
Hard Drifter

Notus Motorcycle Club

By

Debra Kayn

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

––––––––

Hard Drifter

Notus Motorcycle Club series

1st Digital release: Copyright© 2017 Debra Kayn

––––––––

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

––––––––

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the purchaser of this e-book ONLY. No part of this e-book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission from Debra Kayn. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

www.debrakayn.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgment

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Epilogue

Author Bio

Debra Kayn's Backlist

Sneak Peek — The Higher You Fly by Debra Kayn

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To — Jean, Clarke, Sara, Lorelai, Maggie, Piper, Joanna, Nik, and Danielle.

Thank you for the years of support, the deep and often hilarious discussions, the laughter, the wasabi peas. 

Especially, the wasabi peas.
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While Notus Motorcycle Club is a work of fiction, their purpose to find missing persons is a real-life problem.

— Every 40 seconds, a child goes missing in the U.S.
— In 2016, an astonishing 830,000 people were reported missing.

It's easy to go through life unaware. We walk by the missing persons' flyers tacked on the wall at Walmart because those faces are always there. We read Amber Alerts when our phones buzz and then go play with our kids. An elderly person wanders off and we finish cooking dinner. Why? Because we rely on the police, search and rescue, and groups (like the fictional Notus Motorcycle Club) to find those who are missing. It's easy to say "be more involved" or "keep your eyes open". It's another thing to be someone who actively searches.

There are 4 different reasons why people go missing.

DECIDED — For reasons of their own, people decide to run away from the life they were living. It could be escaping personal problems, relationships, violence, and even mental health problems

DRIFTED — Over time, people lose touch with family and friends

UNINTENTIONAL ABSENCE — Alzheimer’s disease, mental health problems, accidents, and miscommunication

FORCED — being a victim of crime such as homicide or abduction
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She stood at the edge of the group singing Happy Birthday to someone named Yvonne. Thad Bowers rubbed a circle on the top of the table with his thumb and strained to hear what the woman's voice sounded like amongst the party of a dozen people. Her hand cupped a curvy hip, and her eyes flickered over the others as if she was uncomfortable singing. He half hoped she had a soft, husky voice to match the hotter than hell looks.

The table shook on a loud bang, dragging Thad's attention back to the Notus Motorcycle Club members at the booth in Vavoom's Bar. Wayne pulled back his hand he'd used to slap the surface. "We've got a message for a private hire."

Thad glanced over at the woman as the rendition of 'Happy Birthday' came to an end. "Missing person?"

As vice president of Notus MC, he searched for missing persons in partnership with St. John's Police Department. During the work week, he, along with Wayne Shaw, the president, Glen, the treasurer, Chuck, the secretary, worked at Port Loaders parking new cars onto ships heading out of the country. Childhood friends since they were six years old, they found their purpose to ride when they searched for the missing.

"The guy only left a message saying he wanted to hire us to search for his sister who had drifted."

"Huh." Chuck rubbed his hand over his shaved head. "It's been at least a year since we've looked for a drifter. It could be a nice break after coming off the missing child due to custody dispute we just finished."

"I'm in if it sounds like a legit search." Glen looked at his phone. "Ingrid's closing up Pauly's Peddlers for the night."

"Tell her to come on over." Wayne motioned his hand in the air. "I'll let Clara know, and she can have Paxton fix her something to eat."

"Nah, man." Glen stood from the chair and slipped his phone into his pocket. "We're going over to her parents' house and staying with her dad, so her mom can go grocery shopping and get out for a little while."

Thad looked over at the group across the room and found the woman he'd enjoyed watching for the last hour putting her coat on. "Yeah, I'm going to take off, too."

"It's fucking Friday." Wayne drank from his beer bottle. "What's the hurry?"

"Things to do. People to see." Thad smacked Chuck on the back. "Catch you tomorrow."

"Hey." Wayne's mouth hardened. "We need to talk about Rich in the morning."

Last month, they'd rode up north, above Seattle, looking for their wayward MC brother after getting a positive I.D. on him visiting a bar. They'd arrived to find an empty apartment, and no one had seen hide nor hair of Rich.

"I'll come around later." He caught the woman making her way through the people inside the bar and heading toward the door. "I need to take off."

