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      Chink, chink, clink.

      Brad rolled over and groaned, trying to figure out what the noise was.

      Metal on metal.

      He sat up, rubbing at the awful kink in his neck as he looked around the concrete walls of his cell. Memories of the night before flooded back like a nightmare.

      Except this was real life. He was in a holding cell in Pine Harbor’s local police station. He’d been accused of a murder he didn’t commit.

      He’d committed plenty of murders. They were all legitimate killings of horrible people who had escaped the law, sanctioned by the government and carried out by assassins like Brad. He’d never been caught — or even suspected — for any of those.

      Just for the murders he didn’t commit.

      And this was number three, but the first to get him arrested.

      Where was his lawyer? As the cops had dragged him away in front of his family and neighbors, he’d told Faye where to find the number. He should’ve been bailed out by now.

      He wasn’t sure what time it was, but given that it felt like he’d slept for hours, it had to be morning.

      Had his wife been unable to find the envelope? Was the attorney out of town or otherwise unreachable? Even if that were the case, one of her associates should have jumped in to help.

      None of this made any sense.

      He didn’t even know who he was being accused of killing. All the detective had told him was they’d found some bloody knife with his fingerprints.

      Kurt had framed him.

      He still had his one phone call. The previous night, he’d refused. Wanted to save that for an emergency.

      It was getting close.

      Brad rose from the bed — if it could even be called that, a sorry excuse of a mattress lying directly on top of the concrete floor. He twisted his neck back and forth, then stretched out his arms and legs. There were several knots up and down his spine.

      He ignored them and pounded on the door. If anyone was nearby, they would hear him. And he wouldn’t stop until they came over and spoke with him.

      Until he got answers.

      It took a few minutes, but a young uniformed officer appeared on the other side of the window looking mildly annoyed. “Can I help you?”

      “Where is my attorney?”

      “No idea.”

      “She hasn’t been here? Called? Anything?”

      The officer sighed. “Not that I’m aware. Are you ready for breakfast?”

      “The only thing I want is my lawyer.”

      “Can’t help you with that.” She started to walk away.

      “Wait!”

      She turned back around. “Yes?”

      “Has my wife called?”

      “I don’t know. What’s her name?”

      “Faye Morris.”

      “I’ll check.” She spun around.

      “She was supposed to call my attorney!”

      “Like I said, I’ll check.” The officer hurried away.

      Brad hit the wall, ignoring the pain in his knuckles.

      What now? If he had his cell phone, he could make any number of calls. Could call for another lawyer. Though he’d prefer the one in that envelope that he’d tucked away for an occasion like this, at this point, he’d take just about anyone who was at least a step above public defender.

      Would it come down to needing to lower his standards? Take a PD lawyer? If it meant getting out from the holding cell, he might have to go down that road.

      Then he could go home and demand attention from the attorney he needed. Getting out of this rat hole was only the beginning. He would still have the charge hanging over him. And he didn’t know what kind of battle it would be to get those dropped.

      It wouldn’t be easy this time. Before, he’d been framed by his neighbors. Twice. And he’d managed to clear his name without so much as an arrest.

      But Kurt knew what he was doing. He wouldn’t make the kinds of mistakes that an amateur would.

      But Brad didn’t even know who he’d supposedly killed.

      Kurt could’ve even known a dirty cop. The department had seized all of his knives after Duke’s murder. Or had it been Allison’s? Either way, Brad hadn’t gotten them back yet, thanks to red tape.

      His name had been cleared, so he’d thought he was good.

      So much for that.

      He’d have to make sure his lawyer checked the inventory of every knife seized, in case the murder weapon had been stolen from an evidence locker. He hoped that was the case — that would make it easy to show he’d been framed.

      The officer walked by the window again.

      Brad leaped over, ignoring his aches and pains. “Did you reach my lawyer? Or my wife?”

      She shook her head no.

      “Would you at least tell me who I’m being accused of killing? Last night you said I had to wait for legal representation, but I don’t know how long that will be. At least tell me what’s going on.”

      Her expression soured. “Would you like to use your phone call?”

      Should he? If he couldn’t reach Faye, that would blow his one shot. And he might very well need to call a lawyer from the yellow pages, if she didn’t get his lawyer on the case soon.

      “Not yet.”

      “Then I can’t help you.”

      “This has to be illegal.” He slapped the window. “If you’re going to arrest me, at least tell me who I supposedly killed.”

      “I didn’t arrest you. Are you ready for breakfast yet?”

