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      Loki’s eyes snapped open. Soft light from the parking lot outside bled through the partially opened venetian blinds and slashed over his prone body. He rubbed his closely shaved head and propped himself up with his elbow. The futon he was laying on didn’t offer much padding between him and the hard floor of his office in the Box.

      It was a little past six a.m. He knew because his body woke up at the same time every day, without fail. No alarm clock. Nothing, except his own mental regimen. The hours he’d put into the boxing gym that the Squad had recently purchased, and that he’d assisted in converting to accommodate MMA practitioners as well, were grueling, but he welcomed the nonstop work. So what if he dragged out his futon and slept on the floor of the office he shared with Cutter? Massaging his left shoulder, he rolled his rotator cuff until the stiffness eased.

      Taking two ends of his sheet, he folded it into a perfect square and then rolled up the futon and tucked his bedding away into a near-empty closet. He scratched his abs. His palm slid down, paused on his erection and gave it a hard squeeze. Gritting his teeth, he could almost feel the snug tightness of a woman’s pussy. One stroke, and he released his cock. Abstinence might not come naturally to him, but it was a choice. One that he renewed every damn morning. Why? Because every morning, he woke up knowing that he was alive, and Chopper was dead. Abstaining from pleasure, from comfort, was both penance and a reminder that Chopper was dead and he didn’t deserve to live. Chopper had been the better brother. If life were fair, he would’ve been saved, but Loki learned early on that there was little justice in the world.

      Padding out into the hallway, he stepped into the gym’s tiny kitchen and grabbed a bag of Arabica beans from the freezer, his only indulgence. Using a hand grinder, he ground the two ounces he’d measured on a small kitchen scale. Eyeing the coffee machine, he sighed, scooped in the ground-up coffee beans, and poured water into the side receptacle. Kingdom was stopping by to go over the renovation plans for the unfinished rooms. It’d been a year since they’d opened the gym, and finally, there was enough money to fix up the rooms that languished in the back of the renovated warehouse. Thank fuck. Hopefully, one of them could be his own office because he was getting sick of sharing an office with Cutter. The brother was a fucking slob.

      Espresso cup in the palm of his hand, Loki roamed around the cavernous main floor of the gym, pulling up the blinds of huge floor-to-ceiling windows. Loki had meditated, showered, and dressed, in his self-imposed dress code—black Henley, black jeans, and his cut—by the time Kingdom waltzed through the entrance, a takeout bag tucked in the crook of his elbow. He tossed out a “Whattup?” as he strode into the kitchen. Loki took a seat on a stool at a high table near the lockers and waited for him to get his coffee.

      Minutes later, Kingdom dropped a wrapped egg-and-cheese sandwich beside Loki’s empty espresso and slid onto a seat across from him. “Sandwich smells good, but I’m fasting today.”

      “My bad. You don’t eat. You don’t fuck. All to punish yourself for Chopper’s death. Don’t see how that’s helping you, but it’s your life. Hope your dick doesn’t shrivel up and fall off from lack of use.”

      “Ha! You did this shit on purpose,” Loki intoned.

      “You’re one suspicious asshole, but not this time.”

      “I’m suspicious ’cause you’re the asshole,” he scoffed.

      Kingdom didn’t negate his claim. Slurping on his hot coffee, Kingdom peered at him over the rim. “You’re lookin’ chipper this morning.”

      Loki sent him a doleful look. “You wanted to talk, so get talking.”

      “Yeah.” Kingdom paused. Not a good sign. “It’s about the self-defense class you’re teaching tomorrow. The women’s social worker will attend.”

      Hold up, what the fuck? Kingdom knew Loki didn’t like being micromanaged. After over a decade in the military, he joined the Squad because the loose confederation of brothers gave him a sense of community without the oppressive rules. He was done with rules and regulations. Put up with it in the military because he loved what he did, but he wasn’t gonna take any shit out in the civilian world. The whole point of leaving was to be free.

      Loki slitted his eyes, stretching the skin around the scar that crossed through his eyebrow, passed close to the outer corner of his eye, and ended on his cheekbone. “Don’t trust me?”

      “’Course, I trust you,” Kingdom scoffed, “You’re the most qualified brother there is to teach this class. But, they’re survivors and the woman in charge wants to be present in case the lessons bring up shit for them. Give them support, that kind of thing.”

      “I’ll be there for support. Christ, you know me. I know exactly the kind of pussies who beat on women, and I despise them for it.”

      “Brother, we have a contract with a government agency. You know as well as I do, government means bureaucracy. If we do it right, more work will flood in, and we need that flood of cash, get me? If this is how they want to play it, then that’s how we’re gonna play it. End of story.”

      Loki’s jaws clenched. “The contract didn’t stipulate a supervisor overseeing and controlling me during my fuckin’ class.”

