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		A Quest can’t trust anyone in this world—except for a Quest.

		So when a Quest, particularly Mama Quest, tells me to curl up like a Twizzler twisted into a pretzel inside a cabinet so small it would be illegal to keep your dog in a cage the same size, I trust she has a good reason for it. Or at least, whatever I’m stealing is gonna be worth it.

		If I were a normal person, my legs would be in a coma right now. But I guess Mom’s intense flexibility training comes in handy for jobs like this.

		I’d been crammed in here, on the secluded side of the mansion, for about three hours, scrolling through my dummy Insta. Over the last few months, stalking accounts about dorm life had become more addictive than K-dramas on Netflix.

		When my battery dipped to 20 percent at midnight, I had to stop. Mom warned me not to use it up on irrelevant stuff—if I missed her text, I’d be screwed. So instead, I thrummed my gloved fingers impatiently until my screen lit up.

		ATTN: Rosalyn Quest, Gambit Invitation

		Not Mom’s text, though—an email? Did one of the summer gymnastics programs finally get back to me? Or that competitive cheer one? I’d emailed a lot of college summer programs for high schoolers in the middle of the night a few days ago, when our house felt the loneliest and the thought of spending weeks on a bustling college campus with other kids my age was the most refreshing. None had hit me back until now. I was starting to worry they’d seen through the transcripts I frantically forged for the applications.

		A text notification dropped down before I could unlock the screen. This time it was from Mom. Almost like she sensed what I was about to look at and virtually slapped my hand away.

		Your turn.

		The email would have to wait.

		I cracked open the cabinet door, slipping my fingers under to take the weight off the hinges so they wouldn’t creak. A simple trick, but one I’d known since before I could write my name. I took a quick peek out.

		The hallway was deserted. According to Mom’s recon, this wing was typically empty; she and the other maids spent most of their time polishing vases in the private gallery in the other wing. Here there was less security.

		I crept past the mansion’s rooms with untouched four-poster beds, sparse bookcases, and bare end tables. The still quiet should have been unsettling, but I was no stranger to lonely houses. If I blinked for too long, I might have thought I was back in our family’s home on Andros.

		The blueprints I’d memorized took me through a living area on the first floor, where an accent dresser covered with picture frames caught my eye. None of the other rooms had anything so…personal.

		I picked up the farthest frame. A beaming group of college kids posed on the steps of a redbrick building. In the bottom corner, in neat, black script: Freshman Year.

		Memories. Relationships. I could steal the picture, but I couldn’t take those. If I wanted them, I’d have to earn them myself. Away from home. Away from Mom.

		A soft sound made me freeze.

		I put down the photo and ducked behind a sofa. Crouching, I unrolled my weapon of choice. The Quest fam isn’t fond of guns—they’re not stealthy. Mom carries a knife, and according to her, Granny once had a collection of syringes with fast-acting sedatives that she could dish out like spices by a five-star chef.

		I suspected I didn’t have the stomach to sink a blade—or needle—into someone’s flesh, so instead, I adopted the meteor bracelet. The length of links is easy to wrap around my wrist, and the heavy cherry-sized metal weight at the end pops snugly into a magnetized ring on my middle finger. It’s less difficult to smuggle past checkpoints than blades, and in my hands, just as effective, if not as final, as a knife.

		The pit-pat drew closer.

		So much for no security.

		Rearing back to snap my chain around someone’s neck, I choked out a laugh. The prettiest cat popped onto the top of the sofa. A Siamese with sandy fur that looked like she’d dipped her paws and rubbed her face in ash. She blinked at me with vibrant blue eyes, then jumped to the carpet and purred, rubbing herself between my feet.

		I rewrapped the bracelet around my wrist and scratched her behind the ears. She mewed and rolled onto her back. I’d just made her month.

		When I was a kid, I binged vlogs on pet adoption while Mom was gone on long jobs. That was before I realized that nothing without Quest blood was ever setting foot in our house—animals included.

		Siamese cats are popular because they’re gorgeous, but they also get lonely easily. Without companions, they tend to die early. I had a feeling the owner of this isolated house hadn’t thought too much about getting their cat a friend.

		When I continued on, the cat followed, tail flicking happily. I nudged her away. Cute as she was, picking up a feline sidekick wasn’t in the game plan. Turning, I broke into a run. French doors divided the next hallway from the last. I clicked them shut before the cat could get through. She mewed in a voice just low enough to break my heart, before darting off.

		With her gone, I reopened the doors in case security passed through and noticed a change.

		My mental map led me to a room with the curtains pulled wide. The Kenyan stars and moon lent just enough light to see how stock-standard the room was. Tidy furniture. Tasteful wall art. A bed no one had ever slept in. Another room for ghosts.

		A lone vase sat on the nightstand.

		Qianlong period porcelain, circa 1740. Estimated value: irrelevant. The only price that mattered was the sum our client offered to get it out of their rival’s collection and into theirs. A week ago, this vase had been on display in the private gallery on the other side of the mansion.

