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      Sweat dripped from Rory’s brow as he hung suspended above the floor, fingers brushing the priceless Irish cross. He strained to keep his weight evenly balanced in the harness around his torso. Beneath him, the ornate ceremonial cross rested atop a red velvet cushion on a pedestal in the center of a circular room filled with priceless antiquities.

      Although it had been restored, the gold, silver, and copper had only a dull sheen and still bore the marks of centuries of survival—nicks, dents, and tarnished metal. The jewels had long since been distanced from the cross and traded across continents—scattered to the wind and thought forever lost to Irish heritage.

      But Rory had located them through careful searching over the years. And he’d added them to his collection—some through outright buying, others more craftily. Like tonight.

      “Steady. It’s weighted, lad.”

      Rory glanced at the ghost of his distant ancestor. “Sea, Emmet. I’m well aware.” His voice was irritable. He didn’t need the ghost reminding him what he already knew in the middle of a heist. One mis-movement and Rory could set off the alarms in the vault.

      He plucked the imitation cross from his waist and readied for the exchange.

      “If you botch this an’ the alarm’s raised, the room seals and all oxygen’s evacuated.” Emmet’s Irish accent was thick, and he spoke faster than Rory. His shimmering form was that of an old Irishman with whitish, wiry hair and wearing a beige léine—a long linen tunic that came down to his knees—over brown pants, and topped off with a brat—a smoke-colored, wool, sleeveless, hoodless cloak.

      “Aye, you’ve mentioned that already.” Rory grunted with the effort of keeping himself steady in the harness.

      “I suppose it’s not as difficult as the ruby you stole in Bangladesh.”

      Rory grunted his agreement. “You neglected to tell me that the little red stone was guarded by a tiger.” Quick as lightning, Rory traded out the fake cross for the authentic one.

      “I see some things,” Emmet defiantly puffed out his chest, “but I’m not omniscient.”

      Rory pressed the button on his waist, and the electronic reel pulled him up toward the ventilation duct. As he rose, he tucked the twelve-inch ceremonial cross in his satchel.

      “Well done,” Emmet congratulated him.

      Rory hoisted himself into the duct work before disconnecting the harness. Thankfully, the apparatus had held his weight. He broke down the equipment and stuffed it into this backpack. Pushing the pack ahead of him in the cramped space, he crawled through the maze.

      He exited the way he’d entered at the basement level. Adrenaline surged through him, but he tried to temper the impulse to revel in his success. He still needed to vacate the premises without notice.

      Before climbing out the window, he pulled on the backpack and wiped his brow with his sleeve. “All clear?” he asked.

      “Sound as a pound, lad,” Emmet replied.

      When Rory reached fresh air outside the building, Emmet squeaked out an, “Uh, oh.”

      Rory froze. “What uh oh?”

      “A raccoon triggered the south exit route. The guards’ve pooled over there. You’ll have to go west.”

      “Where the motion-sensor lights are?”

      “Aye.”

      Rory sighed as he flexed his muscles, ready for a dash through darkness and gardens. He would have to rely on Emmet’s ghostly apparition.

      “Show me the way.”
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      ONE MONTH LATER

      Gigi clinked her tall glass of lager to Lexi’s. “Cheers!”

      They sipped their respective beers, Gigi enjoying the thick, bitter liquid.

      “Another week almost gone,” Lexi said.

      They met every Thursday to have drinks at O’Shaugnessy’s and celebrate an end to the work-week—almost. Fridays were too crowded in the bar, so Thursday had become their celebratory day. Except, tonight was the first Thursday they’d seen each other in a month, owing to busy schedules.

      “Your museum display is interfering with our Thirsty Thursdays,” Gigi said lightly.

      “I know, I know. It’s been hectic, but it’ll get better. We’re cataloging display pieces on loan from a private collector. Once I catch up, the hours will go back to normal.” Lexi’s gaze followed a man walking through the bar.

      “And it’s probably interfering with your love life,” Gigi added, watching her friend scan the room like a feline predator on the hunt.

