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For everyone who never believed in me . . . fuck you 
(that’s it, that’s the dedication)




Content warning: this novel contains strong language, sexually graphic scenes, violence, and kidnapping.




Well, hello there! Thank you so much for picking up The Kings of Kearny! This was originally a self-published title that I am so happy has found a new home. It takes place during a sultry summer in Texas, in a fictional town close to where I spent several years of my life while I was an active duty member of the US Air Force.

I put a lot of myself into books, but this one probably has the most of me and is closest to my heart. Two war veterans? The male lead rides a bike? Snark? MAYHEM? Honestly, this could be a memoir.

I jest.

Sort of.

Anyway, I hope you’re in the mood for a darkish romance featuring a pair of grouchy vets who just can’t seem to get out of their own way. Oh, and one of my absolute favorite kinds of characters to write: the inappropriate grandmother.

Happy reading!

Please note that this book was written before the current Russia-Ukraine war, and any references to a conflict in that area are purely fictional.




Chapter One

Jakob Larson was going to be the death of me.

Beneath the dim amber lighting in the bar, he was six feet of sin draped in darkness. The sleeves of his leather jacket hit him at the wrists. A pair of sinuous tattoos slithered out from them like twin snakes, black ink whorling over the backs of his hands. He turned his head to the left, and another tantalizing hint of tattoo peeked out above his collar.

I stared at his wide back like I had X-ray vision, wondering how much of his skin was covered. Whoever needled all that ink into him was one lucky bastard. To be bent over him for hours on end, his big body laid out beneath me . . .

God, it’s hot in the bar tonight, I thought, wondering how conspicuous it would be if I started fanning myself.

I lifted my gaze, taking in the rest of Jakob. His dark blond hair was cropped close at the sides but was long enough on top that you could dig your fingers into it. A beard obscured the lower half of his face. I’ve never been a massive fan of facial hair, but he kept his trimmed and neat, which made me wonder if the rest of him was just as well-groomed.

No one would ever call him a pretty boy; his features were too stark for that. He looked like the by-blow of some cruel Norse god. With cheekbones cut at sharp angles, lips set in a hard line, and heavy brows forever pulled down in a scowl, he had what I liked to call resting fuck you face.

Still, he held a kind of carnal appeal. He moved with the intrinsic grace of an athlete, like someone who had pushed his body to the limit, learned just what it was capable of, and now it performed for him in a way that was damn near preternatural compared to the rest of us. Except he wasn’t an athlete; he was a fighter. There was a notch halfway down his nose from a past break. His knuckles bore the scars of a man who liked to hit things with his fists. Larger bikers gave him a wide berth as they moved through the crowd, parting around him like the Red Sea did for Moses. Even standing still, he projected an aura of something barely contained and half feral.

I read somewhere that women know within five minutes of meeting someone whether they’ll sleep with them. With Jakob, you needed all five of those minutes to decide if the risk of fucking him was worth the reward. I couldn’t even look at him without picturing him naked, biceps straining as he rose above me, abs contracting as he thrust inside. I usually didn’t go for the whole alpha-male vibe—too many guys who projected that aura were possessive, borderline-abusive douche nozzles—but Jakob seemed to be the exception to my rule. I blamed my inner cavewoman. He was the kind of man who made her sit up and take notice.

Him big. Make strong babies. Protect cave.

It made me feel marginally better that I wasn’t the only one staring. Three women about my age at a nearby table kept cutting glances at him. A few more on the dance floor sent him come-hither looks.

The sound of an angry voice rose above the bar’s music. I forced my gaze away from Jakob, searching it out. In the far corner, two men faced off over a pool table. Like the rest of our patrons, they were members of the local biker gang, the Kings of Kearny. They were both older, one a dark-skinned Black man, the other a redheaded white dude wearing sleeveless leathers that left his prison tattoos on full display. It was too loud in here to catch their words, but their body language told me they were about a heartbeat away from coming to blows.

Nina, my fellow bartender and good friend, stepped beside me and stood on her tiptoes, trying to get a better look. At five-foot-nothing, it wasn’t going to happen. She swayed a little to the left, searching for a different angle. Her dark hair was loose tonight, and it fell in a cascade over her shoulder with the movement. Like me, she wore all black: the standard uniform at Charley’s Bar and Grill.

Because it hid the bloodstains, we joked.

“Who’s yelling?” Nina asked. It was a testament to her looks that even while frowning, she was stunning. With a whip-sharp sense of humor, light brown skin, cheekbones I would kill for, and full lips that seemed forever on the verge of a smile, it was no wonder she was the highest tip earner on staff.

I laced my fingers together and bent over. “Here, I’ll give you a boost, and you can see for yourself.”

