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      Tap, tap, tap.

      Eliana drummed her finger pensively on the side of her amber coffee mug as she stared vacantly at the newspaper that lay open on her round dining table. Her chestnut-colored eyes were glazed over, a sure sign her thoughts were far away. The sun had only just crested the horizon, and from the east-facing window of her suburban home in Concord, the light was casting an orange haze throughout the kitchen. Light refracted off the glistening ink of the newspaper. Eliana took a step forward from her position leaning against the counter to lessen the glare from the image she’d been transfixed on.

      There it was again. In all its dreadful glory, staring up at her in an almost taunting manner, was the nearly page-sized portrait of her father. Right at the top of the obituary section. It must have been the extra money she spent for the space that made his notoriety so prominent, Lord knows it wasn’t on the merit of his conduct that gave him the honored position at the top of the page.

      Henry Granville, born April 2nd, 1958, passed peacefully in sleep on the 10th of September 2019.

      Born and raised in rural Maine, Henry worked with dedication for over three decades at Pine Hill Lumber Mill. His late wife passed only six years after their marriage, leaving him a single father to their daughter, and his only surviving family, Eliana. He was a loving father, loyal, hardworking…

      Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Setting her cup down with force onto the table, Eliana paced to the window and stared angrily at the front lawn. Her hands gripped the windowsill, knuckles white with strain. Her breathing had become more ragged, and the heat in her chest was rising to the back of her neck. Why the words made her so angry was nearly comical. Hadn’t she written them herself? As a young but accomplished defense attorney, she wasn’t one for fiction writing.  Maybe this was one last attempt to be a good daughter. A short story of wishful thinking that would make her father—her dead father—proud.

      Memories of their last encounter together flooded her mind. Pale. Sickly ill and though largely obese, he’d seemed too frail in the hospital bed with tubes in every orifice, monitors beeping and humming. His murky eyes had been searching the room frantically, his hands gripped the sheets in terror as he struggled for his next breath. The lung cancer had won. Eliana had been caught by his right hand. With strange force, he’d pulled her close, nearly toppling her on the bed, and he’d pressed his thumb firmly into her palm. Eliana stared in horror as he sputtered his last breath.

      Despite her perfectly working lungs, Eliana felt herself clutching at her throat as though suffocating as she forced the memory out of her mind. Her left hand still hurt where he’d driven his thumb into her palm. Her anger as her own lies in the obituary faded into a strange feeling somewhere between grief and pity. How terrible it would be to suffocate to death. Betrayed by your own body.

      Cancer is a bitch, she thought scornfully.

      Startled by the hiss of the coffee maker, she turned from the window and switched the machine off. Her eyes caught the time, and she cursed under her breath. She was going to be late. Darting from the kitchen and down the hall, she raced up the stairs and into the bathroom that adjoined her yellow and teal decorated bedroom.

      As she opened the door, vapor poured out like fog, and Eliana turned the shower off. Using the shower to steam clean her black dress, she pulled it free from the hanger on the shower rod and stepped into her room. Her bathrobe fell in a pool around her feet before she stepped into the tea length, cotton-blend dress that was trimmed with lace.

      She was still struggling to slip her heels on as she descended the stairs and into the kitchen. With one arm in her khaki pea-coat, she pulled a tumbler from the cupboard and set it next to her forgotten mug. With haste, she poured the contents of the coffee pot into the traveler, nearly half sloshing onto the table, before she screwed the lid on, grabbed her purse and car keys from the entryway, and left the house, locking the door behind her.

      Unable to help it, she found herself staring back at her home of only fourteen months in the rearview mirror of her silver Mercedes. The perfectly situated white house was in the exact center of the cul-de-sac. She’d fallen in love with it the moment the realtor had suggested it. It was the first house she’d been able to buy, and it stood as a mark of pride. How far she’d come in the last three years since she’d graduated from Harvard. Even farther in the last ten when she’d moved from Maine.

      How different it was from the house she’d grown up in. The town. The people… how different she was now.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty-eight. There were thirty-eight people at the funeral. Eliana knew this because, from her standing position in the back of the church, she had counted them over and over again. The hour drive from her home to the steeple-capped building hadn’t been long enough. Sixty minutes wasn’t enough time to prepare herself for the blur of the funeral.

      Among the thirty-eight people, she’d counted twelve cousins, two aunts, six uncles; a few of her father’s former co-workers and at least a dozen others who’d probably only wandered in for the food. She could feel the bitter scowl on her face, but she was startled as every single face turned from the front of the church to look at her. All thirty-eight of them. Standing more erect, her eyes darted to the minister who was looking at her expectantly.

      “Miss Granville?” the middle-aged, yellow-haired minister-for-hire asked, “You… had a few words?”

