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The pawn shop smelled like old cigars and desperation, a thin layer of dust coating everything like powdered regret. Leo nudged the tarnished silver locket across the counter with a fingernail that had seen better days, probably sometime during the Carter administration. “Genuine nineteenth-century Russian,” he said, his voice smooth as cheap whiskey. “Belonged to a countess. Fleeing the Bolsheviks, you know.”

Murray squinted through glasses thick as bottle bottoms, the fluorescent lights overhead glinting off his bald head. He picked up the locket, his thumb rubbing the fleur-de-lis pattern that Danny had meticulously, if crudely, etched into it the night before using a nail file and a borrowed Dremel tool. “A countess, huh? Funny, it says ‘Made in Taiwan’ right here on the clasp.”

Danny, leaning against a glass case filled with dusty electric guitars and forlorn saxophones, felt his stomach clench. He’d told Leo the clasp was a problem. Always check the damn clasp, Leo.

Leo didn’t miss a beat. “Ah,” he said, waving a dismissive hand. “That. A replacement. The original ruby clasp was… requisitioned. By the revolutionaries. Tragic story.”

Murray dropped the locket onto the worn green felt of the counter. It landed with a tinny click that echoed the emptiness in Danny’s pockets. “The story I’m hearing,” Murray said, his voice flat, “is that you two jokers were trying to sell me this same piece of crap last month, only then it belonged to Marie Antoinette.”

Leo’s practiced smile tightened. “Inflation affects memory, Murray. You know how it is.”

“I know you owe Sal Malucci three large by Friday,” Murray countered, leaning forward, the cigar smell intensifying. “And Sal gets twitchy when people are late. Especially people trying to pass off dime-store junk as czarist treasure.”

Danny pushed off the glass case. Time to go. The air in the shop suddenly felt thick, heavy. He could almost hear Sal’s gravelly voice asking inconvenient questions about kneecaps. “Look, Murray, maybe we got the provenance mixed up,” Danny said, trying for casual. He wasn’t as smooth as Leo, never had been. Leo had the silver tongue; Danny had the fast hands and the tendency to sweat when things went south. Right now, things were heading due south at about ninety miles an hour.

“Provenance,” Murray snorted. “The only provenance this thing has is the five-dollar bin at the Woolworth’s that closed down ten years ago.” He picked up the locket again, then tossed it under the counter. “Get outta here. And tell Sal I expect my cut when he collects.”

“There’s nothing to collect,” Leo said, his charm finally deserting him, leaving behind the raw edge of panic. “It was an honest mistake.”

“Your face is an honest mistake,” Murray grumbled. He reached under the counter. Danny didn’t wait to see what he was reaching for. It could be a phone. It could be the sawed-off .410 Murray kept for discouraging late-night shoppers with crowbars. Either way, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“Leo. Now,” Danny hissed, grabbing Leo’s arm.

They bolted. Out the door, jingling the little bell, into the grimy Boston afternoon sunlight that seemed too bright, too revealing. They didn’t look back, half-jogging, half-walking down the cracked sidewalk, past tired brick buildings and overflowing dumpsters.

“Well,” Leo said, breathing a little heavy, trying to straighten his cheap tie. “That could have gone better.”

“You think?” Danny shot back. “Marie Antoinette? Then a Russian countess? What’s next, Queen Elizabeth’s dog collar?”

“Needed a story, Danny. Gotta have the story.”

“You gotta have a plausible story, Leo. And maybe check if the damn thing says ‘Made in Taiwan’ before you spin the yarn.” Danny ducked into an alleyway that smelled of stale beer and urine, pulling Leo with him. They leaned against the cold brick, catching their breath. Sirens wailed in the distance, probably unrelated, but still making Danny’s skin prickle.

Their lives, Danny thought, looking at Leo’s frayed cuffs and the worn spot on his own jacket elbow. Sad, cramped, and going nowhere fast. They shared a dingy two-room apartment above a noisy bar in Southie, furnished with cast-offs and hope that had long since curdled. Rent was late. Sal Malucci was waiting. And their brilliant pawn shop score had netted them exactly zero dollars and one angry pawnbroker who likely had Sal on speed dial.

