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NO ONE CAN DISGRACE us but ourselves...

There is a mole in our organization, and until we find out who it is, all of us are in danger. We have our suspicions, but I don’t want to believe that anyone close to us—let alone our own family—would betray us.

With Layla laid up in the hospital, I launch on a dangerous mission to oust the mole once and for all, no matter what it takes. Drawn into a dark web of lies, manipulation, and backstabbing family, I don’t know who to trust—or if I’m going to make it out alive...

There’s a fire between us...
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Tommy
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I STARED AT LAYLA AS she sank back on to the covers, her eyes falling shut once more. She looked almost peaceful as she relaxed into sleep again, but she had just dropped about the biggest bombshell I could ever have imagined. 

“Leandro?” Josh muttered beside me as he tried to take in what she had just said to us. “Did she say—did she say Leandro was the mole?”

I nodded slowly. I was still trying to wrap my head around it myself. None of this made sense, there had to be some kind of mistake. How could she have heard enough to know who was guilty? 

I reached out for her hand, touching her palm gently, trying to bring her back to me—but she was gone, utterly and completely. I didn’t know what to do, how to react to what she had just told us. My head was spinning at a hundred miles an hour as I tried to make sense of the bomb she had just dropped on us.

“She probably doesn’t even know what she’s saying,” Josh remarked, shaking his head as he got to his feet and began to pace back and forth. “I mean, it doesn’t even make sense, does it?”

I was still trying to scramble to figure out if there was any truth to what she had just told me. I had no idea what to make of it. Was she telling the truth? Could she even think straight enough to give us a solid answer on that, one way or another? I didn’t have a damn clue, but I wanted to get to the bottom of it. I wanted to find some way to uncover if there was anything to her statements, or if she was too delirious to give us something to work with.

“I don’t know,” I muttered as I began to put the pieces together in my head. Leandro would certainly have believed he didn’t have anything to worry about from our family—he was part of it, after all. I knew he and Josh had been close when we’d been growing up, but he’d drifted away from the family as he tried to set up his own business and get that hustle off the ground. My father had helped finance it, of course, but what if Leandro had taken advantage of his inside knowledge and used it to get a little more cash in his pocket?

Would he have been stupid enough to do something like that? I had to hope not, but it wasn’t as though I could tell for sure one way or another. People would do crazy things for money, dangerous shit they would never have dreamed of had it not been for the lure of cash in their pocket they would have had no way to get their hands on otherwise. 

This family, we had always pushed for loyalty from the people close to us. It was one of the only major tenets my father had demanded from the people close to him, and, as far as I was aware, he had always managed to get it, too. 

At least, that’s what I’d thought. But maybe since his death, Leandro had seen a chance to secure his own future, to pull in all the cash he needed and wanted to make sure he could survive even if Josh and I failed in our takeover of the family. The thought of it made my blood boil, but it wasn’t impossible. It could have gone down like that.

I wasn’t sure how she had figured out he was the one behind all of this, but I was curious to find out. I would have to ask her more when she woke up, if she even remembered what she had said to us before she passed out. 

I looked over to Josh, and I could see from the frown on his face that he was considering the possibility that this was all true as well. He didn’t want to admit it, especially not to himself, but our uncle had never been the most scrupulous guy in the world. Would he have turned against his own brother? We had to hope it was just a bad guess on her part, but he was one of the only people who made actual sense. 

Josh shook his head slowly as he took it all in. He must have been thinking the same as me—praying, hoping against hope that we had made some kind of mistake and there had to be some other explanation for this.

“It could be him,” I murmured, testing the waters. I  had a feeling he would freak out on me if I said anything more than that, but I needed him to understand I wasn’t trying to push some conclusion I didn’t think was important. The only way we were going to bring all of this to a close was if we found a way to uncover the mole in our organization, and there wasn’t a hope we could do that if we just decided to ignore the people closest to us.

“I know,” Josh replied. His voice was brimming with fury, regret, and betrayal, like he was about to blow up at any second.

“So,” he continued, keeping his voice low, “what do we do about it?”

I fell silent. That was the question, wasn’t it? The part we had to find some way to get to the bottom of. I wasn’t exactly certain how we were going to work out what our uncle had to do with any of this—if he was actually responsible at all. If we pointed the finger at him, and it turned out we were wrong, what the hell were we going to do about it? He would never forgive us...

