

        

            

                

            

        




	



A Thief on Christmas Eve


	 


	 


	When FBI special agent Julian Harris finally corners art thief and cat burglar Romeo, he’s planning to put the man first in handcuffs and then behind bars. Instead, he finds himself first trapped in a house in the mountains by a blizzard and then captivated by Romeo’s irresistible charm. One thing leads to another, and after a night spent together, Julian wakes up alone with his pride bruised and his heart stolen.


	 


	Almost a year later, a twist of fate brings them back together and their mutual attraction sparks up again instantly, but events take on a dynamic that could have at least one of them wind up dead. Blackmailed into a precarious break-in, Romeo has to choose between Julian’s life and his own safety while all the time, there are two questions on Julian’s mind. Who is this slick and sexy thief really, and where does his true loyalty lie?
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Chapter 1


	 


	 


	 


	“FBI. Freeze.” 


	The man didn’t even startle at the sudden sharp order. Crouching in front of the safe, one hand on the lock, he paused mid-motion, freezing indeed.


	“Now raise your hands.”


	Julian didn’t need to repeat the order. The burglar raised his hands but kept the rest of his body perfectly still. Controlled. Tense and ready to move, not the resigned slackness of someone who had given up. 


	“Don’t think you can try anything now. It’s over for you. I’ve got a loaded gun in my hand that is currently pointed at your right shoulder. If you make a sudden move, I’ll pull the trigger. The bullet will smash the bone, and your arm will be useless for a couple of months, maybe forever depending on what it is that you want to use it for. Now turn around. Slowly,” Julian warned and flicked on the light. 


	The man turned to face him, calm and hands still raised above his head, and for the first time ever, Julian got to see the ghost he’d been chasing all these months.


	“You’re younger than I thought.”


	“Disappointed?”


	“No, just surprised. Good for you, though. It means that if you’re lucky, you’ll have enough years left for a chance to build yourself a life worth living by the time you get out of prison.” 


	The man was indeed quite a bit younger than Julian had expected, probably in his midtwenties rather than late thirties or even forties. That would have been more likely considering the trail he’d left and the time he must have spent to train his admittedly admirable skills to perfection. 


	There was a curious, almost amused expression on his face as he met Julian’s gaze with a pair of striking blue eyes. Julian couldn’t help but notice that yes, he was just as attractive as the reports on him claimed, maybe even more so. The few reports they had were witness descriptions and, although the man had robbed each and every one of them, they all agreed that he was handsome and charming. Most of the females involved seemed to think that being relieved of a part of their fortune was well worth the pleasure of a flirt with him. And yet, none of those delighted ladies had been able to sit down and give a description of him that was worth wasting a drawer’s time on. 


	“I’m Special Agent Julian Harris, FBI. Any preference which one of your names you’d like me to use for this?”


	“Pick one—I answer to all of them,” the man answered with a sly grin. There was the trace of an accent in his voice. It was hard to place, but Julian assumed it to be British. Interesting. 


	“Hmm, let’s see…We’ve got Brian Crandell, Greg Anderson, Richard Stavell, and Robert Dunn. Oh, and then there’s Curtis Halden, of course.” Julian looked across the room into those mesmerizing blue eyes that openly mocked him. “You could always just tell me your real name, you know. Sooner or later we’ll find out anyway.”


	“Nice try … but no. If you don’t like my aliases you can use the nickname you’ve got for me.”


	“Nickname?”


	“Sure. You guys always have one.”


	“Is that so?”


	“I know you have. Come on, what’s mine?”


	Julian gave in with a sigh. “Romeo.”


	“Romeo?”


	“Uh-huh.”


	The man raised one brow. “Not quite what I expected, but I like it. Maybe I should create an alias using it. Mmm, Romeo Escalus perhaps. What do you think?”


	“I think you won’t need another alias for quite a while. In fact, chances are you’re going to be identified by a set of figures for the years to come.”


	“Ah, good answer.” The thief nodded with mock appreciation. “I thought you might say something like that. Anyway, why Romeo?”