      “Loki,” he sighed, “They don’t know who you are. Your qualifications. All they know is they want one of their own present, to make sure everything runs smoothly. I understand that it’s a hard concept for you, but we gotta be flexible.”

      Flexible. He didn’t do flexible. He did control. Craved it, in fact. Kingdom knew that. The idea that he wouldn’t be able to control what happened in the classroom, to protect the women from any shit that came up, was preposterous. Through sheer force of will, he’d become the opposite of his father for a reason. But, he hadn’t been named Loki for nothing. Trickster, because beneath the veneer of impenetrable control lay an ocean of seething rage. It rarely came out, but those few times he’d lost his temper were so memorable that the brothers christened him Loki. The Viking god didn’t play well with others, and neither did he.

      Peering down at his cell phone, Kingdom said, “Fuck, Kite’s blowing up my phone.”

      Loki straightened. Kite was the president of the Jersey chapter of the Demon Squad. He was involved in negotiations with another MC, the Dark Horsemen. There was history because they had fucked with Cutter’s old lady, Greta. “What’s the problem?”

      “Seems like Shadow is fucking with Kite in small ways. Apparently, Shadow wasn’t happy with our intervention.”

      “Kite must be irate if he’s texting you this early in the morning.”

      Kingdom grunted his assent.

      “Too fucking bad for Shadow, though,” said Loki. “He shouldn’t have messed with Greta. That’s on him.”

      “Yeah,” Kingdom responded absently as he shot off a text. “Gonna set up a time to talk with Kite and get the lowdown on the situation. Shadow’s a damn pussy. He can’t do anything. Not at this point anyway. Taking over as president isn’t easy in the best of times. He doesn’t have the clout to start in on another MC.” Pocketing his cell, he looked up at Loki and said, “Now where were we? Oh, yeah. The supervisor doesn’t know you. It’s not personal, you know,” Kingdom clarified. “She’s real particular about her clients.”

      “She’s not the only one real particular about things,” Loki grumbled. “I’m the one certified to teach self-defense to the most vulnerable females out there. Christ, I don’t gotta give you my résumé. You know who I am and what I’ve done. What I don’t need is the distraction of some random bitch intruding during my class, especially in the beginning, while I’ve got to establish trust between me and the women I’m working with.”

      “Okay, she’s not a random bitch. She’s been working closely with Greta and Sage. It ain’t personal,” Kingdom repeated in an exasperated tone. “It’s for her clients.”

      “Fuck her. I can handle anything that goes down during the class.”

      “Try telling her that,” he muttered.

      “What’d you say?”

      “Look, when you get to know her, you’ll quickly learn that she’s normally chill and down-to-earth but can get controlling when it comes to taking care of people. You know, like a mother hen.”

      “You knew my mother,” he relied dryly. “Does mother hen sound like something I would know jack shit about?”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to have a female with you the first couple classes. It’s not a big deal.”

      “The deal is, Kingdom, that I know what I’m fucking doing. I don’t need someone to babysit me to make sure I don’t—what? Scare them? They’re not gonna be scared of shit when I get through with them.”

      Kingdom snapped his fingers as if reminded of something. “That’s right. She also wants to observe because she’s plans to go through the same certification process.”

      “Whatever,” Loki ground out. He could already see he wasn’t gonna win this round. “Sounds like it’s easier to deal with it than argue over it.”

      “You don’t know the half of it, brother. She’s become friends with Sage and Greta through the domestic violence cases they’ve been taking on.”

      Christ, that explained it. Both Kingdom and Cutter were pussy-whipped. He’d figure out a way to get rid of the pesky social worker on his own. He wasn’t about to have some know-it-all chick meddle in his class. The class had to be successful, and the only way to guarantee that was if he did it his way. Not only for the influx of cash, but because he knew a thing or two about self-empowerment. No one would stand between him and the women he was helping.
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      Abby whipped into the newly paved parking lot in her little cherry-red Nissan. She’d been determined that the first car she bought would be red. Of course, the only way it was affordable was to buy the smallest one available. And, so she did. Riding with the windows down, she rolled to a stop in a parking spot near the door. She’d been comfortable in her pantsuit back at her frigidly air-conditioned office, but now she was overdressed for the summer weather. Regardless, after hours cooped up in a windowless office, she could suck it up to get the nice stiff breeze of fresh air coming through the windows. The oldies radio station began playing “Like a Virgin” by Madonna, so she turned up the volume. Her mother, a diehard Grateful Dead and Phish follower, was a closet Madonna fan so she’d grown up on songs like this one. Anyway, trashy 80’s music was a thing, and it was meant to be blasted out of a car on a sunny day.

