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  Chapter One
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Darcie


The Museum of Terra hosts many natural exhibits, such as fossils, minerals, and insects. Holst Security has been hired to protect a significant exhibition tonight and for the coming week. I arrived half an hour before the museum’s closure to convene with the client. I am to put him at ease so that everything will go smoothly. The boss has found that clients are most anxious on the first day of the contract. So I also ensure there is no extra clause that the client wishes to add to the already signed agreement — a contract he would have signed with the boss. 
The woman at the museum’s help desk was expecting me and immediately directed me to the curator’s office. With her brief directions, I approached a closed door tucked away from visitor view. I rapped my knuckles on the door twice, waiting for it to open. A man with round glasses peered out. Not our client. 
“Darcie Manners of Holst Security.” I announced.
With a curt nod, the man opened the door wider and gestured for me to enter. I assumed he was the curator. There were two other men present in the room. One of the men I recognized as our client, thanks to the picture provided in the file on this job, but I didn’t recognize the other man. I eyed the one I didn’t recognize. He leaned against the desk, his feet crossed at the ankles, his arms crossed over his chest. He was watching our client pace the crowded room with a hint of a smile playing on his lips.
“Mr. Bridington, my name is Darcie Manners from Holst Security.” I extended my hand to the pacing man. “I am the lead on tonight’s team.”
“Thank you, Miss Manners.” He stopped pacing to clasp my hand in his. “I’ve gone over the security plan your boss sent over, and I wish to make one minor adjustment.”
Absolutely not! I held back my displeasure at a last-minute change. When clients choose to make a last-minute change, something always seems to go wrong.
“What might that be?” I maintained a professional tone.
He turned to the third man in the room, the one leaning on the desk. The man reached for a box on the desk next to him. Opening it, he revealed The Eye, a green emerald shaped like a cat’s eye with a single dark green streak through it to emphasize its name. Tonight’s protection. It truly is a beautiful gemstone. It was set into a necklace for the late Mrs. Bridington and is now displayed for the world.
“You see.” Mr. Bridington began. “This necklace was made to be worn. As an extra security layer, I wish you to wear it.”
“Excuse me?” I pulled my eyes from the gem to stare at the client dumbfounded. “That wasn’t part of the contract you signed with Holst Security.”
“I know.” He held up his hands as if it’ll placate me. “This is the first time The Eye has come out of the vault since my wife’s passing. She wanted the world to admire this gemstone as much as she did. I fear thieves might come to try and steal it now that it is available.”
I could hear the boss’ words in my head about making the client happy while still doing the job right. This is a bad idea. I drew in my bottom lip, mentally reviewing my options to determine which was best in this situation. The best option would be to uphold the contract and not accept this last-minute change.
“Mr. Bridington, putting The Eye around my neck will not make it safer.” I tried to reason with him.
“But it would make it harder for a thief to steal?” He countered.
“Potentially, but —”
“Please Miss Manners.” He begged, taking both of my hands in his. “It would make me feel much more at ease. If it helps you decide, I have had a fake made that can be placed in the case. If a thief arrives, he’ll steal that instead of the real thing.”
I pulled my hands back with a sigh. “Do you intend to have me wear The Eye every night while it is in this museum?”
“It would be appreciated.”
Taking a pen and paper from the curator’s desk, I created an amendment to his contract, having Mr. Bridington sign it. It stated that this was his request, that Holst Security was against it and that we were not liable if something happened. I sent a picture to the boss and then folded the original into my back pocket with the phone. The unknown man placed The Eye around my neck.
Mr. Bridington teared up. “I never thought I’d see The Eye around someone’s neck ever again. Thank you Miss Manners.”
I tucked The Eye under my blouse, brushing my hair over my shoulders to hide any evidence of the chain. I really don’t like this. The three men followed me to the lobby, where the team for tonight’s protection was waiting. Tristan Prince — my partner — had already gone over the plan one last time with them and made sure their radios were turned to the correct channel. I took the radio he handed me. Then, instructing the others on the team to get to their posts signalled the start of tonight’s job.
“Okay.” I turned to the curator. “Take us to the exhibit.”
The curator turned and led the way through the museum. The Eye was to be on the third floor of the museum. The third unknown man made a show of placing a fake version of The Eye into a glass case. He had scrutinized it, declaring it was real before it was locked up. Now it was up to Tristan and myself to stand guard in the silent exhibit room.
Around midnight, the air conditioner turned off, followed shortly by the lights. I called out for an update over the radio. Silent. Something’s not right.
“Emergency lights should have turned on by now.” Tristan stated.
“I agree, but we should maintain our post.”
“I’ll be quick as a bunny.” He grinned. “Floor plans showed emergency stairs for security are nearby. Should be a breeze to get down to the basement, check out the breaker panel, then return.”
“Then you stay here, and I’ll go.” The thought of staying here, alone, was unnerving.