	Julian grinned in spite of himself. Either the man didn’t understand the situation he was in or he had a warped sense of humor. 


	“You used a plain old ladder to enter through a window the first time we heard about you. You go for pretty things and never leave a woman you meet uncharmed.”


	“Oh, okay. I guess I get your drift. And where does your first name being Julian fit into this?”


	Julian suppressed the urge to shift his weight, knowing that it would only make him look nervous. Which he wasn’t. Much. “Just a coincidence.”


	“Ah. Who came up with it?”


	“That would’ve been me.”


	“I’m sure the guys in your division love you for offering them that one on a silver tray.” The guy was sharp, that much was clear. Disturbingly so. Easily picking up on Julian’s embarrassment, he offered what looked like a sincere enough smile. Julian ignored it and abandoned the topic, saying, “Sure you don’t want to tell me your real name?”


	“Yep.”


	“Well then, we’ll just have to do it without the name for now, but just so we’re clear—you are under arrest,” Julian said, forcing himself to pay no attention to just how inviting those sinfully lush lips looked when they curled just a little more in a half smile.


	“I know.”


	“Good. I’m going to cuff you now.”


	“Oh. Just like that? Is that your idea of foreplay?”


	Julian refused to pursue the image that reference created in his mind and almost succeeded. “No point cracking jokes. Hands behind your back.” At least his voice was still firm and professional.


	When he’d snapped the handcuffs around the slender wrists, he took the next step—patting down his captive, something he must have done at least about a hundred times in his career. He knew what to be prepared for, knew what to expect, and knew what to watch out for. There was always the possibility of hitting upon a weapon of some kind, although from everything he’d learned about the man, he didn’t think that was likely. Romeo had never used violence so far, just impressive skills coupled with indecent charms and good looks. 


	No, there was no weapon on him. Only sleek and firm muscles on a body that seemed to taunt Julian every time he moved his hands an inch further along the solid outlines underneath the warm, smooth fabric of the turtleneck sweater. Black, of course. The guy was a thief after all. Cashmere from the feel of it—not that Julian got to touch an awful lot of genuine cashmere on a federal employee’s wages. It felt nice, and he was badly tempted to let his fingertips linger for longer than necessary. On the luxurious, soft fabric, on the hard male body. 


	Damn, but he wasn’t prepared for this intense physical attraction that had sparked up so suddenly between them.


	“Happy?”


	Far from it. “Did I forget to mention that anything you say can and will be held against you? Sit.” Julian pulled out one of the very straight-backed, solid, and not particularly comfortable-looking dining chairs. Relieved when Romeo sat, he took out his phone. 


	“But surely I’m allowed to ask a question, aren’t I?”


	Sighing, Julian pressed speed dial. “Go on then.”


	“Don’t you wanna know what’s in it?”


	“In what?” 


	Romeo’s eyes glittered as he jerked his head toward the safe he’d been about to open when Julian had interrupted him. 


	Julian smiled and shook his head. “I already know what’s in it. Or rather, what you were hoping to find in it before the Walters took it somewhere else. It’s how I knew where to wait for you.”


	“Ah. But are you sure it really isn’t in there anymore?”


	Julian’s stomach gave a twinge. The owners had gone abroad for the holidays, as they always did this time of year. It was an open secret that they usually left their collection of some of the finest and priciest jewels behind in the safe embrace of a home security system that was said to be elaborate enough to make every bank manager turn green with envy. The way it looked now, it was more likely to make them gloat. Romeo had overcome that first barrier easily enough. But the safe was allegedly impossible to break into, and the Walters had decided to trust in it and the presence of the federal agent rather than taking the risk of moving their precious belongings. 


	“No,” Julian admitted absentmindedly. There was no network signal. He went across the room to stand by the window and pressed speed dial again. “And I don’t care.”


	“Seriously? Not even a little?”


	“Not even the tiniest bit. And even if I did, I’m keeping you away from it, as far as possible.” 