Anyone else would have told me to shut up or said I wasn’t as funny as I thought I was, but Nina grinned and lifted her foot toward my hands, calling my bluff. I unlaced my fingers and took a step back. No way in hell was I actually going to touch the bottom of her shoe. It was past midnight, and the floor behind the bar was sticky with spilled liquor and covered with tiny shards of glass, some of which must have lodged into the soles of her high-tops.

“Coward,” she said.

I opened my mouth to fire an insult back at her, but a deep voice tolled out from behind me.

“It’s Micky and Rob.”

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Tiny, the third bartender on shift tonight, staring out into the crowd. Tiny was one of those ironic nicknames. He was a behemoth of a man. Well over six feet and broad as a barn door, he doubled as a bouncer when we needed him to. The overhead lights gleamed off the top of his bald head. His dark eyes were troubled. A slight flush appeared on his olive skin, but a stillness had settled into his limbs. He looked like a man bracing himself for a fight.

“Hey, man. Can I get another beer?” a woman called to him.

“Yeah,” he said, moving toward her, his eyes still on the crowd.

The good thing about our bar was that Charley, the owner, was a biker himself. The Kings of Kearny took care of their own. It was in their interest to keep the peace in here, and whenever a fight broke out, it was usually quashed before any lasting damage was done—to the combatants or the bar.

Tonight proved no different. The redhead, Micky, barely had time to shove Rob before three men intervened. Jakob was one of them. Unfortunately for him, Rob was already swinging for Micky, and Jakob got in the way of the punch. I grimaced when the blow landed. It would have laid me out flat, but it only snapped Jakob’s head around to the side.

The crowd around me went still as everyone tensed against the threat of more violence.

Jakob’s resting fuck you face turned murderous. He spat out a wad of blood and looked up at Rob. The bar had gone so quiet that I heard him clear across it. “I’ll give you that one for free.”

Rob had fifty pounds and several inches on Jakob, but he instantly backed down. “Shit. Sorry, man,” he said, hands up like Jakob held him at gunpoint.

“You two done here?” Jakob asked, looking between Rob and Micky.

The men nodded and made a show of going back to their pool game. It was only when Jakob turned away from them that the entire crowd let out the collective breath we’d been holding.

Nina elbowed me. “The Viking strikes again.”

“Why is everyone so afraid of him?” I asked.

A guy nearby hailed her, indicating a round of shots.

“One sec, Bill,” she said, grabbing glasses for him and his buddies. She sent me a look as she poured their whiskey. “I keep forgetting you’re new here.”

I frowned. “Three months is new?”

She barked a low, throaty laugh. Several patrons turned to stare at her. I couldn’t blame them. I was mostly heterosexual, but every time she laughed like that, a little shiver of awareness ran through me.

“Honey, three years is still new in this town,” she said. She finished pouring and handed the shots over to Bill with a megawatt smile. “Thanks for being patient, sweetie.”

The grizzled old biker went pink in the cheeks. “No problem, Nina.” He tipped her ten bucks for her trouble, and it made me wonder if maybe I should smile more.

“Can I get some ice?” someone asked from behind me.

I turned and saw Jakob settling his large frame onto one of my empty barstools. His left cheek was red and starting to swell. The scowl on his face made him look even less approachable than usual—not an easy feat. This was only the third time he’d spoken to me, and of course he had to be pissed off when it happened. So much for my harebrained idea to hit on him tonight.

“Sure thing,” I said. We kept stacks of clean towels on a shelf beneath the bar. I snagged one, filled the middle with ice, and tied off the extra cloth. With one final tug on the knot, I handed it over to him. “Here you go.”

He reached out, but instead of taking it from me, he grabbed my wrist, so fast that I barely registered the movement. I sucked in a sharp breath. His skin was warm, grip firm, fingers long enough to wrap all the way around my wrist. Yes, I wanted this man to touch me, but that desire was now warring with my irritation over him laying hands on me without asking first.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I said.

He pushed up the sleeve of my T-shirt with his other hand, calloused fingers roughing over my skin, raising goose bumps in their wake, stopping only when he revealed the tattoo on my upper arm. It was a stylized AC-130 gunship flying in front of a skull.

“You’re ex-military?” he asked.

“Yes.” Demonstrating one of the skills I learned when I was in the service, I wrenched my arm up and around, breaking his hold on me. “And if you ever grab me like that again, I’ll call in a favor and have a Maverick dropped on your house.”

His pale blue eyes rose to mine, glinting like frost in the overhead light. “That’s a big-ass bomb.”

“I don’t fuck around,” I said, a hint of warning in my tone. “You want your ice or what?”

