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A LIE HAS NO LEG, BUT a scandal has wings...

The woman I love is halfway across the world, in the hands of people who will do anything to get what they want—but I’m going to do everything it takes to get her back.

My twin brother and I are travelling all over the world to find her and make sure she gets back to us in one piece. I’m tortured by the thought of what might be happening to her, but I can’t stop until she’s back in my arms.

Layla and I aren’t going to be apart for long—but what waits on the other side of our reunion might be more than I can take...
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Tommy 

––––––––
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I DRUMMED MY FINGERS on my leg, staring out of the window, wondering how much longer it was going to be before we landed and I could finally get started on searching for Layla.

I couldn’t believe what had happened. I was still trying to wrap my head around it. Just after we’d gotten engaged, just after I had finally shown her how much I cared for her, she had been snatched away from me. I should never have taken my eyes off of her; I should have kept her close, but I hadn’t. I had let her get taken, and I would have done anything, anything at all, to get her back. I felt so fucking stupid, but more than anything, I was scared—scared of what had happened to her, scared of what they might be doing to her.

I had to pull myself together. She needed me to be on good form right now, not second-guessing everything. If I was going to get her out of this, I was going to need to stay focused and keep my head on straight. She was relying on me to save her from this, just the same way she had helped Josh save me when I had been taken, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

What I was scared of, though, that I could hardly even admit to myself, was how this might change the way she thought about our engagement. What if she decided this was more trouble than it was worth? What if she turned around and thought better of it? She could see now what she would have to go through to be with me, and she might decide she didn’t want anything to do with it. When I thought of the ring on her finger and the look on her face when she accepted my proposal, my stomach twisted painfully. I couldn’t lose that. Not when I had just found her.

“Sir?”

I looked up to find one of the air hostesses standing over me with a warm smile on her face.

“Can I get you anything?” she asked.

“A whiskey,” I told her at once. “Straight. No ice.”

She nodded, smiling as she headed off to take care of it for me. I must have been giving off stress in waves for her to notice it like that, but I didn’t care. I wanted something to take the edge off how I was feeling right now. I would have done anything just to forget what was going on inside my head.

I knew I couldn’t be drunk when we got there. I needed to be able to think straight and make the calls to get her back, but I just needed to get through this flight first. My body felt painfully stiff, as though I had been stuck here for days already, even though I knew it was only a matter of hours since we had left the airport.

Josh was a few rows away, and I wished I could talk to him. Come up with some plan about how we were going to address this when we got there. I was sure he’d have something he could use, something he could throw out there to make me feel as though we were doing something useful. Right now, I was useless, and I hated it. I hated the feeling of not doing anything to help her, even though I knew I should have been.

I peered out of the window to the dark sky beyond and waited for the waitress to return with my whiskey. She handed me the glass balanced on a napkin, and I took it gratefully, thanking her. 

Whiskey always reminded me of when I was ten, and my mother had been held for ransom by one of my father’s ex-colleagues. It hadn’t lasted long, just a few hours, enough for them to scare us and for my father to pay up. He had been sipping on whiskey the whole night through; I could still remember the clink of the stopper on the glass. The way he had looked like he aged twenty years just thinking about what was happening to her. 

I had felt so helpless back then, not really able to understand what was going on or why it was happening. My mind was too young and too innocent to really wrap around the reality of what had happened to my mother, and, looking back, I was glad for that. I wasn’t sure I could have coped with the reality of knowing she was in danger, especially not when I was so young. 

But my father had gotten her back, just the same way I was going to make sure Layla was back in my arms in a matter of hours. I knew she was going to be okay; I just wasn’t going to let it go any other way. I hated being away from her, hated handling our distance. We had just gotten engaged, and I wanted to be with her all the time right now, the two of us celebrating our love and our impending marriage. 