      “Oh!” was all she could say as she pushed herself forward. Her heels clicked on the wood floor as she walked up the aisle, and shook the reverend’s hand before taking her place behind the pulpit, the open casket at her back.

      We’ve gathered here today… she thought sardonically as she fished into the pocket of her dress and removed her notecards.

      “Um…” she muttered as she straightened her immaculately constructed eulogy. “My father… Henry… Um…” For some reason, her cards were impossible to read. Why were they blurry? Looking up momentarily she realized the entire church and its thirty-eight onlookers were blurry as well. Touching a hand to her face she realized the culprit of her sudden case of vision loss wasn’t cataracts, but tears. She was crying. “I’m sorry I’m…” Her heart began racing, and she feared she was about to lose all composure. Public speaking was never a paralyzing fear for her, but public blubbering was another matter altogether.

      Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, she forced a small laugh to attempt to ease the tensions within herself.

      “My father was a hardworking man who had no time for sentiment,” she began, eyes still stinging painfully, “or tears.” A few among them chuckled. God bless her sensible cousins. “Let’s be honest, we all knew a different side of Henry Granville. At work, he was devoted, clever, and painfully faithful. His crew were like brothers to him. More-so than his actual brothers.” A few more laughs gave her encouragement. “Among his family, he was the life of the party. I think he laughed more at the reunions than anyone. Especially after a few drinks… he was a man who enjoyed a good drink. Or a bad one, he wasn’t picky. You weren’t any help with that peach moonshine you peddled that weekend at Moosehead Lake, Uncle Ron!” The assembly roared with laughter, including the red-faced man in the second row. “At home, my dad was…” She felt a sudden lump in her throat. “My dad… he…”

      The stinging in her eyes had returned, and instinctively she turned her back to the room forgetting that in that motion she came face to face with the lifeless body of her father who rested in the casket. A sudden wave of nausea hit her, and her already tear-dampened hands were useless as she tried to quell the onslaught of tears.

      Staring bluntly and boldly at her clearly deceased father, she couldn’t help but come to the realization that her tears were not entirely of loss, but, God help her, they were in relief. He was gone, and with him the dread she’d lived with every day. She’d never again come home to find him passed out drunk on the floor having pissed himself in the process. There would never be another missed event, argument, drunken rage or emotional breakdown. Eliana would never have to endure another broken promise or failed attempt at sobriety or disappointment from him again.

      He was gone. Forever.

      With one hand over her mouth, she silenced the maddening laughter that threatened to burst forth. From behind her, she could hear the murmuring and whispering that was steadily growing louder. Among the voices, a single bold and heavy footfall rattled the ground, and Eliana felt a figure approach. Thank heaven the minister was coming to relieve her failed speech.

      A strong hand held a tissue to her, and she turned just enough to accept it. However, the figure next to her was far too tall to be Reverend Matthew. “Thank you…”

      Drying her eyes, she looked from the ground where her cream-colored heels were pointed toward a set of large, black leather boots, up dark denim jeans covering broad thighs and hips. A black leather cut was draped over a crisp white button-down shirt that was left open at the collar revealing tanned skin at the throat and did nothing to conceal the hardened chest beneath. Dark stubble dusted a pointed chin, square jaw, and faded into slicked back black hair that curled ever so slightly at the ends. Light blue eyes grew darker toward the pupils that stared down at her.

      “Kye?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eliana was shamelessly searching for him. He could tell by the way her eyes danced around the room even while engaged in conversation with others. Despite his height, he prided himself on his ability to fade into the background and go unnoticed. It was easier to stay distant. Kye Driscoll had learned at an early age to be observant at all costs. Observant and distant.

      He'd meant to keep his presence at the funeral secret, but when he’d watched Eliana struggling he was unable to keep himself tucked away. Her relatives among the pews hadn’t the sense to come to her aid so he’d stepped up to the task.

      Eliana was never a woman to seem meek. Perhaps that was why it pained him to watch her struggling to contain her emotions. Despite her taller than average height, especially in those shoes that made her slender legs look a mile long, she’d seemed so childlike and small. Seeing her again was like stepping back in time. Her hair was shorter now than he remembered. Probably opting for a more modern cut, the chocolate tresses she’d since straightened were cut into a smart bob, the length of which barely brushed the tops of her shoulders. With her back turned he’d been granted a view of the milky skin of her neck. She’d finally looked up at him through tear-soaked eyelashes, and he’d almost reached a hand up to take her by the neck and keep her face fixed toward his.

      Almost.

      Now as he watched her dance between attendants who were happy enough to keep themselves fed, he quietly followed her from the church as she made her way to the front parking lot. She stood with her back to him, giving him another glorious view of the soft skin of the back of her neck, arms wrapped around herself at the impending cold of autumn. Head turning from side to side, she spotted his motorcycle parked on the grass under the overhanging beech tree.