		Until Mom started working here as a maid.

		She called this a Jigsaw Job. Piece by piece, she smuggled in shards of a replica and assembled it. For someone as skilled as Mom, switching the real one with the fake was child’s play. Unfortunately, the owner was—rightfully—concerned about theft. Security searched the staff each day when they left. Mom could move the vase around inside the house, but she wasn’t gonna get it out.

		That was my job.

		I dragged out the case Mom had left under the bed. The cushioned interior was perfect for shock absorption. Pro tip: If you don’t have a way of getting your product out undamaged, don’t bother at all.

		Something rattled inside the vase as I picked it up. When I tipped it, a string of diamonds poured into my palm. I rolled my eyes. Mom has so many tennis bracelets you could see her from Mars if she wore them all. If I asked why, she’d just respond, Why not?

		A laser pointer was tucked in the side of the case. I angled the beam into the motion sensor on one side of the window. Fun fact about motion sensors: You can trip most up with a five-dollar laser pointer off Amazon. They only detect motion when something disrupts the beam connecting them, so I made sure they thought that beam was always there, keeping my laser pointed directly at the sensor while I slipped out. Simple things work best. I would have had a harder time if they’d bolted the window shut with nails. A little harder.

		In about sixty seconds, I was out and on the windowsill like Spider-Girl. I squeezed the case between my thighs and was about to slide the window closed when something burst into the room.

		Something desperate to get out.

		The cat vaulted past me and straight onto the lawn. Landing, well, like a cat. Thank Jesus I still had the laser pointed at the sensor, or that would’ve been not so great for me.

		She mewed endlessly, begging me to come down and play with her. She was persistent, that was for sure.

		With the window shut, I scaled the brick wall to the camera facing the lawn. I had ten seconds to stop it from swinging toward me. No time for finesse. I ripped out the larger of the two cords feeding into the wall. The camera stopped midturn, stuck until someone came to fix it. Hopefully not until long after I was gone.

		The cat was still screaming her head off.

		“Okay, I’m coming,” I said.

		And now I was talking to cats. But it wasn’t like the video-only camera—Mom had gotten the serial numbers off the cams so we could look up their specs ahead of time—was going to hear me.

		I leapt down. The cat rubbed herself again all over my legs. How could I resist? I swooped her into my arm that wasn’t holding the case and let her melt into my chest.

		I made my way quickly to the industrial lawn mowers waiting in a line, ready for the morning. The little four-by-two storage compartment under the driver’s bench, right above the engine and behind the bags of fertilizer, was going to be my suite for the next few hours.

		I looked out over the horizon, where waves of savannah grass and bushwillow trees met the star-speckled sky. In moments like this, I understood why my family had been in love with this globe-trotting profession for three generations.

		But it wasn’t always starry nights and cool breezes.

		“You know I can’t take you with me.” The cat made a soft clicking sound as I tickled above her tail. “At least you’ve got a pretty view, yeah?”

		She meowed, and maybe I was losing it, but it sounded like cat for “Are you serious?” I set her down and pushed aside fertilizer bags before folding myself into the space, keeping the case snug to my chest. Everything smelled like gasoline and mildew. But so be it. Mom would tell me to think about a new laptop. Five-hundred-dollar braids. Custom kicks that no one but she and Auntie would ever see me wearing.

		I pulled the fertilizer bags back into place, but the cat wiggled through a tiny opening between two of the bags. She settled atop the case on my chest, still purring and mewing.

		“You want me to steal you too, is that it?”

		She licked my cheek. Okay, she could stay. For a while. I wondered how long it would take her owner to notice if I did steal her.

		From my hiding place I caught a flicker of light. No, two lights? Somebody was patrolling the lawn. They were early…Had something triggered an alarm? Had they noticed the camera?

		The cat’s purring sounded like an electric fan. I wanted to shush her, but how do you quiet a cat?

		I reached to unwrap my bracelet. It sounded like they were coming my way. How the hell was I going to pounce out of this spot fast enough to get the jump on them?

		Crap.

		“Nala…” A man clicked his tongue. Kibble rattled in a jar. “Where are you, you little brat?”

		Double crap.

		I tried to push Nala out, but she kept springing onto the case, purring relentlessly and mewing.

		Then I remembered something else about Siamese cats. They’re also the most vocal cat breed.

		“I can hear her,” another man’s voice said. “How did she get outside?”

		The other guy scoffed. “No clue. This stupid cat’s always trying to run away. We’ll put her in a closet until Boss returns.”

		With everything in me, I willed Nala to be quiet. Why hadn’t she just run away when she escaped from the window? She could’ve been long gone by now. The thought of her panicking in a closet for days or weeks twisted my conscience. If she would just be quiet, I’d take her with me. Screw what Mom wanted.

		But she wouldn’t be quiet.

		And they were getting nearer.

