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WHAT YOU MIGHT SEE as depravity is, to me, just another aspect of the human condition...

Josh is gone, my father’s dead, and I’m the only one left to run the family business. 

What happens now?

I run from my responsibilities to Japan, where I find myself in a bigger mess than I ever could have predicted. But help comes from an unexpected source—Layla, hired by my father before his death, a woman with grit, brains, and a darker past than she wants to share.

I’m drawn to her. But anyone who gets involved with the Falcone family is putting themselves in the line of fire—and Layla is no different...

She’s his only weak link...
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Tommy 

––––––––
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AS I THREW BACK ANOTHER shot of sake, I felt my phone buzz against my hip for the hundredth time that day. Shit – how many times were they going to keep reaching out to me until they understood I wasn’t getting back to them?

“Your phone’s buzzing,” Akio remarked, nodding to my jeans, and I shrugged. 

“It’s fine,” I replied quickly, brushing it off. I didn’t want my new friends in Tokyo thinking I was stuck to my phone or anything, not when I wanted nothing more than to forget I even had a life outside this place. 

Akio cocked an eyebrow, exchanging a glance with Riko across the table. The three of us had met earlier that day, when I had gone looking for a base jumping instructor to take me through my first adventure since I had landed here the night before. I had come to Tokyo because I knew it would be easy for me to find other thrill-seekers, people looking to lose themselves in a lifestyle far removed from what most people would have looked twice at. 

I’d always enjoyed it, doing something dangerous—one of the reasons I was so good at the job Dad had left behind for me, I figured. Maybe I had learned this thrill-seeking as a way to cope with everything it required me to do. Easier to call it my choice than it was to admit I was shit-scared most of the time and didn’t know how to survive it without turning it into some sort of game. 

The base jumping had given me the shot of adrenaline I’d needed, the wind in my hair, the moment before the parachute opened when I was just in straight freefall. I was addicted to it, to the way it seemed to lift a weight from my shoulders and make me forget everything else going on around me. If there was some way to bottle that feeling, to make sure I had it on tap whenever I wanted it, I’d have invested every cent of my money toward making it happen.

The closest I had right now, though, was booze, which was why I had headed out with Akio and his friend Riko after we were finished up for the day. They knew some of the good bars in the area, and I wanted to drink until I couldn’t see straight. Not the healthiest way to deal with all of this, I knew, but I didn’t give a damn.

With everything that had happened lately, I figured anyone would have said I deserved a drink or two. I was exhausted, I really was—losing my father, stepping up to take over the family business, and trying to work things out with Josh had left me feeling utterly wrung out. Running off to Tokyo probably didn’t help matters, but it was hard to care when all I wanted in the world was a damn break.

I didn’t know how to get over it all. I didn’t know how to move forward. I just had to...I had to drink until I couldn’t think about it anymore. I had a room at a cheap hotel nearby, and I intended to get myself back there once I’d had enough to drink and pass out in the hopes of sleeping off the jet-lag.

Or, I would have, had my phone not been going off all night long. I was pretty sure it was just going to be my mom, checking that I had gotten there okay. She hadn’t wanted me to leave the country at all, but when I’d told her I just needed some time to deal with my emotions, she’d known there was no way she could keep me there. She was still in such a daze from losing my father, I didn’t think she could think straight one way or the other, if I was there or not. I felt a little guilty for leaving so quickly, but it wasn’t like I could just sit around and pat her shoulder until she started to feel better.

No, I needed to get out on my own for a while, work out what I was going to do next. Now that the weight of the business was squarely on my shoulders, I got to decide what direction we took from here, and I wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a curse. It was all on my shoulders now. Whatever I did, I would have to handle the consequences, for better or worse. 

I knew there were so many people back in Chicago who were expecting me to fail in the wake of my father’s death. They didn’t think I could handle it, no matter how hard I had worked to prove the contrary. Hell, even Josh had gotten out, not wanting a thing to do with the work he had been involved with since he was a teenager.

Rats from a sinking ship, maybe. I didn’t know yet. There was no way to tell, this early into the game, with so much still on the line ahead of me. I had to prove myself to everyone my father had worked with, show them I was capable of taking up the mantle of his work, no matter how hard it might have been.

When Josh had been around, no matter how tense things had been between us, I had at least been able to split some of the panic inside my head. I had thought he would come back to help, and anything that went wrong would be squarely on the two of us.

But now, it was all on my head, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. 

“I’ll get us another round,” Akio told me, getting to his feet, and I lifted what remained in my beer glass to him and tossed it back. How many had I had now? I didn’t even know anymore, I had lost count. Good. I could already feel the bleariness starting to set in, and I wanted nothing more than to let myself get completely lost to this sensation.

