissed her? It must be because she hadn’t had sex in over a year and a half and the man was seriously hot. She likely would have reacted that way to any man touching her. She wasn’t a saint and by no means was she a virgin. Sure, she’d been cooped up in a compound, but that hadn’t stopped her or her sisters from online dating—much to the dismay of her father and uncles. Tessa had her share of relationships in the past seven years since she turned nineteen. Not that she was a ho-bag but she’d had two relationships—that hadn’t ended well when they found out about her family—and three heated encounters with men under her belt.  
 
    That’s why her reaction to Buck’s kisses shocked her so much. If she was a virgin starving for attention then she could understand, except she wasn’t. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and an arrogant sack of dicks who thought he was God’s gift to women wasn’t for her. So why had his touch nearly blown the top of her head off? With a sigh, she shook her head and brushed her hair up into a ponytail, poking at the bags under her eyes with a little grunt.  
 
    She stared again at the two shirts lying on the counter ready for her to wear. After another internal debate about how she wasn’t going to be anyone’s bitch, she grabbed the cute white shirt and pulled it on, ignoring the glaringly white-on-black shirt that seemed to be warning her not to push Buck’s buttons. Just for good measure, when she was done putting on the white one she scooped the black one up and tossed it into the empty trash in her bathroom before walking to her bedroom and grabbing her sandals. She entered the kitchen, grabbing the sandwich she’d made herself earlier off the counter and sitting down to eat it at the bar.  
 
    Just as she was tossing the paper plate away she heard a loud engine roar to a stop outside and realized Buck was here. Grabbing her purse and keys, she rushed to the door. She didn’t want him to come inside. Not after what had happened last night at least. Tessa felt a blush stain her cheeks as she exited the door, finding Buck already only a foot from the door. He took her in with a dark scowl and a little grunt.  
 
    “You should’ve just worn the shirt.” His eyes narrowed and he turned around, walking back to his bike. Tessa was a little shocked that he hadn’t put up more of a fight as she neared him warily, watching his back apprehensively. She wasn’t sure why but she had a feeling that his words didn’t bode well for her for some reason. Buck turned, a grim smile on his face as he walked towards her. Grabbing her arm, he jerked her closer, his hand ripping up the hem of her shirt before jerking it off her before she had even realized what was happening.  
 
    Tessa was so shocked to be standing in front of her house in broad daylight in only her bra that she didn’t react for a long moment as she stood glaring at him with her mouth hanging open at his highhanded behavior. Buck took advantage of her shock and threw another black shirt at her before tossing her white one down on the ground and unceremoniously stomping on it. Tessa pulled the shirt off her head where it had landed and glared at the man.  
 
    A car zoomed by, slowing when it got close and a male stuck his head out, “Yeah, baby, take it all off, I want to see your tits.” 
 
    “You might want to put that on, duchess, you’re giving the neighborhood a show,” Buck casually stated as if he wasn’t the one responsible for this whole fucking mess. Tessa jerked the shirt on, her cheeks bright red and her pride smarting because she really should have handed the man his ass instead of standing there like she had no idea what to do.  
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    Buck was still seething with anger and desire by the time he pulled up in front of Hambone’s with Tessa clinging to him. After he’d ripped her shirt off in the yard they’d had a fifteen-minute argument that ended with him stealing her keys and her growling at him that he was an asshole before she’d agreed to leave. Buck admitted that most of his anger stemmed from the need to fuck her. What the fuck was wrong with him and his libido? It had never been an issue in the past. Avoiding good girls had always been an easy task but something about her made it hard. In more ways than one.  
 
    He climbed off his bike, allowing Tessa to stomp into the bar ahead of him after she cussed him some more. He was a little surprised at some of the words she’d flung at him. He’d heard those insults from his men but never from a woman. He walked into the bar behind her, taking a seat at his customary table and watching her. She grabbed a tray off the bar after clocking in for her shift, sending him a dark glower when two men at the bar read her shirt and laughed.  
 
    Buck didn’t like when those same men used catcalls and the words ‘hey bitch’ to call her over to their table. They weren’t part of the club and he knew he could smack their heads into their table if they kept it up but this had to seem like a punishment for her or the club would insist on him doing something much more drastic and that bothered him enough to keep him in his seat watching. He felt Dice’s gaze as he sat down across from him. Buck looked at him for a moment, raising a brow in question.  
 
    “Heard about that. Nice way around punishment.” Buck didn’t comment, he just shrugged and went back to watching her move around the bar with a watchful eye. He wouldn’t stop the hecklers but if someone tried anything else he’d fucking kill them.  
 
    “Thanks,” he grunted.  
 
    “Sure it’s enough?” Dice asked, sipping his beer.  
 
    Turning to look at the other man, he gestured to the men who were calling for more drinks with a smug expression and rude hand signals. “It’s enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, likely for a bit of fluff like her it is,” Dice said nodding. “I don’t think she will be here much longer. This is going to send her running from this place with her tail tucked between her legs.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t count on that. She’s damned stubborn,” Buck replied, holding his empty beer bottle up for her to bring him another. She glared at him but nodded curtly, moving off to the bar. When she plunked it down in front of him a few moments later she didn’t bother to hide her anger and glared at him before storming off. Buck couldn’t help the smile that curled his lips as he watched.   
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    Tessa watched Patty and Amber argue over the last of the donuts from Krispy Kreme with a little shake of her head. They were just as delicious as they’d said but each of the five women lounging around Margo’s living room had already had three of the sweet confections. When they were at the mall a few days ago talking about them as if they were food of the gods and Tessa had told them that she’d never even tried one, they’d all been shocked. Tonight they’d insisted on bringing them to the movie fest they’d planned a few days ago.  
 
    Patty had shut down the bar for some meeting the Grave Diggers were having. Tessa wasn’t sure why they had to close the bar for that because it seemed silly but apparently all their members had to attend, including the bouncers and the bartenders who were all part of the club.  
 
    She watched Amber try to twist Patty’s hand behind her back in a pathetic attempt to steal the donut from her. Patty just used the palm of her hand on Amber’s head to hold her back, laughing as she started to bring the donut to her mouth, only to have it snatched away by Margo who proceeded to take a huge bite.  
 
    “House rules. Hostess gets the last one,” Margo grunted before she devoured the last of the donut. Shaking her head, Tessa closed her eyes and leaned back grabbing another handful of popcorn. This week had been hell because of Buck’s stupid little ‘punishment.’ She’d been called ‘bitch’ at least ninety times and had to defend her ass from more than ten assholes who thought the shirt meant it was okay to fondle her.  
 
    If it had been up to her she wouldn’t have worn the damned shirt but Buck had shown up every night to make sure she was wearing it before she went to work. The one time she’d tried not to wear it he’d again pulled his little stunt of ruining the clothes she was wearing so she didn’t have a choice—forcing her hand. He’d told her last night as she was climbing into her car at the end of her shift that she was done and didn’t have to wear the shirt anymore. She’d felt like taking it off and wrapping the damned thing around his neck but she’d thought better of it since she’d only been wearing a lace bra underneath.  
 
    She took a little satisfaction in the fact that he’d released her from her second week of wearing the shirt because he couldn’t stand the men touching her ass anymore. She knew that was what it was because she’d seen him beat the fuck out of one of the men who’d ended up slammed into the wall after she’d told him repeatedly to stop touching her. He was a slow learner and even though she’d twisted his arm twice to make him stop, he’d thought she was fair game and continued until his hand had cupped her breast and she’d had enough. She’d tossed his ass into the wall knocking two of his teeth out. When he’d started screaming about lawyers Buck had taken over and pulled him into the back alley. She knew she should be upset about that but she thought the little shit deserved it. No meant no and he’d had every opportunity to stop but hadn’t .  
 
    “I don’t get it. Why is she running back into the house? That’s just stupid,” Nancy muttered, shaking her head at the woman trying to escape a man who was going to kill her.  
 
    “Yeah, it does seem kind of dumb,” Tessa agreed stuffing some more popcorn in her mouth, again thanking the gods that be that these women weren’t like her sisters. They didn’t like those Hallmark made for TV movies that made you want to stab your eyes out with a spoon. She liked a good romantic comedy but not a tear-jerker that left you depressed about your life. It just wasn’t her style. Give her gory horror scenes, aliens and exploding cars over that shit any day.  
 
     “I hate when they make women look stupid,” Jennifer complained from the other couch.  
 
    “Ha, there she goes again trying to lock the door to the attic. Why would she run there instead of to her car? Or hell, to get a damned gun? She can’t get out of the attic and she hasn’t even tried to find a weapon. What an idiot,” Amber muttered, shaking her head.  
 
    “Agreed,” Patty said in a disgusted tone.  
 
    “Aww man, look at that, she just got an ax to her skull. Fuck, what an idiot,” Jennifer groused, throwing popcorn at the TV. 
 
    “Bitch, you’re cleaning that shit up cause I’m not,” Margo growled from her armchair as she took another sip of her beer. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Jennifer said rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I mean it, hooker.” Margo eyes had narrowed on her friend and Tessa felt a smile tug at the corners of her lips.  
 
    These women were a wild bunch but she loved them all. Having met nearly all the club’s ‘Old Ladies’ over the past two months, she’d discovered that most of them were a real hoot. She wasn’t sure what an old lady was because none of them were old except maybe Lettie—who was fifty if she was a day—but she knew it had something to do with dating one of the Grave Digger men and their vests. It was likely another club power dynamic like Buck’s lieutenant status was. Patty had explained some of the club’s power structure to her after her little display in the bar. She hadn’t agreed that she should take her punishment like a good girl because of it but she’d done it, mostly because she knew Buck would have ripped her shirt off right in the bar in front of God and everyone while forcing another of the shirts over her head if she hadn’t.  
 
    They finished watching the horror flick without much more bickering and were just lying on various pieces of furniture when Gunner walked in with three other large men. Margo was a little drunk and jumped up, stumbling over to Gunner with what she likely thought was a sultry walk—but was really just a drunken stagger—and wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    Gunner was six foot eight, with beefy arms and shoulders, a stocky build and a permanent scowl. Only when he looked at Margo standing in front of him with her arms around his neck did Tessa understand what the woman saw in him. His gaze softened and his arms wrapped around her pulling her closer. His eyes were lit with possessive desire that seemed to have jumped right off the pages of a romance novel. Tessa would swear that his eyes promised to protect this woman with his life and murder anyone who thought to make her sad, much less hurt her. A wistful ache arrowed though her as she watched Gunner lean down and kiss Margo with darkly possessive need.  
 
    “Need a ride, Tessa?” Patty asked as she stood up, using one of the men’s arms for help.  
 
    “Nah, I only drank five beers. I’m fine,” Tessa said, finally jerking her attention from the happy couple.  
 
    “You sure? Topper and Amber can drive us both on their way home.” Patty was helping Amber gather the beer bottles and clean up.  
 
    “Just leave that, Patty. I will get it later,” Gunner surprised her by saying, having finished kissing Margo.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, go home, I got this,” he said, grinning as he scooped Margo off her feet and throwing her over his shoulder, earning a squeal from his victim.  “Lock up when you leave. Top, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He then took the stairs two at a time with a giggling Margo hanging from his shoulder. She used his ass to push up enough to wave goodbye to them before they disappeared.   
 
    The other two men gathered their respective women as well and Tessa stood up. She moved over to her bag and started digging for her keys so she could drive herself home when a hard hand jerked them from her hand. Tessa glanced up, startled to find Buck standing there looking down at her. What the hell was he doing here, she wondered as anger took up residence in her stomach.    
 
    “I’ll drive.” Buck seemed to think he could boss her around. He had another thing coming because no way in hell was she letting him dictate what she could and couldn’t do, damn it. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Tessa growled.  
 
    “Don’t argue. Even if you didn’t drink much you shouldn’t be driving home from here alone with the Tricky Dicks stirred up. It’s not safe. Now shut up and get your tight ass in the car,” Buck growled back.  
 
    “Thanks for taking her home, Buck. I didn’t want to let her drive alone and was going to follow her,” Topper said, looking relieved.  
 
    That relief made Tessa pause in her argument with Buck’s high-handed behavior. Maybe he was just doing his job and protecting someone his club was involved with by driving her home—not being an asshole. She knew that the Tricky Dicks MC had murdered five people just a few weeks ago because it had been splashed all over the eleven o’clock news. 
 
    She decided to allow the big buffoon to take her home because she didn’t want to be another victim just because she was friends with the Grave Diggers. She understood the reality of what could happen to her if she ignored good sense when it was staring her in the face. 
 
    “Sure. Send a few prospects over to pick me up in about thirty. Going to hang around her place to be sure no one’s causing problems before I leave,” Buck muttered. 
 
    “Yeah. Will do,” Top said as he walked out with Amber and Patty.  
 
    “Let’s go, duchess,” Buck said, smacking her ass. She felt her teeth grit while lecturing herself not to slap the son-of-a-bitch when he was trying to be nice. Not that she thought he knew what being nice entailed but she refused to be viewed as a bitch when he was trying to keep her safe.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know he follows you home every night, don’t you?” Patty said, a smirk curling her lips as she watched Tessa from her perch on the crates in the stock room.  
 
    “What?” Tessa asked, shock running through her because she’d had no idea that was happening. How had she missed that? And wouldn’t her father and uncles be pissed if they knew their lessons on evading a tail had failed. She’d been bitching to Amber and Patty that he’d hung around when he’d dropped her at home four nights ago after the movie. His bike had still been on her front lawn when she’d headed to bed at three am. It wasn’t because it had just been dropped off either because she’d heard them arrive before she’d hopped into the shower—which she knew had been thirty minutes long. 
 
    “You know that man’s going to end up patching you. That’s how it starts, sugar. He becomes obsessed with your safety, then he can’t keep his hands to himself and after that he’s a goner,” Amber said with a little chuckle.  
 
    Nope, no, that wasn’t Buck. He was just a little bit horny and as soon as he got into her pants the man would forget she even existed. She wasn’t deluded enough to believe that having sex with the hotter than hell asswipe would be a happily ever after for her—fuck no. She’d be lucky if it was ten minutes before he forgot her name.  
 
    “I can’t believe he is following me,” Tessa muttered, her fists tightly clenched.  
 
    “Well believe it,” Patty said, glancing at her watch. “Shit, it’s already seven. We need to get going so we can get a few winks in before our shifts start. Tessa, are you sure you want to do the inventory? I can still call one of the prospects in to do it.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, you two head home. It gets me a few extra hours and I’m off tonight. Don’t worry, it shouldn’t take long for me to finish.” Tessa waved them off as she began to count the bottles again. 
 
    “Well if you’re sure.”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “All right. Amber, get your ass in the car because I am not waiting on you to keep sexting Topper,” Patty grumbled with a little grin. Amber blushed and stuttered out a denial that nobody believed before she clammed up and followed Patty from the back room with a little wave and an eye roll.  
 
    It took Tessa about an hour to get the inventory finished. Wiping dust from her hands and stretching a little to ease the tension in her back, she headed upstairs. She entered the kitchen area deciding to make a sandwich for lunch before she went home. She walked over to the industrial size fridge where they stored the food. Grabbing a cup, she filled it with some ice, noticing the fries and deciding that maybe she wanted a burger and fries instead. Grinning, she took out a premade patty and a small bowl of fries, walking over to set them on the counter. She turned on the fryer and started the grill before she walked across the kitchen to fill her glass with the drink fountain dispenser. 
 
    Taking a big gulp, she turned around and was shocked to see that there was a fire where the grill used to be. Panicked, she slammed the glass down on the counter. Turning, she rushed over to the wall to grab the extinguisher, jerking out the pin and spinning around to spray towards the fire wildly, only to find the fire out and a very angry man standing there instead covered in white foam from the fire extinguisher she’d just blasted him with.  
 
    Tessa gasped and stopped spraying him. She stared at the goopy mess that had been sprayed all over Buck and the counter. It made him look like a snowman with deep brown eyes that accused her even as she felt the laughter bubble up inside her. Before she could stop herself, she was giggling as she held the extinguisher in one hand, her other one covering her mouth as she attempted to contain the amusement she knew Buck wouldn’t appreciate. Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to stop laughing. It was so bad that she had to set the extinguisher down before she dropped it as she shook with laughter.  
 
    “You think this is funny, do you?” Buck asked gruffly, using his hand to wipe away some of the foam. 
 
    “Y—yes,” Tessa panted out between giggles. 
 
    “I see.” Buck let out a large sigh as he stepped towards her. Tessa tried to avoid him but she was laughing too hard to accomplish it and only ended up in his hard arms as he proceeded to rub himself all over her.  
 
    “Let’s see how funny it is when it’s you covered in this thick shit,” Buck said, rubbing his head along her face as she shrieked and laughingly tried to escape. He let out a little snort when she tried to wiggle away from him and trapped her against the wall, his hard hands landing on her hips.  
 
    “Oh my God, stop. Stop,” she shrieked, still unable to contain her laughter. Her body wiggled against his trying to get away. Buck let out a little growling moan and pressed harder against her. That was when her laughter became something else because the hard ridge against her stomach and the way he rubbed against her awakened her desire. She felt her nipples harden and she was suddenly very focused on his darkly entrancing eyes as he stared down at her with need burning in his gaze.  
 
    Tessa knew allowing this embrace to go any further was a mistake. Buck wasn’t a man someone went to if they wanted a relationship. She knew if she allowed him to touch her it would likely be a one-night stand and she had never really been the type of woman to handle that kind of relationship. She wasn’t innocent or saintly and she had needs. She had allowed her libido to convince her to have one-night stands in the past and afterwards she’d felt used and little like a whore. Only the heat pooling between her legs urged her to take what he was offering because she most likely wouldn’t get the chance to feel this way again in her lifetime. She knew the blistering hot passion that had sparked between them in her yard the other night was rare.  
 
    She could feel that same passion consuming her good sense as she stared up at him and made a choice she’d likely regret. She was going to grasp this opportunity to grab life with both hands and damn the consequences.  
 
    “Take me home,” she whispered, her arms going around his neck as she gave her consent for him to do more than follow her home.  
 
    Buck tensed, his eyes hotly enflamed as they stared down at her. “You sure you can handle that?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, earning a clipped nod from him before she was released.  
 
    “Leave your keys. I’ll have a prospect bring your car over later. You’re off tonight, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she murmured, already sure this was a terrible idea but her girly bits were telling her to mind her own business. After Buck removed her car keys from her key ring and put them on a hook under the bar, she followed him to his bike, her heart pumping fast and hard in her chest. When he was a few steps away from the bike, he grabbed her around the waist turning her quickly, his mouth crashing down on hers. 
 
    Her body went liquid with desire as she allowed his hard embrace and his passionate kiss to take her over. When he released her a few minutes later she was breathless and panting with all her insides quivering.  
 
    “Just so you’re sure because once we leave here I won’t stop. So be sure before you climb on this bike that it’s what you want, duchess.” With those words still ringing in her ears, she watched him climb on the bike and wait. She knew she should run. She should turn around and walk away but somehow she knew she’d always regret not at least tasting the passion that had sparked between them. Taking a deep breath, she climbed on his bike behind him. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Buck felt the knot in his stomach relax when Tessa’s hands landed on his shoulders as she climbed on the bike. He released a breath he hadn’t even realized he had been holding when he felt her settle behind him, holding on tightly. Even though he’d told her he would allow her to walk away, he knew he wouldn’t have let it happen. He would have chased after her and kissed her until she could no longer think because the idea of her changing her mind was unthinkable. He needed her beneath him like he needed to breathe and nothing in heaven or hell would have stopped him from getting it.   
 
    He didn’t know if it was the other night when he’d come in his pants like a school boy with a crush or if it was when he felt her surrender in his arms, but at some point he’d stopped caring that she wasn’t his type or that he’d sworn off good girls years ago. Nothing mattered except tasting her, touching her—feeling her body wrapped around his cock. Buck didn’t evaluate the feeling too much because it wasn’t his style. Instead he cranked the bike, taking off fast and hard headed towards her house.  
 
    When they pulled up five minutes later he was feeling a bit feral and unhinged. His cock was so swollen it felt like it would burst at any moment if he didn’t get it inside her. It seemed to take forever for her to open the door and he had little doubt that the reason was because he was crowding her into the frame, unable to allow much space between their bodies. He couldn’t seem to help this need to be near her even if it would have sped up their entry because his body was on fire, burning hotter than he ever had before, and it scared him shitless. He almost wanted to slam right back out the door and run. Only her glancing over her shoulder as she set her bag down kept him there. 
 
    “Um—that’s the way to the bedroom,” she said, motioning to a hallway, a slight blush staining her cheeks. Buck didn’t need another hint; he growled and scooped her up, stomping down the hall. 
 
    “Which room?” he grunted, his words barely more than an animalistic growl. 
 
    “Last door,” she replied breathlessly. 
 
    Buck carried her into the bedroom, tossing her down on the bed before he followed her down, his lips already seeking hers. His hands running over her skin, he growled when he met her clothing, which barred him from touching her the way he wished too.  
 
    “Strip,” he commanded, standing to shuck his own clothing while watching her shakily take off her shirt and jeans. He was in his boxers when he noted she’d left on her bra and panties. He didn’t argue with her choice as he placed his knee on the bed and crawled back towards her staring hungrily at her bared skin. He felt like a man possessed. All he could think or feel was focused on her and fucking. 
 