      He glowered before turning his back to her.

      This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a bad dream that he couldn’t wake from.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Brad paced again, muttering to himself.

      During two out of three of his last hits, he’d been attacked. Not that it had stopped him from taking out his targets.

      Brad had managed to ward off his attackers and still get his jobs done.

      The only reason he didn’t run into opposition for the last one was because he kept his boss in the dark. Didn’t tell Kurt that he was going out for the kill.

      There was only one explanation for that.

      Kurt had tried to kill him twice, and when that didn’t work, this was a new trick. Planting evidence and getting Brad arrested.

      Kurt seemed to prefer having his people in jail rather than dead. Unlike his dad. Ralf just killed his assassins.

      That was the threat that always hung over their heads. It kept them all in line.

      Nobody wanted to trigger the next Felix incident.

      Brad cracked his knuckles.

      It was time to use his phone call.
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      Faye placed two more toaster pastries in the toaster and rubbed her temples. It had been the longest night — and that was saying something after the year they’d had. But watching Brad get cuffed and loaded into the cop car had taken the cake. She’d thought the accusations from neighbors and police were bad before. This was an actual arrest, a neighborhood spectacle.

      Hadley entered the kitchen. “I seriously can’t believe you’re making us go to school today.”

      “Dad’s going to get out of jail, honey. We need to carry on with our lives.”

      Her daughter scowled. Her pregnant daughter who had been seeing the man next door before he’d been murdered — by one of the assassins Brad worked with, who’d made it look like Brad’s work.

      This was definitely the worst year of Faye’s life. She didn’t know how it could get any worse. A dangerous thought, but here she was.

      Hadley grabbed milk from the fridge. “Nobody else has asked about Nate, have they?”

      Faye closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Then there was that mess. One of Hadley’s schoolmates had been threatening her, and in self-defense, she’d accidentally killed him.

      Now they were covering up that crime.

      Worst year ever.

      “Mom?”

      “No, nobody’s asked about him that I know of.”

      Zeke came into the kitchen and snagged a pastry from the toaster just after it popped up. “Hot, hot!” He tossed it on a plate, blowing on his fingers.

      Hadley rolled her eyes at him.

      Zeke turned to Faye. “We really have to go to school today?”

      “I already tried to talk her out of it.” Hadley sighed dramatically. “She’s not budging.”

      “But Dad’s in jail!”

      “I know.”

      Faye handed him a glass of orange juice. “And he’ll be out soon. You kids are going to school, and I’m going into the salon.”

      “What about Grandma?” Zeke gulped down his drink.

      “She’ll have to come in with me.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “We’re all doing what we have to until your dad gets back.”

      “The lawyer said she’d get him out?”

      Faye sighed. “I haven’t spoken to an attorney yet.”

      The kids both gave her incredulous expressions.

      “I couldn’t reach the one Dad wanted me to call. She never answered, so I called Kurt. He has access to all kinds of attorneys, and he always takes care of his people.”

      “His assassins, you mean,” Zeke corrected.

      “Not so loud!” Faye glared at him. “Grandma or little Luna could come in at any moment.”

      “Like it matters now.”

      “It does.”

      Hadley crossed her arms. “So, Kurt promised that his lawyer would get Dad out?”

      Faye nodded. “He promised he’d put his best guy on it.”

      “But what if they have a knife that Dad really used to kill someone?”

      “Your father said it was planted, so I believe him. He says he always gets rid of evidence.”

      “What if he messed up one time?” Hadley asked. “That’s all it takes, you know.”

      Faye held her gaze for a moment. “He knows what he’s doing. Your freedom depends on it.”

      Hadley’s mouth formed a straight line.

      “Burn!” Zeke snorted.

      She shoved him. “Don’t you have an eighties movie to watch?”

      “Stop,” Faye warned. “I thought you two were getting along now.”

      Zeke shot his sister a glare. “She didn’t stop being annoying.”

      “Neither did you,” Hadley snapped.

      Faye counted to ten silently. “Get to school, you two. I need to make sure your sister and grandma are almost ready. I have to leave soon, and they still need breakfast.”

      Hadley grabbed an apple before hurrying from the room.

      Zeke refilled the toaster with pastries and turned to his phone.

      Faye leaned against the counter and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d been up much of the night, worried about Brad in the police station. Was he forced to spend the night with real criminals? Had the lawyer spoken with him yet?

      Kurt had told her not to worry about a thing. Easier said than done.