He walked out ahead of the woman with no plan, only knowing that he wanted to continue the night with her. At the curb, he removed his Harley Davidson baseball cap out of his duffle and plopped it on his head as he spotted Lieutenant Gomez from the St. John's P.D. walking toward the entrance out of uniform.

"Hey, Gomez." He lifted his chin. "Free night?"

Gomez chuckled. "My mom wanted the kids to spend the night over at her house. She's planned some big day with them tomorrow bright and early. I thought I'd come by and have a few beers. The club inside?"

Behind him, the door opened. "Yeah, Wayne and Chuck are still there."

"I'll go see if I can sucker Wayne into buying a round." Gomez looked to Thad's right and raised his brows. "Hey, Lena. Are you leaving or coming?"

"Leaving." A soft husky voice came from beside Thad.

God damn if he hadn't pegged her right. He looked to the side, ran his gaze from the cowgirl boots on her feet, over her tight ass jeans to her breasts hidden underneath a black coat that barely hit her hips, and up to a face that smiled. At Gomez. Not him. She looked at the lieutenant as if Thad wasn't standing two feet from her.

"I only stopped by because it's Yvonne's birthday." Lena laughed softly. "I'm coming off a twelve-hour shift, and my bed is calling."

Damn right her bed was calling, and he was calling her in her bed. Thad looked at Gomez, who chuckled and pointed at him. "Lena, this is Thad Bowers, V.P. of Notus Motorcycle Club."

Her mouth softened. "Nice to meet you. I'm Lena Hollis."

"Lena's one of the 911 dispatchers at the station." Gomez tilted his head toward Thad. "Notus gets called in on missing person cases with the P.D. if we call in air, ground, or if the loved ones want extra outside help."

Lena's left brow lifted. "I take it you're not one of the psychics that offer their services."

He grinned. "If I was, it might make searches easier."

Gomez laughed. "I better get in there. You two have a good night."

Thad remained on the sidewalk. Lena turned and watched Gomez leave, glanced at Thad, and gave him a small smile. "Well, nice to meet you."

She walked away. He watched. At the end of the block, she stopped and waited for the crosswalk sign. He scanned the cars parked along the next block. Not knowing what she drove, there were a lot of vehicles that she'd have to pass, and she was alone. She wasn't in a safe position to be out by herself. 

He walked, catching up to Lena at the curb. She pulled her coat together and crossed her arms, glancing at him. "Just a heads up, but I think you passed your motorcycle back there."

"I thought I'd walk with you," he said.

She looked at the sign, waiting for the red hand to go away and the green stick person to appear. "Why?"

"It's dark, and you're alone."

The corners of her mouth hitched higher, and a flash of a dimple caught his eye. "It's five o'clock."

"Still dark outside."

She stepped off the curb and hurried across the street. He followed beside her and slowed down to match her step when she reached the sidewalk.

"I don't need a hero." She swung her arms with each step. "I take calls from people who haven't taken precautions while out at night. I'm protected."

"You're a woman."

She hummed and shook her head. "Dangerous statement nowadays where every female is trying to prove their feminist right that they can take care of themselves."

He stopped. It took her two more steps before she realized he wasn't walking and turned around.

He studied her narrowed eyes. "Do you believe that bullshit?"

"I have pepper spray in my coat pocket. While I've taken self-defense classes offered through the police department to the community, I know my limits." She inhaled deeply and looked out onto the street. "Plus, it's St. John's. I know which streets to use and which areas to avoid."

His sister had also known how to take care of herself. In a time when street gangs weren't prevalent, prostitution was kept in cheap motel rooms and off the streets, and everyone believed it took a village to raise children and you waved at your neighbors, his sister had been kidnapped, raped, and murdered.

"Where's your car?" he said, not impressed with her list of safety precautions.

"I didn't drive. I'm walking home." She pointed over her shoulder. "I live off of University Park and Seventeenth Street."

He motioned her to go and fell into step beside her. She had three blocks to walk. He wasn't going to let her go alone.

She could be right, and her evening stroll would take her home unharmed. But, going with her and seeing her safely to her door would allow him to sleep better tonight.

"I know exactly where you live." He never missed a step. "It's the white, single story house with the brick in front of the entryway."

She glanced at him. "You've lived here a long time?"