In answer, he snagged it from me. “Air Force?”

I nodded. “Aerial gunner.”

He looked me over like he was trying to picture it. I prepared myself for a sexist comment.

“Sorry for grabbing you,” he said instead.

The tension in my shoulders eased a little. “Don’t do it again.”

“I won’t,” he said, holding my gaze.

Weirdly, I believed him.

Another biker in my section lifted her glass in the universal symbol for I’ll have another. I left Jakob to refill it. My shoulder brushed Nina’s as I walked toward the draft beer station.

“You’ll have to show me that move,” she said.

“Soon as our shift is over,” I told her.

Working around rough men and women didn’t come without risk, and I’d been teaching her some basic self-defense. It looked like tonight’s lesson would be on how to break holds.

“Here you go,” I said, passing the beer to the woman who ordered it. “On your tab?”

“Yup. Thanks, Krista.” She left a dollar on the bar for me before turning away.

I scooped it up and went to the register. Because Charley was a King, he let his fellow bikers keep running tabs that they didn’t have to pay off until the end of each month. I didn’t see the wisdom in the practice. Some of our customers ran up astronomical bills, buying rounds of shots they couldn’t afford because they didn’t have to pay for them for another two weeks. Most had the mindset that they’d find the money before then, but they rarely did.

Part of me worried that was what Charley wanted. He was one of the founding members of the Kings, along with Daniel King, the president and man the club was named after. I’d seen Daniel pay off the tabs of his bikers when they couldn’t cover them, telling them he knew they’d find a way to settle their debt. It kept them loyal to him, beholden to him in a way that troubled me. I imagined them doing all sorts of illegal shit to pay him back.

“Krista?”

I turned toward the sound of my name.

Jakob rested a leather-clad elbow on the bar top, the ice I’d given him pressed to his cheek. “Can I get an amber ale?”

“Sure.” I poured it out and set it in front of him, careful not to get too close this time.

“Why haven’t you applied to join the Kings?” he asked.

The Kings of Kearny motorcycle club only admitted members with prior military experience. Every single man and woman who wore their leathers had fought for this country. It was partly why the local cops gave them some leeway, and why a lot of people in town put up with their bullshit. Jakob wasn’t the first person to ask me that question, but he was one of the few I wanted to answer.

“I didn’t come to Kearny for the club,” I said. “My grandmother is in a nursing home in town.”

His eyes were steady on mine, that big body still on his barstool. Most people fidgeted when they sat down, but not him. He was like a wolf sighting a deer. This was one of the things that was so appealing about Jakob. When he spoke to you, it felt like you became his entire world. I could only imagine how well that focus might translate to sex.

“Magnolia Hills?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Let us know if you have any trouble with her there,” he said.

A frisson of unease slithered down my spine. “Why? Has there been trouble there?”

He nodded and cut his gaze to the right, away from me, and I swear to God, it felt like the temperature dropped. Like the sun had just disappeared behind a cloud.

“Uh . . . you care to elaborate on that?” I asked him.

His gaze came back around, and he shook his head. “What time do you get off?”

“I’m closing.”

Beer in hand, he stood from his seat.

I blinked as he started to turn away. “Dude, seriously, you’re just going to—”

Yup, he was. Without a backward glance, he tossed some cash on the counter and disappeared into the crowd.

I shoved my irritation down and got back to work. My gran was the only person I had left in this world. Oh, my parents were still alive, but they were garbage human beings, and if I never saw them again, I’d count it as a blessing.

Gran was my paternal grandmother. She’d taken me in the first time my parents got busted for drugs—Dad for possession, Mom for driving under the influence with me in the back seat—and never gave me back. After their first stint behind bars, my parents skipped town, and now the only time we heard from them was when they needed bail money or briefly attempted to sober up.

Not all addicts are assholes. I knew that many of them were good people with a disease that could lead to them doing terrible things, but my parents didn’t fall into that category. They were rotten even without the drugs or the booze. I’d learned that firsthand during one of Mom’s brushes with sobriety. She hit me for crying. Not a slap or a smack but a full-on punch to the gut. It worked. I stopped crying. Because I couldn’t breathe.

I was four at the time. Gran never left me alone with her again.

To say that my grandmother meant the world to me would be a massive understatement. And Jakob just told me that the cognitive care facility it took me months to get her into might be shady.




Chapter Two

The rest of my shift passed in a blur. I served beers, poured mixed drinks, shot down the people who hit on me, and struggled to stay focused, my thoughts circling like water rushing down a drain. What was up with Jakob’s cryptic question about when I got off work? Was it his subtle way of telling me he didn’t want to answer me in a packed bar? Was I supposed to wait for him?