      She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake, turning to her husband’s boss. Brad had expressed concerns about both the Bergmanns lately, but who else was she going to ask? If only the attorney Brad wanted wasn’t unreachable.

      And she had no idea how to pick the right one for something like this.

      Maybe she should try calling the number again, now that it was morning. Just in case. It seemed unlikely, but Brad could be upset about having to deal with one of Kurt’s attorneys instead of his own — especially if he didn’t trust his boss.

      But nobody else knew about the assassinations. If anyone could help Brad, it was Kurt. And despite Brad’s reservations, Kurt had been really nice to them. Especially recently. Brad’s boss had paid for Faye’s home hair salon construction. And his guys had gotten the job done really fast. Sure, it was noisy for a while, and Brad had been on edge with so many people in the house, but now Faye had the opportunity to open her own business. Finally was able to give notice at work. That was something she’d wanted to do for a long time. Now it was just a matter of hanging on until her grand opening.

      Less than two weeks.

      The toaster popped up, startling her.

      Zeke grabbed the rest of his breakfast.

      She reminded him to hurry, then went to check on Luna and Dianne. They were watching cartoons together. “You two need to grab cold cereal quickly, if you’re going to have time to eat.”

      Luna jumped up with a smile. “You never let me eat cereal!”

      “Not never. Hurry up.” Faye tried to help Dianne up, but she insisted on doing it herself, despite her casts and stitches.

      “I’ll be okay here alone for a few hours. You don’t need to babysit me.”

      “It isn’t babysitting. I’m going to give you a haircut. Do you think you want the same style, or do you want to be bold and try something new?”

      “Call it what you want, but it’s still babysitting.” She made her way to the kitchen.

      Faye passed Zeke in the hall.

      He wiped powdered sugar from his mouth. “Can you take me to the store tonight?”

      “Seriously?” she exclaimed. “What’s so important?”

      His expression lit up. “I have the money I need to buy all the equipment to start my gaming channel! I just need to get the stuff, or at least a gift card to order it online.”

      Faye sighed. “You need to learn about timing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your dad’s in jail, and you’re talking to me about going to the store for a video game.”

      She’d never seen him look so insulted. “It’s more than just a game — it’s the biggest game! Everyone’s playing it, and gamers with channels are making serious cash off it. Seriously.”

      She shooed him to the door. “Hurry up before you miss the bus.”

      “So, you’ll think about it?” He pleaded with his eyes.

      “Zeke, go. I can’t promise anything right now.” Faye turned to see Luna pouring so much milk into her cereal that it was about to overflow. “Stop!”

      She hurried over and grabbed the carton just in time to stop a mini disaster.

      It was going to be a really long day.
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      Hadley parked her car and stared at the main school building, pressure building behind her eyes. If only it wouldn’t look suspicious, she’d gladly switch to online school. Or even homeschooling, at this point. But people were still eyeing her about Nate’s death — no, his disappearance. Nobody knew he was dead. That she’d killed him.

      It’d been an accident, and it never would’ve happened if he hadn’t been threatening her. If his dad hadn’t threatened her first, she never would’ve been carrying that knife around.

      Now everything was screwed up. Literally everything. She hadn’t had time to process her boyfriend’s murder — or her pregnancy — before the guilt of killing her friend was thrust upon her.

      It would’ve been a hundred times worse if her parents hadn’t taken care of the body that night. She’d probably be in jail right now if Dad wasn’t a trained assassin. There was no way she could’ve gotten rid of the body, much less all that blood at the park. Then there was the matter of Nate’s car.

      But now it was all taken care of. Dad was certain none of it would ever point to Hadley.

      If only she could be so sure. And the guilt would stop eating at her.

      She’d killed her friend.

      The blood — so much of it — flooded her mind. The look of horror and shock on Nate’s face as he realized what she’d done.

      The dread that had washed through her.

      Tears stung her eyes.

      If there was ever a time she needed Duke back, it was now. But neither he nor Nate would ever return.

      She blinked, and the tears spilled onto her face.

      The first bell rang.

      Hadley wiped the tears, checked her makeup, and hurried to the building. She’d barely have time to make it to her first class before the final bell.

      She slid into her seat just in time.

      The teacher may as well have been speaking Greek, as far as Hadley could understand. She rubbed her belly absentmindedly, but then stopped as soon as she realized what she was doing.

      She was going to lose her mind soon if things didn’t turn around. But how would they ever? Death couldn’t be taken back. Duke was gone. Nate was gone.