    He ran his hands from her creamy thighs up her waist to cup her lace-covered breasts. He felt a jolt as he encountered her bare flesh. If his cock wasn’t so hard he thought he’d die if he didn’t get inside her soon, he might have been more frightened by the roaring beast unleashed inside him from touching her. Buck watched her eyes widen and a hissing moan escaped her lips as she stared up at him with desires as hot as his own.  
 
    “We won’t be needing this, duchess,” Buck growled, his hand flicking open the clasp on her bra before removing it and tossing it over his shoulder, his eyes taking in the delicious-looking peaks of her taut breasts. Taking one into his mouth, he swirled his tongue around it, his hand cupping its twin.  
 
    Tessa let out a little cry and gripped his hair pulling him into her chest, making that feral feeling he’d had since she’d agreed to allow him in her bed shudder in satisfaction. He pulled back to look up at her eyes now glazed with passion before he latched onto her other nipple sucking the tip hard. His tongue swirled around the tip before raking it with his teeth and kissing down each globe, alternating his caresses. He couldn’t help the aggressive way he sucked on the mounds he cupped in his hands, feeling the need to mark every inch in a savagely possessive display.  
 
    Buck knew he was leaving marks on her delicate skin with his beard but couldn’t seem to care because he wanted to mark her. He wanted to own her and that scared the shit out of him. If he wasn’t already in her bed he might have ripped himself away from her and run like hell because he didn’t know how he would resist taking her again with the savage need he still felt. Buck pulled back, looking down at her as his hand slipped down her body sliding towards the hot haven he wanted more than he wanted to survive.  
 
    Deciding then and there that this would be the one and only time he ever allowed himself to touch her because otherwise his cock was going to get ideas about her belonging to him, he pushed his hand down to cup her, feeling the heat of her through the white cotton panties she wore. Those simple white panties on Tessa were somehow sexier than lingerie on any other woman he’d ever fucked. He was almost drunk on the sight and feel of her. 
 
    Determining he’d waited long enough, he ripped the panties along the seams tearing them away from her body roughly, tossing the pieces over his shoulder uncaring of where they landed. His eyes devoured the sight of her sweet pussy. The tight curls were trimmed into a neat little triangle that hid the sweetness from his view. Grunting, he pushed her legs apart kissing down her stomach, his intent clear. Tessa shuddered beneath him and tried to stop his descent. 
 
    “I don’t think—” she began, but his mouth pressing against her pussy stopped her as she gasped. His tongue speared through the slick opening stabbing into her hotness with dark promise. Her hand grasped his hair tugging hard but he ignored it and continued to pleasure her with his hard tongue. Sucking on her little bud earned a harsh cry and her hand stopped attempting to pull his mouth free from her flesh and instead held him closer.  
 
    Buck growled against her sleek flesh, his tongue lashing at her seeking out those little moans she was making. Needing to hear her cry out in pleasure as she came, he thrust two fingers inside her, feeling her hips buck against his mouth.  
 
    “That’s it, duchess, come for me,” he rumbled, requiring her pleasure as much as his own. He’d always given a woman what she needed in bed but he’d never felt like he’d die if he couldn’t make her scream his name like he did with Tessa. That was another reason this had to be a one-and-done because there was no way he would be able to keep his head if he allowed these feelings to build between them. He couldn’t allow it, not with her being a good girl. His world wasn’t made for good girls. Ignoring the sharp ache that speared through him at the thought, he continued to thrust his fingers into her while he gently raked his teeth over her clit, causing her to bow off the bed towards him. He could tell she was close by the keening moans and the shudders that shook her body.  
 
    “Buck,” she cried out, gasping in a tight breath as she stuttered out, “More.”  
 
    Buck gave her what she needed, thrusting into her harder as he sucked on her clit, earning mindless cries as she wiggled beneath him. He sucked harder, feeling her body tighten on his fingers as she tensed in orgasmic bliss and came. Buck felt an untamed sense of fulfillment overtake him as he continued to suck gently on her clit while slowing the thrust of his fingers. He looked up her body at her flushed face seeing that her emerald eyes were glazed with a gratified glow that made a fierce ache pierce his heart. This was how she should always look—hotly satisfied and glowing with released passions. 
 
    Fuck, what the hell was wrong with him? He was fucked up about a girl he wasn’t going to be fucking again. Done with his pussy-whipped internal dialog, he decided it was time to shove his aching cock into her and get this shit over with. With that thought ringing in his head, he crawled up her body, unable to prevent his lips from trailing over her soft skin, leaving kisses in his wake until he reached her lips, nipping at them gently.  
 
    He had shucked his boxers and was poised at her entrance feeling the slick wetness against the head of his thick member and preparing to thrust when she pushed against him hard. He almost didn’t stop because the thought of being denied what he wanted most in the world at that moment was almost too much to bear.  
 
    “What?” he rasped, trying to keep his almost animalistic response to her rejection out of his voice. He glared down at her, his eyes narrowed to slits as he waited for her to tell him why she’d forced him away from the heaven he needed to feel wrapped around him like he needed air. 
 
    “Condom. You need a condom,” she said, her eyes wild as she stared up at him. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled, unable to believe that he’d forgotten. That had never happened to him. He always remembered a condom because he wasn’t one to chance getting something one couldn’t wash off, so to speak. Nor did he want any fucking kids tying him to a woman for eighteen years like a dog on a leash. Jerking back from her he moved to his pants, grabbing the condom out of his wallet and ripping it open. It didn’t take more than a moment for him to roll the thing over his dick and be back on the bed between her legs.  
 
    He didn’t wait, he just pressed against her tight pussy and thrust into the hot haven, ignoring the disquieting feeling of dissatisfaction at the barrier between them. He focused on his need to fuck her and began sliding back and forth into her at a hard, steady pace. He felt her hands clutching his shoulders as she moaned and moved her hips, canting towards him as he hammered into her. He felt like the top of his head was going to come off as he kissed her neck, nipping at her tender skin. His mouth took hers in a kiss that mimicked the movements of his hips pounding into hers and he felt her tighten around his cock. His eyes almost rolled back into his head at the rippling feel of her second orgasm. Her mouth pulled away from his and she screamed her pleasure, making him thrust harder as he sought his own release.  
 
    Changing positions to get a better angle into her tight wet hollow, he pushed her legs up towards her chest allowing him to stroke into her harder and shove what felt like an inch further into her pussy. He knew his orgasm would be a hard one from the tingling in his balls as they thrust against her hot little ass. Fuck, he’d needed this woman beneath him badly. It was heaven slamming into her tight pussy and hearing her scream out her orgasms. He could tell by the little whimpers she was releasing that she was building towards another one but he didn’t know if he would last because he was already on the edge. 
 
    “You need to come now, duchess,” he muttered into her lips as his caressed hers. 
 
    Growling, he moved his hips in a slightly rounded motion allowing his dick to caress her g-spot. He watched her eyes roll back and her moans became louder than before. He thrust hard trying to grit his teeth. She needed to come or she was going to be left dissatisfied because he couldn’t hold on for more than a thrust or two before he came. It was already making his balls ache and he knew it was seconds, not minutes, till he came.  
 
    One more hard thrust in that rounded motion that he knew made the head of his cock hit her g-spot and she began coming apart beneath him. He was glad because that same thrust sent him over the edge into the hardest orgasm he’d ever had, an orgasm that hit him so hard he couldn’t breathe for a moment as he thrust into her again and again as his cock spurted and shuddered in blissful relief. His balls tightened and he couldn’t seem to calm his racing heart. Finally, after what seemed like hours but was only about a minute, he came to a stop inside her hot body feeling the twitching of his cock as he panted, trying to catch his breath as he collapsed on top of her.  
 
    “Fuck me, that was good,” Buck muttered as he pulled free of her and rolled beside her on the bed. Tessa didn’t say anything but she nodded, her body shifting sensually beside him. He ran a hand over her stomach, his cock stirring already, but he knew it wouldn’t harden for at least ten minutes after an orgasm like that. He rubbed her hip, looking at her softly glowing eyes. He wanted to stay and fuck her again and again, all night in fact, and that was why after a few caresses that left him debating his sanity he got off the bed.  
 
    He ditched the condom in a trash can he found near the small dilapidated nightstand that he finally noticed looked like it was going to fall apart and grabbed his pants off the floor, putting them on without bothering with his boxers. He grabbed the boxers, shoving them down into his pocket, and sat on the edge of the bed to put on his boots, steeling his spine to deal with her tears. Fuck, this was the part he hated about fucking a woman.  
 
    He heard her shifting around behind him, likely shocked that he wasn’t going to stay. Would she be a crier or would she try seduction? He hoped it was the former rather than the latter because he wasn’t a hundred percent sure she wouldn’t be able to get his cock involved in fucking her again. It wouldn’t take much to tempt it to fuck her again, that was for damned sure. He was already sporting a semi just thinking about getting back into her tight pussy.  
 
    Fuck!  
 
    He needed to get the hell out of here before he lost his head. Finishing with his boots, he grabbed his shirt and his cut, turning to look at her. He was surprised to find that she was sitting up on the bed with the sheet around her waist, her tits bare and covered in whisker burns and hickeys that made his inner beast growl. His cock twitched again letting him know it wouldn’t mind revisiting the slick wetness it had left only moments ago. He reached down, squeezing the fickle bastard as he adjusted it, mentally telling it to behave. 
 
    Tessa had the remote in her hand as she glanced his way, looking bored and a little dismissive. She flicked the TV on, her eyes moving to it as she began to flip through channels.  
 
    “I’m going to go,” Buck said, trying to steel his spine as he waited for her to react. She glanced at him again—shit, here it came, she’d likely start bawling any second—then back to the TV.   
 
    “Okay,” Tessa said, her attention already on the show she had found on the TV.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Maybe she didn’t understand that he was leaving? She must think he meant he was leaving the room, not that he was leaving only minutes after fucking her. Damn, he would have to say it again and make her understand this time so he could deal with the fallout. Fuck, he didn’t want to deal with it. 
 
    “No, I’m leaving to go back to the clubhouse,” he muttered. She looked at him with that almost bored look, a slight frown between her eyes. Yep, here came the waterworks. Fuck, he hated when women cried. 
 
    “You already told me that. Have a good night.”  
 
    Buck stood there beside the bed holding his shirt with his cut slung over his shoulder, staring at Tessa in astonishment. Had she just dismissed him? What the fuck was that about? He grunted and after a moment of her ignoring him for her TV show, he stomped out of the room headed to his bike—still unsure why this wasn’t better than her crying or trying to seduce him. Had it been any other night, with any other woman, he would have been ecstatic but something about the way she’d just dismissed him after the best fuck he’d ever had made him feel like a hooker—and that shit was fucked up.  
 
    Slamming out of the house, making sure the door locked behind him, he hopped on his bike. He took one last look at her place before he roared away, feeling a little savage over her not caring that he was leaving. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa waited until Buck was gone before she stopped pretending to watch the sitcom on her little TV and rubbed a hand over her face, letting out a huge groan. She’d just been fucked within an inch of her life and she knew she’d never be the same again. That man should come with a warning label, one that said too hot to handle. She’d never come so hard or so often with any other man. Not that there had been many others but damn, he’d played her like a flute. He’d even gotten her over the awkward feeling she’d always had about oral sex in less time than it took most men to get her clothes off. It had taken every bit of pride she possessed not to beg him to stay.  
 
    She still wasn’t sure how she was going to look him in the eyes after what had just happened between them. She wasn’t sure it would even be issue after this because Buck—despite his dumbfounded expression because she wasn’t making a fool of herself over him—wasn’t a man who had relationships. She was sure she wouldn’t see him at the bar except on rare occasions now that he’d gotten what he wanted from her. Patty had said he only came in once or twice a month before she’d started working there. That thought was a little depressing. 
 
    Shit, Patty. Crap, she needed to call her to apologize about the way she’d left the kitchen such a mess. Tessa felt her girly bits protest a little as she moved off the bed and headed to her purse, which she’d dropped on the floor when they’d entered the house. Grabbing her robe and slinging it on, she walked out into the living room. Finding her purse where she’d left it, she decided to avoid her friend’s likely nosey questions by texting her.  
 
    Hey sorry about the mess in the kitchen. Will come by and help clean up if you want me to. I know there’s only about two hours till the bar opens. 
 
    Patty sent back a reply and Tessa could almost hear the other woman teasing her over it and knew she was in for a lot of ribbing when she did finally talk to her.  
 
    It’s okay. Buck sent Tatter and Luck over to take care of it. By the way, was it hot? I bet it was. Thought about riding his pony before I met Hambone and fell hard. Good for you! And hopefully it was GOOD for you. See you tomorrow and I will require details so don’t think you’re getting out of it. 
 
    Damn, she was in for a lot of teasing and likely some embarrassing questions. Tessa sighed and headed back towards her room intending to take a shower. She stopped in front of the mirror, a little stunned at the sight that greeted her. Tessa stared in shock at the whisker burns on her neck as well as the four hickeys. Opening the robe, she let out a little gasp. Fuck! How had she not noticed what he was doing. She ran her fingers over her breasts seeing that barely any of them were unblemished either by love bites or whisker burn. She felt heat rise in her cheeks as she contemplated murdering the man for leaving so much evidence of their crimes.  
 
    How the hell was she going to hide all these tomorrow when she had to work? 
 
    Unsure of the answer to that question, she shook her head and climbed into the shower because there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it now. 
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    Dice came into the room frowning at Buck. He was sitting in a corner by the TV with a dark frown on his face and he knew the other man was aware of his foul mood. Buck watched him come over and sit down across from him, propping his feet on the wooden coffee table.  
 
    “Who pissed in your corn flakes?” Gunner asked a few minutes later as he perched on the arm of the couch.  
 
    “Nobody,” Buck growled, feeling angry for no good reason. He’d just fucked a sweet piece of ass that he’d wanted for weeks and he should be feeling like a million bucks. Instead he was sitting here in the darkened room at the club feeling like—well, like someone had pissed in his corn flakes, damn it. 
 
    Gunner let out a snort before he muttered, “Yeah, well you forgot to tell your face that.”  
 
    Buck didn’t deny it because he’d been in here for over an hour after he’d left Tessa’s place. About fifteen minutes after he got here, he’d called Tatter and told him to get someone over to the bar to clean up. He decided not to tell them to bring her car over to her yet and he wasn’t sure why because he should. Instead he was thinking about picking her up tomorrow because surely he was mistaken and she hadn’t treated him like a two-dollar whore.  
 
    Fuck. Why was he so bent about her reaction to him leaving? Buck hadn’t been able to enjoy the blissfully satisfied state of his cock—of course if he was honest it wasn’t satisfied. Nope, if his cock had its way he’d be driving over to her place to fuck her again and again until it was raw and bleeding.   
 
    He didn’t know why the fuck her lack of response was fucking with him like it was. A few of the women he’d fucked had understood the score and not made a scene when he’d left. So why was Tessa’s lack of response fucking him over? Was it because he still wanted to fuck her so bad his back teeth ached? Fuck, he was acting like a teenaged girl, thinking this shit over and brooding about it.  
 
    Yeah, fuck it. He was going to pick her up tomorrow and take her to work. Then he was going to take her home and fuck her out of his system. Yep, that’s what was going to happen. He was going to fuck her within an inch of her life and she was going to beg him to stay and that would be the end of it. 
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    It was six days after what she was terming the event and Buck was still fuming over her rejection of his offer to fuck her again. He’d brought her to the bar the night after he’d blown her mind with the intent to take her home that night. She’d nipped that plan in the bud by paying some college boys who’d come into the bar to distract him while she’d escaped out the back door to rush home without him and lock all the doors. He’d banged on the door for almost twenty minutes swearing if she didn’t open it he would spank her ass. 
 
    She’d ignored him and threatened to call the cops if he didn’t leave. He hadn’t liked that very much but he’d left after yelling that the conversation wasn’t over. Tessa was dismayed when he’d disappeared and hadn’t come into the bar for the last five days. She’d been correct, he’d gotten what he wanted and was going to pull a disappearing act. Maybe it was for the best because the idea of watching him with another woman or him just flat out ignoring her didn’t sit well with her. The event had changed things for her and if she wasn’t careful she’d find herself trying to turn it into more than it was. Hell—she’d already gotten her hopes up that it was more than just a quick fuck for him when he’d tried to take her home that next night but had realized that wasn’t the case when he’d disappeared for the past few days.  
 
    “Are you going to come?” Amber asked, looking at her expectantly. “Everyone is going to this one as it’s a wedding for Ice and Mona. I know you don’t know them but you do know Patty, me and several of the other girls.”  
 
    “I—I don’t know if it’s—” Tessa began, only to be interrupted by Patty. 
 
    “Buck’s not going to be there. He’s away on club business and I am pretty sure Choke said he would be gone another four days.” Patty rolled her eyes, her look expectant. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll come for a little while then,” Tessa finally agreed. She hadn’t wanted Buck to think she was looking for him or that she was acting like a clingy girlfriend. 
 
    “Great, then it’s settled.” Amber smiled and nodded, her black hair bouncing up and down. She was wearing it in a high ponytail that reminded Tessa of a horse’s tail. Smiling a bit at the mental image, she wiped down the last table, her mind wandering a bit.  
 
    Tessa watched Patty shake her head with a little smile on her face as she headed to her office, likely to work on paperwork before she closed for the night. Two prospects lingered near the door waiting on Amber. Apparently, her old man was out handling something for the club tonight since Buck was on a run—whatever the hell that meant.  
 
    “You mind if I head home? Everything is done except the dishwashers. They’re loaded and just need to be started but otherwise we’re finished. I want to try to get home before Topper and maybe surprise him with a late-night snack,” Amber asked, grinning in such a sly way that Tessa knew she was thinking about the whipped cream bikini type of surprise.  
 
    “Eww, didn’t need to see that mental image but yeah, get out of here,” Tessa said, shaking her head as she gathered some discarded napkins from the table she was cleaning off.  
 
    “You’re the best!” Amber crowed and ran to grab her stuff.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just remember this the next time I want to leave early!” Tessa called after her, scooping beer bottles into the recycling bin.  
 
    She sprayed the cleaner onto the table again trying to get off a particularly stubborn bit of beer off the surface, wondering what Buck was off doing. Not that she really cared because she wasn’t hopelessly in lust with the man and she didn’t think of him as she tried out her new vibrator the other night. Nope, she’d fantasized about Channing Tatum in that stripper movie she’d watched last week with Jennifer and Margo. Tessa almost snorted at herself because even she knew that her reassurances that she wasn’t into Buck were ridiculous.  
 
    Damn him! Why did he have to be so hot her panties got singed?  
 
    Finally managing to get the table cleaned, she headed into the back to put away the supplies and head home. She was still unsure if going to a bonfire with bikers was a good idea and if maybe she might see Buck there after all. 
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      “Damn, that blonde is fine. I’d like to put my cannoli in her donut if you know what I’m saying.” Joker left them in no doubt about what he meant by miming a vulgar hip thrusting motion—not that they needed the visual aid to figure that horrible pun out.  
 
    Buck sighed heavily. Between Joker’s constant need to fuck and Dice’s complaints about his x-box being at the clubhouse, he was ready to slap their heads together until they passed out and leave them wherever they landed. After Tessa had locked him out of her apartment he’d thought about breaking in to fuck her senseless but decided against it. He wasn’t the type to force his way into a woman’s home like a fucking rapist.  
 
    She’d basically said no by locking him out. Not that he was taking no for an answer—the heat between them was still gripping him by the balls, which meant he needed to fuck her brains out to move on with his life. Buck needed a distraction and found himself checking on the merchandise again, taking a minute to assure himself that it was still tucked away in his saddle bags under the false bottom. 
 
    “Geez, Buck. It’s not going to grow legs and walk off. You know we haven’t left the bikes alone for even a minute. Chill the fuck out, man. It looks suspicious if anyone’s paying too much attention, it could end badly and you know that. What the hell is wrong with you this week?” Dice asked, glaring at him.  
 
    “Nothing. Just want to get this product back to make up for the issues we had with that shipment last month. Need the money for that down payment,” Buck muttered, unwilling to tell Dice he was trying to distract himself from his obsessive thoughts of Tessa. Looking around the almost deserted parking lot, he watched a cup rolling end over end across the black asphalt, trying to keep his mind off his swollen cock and his obsessive thoughts.   
 
    Dice was right, he needed to get his head screwed on before he made a rookie mistake. Carrying 70 kilos of marijuana around was not going to be overlooked if they were caught. Cops were bastards and they were always hassling the club. They’d already raided the clubhouse five times this past year. Good thing they’d put in that underground bunker. Hogan was an engineer and he’d drawn up the plans and made the damned thing work.  
 
    Buck turned back to look towards the diner where Chaos was ordering their lunch before they headed back to the clubhouse to join the bonfire party. Buck had pushed them hard trying to get done and back home but not so he could go to a damned bonfire. Fuck no—he’d done it so he could try to get between Tessa’s legs again and that was seriously fucked up. He couldn’t understand why her reaction to him leaving was screwing with his head so much. Was it because she’d left him wanting—something no other woman had managed since he was a green boy from the back woods? Or was it something else? He didn’t know but he was damned sure he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Damn, look at the tits on that one,” Joker exclaimed as another woman walked by in a low-cut top offering a sexily inviting smile to the three of them. Joker turned to look pleadingly at Buck when the woman pushed out her chest and twitched her tight ass in the tiny red shorts she wore. They barely covered her ass and didn’t leave much to a man’s imagination. Buck would normally feel a little bit of interest in a display like that but today he just didn’t care.  
 
