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“HE STOLE MORE THAN just her heart.”

​

Naomi Stone is a woman of action, who takes risks others would run from. While building a global empire which helps non-governmental organizations, she’s always looking for opportunities to expand her horizon, until she met him.

He stole more than just her heart. 

Edward Gleason is a man of many talents, and probably one of the greatest thieves in the world. Stealing from multinational businesses and CEOs, he’s built a name for himself within the community of gentlemen thieves. Together with his literal partner in crime, Maximilian Hansen, he’s reached the pinnacle of success. 

The stakes change when a mysterious client offers him an invitation—an opportunity—to a challenge beyond anything he’s ever dreamed of. If he refuses, everything he’s done up to this moment would be for nothing. But accepting might cost him the woman he's coming to love.

Edward’s response? 

Let the games begin. 
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“She carries it with her.”

“Carries what?”

“A thing.... A book. It’s in... you know one of those leather bound folders like...” He measured it with his hands, something roughly the size of a notebook. “Like this. Only flatter.”

“A portfolio you mean.” There was click, a sudden burst of flame. A lighter held in a heavily be-ringed hand. A face illuminated only in an instant, thick and fleshy, thick jowls, a heavy mustache. Eyes that glittered. Small eyes, hard and cold. Like a shark. The light snapped out, only the soft glow of the cigarette remained. “What’s in it?”

He was nervous. Nervous as hell. And scared shitless.  It had been a bad idea to come here. The Fat Man wasn’t one to let people leave easily. Especially people who’d seen him.

It was only part of his face. You can’t identify someone in the glow of a cigarette. The room was black, like the inside of a tomb. He couldn’t see anything or anyone. That meant he still had a chance to live. If he didn’t see anything, he couldn’t say anything. They wouldn’t have to kill him to keep him silent if he didn’t have anything to talk about in the first place.

He rubbed his hands on his pants, trying to steady them so that they didn’t shake. They were sweating. The shadows in the blacked out room could see him after all. Sitting under the only bulb glowing in this godforsaken warehouse. “Stuff,” he said finally, choosing his words carefully. “She makes notes all day in it. Hates electronics. Always thinks she’s going to be hacked. They got into one of her systems a few years ago, she swore off computers since then, don’t trust ‘em. She writes down names. Numbers. Her thoughts... I guess. Like a diary only more...more business-like. Everything she knows about the people she deals with.”

“It could be useful.” A new voice, from the darkness beyond the bobbing end of the cigarette. A woman’s voice. Cold. Clipped. A strange accent. “This merger would put her on the board with a lot of companies. Places with a lot of pull. If she’s got her own people in for suppliers, it cuts us off at the knees. With that notebook, we can get to them first. Convince them they’d be better bidding elsewhere.”

She spoke freely in front of him. That was not a good sign.

The Fat Man nodded; his cigarette bobbed. “And put our own suppliers in. She works where? Africa?” 

“Mostly. Some Central and South America.”

“So we suggest our own suppliers when hers back out. Get them permits to transport goods. Humanitarian organizations get a lot more leeway. Take control. That book could be worth more than the woman.”

“And clear inspections, due to the immediate need of supplies and the screams of the UN if humanitarian efforts are squandered waiting clearance in customs.”

“Guns buried in the rice.” Someone laughed from the darkness. Another voice. The room was full. Too many bodies. Too many avenues for escape cut off. He could sense them behind him. No way out. He’d miscalculated badly. 

“Among... other things,” the fat man wheezed.

This was bad. No one cared what he heard, or how many.

“I only came for my money,” he persisted, though it was a lie. He wanted his skin, but to beg now would only seal his fate. Let them focus on the money, that they understood, that was something they could identify with. If he could get out with his life, the money no longer mattered. Press on. Don’t let them see you sweat.

See you.

Heh.

He was under a hundred-watt bulb. They all saw him, sweat pouring down his bald head, dripping off the end of his nose. Hell, they could see he was just about pissing himself. 