      She moved quickly toward the v-twin engine Shadow that stood out amongst the four-door cars and vans on the gravel lot. Kye finally relented to put her out of her misery as she clearly wasn’t going to stop searching until she found him. The sheen of midnight blue paint reflected her face as he stood behind her. Seeing his own face looking at her, she turned around quickly to look up at him once again, only this time her eyes were wide and dry.

      “I-I was looking for you,” she admitted, her left hand resting on one of the handlebars. It didn’t escape his notice that her hand remained ring-less.

      “You found me,” he replied shortly.

      “Rather you found me,” she stated, having regained herself from surprise. “I couldn’t believe it was you. I’ve felt surrounded by ghosts today.”

      “The past has a way of feeling like that,” Kye said and lifted his right hand, the one that brandished a rather prominent silver ring with the letters SD, to brush the hair off her shoulder. She shivered.

      “Kye…” she spoke his name, and he felt the hair on his arms prickle. “Thank you for earlier. I was making a spectacle of myself up there.”

      “Some things never change,” he cooed with a grin. “You were never one for subtlety.”

      “One of us had to be blunt,” Eliana defended, her light brown eyes full of defiance. Their eyes locked, and the air between them felt charged as though humming with electricity. Behind them, the church bells began to toll, and Kye used her momentary distraction as the crowd began to pour out of the stone structure, to take her wrist firmly and pull her to the opposite side of the tree out of sight. “Kye!” she cried as he pressed her back against the trunk, and his hand flew to her mouth to silence her.

      His breathing was coming in short rasps, and with one hand over her mouth, the other on the tree above her head, there was barely a whisper of air between them. Indeed, when she took a sharp breath her chest brushed his, and Kye squeezed his eyes shut. They remained like that for several long moments until the rumble of vehicles departing had ceased. He could sense her discomfort as she began to squirm, and he pressed his hand more firmly against her lips.

      “Eli, listen to me,” he demanded, his voice eerily deep and calm. When he opened his eyes again to look down at her, it wasn’t with familiarity or friendliness; not even with attraction and lust, but with a warning. She stilled instantly. “I came here for a reason. There has been a long-standing debt between your father and the Screaming Demons. One that I’m sent to collect on.” Her eyes went from wide and fearful to narrowed and angry in an instant. She pulled his hand off her mouth and gave his chest a firm shove.

      “My father’s dealings with your gang don’t include me. I’ve paid enough of a price for his involvement.” She made to walk away, but Kye took her by the waist and had her up against the tree again in a flash.

      “You might think you’ve paid, but the debt Henry accrued is much higher than your meager pains…”

      “Meager?” She spat, pushing against him again. “Meager? You really are a bastard, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Then what, money is it? How much did he take?”

      “Fifty thousand.”

      “Fifty thousand?”

      “Plus ten years interest. Likely more for the insult of betrayal.”

      “That could be any amount. Hundreds of thousands. A million? They don’t pay twenty-eight-year-old lawyers that much, Kye. Might as well have saved yourself the trip.”

      “A life.” His short sentence had her balking. “A life,” he repeated. “Yours. I’ve come to collect. Today.”
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      Snow crunched underfoot. The weeks of snow were recently dusted with fresh powder, and as Eliana walked, hands tucked in the pockets of her thick coat, she smiled as she approached the playground on the corner of the block. It was late. The moon was high overhead and shone like a polished mirror behind the white clouds. It was a quiet evening, her footfalls the only sound until she saw him sitting on the swing staring at something in his lap. Quietly setting her book bag down, she picked up a pile of snow and pressed it together between her mittens.

      Kye toppled backward in alarm as something struck the top of his head. For a moment, he thought the sky had fallen, but the ringing laughter from his friend told him otherwise. Sitting up in the snow, he hurled a snowball back at her, and Eliana cowered away from the icy onslaught.

      “So not only are you late, but you assault me? Friend of the year award, right here!” Kye called sarcastically as he stood to his feet and brushed the snow off of him.

      “You’ll be eating those words when you see what I’ve brought you,” Eliana replied as she fell in step with him, and they began walking toward the far end of the playground where a frozen pond was nearly concealed by the ivy branches of a towering willow tree.

      “Presents?” Kye asked with a boyish lilt. Eliana giggled and ducked under the tree where the silvery, icy tendrils blocked out the rest of the world. They’d spent a week that summer building a rope ladder that led upward to a platform nailed between two dense branches. Eliana climbed first and was rummaging in her backpack by the time Kye reached the top.

      “Here,” she said, handing over a white paper sack with red letters.