But, instead, she had been stolen from me, and it was my job to get her back. I was going to do anything it took. I just wanted to get to her, I wanted to show her she had nothing to worry about when it came to me. I would always get her back—and when she returned, I was never going to let something like this happen again.

Full security detail on her all the time. I would make sure nobody got close to her. Anyone who wanted to speak to her was going to have to go through me to do it, and I would do everything it took to ensure she never had to fear for her life again. 

I leaned my head against the glass and took a long sip of the whiskey. It wasn’t doing much to help my nerves. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to relax until I had her back in my arms again, where she belonged. 

I felt so guilty for letting any of this happen in the first place. I should have remembered, as soon as she became important to me, she became a target for anyone who wanted to cause trouble for me or the rest of the family. No matter what I did to try and keep her safe, people would always be looking to take a chunk out of me by hurting her, and I wasn’t going to let it happen.

I hoped she was okay, wherever she was. I knew she would be terrified, scared, probably wondering if I was coming for her or not, but at least...physically unharmed. If they had laid a hand on her, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to restrain myself. 

I needed to. Just because I was angry, it didn’t mean it was going to help anything or anyone if I lost my shit and freaked out. I had to keep my head together. She was relying on me, and I owed her that. 

I owed her so much.

She was everything to me. I didn’t even realize how much I had been missing in my life until she came into it—until I looked at her and saw the hole that she filled. I had been so lonely, unable to be truly open with anyone about what was happening in my life, but she was different. She knew about my family history; she knew the truth behind it all. I didn’t have to hide anything from her for fear it would be too much or that she couldn’t take it. I could just tell her the truth, and she would listen, she would be able to wrap her head around it.

She had been through so much herself; it stung to think of how much she had struggled when she had been younger, how hard her life had been. If I could have reached into her world and pulled her out of it then, I would have, but I supposed it was what had made her the woman she was today, the person I had fallen so completely in love with. Her strength and confidence in herself had been hard-earned, and I wouldn’t want to do anything to take it away. 

And I had to trust that her strength would get her through the mess she was in right now. She was a powerful woman; she knew how to handle herself, and I had no doubt she would be able to manage the stress of what she was dealing with. She had seen it from the outside with me; she knew how it worked. Hopefully, she wasn’t freaking out too badly. 

Hopefully, she knew I was coming to get her. 

I had another whiskey and managed to sleep the rest of the flight. When I woke, we had arrived in Tokyo, and I climbed off the plane and went to find Josh.

I was so grateful he was there with me, even though I knew he had every right not to be. He had chosen to check out of this life when he moved to Italy, but as soon as he had heard what had happened to Layla, he’d come back to help guide me through it, thank goodness. 

He saw how stressed I was—impossible for him not to guess, I supposed, since he knew what it felt like to be there. He’d had to deal with me being snatched away just a few months before, right here in Tokyo, and I guessed he had hoped he wouldn’t be back there anytime soon. 

“You okay?” I asked him. Stupid question. He was away from his wife, from his life back in Italy. Of course he wasn’t okay. He probably wanted nothing more than to get this over with and go back to the life he was building for himself with Carina.

“Yes, I’m fine,” he replied, eyeing me. “You?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just...I feel like...”

I trailed off. I didn’t even have the words for it, and I wasn’t sure how I could have gotten them out, even if I did. He knew this was hard, and that was all that mattered.

He planted a hand on my shoulder.

“You need to keep your shit together,” he warned me. “Okay? Keep yourself under control right now. You don’t want to do something to put her in danger, and that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you’re too rash.”

I nodded. I knew he was right. She was relying on me to get her out of this, and I couldn’t do that if I was in the middle of a major panic the whole time I was here. 

I would be looking over my shoulder the entire time, I knew that much, especially after what had happened to me before. I knew I needed to keep my head straight, but I would be worried about someone coming out of the shadows to cause me trouble again. I didn’t want anything to happen to me, not when Layla was relying on me. 

I took a deep breath and nodded toward the baggage carousel. 