“So we get the notebook and we have our passport into any third world country in the world.” The Fat Man moved, became a shadowy figure. Stepped into the light. “What was your name again?”

Three hundred and fifty pounds, poured into a custom-made suit. “D-D-Diego.” Diego the Dead Man. Madre de Dios.

“You’re a good man, Diego, bringing this to the Panthers.” He paused as the cigarette rose again and brightened a moment. “Men, I think we’re done here.”

Around him, lights snapped on. The world came into view. Click. Bales of drugs, carefully packaged in plastic on a table to his left. Click. Racks of guns, automatics. Cases clearly marked for ammunition. Click. Dozens of paintings stacked against the wall. Click. Money. Stacks of it, neat little bricks of hundreds all wrapped with paper bands. 

Click. A big empty space in the middle of the room. A tarp laid out on the floor. A shroud only lacking a corpse. A dozen men waiting to escort him.

“Mr. Diego, sir...if you would come this way....”

He’d made a mistake. A terrible mistake. Sweat was the last thing he had to worry about now.
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6 am. Seattle, Washington.

Edward Gleason made his way through the streets of Seattle, enamoured by the architecture and vibe of the city. While many cities seemed as dirty and crowded as the rest, Seattle had always seemed a bit more unique than that. 

He loved the homey atmosphere of the place, the way the buildings were arranged alongside this particular street, with its view of mountains and trees in the distance. Here was the perfect mix of mother nature and man. A frigid wind blew in from the bay, mussing his hair, causing him to hunker down further into his scarf. Plenty of people strolled on past him, drawing his curiosity. There was so much diversity with each house, person, and shop he passed, and a single glance set his imagination into overdrive with the stories of their pasts. 

He was in an old business district and all the shops on the street were broken into specialties, none of the large multi-purpose stores that permeated other parts of the city. It added to the sense of charm this neighborhood carried with it. Along the street were a bookstore, a small bistro, and, sitting at the top of the hill, a cigar shop. An antique store towered over all the other buildings, raising three full stories into the sky and throwing its shadow over the street he walked on. Edward stopped to enjoy the facade of the building, savoring the oddity of it around all the lower, squatter shops. 

The streets were busy, despite the below cool temperatures. Couples scurried along trying to get out of the wind, while the ubiquitous bicycles he had heard of were absent, their riders choosing to either take the mass transit system or stay at home. Not as many bikes out today, in the unseasonable chilly weather, despite the sunshine struggling through the ever-present clouds. Not a perfect day by a long shot. A thick fog threatened to roll in from the distance, cut through only by the wail of tugboats upon the harbour. 

Edward pulled himself away from the tall antique stop and trudged up the hill. The freezing drizzle had stopped and the walks were clear, but ice loomed, an invisible danger. On his back he carried an empty backpack and a pair of skates tied together at the laces. He paused and glanced toward the top of the hill he was climbing just as a woman rushed out of the bookstore. Pretty. In a hurry. Her mind on something else, the way her distracted gaze swept over him as she hustled past a couple walking a dog. He almost pitied her, not dressed as he was for the cold. Her business suit left her legs bare in a knee-length skirt seemed ill-suited for the weather. She skidded in her high heels. 

As she approached, he could see that the biting air had reddened her skin. She started to pass him, clearly in a rush to be out of the weather, when she slid on an unseen spot of ice and began to lose her balance. Without a second thought, Edward ditched the skates and twisted to catch her before she hit the ground. 

“Whoa, be careful. There’s still some ice out here,” he said, his voice gentle, not wanting to spook her. He highly doubted she’d even realized he was there. 

A bit breathless and shaken from the surprise, the woman smiled in gratitude. “I could’ve slid clear down this hill.” Her voice was a little shaky, but she’d regained her balance along with her composure. “Thank you.”

Edward shrugged away her thanks. “Anyone would have done it.”