But if we let him keep roaming free, then we were going to be well and truly fucked. He could be passing on all of our secrets to anyone who’d pay enough, and the thought of what he might already know was enough to make my skin crawl. Was he aware of where we were now? That Layla was injured? The hospital we were in? He might have already passed it on to someone in exchange for a hefty payout. 

“We have to find out,” I told him. “We have to find out if he’s the one selling our information. We can’t wait until Layla wakes up again to find out more; we have to get moving with what we have now...it’s too risky to hold back.”

He nodded. His mouth was set in a hard line. I could already see him turning all of this over in his mind as he tried to make sense of it, and I was sure I was going to have to intervene to keep something happening to him. It was clear he wasn’t exactly thinking straight with all of this, probably so consumed by anger he couldn’t see clearly. 

“Dad would be devastated,” he muttered. “The two of them were so close...”

He trailed off, shaking his head, as though none of it made sense to him. It didn’t make sense to me, either. My father and his brother had been tight all their lives, tighter than Josh and I had been up until the last few months. I could hardly wrap my head around the idea of Leandro actually doing something to hurt him, but what did I know? It was clear there was so much more going on here than I understood, and the only way we were going to be able to get to the bottom of it was if we dived in and started work right now. 

“I’ll go back,” Josh told me. “I can deal with this. We don’t want any more information getting out while we’re here. If someone finds out what hospital she’s in—”

“Did you tell him?” I asked Josh, frowning. “I didn’t say anything to him about it.”

“Neither did I, but the bill will be going back to the family account, and someone will have seen it,” he replied. “If he’s really been the one leaking information, then he likely knows where to look to find it.”

Cold fear washed through me, and I looked over at the woman beside me once more. She had already been through so much, and I had been certain we’d been able to get her out—but now we were facing the reality that we might just be scratching the surface when it came to putting all this to bed. If something else happened to her, if the two of us were separated again, I wasn’t sure I would be able to take it. I knew how it felt to be away from her, and I had sworn to myself I would never go through it again, not as long as I lived. 

I rose to my feet. If this was about keeping her safe, I was going to be the one to do it. I was the head of this family, I was the one Dad had given the reins of power to, and I was going to do anything that it took to make sure I got to the bottom of this.

“I’m going after him,” I told Josh, and he shook his head.

“You have Layla to think of,” he replied firmly. “I’m going to go back. I need to—”

“I need to do this, Josh,” I told him before he could go any further. “I appreciate you trying to help, I really do, but I’m supposed to be the one in charge of this family. If I can’t find this mole, how am I going to be able to take on anything else that comes our way?”

He grimaced slightly, but he must have known there wasn’t a chance he would be able to talk me out of this. I needed to be the one to put this to bed, once and for all, to let us leave behind the mess that we had been stuck in for so long. If we could root out the mole, then our problems would be solved. There would be nobody getting in the way of me running the business exactly how I wanted, nobody to feed information about the people I loved to those who wished harm on us.

“You stay here and keep an eye on Layla,” I continued, rolling back my shoulders. “You’re the only one I trust with her.”

He nodded. I needed someone here who I knew would look out for her, no matter what it took—someone I could put my faith in. There weren’t many of those left in the world right now, but Josh was one of them, and I was grateful he was still here even after everything we had been through. Plenty of people would have lost faith in me, but not my brother. He was still here. Still standing by my side, still making sure I knew he trusted me. 

It wouldn’t be long till I would prove he was right to. I would show anyone else who had any doubts about me what they were up against. 

I turned back to Layla and dropped to my knees beside her, taking her hand in mine. I planted a kiss on her palm, silently making a promise to her—a promise that I would get to the bottom of this, no matter what it took, no matter how hard I had to work. 

If she was going to be able to trust me, I would have to get to the bottom of this. I would find the people who had put her in danger, and I would make them pay for what they had done to her. 

And make sure they never got a chance to do it again.
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Layla

––––––––
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I KNEW I WAS STILL in the hospital room. I knew I was there with him, with them—I could hear their voices, distantly, as though they were coming from a million miles away, but I could still make them out. Whatever was happening, I had to be able to handle it...

I tried to lift my head, but my body still ached too much to allow me to move more than I already had. I groaned and fell back into sleep once more, my mind running at a million miles an hour as I tried to make sense of all of this. 