      Everyone around her put away their books and took out pencils.

      Quiz time.

      She swore under her breath and followed suit. For a moment, she couldn’t remember what class she was in.

      Mom shouldn’t have made her come in today. It wasn’t fair. Not with everything on her plate. Now she had to worry about Dad. What if he’d been caught for one of his killings? Maybe he’d made a mistake early on in his career, and it was catching up to him now.

      She tried to force all those thoughts from her mind as soon as the kid in front of her set a stack of quizzes down on her desk. Hadley took one and passed the rest to the girl behind her.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust the words. To recognize the letters as English. Understand the questions.

      It was all stuff she already knew. She’d studied for this quiz over the weekend.

      Relief washed through her.

      Hadley was the second one to turn in her paper. And she was the only person to appreciate what a feat that was, considering everything plaguing her thoughts.

      Somehow she managed to get through the rest of her morning classes without much effort. She even joined in a few conversations and made jokes, doing her best to give the impression that nothing was wrong.

      Even though everything was.

      By lunch, she’d even worked up an appetite. It was nice that food was no longer nauseating her. At least, not like it had been.

      The pregnancy was progressing. Hadley really needed to figure out what she was going to do about the baby, besides having it. Like she’d told her parents, getting rid of it would be like losing Duke all over again.

      That would kill her.

      Now she was left with the biggest decision of her life. The thought of handing Duke’s baby to a stranger didn’t feel right. But she was hardly in a position to raise the baby, especially if she wanted to have a normal senior year.

      Not that having a typical year was guaranteed without her child. Everything else in Hadley’s life made it impossible. She was already falling down the social ladder rapidly.

      She shoved those thoughts aside — none of that could be resolved at the moment — and grabbed some food before finding her friends at their regular table.

      “Look who joined us.” Ellie turned her nose up at Hadley.

      The words from her best friend were like a knife to the heart.

      Hadley swallowed and forced a weak smile. “I’m finally starting to feel better.”

      “Whatever.” Ellie rolled her eyes before turning to her tray.

      Everyone else at the table continued their conversations, laughing loudly, oblivious to the tension between the two friends.

      Hadley’s stomach sank, and her appetite waned. She tried saying something to Ellie, but with no response. Would Ellie ever forgive her for not telling her about Duke first? She wasn’t sure if it would be better to apologize again or wait it out.

      But when Ellie got up and huffed away, Hadley decided it might be time for another apology.

      She stuffed the last few bites of mashed potatoes into her mouth before hurrying after her friend.

      Ellie raced away from her, heading toward her locker.

      Hadley caught up with her. “Ellie, I’m sorry. I mean it.”

      “For real?” Ellie crossed her arms. “You’re sorry?”

      “That’s what I just said.”

      “You aren’t really that dense, are you?”

      Hadley blinked a few times. “Apparently I am.”

      “Look, if you can’t figure it out, I’m sure not going to tell you.”

      “How does that help anything?”

      Anger shone in Ellie’s eyes. “I thought we were best friends.”

      “We are.”

      Ellie laughed bitterly. “Right. Leave me alone. You’re good at that.”

      “Wait. Is this because I’ve been sick?”

      “It’s because you’re a crappy best friend!”

      “I can’t help being sick! Plus, there’s been a lot going on with my family. Not to mention the fact that my boyfriend is dead.”

      Ellie poked her shoulder, her face reddening. “The boyfriend you never told me about! I had to hear about him through gossip. Do you know how that made me feel?”

      “I—”

      “Forget it!” Ellie glowered at her. “I don’t want to hear it. Leave me alone.”

      “No. We need to talk.”

      “It’s almost time for class.”

      “I don’t care. This is more important.”

      Ellie took a few steps back. “If it was really important to you, then you would have told me about Duke yourself — and before he was dead!”

      Hadley drew in a shaky breath. “I couldn’t tell anyone. He could’ve gotten into trouble because of our age difference.”

      “You could’ve told me. You just didn’t trust me.”

      “But I promised him I wouldn’t say anything to anyone. He could’ve gone to jail. We were going to tell people once I turned eighteen.”

      Ellie’s nostrils flared. “You don’t think I could’ve kept a secret?”

      “I know you could have.”

      “And you still decided not to tell me. At least I know where I stand.” Ellie walked away.

      Hadley caught up. “It isn’t like that!”

      Ellie skidded to a stop and stared her down. “It’s exactly like that. I’m done talking about this.”

      “Let me explain.”

      “No.” She marched away.