      

      She peered up at the boxing gym, where she was meeting Sage and the instructor of the self-defense class. It was a little rough around the edges, but the new blacktop showed that they had their priorities straight. Put money into the basics instead of dolling up the storefront and leaving the rest crappy. Anyway, Sage had assured her that the clients would have their own exclusive entrance so they wouldn’t have to walk through a floor of people punching bags and kicking each other in the face. She particularly liked that option. As her clients got more confidence, they’d be moseying through the front door, just as she was doing right now. If they were still nervous, they’d have the option to continue using the side door. Options were important for survivors.

      Abby was excited for this class. It was her first foray into taking charge of activities outside of the Agency. Which meant that there was no room for failure. Her boss lady was no joke, and Abby took every opportunity for what it was. An honor and a test. If she crumbled, if anything went wrong, it was her butt on the line and she’d be waiting a good long while for another chance to come her way.

      Stopping at the front desk, Abby checked out the surroundings. The wall of floor-to-ceiling glass was impressive. So was the expanse of space. Sounds of grunting and whacking of flesh on flesh, or flesh on leather, echoed off the high ceilings.

      Suddenly, Sage slipped in front of her. “Hey! Hope I didn’t keep you long. I was in the middle of an emergency call. It’s hard to get off work in the middle of the day, if I’m not at court.”

      “You didn’t have to come,” Abby lied. Sage was a badass defense attorney, professional to the nines. If she felt it was imperative to step out of the office to facilitate this meeting, then that wasn’t a good sign. Again, not my problem. I’ve got to make this work. Period. Abby couldn’t imagine what the problem could be, but then again, this club had been their best choice. The price was right, and with the budget cuts the county had imposed, that was imperative. Plus, apparently the instructor was top-notch. Truth was, they’d lucked out that Sage knew him personally and that the club was new.

      After a quick hug, Sage gave Abby a cursory tour of the main floor. Guiding her down a hallway, she pointed to the alternate entrance for the class participants and then swung open a door. Her attention was on Sage as she entered an office. She turned her head to face forward and whoa…what the—gorgeous. That was the only thought that rolled through her mind. Gorgeous, gorgeous, gorgeous.

      He was one big, bold, and beautiful specimen of a man. Abby’s breath hitched as her eyes wandered over his wide chest, broad shoulders, and stubbled, angular jaw before resting on a pair of gorgeous blue eyes. All that olive skin and broody masculinity made her forget why she was there for a split second. Her nipples pebbled underneath her blouse and she quickly folded her arms over her chest.

      The biker—Loki was his name—stretched like one of those massive lethal felines one would see on a reserve in the Serengeti. He settled back into a relaxed pose on the couch. Apparently this was his office at the Box, the gym where the self-defense class she launched was going to take place. His eyes settled on hers. They didn’t exactly radiate friendliness, but they demanded her attention. She experienced a pull, like she was on a fast-running river going in one unforgiving direction toward a run of rapids . No matter what she did, no matter how much she fought it, she was rushing downstream over those torrents. As she stood before him, her sex clenched, and she pressed her thighs firmly together. Good Lord, the way she was reacting to him, one would think she’d been raised in a nunnery. A slight smirk on his face told her that he’d noted her discomfort. There was that pull again. This time, tugging low in her belly. Crap.

      Sage began introducing them, “Abby, this is Loki. A member of the Demon Squad, supervisor of the Box, and the instructor for the self-defense class.”

      He partially rose from the couch and extended a hand. She stared down at his outstretched hand, as large as a bear’s paw, and a frisson skittered down her spine. The energy coming off him was intimidating. He wasn’t scary, per se, but the authority vibrating off him unnerved her. Peeking up at him for reassurance, she was faced with perfectly sculpted features devoid of expression. He didn’t crack a smile. No crinkles fanned around the corners of his eyes. No laugh lines at the edges of his lips. Nothing. This dude kills it at poker, for sure.

      And, his scar. Whew, that was one wicked-looking injury. It started at his hairline and barely missed his eye.

      A survivor.

      Above all else, she respected survivors. Unlike her mother, who’d fought the good fight, but didn’t survive.

      “He looks menacing, but he’s very capable. More feral than domesticated, but loyal,” Sage was saying.

      Capable and loyal. Sage hadn’t mentioned gentleness, which would’ve been more comforting considering her group of clients. The feral qualities were evident. If pressed, she’d describe them as grizzly; not one cuddly, teddy-bear characteristic lingered about him.

      Abby’s hand was engulfed by his much broader palm. Static crackled when their skin came into contact. She hurried to withdraw her hand and rubbed her sweaty palm on her pantsuit. He didn’t frown, exactly. His expressionless visage didn’t change perceptively, but she was almost certain a ghost of a scowl crossed his face. As if he didn’t like her reaction. But that couldn’t be right. A man dressed solely in black, with a hard jaw and sharp, cerulean eyes under heavy brows didn’t care what a girl like her felt or thought. It brought up a bubble of irritation from the years of putting up with her older brothers’ bossiness.