I checked my watch. We’d closed at two a.m., but I had to get through my nightly checklist before I could even think about leaving. It was almost three now. My chores were done, and I just finished showing Nina four different ways to break someone’s hold if they grab your wrist.

I glanced out the front window. There was no sign of Jakob’s bike in the parking lot. My coworkers were slipping out the back door one by one, and I wasn’t about to stick around and wait for him by myself. This bar wasn’t in the best part of town, and even with my years of hand-to-hand combat training, I didn’t relish the idea of putting my skills to use against a drunken biker who probably had a knife or a gun on them.

“You coming, Krista?” Tiny asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

A few minutes later, I stepped from the air-conditioned bar out into the sultry heat of night. It might have only been early May, but in southern Texas, summer started in April and lasted right through November. Deep heat had descended on the small town of Kearny a few weeks ago, smothering us in its warm embrace. The hum of insects from the nearby trees was deafening. Humidity hung heavy in the air, making my movements feel slow and lethargic. What didn’t help was my exhaustion. I hadn’t escaped unscathed from my time in the military, and my scarred body felt battered and bruised from being on my feet for so long.

I said goodbye to my coworkers and moved toward my car with halting, stiff gracelessness. One of the reasons Gran and I chose to settle in this town, aside from the allegedly stellar nursing home, was because of the nearby military hospital. I had an appointment with my physical therapist there in a few days, and it couldn’t come soon enough.

I slipped inside my car, locked the doors, and headed home. Visiting hours at the nursing home were from ten a.m. to five p.m. After what Jakob said, I wanted to get there when the doors opened, which meant I’d be lucky if I got five hours of shut-eye. At least I never had trouble falling asleep. Combat vets are known for their ability to pass out anywhere, and I was no exception.

I eased to a stop at a red light two blocks from the bar. An engine thundered to life nearby and roared into the night like a lion claiming its kill. A few seconds later, a motorcycle pulled up next to me. It was loud enough to be a Harley, but when I glanced over at it, I saw VICTORY splashed across the side of the gas tank. Its rider wore a skullcap helmet and goggles, but I knew from the beard alone that it was Jakob. He turned toward me and jerked his head to the left in a distinct command to follow him.

Okay, then.

The light flashed green. No one else was on the road, so I threw my blinker on and turned, trailing the bike as Jakob wound up a side street.

I wasn’t an idiot. Yes, I lusted after Jakob’s body and magnetic sexual energy, but the truth was I knew nothing about the guy. He could be a complete psychopath.

I kept one hand on the wheel and popped open my center console with the other. Inside was a 9mm I’d purchased when I was still in the service. As an aerial gunner, I didn’t go for the bells and whistles of flashier handguns; I went for sturdy design and a robust reputation. This brand wasn’t super popular, but the reviews for it were stellar. The writers over at Guns & Ammo had buried one in the mud for a day; froze another in a solid block of ice, then defrosted it beneath the blazing sun; and tossed another from a ten-story building. All three guns fired over a thousand rounds without failing afterward. No, the gun wasn’t pretty, but it got the job done. I stashed it in my purse as I pulled into a small residential parking lot behind Jakob.

He cut his engine and slipped his goggles and helmet off. One long leg swung over the back of the bike, and then he was moving toward me with quick, sure strides.

I left my car running and kept the doors locked as I rolled my window down. “Well, this isn’t weird or anything.”

Jakob leaned forward and rested his elbows on my window frame. The smell of him hit my nose: leather and motor oil and a hint of dark cologne. This close, his eyes were startlingly blue, like he’d captured an arctic sky in his gaze.

“I didn’t want anyone overhearing at the bar,” he said. “Wanna cut the engine and follow me up? Better if anyone watching us thinks we’re fucking instead of trading secrets.”

And there went my thoughts, straight into the gutter.

He took my momentary breathlessness as hesitation. “I’m not a threat to you,” he said. “That’d be like hurting a family member.”

I shook my head to clear the fog of lust from my mind. Did he just say something about us being related? “What?”

He pulled up his right jacket sleeve just enough to reveal a length of corded forearm. The whorls of ink I’d spotted earlier were the tattered edges of a stylized specter’s cloak. Over the grim creature, the words DEATH WAITS IN THE DARK were written in stark black font.

I lifted my eyes to his. “You were a Night Stalker?”

He held my gaze and nodded.

Well, I’ll be damned. Jakob was airborne, like me, only from a special-operations Army helicopter regiment that flew into enemy territory at night, low and fast. I was stationed with a unit of Night Stalkers in Syria. They were some of the craziest motherfuckers in spec-ops. And that was saying something.