	Still no signal. 


	“You could let me open it, and we could have just a quick peek,” Romeo suggested, sounding perfectly serious. “Then I’ll lock it again, and no one will ever be the wiser.”


	“Why on earth would I let you do that?” Completely outrageous though it was, Julian couldn’t help being a little intrigued by this suggestion—r rather, the fact that Romeo had the nerve to make it. 


	“Because you want to know if I can do it. Open it, I mean.”


	“I don’t care if you can. It’s my job to prevent that very thing from happening.” He switched the phone off and on again. 


	“And yet you wonder.” 


	Smug, presumptuous bastard. Julian watched the curiously affectionate smile dancing on Romeo’s face then stared at the tiny symbol on his phone’s screen again. 


	“Fine. I do, I admit it. Can you?”


	Romeo gave a casual shrug. “There’s only one way to find out for sure, isn’t there?”


	“Yeah, maybe, but don’t hold your breath waiting for that to happen,” Julian snapped and rubbed his forehead as the headache that had been tugging at his temples began to gain strength. This was not the kind of conversation he was supposed to be having with a convicted criminal. Although, technically the man wasn’t convicted yet because of innocent until proven guilty, but Julian had caught him red-handed. “Captive” was probably the appropriate term. Suspect. Whatever the correct term was, the conversation was certainly far from the ones he usually had with the guys he was about to put behind bars, but then there wasn’t really anything usual about this night or this arrest anyway. 


	Julian had picked the right location. Maybe owing to chance or a gut feeling, but he liked to think of it more as the thorough and correct assessment of a criminal’s twisted mind. His ability to read people and to recognize patterns where most others failed was his strongest asset, and it had got him into the position as head of a newly implemented division within the FBI. If asked, he wouldn’t have been able to say how he did it and where he got his inspirations from. If it happened, it wasn’t a revelation or an epiphany. More like, he just knew. The answer would be in his head, completely out of the blue but as plain and obvious as any knowledge he’d been taught as a child. It had been this way when he’d figured out where to wait for Romeo. That wasn’t the first time, of course. It had happened before, and it was going to happen again. 


	After three years of constantly being at least two steps behind, Julian had finally come up with the right plan. Instead of chasing after the thief, he’d decided to simply wait for him at the location of his next heist. Simply. Well, maybe not. It had taken an indecent amount of effort, not to mention working time, until they’d collected enough pieces to narrow the possibilities down to no more than five. For some reason—gut feeling or correct assessment—Julian was certain that the theft was going to be executed that night. Christmas Eve. 


	Unfortunately, his superiors had not been quite as convinced of his theory and refused to give him more manpower to back up his own small team. It was Christmas Eve, after all. People had families and wanted to spend the night at home, not be made to sit around waiting somewhere for a thief who had so far never failed to prove that the only thing that could be expected from him was that he always did the unexpected. 


	No matter what cunning plans the owners of the things he was after came up with to protect their properties, he found a way around them. Whether it was the unerring detection of the weaknesses of whatever electronic security measures were installed or the shameless abuse of the weaknesses of whatever member of the household was most prone to fall for his charms. Yes, he was good at what he did. Yes, he seemed to be entirely without scruples when he wanted something. And yes, he was good. But it appeared that Julian was beginning to catch up with him at last. 


	Clicking his handcuffs shut around that particular pair of wrists was more than he’d dared dream of during the lonely hours he’d spent waiting in the silence and the cold of the deserted house. 


	Julian had taken a risk with this operation. Splitting up his team, he’d put one mutinous member into each place that was a potential target. That had still left two locations unobserved, but there had been nothing he could do about that. As a little compensation to his team, he had chosen the least favorite locality, the home of the indecently rich, somewhat addled couple in the mountains. 