      She blew out a breath, waving away the fringe of chin-length hair framing her cheeks. “Glad to meet you, Loki. I’m sure we’ll get along fabulously well.”

      Sage’s gaze flittered between them; a notch of concern lodged between her delicate brows. She could understand why. He had the bearing of a soldier. A hardened soldier. Broad shoulders bulged beneath his biker’s vest. His black T-shirt broadcast prominent biceps with delicious veins popping out from his olive skin. Given half a chance, she’d tongue the edge of that fat vein down his bicep, over his forearm, and between his knuckles. Flutter her tongue between his blunt fingers before sucking the tip of one into her mouth.

      Okay, What the fuck? Is this what happened when a person was severely sex deprived? I guess it’s to be expected from a woman who’d had sex all of one, single time. There was no other explanation for her fantasies about a bad-boy biker like him, who didn’t go more than twenty-four hours without pounding into a woman. Unfortunately, that thought led to a lascivious image of Loki lounging on the couch, a woman between his legs, going down on him. Annnd…she was wet. She stifled a groan. Just great.

      Of course, looks could be deceiving. Both Greta’s and Sage’s boyfriends doted on them, and bikerness bled out of every pore in their bodies. It was his overwhelming charisma. It was addling her mind like scrambled egg. Snap out of it, girl!

      “Are you okay?” Sage peered at her. Abby blinked a few times and flashed a practiced, reassuring smile. “Yes! Of course.”

      She cringed at her overly enthusiastic response. A little over-the-top, for sure.

      “I thought we lost you there for a moment,” Sage said, studying her carefully.

      Suddenly, a hand wrapped around her elbow, and Abby was being guided to a seat behind a monstrous desk. Another electric jolt ran up her arm, and she reacted to the zing by struggling against his clasp. Loki tightened his hold and commanded, “Sit.”

      Her butt plopped down instantaneously. His voice was like bourbon, dark and heady. Her pulse roared as she gazed up at him, hoping to see a reflection of the same desire strumming through her body. A knot lodged in her throat. No such luck. His expression was as cool and smooth as ever. His gaze sidelined to Sage, and he gave another order. “Water.”

      Sage scurried off to the water cooler. A gurgle of bubbles in the tank broke the silence. Loki knelt; worried eyes lit on her. His broad hand wrapped around her knee. It was like a punch to the gut and her shoulders gave a slight shudder. He squeezed. Heat lit up a bonfire between her thighs, which she clasped together in desperation.

      Whatever Loki saw on her face must have finally registered because Bunsen burner–blue flames flared in his irises. In a tone bleeding molten sensuality, he cautioned her, “Stand down, little girl. I ain’t the one for you.”

      Oh, yes, you are. You so, so are.

      Her body was screaming out that he was exactly the one for her. His eyes turned icy, or rather icier. Firming her lips, she swiped at his hand, but it was a useless gesture. He only tightened his hold.

      A paper water cup was thrust in her face, breaking their staring contest.

      “Here, Abby, drink this.”

      Then, Sage’s hand was shoving at Loki’s shoulder, and his grip slipped away, leaving a cold spot where his flesh had wrapped around hers.

      “Do you mind, Loki?” Sage’s face swam in her line of vision. “Drink up. Are you okay? Maybe it’s the heat. Lower the thermostat, Loki. She looks like she’s about to have heatstroke.”

      Abby guzzled down the water and cleared her throat. “Yes, it is hot in here.”

      Sage turned a narrowed-eyed stare of blame onto Loki. “Why do you keep it so hot in here?”

      “No, it’s not his fault,” she hurried to say. “It’s so cold at the Agency that I’m always over-dressed in the summer months.” She gave a little shrug. “You know how I’m a jean shorts and T-shirt kind of girl.” Embarrassment seeped out of every inch of her skin. She was a professional, dammit. This was so unbecoming. Straightening her shoulders, she took in a deep breath and firmly reminded herself to focus.
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      Jean shorts and T-shirt kinda girl, huh? The image made him swallow hard. Yeah, he’d love to see her in cut-off jean shorts showcasing her thighs and a tight shirt stretched over her full rack. Standing with his fists on his hips, Loki frowned down at the slip of a girl, sitting on the edge of her seat, thighs pressed together. Because…she was young. Her wide, innocent eyes alone broadcast her inexperience. Innocence wasn’t the only thing swimming in those remarkable, copper-colored eyes of hers. Blatant desire spun in them, as well. That was a powerful combination. He practically reeled back on his heels.

      She looked close to passing out. An intense craving to sweep her onto his lap and cradle her in his arms seized him. Sage had to shove him out of the way because he didn’t want to break the charge of energy volleying between them. Those large puppy-dog eyes of hers flashed up at him as if he were a god or a gentle giant. Nothing could be further from the truth. There was zero softness left in him.