Mom would have told me I needed to feel my feelings right now, but if she’d had any real idea what had been going through my head, she would never have expected me to deal with it. She wasn’t taking on as much as I was—I knew the grief was a lot for her to handle, but she didn’t have to take on the hugeness of the family business on top of it. I wished I could get her to see how hard this was, how tough of a time I was having, but she had vanished into her sadness as soon as we’d lost Dad, and there was no bringing her back. 

Josh, though, she seemed to cope with better. I knew she would have been glad if she had any idea how he was doing, though I hadn’t gone out of my way to tell her. I didn’t feel the need to get into it in great detail. I just wanted to let him go live his life with that new woman of his. 

I hoped he was happy. I still felt such guilt for what I had done with Amber, even though I knew she was just as much to blame for it as I was. I hadn’t been after her, not really—sure, I thought she was hot, but I had never intended to make a move on her. It was just, after he was gone, she was the closest thing I had to a way to get to him, and I felt so distant I had taken it. 

I could still remember the look on his face when he had found us making out in the bathroom of that fucking hotel room. How relieved I had been to have him back, and how helplessly fucking stupid I had felt when I realized what I had done. No matter what happened, no matter what we shared after this, I would never be able to get his trust back. I had lost it for good, and I couldn’t turn it around. I wished I was able to go back in time and undo it, but the damage was done.

I had lost my twin brother, and I only had myself to blame for it. I had caused the disaster, and there was nothing I could do to take it back. I wished I could go back in time and undo it, but he would never let it go.

I had even tried to make something work with Amber when we got back, in part just to assuage the guilt I felt after what we had done. I had figured if we got together, it would at least make what had happened worth something, but she had been too devastated to let me close to her. She had really cared about Josh, and because of me, she had lost out on what they had. 

My phone buzzed again, and I let out an annoyed sigh as I reached in to turn it off. Riko peered at me.

“Sounds serious,” he remarked. I shook my head. 

“Can’t be that bad,” I replied. I couldn’t imagine anything worse happening than what had gone down before I had left. I knew nobody would come after Mom, out of respect for my late father, and the business would keep going while I was away. Whatever it was, it could wait. 

My phone buzzed again. Shit. Fine, I would check what it was. I didn’t care who wanted me, I was busy, and I was going to brush them off and get back to drinking with my newfound friends. I rose to my feet, excusing myself, and passed Akio at the bar as I headed toward the hallway. 

I could feel my cell going off again and again, telling me there was something serious going on. I didn’t know what they could want from me, but I wanted to get this over with as soon as I could. 

I checked my phone, and a half-dozen messages were waiting for me—calls, and texts, from various people in the business. Okay, if more than one of them had been in touch with me, maybe there was something I needed to pay attention to...

I lifted my phone to my ear to listen to the latest one. It was from Indiya, one of the women I worked with. Her voice was frantic as it came down the line and into my ear.

“Tommy? Tommy, I don’t know why you haven’t been answering our messages, but wherever you are, get somewhere safe and private,” she warned me. “You need to get out of there. Someone’s out to get you, you could be in danger. Just stay away from any strangers, keep yourself to yourself...”

But before she could finish what she was saying, I felt a wooziness hit me. Not just drunkenness, though that was a part of it. No, there was something heavier going on here, something darker. My phone fell out of my hand, and I crouched down to try and shove it back into my pocket. I could hardly get myself back to my feet again. 

Shit. Whoever Akio and Riko were, they hadn’t just found me by chance. There was something heavier going on here, something darker. I fell to my knees, my vision starting to blur and soften around the edges. I crawled toward the door, praying I could away before whatever they had given me took complete effect, but I couldn’t move, my limbs felt like cement. Distantly, I could still feel my phone ringing against my hip, but it was too late.

I dropped to the floor, breathing hard, and I heard footsteps behind me. That was the very last thing I could remember before the world turned black around me, and I slipped helplessly into unconsciousness.
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Layla

––––––––
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I CHECKED MY WATCH and stifled a yawn. Just an hour or so, and I would be sitting at home, hopefully eating a big-ass Chinese takeout to make up for how hard I had been going at it in recent weeks.

Ever since Mario had died, I had been working hell for leather, and it felt like I hadn’t had time to breathe, especially with Tommy out of the country right now. I had assured him I would be able to handle everything that needed to be handled, but I would have been lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that was a little resentful he got to just take off the way he did without looking back. I didn’t have the same luxury, not when things were as busy as they were. 