“Let’s get our stuff and find the hotel,” I told him. “And then we can work out what we’re going to do next.”

“Good plan,” Josh agreed, and he strode out ahead of me. I followed behind. I was glad he was here, because otherwise I wouldn’t have known what to do.

Apart from ripping up this country piece by piece until I found Layla again.
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Layla

––––––––
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I TWISTED ON THE STIFF mattress, pulling the flimsy covers up over myself to ward off the cold. It didn’t work. This bed was uncomfortable, and I was freezing, but it was the least of my worries right now. 

How long had it been since I had been taken? Days? A week? More? I had no idea. They had been moving me around from place to place so much I couldn’t keep up, just the way they wanted it, I would bet. The less I knew, the better—the easier it would be to control me and keep me from finding out what was really going on.

I was in Japan now, I was pretty sure of that. I had been on a long flight, bundled into a private jet to be flown across the world, and I had heard Japanese accents and language when I stepped off. I had never imagined I would be back there, not after what had happened with Tommy, but here I was. And now, I was the one on the wrong end of a kidnapping scheme. Funny how things changed.

Not that I was able to find much to laugh about right now. I was trying to handle the fear pulsing through me at every turn, as I tried not to think about what they were going to do with me. I assumed this was a kidnapping plot, the same way it had been with Tommy, but they must have known the chances of them getting another huge payout were small. Why did they think they needed to go back to the Falcones again? I figured they must have had something against them, and right now, I was a pawn in the middle of this war, even if I couldn’t work out why I was here. 

I was, right now, crammed into a tiny room without space for anything other than a bed and a small, barred window. I had climbed up on the mattress to try and get a look through the glass and to see what was going on outside, but there was nothing I could make out to tell me where I was. Everything looked gray, including the cloud-laden skies above me. Maybe they were trying to match my mood. 

I had given up and tried to get some sleep instead, but my mind was running too fast for that. I needed to know what they had planned for me, what they were going to do to me. As a woman, I knew it was different for me than it had been for Tommy. There were...other things they could take from me, if they really wanted to hurt me, and the thought of that scared me shitless.

I couldn’t even let my mind go there; it was way too scary for me to think about. They hadn’t seemed to want that from me yet, and I was glad for it. I couldn’t have coped with that kind of harm. I had been through a lot in my life, but never that, and I knew my mind would shatter under the weight of it.

Especially after I had just gotten engaged to Tommy. I had just committed the rest of my life to him, for goodness’ sake, and the thought of being forced to be with someone else after that was painful. I had found the person I wanted to be with, the person I needed to spend my life with, and if anything ruined that, I wasn’t sure I would ever recover. 

I sighed and sat up on the edge of the bed. I wasn’t going to be able to sleep, and I knew there was no point trying to pretend. I needed to get up and stretch. The last thing I wanted was to lose my strength. I might need to fight, and I didn’t want to be caught off guard when it happened. 

I was so on edge, I felt as though I might lash out at anyone who walked into the room. My mind wandered down that path—could I get out? I was sure there was more than one person watching me, and wherever they were keeping me, it was probably far from anyone who could give me any kind of help. 

Right now, at least, I had to come to terms with the fact I was stuck here. No matter how scary it was, no matter how much I wanted to get out, I was stuck here until someone came to help me.

There was nothing I loathed more in the world than the feeling I couldn’t do anything to help myself. Nothing. It made me feel so damn useless, like there wasn’t a thing in the world I was good for. I ran my hands through my hair and took a deep breath, the scent of damp filling my nostrils. I was okay. I was going to survive this.  

I had to believe it. I had to hang on to it for dear life, even if I felt like I was losing my mind being locked up in here. I would have done anything to get out, anything to get myself back to that gorgeous house in the Bahamas with Tommy.