      His gaze glided over her sweet little body. Pixie girl. Nice curves. A pouty bottom lip that teased the fuck out of him. Sexiness, he could handle. But fuck-me eyes like hers, shimmering with guilelessness, and his heart stuttered in his chest. If he closed his eyes, he could taste her brand of innocence. He’d guess it tasted like sunshine, wrapped in honey, dipped in fucking sugar crystals. Fuck his life. His cock was coming to life. In public, no less. He couldn’t remember the last time that happened. He was a former solider and now a biker. If he dared to touch a bright-eyed fairy like her, he’d break her to pieces. Not. Happening.

      The back rooms were always hotter, and with his tendency to save money, he didn’t lower them until a couple of hours before classes started in the training rooms. He left the room to decrease the temperature on the thermostat. Marching back in, he was pleased to see that the whoosh of cool air flowing out of the vents was blowing wisps of blonde pixie hair from the crown of Abby’s head. They looked so soft, floating there. Begging for his hand to smooth them down. Or tug them. He felt an unfamiliar twitch on the edges of the severe, straight line of his lips. Almost like a smile.

      Over her shoulder, Sage winced and said, “You’re scaring her with that look on your face.” Shooing at him with her hands, she snapped, “Go do something.”

      “No,” pixie girl peeped up. “It’s not him.” Her voice was like honey, smooth and sweet. A slow ache settled behind his sternum as if she’d reached out and rubbed her small hand over it.

      “Are you sure? He has such a bully vibe,” Sage returned, still glaring at him from her seat beside Abby. Ever since her pregnancy, Sage had been snappier. Lines creased his forehead. He couldn’t remember what he’d seen in her, at one time. The contrast between her and the sweet, tasty treat beside her couldn’t be greater.

      Dragging a chair over, he sat down close to Abby and wrapped his arm around the back of her chair. He was crowding her, but he couldn’t keep his distance if he tried. She jumped, as if startled, but then leaned in ever so slightly. His cock pulsed again. Being close to that juicy little morsel did that to him. He canted his head to the side. Her flushed face and dilated pupils told him that she was literally juicy. He wanted to run his palms up her thighs and search between her legs. Check out for himself just how wet she was.

      “So,” he began, “I heard that the supervisor has issues. You work with her, right? Let’s address those first and you can take the info back to her before tonight. Then I’ll go through the lesson, step-by-step.”

      Across the back of Abby’s chair, he let his hand drop, the tips of his fingers brushing against her shoulder, and he felt a jolt of electricity. Christ, she was so aware of him. He didn’t touch, much less toy with females, but something about her messed with his internal control.

      His hand was slapped off, and he leaned forward to glare at Sage, sitting on the other side of Abby. His gaze was caught in the gap in Abby’s shirt, and the top swells of her tits.

      Sage harrumphed. “Loki! You’re flustering her.”

      “No, he’s not!” Abby denied vehemently, her blush deepening. Fanning herself, she plucked at her dressy, ribbed cotton sweater.

      It’s not just the heat, sweetheart. Normally, he ignored chicks. Yet he couldn’t seem to stop himself with this one. She was like a ray of sunshine, a drop of raw honey on the tongue. He wanted to curl up and soak up her warmth and dip his tongue in for a taste.

      Sage slapped at his hand. Instinctually, he growled, “You’re not a fuckin’ guard dog.”

      She inhaled sharply and her eyes began to water. Fuuuck, he’d hurt her feelings. She was sensitive as hell lately, and Kingdom would go ballistic if he found out that his woman, his pregnant woman, was upset by something he’d said. Closing his eyes, he sucked in a breath and did what he had to do.

      “I didn’t mean that, Sage. Sorry,” he muttered.

      Sage’s lower lip trembled slightly, but she got herself under control. Rising to her feet, she said, “I’ve got calls to make. Abby will be in all the classes with you.” Turning to Abby, she said, “I’ll wait for you outside to talk after you hammer out all the details with Loki.”

      After giving Abby a quick hug and him a final glare, she left. The door clicked softly behind her, leaving them alone in his office. Alone.

      “Christ,” he muttered low.

      A pair of big doll eyes turned on him and a hand gently, cautiously, inched to his thigh. The muscle jumped upon contact. “It’s not your fault. It’s the hormones talking.”

      Was this little pixie girl trying to comfort him? That was bold of her. There was a spine under all that softness. He almost barked out a laugh. Something niggled at him. What did Sage say before she left? Abby would be at each of his classes. She was the supervisor. Sage hadn’t specified that the supervisor was coming and when he laid eyes on the girl, with that fairy air about her, he assumed she was an assistant of some kind. Oh. Hell. Fucking. No. Just no.
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      “Listen, I don’t appreciate anyone supervising me like I don’t know what the hell I’m doing,” he bit out.