It didn’t make me instantly trust him, but I no longer worried I’d have to shoot him. Only 1 percent of Americans serve their country. It does make you family, in a way, part of a small percentage of the population that’s been joined together with others from all walks of life, ready to fight and die to keep everyone else free. The fact that we were both airborne combat meant we belonged to an even smaller group of individuals. It was a tight-knit community, and word got around in it. If he hurt me, he’d be excised from it like a cancerous growth at best. At worst, someone might really do a flyover and drop a bellyful of iron onto his head.

Something in my face must have given my thoughts away because he straightened and took a step back, hands loose at his sides, waiting. I rolled the window up, turned my car off, grabbed my purse, and got out. His hands landed on the roof on either side of me, caging me in, and I barely had enough room to turn and face him after shutting my door.

I stared up at him from inches away. A nearby streetlight cast its anemic glow over us, and the dim illumination did nothing to make him look less dangerous. His brows shaded his eyes, turning them into twin pools of cerulean. Suddenly the nickname the Viking made a whole lot of sense. Shave the sides of his head to the scalp, add a few bloodstains, and smear some stylized runes across his skin, and he’d be all set to go terrorize an eighth-century English village.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“We need to sell the lie,” he said, leaning closer.

Right. The lie that we were fucking.

Oh boy.

“Sure,” I said, settling back against my door.

Approval lit his eyes, like he was impressed that instead of arguing with him, I chose to go along with this weirdness. Little did he know that I was all for anything that brought his big body closer to mine.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder, why all the deception? And why did he think he was being watched in the first place? Was he some sort of undercover agent who had infiltrated the club? I looked him over, taking my time. He didn’t seem like a narc. In fact, from everything I knew about him, he was all too happy in his role as an enforcer for the Kings. Was it something else? A rival gang or a rift inside the club?

My questions cut off when he closed the distance between us. At five ten I was pretty tall, but I still had to look up at him. His beard tickled my cheek as he leaned in. I shivered when his lips brushed the shell of my ear. I’d wanted to be close to him all night. Hell, if I was honest, I’d been dreaming about this since the first time I laid eyes on him, and who knew when I might get another shot?

Screw it.

I turned my head and nuzzled his neck. The smell of his cologne was stronger here, dark, heady, spice and musk and the slight tang of citrus. It paired well with leather.

“Why do you walk with a limp?” he asked.

I blinked, surprised out of my dirty thoughts for the second time in less than five minutes. “You ever heard of small talk, Jakob?”

His breath warmed my neck when he answered. “Never saw the point of small talk. It’s just useless words people throw around while they wait for someone to say something meaningful.”

Well, shit, when he put it like that . . .

“My right leg is basically bionic,” I said. “Hip replacement, pins holding my knee together, steel grafted to my shin and femur, you get the drift. I was medically discharged because of it.”

“Combat wound?” he asked.

I nodded, knowing he would feel my answer because of our proximity.

This was the part where he would pull back and look at me with pity. I’d had other soldiers do it, and I knew they weren’t really seeing me anymore but thinking of people they’d served with, feeling that terrible tug of survivor’s guilt for making it out of some hellhole unscathed when so many others hadn’t.

Jakob didn’t pull away, and he didn’t look at me with pity. He put a hand on my injured hip, gently, and leaned in instead. “What happened?”

For some reason our forced intimacy made talking about it easier than usual. Maybe that was because with his nose buried in my hair, I didn’t have to look at him as I spoke or because he hadn’t reacted the way I anticipated, or maybe it was because I knew that as a Night Stalker, he’d seen worse shit than I had and could understand what I was about to say.

“We took heavy fire during the siege of Kolomyya,” I told him.

“Ukraine?” he asked, his voice low enough that it had a little bit of growl to it.

I nodded again, thinking back to the brief but bloody shadow war the US had fought with Russia after they’d claimed the Crimean Peninsula and then tried to drag the rest of Ukraine back into the fold of the new USSR.

“The landing gear was damaged during the battle,” I said. “Our pilot was forced to execute a controlled crash on a dirt road outside the city. Engine number four hit the ground. Its casing cracked, and the oil lines broke, spewing jet fuel everywhere. Something must have sparked because the right wing caught fire.”

“That doesn’t explain your leg,” he all but purred into my ear.

I took a deep breath. “Our equipment broke loose during the crash. My leg got pinned as I was trying to jump clear. It took four of my crewmates to free me. They almost burned to death in the process.”

“The pilot?” he asked.

“It wasn’t a flat road,” I said. “The nose caved after we hit. He was crushed.”