	Incidentally, it was also the locality he felt most likely to be Romeo’s target, in spite of the unwelcoming state of the only road that led there, and which was currently even more off-putting due to the severe weather conditions. Even before hearing the forecast of a blizzard approaching, some members of Julian’s team had come closer than ever to describing his decision using terms that could have gotten them reprimanded. And yet, here he was and it turned out he’d been right all along. He was at the right place at the right time, and Romeo was with him. Handcuffed. Unarmed. And above all, unsuccessful and arrested. He risked a quick glance at his captive. Yep, still smiling. Cute though it was, the smile on Romeo’s face was completely out of place given the circumstances. 


	“Anything funny?”


	Romeo’s smile widened as he gave a brief nod. 


	Julian sighed. “What?”


	“You.”


	“Why?”


	“Trying to make a call. The line’s down. There’s a blizzard outside.”


	“What do you mean ‘the line is down?’”


	“What do you think? We’re out in the fucking mountains. There’s no civilization within a twenty-mile radius.” The way Romeo raised his eyebrows clearly meant that he expected Julian to understand what that piece of information entailed. 


	Staring at the no-network symbol on his phone’s display again, Julian admitted defeat. “All right. What does that mean?”


	Romeo shook his head with a curiously disappointed expression on his face. “Didn’t do your homework, did you?”


	“I obviously did, seeing as you’re sitting here with handcuffs around your wrists.”


	“Good point,” Romeo admitted and huffed. “Okay, I’ll explain it to you. The network signal needs to be enhanced to be received in such remote places. If weather conditions are too severe, say if there’s a blizzard like the one currently raging outside, there’s too much atmospheric interference to keep the signal strong enough for a steady reception, so they just don’t bother and switch it off altogether. With any luck, you’ll get a signal by tomorrow morning.” 


	“And you just happen to know that? What are you, network maintenance?” Julian grumbled. How could he have missed something as substantial as that?


	Romeo shrugged. “‘Course I do. Incidentally, the burglar alarm is connected to the police via the same network line, so even if you hadn’t kindly switched off the alarm, it wouldn’t have gone off. Or rather, it would’ve gone off, but not alerted anyone.”


	“Hang on—you knew I was here?”


	“Well, obviously I didn’t know you were here, but yes, I knew someone was here.”


	“Why did you break in anyway? It’s ridiculous. You must have known you’d get caught.”


	Romeo gave another nonchalant shrug. “Frankly, with the weather like this, I’d rather take my chances with the FBI inside this house than outside with Mother Nature. You only put me in handcuffs, whereas she likely would’ve frozen me to death by now.”


	“So that was your plan? Coming in here and getting caught? I’m impressed.”


	“Ha-ha.” Romeo rolled his eyes. “The plan was to come in here, crack the safe, wait until morning, and leave. I didn’t know you’d be here waiting for me, and by the time I found out, it was simply too late for me to return. The blizzard had already started, and I couldn’t have made it back safely.”


	“Fair enough. But why try to break into the safe anyway?”


	A faint smile curled Romeo’s lips as he said, “Well, it’s what I came here for, isn’t it? I figured I might as well finish the job.”


	“But you knew I was waiting here. To catch you,” Julian pointed out once again. 


	“You could have fallen asleep and never even noticed me enter.”


	“Is that what you believe?”


	“No, not really.” 


	“Why not just ring the doorbell and pretend to be someone else? A hiker who got surprised by the blizzard?”


	“Hmm. Now that would have been a clever thing to do, wouldn’t it?”


	Julian couldn’t help feeling that Romeo was still not as concerned about his situation as he ought to have been. But why? Why did he sit there with a sweet, secretive smile on his lips as if he knew exactly that Julian had missed a crucial point? Julian tried to shake off the feeling and instead went to check on his captive’s handcuffs. They were firmly in place, snug around the man’s wrists. 


	“I guess we’re stuck here for a while,” Romeo said casually when Julian checked the phone display once more. Just in case. 


	“We are,” Julian agreed with a sigh. It was only ten o’clock, and this was going to turn into a long, long night. He could hardly just go to bed and leave his captive unattended. The way it looked, he was stuck indeed—with a thief on Christmas Eve. 
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