      Abby drew in a sharp breath and retracted her hand from his rock-hard thigh. That was a quick turnaround. She craned her head back to get a better look at him. Where was this defensiveness coming from? “I’m not supervising you.”

      “Aren’t you a supervisor at the Agency?”

      “I am a supervisor, but my intention is not to supervise you.”

      He looked at her askance. “Yeah, if that’s the truth, then don’t come tonight.”

      “It is the truth, actually, and I plan to attend for my clients. They’re my priority and several of them are in vulnerable states, at the moment. One has recently started a twelve-step recovery program for drug abuse. A few others suffer from psychological and emotional issues, including panic attacks. Practically all of them have some form of PTSD.” Loki’s large frame stiffened beside her. “It’s my duty to be present in case they need me.”

      “I’ll be there. That’s enough. I’ve been a trainer for years. I can handle anything that comes up.”

      Abby’s blood pressure shot up and waves of heat spread over her face. She stared at him in disbelief. How dare he? “Do you have specific experience working with this kind of population?”

      “See! You’re questioning me. Someone at your agency reviewed our proposal and my résumé. There were competitors, but we won the contract in the end. Because we know what we’re doing.”

      “I’m not questioning whether you know what you’re doing, having seen your résumé, but…” she paused as her eyes surveyed him from head to toe, “you’re a large man. It could potentially be intimidating.” Alex didn’t take to large men, and she was most worried about Alex. She might have conceded to Loki’s wishes if Alex wasn’t participating but she was, adamant about “getting strong.” And when Alex got on a kick, there was no stopping her.

      Loki snorted through his nostrils. Glowering at him, she asked, “What was that for?”

      “You’re overexaggerating. Don’t know why you’ve got to coddle these women. Whatever they’ve been through, they need to dig in deep, pull on their inner strength, and build on it”

      He pushed his face close to hers until there was a hair’s breadth of space between them, the intensity of his stare scorching her to the core.

      “That’s what you’re doing, you know that, right?” he spat out. “Coddling.”

      She had the urge to smack the arrogance off his face because she doubted a man like him knew much about damaged women. Straightening her spine in preparation for a battle, she rejoined,

      “If there is any issue, any backlash, that comes from taking your class, then who do you think will be picking up the pieces? Hmm? Answer me that.” She paused meaningfully before forging on. “Me. That’s who. Therefore, I decide how to handle it, and I’ve decided that I want to be there to take care of any situation that comes up.”

      Staring into the composite of ice shards that were his pupils, she decided to double down on her stance. “If you have a problem, feel free to take it up with my supervisor. Be forewarned, as far as the well-being of my clients goes, my word is law, and I won’t take shit from you or anyone else. However,” she swept her hand out grandiosely, “feel free to try.”

      Loki’s jaws were clenched, a muscle ticked away at the bottom of the left side, but she was not budging on her decision. When it came to Celine, Alex, and Jenny, she’d fight tooth and nail. Eyes flashing with cold fury, Loki leaned back in his chair and gave a shrug.
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      How had he imagined that she was soft and pliable? Oh, right, because she was having a heatstroke. Turned out that, once recovered, she could slug it out like an MMA fighter in a cage. Which only increased his attraction to her. She was more than curves that begged for his hands or full tits he could feast on for days. No, she was much more. There was fire in that tasty little package. Either way the woman was not for him.

      Those trusting amber eyes of hers looked even better with annoyance and grit flashing through them. Reaching over his desk, he slammed his laptop shut and dropped it over his crotch to cover the erection that was about to bust out of his jeans from their little tit for tat.

      The flags of pink on her cheeks told him that she was feeling him as well. He bet the honey from her pussy would be tooth-hurtin’ syrupy. Sticky. Like biting into a caramel apple. That was for little boys. He’d left being a boy long ago. By fifteen, he was swinging at his shit-for-brains father like a champ, and by eighteen he’d signed up for the military. Got him out of that run-down shit town he’d come from and into basic training. He fucking loved it. The rules, the cleanliness, the control. Life was simple. Men acted like men. There were a few assholes, but they were nothing compared to the fucker he’d grown up with. For the most part, they were honorable. Loyal. Deep down, he recognized that he could never be as good as they were, but at least they gave him a model to strive toward.

      He’d lived under the illusion that he was a better man until the day Chopper up and killed himself. Jolted by the memory, his chair screeched away from Abby. There was no way he was touching a feisty busybody like her, with more sass than was healthy. She was trouble with a capital T, and he’d known trouble his entire life. The whole point of his life was to avoid accruing any more. She was the epitome of everything he didn’t want in his life. Didn’t deserve. Deserve, want. Same difference.