He nodded, unable to stop the lecture burning his throat. "It's not safe to give your address to someone when you first meet them."

"Marcus introduced you, which means he knows and trusts you." She stepped off the curb and crossed the next street.

Marcus? He grunted. Gomez. She knew him by his first name.

He continued walking beside her. The thick black soles of his leather boots thunked against the sidewalk. He should've picked her up on his motorcycle and saved him the damn, long walk.

"Are you planning on walking me all the way to my door?" She never missed her stride.

Her arms kept swinging.

Her hair kept bouncing.

He looked over at her. That's all that moved. He couldn't see her breasts with the coat on or her ass unless he stopped and let her walk ahead of him, but he wasn't going to let her get that far away from him. Her full lips and straight nose gave him nothing to go on regarding her thoughts. He had no clue if she was glad for the company or simmering in anger at him pushing his company on her. 

"Yep. I'm walking you home." He stepped off the next curb having caught the green walk sign.

On the other side of the street, she stepped up onto the sidewalk. "Okay. You might want to speed it up there, biker-man. I like walking for exercise."

Her arms pumped faster.

Her legs stretched out longer.

From behind her, he grinned. He could finally see her ass.

In fact, he enjoyed the view from five feet behind her so much, he let her set the pace. He'd never been one to exercise. His job and staying busy gave him enough manual labor to keep his gut from hanging over his jeans while letting him eat whatever he wanted.

A hundred feet from Lena's house, she slowed and looked over her shoulder at him. "Thanks for the escort, Thad Bowers."

He continued to follow her to the front door of her house. She turned and tilted her head, forcing him to speak next. She gave nothing away. Her expression remained unreadable. Her body language never leaned toward him or away. The sexy mystery fascinated him.

"The club is getting together tomorrow night for a barbecue." He dropped his gaze to her mouth as her lips parted. "I'd like to take you. Eat, have a couple drinks, bullshit together, nothing big."

She removed her keys out of her pocket. "Thanks for the offer, but no."

Shot. Down.

He dipped his chin, accepting her answer, and stepped back. "Go ahead and go inside, lock your door."

She turned her back to him. He pivoted to start the walk back to his motorcycle, and she called his name.

He stopped and looked at her silhouetted in front of the open door. "Yeah?"

"It's not that I wouldn't be up to going out with you." She paused, and he wished like hell he could see her eyes in the dark. "I don't know your club or anyone who belongs to Notus. If it was only you..."

"I don't do movies or fancy dinners." He inhaled deeply. "I have a private backyard that's a good place to sit, eat, and bullshit. I have the number for Wei Lung's, and they make some damn fine food."

"I could do that," she said.

"Tomorrow night?"

She nodded. "Okay."

"I'll pick you up. About seven."

"No." She stepped toward him with her cell phone in her outstretched hand. "Put your address in my phone, and I'll find your house."

He held her phone without giving her the information. "You're not planning on walking, are you?"

She laughed softly. "I have a car. I'll drive."

"That'll work." He looked at the screen, made a new contact for himself, and pushed the saved button when the screen changed and a text came up.

You'll pay, bitch.

He flipped the screen toward Lena. "What's this?"

"I don't know." She took the phone. "It doesn't say who it's from. Probably the wrong number. I once kept getting a text from a mom who wanted her daughter to pick up Karo syrup at the store for three days. I finally answered the text and told her she had the wrong number, but the messages continued for two more days. The elderly people get confused over texting, I think. We get weird calls into 911 all the time."

"That text wasn't from an elderly person. It sounds pretty threatening to me."

"Well, it's not meant for me, so I'm not going to worry about it." She shrugged. "So...tomorrow?"

"Yeah."

She turned around and walked into the house.

He stayed after she was gone and tilted his head. The soft click of the lock on the door was his sign to leave. He strolled away from the house, wondering if she was right and the threatening message meant nothing. Lena appeared to have her life together, if not a need to be a little more aware of her safety. He looked forward to getting to know her better tomorrow night.
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Lena poised her fingers over the keyboard and looked at the middle screen on the desk. "Where is the accident located?"

"Uh, the corner of Stanford and Tenth, by Taco Bell."

She typed the nature of the call as the 911 caller continued talking. Pushing the button on her headset, she said, "When did the accident happen?"