      “Mmm God, you’re a Saint,” he said, digging into the food sack and sinking his teeth into a still piping hot burger.

      “Please don’t call me that,” Eliana said quietly. Kye looked over at her, replaying his sentence, and grimaced.

      “Sorry, Eli, I forgot,” he apologized. Eliana flashed him a forgiving smile and pulled out two cups of hot chocolate. Passing one over, she scowled as Kye took it.

      “Where are your gloves?” she practically shrieked. Kye shrugged, his mouth still full of food, and he made to pull his hand away when Eliana grabbed it and held his hand firmly between both of hers. “They’re like ice cubes.” He was all too familiar with her tone of voice. She was scolding him. Her raised eyebrows hinted at her demand for an explanation.

      “Liam needed a pair, so I gave him mine. It’s no big deal. I’m hot-blooded,” he excused. Eliana’s look turned to compassion, and she scooted over to sit next to him, their backs pressed against the trunk of the tree and their legs extended in front of them.

      “You’re a good brother,” she said, still holding his left hand between hers. She’d subconsciously began rubbing them together for warmth. “You should have said something to the Duncans.”

      “I heard them talking last night,” Kye said, swallowing his mouthful. “Liam is getting transferred to a foster center in Oregon. There’s a couple there who want to adopt him…”

      “Oh, Kye…”

      “He’ll like it better there. It’s warmer. Plus, he’ll have a home soon…” Kye began picking at his thumbnail. It was a nervous habit he had. Eliana placed both of her hands over his to stop him.

      “You’ll make yourself bleed,” she cautioned with an almost motherly tone.

      “I’m so tired of saying goodbye,” he admitted. “I get it, I’m almost eighteen. I have a better chance of winning a gold medal in women’s gymnastics than getting adopted, but just once can’t anyone… I don’t know… not leave?”

      “Liam will miss you; you’ve been a great big brother.”

      “But I’m not his brother!” Kye snapped, and Eliana clamped her mouth shut. They sat for several long moments in silence, his hand still grasped between her mitten clad hands. “Sorry…” he muttered.

      “Don’t be,” Eliana said, gripping his hand tighter. “Maybe he’ll come visit.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Kye agreed with a small smile, although they both knew the untruth of it. Kye had watched several younger siblings come and go during his time in foster care. Already on his sixth home in three years, he’d nearly mastered the art of saying goodbye. “I start my job at Hal’s Garage tomorrow.”

      “That’s great!” Eliana proclaimed, internally grateful for the subject change. “Beats working at Speedy’s Eats,” she teased as she took hold of the fast-food bag and began munching on the leftover French fries.

      “It had its perks, I’m sure,” Kye said, digging into the bag.

      “Only thing I liked about that job was quitting at the end of the summer,” she argued.

      “It was fun coming to visit you, though.”

      “You liked the free food.”

      “Most definitely,” he agreed, and they both laughed.

      “Well you try washing the smell of grease out of your hair,” she challenged. Dragging her long ponytail over her shoulder, she ran her hands over the straight tresses.

      “I imagine that would take you a while with all that hair,” Kye teased, and she nudged his shoulder with her own. He couldn’t help his smile as he watched her playing with her hair. Had it not been for the nearly waist-length strands, they may have never met.

      At the beginning of the summer, they’d both been in the same SAT prep course before they’d taken their college placements. Feeling years behind due to moving up and down the East Coast, hopping from foster home to foster home, Kye’s new guardians, Carey and Stan Duncan, had enrolled him. Kye had already been seated when the tall brunette entered the room and sat at the desk in front of him. The moment he saw her he sat a little straighter.

      An hour into their first practice test she’d flipped her hair over her shoulder and had practically covered half his paper. Chuckling to himself, he prodded her shoulder with his pencil, and she’d laughed sheepishly and muttered a soft apology. Eliana bound her hair into a high ponytail, liberating his exam and nearly his senses. The scent of citrus from her shampoo and the nine freckles on the back of her neck were far more distracting.

      “What are you thinking about?” Eliana asked as she noticed his vacant stare.

      “Your hair,” he chided, and she rolled her eyes.

      “I’m going to cut it all off,” she declared.

      “Don’t you dare,” Kye warned, and they met eyes. “Your hair is beautiful. Even if it does smell like burger grease.”

      “Bully! I’m never bringing you food again!” Eliana shrieked, and Kye burst into laughter. She gave him a firm shove for good measure, and he responded by wrapping her in a bear hug, arms pinned to her sides. “Kye!”

      “Take it back!” he goaded as she struggled to break free.

      “Never!”

      “Take it back, Eli. I’m not letting you go until you do!” Squirming with all her might, Eliana only managed to fall onto her side, Kye’s full weight pressing her into the platform.