I spun my engagement ring around my finger. They hadn’t taken that from me, at least. I still couldn’t believe I got to call myself Tommy’s fiancée—it was the one thing I was clinging to right now, the one thing I could hold close that made me feel as though there had to be a way out of this. I could believe there was a way out the other side, when I could close my eyes and think about our wedding, what our life was going to be like when I got out of here.

I could see him, standing at the other end of the aisle, watching me as I came toward him. I’d be in a beautiful white dress, one Mom and I had picked out together, holding a bunch of simple flowers. And I would look at him, and I would know—I would know he was the man for me, I would know I had made the right choice. I would know the rest of our lives were going to be perfect, as long as we just stuck it out together.

As long as I could call him my husband.

But, before I could let myself get lost to that sweet fantasy, the door to my tiny room burst open, and a man walked in. I dived back on to the bed, pulling the covers up around myself protectively. Though there were flimsy, I just wanted anything between me and him right now. 

“You’re up,” he remarked, looking me up and down. He spoke with a slight accent, Japanese, but with the confidence of someone who knew English well.

“What do you want from me?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself. I just wanted him to leave me alone. I didn’t know what he wanted from me; I didn’t know why I was here, but I hoped if I could wrap my head around his reasoning, I might be able to survive until Tommy got here to save me. 

He grinned and ran a hand over his shaved head. He looked down at me for a long moment, as though trying to decide just how much he was going to tell me. 

“You don’t waste time, do you?” he remarked, and he leaned up against the door. I peered past the frame and saw a couple of men standing outside. Even if I made a break for it, they would catch me in an instant, and I knew there was no point in even trying.

“Why should I?” I replied sharply. “What do you want from me? The sooner we both know, the better.”

He nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off me.  

“I run a drug smuggling operation,” he told me confidently. He clearly didn’t feel like he had to hide who he was or what he did, and I was somewhat relieved. The more I knew about him, the easier it would be to work out what I needed to do to make sure I didn’t get in any more trouble than I needed to. 

“And we need people like you to get our product over the border,” he continued. “Americans. People don’t bother much to stop you. They want to get your dollars into the country too much for that.”

He smirked with amusement.

“You’re going to be my drug mule,” he added, as though the point hadn’t been driven home enough for his liking. I shivered at the thought. I knew how dangerous that world was, but if it was a way of making myself useful, then I would do it. 

“You’d better get used to the thought of being here,” he explained, clearly trying to get a rise out of me. “As long as we have a use for you, you’re not going to see your family again.”

I bit back a groan of grief at the thought. I knew my mom must be worried about me, and I hated the thought of putting her through such torture. I wished I could reach out to her and assure her I was going to be okay, but truly, I didn’t have a clue if I was. 

“Fine,” I replied, locking eyes with him, not giving him an inch. I knew how to deal with people like this, and it was by making sure they didn’t see a single piece of doubt in you. If they spied fear, they would exploit it to get anything they wanted, and I refused to give him the satisfaction. 

He raised his eyebrows.

“Good,” he replied. “The less trouble you cause, the better for you.”

He glanced to the door again, and I felt a stab of panic as he went to leave once more. I didn’t know if I could deal with being alone again. Even though this man scared me, at least I could actually talk to someone about what I was doing here. At least I could take control of the situation a little. I needed to believe I had some way to control this whole mess, even if I understood I didn’t stand a chance. 

He took a step toward me, pushing his face close to mine and lowering his voice. I fought the urge to pull back, not wanting to show him how scared I was. I needed to hold myself together. It was the only chance I stood of getting out of here alive. If he thought he had me terrified, he would exploit it in all the ways he could, and I refused to give him the satisfaction.

“Keep me on your good side,” he warned me. “I’m the only one who can keep those men off you. If you piss me off...well, I’m not going to see any reason to deny them what they want.”

I felt a cold rush of terror flush down my spine. I knew exactly what he meant, and he could tell from the look on my face how much it scared me. I tried to keep eye contact with him, but, in reality, I could feel everything swimming in front of my vision. 