“I’m faster.” He stated. “Fifteen minutes, twenty tops.”
“Make it quick, Tristan.” My eyes darted around the shadows of the room. “I have a bad feeling.”
“Gut feeling?”
I nodded. Tristan’s green gaze studied me.
“I’ll be extra quick, Darcie.”
Would a thief be stupid enough to try and steal The Eye on the first night? Or am I just being paranoid? Tristan left me in the dark, the only light coming from the base of various displays because they are on a circuit separate from the main building. Being the only one in the room, I could hear every little sound — like a lock sliding into place on the door.
“Tristan?” I called. Stupid, he only just left. I pulled out my phone to use the flashlight feature and swung it around the room, trying to find the source of the soft footsteps I heard while staying close to the fake eye. “Show yourself.”
“What do I have here?” A deep velvety voice purred.
A man stepped into the light of my flashlight. I couldn’t see his face. I lowered the light to his chest. I still couldn’t get a good enough view of him. He continued to step closer until he was only a couple of feet away. I could see his blue eyes staring at me through a black mask that covered half his face.
“A female security guard? No.” He shook his head. “You don’t look like museum security.”
“You’re pretty bold for a mere thief.” I countered, standing my ground.
“Mere thief?” He chuckled. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He then bent at the waist, bowing while maintaining eye contact. “I am Le Corbeau, jewel thief extraordinaire.”
“Never heard of you.” Then, keeping the light trained on him, I reached for the handcuffs I kept in my back pocket while on duty. “But thank you for identifying yourself, thief — now I can arrest you.”
“Arrest me?” He laughed, the sound rich and decadent. “I haven’t stolen anything.”
“But you did break into the museum. Local police can still charge you for that.”
Keeping his distance, the thief walked to the other side of the display case I’d held at my back. I could see his face more clearly with the light from the display case. He didn’t wear just any mask, but one that looked very bird-like. Possibly a crow. His stunning blue eyes watched me with every step he took. Those eyes are going to haunt my dreams, especially when his lips quirked into a teasing smile. Focus Darcie!
“You are not going to steal The Eye.”
He looked down at the display. “I wouldn’t want a fake anyway.”
“Fake?” I choked out. How does he know that?
“The Eye has a dark streak through it that moves when you do.” He looked up at me. “A simple trick of the light, but it’s a unique feature of its cut.”
Interesting. I looked down at the fake. It certainly looks real. How common is that little fact? Le Corbeau took that moment to step closer to me. Lights came back on. Closing my eyes to the sudden brightness was a rookie mistake. I felt the thief’s hand brush my neck. Shit. Training kicked in. I grabbed his wrist and swept my foot at his ankles. He fell to the ground. The momentum took me with him. His wrist still in my grip, I twisted his arm back and placed my knee into his back to keep him face down.
“You will not be taking The Eye.” I told him firmly.
This thief had the gall to laugh. Then, with his free hand, he pushed himself up, knocking me off. I fell onto my back. I was not about to let him escape. Le Corbeau was halfway standing when I tackled him back to the ground. Straddling his chest, I held his wrists above his head, handcuffs still in my back pocket. I reached for them again.
“As much as I appreciate a beautiful woman straddling me.” He used his body to flip our position. “I prefer you this way.”
I glared up at the grinning blue-eyed thief. With my hands pinned above my head, he unbuttoned my blouse just enough to get a good look at The Eye. Double shit! I squirmed, trying to flip us back, but the man outweighed me. My brain raced through every training exercise to find the one that would best help my current situation. His fingers traced the chain to the back of my neck. I wiggled one leg up, placing my foot on his chest and pushed him back with all my strength. I successfully pushed him far enough back that he was forced to let go of my wrists. I turned on my stomach and crawled away before scrambling to my feet. For the third time this night, I reached for the cuffs.
“Looking for these?” He teased, my cuffs dangling from his fingers.
How? I felt for my back pocket. The cuffs I’d brought were no longer there. I glared at the silver bracelets he dangled.
“You can use those to cuff yourself.” I retorted.
He laughed, far too amused. Banging at the door told me Tristan was back. Relief flooded my system. This man hadn’t used any weapons but was still dangerous, and I needed help. Pulling the gun I kept at my side — only used for extreme situations — the thief’s smile faded, and he slowly put up his hands.
“Use those cuffs.” I ordered.
“Gladly.”
He let go of something he had in his other hand. It hit the floor; thick smoke emanated out, filling the space around us. I couldn’t see a thing. The door slammed open. When Tristan called out for me, I lowered my gun, not wanting to shoot any fellow Holst Security members. I felt the weapon get taken from me then my wrists got handcuffed behind my back.
“Better luck next time, Kitten.” Le Corbeau whispered in my ear, then kissed my cheek.