"Just now." The person panted over the phone. "The car shot right into the intersection and T-boned the other vehicle."

"Were you involved in the accident?" She let go of the button on her headset and dispatched emergency crews.

"No, it happened in front of me. I pulled over and called 911. The person who got hit—I think it's a woman, got hit on the driver's door."

"How many cars are involved?" she asked.

"Two. A blue car and a white older truck."

"Emergency personnel are en route." She scooted her chair in front of the left screen. "They'll be there in less than two minutes. Stay out of the road and on the phone with me until they arrive, please."

"Okay." The male caller talked to someone in the background. 

Sensing someone behind her, Lena looked over her shoulder. "Almost done."

"Big call?" said Yvonne, setting her bag down by the drawers of the desk.

"Vehicle accident. Unit 94 is en-route." She pushed the button at her hip. "You should hear sirens approaching the area now."

"Yeah, yeah, they're coming," said the man.

"Stay on the line with me until the officer stops." She turned back around to Yvonne. "How was the birthday celebration last night?"

"Awesome." Yvonne kicked the bottom of the chair. "You should've stayed."

"I was beat. Once I can stop working different shifts, I can plan on having more of a life." She reconnected with the caller when the man came over and said the policeman had stopped. "You can go ahead and disconnect this call. Please stay at the accident scene in case the officer would like to ask you questions."

"Okay. Thank you."

Lena disconnected the call, removed her headset, and picked up her two bottles of water. "The desk is all yours which seems weird. We've been working the same shift for months now. I missed you today."

"Thank God this is my only shift change this week. It feels unnatural not to be working with you, Gabi, and Shannon. We'll catch up after our weekend." Yvonne exchanged places with her. "Why are you looking beautiful today?"

"Hot date," she mumbled. "Or, at least a date. I'm not sure what it is yet."

"Girl, I want to hear all about this mysterious guy soon." Yvonne clipped the wire onto the waist of her jeans. "How's Station B today?"

The fire chief for the west side fire station was Yvonne's latest crush. Lena squatted, opened the bottom drawer of the desk, and removed her purse. "They've only gone out on one call. Gabi called the code."

"Hm, well, that's no help." The light flashed on the desk. "That's for me. Have a good night with the hot date."

Last night, she'd been excited and nervous about seeing Thad again. This morning, not so much. Going by his looks, his attitude, and his mannerisms, she was the exact opposite of him. She walked through the Employees Only door and cut through the police department side of the building.

Officer Conrad strolled out of his office, smiled, and said, "Evening, Lena."

"Hi, Reggie." She swung her purse over her shoulder. "Looks like you had a quiet shift."

"I'll take more of those if you're handing them out." He walked past her and laughed.

"I'll do my best, but I'm off until Wednesday." She walked into the lobby, stopped, and turned around tracing her steps.

Outside Detective Mooney's office, she peeked through the glass door and knocked. At the detective's wave to come in, she opened the door. "Do you have a moment?"

"Sure, what do you need?" Detective Mooney leaned back in his chair.

She dug her cell phone out of her purse and tapped the screen. "Is it possible to trace a text message?"

He reached out for her phone and looked at the angry message she'd received last night. She hadn't lied when she told Thad it was probably the wrong number, but he'd seemed concerned, and when she'd fallen into bed, dead tired, she couldn't sleep wondering who would text her.

"It's probably a wrong number, but I thought I'd check." She set her purse on the edge of the desk.

"Do you have anyone who is mad at you?" asked Detective Mooney.

She snorted. "I don't have time for relationships to get heated. I work in dispatch. I spend more time here than at home."

"I hear you," he mumbled and sighed. "The number on the text comes from a free text app you can download anywhere. If I followed the pings, it'd only show the server, which could be redirected from anywhere in the world. Got to love technology. Stalkers, teenage girls, and telemarketers have all found a way around caller I.D. A new generation is learning about prank calls, except their texts are done anonymously online."

"Thanks. I thought it was nothing, but decided it was worth asking about." She took her phone back from him. 

Detective Mooney stood. "No other threats? Have you run into someone around town, maybe at the store or showing up on your way to work that you've noticed more than once or stood out to you?"

She shook her head. "Not at all."