Leo pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes, offered one to Danny. Danny shook his head. Leo lit his, inhaling deeply, the smoke momentarily masking the alley stench. “Okay, okay,” Leo conceded, smoke trickling from his nostrils. “So the locket was a bust. Murray’s got a big mouth, but Sal won’t break legs over three grand. Maybe fingers. But probably not till Monday.”

“Comforting,” Danny said dryly. “We need a real score, Leo. Something… bigger. I’m tired of nickel-and-dime crap. Tired of this apartment. Tired of wondering if Sal’s guys are waiting around the next corner.”

“Big scores mean big risks,” Leo said, flicking ash onto the greasy pavement. “Big risks mean big trouble. We’re small-time, Danny. Always have been.”

“Maybe that’s the problem.” Danny pushed off the wall again, restless. He paced the narrow alley. “We aim low, we stay low. What happened to that job Vinnie was talking about? The warehouse thing?”

“Vinnie got picked up two nights ago. Cops found him halfway out a window with a box of stolen laptops. Not exactly a master criminal.”

Danny kicked at a loose brick. “Great. So what’s left? Rolling drunks? Boosting hubcaps?” He stopped, looked hard at Leo. “There’s gotta be something else.”

Leo took another drag, his eyes squinting against the smoke. He looked tired. Older than his thirty-five years. The city chewed people up, Danny thought, especially people like them, living on the margins, always one step ahead of trouble, or maybe one step behind it. Mostly behind. “Maybe,” Leo said slowly, “Maybe I heard something. A whisper.”

Danny leaned in. “Yeah?”

“Something crazy. Big league. Way out of our league, probably.”

“Tell me.”

Leo hesitated, glancing up and down the alley as if the greasy walls had ears. “Heard about a woman. Maxine, they call her. Slick. Knows people. Looking for a crew for something… ambitious.”

“Ambitious how?”

Leo dropped his cigarette, grinding it under his heel. “Gardner Museum,” he whispered, the name hanging in the foul air like something forbidden.

Danny stared at him. The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum. Site of the legendary, unsolved 1990 heist. Thirteen priceless works of art vanished. Empty frames still hanging on the walls like ghosts. A score that was pure underworld legend. “You’re kidding me.”

“Like I said. Crazy.” Leo wouldn’t meet his eye. “Probably just talk. Bar talk.”

But Danny felt a flicker, something cold and hot at the same time, deep in his gut. The pawn shop, Murray, Sal Malucci, the cramped apartment – it all felt suddenly, suffocatingly small. The Gardner. It was impossible. Insane. The kind of job that made legends or made corpses. Or both.

“Find out more,” Danny said, his voice quiet but hard. “Find out about this Maxine. Find out everything.”

Leo finally looked at him, a flicker of the old charm, the con man’s hopeful gleam, returning to his eyes. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Danny said. Stealing Marie Antoinette’s locket from Taiwan wasn’t getting them anywhere. Maybe it was time to think bigger. Maybe it was time to stop being small-time. Even if it killed them. He shoved his hands in his pockets, feeling the worn lining, the emptiness. Outside the alley, the city roared, indifferent. But for the first time in a long time, Danny felt a different kind of buzz, sharper than fear, more potent than desperation. It felt like a chance. A stupid, suicidal, impossible chance. And right now, that felt a hell of a lot better than nothing.
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The bar was called The Shillelagh, but the only thing Irish about it was the layer of grime that seemed permanently lacquered onto the dark wood and the shamrock etched into the cloudy mirror behind the rows of bottles. It smelled of stale beer, fried onions, and the low-level despair of men nursing midday whiskeys. Danny and Leo huddled in a back booth, the cracked red vinyl sticky against their skin even through their thin jackets. The Gardner Museum idea hung between them, unspoken but electric, a dangerous spark in the damp gloom.

Leo nursed a beer, chasing it with small sips from a shot glass of bar whiskey that probably doubled as paint thinner on weekends. Danny just had the whiskey. He needed the direct route.

“So, Maxine,” Danny said, swirling the amber liquid, watching the way it clung to the cheap glass. “You find out anything? Besides her name and a rumor that could get us fitted for cement shoes?”

Leo leaned back, trying for nonchalant, but his eyes kept darting towards the door. Old habits. Or maybe just nerves about Sal Malucci’s theoretical Monday deadline. “Made some calls. Asked around, quiet-like. You know Mikey ‘The Rat’?”