“Thief!” I shouted. As the smoke cleared, I could see my partner and a couple of extra men but no blue-eyed thief. “Where did he go?”
“Who?” Tristan lowered his gun, taking in my appearance. “What happened?”
“Le Corbeau, the thief who came for The Eye.”
He freed my wrists. Immediately I felt around my neck.
“Shit! Search this museum. Find the thief. Don’t let him get away with The Eye!”
No one moved.
“Now!” I ordered.
The men turned and ran out of the room. I snagged Tristan’s radio, giving the same order. I will not let this thief waltz right out of here. He couldn’t have gotten far. Tristan was staring at the fake gemstone, not understanding my order. He disliked my explanation even more. I should have told him about the adjustment at the beginning.
I texted the boss. He came to the museum in the morning to manage the client and the curator. The man is a smooth political talker. With the signed amendment of the contract that I had Mr. Bridington sign the night prior, he could talk his way out of any legal action. But, unfortunately, the boss had my hide for letting a thief get close enough to steal The Eye from around my neck.
I promised him I’d find The Eye and this thief. He gave me two weeks to find some lead, or he’ll hand the problem to local authorities. Tristan offered to drive me home, but I drove to the museum last night and wasn’t about to leave my car behind. Once home, I stripped out of my clothes, desperately needing a shower. A business card floated to the ground. It displayed a black crow holding onto a gem in its beak — Le Corbeau. Resisting the urge to crumple the card, I took it to my home office and pinned it to the corkboard wall.
“I will hunt you down and put you behind bars.”






  
  Chapter Two
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Le Corbeau


Very carefully, I placed the Ruby Dragon into the safe. Stealing this from adventurers in Asia was too easy. The moment I saw their post on social media, I immediately caught a flight out, knowing others would be going after it. Unfortunately, getting it out of Asia wasn’t as easy. The Browns Twins were also after the Ruby Dragon. If they had gotten their hands on it first, they would have chopped it into as many pieces as possible and sold them to the highest bidder. Once the heat on the Ruby Dragon cools off, I’ll send it to a museum where it belongs. 
My eyes drifted to The Eye. It’s been two weeks since I stole that piece and crossed paths with the woman with defiant hazel eyes. Those eyes are burned in my memory. I wonder what she’s doing right now. Stealing that piece from her was the most fun I’ve had in years, and I wish there were some way I could see her again. I shook that thought out of my head. It’s never going to happen. I exited the hidden room in my office. Marcus was waiting for me, lounging in the chair opposite the desk.
“Do you think we can give The Eye back?” He queried.
“I’ll look into it.” I agreed, sliding into my chair. “But it should be safe enough.”
“How was your trip?”
“Quite the adventure. I found the adventurers easily enough. But, unfortunately, so did the Browns Twins. They were hot on my tail most of the way out of Asia.”
“But you lost them?” He confirmed.
“Eventually.”
“The Ruby Dragon?”
I nodded toward the bookshelf that hid the entrance to the safe. “Just locked it up.”
“Good.” He tossed a folder on my desk. “We have a client in Paris requesting our expertise. Josephine Dubois. She has some paintings, sculptures, and jewellery she’d like appraised. Also, we still have that issue with the Paris branch.”
“Book us a flight.” I told him. I opened the folder to read about the appraisal request. Josephine and her husband are long-time clients. Marcus and I personally appraise the pieces for their auction house. “We’ll head to Paris tomorrow morning.”
Nodding, he then checked his phone. “Excuse me. I have a meeting with Holst Security.”
“Holst Security?” That piqued my interest. “Why?”
“No idea.” Marcus’ lips quirked. “They were the security team in charge of protecting The Eye. So it could have something to do with that.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, but it didn’t stop the grin from fully forming before leaving my office. He knew I’d looked into the security company in charge of protecting The Eye, hoping to learn the name of the hazel-eyed woman. No luck. The company website didn’t contain any pictures of their staff. I wonder if that woman is here. 
I logged into the security feed of the building through my computer. I do not regularly spy on my employees, but this is a particular circumstance. There is no sound, but I can certainly watch the interactions. I enlarged the feed in Marcus’ office.
I recognized the hazel-eyed beauty sitting in Marcus’ office. Who is that with her? Next to her sat a male, wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, her partner maybe. Their heads were bent together, whispering to each other. Then Marcus arrived. They pulled apart, sitting up straighter. It made me curious as to what they were discussing.
Marcus shook their hands before taking his place behind his desk. He listened to his two guests speak. I watched his face sour and his shoulders straighten. It made me wish for sound. He clearly did not like what they were saying. They weren’t there for long, five or maybe ten minutes. Then, finally, my mystery woman handed him a business card, which he accepted, then ushered them out.
“What was that all about?” I questioned when Marcus returned shortly to my office.
“They wanted a list of our employees and our travel itinerary.”
I frowned. “Why?”