    “No,” Buck grunted, already anticipating the question Joker was going to ask. 
 
    Joker let out a huge sigh. “Can’t I just get in a quickie?” he whined. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Fuck. Sometimes you can be a cock blocking bastard,” Joker groaned. They both watched the woman flounce away looking a bit disappointed that she hadn’t gotten the reaction she’d wanted from them. 
 
    Dice was messing with his phone and had missed the whole thing. He did however let out a little snicker before stating, “If he didn’t, we’d never get any work out of you. You’re an overly horny bastard.”  
 
    “I’m in my twenties. That’s when a man’s supposed to chase tail,” Joker grumbled, glaring at them both.  
 
    “You’re twenty-nine. Shouldn’t you be over the whole stick your cock into anything that moves by now?” Dice asked.  
 
    “Um, no.”  
 
    “You’ve had so much pussy over the past seven years that the club considered changing your road name to fucsalot. Think you should outgrow that shit before you end up with something you can’t wash off, dude,” Dice joked, rolling his eyes. Buck snorted. Yeah, the kid needed to buy a pocket pussy or something because he was a sex addict. He couldn’t seem to go very long without getting his dick wet.  
 
    “They did not, asshole. There are others in the club who like pussy just as much.”  
 
    He wasn’t wrong on that count. Sweetbutts or groupies were always around to offer up pussy whenever someone was in the mood and most of the men took full advantage.  
 
    “Yeah, difference is they don’t constantly seek new cunt to fuck like you do and they have some self-respect.” 
 
    “Fuck you, asshole,” Joker said, shooting Dice the bird. Buck ignored them and stared over at the diner door hoping that Chaos hurried the hell up before these two started bickering again or, god forbid, whining. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Flames towered over Tessa’s head. She watched them flicker and dance in the darkness, her mind wandering as she sat in a lawn chair beside Topper and Amber. The wedding had been sweet and the club’s rowdy party vibe had quickly overtaken what she supposed would be considered the reception. It reminded her of a show she’d watched of frat parties where the booze was flowing; the men were horny and the women were losing clothes faster than a race car went zero to sixty.  
 
    She wasn’t offended or shocked because Amber and Patty had warned her before they’d shown up that if she stayed past a certain time things would get a little risqué. As long as no one bothered her she was okay with whatever the adults wanted to do, although she was very curious about why Topper and Shredder wouldn’t let her or Amber go into the clubhouse since about an hour ago. They’d said it wasn’t a place for a lady but she’d seen multiple women moving in and out of the house—which begged the question, what type of women were they?  
 
    She had a pretty good idea. Tessa didn’t know what they thought would shock her in there because even though her life had been lived in an ivory tower—so to speak—she wasn’t completely innocent. She’d seen porn and with the way people were losing clothing and the men chasing giggling women, she’d guess that inside was a little like a big orgy. She didn’t really need to see that she supposed.  
 
    Tessa glanced over at Topper and Amber who were sitting in a lawn chair nearby kissing. Damn, she hoped they’d be ready to leave soon, she was getting kind of bored. 
 
    “Hey pretty lady, wanna dance?” a man asked, offering her his hand from where he stood in front of her. He was about five eight with a rather large beard and a scruffy-looking haircut that made his hair look messy. His leather vest was worn over a white t-shirt that looked like it had been around for a while if the grey tint to it was any indication. He wore leather pants beneath it that molded to his body and when he smiled his teeth gleamed white in the darkness.  
 
    “Sure,” Tessa said taking his hard, calloused hand and allowing him to lift her up. She decided that it was better than sitting around the fire bored out of her mind.  
 
    “Cups, keep it PG and no wandering off. Stay on this side of the fire,” Topper called out from behind them as she was led over to where there was a large group of people dancing.  
 
    “Topper your keeper, love?” he asked as they hit the dance floor of sorts that was wrapped around the fire like a little deck.  
 
    “Sort of, at least tonight.”  
 
    “Ah,” he said, then his hands were on her hips and they began to bump and grind with the moving bodies on the dance floor. Tessa discovered that he was funny and he had her laughing as they danced together. Before she even realized it, she was having fun, her mind finally off the constant circling it had done for the past few days over Buck and the event. 
 
    Tessa was giggling as she spun away from Cups, her hair wild as it spun out around her having fallen from her slight up-do, when firm hands landed on her hips and a hard body was suddenly pressed against her back. Tessa gasped, not liking the familiarity in the man’s hands or the hardness he was currently pressing against her lower back. Who did this man think he was? Tessa was about to remove the man’s hands forcibly when Cups’ words stopped her. 
 
    “Buck, wait. This one’s not one of th—” he began, only to stop when Buck’s hard voice cut over his words. 
 
    “I know exactly who she is but the question I’m asking myself is what the fuck are you doing touching her?” His words were barely more than a growl and the hard tone sent a shiver down her spine.  
 
    “We were dancing. I’ll take her back over to Topper. He’s her keeper.” Cups put a strange inflection on the word keeper. Tessa felt like they were having an underlying conversation she wasn’t aware of and frowned a bit. 
 
    “I’m her only keeper, Cups. Don’t come near her again.” Buck’s breath stirred her hair and she craned her neck to glare up at him over her shoulder. Something about the way he was warning the other man away set her teeth on edge.  
 
    “Might want to watch your tone ‘cause I don’t see a patch.”  Cups’ hands were balled into fists and he looked angry. 
 
    “Don’t test me on this, Cups. I’m seriously not going to say it again.” Buck’s tone was hard with warning. Tessa tried to remove Buck’s arm but he moved with her somehow preventing her from twisting away which resulted in a grappling fight that he won. Letting a little growl escape her lips, she hit his arm with her fist in a childish display of anger.  
 
    “Seems like she doesn’t want you to escort her. Might want to let the lady go.” Cups was suddenly looking grim as he squared off, readying for a fight. 
 
    “Duchess, don’t make me fight him. Call him off. Now. Otherwise this is going to get ugly,” Buck hissed in her ear, making her remember the guy in the bar that had left in an ambulance a few weeks ago after Buck had talked to him. He was right. Forcing Cups into this because she was pissed off wasn’t right. She needed to stop acting like an idiot and handle this situation.  
 
    “Cups, it’s okay. Topper will take me home after I explain the way things are to Buck,” Tessa said trying to step forward, only to find the arm tightening like a steel band around her waist to prevent it.  
 
    Stubborn bastard. 
 
    “Love, you don’t have to allow him to bully you. I can handle him and return you safely to Topper.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. Buck and I are just having a little issue. He thinks he can manhandle me into doing whatever he wants. I will be fine. I can take care of myself.” Tessa hoped that was enough to convince Cups.  
 
    “I think perhaps you should release the lady and go find a sweetbutt,” Cups growled again, his eyes narrowed on Buck’s face over her shoulder.  
 
    Tessa could feel him nuzzling her hair and knew that he was harder than steel against her ass. Damn him. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t allow him to talk her into sleeping with him again. How was she going to manage that with his hard body so close that his breath caressed her every time he exhaled?   
 
    “I think you need to stop playing hero. Patch or no patch, understand that I don’t allow others to touch my toys. Now be a good little boy and walk away,” Buck growled, his arm tensing again and hardening around her waist.  
 
    “Cups, don’t antagonize Buck,” Topper muttered, walking up looking grim.  
 
    “Have him let her go and I won’t have to. She doesn’t seem to like him very much.” Cups glared at Topper before turning it back on Buck. 
 
    “You heard the girl say she was ok with him, to leave them alone just as clearly as I did. Now stop harassing them.” Topper was holding hands with Amber when they walked up but pulled her close to his side just in case the two men fought. 
 
    “She doesn’t know what it means,” Cups said looking dour. 
 
    “Whether you like it or not, Cups, she isn’t for you. Now go the fuck away.” 
 
    “Don’t be so rude. Damn it, Buck. I can’t believe this dog-in-the-manor bullshit you’re pulling. I want to go home, Topper,” Tessa muttered, again punching Buck’s arm.  
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere with anyone except me, duchess,” Buck hissed, his breath fanning her ear sending shivers of need down her spine. Tingling started in her betraying lady bits, making her want to punch Buck in his pretty face.  
 
    “Fine, whatever, just take me home,” Tessa demanded, a little growl escaping her when he kissed the side of her neck, nipping her ear with his teeth as he did so. 
 
    “Sure thing, duchess.”  
 
    “And stop calling me that,” Tessa growled, hating the nickname. It could be because he always seemed to be insulting her when he said it.  
 
    “You heard the woman. She agreed to allow him to take her home. Cups, just go. It’s not what it seems and you need to trust me when I say this isn’t something you want to get mixed up in. It will end poorly for you if you do. I would know,” Topper muttered, now attempting to convince Cups to walk away with him. Cups stared at them all, a dark glare on his face.  
 
    “All right, love, but if you need help at any time you can come to me, even if it’s one of ours messing with you. I can help if you need me too,” Cups said. He held her eyes with his for a long moment before he shot Buck the bird finger and walked away.  
 
    “Let’s go. We’re not having any more yahoos interrupting us while we talk this out.” Buck began to half carry, half drag her towards the area off to the left of the clubhouse were their bikes were parked. 
 
    “I drove my car. I’ll take it home and you can stay here with your friends,” Tessa muttered, jerking on his arm wrapped around her waist. She could likely remove it if she were willing to injure him seriously. She debated doing it for a moment before deciding against it, if only because breaking his arm would be excessive. He released her and spun her around before grabbing her to his chest, glaring at her possessively.  
 
    “We are going to talk, duchess. Either right here or at your place but this will happen and it will be settled before the night’s over.”  
 
    “Who do you think died and made you the boss of me?” Tessa demanded, her hands pushing against his hard chest, feeling the heat of his body pressing to hers. She didn’t like the way her body seemed to soften in response to his. Tessa pushed harder—wishing she hadn’t decided maiming him was a bit too far even if he was manhandling her. 
 
    “Just get on the bike, duchess. I’ve had a long fucking day and I’m tired.” Buck’s voice was filled with weariness and anger.  
 
    She shouldn’t care but somehow she found herself relenting despite her own anger. Maybe because the sooner she explained that she wasn’t going to be sleeping with him again, the sooner he’d leave. At least that’s what she told herself as they neared the bikes. He urged her towards his Harley that looked like it was covered in a week’s worth of dust and dirt. She was glad that she wasn’t wearing white as she looked at the bike with a little less enthusiasm than usual.  
 
    Normally he kept his bike passably clean even if it wasn’t pristine but tonight in the lights that were set up around the clubhouse she could see that even the chrome, which was normally silver, looked almost brown from the layers of grime. Buck urged her closer and she shook off her disgust and watched him climb onto the bike. Tessa was surprised to note that he looked like he was covered in that same layer of grime. Ignoring it, she climbed on the bike, choking a little when dust floated off his cut as she wrapped her arms gingerly around him, letting out a delicate little cough.  
 
    “Sorry ‘bout the dust, duchess.”  
 
    Buck kicked the bike into gear making her hold onto his waist tighter. He took off headed towards her house. Tessa watched the scenery fly by, her mind consumed by thoughts of how she was going to tell him no if he started kissing her because she knew it wasn’t going to be easy.  
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    Buck pulled up in front of Tessa’s house feeling weariness in his bones. Fuck, he was tired after the week-long run. He’d pushed them to get home because he just wanted to see her again. He was a fucking idiot. Now he was going to have to argue with her for at least an hour before he could get even a wink of sleep. He paused, his feet planted on either side of the bike waiting for her to climb off.  
 
    Tessa’s hand pushed down on his shoulders as she got off the bike, her hand digging out her house keys that she must have had shoved into the pocket of those jeans somehow. He wasn’t even sure how that was possible with them molded to her skin the way they were. He wished that he could just strip her, have his way with her and then go sleep for about ten hours. Only he knew that he was going to have to convince her that he wasn’t finished with her and she’d better deal with it. 
 
    He watched her walk toward the house, trying to convince his sore-as-fuck muscles to move but having no luck. Tessa turned to look back at him when she reached the steps, her eyes slightly narrowed in the dim glow from the security light.  
 
    “Are you coming in? I thought you wanted to ‘talk’,” Tessa asked, her gaze showing the confusion his lack of movement was causing. 
 
    “Just enjoying the view,” he muttered.  
 
    He forced his ass off the bike, unwilling to admit he wasn’t moving because he ached everywhere after riding a ten-day trip in five. He hadn’t felt like this at the bonfire, likely because seeing her dancing with Cups had sent him into a rage unlike anything he’d ever felt. He had wanted to rip that motherfucker’s heart out for daring to touch Tessa.  
 
    “Well come on then,” Tessa growled before heading up the stairs, opening the door and entering to turn on the light in the living room.  
 
    Buck lumbered up the stairs, his ass almost screeching at him to stop torturing it because riding hard like he had wasn’t something he did often anymore. At least not for a full five days with only about two hours of sleep. He wasn’t going to be offering to take a run like that one again anytime soon. He’d offered this time trying to get his shit together where Tessa was concerned. All it had done was make him more determined to make sure he got her back underneath him.  
 
    As he entered the house he looked around, noting that the place was bare. There was a chair across from a little TV stand with nothing on it and a few boxes she seemed to be using as tables. He frowned, wondering why the hell she had so little shit in her living room. He followed her into the kitchen where she was pulling a bottle of water out of the fridge. He glanced around, frowning harder when he noted that the refrigerator was older than dirt and her stove looked like it was from the 1930s. There were two stools at the counter and no table and the paint was looking yellowed around the edges of the room. Buck didn’t like the run-down appearance of the place. It reminded him of a crack den or a cheap motel. Not somewhere he’d picture a person like Tessa living.  
 
    “Water?” she asked and he shook his head distractedly.   
 
    He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed this shit the other day when he brought her home. Of course, he’d been distracted by her beauty and the need to get inside her that night. He’d also been pissed off when he’d left and hadn’t really looked around.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you? You look like you’re about to pass out or something.” Tessa frowned at him, watching as he looked around the kitchen taking note of the bare walls and lack of curtains.  
 
    “I’m tired. Rode hard for five days,” Buck muttered, a little distracted still but feeling like an ass for not noticing the way she was living before.  
 
    “Like you didn’t stop for five days?” she demanded, looking shocked as she held the water bottle to her lips.  
 
    “We stopped for food twice a day and to sleep for about four hours or so yesterday,” Buck said, walking over to the fridge and opening it. He noted that it was squeaking and the seal on the damned thing was almost useless.  
 
    “Seriously?” Tessa asked, still holding the bottle near her mouth.  
 
    “Yeah, why?” he asked.  
 
    “All right, that’s it,” Tessa said, slamming the water bottle down on the counter. “Go,” she demanded pointing towards the back of the house.  
 
    “I’m not leaving, duchess. Not till we talk about us.” Buck couldn’t believe he’d just called them an us but he knew it was going to take a while to get her out of his system. Likely a hell of a lot longer than he’d originally thought.  
 
    “No, you idiot, go take a shower and while you’re in there I will wash those nasty clothes. Now go.” Tessa’s nose was wrinkled and she made a shooing motion with her hands. Buck moved in the direction of her bedroom. When they stepped into the room he noticed the furniture in this room wasn’t much better than the rest.  
 
    “Into the shower,” Tessa said again before stopping him to shove a soft white bundle into his hands. Her tone reminded him of his mother. “Wait, take this to wear while they dry and throw your clothes out in the room so I can grab them when you take them off.”   
 
    Buck found this bossy side of her kind of cute and felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth. A shower did sound good and he’d like to get the dust out of his clothes before he fucked her senseless. He didn’t bother to shut the door and turned to strip his clothes off without a second thought. Tessa let out a breathy little sigh that had the small smile still clinging to his lips spreading. He bent down to remove his pants and boxers making sure to give her a peek at his ass, ignoring the pain in his sore muscles. He grinned when he heard the little inhale that let him know she’d been looking. 
 
    “Don’t wash the leather,” he threw over his shoulder, glancing into her bedroom to see her hovering near the door of the bathroom.  
 
    Tessa wore a lustful expression that made him want to drag her into his arms and keep her there. The only thing stopping him was the thought of putting back on his dusty clothes when he was heading back to the clubhouse. If she was in the shower with him she couldn’t wash his clothes and he’d have to take another shower when he got to his room. He was too fucking tired for that shit.  
 
    “Um—I’ll just—right,” she said, looking like she was going to pounce on him any second before she scooped up his clothes and exited her room, suddenly intent on washing his clothes. Grinning like an idiot, he leaned over the edge of the tub. Turning on the water, he waited for it to get to a decent temperature before he stepped inside. He groaned as the hot water sloshed over his back, feeling the grit from days of travel finally washing away.  
 
    Damn, this shower was just what he’d needed. The water was loosening his muscles too, making him feel relaxed. Buck didn’t know how he’d gotten lucky enough to avoid the screaming match he’d expected. He leaned his arms on the wall allowing the surprisingly large showerhead to pour the water over his head. He was really a hell of a lot drowsier than he’d realized. Fuck, this shower might make him too tired to have the conversation he needed to have with her tonight. 
 
    He washed his body with her girly soap, not worried about the floral scent that would now cling to his skin. If anyone said anything he’d beat the crap out of them and having her scent on him wasn’t a hardship. Fifteen minutes later he climbed out feeling the lethargy setting in. As he walked into the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, he looked at the bed noticing how inviting it looked and found himself lying down. It only took a minute for him to fall asleep with the water still drying on his skin.  
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    Tessa walked back into her bedroom to ask Buck if he was hungry only to find him asleep on her bed. She’d had a feeling the man was exhausted when he’d seemed to sway as he’d gotten off his bike outside and then again in the kitchen. When he’d said that he hadn’t slept more than four hours in almost five days she’d known that he was going to collapse soon. The man was lucky he hadn’t fallen asleep before now or worse, crashed his bike.  
 
    Learning that he’d been without sleep for so long had reminded her of the training that she’d had as a young teen. They’d been kept awake for three days, only allowed to sleep for short five-minute naps twice a day. It was something one of her uncles had told them would possibly save their lives one day when the world crashed and burned. They were a little crazy, her family, but she knew they meant well. They really did think they were prepping for the end of the world. With the political and environmental concerns these days, they might not be entirely wrong. She didn’t think it would happen soon but there was a possibility it might happen one day if things didn’t change.  
 
    Walking closer to the bed, feeling a strange sense of warmth tugging at her heart, she moved over to the bed looking down at Buck where he lay. His arm was thrown up over his head holding the pillow he’d face-planted, his hair curled against the back of his neck, and he looked so peaceful lying there hugging the pillow that she couldn’t seem to find the heartlessness she would need to wake him and make him leave. Dang it, she was going to let him stay and she just knew it was a decision that was going to come back to bite her in the ass.  
 
    Brushing a loose lock off his forehead, she sighed before reaching down to cover him, leaving him in only a towel and her sheets. After grabbing a pair of sleep shorts and a tank top she slept in, Tessa padded to the bathroom to take her own shower, hoping that the big bastard hadn’t used all her hot water with his much-needed shower. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buck groaned and pressed his face into the soft pillow, confused when his pillow wiggled and his face fell into a lump with something hard almost poking his eye out. What the hell? He shifted trying to find a good position, his hips encountering a silky soft thigh. Wait a minute, a thigh? He was suddenly very awake and more than a little horny as he realized he was in Tessa’s bed naked with his body curled around hers and his head pillowed on her large breasts.  
 
    He’d somehow pushed up her tank top and was lying on her naked chest, her hardened nipple only inches from his mouth. That was the hard thing that had nearly poked his eye out.  
 
    Hmm, maybe a little bit of nookie in the morning wasn’t so bad. He lifted himself up a little to look down at her soft tits, his cock rubbing the silky thigh it was snuggling. Waking up like this every morning would be nice he decided as his hands fluffed the large globes, watching her shift in her sleep likely wondering why she was getting wet.  
 
    Buck had his leg between her thighs and could feel the heat pouring off her body as desire began to stir in her despite her slumber. His mouth hovered above the hardened tips of her tight nipples savoring the anticipation of tasting them again. He knew being here like this should bother him. He didn’t like messy or complicated but somehow with her lying beneath his hard body he didn’t give two shits about it. 
 
    He took one of the hardened tips into his mouth sucking it gently, his hand cupping her other breast possessively. He felt her shift and her hand came up to rest on the back of his head as a moan escaped her. He grinned against her tight flesh; she was waking up. Nipping and sucking his way to her other breast, he let out a little growl when she released a sweet little mewl and arched into the leg between her legs. Shifting his leg away from her soft pussy, his hands slipped down to her hips, one hand moving into the elastic band of her shorts and sliding down to cup her sex.  
 
    Feeling the dripping wetness of her pussy through the lace panties she wore, he snarled and ripped off her panties without even removing her shorts, his fingers slipping into her hot core thrusting into her. His mouth moved up seeking her lips.  
 
    “Buck,” she gasped, her hands holding onto his arms in desperation as she gyrated against him seeking a deeper penetration of his fingers into her pussy. Buck slammed his palm into her as he thrust back and forth inside her, allowing her the full sensation of a hard fucking. Kissing down her neck to nip at her shoulder with his teeth marking her, he noticed the healing bruises from his possession a week ago and reveled in the fact that if anyone had dared touch her his marks would have warned a smart man off. Any man who left as many marks on a lover as he had was damned possessive and he could admit that until he was done with her he was more than a little selfish.  
 
    He wanted her to be his. Correction, he wanted to own her—body and soul kind of own her. Even he knew that type of possessiveness was bordering on obsession but he was too far gone to worry about it.  
 