		I’m sorry, Nala. My arm twisted around to grab the laser pointer from my back pocket. I shined the little red dot over the case, instantly making her eyes dilate and her muscles stiffen. Cat reflexes: activated. The flashlight beams shifted away from the mowers for a split second, and feeling crappier than I expected to, I shined the laser onto the mansion’s wall. Nala darted out, tearing across the grass toward the pinprick of light and right into the sights of her pursuers.

		“I got her!” Nala’s desperate hissing filled up the night. She was putting up a hell of a fight, but she’d already lost.

		The flashlights faded. Everything did, except for my own quiet breathing.

		I hated what I did to that cat. But she should know, you can’t really trust anyone.
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		The first words out of Mom’s mouth after a job are never “Are you okay, Ross?” Instead, it’s “You have it?”

		I rolled out of the mower, landing right at Mom’s feet. Never mind the fact that I’d been about to die of heat exhaustion and had been nearly suffocated by fumes for the last half hour since the mower started moving. I was fine. If I was alive and with her, then I was fine. The target was the important thing.

		“Look at my baby, being exemplary and all,” Mom said, clicking the case open and examining the prize. She looked completely unlike herself disguised in landscaper overalls. Very different from her typical polished island baddie look, even when she fished the tennis bracelet out and slipped it onto her wrist.

		Mom sighed, watching the way the bracelet’s diamonds danced in the morning sunlight. I had to admit, diamonds suited Mom. She was a glamorous sort of beauty. Long weave and tasteful eyelash extensions. Thick hips and a pinched waist she loved to accentuate—the complete opposite of my more slender build. Her style was dramatic, not fur coat and stilettos level, but enough that whenever we went someplace where she could really flex herself, she was always drawing double takes.

		Hence her love for diamonds. Anything that could make her sparkle more.

		Mom pressed a quick kiss to my forehead. She smelled like cut grass and gasoline, but I probably smelled worse.

		“Exemplary like my mama,” I said, because I knew she’d love to hear it, and hopped up onto the driver’s bench, leaving room for her too. With a contented smile, probably more about the compliment than the successful job, she cranked the mower on, and we headed toward the edge of the property, where an off-road Jeep, water, and air-conditioning cold enough to make me cry with gratitude waited.

		I pressed my forehead to the car’s air vent.

		“We can go somewhere cooler next.” Mom eyed my worship of the cold air filtering through from behind the wheel of the Jeep. “Maybe southern Argentina. Or the Alps, eh?”

		“We literally just got off a job. Not to mention, the Boscherts.” I’d heard they hadn’t appreciated our last jobs in Denmark and Italy, breaking their unofficial claim on the high-end thieving market in Europe. In the world of family-run thieving empires, there could only be one top dog, or at least one per continent.

		Forcing myself to sit back, I swiped the charger and plugged in my dead phone. The side-eye from Mom told me she didn’t approve. We were having a conversation, so I should be paying attention to her.

		“Good thing we’d sooner be caught stealing costume jewelry than caring about what the Boscherts want.” She cocked a perfectly threaded brow at me, so I gave her the nod she wanted.

		The spark of an idea kindled in my mind. “I mean, if you want us to pick up more jobs in Europe, it’d make sense for someone to network over there. Maybe if I went to school for a while, as a cover, it’d be a good opportunity?”

		I held my breath. There were probably smoother ways for me to bring up the leaving thing again. All my life I’d never been anywhere without Mom, or Auntie, and I’d been a lot of places. I thought when I’d turned seventeen a few months ago, when other Bahamian kids graduate high school, she’d start being less…you know.

		“Hm…maybe not.” Mom looked straight ahead into the empty stretch of road and savannah grasses. I waited for an elaboration. A reason, something. Instead, she said, “Once we’re back, we’ll lounge and watch something low-budget for a whole week, huh, baby?”

		I forced a smile. “That sounds cool.”

		Satisfied, she picked a playlist on her phone and turned the volume up. My screen glowed. An email. From one of the summer programs.

		I angled it away from Mom as I read.

		
			Dear Rosalyn,

			Thank you for applying for our High-Performance Gymnastics Summer Camp. We are pleased to invite you to our second session (July 1–July 28), or if it’s not too late notice, we have one spot remaining in our first session (June 2–June 29). As a nationally renowned program, we are excited to attract dozens of talented young athletes every summer who are passionate about befriending peers in their field. We hope you’ll choose to join us for this unique experience.

		

		The email went on with housing and fees and contact info. The more I read, the harder it was to school my expression. My bullshit transcripts and fake competition scores actually worked. I could be there…in a week if I wanted to be. Today was May 26.

		Nala should’ve outrun the guards when she had the chance. Now she was stuck. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake.

		I typed back. I’d love to come!

		Mom rapped along with the lyrics blaring from the speakers, nudging my shoulder to jump in with her. As usual, I pursed my lips and put up a fake fight before joining in. She used a verse about ice on her wrist to flick her new bracelet, and I laughed. On the outside, everything was the same. Same post-job high. Same me and her. But it couldn’t be like that forever. I felt like I’d just shifted the wheel of my life off its axis, right under her nose, and she hadn’t noticed.