Rape. He was threatening me with rape if I didn’t go along with what he wanted. 

I didn’t say a word. Couldn’t. It felt as though every last bit of air had been choked from my lungs, and I couldn’t have spoken even if I wanted to. The best I could do was just sit there in front of him and wait for him to walk away. 

He grinned. He knew he had managed to get to me. Of everything he could have said to me, that was the worst—that was the thing that scared me the most. I would have done anything to save myself from it. My eyes darted to the men standing by the door, and I felt like I was going to throw up when I saw one of them peering around the frame to grin at me. 

Like he knew it was just a matter of time until he got what he wanted. 

The man straightened up and headed for the door. He knew he had gotten his point across. There was no way I could fight this, no way I stood a chance. They had me right where they wanted me, and the reality of it was just beginning to sink in. 

The door closed once more, and I closed my eyes and let the tears begin to fall. I had wanted to be strong, to show them they couldn’t get to me, but I just didn’t know how to fight the pain of what he had just told me.

I lay back on the bed, feeling my whole body trembling as I tried to calm myself down. I couldn’t let this get to me. He was just threatening me; he wouldn’t actually dare to hurt me like that. He knew who I was to Tommy, and I could only imagine what Tommy would do if he found out about what he had done. 

But I didn’t know how long it would take for him to find me. I didn’t know what might happen to me in the meantime. And I couldn’t risk getting hurt—I couldn’t risk coming back to him with damage he wouldn’t be able to repair.

I heard the two men on the door talking outside, and I drew my knees into my chest to try and stop the shaking. I had no idea what was going to happen to me, no idea if I was going to make it out of here alive—or if I would even want to after they were done with me.

I squeezed my eyes shut and thought of Tommy, pressing my fingers against the engagement ring he’d gotten for me. I would escape this, and I would be with him again. The two of us would be together, be married, and we would forget any of this had even happened.

At least, that’s what I had to keep telling myself if I wanted to make it out without losing my mind. 
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Tommy

––––––––
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I PACED BACK AND FORTH in the hotel room as I listened to Josh finish up another call. Another call, and still no closer to finding Layla. 

He hung up and shook his head, making a face at me.

“He doesn’t know anything,” he told me apologetically. “I tried my best, but...”

“It’s okay,” I replied. I knew he was doing everything he could to try and get her back, and I wasn’t going to put more on him than I already had. 

We had been in Tokyo almost a day now, and I had hardly slept since we had arrived. How could I? I needed to be up and ready to go when the time came, whatever it looked like. 

Josh had been calling around all the contacts he could get his hands on, but none of them seemed to know anything about Layla—or, at least, they weren’t giving it away. Whoever had taken her had either done a really, really good job covering it up, or they had made sure that nobody would want to say a word about it if they’d seen something.

I poured myself another coffee and took a long sip. Josh eyed me, shaking his head.

“You should get some sleep,” he told me. “It’s been nearly a day. You have to be on your game if something happens—”

“Yeah, and I’m not going to be able to do that if I’m passed out,” I replied as I knocked back the coffee. “This is the best I can do.” 

I could see Josh wasn’t happy about this, but he didn’t understand what I was going through. If Carina had been taken, he would have been as frantic as I was right now. I wasn’t going to be able to rest until I knew she was safe. Until I had her back in my arms, where she belonged, so I could convince myself and her she had nothing to fear as long as she was with me.

I had to believe that. I couldn’t let her get hurt. I would never forgive myself if something happened to her because I knew it would be my fault. If the two of us had never gotten together, she wouldn’t have been a target; they never would have looked twice at her. 

My stomach stirred with guilt, and I leaned against the window and stared down on to the rainy streets of Tokyo below. I felt so impotent, unable to do anything to help her. She was out there somewhere, and I was stuck in this fucking hotel, unable to get to her, unable to do anything but stand here and wait for one of the contacts Josh had promised me would help actually came through. 