      The little witch tapped her foot impatiently, arms crossed over her plump chest with nipples that made him salivate. Waiting for his response after she dared him to go to her supervisor, aware that he’d do no such thing. She had the upper hand, and they both knew it. The fingers of his left hand twitched at his side with the maddening urge to rip off those fitted pants and swat the bubble of her ass until it matched the color of her cheeks. He swiped the sweat building along his temples. Hot. Damn.

      Gripping Abby’s chin, he tilted it toward him. “You get one class to supervise. One. That’s it.”

      Ripping her chin away, she snapped, “More like observe. Again, you’re taking this the wrong way. I won’t judge you. I’ll be there for my clients. Seriously, what is your problem?”

      Loki’s gaze pierced hers, and she scooted her chair back. Between clenched teeth, he said, “It’s my class and I decide how it’s run. You wanna observe? You get one class. Nothing’s gonna go wrong. I’ll prove that to you, and then you’re gone. Hear me, woman?” She hadn’t debated that, but he had to put his foot down about something, dammit.

      “Oh, I hear you, man.” He groaned internally. There she went again. Her smart mouth begging for a swat on that plump ass of hers. Fuckin’ pleading for a rectification on his part. He ground down on his molars. “I’ll be here at six,” she gritted out between clenched teeth.

      She stood up and shimmied past him, her free hair swinging with her, leaving behind an intoxicating scent of oranges and sunshine. Did he just think the word sunshine? His life was a tundra. No sunshine. No warmth. He balled his fists in his lap, mesmerized by her twitching ass as she marched out the door. Slam. The heavy door reverberated in its frame. He dragged a hand down to his hard cock underneath his laptop and palmed it.

      “Christfuck. I’m screwed.”
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      Marching down the corridor leading to the main floor, she balled her fists and punched the air. To think she thought he was hot. He was so overbearing! Her pussy fluttered when he barked orders with that growly voice of his, trying to bully her. Those cerulean eyes, whirling with a critical mass of emotions. And an inflexible pride that took her presence personally. He was trouble and she worked with troubled people all day, so she sure as hell didn’t need to date one, although she highly doubted “dating” was in his repertoire.

      Plus, she couldn’t trust a man like him. A biker who dripped sex appeal from his pores. He was a multiple-woman man, for sure. Not a bone of monogamy resided in that tall, delicious body of his. To her dismay, her first reaction to him was absolute: he was the one. She knew all about the one. She grew up listening to stories of how her parents had met and fallen in love at first sight, blah, blah, blah. But, that was her body talking. Not to be confused with reality.

      He was basically worthless for anything beyond dirty, sweaty fucking. She paused midstride. Come to think of it, sex with Loki would solve one of her lingering issues. Resuming her determined pace, she shook her head. She’d have to keep her heart out of it. Abby snorted as she walked into the main area, the thumps of punching bags and grunts of fighters permeating the air. Considering he was so rude, it wouldn’t be a difficult thing to forget.

      Skirting around the large boxing ring, Abby surveyed the floor for Sage. Her primary impediment to lusty sex was lack of expertise and a wandering mind. Her first time had been abysmal. She learned a two-fold lesson: never lose your virginity to a virgin and experience matters. Once the mortifying hymen was gone, she figured she could afford to wait. Of course, she hadn’t expected almost three years to pass with no more than oral sex as a follow-up. On her journey of self-discovery, she found that she had to be in full-on lust mode to escape her persistent thoughts. During her last hookup, not only had she dried up like the Sahara on the Equinox, because, hello, that’s what lube was for, but she’d been so bored that the guy actually noticed. And commented on it. There was no need to do down memory lane to be reminded of how the episode ended. Accusations of being a wet blanket. As if. Pfft. Not with the way she masturbated. Not with the purple rabbit vibrator she used. Heck, no.

      She spotted Sage sitting at a high table with her laptop open, typing away furiously, as she spoke into her cell phone. Rows of boxing gloves hung on the wall above her, along with vintage framed posters of boxing and MMA fights.

      She slid onto the stool beside Sage, who lifted her index finger and mouthed “sorry” before returning to her conversation with whichever judge’s clerk she was speaking with.

      Loki checked off certain boxes. The moment her eyes landed on those thick biceps and the scar running down his left cheek, her pussy went ding ding ding! Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner! Her body shivered like a Carnival dancer’s feathered headdress in a Mardi Gras parade.

      Sure, she was treating him like man flesh. She should feel bad for objectifying him. Really, she should, but, heh, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      Sage dramatically tapped several times on the “end call” button on her cell.

      “What a miserable bastard!” she exclaimed about her caller. “Did you finish hammering out the details with Loki?”

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “He’s prickly, for sure. I apologize on his behalf if he was being difficult. He tends to be…controlling.”

      “You can say that again.”