I was doing my best to get everything in hand, pull together all the accounts I could and make sure everything was in order for Tommy. I yawned, wondering how long it was going to be before he got back. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could put up with. I was a secretary, for goodness’ sake, and even if I had signed up to work for a family who were anything but innocent, I wasn’t sure I deserved this kind of treatment. 

The money had been good enough that I’d overlooked any doubts I might have had about the Falcones. My mother would have flipped her shit if she’d found out who I was really working for, but I didn’t have any intention of getting more specific than I already had. No need for her to worry herself over me; I had everything under control, no matter how crazy it might have looked from the outside.

I was actually a little relieved Tommy was out of town for the time being; it gave me time to deal with everything without him hanging over my shoulder, worrying about every little detail. I got it, this was his family business, and he didn’t want to let any of it get away from him, but did he have to second-guess everything I was doing?

I should have cut him some slack; he had just lost his father, and his twin was out of the country too, leaving him to deal with all of this by himself. I was still desperate to know what had happened to get Josh out of the picture so completely—I was sure there was some crazy-good gossip there—but I knew better than to ask too many questions. A family like this one, they played their cards close to their chest, and they weren’t likely to spill the beans unless they totally had to.

Not my problem, anyway. As soon as I left the office this evening, I was going to put some of this behind me. I was nearly done arranging Mario’s affairs after his death, and I was looking forward to finally getting to the next stage and leaving this all behind me. 

I felt a little guilty for treating it all as such an inconvenience, but this was still my job, no matter how tragic things had been for the family. I didn’t want to act like it was harder on me than anyone else, but hell, I’d pulled more late nights in the last couple of months than I had in my whole life till that point.

I tucked away the final batch of documents into the carefully labeled folder and put them in the file cabinet next to the door. Okay. It was all in hand now. I stretched my arms above my head and let out a long sigh, the weight finally lifting from my shoulders. I could go home, rest up, watch some crappy TV, forget about all of this for a little while...

Or I would have been able to, had it not been for the call that lit up my cell a second later.

“Oh my... what is it now?” I groaned as I grabbed my phone. I answered it without even checking who it was, sure it was just Tommy calling me to make sure I was keeping on top of all the things I had promised to take care of for him. I didn’t want this to turn into another three hours of work, but if he needed me to do something, it wasn’t as though I could tell him no. He wasn’t very good at hearing it, and besides, I wasn’t good at denying him, either.

“Layla?”

An urgent voice down the line caught me off guard, and I frowned. Who the hell was it? I had no idea. The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had heard it before.

“Hello, who is this?” I asked, putting on my most professional tone. 

“It’s Josh,” he replied urgently. My heart flipped. What was Josh doing calling me? It didn’t make sense, and I had no idea how to respond to him right now. I hadn’t heard from him for a while, and I got the feeling he wanted to stay out of family affairs as much as possible. Unless he didn’t have a choice...

“Josh? What’s going on?” I asked, more than a little confused.

“I need you to get to the airport, now,” he told me. “I’ll meet you there. I’ll explain what’s going on when we—”

“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning and feeling my stomach sink as I realized my nice relaxing evening was vanishing before my eyes. 

“I mean, meet me at the airport in an hour if you value your job,” he told me, his voice dropping to a near-threatening tone. What was he talking to me like that for? He hadn’t been anywhere near this business in a hell of a long time, and he had a lot of nerve acting as though he had any right to order me around. 

“Why?” I demanded. I wasn’t going to drop everything just because he said to. He had been gone for too long for me to fully trust him, and he must have been crazy if he thought I’d just nod along and smile and let him tell me what to do.

“Layla, I don’t have time to explain,” he told me, sounding distracted. Whatever was going on here, he clearly thought it was urgent, but that didn’t mean I was going to drop everything. 

“This is important, right?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he snapped back.

“So if it’s important, I want to know what I’m getting myself involved with,” I pointed out. He sighed angrily. The last thing he wanted, clearly, was to explain the situation, but I wasn’t about to sit back and let him steamroll over my calm night.

“I’ll tell you everything when you get to the airport,” he repeated himself urgently. “Layla, I need you to trust me right now. I know this is unconventional, but—”

“You want me to put my neck on the line anyway,” I sighed. I knew what it was to work for this family, and I knew there was no way I was going to be able to brush him off. I had to go through with this, even if it was a major pain in my ass.

“Get a bag packed and come meet me,” he told me. “Nothing fancy. Just some clothes and toiletries to last a week or so.”

“A week?” I exclaimed, surprised. What did they want from me that was going to take a whole week to achieve? I must have heard him wrong...

“Yes, a week,” he shot back, his voice edged with irritation. “And reach out to the family financier. Tell him to get ten million dollars ready to move in the next couple of days.”