		I scrolled through my inbox. Where was that message I got before Mom texted? Weird. Unless it wasn’t in my personal email…

		The black box email account. How our family accepted jobs. Accessible only through the deep web, and 100 percent hackproof and untraceable—that was the way Mom explained it to eight-year-old me. You needed a passcode just to get an email sent to it. I never got notifications from the black box email. It should have been impossible.

		I punched in the five consecutive passcodes for the black box’s account.

		The message was there. Still unopened. Mom must not have checked it yet.

		My heart caught in my throat. Someone was emailing the black box just for me?

		
			Hello Rosalyn Quest,

			Congratulations on earning our interest. You are invited to participate in this year’s Thieves’ Gambit.

			The competition will begin in one week. We anticipate a two-week run time. Please contact us to make arrangements.

			—The Organizers
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		Thieves’ Gambit. A competition. Days later, back home in the Bahamas, while I should have been overwhelmed with thoughts about my summer camp escape, the invitation’s words rattled in my brain like dice in a Yahtzee cup.

		I assumed—I’d never played Yahtzee. Family game night lost its charm when Mom refused to stop cheating.

		It was enough to distract me from my agility practice. I’d been in the training room for over an hour—makes for good stress relief—trying to ace the leap from one square-foot-wide box to another seven feet away. Last month I set a personal best at six and a half feet. Afterward, Mom told me she could jump seven and a half when she was my age.

		Balancing, I bent my knees and tried again. The second my feet left the box, I knew I’d screwed up. Not enough momentum. The ball of my foot scraped the edge, and gravity caught me before I could catch myself. I crashed into the mats.

		I huffed, blowing one of my braids away from my face. A shadow crossed over me. Auntie Jaya stared down, hands on her flared hips. For being seven years younger, she sure as hell looked just like Mom. If I squinted, I might have thought it was Mom frowning at me with those trademark Quest pinched lips.

		“What’s wrong with you?” She didn’t offer me a hand. No one offered hands up in the Quest family. “It’s your goofy shoes. They’re tripping you up.”

		I glanced down at my kicks for the day. Custom-embroidered white Chucks with hundreds of tiny gold leaves painstakingly sewn into the canvas, painted along the rubber seams, and cut into the soles, with sparkling gold laces to match. My shoes were gorgeous. Auntie must have been selectively tasteless.

		“I take personal offense to that, Auntie. And even more offense to the thought that I would buy anything I couldn’t move in.” It wasn’t like I collected pumps and platform boots. My custom Chucks were perfectly practical for training.

		“Then what’s causing this? Come on, tell Auntie what’s distracting you.” Auntie made it sound like she was annoyed to have to ask, but seeming too cool for every conversation was just her MO. She always came when I needed her, speaking Rosalyn fluently enough to know a message saying What’s up with you [image: eyes emoji] really meant there was something I wanted to talk about. And in this house on an island so rural convenience stores were in people’s living rooms, where you could sit on the gravel road all day and see more wild boars than cars, people to talk to who weren’t my mom were few and far between.

		Auntie was already here waiting when our private plane dropped us back home.

		“Have you ever heard of something called the Thieves’ Gambit?” It was the first time I’d said the words aloud, and they sounded as bizarre as they had in my head. Thieves’, plural possessive? It was an oxymoron. Thieves don’t just get together.

		Auntie tensed like she was waiting to get punched in the stomach.

		So she had heard of it.

		I sat up, leaning back on my palms.

		“The organization sent you an invitation?”

		“A week ago. Who said they were an organization? Do you know who they are?”

		“What’d you say? Did you respond?” Auntie completely ignored my questions.

		My nose scrunched. “I know better than to answer weird messages in the black box. I deleted the email as soon as I saw it.”

		She relaxed. That jab to the stomach didn’t land. “Good.”

		“My turn. Who the hell is the organization, and why do you know about them and I don’t?”

		I kip-upped to my feet. Auntie, Mom, and I were all about the same height, so I could look her in the eye. If I was curious before, now I had to know. There weren’t supposed to be any secrets in this family.

		Auntie clicked her tongue, drawing out the moment. “They’re just a bunch of rich schmucks with a power complex who run the Gambit once every year or so. That’s all I know about them.”

		All she knew. Did she mean Mom might know more?

		The way she avoided eye contact made me think this all had intentionally not been brought up before, and therefore prying out more information about this organization was going to be a chore. I redirected.

		“And the Gambit is…?”

		For a second, I thought she really wasn’t going to tell me.

		“It’s a competition, a thieving competition. Kinda like a private…illegal game show.” She moved her braids over her shoulder and sauntered away, fishing a pair of handcuffs out of a supply box packed with a variety of practice locks.

		I followed her. “You were holding your breath about me entering an illegal game show run by a secret one-percenter club?”