Those were the facts. Straightforward, no-nonsense, clinical. It was the standard story I told. If I didn’t let myself think about it, sometimes that’s all it was. Sometimes I didn’t see the ground rushing up at us through the open bay doors. I didn’t feel our youngest crewmate squeezing my hand for dear life. I forgot how scared I was when she and I were ripped apart at that first jarring impact. I didn’t hear the metal screaming over dirt and rocks or the wrenching groan of steel as it buckled under an immense pressure it was never designed to take. I didn’t feel my body broken under an impossible weight. Hear my crewmates screaming over me as I dipped in and out of consciousness. Feel the unbearable heat of the nearby flames or my terror of being left behind and burned alive.

“I remember that crash,” Jakob said. “It was maybe fifty miles away from where I was.”

A swell of surprise put a swift end to the tears that threatened. He’d been there? And near enough that he might have seen our plane if he’d looked up at the right time?

It was bizarre to think that he was in the same place as me on the worst day of my life, and yet it made me feel even closer to him somehow, our intimacy losing its forced edge and turning into something far more dangerous.

I didn’t ask him where exactly he’d been or what he’d been doing on the outskirts of Kolomyya. The answers might be classified, which meant we’d both go to jail if he told me, and I didn’t relish the idea of spending the rest of my days in Leavenworth.

He squeezed my hip again, oh so gently, and stepped back. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

My head swam. Maybe he wasn’t an alpha douche after all. Maybe I was the asshole for judging him too soon.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Ready to go up?”

I nodded, still trying to get my shit together.

He led me to the back door of a small brownstone. We were in an older section of downtown where the buildings sat in various states of disrepair and gentrification had yet to move in.

“How many flights of stairs?” I asked.

He held the door open for me, letting me go first. “Two.”

I looked up at the first set and sighed. I could go down stairs just fine, but going up could be a struggle sometimes, like right now when I was already tired and my entire leg throbbed with sharp flashes of pain.

Jakob stayed behind me, letting me take the lead and set our pace. I put my left foot on the bottom step, took a deep breath, and started the climb. My hip joint protested. My lower leg ached like one giant shin splint. The bones of my knee felt like they were grinding to dust against the metal that held them in place. I grit my jaw and kept going, hand on the rail to help me push off.

After what felt like a small eternity, we made it to the final landing. I paused outside Jakob’s door and caught my breath. There better be one hell of a comfortable couch on the other side of this.

“Please tell me you have aspirin,” I said.

Jakob slipped past me and slid his key into the lock. Or he tried to. At the slight press of his hand, the door opened with a whoosh. I looked down and saw the now obvious signs of forced entry.

Jakob spun away from the doorway, pulling a gun from inside his jacket. I yanked mine free at the same time, dropping my handbag to the floor beside me. Thanks to our military training, we held our weapons in identical fashion: muzzle turned toward the floor, right hand around the grip stock, left hand cupped underneath, pointer finger along the barrel.

Our eyes met. He used his left hand to make some weird gestures at me.

“I don’t speak Army,” I whispered.

He sent me an unreadable look and squatted, ready to take point. Most people holding a gun aim at chest height by default. If Jakob went in lower, he had a better chance of catching whoever was inside off guard. The problem was, no lights were on. Darkness radiated out of the apartment like a beast waiting to bite.

I signaled for Jakob to wait a second and then pulled my phone from my purse. Fingers shaking, I hit the flashlight button, ground my teeth against the pain from crouching, and whipped the phone across his floor. It spun over the hardwood, lighting up the room like a disco ball. Jakob waited half a second and ducked around the corner, gun aimed. When he didn’t immediately fire or jump back into the hallway, I assumed no one was inside.

He rose from his crouch. “Clear.”

I let out a shaky breath and lowered my gun.

“Hi, Daniel,” Jakob said.

Wait. What?

I peered around the doorframe. My eyes adjusted to the weak light of my phone, and Daniel King materialized in front of me. The meanest son of a bitch in Kearny sat in the middle of the apartment on the couch I had so recently lusted after. No one else was in sight, so he must have been the one to bust the door open.

What the hell was going on here?




Chapter Three

Jakob flicked the lights on as he strode into his apartment. I scooped my purse from the floor and followed a few steps behind him.

The Kings of Kearny were a rowdy bunch, the kind of men and women who were more concerned with their badass reputations than they were with aesthetics. I figured Jakob’s place would be sparse: a couch, mattress in the corner, dirty clothes strewn about the floor, maybe a coffee table with pizza boxes and empty beer cans crowding the top of it.

His place wasn’t sparse; it was spartan.