      “Damn you and your one season of wrestling,” she cursed and went limp. “Fine, I take it back. I’ll bring you all the food.” Kye’s body was shaking from laughter, and he shifted his torso, to her surprise, so he was laying over her propped up on his forearms. “Kye…” she breathed as he looked down at her. His eyes still glinting with mischief, but his face growing more serious.

      “Eli?” he asked, both suddenly speaking in softer tones.

      “Hmm?” she responded, feeling it was harder to breathe with him looking at her like that as opposed to when he had her in a bear lock. His icy, ungloved hand lifted to brush her cheek as he tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, his touch giving her a wave of chills.

      “Don’t cut your hair,” he requested, and she felt a small smile pull at her mouth.

      “Okay,” she agreed. Eliana knew the second his eyes moved from her eyes to her lips, and she felt blood rush to her head and her breathing stop altogether. His hands didn’t move, but his face was definitely getting closer. “Kye, are you…” …going to kiss me? That had been what she’d wanted to ask. What she’d meant to ask. Like the rush of winter wind that had blown the snowstorm through, she’d suddenly, and frustratingly, remembered the whole reason she had text him asking him to meet her.

      She was leaving.

      Kye felt the moment her body went rigid. Her sharp intake of breath might as well have been a second shove. He flew off her so fast he nearly toppled over the end of the platform and the twenty feet to the ground. Eliana sat upright and pulled her knit cap more securely onto her head. She didn’t know whether to apologize or burst into tears. Had her logical brain just ruined her only chance to have a first kiss with Kye?

      “I didn’t mean…” she began to apologize.

      “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      “I wasn’t telling you to stop…”

      “I made you uncomfortable…”

      “No, really, you didn’t…”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “It won’t?” Her question was so quiet he barely heard it. Meeting her eyes again, he had to smirk at her rounded eyes and blushing cheeks. Their summer together as fast friends had slowly been turning into something else, and for weeks now he’d been wanting to kiss her. There always seemed to be something holding him back. Maybe it was his expertise in saying goodbye. He knew eventually Eliana would be just another farewell. Just the thought of that made his throat constrict.

      “We killed the food,” he noted as he held up the squashed bag. Eliana couldn’t help but laugh, and Kye joined in.

      “At least the hot cocoa survived,” she said, passing him the cup. Kye took a long drink before handing the lukewarm beverage back to her. A long moment of quiet passed between them. The tension of awkwardness was still wafting in the air, but the two settled back against the trunk of the tree, huddled close for warmth, and the serenity of their friendship took over.

      “I was going to tell you,” Eliana began as she stared at the toes of her boots. “I heard back from the administrative office from Harvard today.”

      “You did?” Kye’s excitement matched her own, though she felt she needed to keep it concealed for the moment. “Did they send you an acceptance letter?”

      “Something like that,” she muttered. In truth, she’d not only received an acceptance letter, but also a phone call. The phone call. Four years’ worth of spring breaks Eliana had dedicated herself to building houses with Habitat for Humanity in the Boston area. Not just out of humanitarianism, but strategy. The Wendell Hall scholarship was her prize. It required over five hundred hours of community service, a written recommendation from a local politician, a GPA of no less than 4.0 and a ten-page letter explaining her qualifications, but she’d done it. Eliana was awarded one of only four scholarships a year that ensured her place among the Ivy League.

      So, why did she feel sad?

      “Eli tha-that’s amazing! You’re going to Harvard!” Kye flew to his feet. “Hey, everyone!” he beckoned to the empty park. “My friend Eliana Granville is going to Harvard University!”

      “Kye!” Eliana cried as she tugged on his hand. Her admonishment fell on deaf ears as, instead of pulling him down, he yanked her to her feet.

      “Did you hear me? Harvard University!”

      “No, I’m not!” she yelled over him, and he quieted. She was holding on to him for balance, and Kye was slightly ducked to miss hitting his head on the branches above them.

      “What do you mean you’re not?”

      “I mean … I don’t know yet.”

      “Didn’t they accept you?” he asked with a furrowed brow.

      “They did, it’s just … um… I don’t think I can afford to go.”

      “What about that scholarship thing? Isn’t it a full ride?”

      “I-I haven’t heard back yet, so I can’t get too excited. Yet.” Shifting her weight from side to side, Eliana hoped she was a convincing liar. Never one for falsehood, Eliana couldn’t help but break character and tell Kye an untruth. Their time together over the summer and fall, now into the winter, was more than just wasted time. She needed him.

      Kye had spent nearly the last four years of his life saying goodbye to people. First his mom to the penal system, then his dad to God knows where, and countless foster parents and siblings. Eliana couldn’t bear the thought of being another one. Mostly one for books and long walks alone, Eliana wasn’t the poster child for friendship.