		“I said like a game show. Don’t get it twisted, this isn’t The Price Is Right: Heist Edition.” She whipped a bobby pin out of her hair and started picking the handcuffs. “From what I’ve heard, somebody always leaves bloody. If they get to leave at all.” The cuffs popped open. She gestured for my hands. Mindlessly, I gave them over, and she closed one of the cuffs on my wrist.

		“Why would anyone play, then? Killer money, yeah?” Thieves never do anything for free.

		“More like killer reward.” Auntie turned me around and slapped on the other cuff, locking my hands behind my back. On instinct, I double-Dutch jumped the cuffs and fished my own bobby out of my braids. I had enough in there to build a little castle. “They say the winner…” Auntie continued. “Gets a wish.”

		I cocked my head at her. “A wish? Like, there’s a shooting star, look, make one?”

		“Shooting stars don’t grant wishes. Money does.” She snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Don’t get distracted.”

		Right. The cuffs. I slipped the head of the pin inside and felt for the locking mechanism.

		Auntie frowned. “You could have gotten out easier without the pin…”

		“I’m not letting you break my thumb, Auntie.” The first cuff clicked open—no bone breaking required. She’d been trying to get me on the bone-out-of-socket training for years. It was a line I preferred not to cross.

		“It only hurts the first few times,” Auntie insisted. I got the other lock open and dropped the cuffs back on the table. She studied me. “You didn’t tell your mama about your invitation, did you?”

		There was an unsaid why behind her words. Trying to ignore it, I moved to reset the boxes for another jump.

		“She’s busy,” I said. “Planning the next heist and all. You know.”

		And I’m planning on dipping out in a few days… Curious as a thieving game was, I didn’t need to risk getting distracted by it or anything else Mom might want to drag me into. An underground game wasn’t going to help me make friends, especially one that involved a bunch of deceptive con artists.

		“Mm-hmm.” Auntie may speak fluent Rosalyn, but I spoke fluent Auntie Jaya too. Translation: Try again.

		I sighed and, instead of jumping back up on the box, sat down. The training room around us was littered with all sorts of practice material. Safes, dartboards, dummies for arm bars and headlocks, boxes of ropes with different knots to unravel. This wasn’t the only room that hinted at my family’s business. All over the house there were trophies from jobs spanning continents and decades. I knew all their stories by the time I was five. Grand-Papa swiped that book off a shelf in the US Library of Congress. That still life? It was in storage under the Louvre until Great-Aunt Sara got there. The coins in the bowl where we kept the keys? Auntie pocketed them off the president of Uganda’s chief of staff. The house is full of little mementos, lots of them left over from the days the rest of my family lived here too. Back before Mom had the infamous falling-out I still hadn’t gotten an explanation for, when even her parents decided they didn’t want anything to do with her outside of making sure jobs didn’t overlap. I’d say the trophies were hidden in plain sight if there were anyone around to hide them from.

		My whole damn house was a thief’s paradise. A reminder of what I was born for. The job, the family, those should be the only thing I ever lived for.

		But it wasn’t all memories and trophies.

		There were fresh locks to crack on the fridge and cabinets every week. Car keys would go missing, so you’d have to hot-wire one if you wanted to go anywhere. Let’s not forget the many times Mom locked me out of all my devices and the only way I could get the new code was by pickpocketing it off her. Living without a device on this island was its own form of hell. Mom said our family lived this life because it was liberating. Boundless. Fun. Sure, the jobs could be. But the rest of the time…

		I couldn’t spend another year by myself, isolated like this. Trusting people in the industry, outside of the family, was out of the question. The options were stay locked up here or give up the life and make normal friends. I would give up the exhilaration of weekly heists for that.

		Auntie’s question still hung in the air. Why didn’t I tell Mom about it?

		I only shrugged, fiddling with the end of a braid. “What if I want to take a break from all the thieving stuff for a while?”

		“Maybe there’s something else you want to do on this break.” She said it softly. Like if she spoke at just the right volume with just the right tone, she’d probe the truth out of me.

		I crossed my arms. Obvious tactic or not, it was working. Something about Auntie, maybe because she was younger than Mom, was less intimidating. Maybe I could tell her about my getaway plan. I could frame it like there was something for the family I wanted to learn on campus. Something that made it seem less like I was ungratefully tossing aside the cushy, high-octane family I was lucky enough to be born into. She could help me broach the topic with Mom.

		The sound of sandals clacking down the hall cut through my thoughts. A reminder—Mom was always listening. At least, as long as I was in the same house as her. I blurted out the best response I could think of. “I don’t want anything besides my family. What would I be without us?”

		“Boring? Poor? Not living in paradise on one of the most beautiful islands in the world?” Mom strode inside, looking absolutely Caribbean chic in high-waisted jeans and a vibrant off-the-shoulder red top. She finished tapping something out on her phone before gracing us with her full attention. “What’re my babies talking about? Nightmares?”