    Tessa let out a little cry of pleasure, her hands moving from his shoulders where she’d been clinging to claw at his back, her body now uncontrolled as she neared her climax. Her hands moved to grip his ass, her nails digging into his skin possessively even though he wasn’t inside her pussy. He let out a loud groan as he felt her urging him to take her with his thick cock instead of his fingers.  
 
    Deciding that was a damned good idea, he removed his fingers from her tight pussy and jerked her shorts off. Grunting in displeasure when they caught on one leg but too desperate to give her what she was demanding he give her, he left them around her ankle and moved between her legs poising with his cock at her entrance.  
 
    She let out a little growl of unhappiness when he removed his fingers as she hovered on the edge of her orgasm. She gripped his ass hard, her nails cutting into his skin as she urged his cock into her hot wetness but he stopped, making her wait. He didn’t know why he was doing it as he hovered with just his tip at her entrance, not until she spoke the words he’d needed to hear more than he’d needed to breathe.  
 
    “Buck, fuck me,” Tessa cried out, her body pressing down trying to force him into her hot little box. The words sent a hard wave of need down his body and he held her hips down as he rammed his cock into her in one hard stroke, groaning at the tight grip of her walls.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she begged, her voice a tight breathy sound of need and desire.  
 
    Buck wanted to tell her he wouldn’t stop but what came out when he opened his mouth was a loud moan as he thrust into her. Unable to handle the out of control feeling spreading through him, he pumped harder, slamming against her with every thrust and feeling her body cling to his as he fucked her. Her hands moved up his back rubbing against his skin as he thrust into her again and again. Buck was lost in the feel of her surrounding him in a way he’d never felt before.  
 
    “Yes, oh—oh,” Tessa muttered as her body squeezed his cock and she let out a high-pitched keening cry that echoed off the walls of the bedroom. The sound of her pleasure added another dimension to his own excitement. He was still thrusting inside her feeling the tight clasp and release of her orgasm when he felt the tingle in his balls that let him know he was getting close to coming himself. He wasn’t ready to lose the feeling of her body around his but he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold out for much longer.  
 
    As he neared the edge of his own peak he realized that he needed to pull out because somehow he’d allowed himself to forget a damned condom. That never happened to him. He wasn’t sure how the hell it had happened with her— . Buck felt like his head was going to explode when he jerked his cock from her slickness and rubbed it on her soft stomach, roaring out a loud expletive as he came hard. His hips jerking into her, his whole body twitched as he spent his desire on her creamy stomach.  
 
    Buck was panting as he hovered over her, looking down at the way her hair spread out beneath her and her emerald eyes shone with a well-pleasured lethargy. She had a softly contented look about her and Buck knew he should be much more messed up about the fact that he’d woke up in her bed feeling happy and had then forgotten a condom, but he felt too damned good. His hands buried themselves in her hair and his lips kissed hers, his body satisfied but still looking for a connection with Tessa. Damn, he was in way over his fucking head here and he needed to step back.  
 
    Buck knew as he fell on his hip beside her, his hand jerking up the towel he felt laying beneath his leg and wiping her stomach clean with gentle strokes, that he wasn’t going to run from her or this feeling. He wanted her and as far as he was concerned she belonged to him now, at least until he was tired of her.  
 
    She closed her eyes and her hand pulled at the back of his head bringing his lips back down to hers, kissing him. Their tongues lazily circled each other as they both felt the contentment from their respective orgasms. 
 
    Buck knew they’d have to talk about what had happened last night and his expectations eventually but he didn’t want to argue with her when he was so content in her arms. They’d somehow ended the kiss with her lying across him, her leg thrown over his and her head pillowed on his shoulder. His hand rubbed against her back slowly drawing circles on her skin, feeling damned comfortable in her bed with her body clinging to his. 
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    Tessa was still tingling from the orgasms Buck had given her but felt apprehension trying to raise its ugly head. She’d just allowed him to take her body and she hadn’t forced him to use a condom and that was bad. She did a quick mental calculation and realized she was at a good place in her cycle and unlikely to get pregnant. Relieved but acknowledging that it had been stupid she made a mental note to get on birth control. She really hoped he didn’t have any STD’s.  
 
    Fuck she’d have to be tested now and the only excuse she had for that was that the man blew her mind to smithereens whenever he touched her. She shivered, remembering the feeling of his hands caressing her as she’d awakened with his mouth suckling at her breast. Desire had roared through her in a fireball of desperate need that had burned any brain cells that were working into non-existence.  
 
    None of her previous lovers had ever made her feel as passionate and out of control as Buck seemed to do without much effort. Why he was the one who blew her mind she couldn’t fathom. He should be the last man on earth she felt such mind-blowing passion with but somehow he wasn’t. Her skin was still tingling and her lady bits felt content in a way that they normally didn’t after sex. She’d always been a little dissatisfied with her other lovers, possibly because she hadn’t wanted any of them the way she wanted Buck.  
 
    It was a dangerous game she was playing with him and she damned well knew it. His hand was sliding up and down her back in little caressing circles and she knew she should put a stop to this because it would give her heart something to cling to when it wanted to convince her that their love affair was a romance. It wasn’t. She knew that in her head but she wasn’t so sure her treacherous heart understood. When she’d felt his body enter hers, she’d known that she should stop him but she’d let him make love to her anyway. She could try to rationalize it and say she’d known it was very unlikely she’d end up preggers but she knew better.  
 
    Closing her eyes, her hand lying possessively over his chest, Tessa allowed herself this one day before she forced herself to face the reality that Buck wasn’t hers. After a little nap she’d tell him he needed to leave and that she wasn’t going to put up with his manhandling anymore. Last night had been a one time get-out-of-jail-free card. That decided, she promptly fell asleep, her body softening as she relaxed and snuggled into him.  
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    Tessa woke in the bed at ten thirty to find herself alone. Sitting up to glance around the room, she realized that Buck was gone. His boxers were on the floor and a note was stuck to her TV. Getting up, she walked over to read the note. 
 
      
 
    Duchess, 
 
    See you later at the bar. Thanks for washing my clothes. Had to run. 
 
    Buck 
 
      
 
    Damn, she’d missed her chance to tell him that she wouldn’t put up with him acting like he owned her. Tessa had no idea how the man managed to avoid arguments with her so easily but every time she was mad he managed to somehow wiggle his way out of the angry lecture she had planned. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Geez, if I’d known that you were going to make me do manual labor when I came over here I would have met you at the gym,” Jennifer complained. 
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes as she grabbed the rest of the groceries out of the trunk. “Stop whining. Think of it as a warm-up workout. You can rest while I put away the cold stuff.”  
 
    “Fine but carrying your groceries inside wasn’t on my agenda today.”  
 
    Tessa ignored her friend’s complaints and headed towards the house with her bags. Jennifer was supposed to meet her here so that they could drive over to the gym together since she was a guest instead of a member of the club. Tessa hadn’t realized that she would be running late when she’d told the other woman to meet her here at five but her appointment in town had taken a little longer than expected. She’d been at the local clinic getting birth control and STD testing because she had no idea if Buck was clean or not. If wasn’t that she couldn’t ask him because she could, but she didn’t want to make things awkward. It was already awkward enough between them.  
 
    It had been three days since she’d woken up with him missing from her bed. She’d talked to him that night telling him that she wasn’t really interested in sleeping with him anymore. He’d raised a brow and said okay. That had been that. It had been a little disappointing really because she had expected more complaining or at the very least an argument. What she’d gotten instead had stung a bit because he hadn’t seemed to care one way or the other.  
 
    She opened the door kicking it wide, entering and heading to the kitchen with Jennifer trailing behind her. She tossed her bags onto the counter before grabbing the ones she’d handed to Jennifer and doing the same with them. She lifted out the milk and eggs, turned to the fridge and stopped dead, staring.  
 
    “Where the hell did this come from?” she demanded, looking at Jennifer. 
 
    Jennifer looked over Tessa’s shoulder frowning at her. “What? The fridge?” she asked, looking at Tessa like she’d lost her mind.  
 
    “Yes, that,” Tessa said, gesturing with the items in her hands.  
 
    “Umm, are you okay? Because I’m quite sure that comes with a house most of the time. Why are you freaking out? Is this one of those punked shows or something where you start acting crazy and then when I start calling the men in white coats you scream you’ve just been punked or something?” Jennifer looked a little too shocked for this to be something she’d planned. Tessa turned to look at the monstrous appliance that sat in her kitchen, still a little dumbfounded.  
 
    “Not with this house. At least not unless it’s one of those transformer things we watched in that movie the other night and I’m damned sure that’s not the case. How the hell did this get here?” Tessa asked again, still staring at the brand new stainless steel refrigerator that now graced her humble kitchen.  
 
    “Are you saying this isn’t the fridge you had when you left the house this morning?” Jennifer asked, still looking confused. 
 
    “Yep, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”  
 
    “Oh, well did you forget that a new one was being delivered?”  
 
    “No. First, I would have to order one and second, don’t you have to be home for them to deliver stuff?” Tessa demanded, now looking at Jennifer like she was the one who’d lost her mind.  
 
    “Okay then. Wait, did Buck know you needed a new one? Because if he did then that’s likely what happened. I mean men in the club have a certain way of doing things and if he knew you needed a new one…” She paused, her brow raised as her voice trailed off and she gestured in the air before shrugging, like Buck replacing her fridge was no big deal. 
 
    “Yes, but where did he get it from and how much did this monstrosity cost?” Tessa was feeling a knot forming in her stomach over the thought of how much the ones she’d looked at had cost and this one was much bigger than those were. Damn, that man. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jennifer said shrugging again. 
 
    “Not worry about it?” Tessa demanded. 
 
    “Well if he put it here when he knew you weren’t home, it’s likely he wouldn’t allow you to pay for it anyway.” 
 
    “What? Of course I have to pay for it.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I bet he was hoping you wouldn’t notice,” Jennifer said, sitting on one of the stool and looking at her with a little grin.  
 
    “How would I not notice? It’s fucking huge and new.” Tessa was staring at her open-mouthed, wondering how Jennifer thought Buck would think she wouldn’t notice this damned thing in her kitchen.  
 
    “Men don’t really notice shit like this unless a woman points it out. My aunt bought a new state-of-the-art stove and dishwasher and had them installed while Uncle Croc was on a run. He came back and was home for almost a month before he even noticed. It’s like they’re oblivious to things that don’t matter to them. Now if it was a new TV or couch, maybe he would have noticed right away but anything else and men are just oblivious. So yeah, he likely thought you just wouldn’t notice.” Laughing, Jennifer moved over to inspect the new appliance.  
 
    “I can’t believe Buck would think I’m that big of an idiot.” 
 
    “This is nice. It even has an icemaker in the door that isn’t mounted inside the fridge. Wow, and a separate drawer for the meats. You could fit a ton of food into this thing,” Jennifer cooed, looking like she’d fallen in love with the damned thing. Tessa refused to look because she was going to tell Buck to take this back to wherever he’d bought it because it was too expensive for her.  
 
    “Stop having orgasms over my fridge and explain how he thought I wouldn’t notice a brand new stainless steel appliance in my kitchen?” Tessa demanded, shoving the milk into the conveniently-sized shelf in the door and the eggs onto another shelf. 
 
    “I did. Men really don’t notice things unless they are pointed out and I can promise you if you try to bring this up he will just ignore you. That’s the way men in this club deal with anything they don’t like to hear. It’s best just to let them have their way and be done with it in these cases.” Jennifer grabbed the meats Tessa had bought at the store and stored them in the freezer. 
 
    Tessa just shook her head because she didn’t see how letting them get away with that would change their behavior. She wouldn’t be ignoring this or allowing Buck to decide that she needed him to buy her things. 
 
    “Besides he likely got it from someone the club had trouble with anyway.” 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean?” Tessa asked, feeling a little worried that her new fridge was stolen.  
 
    “Oh, well when someone crosses the club they typically start offering anything of value to them to get leniency. It never works, but the guys do take the shit they offer and just handle whatever needed to be handled afterwards.” Jennifer handed her the salad she’d purchased to put inside the nicely spaced crisper.  
 
    “I don’t even have the words. I will have to explain to that infuriating man that this monstrous thing has to go back wherever it came from,” Tessa grunted. 
 
    “Good luck with that, hun. I’ve been around this club since I was eight and my parents died. Things don’t change much,” Jennifer said, a laugh escaping her. 
 
    “Your parents died?” Tessa hadn’t known that and she felt bad that she hadn’t questioned why Jennifer lived with her aunt and uncle.  
 
    “Yeah, mom overdosed and dad killed himself because he couldn’t take it. Spent a year in foster care before they finally tracked Uncle Croc down and he took me in.” Jennifer didn’t seem upset about the story but Tessa felt sympathy tug at her heart.  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t be. Uncle Croc took me in and him and Aunt Tilda didn’t have to. Now if I’d stayed a foster kid that’s when you should be sorry. In the year I was in the system, I had four foster homes. That’s a hard life for any kid and tragic because some of the places don’t feed or clothe the kids properly. My social worker kept telling me to stop reporting the bad things to my counselors. Seriously, they said that to a seven-year-old. Thankfully they found Croc and I was sent to live with him. I was a real terror but they straightened me up and now I wouldn’t have wanted any other life.” Jennifer smiled and shrugged. 
 
    Tessa didn’t know what to say to her young friend. She was so wise for a twenty-year-old; maybe it was the fact that she’d been raised around a harder sort of life that made her seem wiser than most of the young people she knew. Or maybe it was that the young people she knew didn’t know anything about the world because they lived behind reinforced fences. 
 
    “Wow, I just realized how terrible my story sounded, but I was lucky. I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me because I turned out just fine. Now let’s get this show on the road. We need to work off all the carbs we’ve been eating at our girls’ night every week for the past month.” Jennifer shooed her into the bedroom to change into her workout clothes. Tessa allowed her to usher her into forgetting—at least for the moment—that she had a bone to pick with a certain male. 
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    Tessa didn’t bother to turn on the light in the bedroom. Her eyes were adjusted to the dim light enough that she could stumble to the bed. She was exhausted. After a two hour workout with Jennifer and working her shift at the bar, she was beyond tired. She pulled the covers back tugging at them when they didn’t want to budge, frowning a little as she flopped down inside them, letting out a little sigh.  
 
    She was just starting to feel comfortable when a hard arm snaked out to curl around her waist, making her scream and slap at whoever was in her bed. She sat straight up in the bed wildly hitting the male who was trying to pull her closer. She yanked on the little chain on the nightstand lamp flooding the room with light, earning a male grunt when she elbowed him in the chest to manage the task. She glared at the last man she expected to see in her bed tonight, her mouth hanging open as she stared at him. 
 
    “Was the screaming necessary?” a gruff male voice asked as he looked up at her from the bed, running a hand over his closely cropped hair. 
 
    “Since I wasn’t expecting you to be in my bed. Yes, yes, the screaming was necessary,” Tessa growled, her eyes narrowed to slits as she glared at him. “What are you doing in my bed?” 
 
    “Duchess, I’m tired, can’t we do this in the morning?” Buck asked, his eyes watching her softly. 
 
    “No, Buck, we can’t. Now why the hell are you in my bed? Did yours get stolen or burned or, I don’t fucking know, bedbugs? Because I am pretty damned sure you should be in it instead of mine.” Tessa couldn’t believe the audacity of the man. How did he expect her to react to him breaking into her house and crawling into her bed? 
 
    “Duchess, we both know how this argument is going to end so let’s just skip to the end. You want me as much as I want you and I will likely end up in your bed often,” Buck muttered sleepily. 
 
    “Wha—were you not there for the conversation we had at the bar?”  
 
    “What conversation?” Buck asked, his look oblivious and innocent as he propped himself up in her bed’s fluffy comforter. Tessa decided right then and there that the man was impossible. 
 
    “The one where I said we weren’t sleeping together again because it wasn’t a good idea,” she said from between clenched teeth, her face hardening into a glare. Buck rolled his eyes; he actually rolled his eyes at her before he replied dryly. 
 
    “We both knew that was bullshit so I ignored it,” Buck explained, reaching across the bed to pull her back down onto it with him. She was so angry over his insane comment that she wasn’t prepared to fight him and ended up on her back beneath him.  
 
    “It wasn’t bullshit!” she screeched, her hands pushing against his chest trying to shove him off but he just let out a loud sigh before he leaned forward, his lips hovering above hers, leaving her slightly breathless.  
 
    “Yeah, duchess, it was,” Buck said before his mouth was taking hers in a deep kiss that made her moan and arch against him on the bed. She hadn’t meant to allow him entrance but he’d managed to coax her tongue out to play without much effort, allowing him to thrust his inside her waiting mouth, swirling around hers intoxicatingly. That intoxication had nothing to do with the flavor of bourbon on his tongue and everything to do with the man himself.  
 
    Tessa didn’t know why his touch sent her body into shivers of pleasure and total slutty abandon but it did. She could almost feel the passion rising inside her every time she got near him. It was unnerving.  
 
    Buck’s teeth caught her bottom lip and tugged gently before his mouth slipped down to her throat and he sighed. His mouth caressed the hollow of her throat. Tessa moaned and tried to catch her bearings enough to shove him off her.  
 
    She realized he’d been in the same spot for a long time when her desire began to cool slightly and her head cleared. That was when she realized his big body was suddenly heavy, pressing her into the bed in an almost suffocating manner. It was also when she realized that the big bastard had just fallen asleep while making love to her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can’t just break in whenever you want to,” Tessa roared. 
 
    Buck wanted to cover his ears to escape the woman’s insane refrain as she told him this for the fourth time. She’d already told him this same shit when she’d awakened to find him in her bed again a few nights ago. He wasn’t really giving it much merit. She didn’t really mean it and he’d proven that to her several times to make up for the night he’d fallen asleep on top of her. He had hardly been able to keep his eyes open and even with his body’s urgings to take her, he’d been unable to stay awake. 
 
    “Okay. I won’t break in anymore,” he told her, trying to make her calm down. He couldn’t understand why she was so worked up about this. If she’d give him a key he wouldn’t have to break in but the stubborn woman refused. 
 
    “You said that when I told you the first time and yet here you are in my shower!” She flung her hand towards him glaring. Buck took in the view appreciatively when she flung one hand up losing the death grip she’d had on the towel, revealing a line of creamy stomach and a hint of breast. Deciding that this conversation was going nowhere fast, he took a step forward.  
 
    “Nu-uh, no, you stay where you are. No putting your hands on me to try and shut me up. I am not going to allow you to blow my mind with desire. It’s not happening tonight. You’re leaving.” Tessa tried to look serious about her threat and Buck almost let out a snort. They both knew better than that bullshit. One, he wasn’t leaving, and two, she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.  
 
    “Duchess, I’m not going anywhere except maybe to bed with you right after our shower.” Buck didn’t like the rude little noise of displeasure she made. Or her rolling her eyes like she did. He was done with this conversation.  
 
    “Buck, you can’t just muscle your way in here and take over. The next time you break in I’m calling the cops.” Tessa did her best to sound firm but Buck knew that was utter bullshit. She wouldn’t call the pigs in to try and handle their little war but she thought the threat would deter him. Ha, good luck with that sweetheart, he mentally challenged her even as his hands reached out to jerk the towel from her body.  
 
    Damn, his woman was fine. 
 
    Buck almost had to roll his tongue up as her creamy brown skin was revealed to him. His cock twitched, jerking forward like it was begging to push inside her, and Buck listened to its urgings. He needed to fuck her against the shower wall. He had given up fighting his need for this woman weeks ago. He’d become addicted to the feel of her slick pussy gripping his cock. He wasn’t sure if it was riding bareback or her that made him almost insane to get back inside her but he didn’t really give a fuck. He loved sliding inside her after a long day and feeling the world explode around him in pleasure as she blew his mind.  
 
    He wasn’t an idiot and he had been checking to see if she was still taking her pills but he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t like to have another little miniature Tessa with emerald green eyes and a childish giggle around. It should concern him that kids were something he wasn’t too worried about with her and it likely would if it wasn’t for the fact that he was keeping her. His hands reached out and grabbed her hips pulling her into the shower, his mouth covering hers in hot demand. 
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    Tessa kicked the car door shut with her foot trying not to lose her grip on the bags of groceries she’d bought on her way back from the mani-pedi she’d treated herself to today. She’d even sprung for the gel polish because it chipped less and working at the bar she’d figured it was a good idea. She’d had a little extra cash this week because of Buck and his bikers. 
 
    Tessa began walking toward the house, the bags digging into her hands with her keys awkwardly balanced to open the back door. She wasn’t sure why Buck had stuck to her side like a leach ever since they’d started having sex. It was like her not reacting to his announcement that he was leaving after that first time had messed up his head so bad that now he had something to prove. Not that she minded the sex because that was phenomenal but the man had boundary issues. More than once he’d broken into her place to pin her to the nearest surface and fuck her senseless. Or shown up in her bed like he belonged there. What worried her most about that was when she rolled over and felt his big body in her bed, she no longer panicked. She just sighed and snuggled into him. 
 
    They’d argued endlessly about that refrigerator that he’d claimed someone he knew was getting rid of. Tessa had looked at the state-of–the-art stainless steel appliance and knew that was bullshit. She just hoped it wasn’t from someone his biker club had killed that didn’t need the item anymore. A shiver went down her spine at the thought and she shifted the bags to unlock the back door.  
 