      Raised as an only child by a father who spent more time working or drowning in a bottle, Eliana was painfully shy when she’d first met this dark-haired boy. Kye had given her something she’d never had: a steady place. This tumbleweed of a guy had rolled into her life, and she wasn’t ready to let that go. How could she? In the late hours between studying, her mind had blissfully wandered to the idea that she and Kye could be more than friends. Were more than friends? They’d shared many a night planning their future to run away and join the circus, become stock-car drivers, even pirates if it meant getting out of Maine, their current lives, and on to better things. They had always been together since the first day they met. Why not now? Why couldn’t Kye go to Massachusetts with her?

      “Hey,” Kye said gently as he noted the near look of panic on Eliana’s face. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. “I don’t want you to worry about that right now. Did you get accepted to Harvard?” She could only nod. “Then you’ll find a way to get there. You’re smart, Eli, the smartest person I’ve ever met. You can do anything!”

      “You’re sweet,” she replied as she allowed him to hug her close. Resting his chin on the top of her head, Eliana missed the forlorn and somber expression that took over Kye’s face. What he wouldn’t do to give her the whole world, Harvard included. Sure, in his waking dreams he’d pictured them settled in a small house somewhere warm with a dog and seven children of their own. From the moment he’d met Eli, he knew she was never going to be happy with a small life. She deserved mansions and diamonds and a man who loved her more than alcohol. By God, he’d give it to her too.

      No matter what.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He’d been at Hal’s Garage for two weeks when he found himself limping down an alley in the business district of Pine Hill. Leaning behind a dumpster, he prayed the blood trail wasn’t prominent enough to lead the shooter to his location.

      Kye was struggling to settle his breathing. His heart was slamming in his chest like a jackhammer. Groaning in pain, he peeled the material of his pants away from his left thigh. Two blood stains—one on the front and the other on the back. Guessing it was a good sign of entry and exit wound, he pressed the back of his head against the building and forced himself to take several deep breaths.

      The hospital was out of the question. They’d know instantly what kind of wound it was, and the last thing he needed was more cops or questions. His home with the Duncans was off the table. Part of their arrangement was a full bag check when he arrived home. A couple of religious sticklers, if they were going to confiscate a comic book they deemed inappropriate, they’d sure as hell notice a bullet wound.

      Eliana…

      Kye was limping forward before the thought had fully registered. His beautiful brown-eyed bestie was his only hope. He just prayed that at the late hour, it being nearly two in the morning, she was still awake.

      Of course, she is. She’s practically spent the last month pouring over Harvard.

      Wasn’t it her potential attendance that had landed him in this mess?
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        * * *

      

      “Driscoll!” Dropping the socket wrench in his hand, Kye stood to his feet from his hunched position under the hood of a sedan and saw Hal waving him over. “Get in here!” he bellowed, his voice filling the entire shop like a loudspeaker. Kye wiped his hands on a rag as he moved toward the glass-walled office where Hal and another man were waiting. The stocky redheaded shop owner Kye was very familiar with, but the taller, gray-haired man dressed in head to toe leather was a complete stranger.

      “You needed me, boss?”

      “Close the door,” Hal instructed as he sat behind his desk and lit a cigarette. He took a long drag while the door clicked shut and waved a hand at the taller man. “This is Max Strong,” he said as though it was incredibly obvious. Taking the hint, Kye wiped his hand once more on his pants out of courtesy before shaking Max’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” Kye said politely. Max’s imposing presence wasn’t attested to his height alone. Probably pushing 6’5, the broad-shouldered man gave the impression that he commanded power and lots of it. His immaculately trimmed beard was a staunch gray that matched his hair perfectly, though Kye guessed he wasn’t yet sixty. His eyes were a steely-silver and were definitely sizing him up.

      “You don’t know who I am,” Max observed, his voice gravelly and deep. Kye only shook his head.

      “Don’t take that too harshly, Max, he’s a foster. Been shacked up with the Duncans for a few months. We’ll teach him what’s what.”

      “Your parents dead?” Max asked shortly and looked between the two men.

      “Possibly?”

      “Just answer the question,” Max instructed. Clearly, this was a man who wasn’t going to take vagueness.

      “Last I heard my mom was serving twenty-five to life in Timpanogos,” Kye began as he stuffed his hands in his back pockets. “Haven’t seen my dad since we lived in Utah.”

      “When was that?” Max asked, leaning against the far wall and lighting a cigarette. His brand had a much starchier smell than the sickly-sweet ones Hal smoked.

      “About five years ago.”

      “He abandoned you?”

      “Guess you could say that.”