The military affects us all in strange ways. If Jakob wasn’t a clean freak before joining, the service had turned him into one. His apartment was larger than mine, with an open-concept kitchen and living room. Through a door to the right, I caught sight of a gleaming bathroom. Another door stood farther down on the same wall. Most likely a bedroom. The few pieces of furniture he had weren’t new or trendy, but they looked well-made and were visibly spotless. But lord only knew what a black light might reveal. Jakob had a reputation for more than just violence, and I had a feeling his apartment was painted floor to ceiling by his past sexual encounters.

The only thing that didn’t fit was Daniel King. He sat in the middle of the couch with his arms spread over the top of it, taking up as much room as humanly possible. If I uploaded a picture of him to Twitter with the comment “Look at the manspread on this one,” I’d get ten thousand responses from fed-up women within an hour. Road dust clung to his riding leathers. He propped his dirty boots on the coffee table like he owned the place. Between the break-in and his body language, the message was clear: I have no respect for you or your shit.

The man was in his late forties, and damn it if he didn’t look good for his age. He wore his raven-black hair long enough to show that it had a bit of a curl to it. His face was made to grace wanted posters. Three-day stubble covered his strong jaw. Those dark, piercing eyes landed on me, and I almost shuddered. There was a sardonic set to his lips that made me feel like someone had just told him a dirty joke about me and now he was picturing me naked.

He’d helped himself to one of Jakob’s beers, and as we walked in, he lifted it to his lips and took a long swig, watching us over the top of it. Something about his expression reminded me of one of those cats you see on YouTube that just knocked a glass off a table for no apparent reason other than to be an asshole and was now looking at its owner like, The fuck are you going to do about it?

I moved closer to Jakob and stashed my gun back in my purse.

“‘I don’t speak Army,’” Daniel said, grinning. “That was funny.”

I forced myself to smile at him. “Thanks.”

As if it were an everyday occurrence to have your gang leader break into your apartment, Jakob hung his keys by the door and shrugged out of his jacket. The dark T-shirt he wore beneath it clung to his muscles in a way that would have had me drooling if not for our audience. His arms were sleeved in tattoos. My gaze stuck on them for a second. With some heavily tattooed people, you can tell that they didn’t plan their ink out in advance but had it slapped together piecemeal. The result can be a jarring mix of styles and patterns. Jakob must have taken meticulous care designing his. They featured a military theme throughout, and each tattoo flowed so seamlessly into the next that it looked like one cohesive ink masterpiece. It must have taken him years to complete and, judging from the quality, cost nearly as much as his bike.

He paused beside the fridge and turned to Daniel. “Need another beer?”

“Yeah,” Daniel said.

Jakob’s gaze cut to me. His voice softened and dropped half an octave into something low and husky. “Want a beer, babe?”

I stood stock-still, staring at him. Babe?

His eyes flashed with some unspoken warning, and I decided to go along with this plot twist like I had with all the other insanity of the evening.

“Sure,” I said.

Nothing to see here, folks. Just three rational adults having a normal conversation after one of said adults broke into another of said adult’s apartment without explanation.

I snagged the beer from Jakob and twisted the top off, happy to have something to do with my hands. It cut down on the temptation to reach for my gun again. This whole situation was off. Why had Daniel kicked in Jakob’s door? And why wasn’t Jakob calling him out on it? There were so many undercurrents running between the two men that it felt like I was about to be caught in the riptide and dragged out to sea with them.

Jakob’s paranoia in the parking lot suddenly seemed a lot more understandable.

“How was your shift, Krista?” Daniel asked.

A shiver of dread ran through me when he said my name. “It was good, Mr. King.”

“No trouble?”

“No trouble.”

He nodded like all was as it should be in his realm.

I took a deep pull of my beer. He’d made a point to use my name. It set my teeth on edge because I’d never spoken to the man before and didn’t think he even knew I existed. Whenever he came into Charley’s, he sat in a special booth in the back that we kept permanently reserved for him. He was too important to come to the bar for his drinks. Instead, he had his flunkies fetch them for him.

I wasn’t naive; this wasn’t just some casual inquiry into my night. He wanted me to know that he knew who I was. For some reason it felt like a threat. Why? Because I was here with Jakob? Was there a rift in the Kings and these were the two men causing it? If so, I had just unintentionally placed myself on Jakob’s side.

The wheels in my head started spinning. If Jakob’s paranoia was warranted and someone had been watching us in the parking lot, then they were probably loyal to Daniel, which meant that word would get back to him about how close we’d been. I was willing to bet that was why Jakob called me babe. That’s what his warning look was about; he wanted me to continue to play along with what we’d started downstairs.

It put me in an uncomfortable position. Charley’s name might be on my paychecks, but I knew who I really worked for. If I did anything to piss Daniel off or make him distrust me, I’d be out of a job and out on my ass. But what if I was reading the situation wrong? What if there was something else going on? Some other reason Jakob wanted to keep up this ruse?