Danny nodded. Mikey earned his nickname by knowing everything that scurried through the city’s underbelly, and squealing about half of it if the price was right or the pressure was high enough. “What’d Mikey say?”

“Said Maxine’s the real deal. Ghost-like. Sets up deals, takes her cut, vanishes. Doesn’t work with just anybody. Prefers… professionals.” Leo grimaced. “Guess that counts us out.”

“Maybe not,” Danny said, leaning forward. “Maybe she needs grunts. People willing to take the heat.”

“People who look like they need the money,” Leo added glumly, taking another swig of beer. “Which we definitely do.” He sighed. “Mikey said she connects through intermediaries. Hard to get to directly. But he heard she’s putting something together. Something big. Didn’t know what, but the word ‘art’ kept popping up.”

“Gardner,” Danny murmured again. It felt like swallowing glass just saying it. Thirteen masterpieces. Rembrandt, Vermeer, Manet, Degas. Gone in eighty-one minutes back in 1990. The biggest property theft in history, still unsolved. Empty frames hanging like mocking accusations. Trying that again? It wasn’t just ambitious; it was certifiably insane.

“Look, Danny,” Leo said, lowering his voice, “maybe we should just focus on Sal. We could try that thing with the fake lottery tickets again? Or maybe boost some tires? Something manageable.”

“Manageable gets us another week in that fleapit apartment, eating ramen and dodging Sal’s goons,” Danny countered, irritation sharpening his tone. “Manageable is killing us slowly, Leo. I’m done with manageable.”

Just then, a shadow fell over their booth. Both men tensed, looking up.

Standing there was Jackie “Fingers” Finnegan. Sixty-something, maybe seventy – it was hard to tell. Life had carved Jackie’s face into a roadmap of bad decisions and close calls. Thin grey hair slicked back, watery blue eyes that had seen too much, and hands that, despite the nickname, were surprisingly steady as he held a glass of something dark. He’d been a mid-level hustler back in the day – scams, card sharping, a bit of safe work, never quite hitting the big time but somehow surviving decades when so many others ended up in jail cells or unmarked graves. Danny and Leo knew him, admired him in a way – not for his success, but for his longevity. He was a relic, a cautionary tale, a survivor.

“Mind if I join you boys?” Jackie asked, his voice a low rasp, like sandpaper on wood. He didn’t wait for an answer, sliding onto the bench opposite them, placing his drink carefully on the scarred table.

“Jackie,” Leo said, recovering first. “Long time no see. Buy you a refill?”

Jackie waved a dismissive hand, the skin thin and papery over his knuckles. “Nursing this one. Heard you two had a little… misunderstanding down at Murray’s place.”

Danny winced. News travelled fast in their world, especially bad news. “Murray talks too much,” he muttered.

“Murray’s a fence,” Jackie said. “Talking’s part of the job description. Besides, trying to pass off Taiwanese tin as Romanov jewels? Bit beneath you, isn’t it, Leo?”

Leo flushed slightly. “Slow month, Jackie.”

“They’re all slow months when you’re aiming for the gutter,” Jackie said. He took a slow sip of his drink. His eyes, watery but sharp, flicked between them. “You look jumpy, Danny. More than usual. Thinking about something stupid?”

Danny didn’t answer, just stared into his whiskey.

“Heard whispers,” Jackie continued, his voice dropping even lower. “About the Gardner job. The old one, I mean. People still talk. Ghosts in the machine.” He paused. “And I hear new whispers. Someone thinking of rattling those ghosts.”

Leo shot Danny a warning look. Shut up.

But Jackie wasn’t looking for confirmation. He seemed to be talking almost to himself, staring at the condensation ring his glass was making. “Did a job once. Years ago. Bank transfer scam. Me, Philly Joe, and a kid named Ritchie. Sweet setup. Millions for the taking.”

Danny leaned in slightly. He hadn’t heard this story.

“It worked,” Jackie said. “Like clockwork. Money landed in an offshore account. We were golden.” He took another sip. “Then Ritchie got greedy. Thought he could cut Philly Joe and me out. Take it all. He had the access codes, see? Figured he was smarter than everyone else.”

“What happened?” Leo asked, drawn in despite himself.

Jackie looked up, his eyes locking onto Leo’s, then Danny’s. The watery blue seemed to clear, focusing with a chilling intensity. “Philly Joe found out. Ritchie vanished. Like, poof. Gone. Car found near the docks, wiped clean. Money stayed offshore, untouchable. Nobody got rich. Except the lawyers settling Ritchie’s non-existent estate.”