      “Don’t be coy, son,” Max reprimanded, the lit end of his cigarette reflecting off his eyes and making them almost look red. Kye clenched his jaw. He didn’t appreciate the interrogation. “What did I say about answering questions?”

      “Well, we stopped at a rest stop halfway between Salt Lake City and Vegas. We stopped to take a piss, and when I came out of the bathroom his truck was gone. So, either he abandoned me, or he went on ahead to set up house.”

      “Watch your tone!” Hal snapped as he smacked the desk. Max was chuckling, though, his lips parting in a smile that revealed straight white teeth.

      “Kid’s got spunk,” Max said to Hal.

      “A bit too much,” Hal mumbled.

      “What’s this about?” Kye asked, feeling he couldn’t muster any more patience.

      “Hal says you’re not the smartest, but you’re good with cars. Ever worked on bikes?”

      “Ten-speed or beach cruiser?”

      “Save the sarcasm, kid, it’ll only get you a black eye,” Max said calmly as he flicked ash from the tip of his cigarette.

      “A few,” Kye admitted.

      “Where’d you learn?”

      “Clark County.”

      “Juvie? How long?”

      “Eight months.”

      “For?”

      “Defacing city property,” Kye said, crossing his arms. Max’s heavy brow furrowed. “I punched a cop.” Max erupted in loud and husky laughter. Even Hal let out a bark of amusement, and Kye couldn’t help but grin along.

      “What’d you do that for?” Max laughed as he wiped at his tears of amusement. Either that or the smoke-filled office was stinging his eyes the way it was Kye’s.

      “He hit me first.”

      “You got a temper or a death wish?” Max asked, putting out his cigarette in the ashtray on Hal’s desk.

      “Neither,” Kye said with a shrug, “I just don’t like assholes.”

      “Cops?”

      “Like I said, assholes.” Max laughed again and clapped a large hand on Kye’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, you were right, Hal. I like him.” For a strange reason, Kye felt a sense of pride that he’d earned the approval of this man. “I got a proposition for you, kid. You fix up my bikes, clean ‘em up real nice, I’ll pay you and make you another offer. One that requires more discretion in what you store in the spoilers. Understand?”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Kye said, feeling this meeting had actually been an interview.

      “The more offers I make, the better the money,” Max stated as he began removing another light from the packet that he kept in the front pocket of his leather vest. “You wanna make some money, kid?”

      “What if I say no?” Kye asked, his eyes darting back and forth again. Max’s wide chest shook with quiet laughter. He took a long drag and blew it out, the plume hitting Kye in the face.

      “You won’t.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come on, Eli,” Kye whispered, feeling he was near passing out. He stood on her front lawn that was in desperate need of a mow, the soggy grass completely saturated after the onslaught of snow over Christmas had melted. Using a scrap of white shale from the broken lawn rocks framing the front walkway, Kye had been pelting the gutter above Eliana’s window for almost ten minutes in hopes of drawing her attention.

      At this time of night, it was likely her dad was in a whiskey sour coma, but Kye also knew that the man was more likely to be passed out on the couch in the living room just inside the front door. He could risk neither knocking nor ringing the bell. Having only met Eliana’s dad once in the last eight months, the beer-bellied, heavy bearded man had made it clear that Kye wasn’t welcome in his home or near his daughter.

      “Kye?” Eliana asked as she’d pulled back her drapes and slid her window open. She could barely make out his silhouette in the moonlight. “What are you doing here?” she asked but couldn’t keep the joy from her voice.

      “Eli, I need your help; can you let me in?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Please, just let me in.”

      “Meet me at the back door.” She pulled her window closed, and Kye limped around the side of the house and felt hot tears prick at his eyes as he had to vault the chain-link fence. The back door to the house was at the top of a wooden deck, and Kye had to cling to the railing, using all the strength in his right leg to drag his left up the stairs.

      “Hey,” he said to Eliana who was waiting at the sliding glass door wrapped in a pink bathrobe and bare feet.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped when she saw his blood-soaked, light-wash jeans. “Kye, what happened?” she practically shrieked.

      “Shh,” he whispered and pushed past her to get inside and out of the cold. “I had an accident,” he lied. “Do you have a first aid kit?”

      “What kind of accident causes that much bleeding?” she asked skeptically as she took his hand and pulled him down the hall and into the upstairs bathroom. Turning on the light, Kye grimaced as the brightness hurt his eyes. He hadn’t realized how exhausted and dehydrated he was. “Kye Driscoll, you answer me!” Eliana said as she helped him to lean on the counter. It was then she noticed he not only had a bleeding leg but a fat lip and red knuckles.