		I held my breath. Luckily, it didn’t seem like Auntie was going to tattle about my Gambit invitation. I could tell by the way she punched one fist on her hip and narrowed her eyes at Mom that her mind wasn’t on snitching me out at all. “Stop calling me your baby! You only have one daughter, and I’m not her.”

		“Oh…” Mom cooed at her. “My dolly is throwing a fit.” She pinched Auntie’s cheeks before getting her hands slapped away. Apparently, Mom used to think of Auntie as her real-life baby doll when they were kids. When Auntie was five and Mom was twelve, Mom convinced her for a whole month that she wasn’t a real girl, just a doll. Twenty-seven years later, and Mom’s still messing with her.

		Auntie’s jaw tightened. She stormed out.

		“You shouldn’t tease her like that,” I said. “It bothers her, for real.”

		Mom scoffed and flicked some dirt from under her nail. “You don’t have a sister. You don’t understand.”

		That stung. No friends, no dad, and no siblings. At least two of those were her fault.

		I smothered the instant guilt that came with that last thought. It wasn’t fair of me to resent Mom for the whole dad situation. She was never into relationships—that was as deep a description as she ever gave me when it came to her sexuality—so she went the sperm donor route. Of all the men in the world, she just had to pick a donor who’d died a couple weeks after turning in his first, uh, sample. Someone who would never be around for me to hunt down or to come looking for any kids that might have popped up from his donation. Mom swore she didn’t find out he was deceased until she was in her third trimester, and I knew she wouldn’t lie about something like that. But still, it was the kind of thing that was always in the back of my head when I needed a reason to be mad at her.

		Mom eyed the boxes behind me. “Seven feet?”

		I squirmed. “Almost.”

		She nodded, then stood in front of me. Though we were the same height now, she still felt taller. Big enough to wrap me in one of those pick-you-up-and-spin-you-around bear hugs she did when I was younger. Coconut lotion wafted off her, and for a second, I really did feel like I was little again. Maybe it was a Pavlov-type training, but smelling her, letting her tuck one of the braids behind my ear, it filled me with comfort. Confidence. This was Mom. If I really wanted something, I should be able to just…ask her, right?

		My tongue felt dry. But I spoke anyway. “You know…Louisiana State University has one of the best gymnastics programs in the US? I bet those students could make a seven-foot jump, easy.”

		Mom tensed. She drew away, slowly.

		That warm Mummy-loves-you look was gone.

		I shouldn’t have said anything.

		“Come on, Rossie?” She groaned, sounding more annoyed than anything else.

		“I don’t know what the big deal is!” I insisted. “I’m seventeen. All the other seventeen-year-olds on the island are going to start college soon.”

		“And how would you know that?”

		“You’re right, I don’t know that, because I don’t know anybody!” Years of the same thing being drilled into me repeated in my head. No, you can’t walk down to the neighbors. No, you can’t go to Central Andros High. Other families can’t be trusted.

		Sure, I got it. Revealing the whole thief-family thing and even getting friendly with people on the island weren’t stellar moves, and I’d learned a long time ago to never, ever trust someone else in the same profession as us. But if I was away, if I was pretending to be a sheep around other sheep in a whole different country, if I was keeping my guard up, would it really be that dangerous…to meet other people?

		“You know lots of people,” Mom insisted. “Me and Jaya, and Granny and Papa are always a phone call away. And my auntie Sara.”

		Did she realize how few people that actually was? Not to mention the fact that I was the only one of those people under thirty. I folded my arms in on myself. “They don’t count. That’s just family. That’s not enough—”

		I tried to stop myself, but it slipped out before I realized what I was saying. My eyes shot to Mom. The curl of her lips told me the exact translation she’d heard. You’re not enough.

		“I didn’t mean—”

		She pressed a finger to her lips. I shut up. “Rosalyn,” she started, “family doesn’t leave you. Family doesn’t lie to you. Family you can trust. Look at what we do for a living. Everyone wants something—a lot of the times things that belong to other people. People will play you like a violin to get whatever they need from you. People you think are your friends, people you think you can trust, they’ll snap your heart in half and leave you to die. You’re smarter than that, baby girl. If you’re not yet, then I’m smart enough to make that choice for you. Because I love you. So no, you’re not going anywhere. Not without me. Final. Decision.”

		It was final. The word was on the stone, and the verdict was rendered. No cross-examination. No testimony from me. I clenched my jaw painfully. Heat bubbled in my chest. But there was nothing to do with my anger—it wasn’t like I was going to start throwing things.

		And if I was going to go route B with this, route screw what she wants, I’m doing it anyway, then I needed to keep my calm. No letting anything slip.

		Mom and I locked eyes. She was waiting for a response. I forced a nod, and she brightened, clapping her hands under her chin and smiling like what she’d just shot down was no big deal.

		“Good girl. Now, where’s that pretty black backpack with the gold zippers I got you?”

		I froze. That was the bag I’d started stashing things for the summer camp in. Was she already onto me?

		“I dunno, somewhere. Why?”