      Grabbing Abby’s shoulders, she gave her a quick squeeze. “He’s actually the best at what he does. I wouldn’t have pushed for him if I didn’t trust him implicitly. Despite his gruff exterior. He’s like a temperamental artist. The best manner of handling Loki is to ignore his grumpiness.”

      “Oh, grumpy is an understatement,” Abby grumbled as Sage led her out of the gym. Clearly, that had little impact on her reaction to him. If anything, it might be part of the attraction. God, she was so screwed.
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      “We have a situation, and it could get ugly,” Kingdom intoned, deep creases lining his forehead.

      Loki folded his arms across his chest and settled down on the arm of the couch in Kingdom’s office at the Squad clubhouse. His eyes scanned over the other brothers present. Cutter, Puck, and Prez were either sitting or standing around the room. Beside him, Cutter was the one who looked particularly agitated. There wasn’t a whisper of a smirk on his lips, which was a rare sight.

      “Kingdom, give them the specifics,” said Cutter.

      “It’s Shadow,” he admitted. Puck groaned from his place, leaning against the wall. No wonder Cutter looked like he was about to rip shit apart. Greta and Shadow grew up together in the same MC, the Dark Horsemen in Camden, New Jersey. After ignoring her ass for a decade, he decided to steal her from Cutter when he took over the club from Greta’s father, who’d been the founding president of the club.

      “He’s not getting her,” Cutter growled. “No way, no fucking how.”

      Loki clapped Cutter’s shoulder. “We know that, bro. No one’s suggesting otherwise. We took care of this before and we’ll take care of it again. Greta is Demon Squad pride. No one’s touching her.”

      Cutter’s eyes slanted over to Loki, and he nodded in gratitude for Loki’s supportive speech.

      “Greta is one of ours. Don’t care that she was once a Horseman. Don’t care what that motherfucker wants with her,” Prez chimed in. “She’s your old lady. She wears your property patch on her jacket. I don’t know what the fuck he’s thinking. Unless he has a death wish, he won’t touch her.”

      “Not sure what his game is, to be honest,” added Kingdom. “Kite from the Squad chapter in Jersey has been texting me updates. From his intel, it seems that Shadow doesn’t have the backing of his entire club. Maybe he’s starting shit with Kite to divert attention from his own problems or to drum up support by creating trouble with another club, making it out like they’re an outside threat.”

      “Or he could be pissed off because he looked like a fool after Greta dissed his ass in front of her father,” suggested Loki. “That old son of a bitch might be dead, but I was there during the negotiations, and he reamed Shadow’s ass in front of a dozen Horsemen about how he was too much of a pussy to keep hold of Greta.” Greta’s father, Scorpion, was a bastard, through and through. Cutter had urged Greta to attempt to reconcile with him on his deathbed. For their efforts, Scorpion tried to undermine Cutter and Greta’s love for each other. Almost worked, too.

      Kingdom sent Loki down to Camden separately to deal with Scorpion because he’d sent Shadow to lurk in Squad territory like the little bitch he was. There were strict rules against that among MCs. As if sniffing around an MC’s biker bitch wasn’t bad enough, he approached Greta while she was under Squad protection. Direct violations had to be dealt with. By the time Loki showed up for the sit-down, the place was fucking mayhem. He snorted softly to himself. Such a Greta thing to do. That woman was a fucking whirling dervish. Only a brother like Cutter, with his special set of skills, could bring her to heel.

      “Either way, I got a call from the Dragoons MC up in Newburg.”

      “That’s only half an hour away.”

      “Yeah, and apparently, they had a biker hit them up for business. And guess who the motherfucker was?”

      “Shadow,” Cutter replied, seemingly already in the know by the growl in his tone.

      “Yup. I don’t know what the fucker thinks he’s doing, but we need to be on the alert. Greta’s an obvious mark, but everyone must be on watch. I don’t think it’s time to bring in the entire club. We’ll monitor the situation, for now.”

      “You sure we shouldn’t call Church? A meeting of all the patched brothers might be the best thing we can do, in case shit turns ugly fast,” suggested Prez.

      “I get your point, Prez, but I don’t know if we should call a special session just yet or wait till the next scheduled Church meeting.”

      “Fair enough,” replied Prez.

      “All right, that’s it for now.” Kingdom wrapped it up with, “I’ll keep you posted.”

      Puck swung the door open and waved them out. “Let’s go get us something to drink.”

      “Nah, I’ve got to head back to the Box. My first self-defense class starts in less than an hour. I’ve got some supervisor lady coming to boss me around. Got to make sure everything’s copacetic so I can get rid of her ass pronto.”

      “You talkin’ about Abby?” Cutter asked, eyes gleaming with humor. “You’re not gonna get rid of her, bro.”

      “So says you. I say otherwise,” replied Loki as he followed Cutter out of the office.

      The fucker simply chuckled and said, “good luck,” but he looked mighty pleased with himself for Loki’s taste.
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