      “It’s not what you think,” he said, sliding his arms out of his leather jacket. Fortunately for him, he’d had the thirty-minute walk to her house to think up his story. “I was putting in some overtime at Hal’s; you know he’s had a couple of big projects, and I wanted to impress him by getting it done early. I had a car jacked up on the lift, and I missed a step under the engine. Hit my head on the side of the pit, and the damn soldering iron went straight through my leg.”

      “Oh my God,” she repeated. Her light brown eyes had gone wide during his recount, and now she was holding both sides of his face and examining his eyes. “Do you think you have a concussion?”

      “No, I don’t think so, but my head has felt better.”

      “Here,” she said, grabbing a green hand towel from the rack and wetting it in the sink behind him. She gently pressed it to his lip, and Kye took it from her to hold it in place. “Why didn’t you call 9-1-1?”

      “I thought about it, but you know how Hal gets. He fired a guy last week for chipping the paint on a bumper. If he knew my clumsy ass had hurt myself on the job, I’d be fired for sure.” Eliana could only nod. “Please, don’t call an ambulance. I don’t think it’s too bad. I just need to get cleaned up.”

      “Alright,” she relented. Her bottom lip had fit itself between her teeth, and Kye swallowed hard. “I’ll get the kit, but you’re going to need to lose those,” she said, pointing to his pants. Kye felt heat rush to his face, and Eliana must have felt the same hot flash because her cheeks turned bright red. Without another word, she slipped from the bathroom and disappeared into the dark hall. He could hear her opening and closing doors somewhere out of sight.

      “Aren’t you worried about waking your dad?” he asked as he unbuckled his belt and dropped the fly.

      “He’s in Portland,” she called back to him. “He and Uncle Ron are delivering a lumber shipment. They won’t be back until tomorrow or the next day.”

      “Oh,” Kye replied as his pants hit the tile floor, leaving him in a t-shirt and pair of blue boxers that were likely too tight for modesty. Using the same towel for his lip, he began wiping the blood from his thigh.

      “Careful,” Eli said from the doorway. “Cotton fibers can make the wound worse.” She set the medical kit on the counter next to him. “Let me,” she offered and sank to her knees. Tossing her hair out of her face, she wet a piece of gauze and began gently wiping the area around the wound.

      Kye watched her with fascination as she tended to him. From his seated position, she was practically cradling his leg that was dusted with dark hair. Her long fingers didn’t as much as tremble as she cleaned the blood and tossed the dirty bandages in the wicker garbage can. Her soft touch and the sight of her bobbing between his legs had him gripping the countertop.

      “Ow!” he cried as she finally began dabbing at the hole in his leg.

      “Sorry,” she said sincerely and looked up at him. She was biting her lip again. “It’s only going to hurt for a moment.” Shedding her bathrobe, she went back to work. Kye let himself be distracted from the pain by studying every inch of Eliana he could.

      Her arms were left bare in her white tank top that fit her form perfectly. She was resting on her knees, and the top of her pajama pants had come down enough to show him a thin strip of skin on her lower back where he noted two dimples of the Venus that looked perfectly sized for his fingertips. With her hair pulled to the side, he could see the freckles from her neck stretching over her bare shoulder, and without thinking he brushed them with his thumb.

      Eliana shivered when she felt his hand, but she continued to clean the lesion. “I don’t think the rod went all the way through,” she said in a breathy tone. “It looks like it just sliced right through the side.”

      “Hmm,” came the sound from Kye. “Felt like it went straight through.”

      “Took a good chunk of skin, and there are burn marks,” she noted, and his hand traveled from her shoulder to the side of her neck where his thumb brushed her jawline. “You’re making it hard to focus,” Eliana admitted as she tried to tape the thick bandage over the now cleaned abrasion.

      “Am I?” Kye asked just as quietly. When she was finished, she’d paused, still in her kneeling position, until Kye used his hold on her neck to urge her to a stand. Still nestled between his legs, he got an excellent view of her braless chest that was rising and falling with short, rapid breaths. His fingertips trailed the line of her prominent collarbone, and her chills made her pearl-sized nipples perk up.

      Eliana could hear the groaning sound from Kye’s throat as he seemed to hesitantly appraise her. Sure, he’d seen her in a tank top before, countless times over the summer. Never so brazenly exposed, and definitely not when he was sitting in front of her with no pants on. Following his lead, she lifted her hand to touch his bicep. His tight grip on the counter made the muscles of his triceps stand out. His skin was warm. The muscles tightened under her touch, and he wrapped his arm around her to pull her against him.

      Wordlessly, her eyes lifted to meet his, and the corner of his mouth turned upward as he saw her mercilessly chewing her bottom lip. After a moment of effort, he stood to his feet and used his free hand to take her chin. With a prod from his thumb, her teeth released her now plump lower lip, and he wasted no time taking her mouth with his.
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