I was thrown back into a memory, my mind stirring up some event from years past. Suddenly, I was fifteen again, backpack over one shoulder, walking home from school. It was late in the year, late enough that it was already starting to get dark, and I was walking as quickly as I could to get out of there before the time came for darkness to fall completely. 

My mom always told me not to dawdle after school, but I had been studying late, and the time had gotten away from me. It was always loud in our part of Chicago, cars driving and people yelling on the street outside, and I didn’t like trying to keep focused while I was down there. It was easier for me to focus on my work while I was still at school.

I had always wanted to do better than this place. To give myself a chance to get out and build a life for myself, far from the area I had grown up in. Studying seemed to me the best way to do it. I planned to make sure I gave myself and my mother a chance to start over, a chance to get out and make something fresh for ourselves, even though sometimes, it seemed downright impossible. 

But now I was regretting coming home so late. My eyes darted back and forth as I tried to keep watch for anyone around me. The streets were quiet, but that didn’t make me feel any better. I knew how easy it would be for someone to sneak up on me here, to close the distance and back me into an alleyway before I had a chance to fight back. The thought of it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I quickened my pace.

I heard someone calling after me—a man’s voice. I didn’t stop to turn around; I knew better than that. I kept my head down and kept walking, focusing on my feet on the ground below and silently urging myself to keep going. I was getting to the age now where people would look at me and see everything they could take from me, much as I wished I could hide from it. Men saw me in the street alone and assumed I was looking for company, even if I wanted nothing more than for them to leave me the fuck alone. 

I counted my footsteps, but I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. Behind me, someone was hurrying toward me. I tried to pick up the pace, but before I could get away, I felt a hand on the back of my neck and someone shoving me toward a dark alleyway beside us. 

“Let go of me!” I exclaimed, pulling away quickly and turning around to face my attacker. It was a man in his mid-twenties—his face was scarred, one long one running from just under his eye all the way down to his neck. His gaze was cold and calculating, and he took a step toward me, forcing me to pull back against the wall in fear.

“Money,” he told me. “Give me everything you have. Now.”

I wanted to argue, tell him I didn’t have anything worth taking, but I knew he wouldn’t have believed me. My mom had always told me to just go along with it when these kinds of men appeared to try and take something from me; it was so common in this part of the city, it was something she needed to prepare me for. I hated that she’d had to go so far to make sure I stayed safe, but I wasn’t about to render all of her efforts pointless.

I reached into my bag and pulled out the handful of coins I had in the bottom, shoving them toward him. I wanted to make him feel stupid for even trying this with me. What chance did he have of making big money off a teenager walking home from school? He must have been stupid.

“There,” I told him defiantly. “That’s all I have.”

He stared at the money in his hand for a long moment and then turned his attention back to me. I could see the anger written all over his face, but I tried not to let it get to me. I had to hold myself together, to make sure I didn’t allow this fucker to get under my skin. I had already given him everything I had, wasn’t that enough?

“Take off your backpack,” he told me, gesturing for the bag on my shoulder. I shook my head.

“No,” I replied, feeling a sudden rush of certainty. I wasn’t going to let him take this from me; I wasn’t going to let him snatch what little I had here. I had to make sure I kept my schoolwork. If I allowed him to get away with that, everything I had been doing would have been for nothing, and I couldn’t cope with the thought of it. 

I gripped on to the straps tightly, even though I could practically hear my mom in my ear telling me to just hand it over to him. Telling me to just get this over with so I could go back home in one piece and leave all of this behind. But I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to make it easy for him; I didn’t want him to think he could just snatch anything from me. 

“Give it to me,” he snarled, shoving his face closer to mine, close enough that I could smell his stinking breath. I twisted my head away, but there was nowhere to run.

“No,” I snapped back at him. And then, to my horror, I felt a cold pressure in my stomach. I looked down and realized he was holding a gun to my gut. 

Everything froze. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to get away from this. I knew there were plenty of people with guns in this part of the city, but I had never encountered one myself, not in person like this, and it felt like everything was falling away as the panic gripped me entirely. 

“Give it to me,” he repeated, his voice lower. Would he really kill me over this damn backpack? Surely not. I slowly reached for the straps, pulling them away from my shoulders while my heart pounded so hard in my chest I was sure it was about to burst. He must have been able to tell how terrified I was, but he didn’t seem to care. His eyes were wild, as though he had made his mind up about whatever
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