"Stay alert." He picked up a folder on his desk. "Like you said, it's probably a message meant for someone else. It could even be best girlfriends talking smack."

She backed up to the door. "Smack? Is that code for 390?"

Detective Mooney chuckled. "A few drinks and people start doing strange things and harassing friends is at the top of the list. Not everyone lives at work like we do. Speaking of, I have a meeting I don't want to go to."

"Yep, and I'm heading out." She waved over her shoulder. "See you later."

Feeling more confident that the message was a one-time mistake, she hurried out to her car. The chilled air tickled her arms, and she looked up at the sky. Fall had officially shown up in the Pacific Northwest.

Inside her car, she started the engine and checked the time. She still had a half hour until she was due at Thad's house. Knowing every street in St. John's as required for her job, she'd arrive fifteen minutes early if she headed straight to his house.

Her stomach gnawed. She pulled out of the parking lot, traveled three blocks east, and pulled into the Safeway parking lot. Fifteen minutes later, she carried the bag of purchases out to her car and headed toward Thad's house.

At the traffic light, she refreshed her lipstick. At the four-way stop, she dug her perfume out of her purse, slipped her hand under her sweater, and sprayed her stomach. On the street where Thad lived, she glanced in the mirror and pressed her left hand to her forehead, telling herself to calm down. It'd been a good year since she'd gone out on a date.

She had comfortably settled into believing if a man walked into her life, and there was an attraction on her part, she wouldn't push him away. Otherwise, she pulled herself off the market as actively seeking a sexual relationship. At thirty-four years old, she had no interest in a couple of months' fling or rearranging her life, her job, her living situation for anyone when there was no future with the person.

Her GPS warned her to turn. She slowed and looked at the address on the mailbox and pulled into a short driveway behind a parked motorcycle. Thad lived in one of the newer housing developments, while she lived in a house built in the sixties.

She got out of the car, looked up and down the street, and was glad for the motorcycle parked outside because all the places looked the same. Walking around the car, she retrieved her bag of purchases from the store and strolled up to the front door. She'd have dinner, dessert, conversation, and then call it a night.

If things worked out or they found out they had nothing in common, it was one evening that she spent with someone else. That was never a bad thing. It's what normal people did all the time.

She pushed the doorbell, and the door swung open only seconds later. Thad stood in front of her looking deliciously rugged. "Hey."

God, he looked good. Even better than last night. In the light on his front step, his piercing blue eyes were shocking. She hadn't noticed them last night, or maybe she never looked close enough because it had been dusk when they'd met. She swept her gaze over his flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled above his elbows. He kept the first three buttons undone and she suspected even if he tried to button them, it would be difficult over his broad chest.

"You came." Thad stepped back. "Come in. I just made a fire in the backyard."

She'd forgotten that he talked about eating outside. Chinese food. Cooler temperature. The man leaned toward unconventional which was highly attractive to her.

He walked beside her through the living room. She held up the bag in her hand. "Can I put this in your freezer?"

"Yeah." He pointed to his right at the kitchen that was open to the dining room. "If there's anything in your way, you can set it out. I have a stand-up freezer in the garage I can use to move things around and make space."

She quickly scanned what he kept frozen. Ice cream. Cool-whip. Ice. Mugs. Hamburger.

There was plenty of room. She put the carton of ice cream she bought on the shelf and set the rest of the items in the bag on the counter. When she turned around, he was gone, and the sliding door was open.

"Thad?" she said.

"Out here."

She walked outside onto a wooden deck. Rubbing her arms against the chill, she said, "I'll go get my coat from the car."

"Don't bother." He straightened from the fire pit about twelve feet from the deck and encircled with large river rocks. He motioned to the side of him. "There's a blanket on the swing if the fire doesn't keep you warm."

She raised her brows. Intent on checking him out, she hadn't noticed a free-standing bench swing in the yard. She had to admit that was cozy and inviting.

"That'll be perfect." She walked off the deck and over to the bench, holding the swing while she sat. "Once spring comes it'll be too warm to sit by a fire."

"I've only had the swing for a couple of months." He sat down beside her, and she found that there was enough space between them for another person to sit. "I'm thinking about building a gazebo and putting the swing inside it. That way I can use it all fall and winter and stay dry. I wasn't sure I'd use it much by myself, but I found I come out here a lot to enjoy a fire."