    Thankfully she’d read him the riot act about breaking into her place a few nights ago and since that little conversation he’d been absent from the bar and her place. She wasn’t sure how she felt about his disappearing act because she’d just been getting used to him being around all the time but the man couldn’t be allowed to just break in or show up at her place whenever he wanted. She pushed open the door to the kitchen and came to a dead stop, shock holding her immobile.  
 
    “Fuck you, assholes. I didn’t get my ass kicked by that scrawny motherfucker!” Peck yelled, slamming his hand down on the table. 
 
    “Like hell you didn’t. That dude had you on the floor and he was about to stab your ass when—shit,” one of the large, dusty bikers sitting at what looked like a brand new wooden table muttered.  
 
    Tessa was shocked because she had no idea what they were doing here. She only knew one of them—the one who’d been yelling—he worked at the bar and she’d never invited him to her home. Still frozen in the doorway wondering why six bikers were sitting at the table—a table that hadn’t even been in her kitchen three hours ago when she’d left—she felt anger begin to simmer inside her because she knew whose fault this was and she was going to kill him when she got her hands on him.   
 
    “Buck’s in the pisser,” one of the men blurted out, looking nervous likely because he could see the anger boiling in her eyes. She took a deep breath in and counted to ten mentally because this wasn’t their fault. No, it was Buck’s and she was going to rip him a new one when he got out of “the pisser” because this was going too far, damn it.  
 
    “You’re an idiot, Chaos. Stop scaring her!” a man with Joker written on his leather vest muttered, hitting the man who’d spoken in the back of the head.  
 
    “Hey, that hurt motherfucker!” 
 
    “You’re all idiots,” the one leaning on her counter muttered.  
 
    Tessa watched him stand and walk towards her with his hands out in front of him like he was approaching an animal he was afraid to spook.  
 
    “It’s okay, we won’t hurt you,” he said soothingly as he reached out cautiously to take the groceries from her hands. Tessa allowed him to remove the bags only because they’d started cutting into her hand. He stepped over to the counter and laid the groceries out and began putting the cold things away in the fridge.  
 
    Tessa shook her head, feeling anger boiling inside her as she watched Joker come over to help him. Had these bikers really just taken over her kitchen? Because she wasn’t okay with that or with the fact that they were in her kitchen at all. 
 
    “Okay, boys, let’s get on the road before Tessa gets here—shit. Hi, duchess,” Buck said, pushing the door from the living room to the kitchen open and stepping inside. 
 
    “Don’t you hi duchess me! What the hell are all of you doing in my house?” Tessa growled as she took two threatening steps towards Buck.  
 
    “Fuck, she’s gonna beat his ass, isn’t she?” one of the buffoons at her new table asked. 
 
    “Most likely. Shit, my old lady gets that tone and it’s never good. Let go wait by the truck,” another one said. Tessa heard the scuffing of chairs and the men piled out through the door Buck had entered. She didn’t care because them leaving suited her just fine. 
 
    “Just calm down. Coot didn’t need this table so me and the boys brought it over,” Buck said, indicating the heavy wooden table that looked as new as the fridge he’d delivered a week ago did.  
 
    “I am not going to calm down! You broke into my house again and with a bunch of strangers this time, Buck. You have to know after our conversation that I wouldn’t react well to this.” Tessa could hear the shrewish sound of her voice but didn’t care.  
 
    “Relax. I didn’t break in. I have a key,” Buck said calmly, making her teeth snap together and her eyes narrow. He had a fucking key? How had he gotten a key to her place, because she sure as hell hadn’t given him one. 
 
    “What do you mean you have a damned key, Buck? I never gave you a key to my house,” Tessa growled. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I had one made when you got mad about me breaking the lock on the window,” Buck said in a tone that implied she was being unreasonable.  
 
    “You…I—oh my god, how did you even do that? Do you not realize how wrong that is? You shouldn’t be in my house at all unless I let you in.” Tessa couldn’t even speak she was so mad. 
 
    “Relax, duchess. I made it the day last week when I picked you up and drove you to work.”  
 
    Tessa was still confused because she’d had her keys that night so how the hell had he done it? She stared at him with a frown and narrowed eyes, still trying to figure it out because it didn’t make a damned bit of sense. 
 
    “How? I had my keys that night.” 
 
    “Well you had some of your keys. I took the house key off to have mine made.” Buck shrugged as if him having a key made was no big deal. Tessa almost couldn’t see straight she was so angry that he’d had the nerve to make a key without her permission.  
 
    “Don’t you understand that you crossed a line by doing that, you big idiot?” she demanded, her anger burning through her like a wild fire.  
 
    “If you had given me a key I wouldn’t have had to take matters into my own hands but you were being stubborn. I just took care of it, kind of like this table needed a home and you needed a table. Didn’t take a genius to figure out what to do, just like with the key. I stay here every night I’m not out handling shit for the club so I need a key. End of story.” Buck stared at her like she was the crazy one.  
 
    “You can’t just make a key and start living here, Buck! I didn’t tell you that was okay, nor did we discuss you moving in,” she growled. 
 
    “We didn’t need to discuss it.”  
 
    That. Was. It. 
 
    Enough was enough. She swiped her leg out taking him down with that one move. She stood over him glaring down at the dumbass who thought he had a right to dictate to her as he stared up at her in shock.  
 
    “Get. Out. I don’t know who you think you are but I can promise you that I won’t put up with it. You will leave the key you had made and go wherever it is you go when you leave here because I will not put up with your high handed ‘I’ll handle it’ behavior for another minute,” Tessa shrieked. Buck watched her carefully for a long moment before he got up off the floor rubbing his likely sore tailbone, his face covered in a frown.  
 
    “You didn’t have to toss me on my ass. You could have just asked me to go. There is no pleasing you,” Buck said.  
 
    Walking past her, he pulled his keys from his pocket. He took her key off, tossing it onto the new table before he waved at her and left with a loud slam of the door. Tessa was left standing in her kitchen looking down at the new table, a little surprised that he’d left with only a little bit of prompting. She wasn’t fighting tears because she knew after that little move that she’d run him off. She wasn’t, she assured herself. Wiping the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, she shook herself, trying to calm her racing pulse.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa parked in her driveway letting out a little sigh as she crawled out of the car. She hadn’t seen Buck since she’d kicked him out last night. She was sure this time it was over between them and she couldn’t help the little catch in her heart at the thought. She’d already gotten used to him being a part of her life and now he was gone. She reached back into the car to grab her purse before she shut the door and headed up the stairs. She unlocked the door and pushed it open, walking inside to stop dead, staring in utter disbelief at the man in her living room.  
 
    “Hey,” Buck said from the couch, looking quite comfortable in her living room. The brown leather L-shaped couch and the large screen TV that was now hanging on her wall also looked good in the room. The walls were a light cream. She’d painted them last weekend when she was off with Amber’s help but she hadn’t bought any furniture.  
 
    “You broke in again,” Tessa stated dumbly as she dropped her purse on the brand new cherry wood end table that rested beside the couch, noting that the matching coffee table was sitting in front of Buck.  
 
    “Yep,” Buck—a man of few words today—replied. 
 
    Tessa sighed heavily as she walked over to stand right in front of him, feeling oddly soothed by his lack of understanding about how wrong it was for him to keep entering her home without her permission.  It should annoy her or make her angry again but somehow it didn’t, and that was the moment she realized that she was already in way over her head with him.  
 
    “You can’t just break in whenever you feel like it and just add things.” Tessa made a gesture towards the TV and then to the rest of the new furniture.  
 
    “You took my key. How else was I supposed to get in?” he asked.  
 
    Tessa couldn’t help but shake her head at the big dumb man who thought he could just do whatever he wanted. She should jerk him off her couch and throw him out the front door but she didn’t. No, she stood there staring at him like a bimbo in some rom-com.  
 
    “Have you listened to yourself?” she finally asked, wondering how Buck could stand his own arrogance. 
 
    “What? You did take my key,” he stated as if that explained everything.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Well I’m having some of the guys over tonight and we’re watching some bike races. Can’t watch that on that little tiny TV you have in the bedroom so I took care of it. Besides, Amber said when you looked at these couches you wanted them but said you’d have to wait a few months to get the money together. I just took out the waiting part.” Buck gestured with the beer he was holding, looking at her calmly and likely waiting for her to blow a gasket. Tessa decided not to give him the satisfaction of yelling at him again. She’d made her position very clear and he’d just ignored her and steamrolled over it like she hadn’t, so really—what was the point.   
 
    “You’re not going to stop, are you?” she asked.  
 
    “Nope,” he replied, reaching out to pull her onto the couch beside him. Letting out another deep sigh of frustration, she snuggled into his side, her head resting on his shoulder.  
 
    “I give up,” she muttered and pressed her nose into his chest, feeling his hand rubbing through her hair in a gentle caress. She could admit defeat, at least for now, but she wasn’t going to allow the idiot to win all their skirmishes this way. She just wasn’t. 
 
    “About time. You can be really stubborn. It’s one of your faults,” Buck muttered, earning a hard jab to his stomach that made him grunt before he kissed the top of her head and changed the channel to put on her favorite show. 
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    Entering the front door after a long night at the bar, Tessa felt like something was off and if she wasn’t sure that the big bastard who broke in every night with his now returned stolen key was about thirty minutes behind her, she would have ignored the feeling. She didn’t turn on the light and moved into the room, sensing someone lurking in the corner before he moved. He made a grab for her and she jerked to the right avoiding his move, only to be caught by someone on her left.  
 
    She felt the arm wrap around her waist and knew it was a man just before she used his body to toss him into the wall on her right, missing the other man by inches. Hearing the grunt he released when he hit was satisfying. She didn’t have time to celebrate though as the first man came at her again with a third joining in. That was when she realized who was in her house but she didn’t care. She still knocked the first man over the couch, hearing the shattering of a bottle likely left on her table by Buck—who was a slob—earlier in the day before he’d shown up at the bar. He’d moved in full time a week ago after the couches had appeared.  
 
    The second man came at her again and she used her elbow to knock him in the face, watching as he stumbled back, laughing a little at his cry of pain as he landed on his ass on her floor. She turned towards the door not thinking and was grabbed around the waist and lifted. That was when things went from bad to much, much worse.  
 
    “I think you might want to take your fucking hands off her, old man,” a coldly deadly voice rang out as a gun was pressed to the head of the man holding her. Damn, Buck was home early. 
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    Buck was grateful that Dice offered to take the payload over to Choke’s place for him so he could go home and be with his woman. He’d missed the chance to make love to her last night when he’d come in at four in the morning and again when he’d woken up this afternoon and she’d been gone. Living with Tessa was working for him in a way he hadn’t thought it would. He was happy and that scared the shit out of him. He shouldn’t enjoy the everyday monotony of her being with him but he did. He was becoming damned possessive of her and any time he lost with her was torture.  
 
    He’d gotten quite a bit of shit over the past few months from the men he’d made fun of in the past but somehow, he didn’t give a shit. Being with Tessa was almost heaven and that was fucking weird. A woman like her should have nothing to do with him or his life and he should let her go but he just couldn’t. He already knew that he was keeping her, which was why he’d petitioned the club to make her his old lady last night. He’d won the vote and driven over to talk to Rodger about making her patch, which was why he’d been so late getting home. It would be worth it in a few days when she was walking around with his patch on her back proclaiming her his property.  
 
    He pulled up beside her car, cutting the engine at the curb and coasting up the drive. He took in the house as he slowly got off the bike, frowning. Tessa had left almost ten minutes before him but the lights in the house were dark and a feeling of dread took up residence in his stomach as he walked slowly closer to the house, his every instinct screaming at him that something was very wrong.  
 
    He snuck around to the back door, entering silently. He allowed his eyes to slowly adjust to the lack of light in the room before he moved forward, heading on silent feet to the living room.  Hearing the shattering of glass, he wanted to rush into the living room to save Tessa but experience held him in check, allowing him to stay calm. He moved into the room finding Tessa tossing one man off her with a flying hit that slammed him to the floor with a girly screech of pain. Buck slid his gun out of the holster, moving forward when the older man grabbed her as she made the mistake of turning to face the door. 
 
    “I think you might want to take your fucking hands off her, old man,” Buck muttered in a cold deadly voice as he pressed his gun against the head of the man who was holding her. Everyone in the room froze except for the one man he hadn’t seen. He stepped forward from the shadows pressing a gun into Buck’s head.  
 
    Well, fuck. 
 
    “You might want to rethink that position, son,” the man who’d been silently watching the scene said and Buck knew that he was the one to watch out for. This man was the one who would be the deadliest adversary. Buck knew it was always the ones who waited that caused the most trouble.  
 
    “And why is that?” Buck asked, not panicking because he knew he could disarm the man and still kill the one in front of him if he needed to. 
 
    “Because I think lil’ bean will take issue with you killin’ her uncle,” he dryly replied, removing the gun and stepping back from Buck. That was when he realized that Tessa was already out of the other man’s arm and was flipping the switch, blinking a little when light flooded into the room.  
 
    “Bean, did you have to break my nose?” whined the man she had thrown down, his face covered in blood as he got off the floor looking pathetic.  
 
    “Don’t call me that, Jim-bo,” Tessa snapped.  
 
    “Geeze, Jim, grow some balls. She didn’t break your nose, it’s just a little bloody,” the man Buck was holding the gun on muttered, shaking his head sadly. Buck realized that the people attacking Tessa weren’t burglars or rival club members; they were her family. What the hell? He slowly allowed the gun to drop from the older man’s head as he looked at her family as if they’d all lost their collective minds.  
 
    “May I ask why your family’s attacking you, duchess?” Buck asked, his confusion evident in his tone, which was coated with a deadly edge. No one would hurt her.  
 
    “How else are we gonna’ know that she’s serious about leavin’, boy?” her uncle asked gruffly. 
 
    Buck didn’t know what one had to do with the other so he waited for Tessa to make some sense of their crazy excuses. He watched her sigh and roll her eyes as she walked over to the one who’d made him a little leery. The one who’d called her lil’ bean in an almost fatherly tone. Her smile and the way she walked into the man’s arms told him that this man must be her father.  
 
    “Ah, lil’ bean, I missed you.”  
 
    “I missed you too, pappy,” Tessa whispered, accepting the man’s bear hug. 
 
    “Still waiting for an explanation here, duchess,” Buck grumbled, surprised to find himself a little jealous of her obviously close relationship with her father. Didn’t that ring all kinds of fucked up bells too. 
 
    “They wanted to be sure I hadn’t lost my edge and that I could protect myself if it was necessary,” Tessa explained, not helping him to understand at all. They wanted to protect her by attacking her and likely scaring the living daylights out of her? That was all kinds of fucked up. 
 
    “I’m thinking that isn’t a good reason to attack you,” Buck said, feeling his stomach clench and his fists ball up. He didn’t understand why they thought that attacking a woman in the dark was okay. He did know they were damned lucky because if they’d hurt her, family or no family, they would have been eviscerated.  
 
    “Relax, boy. She was never in any danger and she knew it ten seconds after the attack started. We were holding back and so was she,” her uncle muttered, shaking his head as he turned to Tessa. “Didn’t you tell the boy who you really are or is that something he can’t handle?”  
 
    “Watch the boy bullshit, old man,” Buck muttered. 
 
    Tessa sighed and shook her head. “Buck, I’m fine. And Uncle Grant, what I tell him or don’t isn’t your concern. With the three of you here, who’s running the compound?”  
 
    “Your Uncle Dale’s still there and he has things under control while we’re out here tracking you down to be sure you’re okay,” her father said. 
 
    “You left Uncle Dale in charge? Are you insane? You will be lucky if the compound isn’t destroyed by the time you get back, pappy. What were you thinking?” Tessa asked, sounding truly concerned about this Dale being in charge. 
 
    “First I was thinking my daughter might need me. She left without telling us where she was going, and second, your uncle can handle it. He isn’t as bad as you seem to think,” her father explained, his head shaking and his smile a bit forced.  
 
    Buck would bet that this Uncle Dale wasn’t as good as her dad was saying. Buck would bet that love for his daughter had overridden his concern that the man he’d left in charge might screw something up. He could almost respect the man for that if he hadn’t been standing idly by while they’d viscously attacked her. What he’d seen of the little tussle was going to give him grey hairs. When that boy had grabbed for her arm and she’d twisted, tossing him to the floor, he’d almost shot him. If Tessa hadn’t tossed him on his ass he might have and she would likely have been a little angry with him for it. 
 
    Buck wasn’t sure what the hell was going on and he still wasn’t happy with the fact that they’d come into her home in the middle of the night and attacked her. Nor did he understand what the uncle meant by the comment about wanting to be sure she was serious about leaving. It seemed to him that she was damned serious if she’d left them and hadn’t told them where she’d ended up. Hell, even if he’d left his hometown in the middle on the night just before Easter Sunday, he’d call his mother to let her know where he was.  
 
    “I think maybe someone should start explaining to me why you came into Tessa’s house and attacked her when she got home because I’m still not satisfied with the answers I’ve gotten so far.” Buck allowed some of the cold edge he knew he had enter his tone. He was done playing games. 
 
    “Shit, is he slow? Did you hook up with a slow idiot, bean?” her uncle asked, looking from her to him and back again. “We already told him twice, can’t he comprehend simple sentences?”  
 
    “Uncle Grant! Really! He isn’t like you, which means he doesn’t understand,” Tessa muttered, looking tired, and Buck wanted to kick these assholes out and take her to bed. He’d make love to her and then he’d make damned sure she got the rest she obviously needed.  
 
    “What’s to understand? You should explain to that boy who you really are. He thinks you’re some namby-pamby damsel he should protect. We didn’t raise any of those and you damned well know it, girl—not even one,” her uncle gruffly crowed, his brows furrowed as he glared at her, and it suddenly hit Buck that this man was part of the reason Tessa wasn’t afraid of the men at the bar. If she’d lived with these yahoos, she’d been dealing with gruff assholes her whole life. It explained a lot about her ability to handle the shit that happened at the bar.  
 
    “Enough, Grant,” her father said, his arm still around Tessa’s waist. “Boy isn’t bad. We didn’t see him coming.” He looked thoughtful and Buck wasn’t sure he liked that look. 
 
    “Diego, that doesn’t mean he understands the girl or that he can protect her,” her uncle said.  
 
    “Don’t any of you care that she broke my nose?” the whiner demanded.  
 
    “No, nobody cares, Jim,” Diego muttered, his eyes rolling at him. Buck snickered; he couldn’t help it, these men reminded him a little bit of his brothers—not the ones who carried his blood but the ones he rode with. Jim reminded him of Joker—although Joker was typically whining about pussy, not a minor injury.  
 
     “Let me get you some ice, you big baby. I didn’t even hit you that hard,” Tessa muttered. She took a single step towards the kitchen before Buck stopped her.  
 
    “Your feet are bare and there’s glass,” Buck complained, lifting her up and carrying her across the living room to the door of her kitchen and setting her down. “Don’t cross the room when you come back. I’ll carry you to the couch and your family can clean up the mess they caused.”  
 
    “Huh, maybe not such an idiot after all,” her uncle said when he came back to stand in front of the men who were her family. Buck wondered what the hell to do with them and who they hell they were alluding to Tessa being.  
 
    “You care to start explaining?” he asked them, waiting for a response with his arms crossed over his chest as he watched the two older men and the whiner.  
 
    “If my girl wants you to know, she’ll tell you and we aren’t the ones on trial here. You are,” Diego said. His dark glare dark reminded Buck of his own father.  
 
    Shit. This was why he didn’t do relationships or chicks’ fathers but for Tessa he’d have to manage it because he was keeping her. It was already a done deal and even if she was from a family of crazy people he’d have to deal. Buck was saved from answering any awkward questions by Tessa returning to the doorway. He lifted her and carried her over to the couch, setting her down. 
 
    “Keep your feet up,” he cautioned before taking the ice she held. He moved to Jim and smacked him none too gently in the face with the ice. “Here.”    
 
      “Thanks, asshole. I think you just made my nose bleed again,” Jim muttered, holding the ice on his face. Grant grunted and snickered while still glaring at Buck. It was something Buck had never seen a man do. How did he manage that?  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Buck replied. He went to grab the broom and dust bin from the kitchen closet where Tessa kept it, walking over to the uncle and holding it out to him.  
 
    “Why you holding that out like that? You don’t think I’m going to clean that shit up, do you?” he asked, his two bushy brows rising to his thick white hairline looking amazed at Buck’s audacity.  
 
    “Buck, I’ll clean it up if you will go get me my—” Tessa started to say but he turned a dark glare on her, stopping her words.  
 
    “No, you won’t. They made the mess, they can damned well clean it up,” Buck growled. He held the broom out to her uncle again and this time he added a dark glower. Grant didn’t budge; he stood with his arms crossed over his chest, a glower of his own trained on Buck.  
 
    “Really, it’s not a big deal and it’s my fault that the bottle fell anyway—” Tessa tried again, raising to her knees on the couch, reaching out to try and pull on his arm to get his attention. Buck took a step forward to avoid her, his eyes locked with her uncle’s.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, give that here,” her father muttered, grabbing the broom. “I don’t want to spend all night watching the two of you stare deeply into each other’s eyes.” Buck didn’t respond to the gibe and handed over the dust pan without a fight. He watched her father clean up the mess before turning to Tessa.    
 