“They were tasked with tracking down The Eye and wanted to ensure no one in Rarity Inc. was involved in the theft.” He scowled. “Claimed it was just a precautionary measure.”
How curious. “And what did you tell them?”
“I’ll have to discuss it with the CEO, and they should be prepared to be denied.”
Not having turned the camera off, movement in Marcus’ office caught my eye. “What do we have here?”
Marcus came around the desk to watch the woman slip back into the office and go straight to the computer. She plugged something into the system and, within a few clicks, gained access to the password-protected computer. We stared dumbfounded as we watched her open and close files. She looked up at the door as if expecting Marcus to walk through those doors any second. She pulled out what could only be assumed to be USB from the computer and left.
Marcus pointed at the screen. “She stole from us.”
“Yes, she did.” I’m not sure if I should be impressed or furious.
“I’m going to catch her before she leaves the building.”
“Wait.” I held up a hand, a smile playing on my lips. “Let her go.”
“Killian.”
“If you can get me her address, I’ll break in and steal the information back.”
Marcus shook his head. “By then, she’d have already looked at the information she stole.”
“Maybe.”
“And there’s no guarantee she’ll take the information home.”
“Only one way to find out.”
“Fine.” He ran a hand through his hair. “She gave me her business card. So it shouldn’t be too difficult to find her address.”
“Thank you.”
Marcus nodded and then left my office. I leaned back in my chair. I couldn’t wait for tonight.

      [image: image-placeholder]I found myself at the door of this hazel-eyed woman. It was late, and all the neighbours were sound asleep, so no one would catch me attempting to break in. I’m not skilled at lock picking, so it took a few tries, and I was extra careful not to leave any scratch marks on the lock. The woman’s car wasn’t in the driveway, so I figured she was still at work. At least, I hoped she was. Getting caught is not in the plans for tonight.
Once inside, I locked the door. I’m surprised there’s no alarm. I scoured the first floor of her condo, searching for a laptop. No laptop, but I did find pictures of her with what appeared to be her parents. Her smile lit her face. I moved to the second floor. I found her bedroom, and it took everything in me not to snoop beyond the threshold. Forcing myself to step back, I entered the other room on the upper floor. A spare bedroom turned office. Intriguing. 
I shone my phone light around, finding a wall filled with all my past and potential future heists. The Ruby Dragon was included in those possibilities. Impressive. I didn’t have time to double-check her work. I opened the laptop that I found on the desk, surprised there was no password. I plugged in the USB I brought with me. It contains a mirror program linked to my laptop, I’ll be able to see everything she does on the device, and while I’m here, I’ll remove all the documents she would have taken from my company.
The upload was only at fifty percent when headlights flashed in the window. Fuck! I listened to the sound of keys turning in the front door lock. She’s home. I sat at the laptop as long as I dared. Then, I heard her footsteps coming up the stairs. I closed the lid just enough so the screen’s glow didn’t give me away and hid in the closet. I held my breath, expecting her to enter the office. She didn’t. Instead, I heard the water running and suspected she was showering.
With her in the shower, I can take a little more time to get this mirroring program up and running. I returned to the laptop as quietly as possible to see its progress — seventy percent. The water stopped running. I dimmed the screen as much as possible and lowered the lid again. I heard a drawer open and close, then another. If I moved from the chair now, she could potentially hear me. With the hope that she went to bed, I re-opened the laptop and brightened the screen enough for me to see the progress. Lights flared on above me.
“Turn around, slowly.” Came the order. Her eyes widened as I obeyed. “Le Corbeau.”
“Hello Kitten.” I graced her with a charming smile, ensuring I blocked her view of the laptop.
She narrowed her eyes, hands tightening on the grip of her gun. A set of handcuffs dangling from one hand. “What are you doing here?”
I perused her body leisurely. What a vision. She wore shorts and a tank top, accentuating a shapely body. My cock hardened at the sight of her. After our tussle at the museum, I already know what it feels like to have her under me. Now I wonder what it’ll feel like to touch all those curves. The tank top couldn’t hide the hard nipples that poked at the fabric. As my eyes came up to her face, I could see a hint of pink on her cheeks. She knew her body was reacting to my perusal, but she didn’t want to announce it by trying to hide the evidence.
“What are you doing here?” She repeated.
“Enjoying the view.” I answered her question.
She scowled in response. “Why are you here? In my home? Which, by the way — how do you know where I live?”
“So many questions.” Very slowly, I lowered my hands, placing them on the chair arms. “Curious, are we, Kitten?”
“I’m curious as to what you look like in orange.”
“Orange isn’t my colour. However, black is much more slimming. Wouldn’t you agree it’s more my colour?”
She tossed the handcuffs at my feet. “Put those on.”
“Are we going to do this again?”
“You’re trespassing on private property, thief.”
I looked down at the silver cuffs. “If you want me in them
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