      Lexi had full lips and long, wavy brown hair. She lured men with her sultry smile, engaging body language, and silky laugh. In comparison, Gigi considered herself plain, with short, mousy hair and solitary behavior, but she preferred blending in and letting her friend be the center of attention. Gigi rarely ventured beyond her favorite pair of blue jeans, a two-beer night, and watching her friend have all the social action.

      “Oh, yes. Hottie at your six,” Lexi said. “Don’t turn. He’ll walk past you.”

      Gigi glimpsed tight blue jeans below a snug T-shirt as Lexi’s potential prey sauntered past their table on the way to the bar. The owner of the clothes leaned on the counter.

      “Oh, gross. Gag.” Lexi grimaced. “He just stuffed snuff in his lip.”

      Gigi laughed. “Why would you want to pick up a guy in a bar anyway. Who knows what you’re going to get?”

      “Would you prefer I look online?”

      “I don’t endorse that either.”

      “She says in her no-nonsense, authoritarian police-woman tone,” Lexi retorted.

      Gigi cracked a smile. “What about at work? You must have some selection of potential suiters at the museum.”

      “Um. No. Most are taken, and none of the ones left are personable. Besides, the problem with dating someone from work is that if something goes wrong in the relationship, I still have to see that person.”

      “Makes one night stands harder to pull off, too,” Gigi teased.

      “Exactly.” Lexi wriggled her eyebrows.

      “Fine. Bar,” Gigi grumbled playfully. She wouldn’t consider dating anyone she worked with either—not that she was in the market.

      The bar had been a happy hunting ground for Lexi so far—if the definition of success was picking up a new man every few months. This wasn’t how Gigi judged success, but the pattern seemed to satisfy her friend, who was certainly less lonely, or less alone, than Gigi.

      Lexi took another drink before tossing her head back and snapping her chocolate curls off her shoulder. “You could live a little.”

      “Sometimes I want to. It’s just this weird ghost thing.”

      “Which is in the past, right?”

      “Clean and sober for five years now. I’m due for my next chip.” Gigi raised her beer in a mock toast.

      Lexi frowned. “Don’t make it sound like a disease.”

      “It is.”

      “It’s not.”

      Gigi leaned forward and lowered her voice. “If a person has a condition that completely paralyzes them and causes such profound anxiety that they have to medicate themselves when it happens … it’s a disease.”

      “You can’t shut men out forever just because you used to see ghosts.”

      “You can’t keep letting them all in,” Gigi countered with a sassy smirk.

      “I live life fully … no walls, no boundaries.”

      Gigi didn’t point out that her work as a white-collar crime investigator let her see the frailty of life and reinforced her belief in the need for walls and boundaries. Because she wanted to keep their celebratory Thursdays light, she didn’t explain how people could be scheming, manipulative, and wholly untrustworthy.

      A man approached their table holding a beer in one hand. He wore faded blue jeans and a burgundy collared shirt, and when he spoke, his Irish accent rolled over her, smooth as silk.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      “Rory, how are you?” Lexi stood with a smile, exchanging a friendly hug before drawing back, one eyebrow arched slightly. “Fancy meeting you here.” Her tone suggested the encounter wasn’t entirely happenstance.

      He smiled back, bright-eyed and charming. “I’m fair. Can I fetch you ladies fresh a pint of gat?”

      He turned toward Gigi, giving her a full blast of his boyish smile. She wasn’t sure what a gat was, but if Rory and his deep, sensual voice was fetching it for her, she wouldn’t turn it down.

      Lexi said, “This is my friend, Gigi Montgomery.”

      Rory extended a hand. “It’s a pleasure it is. Lexi has told me about you. You’re a detective, right?”

      Gigi stood and shook his hand, finding it warm and firm. Rory’s eye contact lingered a little longer before he released her, but she didn’t mind the long gaze. His strong, cleanly shaven jaw and thick, black hair were a sweetly handsome mix, piquing her interest despite her usual reservations.

      “Care to join us?” Lexi asked.

      “I’d be delighted, if I’m not intruding.”

      “Not at all.”