"Building?" She ran her hand over the wooden armrest. "Did you build the swing?"

He nodded.

Impressed at having a talent that produced beautiful things, she said, "Are you a carpenter or in construction?"

He leaned back, using his boots to keep the swing rocking. "No, I work over at Port Loaders. I'm one of the Union workers who preps and loads the cars on the ships. The swing was just something I worked on in my spare time. My dad's the one who is good with wood. He's taught me enough I have fun trying to see if I can make things myself."

She lifted the toes of her shoes off the ground and let him control the swinging. "What else have you made?"

"The swing is the only thing I've made for myself. Usually, I give the shit away. I pawn all the pieces I learn on off on friends." He grinned. "Wayne's got a picnic table I made a couple of years ago. I gave Glen and Ingrid a bookcase when they got married. You know those outdoor chairs where you lean back?"

"Adirondack chairs?" she said.

"Yeah, those." He looked at her when he talked, and she liked that. "Made Chuck two of them. Though you have to be careful sitting in one of them because the legs are uneven."

He wasn't rattling off his achievements, simply answering the question she'd asked. Going by the way he gave his home-made wood products away said a lot about a man. "Are those all your friends?"

"My brothers." His amusement mellowed, and he nodded. "MC brothers. They're all a part of Notus Motorcycle Club, but I've known the guys since we were six. We grew up together in the same neighborhood."

"And, you stayed friends from childhood to adulthood." She smiled. "That's incredible. You don't hear of people being friends for a lifetime anymore. I always wondered what it would be like to have even one person who lasted past going to school together to becoming like sisters as we both went in different directions."

"You don't have a friend who—" He stopped the swing at the chime of the doorbell. "Food's here."

"I can help." She stood.

"Nah. Sit down and stay warm by the fire. I'll bring it all out." He walked into the house.

During their conversation, she hadn't been aware of how dark it'd gotten outside because of the glow of the fire. She smiled inside and relaxed. Their initial conversation was easy and not awkward at all. Thad was more than a biker, who gave out advice on how to stay safe. He built beautiful things with his hands and kept childhood friends. 

All day she'd worried about his level of sincerity toward their date. Maybe he was the one who should be worried about her. She had nothing stable in her life besides her job and nobody to validate her worth.
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Lena passed him the box containing chow mein and kept the box of fried shrimp on her lap. Thad dumped some rice into the noodles and using his fork, took a bite. They'd already finished off the crab Rangoon and pork strips.

But, Lena wasn't giving up the shrimp.

He swallowed, enjoying the way she'd crossed her legs and sat sideways facing him, wrapped loosely in the blanket, as they exchanged boxes. She even balanced the small cup of hot mustard and another one of sesame seeds on her knees.

Lena dipped the end of the shrimp in the mustard and then rolled the piece in the seeds before putting the whole shrimp, up to the tail, in her mouth, and taking a bite. She caught him staring and grinned as she finished chewing.

"You didn't want any more of the shrimp, right?" She glanced down and then back up, innocently blinking her eyes, not fooling him for a minute. "There's only two left. I'm sure the chow mein will be more filling for you."

He laughed, taken aback at how natural his good mood felt with her sitting outside with him, eating, teasing, and making herself at home.

"You can have the rest of the shrimp." He scraped the white takeout box with his fork, scooping out the remaining noodles. "Not that I believe you'd give them up easily if I said I'd at least like to have one."

She leaned forward and pushed his shoulder with the back of her hand. "Stop. I would've given you one. If you had asked. But, it's too late. You already turned my offer down."

They finished eating the rest of the food in silence. He gathered the empty boxes, put them all in the paper sack, and placed it on the fire before putting another log on the flames and returning to the swing.

Lena remained sitting sideways, facing him, and pulled the edges of the blanket together in front of her. "Thanks for dinner. That was the first time I've eaten Chinese food outside. I liked it."

He wanted to know what else she hadn't done and make sure she tried them all. He stretched his legs and set the swing into motion while staring into the fire. It'd been awhile since he took the time or had the time to enjoy the company of a woman. Most of the time, he took one of the women Chuck always had hanging around him, because they required no time or attention. They were looking for a party and sex. Two things that were easy to supply.

