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EDWARD GLEASON HAS always been at the top of the game—or at least he was until he met Naomi.

When Edward committed to stealing the Mona Lisa, the last thing he expected was that he’d be helping out his old partner, Kyle, who tried to steal the precious artifact right out from underneath him. Not only does Edward find himself trying to outrun the FBI that is hot on his tail, but he also has to face the fact that Naomi knows his true identity; she could turn on him, leave him, and turn him in any minute.

Staying one step ahead has always been one of Edward’s strong points, but there’s never been so much at stake before. With the truth now standing like an ominous wall between them, Naomi must decide between doing what she thinks is right and following her heart.

With so much to lose, Naomi and Edward must fight to hold on to themselves and each other.
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Toronto

She hated the hustle and bustle of the city. Honestly, she preferred quieter, more secluded places. She had hoped to find that in this place, only to discover that she was sadly mistaken. At the moment, though, she didn’t have much of a choice. Feeling defeated and a bit foolish, she leaned back in her seat, her fingers drumming against the table, and a cigarette dangling from her lips.

She reached for her purse and rummaged around for a lighter. She sighed as she cupped the cigarette between her hands and lit it. Her lips curled into a smile as a thick fog enveloped her, and she checked her reflection in the mirror next to her.

There is a reason behind having these meetings in public, she supposed. They’re...less conspicuous that way, right? Less likely to be flagged as suspicious. In her line of work, subtlety and discretion were key. Nonetheless, she had no idea how the man she was to meet would fare against their standards.

Although he’d been researched and thoroughly vetted, she was well aware that anyone could fake a background check. She was more interested in seeing what he was like as a person, under intense scrutiny. Can he hold up under pressure? The woman ran her hands through her short hair, fingering her new chic hairstyle. She frowned when she noticed faint lines around her eyes.

Thirty was never kind to women, and things only got worse with each passing year. While a lot of men aged like fine wine, becoming more distinguished and better-looking, more desirable, the fairer sex just didn’t seem to hit the same genetic lottery. Their hair whitened, their breasts sagged, their asses flopped, and gravity wreaked havoc on everything down, including their faces.

It’s a shame, really.

Still, she had at least a few years ahead of her before she had to worry about any of that. She was dressed in a stylish pantsuit in a cream hue, smartly paired with a simple silver necklace, small hoop earrings, and a bangle bracelet. A single ring sat solitarily on her finger. To the average passerby, she might have appeared overdressed; it was obvious that she was either walking out of a meeting or into one.

She pushed her sleeves up and checked her watch, her lips pursing into a thin line. Late, she silently flumed. Granted, it was just a few minutes, but punctuality meant a lot in her line of business. For that reason, she had every intention of discussing that with him, quite thoroughly. Really, she didn’t have time to waste on such trivial matters, but 0 had asked, and she never said no to him.

A young blonde with a high ponytail hovered in her line of sight, holding a pencil and notebook in one hand while anxiously running the fingers of her other over her apron. When she stopped next to the table, she donned a bright smile and assessed her guest with her brown eyes. “What can I get you?”

The woman leaned forward and smiled as she quickly scanned the menu. It was all pretense; she already knew she wanted. Finally, she flipped the menu shut and blew out another ring of smoke, careful not to rudely blast the girl’s face with her secondhand nicotine haze. “I’ll have an affogato,” the woman declared, casually leaning back in her seat and draping one arm over the back of it. 

The young server looked confused as she drew her bottom lip between her teeth and darter her eyes down to the menu she thought she knew so well. “I-I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “A what?”

“Affogato,” the woman repeated, showing off her row of pearly whites. “It’s not on the menu.”

“Oh,” the girl responded, startled, as if she’d never considered the possibility that other culinary delights could possibly exist if they weren’t encased in the menu. She rarely heard such customized orders from customers, given the difficulty of preparing special requests from scratch, without the necessary materials. She chewed on the rubber eraser of her pencil, her lips twitching. “I’m not sure if we make that here,” she hesitantly responded, her training faltering. The customer is always right...right? she pondered, desperate to please the woman before she stormed out and issued a complaint. “I can ask though.”

Though she wasn’t one to indulge in that luxury herself, she found it interesting that everyone there was so utterly nice; it seemed they were all hopped up on some kind of drug. Usually, that pesky, people-pleasing perkiness irritated her; she was sure no one was that nice without some ulterior motive. Today, however, she enjoyed it, since it meant the waitress would go out of her way to accommodate her. That was a perk, as far as she was concerned, something that eased the sting of her quarry being late. “Oh, that would be lovely,” the woman said, leaning forward once again to better capture the girl’s gaze. “It’s really simple. It’s just espresso and ice cream or gelato.”

“Uh, should the ice cream be on top or vice versa?” the girl asked, thoroughly confused.

“First, make the espresso, nice and strong. Then, place a small scoop of ice cream in the center. If you’ve got dark chocolate, that would be great, but vanilla works just as well,” the woman instructed, enjoying the rather offbeat conversation.

The girl nodded eagerly, her ponytail bobbing with her head. “Hmm. Well, that sounds all right. I think we can do that.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage,” the woman offered, flicking ash from her cigarette into the ashtray.

The girl nodded once more, collected the menu, and scurried off, eager to please.

I was in her shoes once, the woman recalled as she sat, young and thirsty, with a desire to prove myself, a desire to please. She’d managed to work her way to the top, clawing up from the bottom. Now, here she was, one of the VIPs in the organization, and she had the satisfaction of knowing she’d earned every bit of the clout and prestige that came with her position on that high rung of the ladder.