Suddenly, his phone rang again—someone who had information? I jerked upright and turned to face him as he answered it.

“Hello?” he greeted whoever was on the other end of the line. “Yes. Yeah, that’s me.”

He paused, listening to what they were saying. My pulse picked up. Was this something? I didn’t care how small it seemed; if there was something I could do to get closer to her, I would take the chance. I would have done anything it took, anything at all. I’d have handed over every cent in my bank account...

Josh nodded, asked for an address, then gestured for me to get him a piece of paper and a pen. I did as I was told, hardly daring to hope this could actually be something. Please. Please...

He scribbled something down and then hung up the phone, turning to me.

“I think we have something,” he told me. “Look up this address, see how long it’s going to take us to get down there.”

I grabbed the paper from him and pulled out my phone to start searching. 

“So one of my contacts thought about it, and he realized he’d heard one of his co-workers talking about transporting an American woman somewhere,” he explained. “Didn’t get her name, but it might be Layla. It’s a long shot, but...”

“I’ll take it,” I replied at once. I didn’t care what we had to go on, I would take anything I could get. I just needed to feel as though we were inching closer to her.

“He works at a fish market. He’s probably there now,” Josh continued. “We can go down and...talk to him if you want.”

I knew what he was trying to say. We would beat the information out of him, whatever he had, until he handed it over. I nodded.

“Let’s go,” I replied, and we called for a car to get us across the city.

I could feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I didn’t care what it took to find out what this guy knew, I would do it. Anything to get a little closer to her.

How many American women could there be being moved through the city right now? It had to be her, didn’t it? It had to be...

We arrived outside the fish market, the thick smell of the sea hanging in the air as we climbed out of the car. We got a few sideways looks, out of place in our jeans and tees versus the culinary whites of everyone around us. 

Josh went to someone who looked like they knew what they were doing and asked for the name of the guy we had been given. We were pointed in the direction of an older man with thinning hair, slipping out the back of the market for a smoke. We followed him, pushing the door shut behind him. 

He turned at once, seeming to sense he was in danger, but before he could so much as say a word, Josh slapped the cigarette from his hand and shoved him against the grimy wall opposite. 

“What do you know about an American woman being moved to the city?” he demanded. The man’s eyes darted back and forth between us, calculating his chances of being able to take us both on, and clearly, he didn’t fancy them much.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he protested, but I got in close to him, making sure he didn’t try to fuck us around. I wasn’t going to let him walk away from this without finding out what he knew. He had to have something, something to bring me closer to Layla. 

“An American woman was kidnapped,” I told him, lowering my voice. “We’re here to get her back. And you know something about moving her, don’t you?”

He shook his head. “I don’t deal with any Americans,” he protested, and I pulled him away from Josh and gripped his collar. I glowered deep into his eyes, making sure he knew how fucking serious I was. 

“Tell us, and we’ll let you walk away from here,” I muttered to him. He tore his gaze away from me, so I grabbed his hair and slammed his head on to the brick wall behind us. The low, deep thud it made turned my stomach, and I knew it had to have hurt. The man tried to pull away from me, but I had too firm a grip on him.

“Make this easy for yourself,” I told him. “Tell us. Now.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know anything,” he pleaded with us, and I almost believed him. Almost. 

But then I thought of Layla. I thought of how scared she must have been, how much she needed me right now, and that this man might have had the only bit of information we could get our hands on about where she was and what was happening to her. No way was I going to get him go. 

I let go of him, and Josh blocked his path down the alleyway. He had no choice but to stand there in front of us, the blood draining from his face. He knew he didn’t have any way out. Until he told us what the hell he actually knew. 

I wanted to beat the shit out of him, but I could tell from the warning look Josh was giving me I shouldn’t go for him. The last thing we needed was to get arrested for attacking this man. We needed to be free, to be out there and ready to get any information we could from anyone who might have been hanging on to it. 
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