    “I still need to know what the hell prompted them to fucking attack you and what the hell is the compound, duchess?” He silently watched her face scrunch up with distaste and wondered if that was caused by her family attacking her or her not wanting to tell him what was going on.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa couldn’t help the grimace that twisted her face as she looked at Buck. He was holding her feet rubbing along her bare arch and watching her silently, his look expectant. Damn, she didn’t want to tell him about the compound. People judged what they didn’t understand and she knew that the whole state knew about the compound and the rumors ran rampant. It was the main reason she hadn’t told anyone where she was from. Not because she was embarrassed of her family but because she hated narrow-mindedness and some of the rumors were just ridiculous.  
 
    One had her father as a cult leader who ate his own children, which was beyond absurd. She didn’t want to tell him because the thought of Buck believing any of those things about her family made her sad. Her family was a bit odd but considering his was made up of more than a thousand men who were a bit off themselves, who were they to judge.  
 
    “It’s the compound out on route 60,” she muttered, waiting.  
 
    “You mean that doomsday place we sell guns to?” he asked, looking a little surprised, his hands pausing in their caresses.  
 
    Tessa was a little surprised herself. She turned to glare at her father, demanding, “You bought guns from bikers! What the hell, pappy?”  
 
    “Now bean. You know that some of our weapons aren’t exactly easy to get and sometimes that means working outside the law to get them. It’s not like we are planning to attack anyone or use them to take over a country or anything.” Her father looked a little sheepish as he dumped the glass he’d cleaned up into a trash bin he’d made Jim go get after Jim had finally stopped whining about his nose. Jim could be such a baby. Tessa glared at her father for another moment before she turned her glare on Buck, shaking her foot to get him to start rubbing again.  
 
    “Why would you sell guns to a group most people think are trying to start a militia to take over the state?” Tessa asked, her eyes narrowing.  
 
    “Good question, bean. Well boy?” Her father was grinning slyly thinking he’d shoved the blame off on Buck but she wasn’t finished with him yet either.  
 
    “You’re not off the hook, pappy.” She was gratified to see her father’s wince.  
 
    “We don’t judge. The money comes through, we sell, end of story. You’re actually from that place? What was that like?” Buck asked, now staring from her to her family and back again, making her laugh a little. What was it like? To her, a prison, but saying that to him now would break her father’s heart and she wouldn’t do that, so she shrugged.  
 
    “She didn’t like it,” Jim muttered, earning a glare from her. If he hurt her pappy by being an ass she would do more than bloody his damned nose.  
 
    “She has hated it since she was ten. The rest of my girls were okay living behind the fences but not my lil’ bean. Nope, she was always an explorer. Doesn’t surprise me that she ran away but it did hurt a little when she didn’t tell me she was leaving,” her father surprised her by saying, sounding a little hurt on the last part, making her feel like an asshole.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt you, pappy. I just couldn’t stay there anymore and once I’d decided to leave I didn’t want anyone to try to talk me out of it,” Tessa muttered, looking sadly at her dad and hoping he would understand why she’d left without telling him.  
 
    “I understand that you didn’t want us to try and stop you but you could have told us where you were going. We just want to be sure that you’re safe and have everything you need.”  
 
    “She has everything she needs,” Buck grunted, his hands gripping her foot rather than massaging it as he had been. 
 
    “Boy, you don’t get to decide that. Trust me, if she wants to leave she will—we aren’t afraid of you or your little biker club. We know how to handle anything you throw at us so believe me when I say don’t ever try to keep her against her will because all it would take to have all the fires of hell raining down on your head is a phone call.” Her father wore a grim expression, his eyes cold.  
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes because she was sure it would make her uncle’s, cousin’s and father’s year to have to follow through on that threat. She couldn’t decide who she wanted to be mad at because they both deserved her anger; her father for his threat and Buck for his annoying habit of assuming he knew what was best for her.  
 
    “I think that perhaps you both need to accept that neither of you have any say in what I do and move on,” Tessa snapped, pulling her feet out of Buck’s grasp. “Pappy, I’m obviously okay. You knew before you left to look for me that I would be so don’t try playing the just checking card with me. I know better. You came here to try and convince me to come back.”  
 
    Diego grimaced a little and nodded because he knew that she wasn’t stupid enough to believe him if he tried to deny his reasons for showing up in the middle of the night. Buck was watching her when she turned to look at him, his gaze speculating, and she wondered what he was thinking.  
 
    “Why are you living with a biker?” Jim asked, making her head swivel to scowl at him instead because who she lived with was none of his damned business.  
 
    “Not a bad question, girl,” her uncle grunted. 
 
    “First, I’m not living with him, he’s living with me, and second, it’s not any of your damned business.” Tessa ran a hand over her face trying to rein in her temper before she choked her only sensible cousin.  
 
    “Wow, that was kind of mean,” Jim muttered, looking hurt.  
 
    Tessa didn’t care. He wasn’t allowed to question her like that. She was an adult, not a five-year-old. She twisted on the couch planning to stand up and head into the kitchen, but Buck’s hand on her upper thigh stopped her making her look at him. 
 
    “Not till I’m sure there’s no more glass on the floor, duchess. What do you need?” Buck asked her, leaning forward to brush a stray hair out of her eyes. His eyes held an intensely protective glow that annoyed her a bit. She only allowed his control because it wasn’t smart to stomp around in bare feet with shards of glass on the floor. Otherwise she’d have told him were to stick his protectiveness.   
 
    “I need to get away from all this testosterone, it’s starting to make me sick to my stomach,” Tessa muttered, glaring at him darkly.  
 
    “I’ll take you to the kitchen, duchess. You can make your nightly hot cocoa to calm your nerves.” Buck stood, his thick arms bulging sexily as he scooped her up and carried her to the door of the kitchen before setting her down gently, his hands lingering on her waist. He leaned forward and placed a claiming kiss on her parted lips that left her a little breathless before stepping back.  
 
    “I’ll get the vacuum for your father,” Buck muttered, moving down the hall, ignoring her dad’s grumbled statement that he wasn’t the fucking maid. Shaking her head at his ridiculousness, she caught her father’s eye.  
 
    “We will talk about those guns when I get back, pappy.” She spun after seeing his glower turn into a worried frown because he knew that she was going to give him a long lecture over his irresponsible behavior. Her beloved grandmother wasn’t here to do it so it fell to her to take the men in her family to task for their insane ideas. If the police raided them again he’d be in trouble for illegal guns. Reaching up into the cabinet, which was newly painted since Buck had his buddies over last weekend, she grabbed her hot cocoa and measured out her cup.   
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Buck felt like he was going to come out of his skin. He’d gotten Tessa’s patch this morning and planned to give it to her in an hour when she got off work. He just couldn’t predict how she would react. Would she be flattered or would she think it was another way for him to try and control her. Over the past week, she’d opened up a bit about her life at the compound-o-crazy. Yeah, some of the shit she’d told him was insane. Drill sergeants hadn’t been as cruel as her family. When she had explained that her training had started when she was only five he’d almost lost his shit. He knew she loved them but subjecting children to some of those ‘drills’ seemed cruel even to him.  
 
    He watched Tessa lean over the table across the room from his table. His cock stirred prompting him to go to her but he resisted. Tonight wasn’t the night to take her against the wall in the stockroom. He needed to keep his head. Giving her his patch was important. She needed to know it wasn’t a whim and that meant not fucking her senseless right before they left, he lectured his randy cock. 
 
    Tessa looked up and smiled at him, an almost dreamy look on her face for a minute making him question his resolve to wait till he could fuck her properly tonight. Damn, he loved sinking inside her wet pussy. His cock twitched seconding that thought. His hands gripped the bottle of beer he’d been drinking and he might have forgotten all about his plan if Dice hadn’t sat down across from him.  
 
    “Hey, Choke needs us to come over in the morning. Something about a job we need to work on the computer. He will need both of us for this one. Not sure but he says that the Dicks are chomping at the bit for this one but he wants us to get it first. Might end up being a little risky, this job.” Dice raised his hand signaling Amber to bring him a beer.  
 
    “Okay. Is it going to be like the last time when they bought the goods out from under us and we had to raid their compound?” Buck asked, his eyes still tracking his woman even as he spoke to Dice. 
 
    “I fucking hope not. That was a shitty night and we lost two of our men,” Dice muttered, taking the beer from Amber when she neared their table with it. Buck glanced at him remembering the shared anger at how that operation had gone down but neither of them could have prevented what happened that night. Still feeling his nerves acting up, he shifted in the seat feeling like a pansy-assed idiot.  
 
    “Tonight’s the night, huh?” Dice asked grinning.  
 
    Buck ignored the look on his face, not wanting to give in to the need to tell him to fuck off because he knew it was what Dice wanted. His friend was trying to fuck with him over his need to own one little spitfire but he didn’t care. They could fucking kiss his ass because being with Tessa was worth every bit of ribbing he got. He finally understood why his brothers had patched women. It was because they couldn’t stand the thought of them getting away.  
 
    Buck knew he was dooming her to a dangerous life but he wasn’t sure he cared anymore. She was his and that was just that. Now he just had to convince her of that so she’d wear his patch and he could relax knowing he owned her and no one in their right mind would ever lay a hand on her because he’d have every right to kill them for it. Not that he wouldn’t have killed them for touching her before he patched her, because he would, but now the club would stand behind him when he did, giving her another layer of protection. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa didn’t know what Buck was up to but she knew it was something. All night he’d watched her with a weird fascination that was frankly freaking her out as she walked ahead of him into the house. Her family had left three days ago and since then he’d been acting strange. Tessa refused to think about her father’s talks with him and how after the third one Buck had a suspicious bruise on his cheek but her pappy’s approval to date his little girl.  
 
    Tessa still wasn’t sure why he thought Buck had needed his approval because like she’d told him and her uncle, she wasn’t asking them if it was okay to date Buck. She’d made the choice—with the help of fantastic sex—and they didn’t get a say.  
 
    “Duchess, why don’t you go sit and watch your show while I make your cocoa,” Buck offered, shutting the door behind them. Tessa turned, her eyes narrowed on him because he wasn’t normally so nice. He might be considerate in many ways but he never made her cocoa for her except for that one time she’d been sick. It made her watch his retreating figure warily.  
 
    What was he up to? 
 
    Tessa sat down on the couch taking off her shoes and wiggling her toes, feeling the ache from standing for too many hours as she did. Moaning as she leaned back into the couch, she closed her eyes as she pondered what he could be planning. She didn’t know but she’d bet it was something she wasn’t going to like. She was almost asleep when she heard a slight thump and then cursing from the kitchen. Tessa smiled and thought for just a moment about getting up to help him but decided against it since he was plotting something. 
 
    She watched the door to the kitchen wondering what he was doing in there when she heard another thump and more cussing. She almost couldn’t contain the little giggle that tried to escape her as she listened to the man. He was hopeless in the kitchen and even worse with cleaning. Buck had his good points but those two things weren’t one of them.  
 
    “Duchess, where’s that cup you like to drink your cocoa out of?” Buck asked, coming to stand in the doorway of the kitchen and looking a little worse for the wear. He’d apparently spilled the cocoa powder and now had it all over his shirt. She would mourn that little bit of powder if she didn’t know he’d replace it for her. That was one thing she kept him around for, he was good about seeing she was out of something or close to out of it and picking it up.  
 
    “I’ll get it.” She was about to push up off the couch when his panicked voice stopped her. 
 
    “No, I got it, you stay there and just tell me where it is.” Buck looked frantic and his hands ran over his head in a gesture she’d seen him do when he was really frustrated.  
 
    Hmm, how odd. Really, what was he up to? 
 
    “I think I put it in the dishwasher this morning before I left. If it’s not there check the cabinet above the sink.” Tessa couldn’t understand how he didn’t remember that she kept it there. He’d watched her get it out almost every night.  
 
    “Be right back, stay right there.” He turned and disappeared into the kitchen. His odd behavior had succeeded in making her more curious about what he was doing than sleepy. She flipped on the TV, turning the volume low so that she could still hear him in the kitchen muttering.  
 
    A grin curled her lips as she found the show she liked on the DVR. Just as she was getting into the show Buck stepped out of the kitchen. She looked up, surprised to see a breakfast tray in his hands loaded down. It had a vase with a single white rose, her cup of cocoa, what looked like whipped cream, and a slender box. Her brows rose to her hairline as he came towards her. She’d never been able to raise just one, it was a pet peeve of hers because her dad and both her uncles could do it but she couldn’t and it annoyed her.  
 
    She couldn’t help the smile when she noticed that he’d somehow gotten cocoa on his chin but then she realized that the kitchen must be a disaster and frowned. Thankfully Buck was concentrating hard on not spilling the tray in her lap and didn’t notice. He carefully set the tray across her lap, looking frazzled.  
 
    “This is sort of unexpected,” Tessa said before adding, “It isn’t my birthday, you know that, right?” Buck was sitting on the edge of his side of the couch looking like he was sick to his stomach, making her a little concerned about what was in the box. It was thin and about shirt box size but she didn’t have any idea what it was. It certainly wasn’t jewelry.  
 
    “Open your gift,” Buck grunted, looking a little pale as he commanded her.  
 
    “Oookay.” She couldn’t help but drag the word out as she tried to shift so that she could set her cocoa on the table so it wouldn’t spill. Buck jumped up and reached out, grabbing it from her.  
 
    “Here.” He took it and muttered under his breath as he set it on the table, “Idiot, how’s she supposed to hold it while she opens it. Damn, I’m acting like a idiot.”  
 
    Tessa almost laughed at his low mutter but managed to hold it in while watching him grab the box and shove it at her, almost hitting her in the face with it. Buck hissed another idiot before he sat back down beside her almost wringing his hands. Tessa took the box from him and pulled on the bow, beginning to lift the lid when his hands stopped hers. She looked up into his eyes questioningly.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry. Just, um—damn. Okay, open it,” Buck muttered.  
 
    Tessa pulled the top off quickly because she was afraid if she didn’t he was going to end up having a heart attack from stress. Buck was strung tighter than a bow. She was shocked when she saw the leather vest nestled in the paper. She realized that the reason he was acting like he was proposing was because in a way he was.  To him this would be as serious as asking her to marry him.  
 
    Tessa didn’t know how to react. She’d only known him a little over eleven months and only been dating him—well having sex with him—for a little over six months. Was that long enough to take this? Yes, they’d lived together for about four of those six months but she didn’t know if it was too fast for her or not.  
 
    She reached down touching the soft leather, her eyes slightly teary as she realized it didn’t matter. She was in love with the bastard and he was offering to stay with her for good.  
 
    “Well?” he demanded, still looking like a psychopath.  
 
    “Sure—okay,” she muttered “But this means no other women. I won’t be used as a fucking maid and sex when you feel the need. It’s got to mean something.” 
 
    “Duchess, when I moved in here that was kind of implied. I’m not a cheater,” Buck grumbled, looking angry and a little insulted.  
 
    “I mean it,” Tessa stated firmly. “This won’t stop me from leaving your ass if you cheat on me.”  
 
    “Okay, ‘cause I won’t,” Buck growled, his frown dark and his eyes narrowed. Tessa lifted the soft leather out and shook it. It unfolded and she almost laughed because the darned thing was going to be too big.  
 
    “You need to take this back though,” she told him. 
 
    “What? You just agreed to take it!” He looked angry but then he shook his head and stood up. Grabbing her, he jerked her up, tossing her over his shoulder. Tessa shrieked and grabbed his hips trying to stop her swaying. She watched the leather fall to the couch as he stormed off in the direction of the bedroom.  
 
    “Where are you taking me, you psycho?” Tessa asked, trying to figure out why he was carrying her into the bedroom.  
 
    “You agreed. It’s settled I’m not taking it back and I’m going to show you I mean business,” he growled and she couldn’t help the giggles as she realized he thought she meant she didn’t want it not, that it wouldn’t fit her and he needed to have it taken in a bit or it wouldn’t be wearable.  
 
    “Buck, I was just saying that—” That was as far as she got when she was done laughing her ass off because really, he was being an idiot. Buck had set her on her feet and grabbed her around the waist, his mouth slamming down on hers in a claiming kiss that took her breath away, stopping her explanation and stealing her brain cells until all she could do was cling to him.   
 
    She found her arms winding around his neck as her body pressed against him, her breasts aching as they encountered his hard pecs. Damn, would sex ever be anything but mind-blowing with this man? She didn’t know but she sure hoped not since he’d just asked her to be his wife—sort of. Tessa couldn’t control the moan that escaped her. It seemed to claw its way from her very soul as his tongue thrust into her mouth, his hand moving from her hip to her breast and cupping it, his thumb rubbing over her nipple through her shirt.  
 
    Her hands gripped the back of his neck. Buck pulled back, his mouth trailing down her neck nipping and sucking on her skin, making it impossible for her to catch her breath. Sliding his hand down her body to grab the hem of her shirt, he jerked it off over her head in one single swift motion. His eyes burned as he gazed at her breasts trapped in her lacy black bra.  
 
    “You aren’t taking it back. You said yes and I won’t take anything else as an answer now,” he said harshly, his voice almost a snarl.  
 
    Tessa knew there was something she should say but her wits were so lost in the desire his touch invoked that she was unable to string two words together. He flicked the clasp on her bra open, ripping it off her arms with another swift motion. She whimpered when his mouth covered her nipple just as rapidly as he had removed her clothing. Her mind a hazy pool of dark desires, she pressed into his mouth, her hand cupping the back of his head as her other hand gripped his hard bicep. 
 
     She needed more, more of his caresses, more of his kisses, just more. Tessa didn’t know when it had happened over the past six months but she’d fallen in love with him so deeply that she knew she’d never escape it or him. Her mind splintered as his teeth scraped her nipple and he growled, the vibration making shivers of need slide down her spine. Her hands moved to his cut trying to pull it off. He let out a harsh groan and jerked his cut off tossing it onto the dresser. His shirt followed hitting the floor as he lunged at her, tackling her to the bed. 
 
    “You’re mine now, duchess. Don’t care about any bullshit excuses.” He hovered over her, looking down with a possessive need shining in his eyes. Tessa felt her heart catch in her chest. “Mine, every fucking inch. Mine.”  
 
    She couldn’t find words to show him what she felt stir inside her at the hard, unyielding tone he’d used to tell her she was his or the heat she could see blistering in his eyes. Her hands reached for him gripping his shoulders, her nails digging in as she pulled him down for her kiss. She was the one plundering his mouth, her tongue thrusting against his in a needy display of lust that she needed him to know she felt.  
 
    He allowed her to rule him for a moment more before he left a scorching trail of kisses to her breasts pausing to caress each one until she was wilting beneath him, passion burning her alive. His teeth scraped across her left nipple before he trailed those nipping kisses lower, his mouth pausing at her navel, his tongue exploring the little hollow before moving on. His hands were already tugging at her jeans, removing them quickly to stare down at her with a hunger that seared her very soul. Tessa gripped his head when he pushed her legs apart, his face lowering towards her sex with clear intent.  
 
    Tessa reached out, her hands pulling at his ears to get his attention. She couldn’t handle him doing that for her tonight. She was already on the verge of coming and he’d barely begun. She needed him to be inside her; not his fingers or his tongue but his cock thrusting into her over and over until she couldn’t decide where he began and she ended. He looked up at her from between her legs, his eyes heavy-lidded with dark cravings she knew they’d only begun to explore together. He seemed to understand the silent communication of her needs because he leaned forward, kissing above her clit before he slipped up her body, making sure he rubbed his chest against her as he did, resting above her. 
 
    Buck didn’t bother to take his own pants off, he just jerked open the fly and allowed his freed cock to spring forward and slap against her tightened bud, eliciting a gasp. Her heart thundered in her ears and her hands ran over his skin feeling the hard smoothness of it—trying not to lose her mind as lust assaulted her. It gripped her by the throat making her feel like she was going to explode into a thousand pieces at any moment.  
 
    She reached down guiding his thick hardness to her waiting pussy, needing him in her more than she’d ever needed anything in her life. Buck didn’t have to receive any more invitation than that and his first thrust into her was hard and demanding. She couldn’t help holding his ass in a demanding clench of her hands as he slammed in and out of her, every thrust pulling a moan from her lips.  
 
    His fingers slipped down flicking her clit as he grunted out, “Duchess, this is my pussy. Mine. It’s been mine for months, nobody touches it but me from now on, understand.”  
 
    She wanted to argue with him just to show him he couldn’t dictate to her but her only response was her explosive orgasm as her eyes rolled back in her head and she came in a torrential gush of wetness that oiled his thrusting as he moved harder into her. The headboard was smacking against the wall in a loud banging that made her glad she didn’t have close neighbors or they’d be calling the police. He didn’t stop when she was finished, he just moved his hand down to rub the slick heat of her body over her clit stimulating it until she knew she was climbing to the summit again.  
 
    With her body betraying her pleasure, she needed to do something to make him stop looking so smug above her. Tessa reached under his ass, her hand finding his balls and she squeezed them in a gentle caress that tore a growling groan from Buck as he let go, fucking her wildly as they both roared into their orgasms like a freight train. His entire body froze as he came in a hard shudder that made satisfaction pour through her veins as he collapsed against her, panting like he’d run for miles.  
 
    “Holy fuck, duchess. I don’t think I’ve ever come that hard,” Buck growled, his eyes heavy-lidded as he lifted his head after a good five minutes of catching his breath.  
 
    “It’s only fair. You curled my toes permanently with that second orgasm,” she muttered, earning a light swat to her ass when she rolled to her side. “Hey,” she complained, rubbing the offended area. 
 
    “Want to take a shower then do it again?” he asked, wiggling his brows and making her laugh.  
 
    “No, I’m too tired. You need to get that manic need to fuck me under control.” 
 