		She hesitated. “Don’t hate me, but you should pack it. I need you on a last-minute job. Leaving tonight.”

		“Tonight! We just got back!” It was great that she hadn’t found my getaway bag, and but this was pretty bad too. Getting dragged into another job did not vibe with my plan.

		“Relax, baby girl, I’m not whisking you to another continent. It’s just over on Paradise Island. Two days max, we’ll be in and out. I’ll AirDrop you the details, ’kay?” Mom had started walking away, as if I’d already said yes.

		“But I—” She glanced back at me. “What if I have something to do?”

		Mom’s expression darkened. “What do you have to do that’s more important than your family, Ross?”

		New experiences?

		Friendship?

		The chance to figure out if there was something more important?

		None of those was the correct answer. She’d already told me how it was. My family, my mom, was all I could count on. Nothing else mattered.

		I understood why Auntie hated being called Mom’s little dolly. Sometimes, it didn’t seem like Mom was joking. She was always treating us like her toys, always playing knowing she would win.

		If I was going to leave, maybe it was my turn to toy with her. An idea was forming in my head. If I had to show up for this job, what if I disappeared in the middle of it? Wouldn’t that be the last thing she was expecting?

		I smiled, a real, genuine beam, and wrapped my arms around Mom’s waist.

		“Nothing’s more important than us.” I squeezed her side.

		She eyed me for a second before possessively snuggling me back. “Good girl.” She squeezed a little tighter. “Remember, there’s nothing and no one else out there. No one you can really trust, anyway.”
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		Mapped and plotted.” I rotated the iPad for Mom to see on the other side of the table. She turned her attention from her fresh manicure, compliments of the in-resort spa.

		We were on Paradise Island—the one most people think of when picturing the Bahamas. Tall coral towers, white sand beaches dotted with shacks selling conch fritters, and a range of marinas hosting sleek and elegant yachts worth more money than most of the tourists flittering around the island would see in a dozen lifetimes. Belowdecks on one of those lavish yachts was our target, and our tenth-floor hotel room had a perfect bird’s-eye view.

		Mom had tasked me with working out the entrance-exit strategy. Not that she couldn’t do it herself. She started having me do it for some of our jobs when I was fourteen. Stress testing my training or whatever. I liked to think she knew I was the best at it. If there’s one person who can figure out how to twist out of a tight spot, it’s Ross mother-hugging Quest.

		Little did she know this was a two-part plan. She was looking at the route she was going to take on and off this yacht, not the separate one I was going to use to hightail it back to shore on a one-way trip to Nassau International Airport and a plane toward something new.

		It was hard not to let anything smug slip on my face. Mom had dragged me here for my exit-planning genius, and I was using it to run off. Maybe one day, when she got over my leaving, she’d look back and be proud of the finesse I was about to make.

		“The yacht’s ninety-five meters from stern to bow. It’s got four decks, not including the engine room.”

		Mom cut in. “Logs say there’s five guests and fifteen crew members aboard, so let’s assume it’s actually double that, right, baby girl?”

		“Yeah, course.” As if I wouldn’t have already figured that into my calculations. One of the Quest rules: Whatever you think you’re up against, double it. “I mapped the best route avoiding cabin quarters and guest spaces. There’s a small port for detachable speedboats at the back. We’ll buoy our Zodiac between that area and the starboard side of the bow, since there aren’t any portholes nearby, then follow the map I routed through a manhole on the first deck, through the engine room, and into the hold. It’s a pretty efficient route, so we should be able to transfer everything from there back to our boat in less than thirty minutes.”

		It really was a flawless route…almost.

		Mom pursed her lips. “What about a backup plan? You couldn’t find any other routes for emergencies?”

		I tried not to let my increased heart rate show. Leaning over, I swiped to another pair of blueprints, these showing a much more convoluted emergency route tangling through crew cabins around to the bow of the ship. “There’s this too, but it’s messy. My first route should be fine,” I said.

		“You’re sure there’s no other way out?” Mom scanned the blueprints for an exit that wasn’t there. Not on the blueprints, at least.

		“I’m never wrong about exits.”

		She couldn’t argue with that.

		“Perfect.” Mom stood, and it felt like she was looking down on me again. “We leave at sunset.”

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		The water was inky black.

		Speeding over it felt like gliding over a shadow, heading straight for the starry horizon.

		Well, it felt like I was headed for the horizon, but first I had to get past this job.

		The yacht was nearly invisible, a sleek black vessel frozen in a setting just as dark. I reran everything in my head as our Zodiac bobbed over the waves. With any luck, everyone on board would be asleep. Mom would carry the target in duffel bags back while I loaded up the next delivery. Not the most sophisticated job, but this was last-minute, and not everything needs to be a whole event, as Auntie would say.

		This was easy money, for real. What was going to be a bit harder was my addendum.

		I was so high on anticipation my hands were tingling. My sneakers, a palette of ocean blues with abstract waves and foam and coral-green laces, jumped against the boat floor. I clenched and stretched my fingers. Mom noticed, pulling her eyes from the water.