      The warning bell sounded.

      Hadley threw her hands in the air and tried to swallow the lump in her throat. She hated that Ellie was furious with her, but she had to get to her next class. Besides, Hadley probably couldn’t work things out with her until Ellie finally calmed down.

      If she ever did.

      Maybe losing her best friend was just one more loss to add to the year. And if that happened, she had no reason to stay at school. Well, other than to avoid looking like she was trying to hide something.

      Hadley hurried to her locker, grabbed what she needed, and made her way to her next class.

      Before she reached the door, a woman with a blue streak in her hair caught her attention.

      The social worker who had been pestering her family about Nate’s disappearance. She’d even been outside the house the previous night, when Dad had gotten arrested. Mom said she saw her among the neighbors.

      Now she was back at school. Probably to question Hadley more.

      People wouldn’t stop talking about the fact that Nate and Hadley had been arguing at school before he disappeared. Nobody knew that he’d followed her all over town. Confronted her in the local park after she’d tried to lose him.

      She couldn’t say anything about that, though. Not without making herself look worse.

      “Hadley!” The social worker waved as she hurried over.

      Without a word, Hadley spun around and raced toward her class.

      The psycho kept calling her.

      Hadley’s heart threatened to explode out of her chest. She raced inside the room and took her seat in the back, hiding behind the guy in front her but peeking around him out in the hall.

      The woman was standing there, looking in.

      She stayed there for the duration of the class, making it impossible for Hadley to focus. Not that she would’ve had an easy time even without her there.

      The social worker — Jalinda or something — stayed right by the door for the whole hour. There would be no way for Hadley to avoid her when the bell rang.

      That didn’t stop her from trying. She waited until most of the other kids had made their way out and kids started coming in from the next class.

      Jalinda didn’t move.

      Hadley clung to her bag, held her head high, and exited the classroom.

      An arm grabbed her hand. “Hadley.”

      Hadley kept her gaze focused on the drinking fountain across the hallway. Marched as far as she could.

      That woman held her in a steel grip.

      Hadley turned to her and narrowed her eyes. “Do you mind?”

      “I’ve been trying to talk to you.”

      “You know I’m not talking without a lawyer.”

      “I just have a few questions. Don’t you care about Nate’s safety?”

      Guilt stung. Burned a hole in her heart. “Of course I do! But that doesn’t mean I have anything to say to you. You need to let go of me. Now.”

      Jalinda loosened her grip, but didn’t remove her hand. Held out a card. “If you think of anything that would help us find him, let me know. The family is getting desperate.”

      Hadley looked at the card. Jacinta Parks. Right. That was her name. Not that she cared. The nut was obsessed with her family.

      “Will you do that?” she asked.

      “Sure.” Hadley stuffed the card into her bag. “I have to get to class.”

      Jacinta finally let go.

      Hadley ran, her heart pounding.
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      Brad shoved his half-eaten lunch away. He was kind of hungry, despite his worries.

      Faye should’ve contacted him by now, especially since the attorney hadn’t shown up yet. She would know how much stress he’d be under.

      What could possibly be going on outside these walls to keep her from letting him know what was going on? Was she trying to explain the situation to the lawyer? Were they trying to work around red tape?

      Something had to be wrong.

      His stomach churned acid at that thought. Made the gross meal feel like gravel in his gut.

      Had he been set up to take the fall for one of the kills he’d taken on at work? The Bergmanns did have some of the evidence. And considering that Brad had figured out that Kurt was his dad’s killer, there was nothing stopping them from trying to silence him. Death didn’t work, so jail was the next best option. They’d put both Rose and Wes in jail without a second thought.

      Why not Brad, too? All they had to do was threaten his family to keep him quiet.

      Rage boiled. If they tried to touch any of them …

      What? What could Brad do from inside a jail cell?

      He leaped up, nearly tripping over his new roommate, who’d made the middle of the floor his space. He peered through the window.

      The hall outside was empty. Officers rarely passed by unless they were bringing food. It wasn’t a hall where they walked by to get anything else. Probably set up that way on purpose.

      What if he had a medical emergency? Likely didn’t matter — they were just criminals. So much for innocent until proven guilty. More like guilty until proven innocent. Except for the people he killed.

      “What’s got you so worked up?”

      Brad jolted at the grainy voice of his roommate. He’d forgotten the guy was there.

      The man sat cross-legged in the middle of the concrete floor, his hands resting on his knees like he was in some yoga class instead of a holding cell. “Well?”
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