“No, not anyone. Trust me, there are some real pieces of work around here,” she retorted with a slight laugh that left her green eyes shining in amusement. 

He liked her. He liked her a lot in just the briefest of encounters, and was only too aware of being caught not at his best. Not that he didn’t have nice features. He’d been told before that his eyes—the color of the Seattle sky—were irresistible. But he had a weeks’ worth of growth on his face, hiding his chiseled jaw and square chin, that had likewise been complimented many times. Truthfully he thought the scruffy beard gave him the look of a warrior, but wasn’t sure if that would be intimidating in this brief encounter, so he smiled, trying to convey enough openness and honesty that she would immediately be put at ease with him. Hopefully.

The wind gusted again, and he noted her shiver though she’d made no move to continue her journey. Perhaps she too was finding this encounter somewhat...interesting? Wracking his brain for something to say, he caught at a bit of inspiration that could go badly but was worth the gamble and dug around in his coat pocket, coming up with a toboggan style knit hat.  “Here,” he said, offering this to her. “You should at least cover your head. It’s clean. I never use it.” 

Her brow lifted and she gave a rather pointed look at his bare head, at the longish strands of brown hair that blew in the wind, teasing at his face and getting into his eyes.

His sheepish smile returned. “I didn’t want to mess my hair,” he said, with barely suppressed laughter for the obvious lie that it was. He was leaning in, so she would be sure to hear him and knew the moment she caught the scent of his cologne—her nostrils flared—and her own mouth turned up in an answering smile.

She pushed the hat away. “I, uh, don’t think so. But thanks. I...really have to go. I’m freezing.” It was obvious, too, given the wrap of her arms around her shivering torso. “Thanks for saving my life,” she teased as she moved on ahead. She half turned to wave partway down the block, calling cheerfully, “You’re my hero!” 

Edward laughed and retrieved his skates from the ground. “Just try to be more careful.” He watched her make her way down the rest of the hill, significantly slower than when she had started out.

When he breasted the top of the hill, he stood just outside the cigar shop and surveyed the area. At the bottom of the hill, a dark, four door sedan sat idling in the lot across the street. So far, so good. Although the shops on the down side of the hill were less interesting, a skate and bike shop halfway down the left-hand side caught his eye. On the walk outside, a group of black clad teenagers had gathered, most likely to compare skateboard specs and discuss tricks they wanted to try. Perfect. Casting his eyes further down the hill, he spotted what he had been looking for. A small hardware store was nestled back out of the way at the bottom of the hill. 

“There you are,” he muttered to himself as he began the perilous journey back down the hill. He was certainly going to get his exercise. As he walked, he counted off the multi-colored fire hydrants lining the street. One, two, three. Perfect. At the bottom of the hill, he checked his watch and glanced back up to see that everything was still where he needed it to be. 

Taking long strides, he moved quickly across the street and into Nick’s Hardware. “Can I help you with anything, young man?” the ancient shop owner called from the counter. 

“No, thank you,” Edward replied, keeping his tone polite, noncommittal. “I’d like to do a little looking around” he said as he stopped in front of a particularly dusty display.

“A good number of those tools are nearly as old as I am.” The older man chuckled and wheezed. “You have any questions, you let me know. Name’s Nick.” 

As he moved along the rows, he hummed a tune to himself, idly thinking about updating his apartment before he dismissed the idea and wandered farther into the dimly lit store. Finally, he came to the tools he was looking for. A pegboard covered the back wall, holding wrenches of varying sizes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper. Written on it were the exact specifications of the tools he needed. He grabbed the wrench corresponding with the number he had written down but noticed there was only one on the board. That wouldn’t do at all. Taking the wrench, he made his way back through the store to the front counter.

“I need two more of these. Do you have more? In the back, perhaps?” 

The old man looked at the wrench and then back at Edward. “You want more? Of these?” He scratched his head. “Why would anyone need three of the exact same tool?”

Edward shrugged, somewhat sheepishly. “I always end up giving them away
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