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    For those who steal hearts instead of jewels,and for the fire that remakes us when we least expect it.

To the thieves of the heart,the dreamers of the shadow,and the lovers who dare to risk both.
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By night, she is the Black Mask—a phantom thief who steals what history forgot, haunted by the thrill she can’t escape.

When the Crown Jewel of Sicily is announced as the centerpiece of her museum’s new exhibition, Jenny swears it will be her final heist. But fate has other plans—starting with Harriet Hermes Borgia, her enigmatic new boss whose name and charm both feel dangerously familiar.

Drawn into the glittering world of the Borgia family—modern-day gods of Sicilian society—Jenny uncovers a secret chamber, a rival thief wearing an orange mask, and a connection that burns brighter than the jewel she came to steal.

As past and present collide, Jenny must choose between her obsession and the one man who can match her every secret.

Because sometimes, to be forged anew...

You have to steal fire itself.
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Chapter 1
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Lightning-strike hooks are my thing — literally.

The first time I heard the story of Hermes, it felt like someone had yanked a live wire through my chest and left me humming.

My name is Jenny Franco, and for as long as I can remember, Greek myths have been the static under my skin. Everyone else had Zeus to swear by; I had Hermes — god of thieves, liars, and impossible charm. You don’t choose an obsession. Sometimes it chooses you. And sometimes, it shows up with a smirk and a calling card.

By day, I’m a curator at the National Museum of Sicily — polished, professional, the woman who labels artifacts and signs import forms in neat cursive. I discuss preservation, history, and heritage as if I genuinely believe in ownership.

By night, I’m something else entirely.

They call me the Black Mask — a whisper among collectors, a myth to the black market I steal from. I lift what shouldn’t be owned, then return it to where it belongs. Restitution. Redistribution. Righteous thievery.

Call it what you want. I call it balance.

But there’s nothing balanced about the rush — the tremor before I strike, the moment the lock gives, the quiet hum in my chest when the world holds its breath. That thrill isn’t power. It’s a sickness.

Compulsion dressed as purpose.

I’ve tried to quit. I’ve failed every time.

The last job should have been the last one — a reclaimed Byzantine pendant lifted from a corrupt collector in Athens. Simple. Surgical. Except when the adrenaline wore off, I found myself staring at my hands, still shaking, still hungry.

That’s when I saw it — the headline glowing from my tablet in the morning light: CROWN JEWEL OF SICILY TO HEADLINE NATIONAL MUSEUM’S GRAND OPENING.

The coffee went cold in my hands. 

The Jewel. My myth. My undoing.

Rumor said it was stolen centuries ago from a temple of Hephaestus, the god of the forge. A gem born of fire, cursed by greed, coveted by kings. No one alive had seen it, but every thief worth their salt had dreamt of it. 

And now it was coming to my attention that it was my museum.

I should’ve laughed at the coincidence. Instead, I felt the static again — Hermes’ whisper at the back of my neck.

There you are.

*****
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SICILIAN MORNINGS SMELL like sea salt and espresso. I sat on the museum steps, pretending to be another employee starting another day, but my pulse was nowhere near normal.

Inside, the marble foyer gleamed like a cathedral. Tourists would never guess how many secrets hid beneath its polished floors — or how many of those secrets had passed through my own hands.

I scanned my ID, pasted on a smile, and stepped inside.

“Morning, Jenny!” called Marta, the head archivist, juggling three binders and a cappuccino. “You’re early.”

“Habit,” I said. “I like quiet before the chaos.”

She laughed. “Then you’ve chosen the wrong profession.”

Maybe. Or maybe I’d chosen exactly the right one. A thief in a temple of treasure.

I drifted past the artifacts: amphorae, bronze figurines, and fragments of ancient myths, now turned to dust and glass. My hand brushed the display case — just a second too long — and the old itch flared in my fingertips. The need. The pull.

A heartbeat later, I yanked my hand back. “Not today,” I muttered.

Hermes, somewhere, laughed.

I was left alone to my devise, doing my job as I was paid to do. I was so immersed in my career that I didn’t hear someone coming up behind me until he whispered my name.

“Jenny Franco.” The voice rolled through the gallery, smooth as smoke. “We finally meet.”

I turned — and there he was.

Harriet Hermes Borgia, museum director, heir to the Borgia fortune, patron saint of donors and scandals. His name alone carried weight; his presence rewrote the laws of gravity.

Tousled blond hair. A tailored suit that cost more than my car. Eyes like electric storms under control. And the faintest smile — polite, practiced, lethal.

“Sir,” I said, schooling my voice into professional calm. “I was just—”

“Admiring the exhibits?” he finished, stepping closer. “Or casing them?”