I leaned against the kitchen counter and took another long sip of my beer, my mind working on overdrive. Jakob grabbed two more beers out of the fridge and headed toward his gang leader. He handed one over, and the two men clinked bottles. Then he came back and leaned against the counter beside me, so close our hips touched. He took a sip from his beer and casually draped a heavy arm over my shoulder like he did this all the time, like he owned me or something, and even though part of me wanted to shrug free from the embrace, I stayed where I was.

I might not know Jakob very well, but I believed him when he said he wouldn’t hurt me. Daniel, on the other hand, I didn’t know at all, and if he’d said those same words to me, I never would have believed them.

Guess that made me Team Jakob.

I adopted a dopey expression and smiled up at him like a woman deep into the infatuation phase of a crush. He looked down and met my eyes, and his resting fuck you face turned into something more like I am going to fuck you and you are going to come screaming my name. This close, there was no way he could miss the way I shivered in response.

His eyes still locked on mine, he lifted his beer and took a sip. I shouldn’t have been so turned on by the sight—I watched a bar full of bikers repeat this same motion ad nauseam night after night—but as Jakob pulled the beer away and wiped his thumb across his full lower lip, my gaze drifted down and zeroed in on the movement. Those lips twitched, just once, and I caught a flash of what might have been amusement in his eyes before he blinked, and suddenly I was staring up at a man with as much expression as a block of ice.

As if he hadn’t just set my blood on fire, he broke our gaze and turned back to the man on the couch. “What’s up?”

Goddamn it, I’d completely forgotten about Daniel for a second there.

I shook my head to clear it and took another pull from my beer. This is what I got for standing so close to my thirst trap.

“That thing with Mike didn’t pan out,” Daniel said.

“Mike who?” Jakob asked.

“Mike Kaschak,” Daniel said, glancing around the apartment. “I thought he might be here.”

Jakob’s face remained neutral, but his arm stiffened around me, and I knew the words hit him harder than he let on. My Spidey sense tingled. Was this why Daniel had done a bit of B & E?

“Haven’t seen him,” Jakob said.

Daniel drained his first beer and started in on the second. “You’ll let me know if you do?”

“Of course.”

Daniel’s lips twitched in a lopsided smile. His white teeth flashed against the sun-darkened skin of his face. He really was a handsome bastard, but I didn’t need five minutes to figure out whether I would sleep with him. With Jakob, my inner cavewoman had weighed the safety of a one-night stand and decided it would be worth the risk. Daniel, on the other hand, sent her screaming back into her cave.

He looked between Jakob and me. “So. You two.”

“Us two,” Jakob said.

Bikers, loquacious people.

“Must be new,” Daniel said. “Hadn’t heard anything about you.”

Jakob shrugged. “Krista’s a private person.”

Which implied that this wasn’t a new thing and that we wanted to keep it a secret. And Jakob just told the man with the most power in town about it. If I knew anything about people in power, it’s that they reveled in lording it over the rest of us. It made them terrible secret keepers because, in their need to put themselves above others, they’d often use people they deemed as inferior as stepping stones. It was all too easy to see Daniel telling his other enforcers about this just to show off the fact that he, the King, had known about us while they had no idea. I had a sinking feeling that come this time tomorrow, everyone in Kearny would be gossiping about Jakob and me.

Daniel’s grin gained a sharp edge, like a shark smelling blood in the water. His dark eyes shifted to mine. “You should come by sometime for dinner. Eva would love to have another set of hands in the kitchen.”

Eva was his wife—a tall, striking woman of Armenian and Mexican descent who I’d only ever glimpsed through a crowd. I was tempted to tell him I didn’t cook, even though I was a whiz around a stove. Offhand comments like his always drove me bugfuck, an assumption of “womanly duties” that men like him were prone to making. The subliminal message was: Come to my house and cook me dinner while I sit on my ass and do nothing. Because penis.

Don’t be an idiot, I told myself. I needed to be in this man’s good graces if I wanted to keep my job, and even though it killed a small part of me to do it, I smiled at him. “I’d like that.”

It was only when Jakob’s arm relaxed around me that I realized it had stiffened again.

Daniel’s gaze shifted to his enforcer. “What happened to your face?”

I looked up. Jakob had taken Rob’s punch to the left cheek, and even though he’d iced it, it looked more swollen than it had outside and was starting to take on a sickly looking puce hue.

“Micky and Rob got into it again,” Jakob said.

Daniel swore. “They trash the place?”

Jakob shook his head. “It broke up before anything started.”

His face evidence to the contrary.

“Good,” Daniel said, rising from his throne. He drained the rest of his beer
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