    “Yeah, duchess, we both know that’ll never happen,” he replied before he pulled her into his side and proceeded to prove it by making her come four more times before he allowed her to slip into an exhausted slumber. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buck didn’t like the way this run was going. It had been a shit storm from the beginning when his bike started acting up. He’d had to ride over to the clubhouse to get his other bike out of the museum—that’s what they called the place they kept their bikes they rarely rode—and take his Harley over to Mitch’s shop.  
 
    It didn’t help that Dice had been an asshole because he was tripping over some girl who hadn’t played for over three weeks after they’d fought over some bullshit or another. Dice was always bitchy when she wasn’t playing. It had happened four times over the past three years. She’d disappear and change her gamer tag as well as the information on the account according to Dice and he’d freak until she sent him the new information.  
 
    Dice was getting way too attached to this woman who refused to even meet him in person or tell him her real name. Dice wasn’t one to get attached to people. Hell, they were lucky he tolerated them because the man was beyond introverted most of the time. He didn’t do close well. With Dice being so damned bitchy Buck was sure that if he didn’t know they needed the payoff this job would get them he’d say fuck it and head back to his old lady. 
 
    Fuck, it was good to know he finally had a right to call Tessa his. She’d already been his but now nobody was going to say she wasn’t and they’d keep their fucking hands to themselves when he wasn’t around to smack their heads together because if they didn’t, his brothers would fuck their shit up for him. He liked knowing he didn’t have to worry about her while he was out on the road handling shit for the club.  
 
    Two weeks ago, he’d given her his patch and gotten the orders for this run. They were headed to a computer site where they were going to download some information they could sell for close to a million in cold hard cash. It meant his share was about fifty thousand and he wanted that payload. It would let him finish outfitting the house. Two of the three bathrooms needed work and they needed more furniture to make it feel like a real home. This job would let him take care of everything and be able to store some for when they started having kids. That was a trippy thought. If anyone had told him a year ago that he’d be thinking of kids, he would have laughed his ass off before he walked away but here he was.  
 
    He followed Dice off the road onto the dirt path that would lead them to the area they were going to so they could interface with the computer via a satellite connection. Why they needed to do this out here in the middle of the desert a day-long drive away was beyond him but he knew Dice knew what he was doing, even if he was hating it because it meant he wasn’t with Tessa.  
 
    He pulled up to the little shack Dice had set up for this task of stealing the files for the program they’d been paid to get after winning the bidding war with the Tricky Dicks to get the contract from the client. They’d taken a half million dollar pay cut to do it but it was worth it. They’d cut the Dicks out and that’s what mattered. The payoff was still going to be nice and leave the club pretty set for six months or so. Not that they’d be avoiding jobs, they could just be selective and slow down for a while. 
 
    Climbing off his bike, he grabbed his sawed off and the AK-47 off the back of his bike, grateful they’d avoided main roads and cops because explaining his current arsenal would have been difficult had they been stopped—not to mention the illegal nature of his weapons. After he set up the security and made sure no one was able to get inside the place, Dice got to work. Eight hours and three close calls later, they were packing it in and he was heading home to his old lady. 
 
    He didn’t take the drive to the clubhouse even though he was tasked with protecting the drive till they handed it off to the client in a week when things had cooled down from their cyber-attack. Instead he headed home to his woman, needing to feel her in his arms. He’d been up for almost three days by the time he pulled into the drive but he knew he’d never sleep till he made love to her. Entering the house, he dropped his bag near the door and grabbed Tessa as she came into the living room.  
 
    “Buck, I thought you weren’t supposed to be home till tomorrow?” Tessa asked, dallying way too long for his tired needy brain. Tossing her over his shoulder and grinning stupidly, he headed to the bedroom with her shrieking and smacking his ass in protest.  
 
    “Time for bed, woman!” he grunted and tossed her down on the bed before following her down. 
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    Tessa woke listening hard, unsure why she felt like something was off. Sitting up, she looked over at Buck who’d been out for a little over three hours according to the little clock beside the bed. Tessa had gotten up earlier to lock up and turn off all the lights Buck had left on when he’d dragged her to the bedroom. He’d likely intended to get up and do it himself after he’d rocked her world but right after he’d come he’d fallen to the bed and was asleep in seconds. Buck was usually good about making sure she was safe before he went to bed. 
 
    She couldn’t help the little grin that touched her lips when she realized he was as ridiculous in his overprotective behavior as the men in her family were. Of course, Buck had never seen her in action like her family had so she’d give him a little leeway. Not that she’d had much call to use the skills she’d learned when she was barely past puberty. They’d run drills once a week simulating a real breech with paint guns and it had always pissed her uncles off when she was better than their kids because she wasn’t just muscle, she was also a thinker. Thinkers were much more dangerous, her father had always explained, laughing when she was the only one besides Hannah who didn’t have at least one ‘wound’ when they lined up after the drills.  
 
    Buck would likely flip his lid when he saw she’d also moved his bag from near the doorway to hide it behind the chair he’d bought her a few weeks ago.  She was sure whatever he’d been up too with that AK-47 and that drive wasn’t strictly legal—which meant moving that bag so it wasn’t immediately visible if the police showed up at the door. She would have stowed it with her weapons if she hadn’t thought he’d have a hissy fit over it.  
 
    She heard a hissing sound from the living room and frowned, her spidey sense tingling something awful, and she knew it wasn’t a drill. Quietly she crawled from the bed, her eyes moving to where Buck was sleeping, wondering what he had on that drive he’d brought home and what type of men she’d be dealing with if this was about that. She went to the dresser to grab her knife, feeling her insides clench at the thought of using it on someone. She’d do it and then deal with the fallout just like her dad had taught her.  
 
    She slipped down the hall on silent feet, her legs bare because she’d only slipped on her panties and Buck’s shirt that hung to just below her ass. Buck would be mad that she hadn’t woken him but as tired as he was he’d likely make a mistake trying to handle whoever was in their house and she didn’t want things to get messy. As she neared the living room she could hear the two men talking.  
 
    “Where the fuck is the damned bag. I know he brought it here because he didn’t go anywhere once he showed up here and I saw him bring it inside. What the fuck?” a tall thin almost gangly man wearing a dusty leather cut and what looked in the dim light like dirty jeans demanded. 
 
    “How am I supposed to fucking know? I checked the kitchen. Did you check the other rooms? Maybe he has it in his room with the bitch. We’re going to have to look in there,” the chunky man with a grisly beard muttered, sounding a little put out that the bag might be in their room. Tessa felt a little relieved that they hadn’t looked behind her chair—although that told her she was dealing with two idiots, which made her happy. It meant they’d discount her as a threat. A dark grin split her face; that would work for her.  
 
    “You go in there. I don’t want to get a gun in my face. He’ll kill us if we go in there,” the skinny one muttered.  
 
    “Jesus, grow a pair. Fucker’s sleeping, he can’t shoot us when he’s sleeping,” the other one grunted. Tessa knew they were worried about Buck when they should be worried about the bitch who was sneaking up on them with a butcher knife.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up. Asshole’s taken out like twenty of our club just this year and you damned well know it,” Skinny whined. Damn, Buck had been a busy boy. Well she’d known he wasn’t a girl scout but fuck, twenty? How had he not been arrested with that many people dying?  
 
    “Yeah, those illegals were never great and they were just prospects,” Bushy growled, shaking his head. That explained why no one had come to their door then. Illegals weren’t big on contacting the police over their dead family any more than the clubs would be. Tessa needed to get to it but before she could do anything she heard a sound in the hallway and turned to see Buck flipping on the light.  
 
    Fuck, she hid the knife under the couch and stood up quickly trying to move back from where she was standing right beside Skinny but she didn’t make it. He reached out, grabbing her arm and jerking her to him with a gun pressed against her side.  
 
    “Duchess, where did you g—fuck,” Buck said entering the living room, his hand rubbing the back of his neck, looking confused as he paused taking in the room. Damn, why did he have to wake up before she’d killed these two bastards. Bushy was close to the hallway and he trained his gun on Buck.  
 
    “Well isn’t this fortunate, Curly? We were just about to come into your room and you both come out to say hi to us instead,” Bushy muttered and Tessa almost couldn’t contain the laugh that bubbled up in her chest at the realization the skinny man was named after one of the biggest TV idiots out there. That thought died when Bushy shoved Buck, making him stumble to his knees. 
 
    “It’s good they came out here. Now they can tell us were that bag is,” Curly muttered, his gun pushing harder into her side. If only he’d move it just for a second, she’d be able to get away and shove that gun up his skinny ass.  
 
    “Take her in the kitchen and tie her to the chair in there. We’ll torture her till he tells us where the bag is,” Bushy ordered, and skinny or Curly pushed her towards the kitchen using his gun to prompt her to move.  
 
    Maybe if they separated she’d get a chance while he was tying her up. She just hoped Buck didn’t do anything stupid. As she entered the kitchen with Curly pushing her forwards with his gun, he shoved her into the counter making her breath escape her in a rush.  
 
    When she caught her breath, she glanced over her shoulder. She realized this was her chance; he was holding the gun on her but she could disarm him if she moved quickly. He wouldn’t expect her to try and disarm him and that would work in her favor. She waited until he was distracted and the gun lowered just a little. Tessa moved, twisting around, but before she could disarm him Buck burst through the door to the kitchen with his gun raised, shooting towards Skinny but missing him.  
 
    Tessa moved, trying to get to Curly before he could shoot at Buck. She would have been able to kick the gun out of his hand if Curly wasn’t so afraid of Buck that he jerked back away from him. Curly crashed into her body as she kicked out. Her foot hit his elbow instead of his wrist and his submachine gun went off spraying the room with bullets, hitting the wall, the window and Buck.  
 
    She watched in horror as his chest exploded with red and his shocked expression changed to a pained groan as he fell to his knees. Buck’s hand pushed against the wound in his upper chest as his body shuddered and his grimace of pain was like a knife to her heart. Curly landed on the floor and the gun skittered across the tile away from him. Tessa didn’t know how long she had to get this situation under control before Bushy entered the fray and Buck was no longer any help she realized as he fell forwards passing out.  
 
     Tessa had managed to stay upright and she moved to the machine gun, her focus on taking out Curly for shooting Buck. Lifting the gun, she didn’t hesitate; she’d been training for this all her life and even if she’d never thought to use it she’d fucking learned it and she was going to use that knowledge to take out these two bastards. She shot Curly in the head once from the other side of the room, making sure to spray around him even as she used the first bullet as the kill shot—knowing that forensics would prove that she hadn’t shot the man point blank, allowing her some leeway to call this self-defense. Her father and uncles had taught her about that too.  
 
    Moving into the other room, she found Bushy getting up off the floor and shot him in the shoulder, then the heart, being sure to duck as he tried to shoot her first. He missed because she had already moved before he even pulled the trigger on his semiautomatic. Bushy fell back dead, his eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. Tessa didn’t waste any time dropping the gun to the floor before she rushed back to Buck, falling to her knees in the blood.   
 
    Gently she rolled him over to his back, noticing the large bruise on his head and his bluish appearance. She felt fear grip her when she saw where the wound was located. Her panic was rattling around in her head like a wrecking ball slamming into any surface it found, smashing it all to bits. She almost didn’t know what to do as she looked down at the man she loved beyond anything in this world lying there with blue lips, barely breathing. She was sitting there without a clue as to what to do when her brain suddenly started working.  
 
    She pushed away from him, her mind already lining up the things she needed and what she had to do. She moved into the living room, unlocking the door before grabbing the bag from behind the chair, gathering her knife quickly from beneath the couch, and running into the bedroom with the heavy bag and knife. She entered the closet and quickly popped open the floor, stowing everything under it with her guns, grabbing a few other things from the bedroom and tossing them in too. She made sure to close it properly, tugging the boxes into place and exiting.  
 
    She ran back to the kitchen grabbing both their phones and used her phone to dial 911. She talked to the emergency operator as her hand moved over Buck, using the towels she’d grabbed from the drawer to pack the wound, her mind doing a check on his vitals even while she used his phone to text Dice. She told him they’d been attacked and she’d called the paramedics and the police were on their way. Dice texted back he’d be here in ten minutes. She talked to the woman on the phone, constantly updating her on Buck’s breathing and vitals.  
 
    She could hear the sirens in the distance when Buck took a shuddering breath in and stopped breathing. Her heart nearly stopping, she tossed the phone and began CPR. His body gushed blood from the packed wound and it bubbled from his mouth making her panic level rise but she continued the familiar motions until the paramedics were rushing inside to take over.  
 
    Dice walked in four minutes after they arrived and the two of them waited while they loaded Buck into the back of the ambulance to transport him. Two more men showed up and they handled the cops when they walked in. They wouldn’t let Tessa leave with Buck because they had questions for her. She sat in the windowed room for hours with Choke answering questions while her mind twisted around and around about what was happening with Buck.  
 
    “Okay, Miss Holden, let’s go over this again.” The fat hairy cop who seemed slower than a snail taking a nap had his little note pad now full of notes on her answers, which hadn’t changed since she’d answered them the first time.  
 
    “No, she’s already told you what happened four times,” Choke, one of the men who’d arrived after Dice, muttered. He’d already sent Dice to the hospital to see what was happening with Buck.  
 
    “This isn’t your concern. You’re interfering with an investigation,” the cop, who obviously didn’t like Choke or his MC, said. Tessa would bet good money he just wanted to piss Choke off with his repeated questions.  
 
    A cop opened the door, sticking his head inside. “Their lawyer’s here. Cooper said to get you. They’re being released.” 
 
    “Told you we’d be out within an hour. Run along and get your marching orders, Randal,” Choke muttered, his smile satisfied. When the man left the room, Choke looked at her, nodding with a little smile. “They’ve sprung us, doll. Won’t be long now and you can check on your old man.”  
 
    “Okay,” Tessa said, hoping it was quick because she needed to know if Buck was okay and the past hour of questioning had nearly made her insane. She wanted to know what was going on at the hospital.  
 
    “You did good tonight. Real good, doll. Don’t ever think differently.” Choke didn’t elaborate but having realized that neither the drive nor any of the illegal weapons had made it into the hands of the cops had endeared her to Choke.  
 
    Tessa nodded, her mind far away as they waited to be let go. It took another three hours before they were walking out of the police station and heading for the hospital. Only the messages from Dice to Choke had kept her sane while she waited. Buck was alive and that was all that mattered to her at the moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa leaned forward in the chair, her head resting on Buck’s bed, hearing the beep-beep swish of the various monitors and machines helping to keep him alive. It had been two weeks since the night she’d almost lost the only man she would ever love. She wasn’t afraid to admit that without him she didn’t have a life anymore. She’d known the moment when she’d knelt beside him and realized that he’d stopped breathing. She thanked every god and deity she’d ever heard of that her family was insane because the field medicine and CPR they’d taught her had saved his life. If she hadn’t had that knowledge so well ingrained that it had pushed through the panic that night, he might have died.  
 
    She didn’t allow the tears that threatened to pour from her eyes fall with sheer force of will—she’d cried enough. It was a miracle he’d survived after he’d coded. The doctors had said he’d been lucky she was there because her fast reaction to stop the bleeding and get air into him while attempting to restart his heart had saved him. She would never forget the blood pooling beneath him or the way it had poured out of his mouth—the images in her head were harsh and burned her memory every time she thought about them. 
 
    “You have to fight for us, Buck. Please, I need you,” she whispered into the almost silent room, still wishing she’d been able to take those two assholes out before they’d shot him in the chest collapsing his lung and nearly killing him. She was only grateful they’d missed his heart— the bullet had torn through his lung and slammed into a bone and thankfully hadn’t ricocheted or shattered. It had lodged in the rib and stayed. It was another reason he’d lived, they’d said, because that rib had stopped the bullet from doing more damage.  
 
    She felt more than heard someone enter the room and looked up to see Dice and Joker standing in the doorway with Choke and Chaos coming in behind them. The four large men weren’t strangers to Buck’s hospital room and they’d bullied her into leaving to get some better rest the other night, going so far as to drug her to get her home and in the bed she’d shared with Buck less than two weeks ago.  
 
    She’d woken up to find herself in their bed and for about a minute she’d thought she might have dreamed it—that it was just a horrible nightmare—but walking into the kitchen had proven that wrong. The wall was still sporting bullet holes and the window was boarded up but still smashed out. If that wasn’t enough, the fact that Dice had been the one sitting at the table playing cards with two prospects, not Buck, would have cleared up any lingering doubt.  
 
    “Hey, doll. How’s it going today?” Choke asked as he came over and gave her a one-armed hug, his kiss on the top of her head reassuring. He’d taken care of most of the police issues with the help of the club’s three lawyers—yes, three. It seemed like overkill to her but she supposed it wasn’t because of the highly illegal jobs they did. She didn’t want to know how and she sure as hell wasn’t going to complain when they’d managed to get her out of any legal trouble within hours with only a statement and a slight detainment.  
 
    “The nurses said they’re going to take him off the ventilator today because they think his lung might be ready. They said it hours ago but haven’t come in to take care of it yet,” Tessa told them, knowing they’d handle it and she didn’t really care about how. She wasn’t above using whatever clout they had to get Buck taken care of. She wouldn’t be waiting around silently while they did nothing to help her man. 
 
    “Take care of that Joker,” Choke said, looking up at him.  
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    Tessa watched Joker push off the wall he’d been leaning on and move towards the door headed to the nurse’s station to tell them to get off their asses. She should feel bad that she was likely going to be the cause of some nurse’s panic attack but she didn’t give a fuck.  
 
    “They have any idea when he might wake up yet?”  Chaos asked softly, almost hesitantly.  
 
    “No, they said maybe once he’s off the ventilator but they’re not sure. He’s healing and they think that and the knock on his head is the cause of the coma. Hopefully once he’s off it we will see improvement.” Tessa brushed her hair back noting that it was oily and unkempt. Maybe she needed to have one of them stay while she took a shower because she likely smelled bad too. None of them had said anything to her—not even Patty or the girls who’d been by several times. Likely they all thought she’d break if they did.  
 
    “Well once it’s out I’m sure he will wake. Buck’s a fighter and he’s not leaving you,” Dice grunted from his position by the door.  
 
    Tessa nodded and stared back at Buck’s still form wondering if she’d ever hear his voice again or feel him touch her—she was starting to worry she wouldn’t ever have those pleasures again and it was ripping her heart to shreds.  
 
    “You hungry? I can have Chaos run get something for you from the cafeteria or anywhere else you want to eat,” Choke asked, sitting down beside her.  
 
    “No, I’m fine. They started bringing me food like you told them to the first time you came to visit over a week and a half ago,” Tessa reminded him. They’d bullied her into eating after three days by his bedside, telling her if she didn’t eat they’d have them force-feed her with a tube. She’d known they would do it too because they were now her family because of Buck. Choke had told her the night they’d spent in the police station waiting on the lawyers that she would be family for nothing more than her hiding the drive and saving Buck’s life. Apparently those two things meant that even had she not been patched by Buck, she’d still be family to them. She’d done it to protect Buck but in doing so she’d protected the club. 
 
    “Just making sure. You might want something they aren’t bringing you.”  
 
    “I’m okay. Just worried he still isn’t out of the woods even though they moved him out of intensive care last week.” Tessa reached out holding onto Buck’s almost lifeless hand, trying not to allow the tears to fall from her eyes.  
 
    Choke’s scarred hand covered hers on the bed and his gruff voice muttered, “He’s going to be okay. You’ll get him back. We all will.” 
 
    Tessa glanced at him seeing the hard determined look in his eyes and nodded. She really hoped all their resolve was enough to wake Buck up and make him whole again. She loved him too much to ever accept any other outcome.  
 
    Choke left his hand on hers offering the support she needed to make it through the day while they all waited on Buck to recover. Tessa was glad she had been raised by men who weren’t fully sane and could appreciate these large gruff men who stayed with her day after day—waiting. 
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    Buck felt frustration burn through him. Damn it, when would all this weakness leave him. He’d only been out for a little over an hour and he was already feeling like he’d been out all damned week. Fuck, he knew he’d been through hell over the past ten weeks after escaping the dark blackness of his coma but it had to get better soon or he’d be a fucking liability to his club and his old lady. Hell, he was already a liability to Tessa. He was the reason she’d had to kill two men. Why had he brought that drive home with him when he knew he should have taken it to the damned clubhouse?  
 
    He knew his need to be with her after missing her so much while he was on the road was the reason he’d brought it home with him. If he had taken it to the clubhouse that night, it would have been another hour and a half before he’d seen her and that had seemed like forever after three days without her in his arms. That was why he’d been thinking about his relationship with Tessa. She was his world and he loved her more than he could ever love anyone—more than his club, his family or his life for that matter. It was why he needed to let her go and soon, before he convinced himself that he could keep her safe. He couldn’t and he needed to face that fact before it ended up getting her hurt or worse, killed.  
 
    The thought sent a cold spike of dread spearing through him. He never wanted her to be the one lying in a puddle of her own blood on the kitchen floor like Choke had told him he was. That knowledge more than any other proved his life wasn’t meant for a woman like her. It wasn’t what he wanted for her—she deserved better.  
 
    He drove back to the house needing to make love to her for one more night. To hold her in his arms and know she was his one last time before he pushed her away. She’d told him never to mess around on her and he knew that was the only way he’d ever convince her he was done with her but it tore at his insides to think about hurting her that way. Not that he’d actually sleep with another woman, he’d just make her think he had. Even knowing it was best for her, he couldn’t bring himself to betray her that way—especially after the way she’d nursed him back to health through angry outbursts and painfully weak moments when he’d been unable to walk and all the other shit she’d had to do for him.  
 