My mind was reeling. Ten million? What on earth could he need that kind of money for? It would all but wipe out the family savings. Whatever it was, it had to be seriously important. Hell, I thought I was just putting all of this to bed, but it seemed as though it was just starting.

“Is it dangerous?” I blurted out, suddenly feeling a twist of panic in my stomach. I had never been scared of anything they had asked me to do before, but this? This was different. This made me seriously uncomfortable. Normally, I would have just been hiding out behind a desk, taking care of the admin, but this was a whole other story. 

“I’m relying on you, Layla,” he told me. “I need you to do this for me. Trust me, if I could get anyone else to take care of this, I would, but...”

He trailed off. I tried not to bristle with annoyance. How long had I worked for this family? And he still wished there was someone else he could rely on? Yeah, I was going to show him he had no reason to doubt me or how hard I worked for them. I took this seriously, I always had, and I wasn’t about to let him treat me as though I hadn’t earned his respect.

“I’ll be there,” I told him.

“Good,” he replied, breathing a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry to ask you this, Layla, you know I wouldn’t be doing it unless it was serious...”

I could feel the panic rising in me now that I had agreed to it. What the hell was I walking into? I had never been asked to step up and help out with something like this before, and I would have been lying if I said it didn’t freak me the fuck out. Whatever it was, there was ten million dollars on the line, and I got the feeling I would be in some serious trouble if I did anything to fuck it up.

No pressure or anything.

“I’ll see you at the airport,” I told him, and I hung up the phone before he could say anything else to spook me. I was going through with it, and that was all that mattered, wasn’t it? I needed to stick this out now I had started. I wasn’t going to let them down.

My ass and my job would be on the line if I did. 

I sprang to my feet, dialing the number of their financier as I did so. I needed to get things moving. Shifting that amount of money was going to be tough, and I knew it. It would be on me to make sure it happened.

My mind was running a hundred miles an hour as I tried to work out just what it was they wanted me for. Maybe, with all that had happened, with Tommy out of the country, I was the only person Josh trusted to help with this? Or maybe...maybe something had happened to Tommy. Maybe he’d been hurt. Maybe...

After all he’d been through, that was the last thing he deserved, and it made my stomach clench to think of him struggling or suffering. Yes, I knew he was a grown man who could probably take care of himself—probably better than I would be able to, anyway—but I still worried for him. We’d worked together long enough for me to actually care about his well-being, even beyond the realms of him just signing my paycheck at the end of the month. 

As I waited for the finance guy to answer the phone, I began to grab some stuff, some bits and pieces I would need to travel. This was going to be tough, but when I was back home, I would get the biggest Chinese takeout known to man.

And nobody would be able to stop me.
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Tommy

––––––––
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PAIN. THAT WAS THE first thing that hit me—pain. As I lifted my head up and squinted into the darkness, I felt a thudding pain coursing through my body, starting at my scalp and spreading all the way down to my feet. I couldn’t control it. I didn’t know what they had given me, but it had clearly been enough to fuck me up royally.

I groaned, the sound echoing around me. I could hear water dripping somewhere, and the scent of rot and decay filled my nostrils. I flinched. I hated this, hated the smell, hated the discomfort. I tried to reach up to cover my mouth, but my hands were bound behind my back, tied to the rickety chair I was sitting on. 

I couldn’t see anything in the pitch dark of the room around me, couldn’t get my bearings at all. I didn’t know where the hell I was, but I had a decent idea what I might be doing here. Flexing my fingers, I tested the intensity of my bindings, seeing if I could wiggle out, but there was no way I could find even an inch of space in between them. Whoever had tied me up here hadn’t wanted me to go anywhere, and there was no way I was going to get out anytime soon. 

I had been kidnapped. No other explanation for it. I didn’t know how anyone back home had caught on to the possibility, but they had known before I did, which meant it had to be almost common knowledge I was out here. 

A million miles from home, or that was what it felt like. Might as well have been the moon, for all the help I could get in Japan. If that was where I still was, of course. I didn’t know how strong the sedatives they’d given me actually were, how long I’d been out for, how far they might have taken me while I was out. 

I didn’t even want to think about it, my mind too consumed with fear to stop my brain racing.  I needed to calm down, pull myself together, and work out what I was going to do next, but it was easier said than done. 

I had come to this country to get away from the mess in my head, and it looked like I had just landed in a mess way bigger than anything I could come close to working out. I wanted to yell at the top of my lungs, just to see if anyone could hear me, but I knew they wouldn’t exactly have come running to help. Wherever I was being held right now, they had made sure nobody would hear me when I came to. 