"How long have you worked as a dispatcher?" he asked, turning to look at her.

She sighed. "Almost seven years. I actually moved to St. John's for the job."

"Where are you from?"

She glanced into the fire, and the flames reflected in her almost black eyes hypnotized him. "South of Portland. I drove up to take the training classes offered in Portland and applied all over the Pacific Northwest after I got qualified to look for a job. St. John's turned out to be one of two places that wanted to hire me, and I've been here ever since."

"Damn," he muttered.

"What?" whispered Lena.

"Seven years and I've been at the police station at least twice a week over the last twenty-years or so and not once have I seen you." He leaned closer. "Where have you been hiding?"

She tilted her head and looked up at him between her lashes. "Maybe you weren't looking hard enough."

"Would you have wanted me to look? And, before you answer, you need to know that depending on what you say, there's a good chance I'm going to kiss you. Because, that's what I've wanted to do since I looked at you at Vavoom's Bar," he said.

Close enough to her, he caught the next breath of air she swiftly exhaled, he dropped his gaze to her lips. Hell, if he'd ever seen someone as beautiful as her. She made him want to take his time and not fuck up his chances with her.

But, he couldn't wait.

He wouldn't.

He wanted to make sure she understood he was interested.

"Yeah, I would've wanted you to look,' she whispered.

His gut tightened, and he leaned in. Her eyes closed before he captured her lips making his balls ache in pleasure. He slipped his hand underneath her hair and palmed the back of her head, holding her close.

Lena gave a soft purr and opened her mouth. He deepened the kiss and dipped his tongue. Her sweet welcome gave permission for him to stroke, savor, consume. The warmth and smoothness of her tongue danced against his. His cock hardened. Kissing her exceeded anything else in his life at the moment.

She shivered. He slowed, pulled back, kissed her again, and moved his hand away from her head, and reached inside the blanket that'd fallen off her shoulders and found her hand. She willingly clung to him.

"Whoa," she said on an exhale. "I wasn't expecting that."

He leaned back. "Yeah, I hear you," he added softly.

When he'd asked her out, he only wanted more time with her to figure out why he was drawn to her. Her beauty and the mystery behind her fascinated the fuck out of him. He usually stuck to women who enjoyed sex and a good time without any commitment. 

Meeting her knocked him sideways.

He had no idea what Lena wanted from him or why she'd agreed to come over, but she sat beside him, and he'd kissed her. Now, he wanted her to stay.

"What are you thinking?" she whispered, still facing him on the swing.

He let his chin fall to his chest. His body still aroused, he thought about yesterday, meeting Lena, today, kissing her, tomorrow, wanting to make sure he had time with her.

"You're a mystery to me." He huffed, amused that the words came out of his mouth.

She lifted his hand and held it to her chest. "I can tell you something about me that will push the mystery away."

"What's that?"

"I have a sweet tooth, and I brought dessert." She smiled, changing the mood. "Do you have some roaster sticks for the fire?"

He nodded. "In the house."

"You get those." She kissed him quick. "I'll get everything else ready."

She hopped off the swing. He followed, knowing she'd brought ice cream with her when she'd shown up, and wondered why she needed roasting sticks.

Lena stopped at the sliding door. He reached around her and let her into the house, enjoying the sway of her ass in her hurry to prepare dessert.

"Where are your bowls?" She opened the freezer and removed the carton of vanilla ice cream.

"Left side of the sink." He pulled the second drawer on the kitchen island open and retrieved the long metal sticks.

She placed the bowls on the counter and pointed to the top drawer. "Spoons?"

He nodded, entertained watching her. She was the first woman who'd taken over his kitchen. He liked the atmosphere she created with being at his house.

After dishing up two bowls of ice cream, she pulled a small package of graham crackers out of the bag she'd carried in earlier. She flashed him a grin and crumbled the crackers, dumping the pieces over both bowls.

"You're going to love this." She took two Hershey candy bars out of the sack and broke them into bite size pieces and added them to the bowls before tossing him a bag of marshmallows. "Can you stick three on each stick?"

He chuckled. "S'mores ice cream?"

"Trust me, it's better this way than the already made kind." She walked around the kitchen island. "While we roast, the ice cream gets soft. Once the marshmallows are toasted, we add them to the bowl, stir, and eat."