    Shaking his head in resolve, he knew he had to leave her for her sake. It was the only way to make sure she was safe and his world wasn’t fucking up her life. Tessa could stay at Hambone’s and he would watch her from afar keeping her safe while still being able to see her. He couldn’t let her go completely, it just wasn’t something he could do and stay sane.  
 
    Entering the house, he heard Tessa call out and he walked into the kitchen seeking her. He felt a little satisfaction as he took in the newly remodeled room. The floors had been replaced, the walls painted and window replaced. He’d added a larger island counter top and all new cabinets making it a homey, almost cozy, room rather than a harsh reminder of what had happened here.  
 
    The first time he’d entered the room and seen Tessa blanche about a week after he’d been brought home, he’d known it needed to be redone. He wouldn’t allow her to feel the pain of that night every time she entered the room. The window had been replaced by then—Choke and Dice had made sure that was done while he was still in the hospital.  
 
    “Hey lover, how are you doing?” Tessa asked, smiling at him.  
 
    Damn, this was going to be a lot harder than he’d realized. She was so addictive that just looking at her now—standing in front of the sink with her hair pulled up with little hunks falling on her neck, her jean shorts clinging to her tight ass and her breasts cupped by the t-shirt she was wearing—made him hard.  
 
    “All right,” he answered, his hands clenching as he walked towards her. His mind already on how tight she’d feel around him and thoughts of never being able to feel that again after tonight haunting him, he drew her into his arms. She came willingly, her arms wrapping around his neck as she accepted his kiss, her smile bright. His hands were possessive as they cupped her hips and he asked himself if he could let her go even a little but he knew he had to. He couldn’t allow her to face the darkness that was his life. He needed to find the strength to do it because she was all that was beautiful in his world and he refused to sully her with his black hole of a life. He never should have reached out for her and he knew it. His only defense was that he never would have made it if he’d never been able to taste her, even if it was for such a short time.  
 
    He tugged on her, pulling her towards the door of the kitchen headed to their bed, pissed he couldn’t carry her like he wanted to. She laughed and tugged back but he refused to release her. 
 
    “The water, Buck—can’t leave it on.” She giggled and he realized she’d left it running when he’d grabbed her. 
 
    “Hurry up. I want to make you scream my name at least a dozen times before morning,” he growled, allowing her to run over to the sink and twist the knob. He knew she thought he was kidding but he meant every word. If he was leaving her for good in the morning, he needed to brand her so she remembered who owned her even if she eventually ended up with another man. That thought sent anger roaring through his soul because it wasn’t something he wanted to think about happening—ever. 
 
    Tessa came back over to him and he grabbed her hand practically dragging her towards the bedroom, his hand a hard vise around her wrist. He knew he was being intense but he couldn’t soften with the knowledge of what the morning brought with it and the pain he was about to cause both of them in order to protect her. Sacrifice was never easy and he wished their happiness wasn’t what he had to offer up in order to do the right thing by her. She would be hurt by his actions but she’d be safer. Pushing those thoughts aside, he dragged her down on the bed and began making love to her with an intense need that bordered on being manic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa felt tears sting her eyes as she watched Buck. He’d arrived a little over an hour ago just like he had every night this week. He had Cindy on his lap again with his hand resting on her hip possessively. She couldn’t deny it any longer; after weeks of observing him like this she could finally admit it was over between them. Her heart ached as she turned and walked towards the back.  
 
    It was official and she knew exactly what she needed to do. She didn’t have to like it but it was the only way. She still didn’t understand what had happened. Buck had walked out on her one morning after making love to her all night and she’d been surprised when he didn’t call her for several days but she’d thought he was doing something for the club. She’d been wrong.  
 
    Tessa tossed her tray onto the counter and called out to Teller that she was taking a break and headed back towards Patty’s office. Her mind was whirling with all the bullshit she’d gone through for the last few weeks since Buck had walked out of her place that morning with a gruff, “I got shit I need to do.” She should have known then that something was wrong. Buck always told her where he was going and when he’d likely be back. She had tried to deny that something was wrong because she was in love with him. She had been able to pretend everything was fine—at least for a little while. She didn’t regret the choices that led her here—even though he’d left her.  
 
    Even if he was a fucking bastard for hurting her this way.   
 
    Tessa knocked on Patty’s door, entering when Patty yelled out to come in. She stepped inside, closing the door behind her and plopping down on the couch across from Patty’s desk.  
 
    “Don’t hate me but I can’t take this anymore,” Tessa grumbled. 
 
    Patty raised a brow and sat back in her chair looking at her with a questioning glance. Her fingers shuffled the papers she’d been working on, setting them aside to give Tessa her full attention.  
 
    “What can’t you take? Are one of the boys messing with you?” Patty asked, a frown starting to form. 
 
    “Buck,” Tessa barked out, knowing the other woman would know exactly what she was talking about the moment she said the name. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Patty said, shifting in her seat and letting out a sigh. “He’s being an idiot.” 
 
    “Ha, tell me something I don’t know. I can’t figure out what happened. Everything was fine before the Dicks almost killed him. Hell, even for the ten months he was recovering. It’s like he woke up one day and decided to be an asshole. Now he’s here with that woman every fucking night.” Tessa couldn’t keep the hurt from her voice as she spoke and tears threatened again.  
 
    “Oh hon, men can be idiots. You need to slap him upside his head and ask him what the fuck he thinks he’s doing,” Patty told her, standing to come over and sit next to her on the couch. She hugged Tessa tightly for a moment before Tessa pulled back.  
 
    “I’ve tried. I’ve called him at least a hundred times and it just goes to voice mail. I even went over to the clubhouse twice to see him but they wouldn’t let me in. They keep telling me he’s in a meeting. Ha, I bet he’s fucking that bitch and they’re being nice cause they know that would break my heart. They always look so fucking sad and pathetic as they wince and say he’s not there or that he’s busy. Fuck, how did I let him make me into a needy whining bitch?” Tessa demanded, dashing the tears that had escaped off her cheeks.  
 
    “Stop, you’re not whiney. If it was my man I would box his ears and I don’t think that boy is fucking Cindy despite what it looks like when he drags her in here every night. He watches you too closely and he’s too tense all the time to be getting laid,” Patty muttered. “He’s just an idiot like most men, honey. They get things into their heads and think they can do stupid shit because of how they’re feeling. That’s why we women have to keep their ears boxed and their balls in a jar.” 
 
    Tessa couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up in her chest at that last comment. She really loved Patty and she wasn’t happy that she was having to quit her job because of Buck, the stupid dickhead. 
 
    “I just can’t watch this anymore, Patty. I’m sorry, I know you’re already down a waitress because Britney ran off to Cancun for a week.” 
 
    “Stop, it’s fine. I don’t like you leaving but I can understand. Britney has always been a free spirit and this place can run itself most of the time. Besides, if it gets busy we can pull from the club for a while. You know how it is with this group of thugs. Despite what the world thinks of us we’re a family.” Patty waved away her concerns, standing up to stare down at her. Tessa knew she was right but she still felt bad about quitting for more than one reason. “Sugar, if he’s too stupid to realize what he had then he deserves whatever happens now. One question though, did he take back his patch?” Patty watched her closely after she’d asked.  
 
    Tessa rubbed her face and wondered why that really mattered. It would have hurt so much more if Buck had asked for the patch but thankfully he hadn’t. Tessa shrugged. “No, guess he forgot.”  
 
    Patty turned quickly away. Tessa thought she caught a glimpse of a sly grin on her face but when she sat down behind her desk again she was frowning. “I guess he must have. Well if you’re sure about quitting tonight, why don’t you leave. I know you don’t want to spend the next two hours watching him out there acting foolish. I’ll go ahead and cut your last check while you gather your stuff. That way you’re all set and don’t have to come back and chance seeing Buck again.” 
 
    Tessa nodded sadly even though the thought of never seeing Buck again made her heart ache. She wouldn’t act like a puppy who was at his beck and call, nor would she allow any man to use her. He wasn’t going to run around with a whore while keeping her on a leash. Not that he’d even spoke to her other than to order beers or tell her he was busy since he’d left her.  
 
    Her tears threatening to overwhelm her again, she shook her head and stood, refusing to give in and allow herself to cry. Tessa headed to her locker to get her purse and keys. She collected them quickly and walked back to Patty’s office, finding her at the printer pulling off the check she’d just printed. 
 
    “Are you moving too?” Patty asked as she took a pen from the desk and began signing the check she’d printed for Tessa. Tessa thought about that question as she stood there watching Patty. Was she moving? She didn’t know but going home to heal a little sounded like a good idea to her because she wouldn’t chance running into Buck again if she did and that might be for the best. 
 
    “Maybe,” Tessa finally answered, not sure what she was going to do without more thought. 
 
    “Here you are, hon. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with you two because the man has his head up his ass but promise me one thing if you do move,” Patty said, holding out the check but not allowing her to take it. 
 
    “What?” Tessa asked. 
 
    “If you’re ever in trouble you will come to me because you’re always gonna be family even if you never get Buck to see he’s being a moron.” Patty handed her the check before adding, “I’d also like to hear from you every now and again. Or I swear I’m going to have one of these boys hunt you down and drag you home,” Patty muttered, her face serious.  
 
    Tessa felt her chest twinge. She was going to miss Patty almost as much as she would Buck. Heck, she’d miss most of the others from the club as much as she would Buck and losing them hurt. 
 
    “I will,” she promised and after another hug and a few more minutes of goodbyes, she was walking out the back door.  
 
    As she climbed inside her car she stared at the bar for what she knew would be the last time. She felt like the weight of the world came crashing down on her head as she sat there. It hurt so bad to leave this place she’d thought just a few weeks ago would always be a part of her life. How naïve she’d been to think she was settled and her life would always be as happy as it had been then.  
 
    Shaking off the feelings crashing into her like waves, she started the car and headed back to her house, unsure what she was going to do now. Whatever it was she knew she could handle it. She just needed to decide where she was going from here—but not until after having a good long self-pity party. 
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    Buck felt Cindy lean in close to his ear and her breath caressing his neck felt wrong. He wanted to push her off his lap and go find Tessa but he couldn’t. He had promised himself he wouldn’t and he wasn’t going back on it no matter how much he wanted to. That look on her face tonight had rubbed along his already prickly nerves like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “You know she is never going to believe you don’t want her if you don’t quit staring around the bar looking for her. You might want to act indifferent like you do when you know she’s watching you. ‘Cause she might be peeking out from the back to see if you’ve noticed she’s gone,” Cindy finally said, her slightly wicked look tempered with amusement. She was loving his pain because she’d told him this was a stupid plan from the moment he’d talked to her about it. Asking her to do this was a mistake but how else was he going to convince Tessa he didn’t want her anymore without having to fuck around on her.  
 
    Boy, he was seriously fucked up. He wasn’t planning on staying a monk for the rest of his life but right now sleeping with another woman wasn’t an option. He just couldn’t bring himself to do it because he loved Tessa too much to even consider it. Maybe he would remain a monk forever—the thought was sobering. He loved her and if that was the price of her safety, it was worth it. He didn’t need anything to keep him warm at night except the thoughts of holding Tessa and his own hand to crank his cock. 
 
    “I just can’t understand why she hasn’t come back out here for over two hours,” Buck muttered, his neck straining as he tried to peer into the back room. He’d seen her head back to the back and she hadn’t returned. Patty was now handling her tables, making him worry something was wrong. Was she ill or had something happened to her while she was in the back? He didn’t know but he wasn’t happy that he couldn’t go find out without one of these nosey assholes deciding to tell her about it, which would only make her try to talk to him again about their relationship. He wasn’t sure if she got that close to him again if he would be able to stop himself from grabbing her and dragging her to the nearest flat surface to have his way with her.  
 
    God, he missed her. The way she laughed or just that sparkle she got in her eyes as she teased him about something. He missed how she rested her head on his shoulder after they’d had sex and how her lips would brush his gently just before she fell asleep. Damn it, his missed her so bad he was going crazy. Watching her was the only time he felt halfway sane anymore. He would sit in this booth and watch her move around the room pretending that things hadn’t changed, that he still owned her. Fuck, he did still own her—his heart insisted.  
 
    “I’ve told you this was a bad plan and I don’t get why the hell you are doing it to start with but if you want to know where she went, why don’t you just go ask?” Cindy said, shaking her head.  
 
    Buck couldn’t say she was wrong about this being a bad plan because coming in here every night with her on his arm and watching Tessa’s face nearly killed him. He hated hurting her but he knew he had to do it or she’d be caught up in his life and she didn’t need that kind of trouble. She’d already been arrested and had to go to court for killing those men the night he’d been injured. Tessa didn’t need more trouble like that.  
 
    It was stupid, his need to watch her, but if he could see her flutter around the bar for a few hours a night he could hold off the hunger inside him. That hunger seethed and demanded that he take her and fuck the consequences. Buck knew it wouldn’t take much for him to allow that hunger to convince him that he was as much of a bastard as he pretended to be.  
 
    Fuck no, he needed to rein that shit in because she had to stay safe. She had to.  
 
    He watched Patty come over with a tray of beers, setting them down on the table. She barely glanced at him. He could almost feel the disapproval pouring off her as she stood there beside the table looking at anyone but him. Not that he could fault her for it, he was an idiot to shred Tessa’s heart like he was but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    “You boys need anything else?” she asked, glancing at him pointedly almost as if she knew how much not knowing where Tessa was ate at him.  
 
    “Nah, we’re good,” Dice muttered, grinning. Patty nodded and started to step back but Buck couldn’t stop the words that escaped him. 
 
    “Wait, where is Tessa?” 
 
    “She went home,” Patty said. Her sly smile let him know that he shouldn’t ask anything else but damned if his insides didn’t twist into knots from worry.  
 
    Was she ill? Had something happened? He knew she never left early unless they’d had plans or she wasn’t feeling well and he didn’t think that had changed now that they weren’t together. Patty didn’t wait for him to ask her anything else about Tessa, she just walked away, stopping at another table to take an order. Buck watched, his mind in chaos. He knew he should just let it go but somehow, he couldn’t. He just couldn’t leave Tessa alone if she was sick or hurt or hell, just upset.  
 
    Setting Cindy aside despite her little laugh and the “you’re so screwed” that she hissed at him, he followed Patty into the back of the bar. She turned a narrow-eyed gaze on him. 
 
    “What do you want, Buck?” Patty asked. 
 
    “Is she sick?” he demanded, unwilling to pussyfoot around the subject. He just needed to know if she was okay because the idea that she was sick and alone made his skin crawl with the need to go and take care of her. Buck wasn’t going to be able to hold back his need to make sure she was all right if Patty confirmed that she was ill. It was fucking ridiculous that he couldn’t force himself to stay away from her even knowing it was the right thing to do. 
 
    “Nope,” she stated flatly before muttering, “Sick of you maybe, but not sick.”  
 
    Buck felt relief flood him that Tessa was okay but it was quickly followed by a need to know why she’d left. Patty’s crack about her being sick of him made his brow arch. Patty tried to move around him to leave the back room but he wouldn’t let her. His hand shot out and blocked her path, causing her face to darken with anger as she glared up at him. 
 
    “Why’d she go home, Patty?” he demanded in a gruff growl she knew meant business. 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business seeing as how you’re here with Cindy and all—but if you must know, she quit. Guess she got tired of watching you with your whore. Not that you care, right?” Patty snorted. 
 
    Buck heard the anger in her voice but he was too stuck on the fact that Tessa had quit to respond. He knew when he’d made his plan that it might happen but the reality of her quitting made him unsure if he could stand it. He stood frozen in front of Patty, every muscle clenched tightly while he tried like hell to process what she’d just told him. His insides were roaring with a mixture of anger and need. He almost couldn’t control himself. He held his feet in place by steeling his spine to stop himself from doing something monumentally stupid. Patty watched him carefully and he knew she was likely to see more than he wanted her to because he was struggling to get himself under control.  
 
    Buck wanted to storm out to his bike and go roaring over to her place to teach her all the reasons she was his but he knew he couldn’t. That would be a mistake; she deserved a life that didn’t include his club fucking it up. Dragging her back into this life was the wrong thing to do. For once he wasn’t going to be selfish and take what he wanted. But fuck, it was hard. Letting her go was killing him. Finally managing to calm his raging insides, he took a step back. 
 
    “Good,” he stated in a clipped tone when he could speak. Patty watched him, shaking her head sadly as she looked up at his face silently. Her next words proved she was seeing way more than he’d wanted her to.  
 
    “You’re acting like a fool, Buck. You left your patch with her so I know your game. I can promise you that leaving it with her isn’t going to stop every man from going after her heart. The club might understand what her still having your patch means but the rest of the world…” She paused, shaking her head sadly before she continued to speak. “The rest of the world doesn’t follow our rules and you know it. Which means one day she is going to find someone who won’t care. Some man is going to be sleeping in her bed, holding her, and he will make her happy. Tessa is going to love him, Buck, because no one stays frozen forever. That girl’s strong and she won’t allow you to destroy her life or take away her happiness. She will move on and you’re a damned buffoon for letting it happen when you’re still in love with her. Get your shit together and go beg her to forgive you because if you don’t, you will regret it for the rest of your life.” Patty shoved him out of the way while he stood there processing the sheer rage her words unleashed inside him.  
 
    He knew she wasn’t wrong about Tessa finding another man eventually but the idea set loose such fury at this nameless, faceless man that he almost couldn’t contain it. It took him fifteen minutes of internal lecturing but he finally managed to release the death grip he had on the shelves next to him and unclench every muscle in his body. Buck refused to allow himself to drag Tessa back down the rabbit hole that was his life. No, she was too good for him and if that meant she would move on, he’d cross that bridge when they came to it. Buck needed to ride to get his head screwed on straight and think about something other than Tessa for a minute or two.  
 
    That decided, he headed out to his bike, not even bothering to talk to Cindy before he left. She’d get a ride home with one of the others and he wasn’t in the mood for her to tease him about Tessa tonight anyway. She’d been doing it every night since he’d started this game. 
 
    Climbing onto his bike, he headed out without a real destination in mind but he wasn’t surprised to find himself coasting to a stop outside a small blue house with lights glowing from the windows. Buck watched Tessa walk across the living room with an ice cream carton and a spoon in her hand before she curled up in her favorite chair.  
 
    Damn, he really shouldn’t come here every night but he wasn’t able to stay away. He needed to see her through those windows separating them. It was fucked up but he always ended up here even when it burned his insides to ashes and made his whole being ache to touch her just one more time. He told himself he wouldn’t come and every single night he would find himself here watching. His heart burned and his cock tried to convince him that just once wouldn’t hurt but he knew it would and he wasn’t going to do that to either of them.  
 
    Running a hand over his face, he wished just for a minute that he was a normal man—a good man—who could be with her and deserve her, but he wasn’t and nothing would ever change that fact. He sat and watched her for another hour until she went to bed with a sad little look on her face and he wondered again if he was making her cry herself to sleep. The need to know broke his soul every time because he didn’t want that for her—he wanted her smiling and looking like joy was pouring out of her like sunshine. Buck didn’t know what to do with her sadness. It was destroying him one piece at a time and it didn’t help knowing he was the cause of her pain.  
 
    When he was sure she’d be asleep, he started his bike up and headed back to the clubhouse. He needed to cure himself of this addiction to Tessa because he didn’t know how much longer he could resist his need to be with her. When he was standing over his bed an hour later having found two bottles of bourbon to bury his sorrows in, he knew staying away from her was going to shatter him.  
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    The banging made him growl as he jerked awake realizing someone was pounding on the door to his room. Who was that fucking stupid? He’d downed two bottles of bourbon again last night and his head was pounding so hard he’d likely never get it to stop. He had found drinking himself into a fucking stupor for the last two days had helped him stay away from Tessa’s place. Not that it was going to work forever. He’d almost climbed on his bike last night to go over there and if he’d been able to walk straight he might have done it too.  
 
    Slowly sitting up on the side of the bed and grabbing his aching head, he roared when the person started banging on the door again. He stumbled up dragging his ass to the door, not bothering to put any clothes on. He was wearing a pair of boxers and his scowl when he jerked open the door to send a murderous glare at the prospect who was standing there.  
 
    “Um, sorry to wake you but we need to know what to do with all this stuff,” he said, stepping back looking pale and shaky.  
 
    “What fucking stuff?” Buck demanded, not knowing what the fuck the man was talking about because he didn’t think he had forgotten to handle any jobs that needed to be done.  
 
    “Ah, the stuff those two dudes brought over in the moving trucks and said belonged to you,” he said taking another step back, his look wary. Buck wondered grimly if they’d drawn straws to see who would come up here and ask him this stupid shit because he had no fucking idea what ‘stuff’ the man was talking about. 
 
    “Look, just put it wherever you want, I don’t give a fuck,” Buck grunted. He was about to slam the door in the asshole’s face and collapse on the bed but he spoke again.  
 
    “There is a lot of it and he says that it’s yours. We really need to know what to do with it.” Buck’s brain stalled. Fuck, he was going to have to go see what this was they were talking about and figure out what to do with it. He didn’t bother to put any clothes on, he just stalked out of the room and down the stairs to walk outside to the two moving trucks that sat in front of the clubhouse. He walked around looking inside and growled when he did.  
 
    “Take it back,” he roared, anger burning inside him at 