      “How do you two know each other?” Gigi asked, wondering if this gorgeous man with long, dark lashes would turn into Lexi’s date for the night.

      “Through the museum,” Lexi began, “Rory⁠—”

      “Is helping with one of the displays,” he interrupted.

      Lexi regarded him for a moment but only smiled when Gigi frowned at their odd behavior.

      “You’re out of your Guinness. Can I get you another?” He gestured toward Gigi’s beer.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      He stood back up and walked to the bar.

      Gigi turned toward Lexi with her mouth agape. “You work with him?”

      “Yeah. He’s uh … helping.”

      Gigi eyed her friend, unsure why her behavior had turned cagey around Rory. Did she like him? She’d never mentioned him.

      “Are you dating him?” Gigi asked.

      Lexi choked on her beer. “No. No, definitely not. No fraternizing with co-workers, remember?”

      Before Gigi could dig deeper into Lexi’s odd reply, Rory reappeared.

      Gigi thanked him for the drink. “Lexi tells me you’re helping at the museum. What exhibit?”

      “An array of Irish artifacts. Some from Cathal mac Figuine.”

      “He was a king, right?”

      Rory arched an eyebrow—a motion Gigi decided should be illegal for a man as attractive as him. “Sea, king of Munster, Southern Ireland. You know Irish history?”

      “Only a little.”

      “Gigi solved the mystery of a stolen plate from the Irish display at the Art Institute of Chicago,” Lexi said.

      Gigi swallowed a sip of her beer. “I learned a little Irish history in the process. I’d love to see the exhibit you’re working on.” She looked back and forth from Lexi to Rory to make it clear she was asking the both of them. She would never make a play on someone Lexi might be interested in dating—assuming she knew how to make a play, because dating wasn’t something she’d had much experience initiating.

      Rory nodded, brown eyes looking only at her and somehow making her feel she was the only person there. “It’s not open yet, but we could go opening night, which is in three days’ time.”

      “That sounds great.” Gigi smiled, feeling oddly like this man’s presence cast some sort of spell over her. Normally cautious and conservative, she was agreeing to an invitation that felt like a date. Perhaps she was reading too much into the man’s magnetism.

      They were interrupted when a tall, tan blonde woman strode up to their table. She wore jeans and a puffy white jacket with her hands fisted inside the pockets. A man with a long scruffy beard in tattered blue jeans trailed behind her.

      “I heard you were back in the states.” The woman addressed Rory in a cold, bitter tone.

      “Hello, Ilene. It’s been a while. Is this your new ghrá?” Rory’s voice became deep and flat, nothing like the friendly tone Gigi had just heard when talking of Ireland antiques.

      “Yes.”

      “So, it’s official then?”

      “I told you it was,” Ilene snapped.

      “No, you texted it was over, which wasn’t adult behavior.”

      She put one hand on her hip. “Well, you dragged me to this dump, so now it’s in person.”

      “So, it is.” He kept his voice the same even tone.

      “Where’s my stuff, Rory?”

      He withdrew a key from his pocket and handed it to Ilene.

      “What is this?” she demanded.

      “The key to a storage facility.” He pulled a business card out of his pocket and offered it to her. “This storage facility.”

      “You put my things in storage?” Her tone was thick with incredulous shock.

      “You were gone for eight months. I’d not a word for six of them.”

      “I texted.”

      “Like I said, not a word.”

      Ilene scoffed as she snatched the card out of his hand and spun toward the exit. She stormed out with the homeless looking man on her heels.

      Lexi turned to Rory with a grimace. “That looked rather officially over. Didn’t sound like there was much actual dating.”

      Rory—jaw firm and eyes narrowed—turned away from Ilene and back to Lexi. He nodded before scowling down at his beer.

      “Oh. Handsome man at the bar just gave me the chin nod.” Lexi stood, her attention derailed like a squirrel after a nut. “I must explore this further.”

      Gigi shoved to her feet and grabbed Lexi by the elbow. “Girls’ night, remember?” She kept her voice to a harsh whisper as she glanced back at Rory who seemed to be studying the condensation on
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