He let the silence hang for a beat, the low hum of the bar seeming to fade. Then he leaned forward, elbows on the sticky table, his gaze pinning them both.

“Let an old man tell you something you already know but keep forgetting,” Jackie rasped, his voice barely audible above the bar noise, but carrying the weight of years, of mistakes, of survival. “There’s only two things gonna make you a legend in this business, boys. Only two paths.”

He paused, letting them wait for it.

“Greed,” he said, tapping a bony finger near Danny’s glass. “Greed’ll get you rich. If you’re smart, if you’re lucky, if you don’t trip over your own feet.”

He shifted his gaze to Leo.

“And betrayal,” he continued, his voice dropping further, becoming almost a whisper. “Betrayal… betrayal’ll get you buried. Quick or slow, makes no difference. It finds you. Always.”

He leaned back, the intensity fading from his eyes, leaving them watery and distant again. He picked up his drink. “Gardner,” he scoffed softly. “Ghosts. Better left undisturbed.” He drained his glass in one swallow, grimaced slightly, and pushed himself up from the booth. “Stay outta trouble, boys. Or don’t. Just remember what I said.”

He gave them a nod, turned, and walked slowly towards the door, a thin, stooped figure navigating the gloom. He disappeared into the harsh afternoon light outside, leaving Danny and Leo alone again in the booth.

The air felt different now. Colder. Jackie’s words echoed in the space he’d left behind. Greed’ll get you rich. Betrayal’ll get you buried.

Leo nervously shredded a cocktail napkin. “See? Even Jackie Fingers thinks it’s suicide. Ghosts. Buried. You heard him.”

Danny stared at the spot where Jackie had been sitting. He heard him, alright. But he heard something else too. Greed’ll get you rich. They weren’t rich. They were broke. They were desperate. Sal Malucci was waiting. Three grand felt like three million. And Maxine, the ghost broker, was dangling the score of a lifetime. A chance to be something other than sad sacks hustling fake lockets.

Betrayal? Sure, it was baked into the game. But wasn’t staying small-time, staying broke, staying scared – wasn’t that its own kind of slow burial?

“He said greed could get you rich, Leo,” Danny said quietly, finally looking up. His eyes were hard. “He also said Ritchie got greedy and stupid. Tried a double-cross.” He pushed his empty whiskey glass away. “Maybe the trick is to be greedy, but not stupid. And definitely don’t be the one getting betrayed.”

Leo looked at him, seeing the shift, the hardening resolve. He sighed, a long, weary sound. “Danny, this ain’t us.”

“Maybe it should be,” Danny said. “Find Maxine, Leo. Set up a meet.”

The spark was back. Dangerous, maybe lethal. But it was there. And in the grimy darkness of The Shillelagh, under the weight of Jackie Finnegan’s warning, it felt like the only light they had.
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The Copley Plaza hotel bar wasn’t their usual territory. Danny felt like he had “Southie Grifter” stamped on his forehead in invisible ink. The air smelled faintly of expensive perfume and old money, a universe away from The Shillelagh’s stale beer and regret. Dark wood, low lighting, hushed conversations – it made Danny’s cheap suit feel even cheaper, his tie feel tighter. He kept smoothing it down, a nervous habit he couldn’t shake.

Leo, beside him at the small, secluded table Maxine’s intermediary had instructed them to take, was trying too hard. He’d slicked his hair back, wore his least-stained shirt, and kept checking his reflection in the polished brass railing nearby. He looked less like a seasoned con and more like a kid dressed up for his first court appearance.

“Relax,” Danny muttered, keeping his voice low. “Try to look like we belong here.”

“Belong here?” Leo whispered back, gesturing subtly with his water glass (they couldn’t afford bar prices here, not even close). “Danny, the doorman looked at us like we were something he scraped off his shoe. The only reason we got past the lobby was because I mentioned Maxine’s name.”

“Just… act normal.”

“Normal for us is getting hassled by Murray or dodging Sal Malucci. Normal for them,” Leo nodded towards a group of blue-haired women dripping diamonds near the fireplace, “is probably deciding which European country to summer in.”