Suddenly, I heard voices beyond my sight. I couldn’t see who was talking, but I could hear them. Speaking quickly in Japanese to one another. Okay, so that meant I was probably still in Japan. That had to count for something, didn’t it? At least I knew where I was. 

I didn’t speak a lot of Japanese, but I could catch a few words here and there. They were discussing some sort of phone call, probably the ransom they were going to demand for me. I didn’t even know who they would reach out to in order to ask for it, given my father was dead and Josh was out of the country, but clearly, they must have had someone in mind. 

I couldn’t help but wonder if this was how my brother had felt the moment he had realized he had been taken. He’d dealt with his own kidnapping just a few months before, and I could still remember the terror I’d felt, fearing I would lose him. Would he feel the same about me? I had no idea. After all I’d done to him, even if we had made amends, it was hard to believe he would just let it all go like that...

I couldn’t let myself think about it. I had to trust that the people back home would take care of me in any way they could. No way would my mother let me get taken, after she had lost her husband, no way in hell.

Shit, the stress she was probably going through right now made me feel guilty. She didn’t deserve this after everything else. She deserved a damn break from it all, but it just didn’t look like she was going to get one anytime soon. If I could have lifted the weight from her shoulders, I would have done it in an instant, but every time I turned around, there seemed to be another fire for me to put out. 

And this time, I was the one ablaze. As I started to pull my thoughts together, I tried to work out what I could do to get this over with. What would they want from me? What could I give them to make sure I got out of here without causing any more trouble than I already had? I didn’t even know where to start...

Yes, I did. I had information. Connections. Contacts I could hand over to them. It might be worth more than whatever cash they were demanding from my family. I might be able to put this to bed now, get out and get back on my feet sooner rather than later. 

But I was torn. I knew my father would have told me I was crazy to even consider handing over the information we had worked so hard to get our hands on, that people had trusted us with. One of the biggest and most important things in this business was discretion, and if I broke those rules, it wouldn’t be long until someone turned it around and did the same to me. I didn’t even want to think what might happen if I let it slip through my fingers like that, even if it was for the good cause of getting me out here.

Besides, what use would it be to them? They were in Japan; it wasn’t like they could make much use of information I gave them about our business back in America. I shifted in my seat, turning over the possibilities in my mind. I didn’t even know where to start, that was the problem. I didn’t know how to take some of the power back here and try to make this work for me. 

I strained against the ties around my wrists again. They were digging into my skin, biting against my flesh, and I was sure they would leave marks. I still couldn’t believe I had been stupid enough to ignore those calls from back home, stupid enough to go drinking with a pair of guys I didn’t know at all. I was getting reckless. 

And if there was one thing I couldn’t do now that I was the one calling the shots, it was get reckless.

My father would never have allowed something like this to happen to him. Hell, he would never have put himself in the position that it could. He knew better than to trust anyone he hadn’t thoroughly vetted or who didn’t come with the proof and support of other people he actually believed in. Looking back, I couldn’t believe I had let myself fall for their bullshit. It would have been easy for them to put together some front, the base jumping, to make it look as though we had just run into each other by chance, and then to pull the trigger and snatch me up the first moment they could.

Who were they working for? I didn’t know who exactly might have sent them after me; there were too many possibilities to count right now. Ever since my father had passed, I had sensed the shift in the way people looked at me, the way people saw the business. They could see the weakness there, the vulnerability as we tried to pull everything back around to where it needed to be. 

If I had kept my head down and focused on what needed to be done back home, I would never have been in this mess. I wouldn’t have given them a chance to take me. But I had been stupid and arrogant. I had been sure everything would just keep going while I was gone, but I had forgotten how much value I had to people who wanted to hurt me, how much they could get from snatching me.

I had to keep calm. I couldn’t start spilling information to them at random. I had to trust my family would step up to get me out of this mess.

The same way they had with Josh.

Though it had taken a whole hell of a lot to get my father to even think about getting him out. I had fought him for what felt like forever, convincing him to hand over the money so my brother didn’t end up with a bullet in his head. I got the feeling Dad would have let it happen to him if it wasn’t for me.

I tried not to think about the possibility applying to me, too. What if they just let it happen? What if they decided I wasn’t worth getting back? I didn’t know who would be making that call, but I had to hope I had managed to get them on my good side. 

I breathed deeply and closed my eyes again, letting my head rest against my chest. I needed to keep myself under control. They wanted me to panic, knowing they could get more out of me if they did, and I refused to give them the satisfaction. What kind of leader would I be if I let everything slip the moment something happened to me? I had to be strong. I had to keep my shit together. And I had to make damn sure I didn’t let them get under my skin. 
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