He slid the door open and walked to the fire pit with her, handing her one of the roasting sticks. She squatted down beside the fire ring and stuck her marshmallow above the flames. He stood and leaned over because he enjoyed the view from above. A woman. A fire. Her smile.

"Do you do this often?" He took in her purple painted nails and wondered what it'd feel like to have her rake his back with her fingers.

"Once in a while." She glanced up at him. "But never over a real fire. I use the gas burner on my stove and a marshmallow on a fork. It's not nearly as much fun as the real deal."

"You have a backyard. It's not hard to put in a pit, or you could buy one of those free-standing fire pits. Roasting is better with wood than on a stove with gas." He rotated his wrist when flames developed on the marshmallow, and he brought up the end of the stick and blew the flames out before putting it back above the fire to get the other side.

Lena lifted and blew the flames off her marshmallow. "You like yours burnt, too?"

"Only way to eat them," he said.

He'd made her smile.

Because he was watching her, he missed the moment his marshmallows caught on fire again.

"Better hurry before they drop off." She pointed at his stick.

He jerked the flaming balls up and lost one in the fire. Lena laughed. He blew and eyed the marshmallows on her stick safely out of harm's way.

She stood and grabbed his hand. "Let's get these inside before they lose their warmth."

Inside the house, she used her fingers to pull off each marshmallow into the bowls. Holding her empty, but sticky, hand out to the side, she slid his bowl in front of him. He had something more enticing to eat standing in front of him. Wrapping his fingers around her wrist, he brought her fingers to his mouth and wrapped his lips around her thumb, slowing sucking the marshmallow off her skin.

Her brows shot up, and her jaw dropped, opening her mouth. He moved to her index finger, and the weight of her arm became heavier as she succumbed to his tongue stroking and his mouth sucking. He'd always had a craving for sweets, and he could see himself becoming addicted easily if Lena was involved.

"I...wow." Lena shivered and blinked, breaking eye contact with him. "You don't waste time, huh?"

He pulled her finger from his mouth. "Not when I know what I want."

She stepped over to the sink, washed her hands, and dried them on the dish towel. Returning to the kitchen island, she stirred her bowl. Then, she stirred his bowl and brought the spoon up to his mouth.

"Try it." She gazed at his lips.

He opened his mouth and leaned forward, closing his lips, then dragging the ice cream off the spoon. While savoring the mixture, even the coldness of the dessert couldn't cool the warmth on his tongue from licking her body.

She lowered the spoon, raised her hand, and wiped his lower lip with her thumb. "What do you think?"

He wanted to kiss her again.

He wanted to get her naked.

He wanted to put his cock in her pussy.

"Good," He licked his lips. "Let's take the bowls into the living room. I don't want the ice cream to make you colder outside."

She followed him into the other room, and after he sat down on the couch, she took the spot next to him. He ate in comfortable silence, content to have Lena near him. Halfway done with his dessert, he looked into her bowl and found her keeping pace with him. That alone impressed him. He enjoyed sharing a meal with a woman, something he hadn't done much of, considering he rarely dated. Usually, a few drinks and music was all that was required to jump into having sex.

He set the empty bowl on the end table. When she moved to take hers to the kitchen, he took the dish and placed it inside of his, stopping her from leaving.

"Thanks, for that." He put his arm along the back of the couch and rubbed her neck softly. "It was good."

She sighed, and her chin dropped lazily to her chest as she let him rubbed her neck. "Tell me something."

"Okay."

She turned her head. "How did you get to this place you're at where you ask a woman you'd only met once to come to your house to eat Chinese food outside by a fire?"

"I liked what I saw last night," he said.

She straightened her head. "I mean, why hasn't some woman snapped you up? Or, have you gone down that road before and now you're dating?"

He appreciated her being straightforward. "Never been married. I've had a few relationships over the years that lasted a year or so, but it was more for convenience—"

"Sex?"

He chuckled. "You could say that."

"Hm..." She crossed her legs. "Are you against relationships?"

"Not that I know," he said, wondering what she was getting at with her questions.

She turned and kissed him.

He only got his hand back on her neck to kiss her deeper when she pulled away. "I should go home. It's getting late, and I worked today, so I'm beat. I think the food and your company relaxed me and I'll be able to
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