They fell silent, nursing their waters, watching the door. Maxine was fifteen minutes late. Danny figured it was intentional. A power move. Letting the small fish sweat. It was working. His palms felt damp. The Gardner Museum. Even thinking it in a place like this felt loud, dangerous.

Then she arrived.

She didn’t sweep in; she materialized. One moment the doorway was empty, the next she was there, pausing just inside, scanning the room with cool, appraising eyes. Danny knew instantly it was her. Maxine. She wasn’t flashy, but everything about her screamed control, money, and a certain hard-edged style. Mid-forties, maybe, though it was hard to tell. Sharp black pantsuit, tailored perfectly. Crisp white blouse. Minimal jewelry, just a thin gold watch and simple earrings that probably cost more than Danny and Leo made in a good year – which they hadn’t had lately. Her dark hair was cut in a severe, chin-length bob that framed a face with high cheekbones and intelligent, dark eyes that seemed to miss nothing. She carried a slim leather briefcase.

Her gaze swept past their table, dismissed them, then snapped back, a flicker of recognition, or maybe just calculation, in her eyes. She moved towards them, her heels clicking softly on the polished floor. No wasted motion. Purposeful.

“Mr. Doyle? Mr. Parisi?” she asked, her voice smooth, low-pitched, with no discernible accent. She didn’t offer a hand.

Leo practically jumped up. “Maxine? Uh, Leo Parisi. This is Danny Doyle. Please, sit.” He almost tripped pulling out her chair.

Danny just nodded, forcing himself to meet her gaze. Her eyes were like dark chips of glass. Cold. Assessing. He felt like a bug under a microscope.

Maxine sat, placing her briefcase beside her chair. She didn’t order a drink, just surveyed them both for a long moment, letting the silence stretch. Danny could hear the expensive watch ticking on her wrist.

“I hear you two are looking for… opportunities,” she said finally, her voice carefully neutral.

“We’re professionals,” Leo blurted out, a little too quickly. “Experienced. Discreet.”

Maxine raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Is that so? My information suggests your recent professional endeavors involved a rather unconvincing piece of costume jewelry and a hasty exit from a pawn shop in Dorchester.”

Danny felt his face flush. Leo looked like he’d swallowed his tongue. So much for discreet intermediaries. This woman had done her homework. Or maybe Mikey ‘The Rat’ wasn’t the only rodent singing for his supper.

“Look,” Danny said, finding his voice. It came out rougher than he intended. “We hit a rough patch. Happens. Doesn’t mean we aren’t capable.”

Maxine smiled, a small, tight curve of her lips that didn’t reach her eyes. “Capability isn’t my primary concern, Mr. Doyle. Reliability is. Loyalty is. Desperation… can be useful. Up to a point.” She leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping. “I have a potential project. High risk, extremely high reward. It requires precision, nerve, and absolute silence. It’s not for amateurs. It’s not for cowboys. And it’s certainly not for anyone who thinks ‘Made in Taiwan’ is a plausible hallmark for nineteenth-century Russian nobility.”

Leo winced visibly.

“What kind of project?” Danny asked, ignoring Leo’s discomfort. He wasn’t going to let her rattle him completely. Jackie Finnegan’s words echoed: Greed’ll get you rich. This felt like the path Jackie was talking about.

Maxine didn’t answer directly. Instead, she asked, “Are you familiar with the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum?”

The name dropped into the hushed atmosphere of the bar like a bomb. Danny felt his heart kick against his ribs. Leo choked on his water.

“Who isn’t?” Danny managed, keeping his voice steady. “The ‘90 heist. Biggest art theft ever. Still unsolved.”

“Precisely,” Maxine said. “Thirteen works. Valued then at two hundred million. Now? Half a billion, perhaps more. Irreplaceable.” She paused, letting the weight of the words sink in. “Imagine recovering such items.”

“Recovering?” Leo squeaked. “You mean… stealing them again?”

Maxine gave him a look that could freeze alcohol. “Don’t be deliberately obtuse, Mr. Parisi. It’s unbecoming. I’m talking about the original heist. The original, unrecovered thirteen pieces.”

Danny frowned. “But they’re gone. Vanished. Feds, Interpol, everyone’s looked for thirty years.”

“Perhaps not everyone,” Maxine said cryptically. “And perhaps they haven’t vanished quite so completely as the world believes.” She opened her briefcase, took out a slim tablet, and slid it across the table. On the


