My stomach flipped. “Excuse me?”

“I read your file,” he said easily. “You’ve worked restoration for three museums, all of which suffered... mysterious inventory losses before your arrival. Then again, none after.”

My pulse stuttered. Harriet was teasing — wasn’t he?

“I prefer to think of it as efficiency,” I managed.

Harriet smiled. “I like efficiency.” He offered his hand. “Welcome aboard.”

I took it. His grip was warm, steady — too steady. His thumb brushed mine once before letting go, and I swore something electric passed between us.

“Tell me,” he said, leaning against a marble column, “what do you think of the new centerpiece?”

“The Crown Jewel?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral. “It’s... beautiful.”

“Beautiful things often are,” he said. “And dangerous. My brothers think I’m mad for displaying it publicly.”

“Brothers?” I asked.

“Six of them,” he said with a faint grin. “Each worse than the last. You’ll meet them soon enough.”

I didn’t realize then that “soon” meant that night.

At lunch, I found myself in the restoration wing, surrounded by dust and silence. A single lamp burned on my worktable, its glow catching on a row of ancient coins waiting to be catalogued.

In the dim light, I traced the winged sandals etched into one of them.

Hermes again. Always him.

“You were a trickster,” I murmured to the god. “A thief. A liar. And somehow, everyone adored you.”

I envied that — being both sinner and saint. Hermes could steal from Olympus and still be invited to its feasts. Me? I stole to give back, and people would call me a criminal.

The coin gleamed like an answer. Maybe you’re both.

A shadow fell over my shoulder. “Talking to your artifacts again?”

I jumped. Harriet stood in the doorway, hands in his pockets, watching with that infuriating half-smile.

“Occupational hazard,” I said, flustered.

“Good,” he said. “Then maybe you’ll talk to me, too.”

He crossed the room, easy as a cat, and handed me an envelope. Cream paper, gold seal.

“A formal invitation,” he said. “My brother Zeus is getting married tonight. The reception’s at the family estate.”

I blinked. “You want me there?”

“I want you seen,” he corrected softly. “The Borgias can be... suspicious of new faces. Having you beside me might discourage questions.”

I frowned. “You mean like a shield.”

He smiled. “Call it what you like.”

“And what will I be exactly? Your employee? Your guest?”

His gaze lingered a moment too long. “My fiancée,” he said finally, voice low and deliberate.

My mouth fell open. “I’m sorry, what?”

“It’s temporary,” he said lightly. “Just for tonight. My brothers are relentless gossips, and I’m tired of their matchmaking schemes. Pretend to be besotted, and I’ll owe you a favor.”

I stared at him. “You’re insane.”

“Completely,” he said. “But I’m told it runs in the family.”

I should have said no. Should have laughed, torn the envelope, gone back to my quiet, predictable duplicity. Instead, I felt the tug again — Hermes’ whisper in my bones, urging me toward chaos.

“What kind of favor?” I asked warily.

“The kind that opens doors,” he said, voice velvet smooth. “Perhaps even to rooms most people never see.”

Rooms like the one where the Crown Jewel slept.

I exhaled slowly. “Fine,” I said at last. “But you owe me.”

“Done.” He extended his hand again, and when I took it, his thumb brushed mine once more — deliberate this time. “Wear something dangerous,” he said with a smile. “My family appreciates spectacle.”

As he left, the lamp flickered. My pulse didn’t.

*****
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BACK AT MY APARTMENT, the city glowed outside my window — neon and sea, smoke and light. I opened the envelope again, tracing the embossed crest: a flame intertwined with wings.

Borgia.

The name itself felt mythic, threaded through Sicily’s gossip like divine lineage.

The oldest brother, Zander, ran the estate like Olympus itself — powerful, untouchable.

Rhys, the charmer, collected scandals like trophies.

Percival, the reclusive craftsman, built his empire of forges and machines.

And Harriet — Hermes, the youngest director of the museum’s history — stood at their center, a man with the charm of a god and the secrets to match.

The invitation gleamed in my hand. The Crown Jewel was rumored to have been found in that castle — their ancestral home, perched high above the coast. No one outside the family had ever seen it before the announcement at the museum.

So maybe this wasn’t just a wedding. Perhaps it was fate.

I crossed the room to my mirror. The woman staring back wore fatigue and dust, her hair pulled into a careless bun, her eyes too dark, too knowing.

“You’re out of your mind,” I told her.

Her reflection smiled. “You always were.”

I opened my wardrobe. Black dress. Black mask. Black gloves.

The trinity of my double life. My heart quickened just seeing them.

But I forced them back inside. Not tonight. Not yet.
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