She stubbed out her cigarette, then brushed imaginary lint off her suit. Another cursory glance out the window allowed her eyes to sweep over random passersby, hurrying along to their respective appointments, checking off their to-do lists, just going about their normal lives, like busy bees.

The leaves were changing color, from a thick, mossy green to a dull, faded brown, signaling the arrival of fall. She watched as a single one swirled and hovered in the air for a minute before wafting to its slow descent, seemingly unnoticed by any human eyes but hers. Even the man who crunched it under his black boot paid it no mind.

The woman glanced up, noting that the sky was gray. The weather reports about the impending storm were true; sure enough, she heard a low rumble in the distance. Dark clouds gathered, and a single streak of yellow flashed in the sky, sending shivers of delight racing up the woman’s spine. She was something of a pluviophile, so it was definitely her kind of weather.

Her hand drifted to the ring on her finger, a one-of-a-kind accessory with a small paw etched on the side, a symbol of the White Panthers, the few individuals who knew the organization. She’d worked hard to get her foot in that door and beyond it. She had taken advantage of every opportunity presented to her, and now, she could finally breathe easy, as the executive to the one and only 0. It was a powerful position, highly coveted, given that only the best were permitted to occupy 0’s inner circle. Even fewer could count themselves among influential positions like hers.

At first, she’d been reluctant, as she saw little benefit in it. It boiled down to being little more than a go-between for 0 and the organizing agent of the group, nothing more than an intermediary. It was almost an insulting offer. She felt the title was beneath her, that it would waste her skills and talent, but she simply wasn’t able to share those grievances with anyone.

The White Panthers may have been an elite cluster that prided itself on being a modern organized crime unit, but at its core, it was swift and ruthless. The second anyone proved to be useless, they were disposed of in an orderly fashion. Second chances were rarely offered, and refusing a position was considered some sort of treason, an offense that would put anyone in a precarious situation. It was, quite literally, an offer she could not refuse, at least not without risking everything she’d worked for. In any case, it had worked out to her advantage, for since then, she had grown to love her job and excel at it.

A bell dinged, indicating that the door had swung open. She glanced up and grinned when she caught sight of the man she was waiting for. He scanned the room, shifting his eyes nervously from one person to the next before his gaze landed on her. He squeezed between the throngs of people to get to her, then froze, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do next.

She gestured for him to sit, then studied his expression. The surgeon came highly recommended; many claimed he used to be one of the best in his field. He pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose and leaned his slim form forward to rest his head in his hands. In spite of the high praise he received from many, there was something disconcerting about his manner, an offbeat vibe. His tongue darted out to lick his lips, and he gave her a smile that sent chills down her spine.

Obviously, the man was some kind of creep, but he was also undeniably handsome, thanks to those defined cheekbones, that small nose, and a pair of piercing, green eyes. He was also quite clearly nervous, because he kept clasping and unclasping his hands in front of him, and she felt his knee bobbing under the table.

“It’s so nice to meet you, Doctor.” The woman held out her hand.

Again, he smiled as he took her hand in his and placed a soft kiss on the inside of her wrist. She resisted the urge to wipe her hand on the back of her jacket and straightened her back.

“Likewise. I must say, you aren’t what I expected at all,” the man admitted, openly admiring her appearance.

Let him if he must, she thought, not at all bothered by his ogling. She was used to feeling a man’s intrusive gaze running over her, sizing her up. “I hope that’s a good thing,” she said, a remark she punctuated with a half-smile, half-smirk.

He sat up taller, his knees coming to a complete standstill as he interlocked his fingers. “Definitely. You are far more attractive than they say,” he responded. “Also, this place was a good choice.”

The café was small but quaint, one of the local out-of-the-way dives. She preferred it, as a busy chain or franchise would only attract too much attention. She had a keen eye for details; that was one of the things that had kept her at the top of the game.

The woman cleared her throat and placed her arms on either side of the table, then rested her head between her hands, a subtle gesture meant to make the doctor feel as if they were the only people in the room. It was a two-fold attempt; not only did it relax him, but it also gave their meeting an intimate quality.

“So are you, Doctor,” she flirted, lightly touching his arm.

He chuckled nervously. “Most people don’t appreciate what I do anymore. I see you aren’t that kind of woman.”

“Not at all. I need a specialist, someone who knows what he’s doing,” the woman explained, keeping her ears perked for any signs of danger. “I think you can help me.”

The man’s eyebrow rose. “Yes, I think I can. I know time is of the essence. It’s a delicate procedure, due to the sensitive issue at hand.”

The woman nodded somberly. “Yes, exactly. Of course, it must all be done with the utmost discretion. Word of this surgery mustn’t get out.”

“Will I be provided with my own team and tools?” he asked, scratching his chin thoughtfully, staring at her in such a way that she could practically see the wheels turning in his head.

“Of course,” she agreed, fully aware that it wasn’t possible for him to acquire those. Not only that, but she understood the need to be thorough and meticulous. “Whatever you need will be provided. You are, after all, one of the best in the field.”

The man snorted and leaned back, then crossed one arm over his chest. As quick as the previous flash of lightning in the sky, a momentary glint of anger glistened in his eyes, then faded. “They didn’t appreciate my skills, you know. Such a shame.”

It was not lost on her that the good doctor was in search of an ego boost. Luckily
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