		“Don’t tell me you’re nervous, baby girl,” she teased. Even in all black and with her hair tugged back into a practical ponytail, half-hidden by the night, she managed to look ten times more dazzling than I ever could.

		I smiled. “Excited.”

		She matched my grin and squeezed my thigh. “Winning is exciting.”

		She had no idea.

		A hundred feet or so out, Mom turned off the engine. We paddled the rest of the way to the back of the yacht, away from any windows, portholes, or lights. Most of the ship was unlit. Asleep.

		Mom climbed up to the first deck, with me right after. I took the lead, following an invisible path. I stayed on guard, ready to unwrap my meteor bracelet at a moment’s notice. But the ship was almost supernaturally silent. It felt empty, even though I knew that wasn’t the case.

		A silent hop and a skip later, and we were belowdecks in the cargo hold. Moonlight from a tiny porthole illuminated wooden crates. Mom popped off one of the tops. Inside were centuries-old treasures dredged up from meters under the ocean. Gold doubloons, pieces of a wheel from an ancient ship, shards of pottery, silverware, bracelets, a rusted dagger. Our unfortunate hosts tonight were from another subsection of our business. Treasure hunters. Raiding shipwrecks for every piece of antiquity they could get their hands on, sometimes only days after its discovery. Never mind that those treasures technically belonged to whoever originally found the wreck, or the government, depending on where and how close to shore you were. It was a lucrative business, obvious by this fancy yacht, and just as illegal as what we were doing.

		Unfortunately for them, there was another team of rival treasure hunters who weren’t too happy they’d been beaten to the punch on this find. They hired us last-minute to steal the already stolen treasure and deliver it to them. After my family’s fee and the trouble of selling all this on the black market, I couldn’t imagine they were going to make that much of a profit, but I figured it was more about pissing off their enemies than the money.

		Mom pressed her hands together, then pointed behind her, our silent signal for “pack and go.” I nodded and started delicately stacking silverware and doubloons into one of the padded duffels we’d carried in. We worked together to fill it up, before Mom slid the strap over her shoulder and headed out. I started on the second bag. With me packing while she was transporting, we’d be out in half the time with half as much noise.

		My heart beat faster with each full bag. The closer we got to the end, the closer I got to my escape. The realness of it tingled across my skin. My fingers itched the way they always did when I was about to steal something. But they weren’t itching for treasure this time; I was stealing my own future back.

		Soon we were down to the last crate. Three bags, that’s how many I guessed it would take to clear out this one.

		The time was now.

		Mom returned for the umpteenth time, and I traded the latest stuffed pack for an empty one. When she took the full bag, I tried not to give anything away, but I couldn’t help but take her in one final time. This would be nothing but a betrayal to her. Even if I came back a week later, a day later, an hour later, even if she tried to drag me back, this would always be between us. Ross ran away. Ross left the family. Ross didn’t think we were enough for her. I was about to snap my life into two halves, before and after. Which would I look back on as the better?

		Mom locked eyes with me, and I jerked my gaze away. Did she see it? Could she actually read my mind? Would she stop me?

		She didn’t. Like all of the other times, she took the bag and left unceremoniously. There went her last chance to catch me.

		The second she was out of sight, I burst into action. I set a presaved message in my email to send in fifteen minutes, approximately when Mom would return, then turned my phone all the way off. The message was simple: Need a break. I’ll come back in a few months, promise. Short, but nothing she’d let me say to her face. Then I followed the blueprints in my head through the shadows of the hold to a small nook flanked with bolted shelves and dinghies. In the middle of a collection of neatly stacked lifejackets, first aid kits, and emergency provisions, I found it, just like the online yacht-crew message board said. Emergency inflatable life raft, battery-operated engine included.

		An airtight door—deemed too narrow and unsafe for evacuation by the International Maritime Safety Committee, and therefore removed from all emergency-exit-planning blueprints—sat closed with a metal wheel smack in its center. I tugged the raft bundle out of place, then spun the wheel to release the door. It creaked open. Outside, dark water lapped at the side of the ship about six feet below. My heart was absolutely thundering by now. It was a straight shot from here. The emergency engine would have enough juice to carry me back to shore. This hidden door opened out of the view of Mom’s speedboat. Ten minutes from now, once she realized I was gone, I’d be gobbled up by the darkness.

		I tossed the emergency raft. All I had to do was leap.

		A gunshot cut through the quiet. I froze, just a second away from plunging into the water. The sound of pounding footsteps raced through the decks. Outside, the gleam of lights burned to life over the waves. People were awake, and they were shooting.

		Mom. Had someone found her?

		I raced back into the main cargo hold, toward the rush of footsteps and danger, just in time to see Mom scrambling down a ladder leading into the lowest deck.

		No! What the hell was she doing? There was no way out below, she was wandering into a dead end. Instead, she should come this way—

		She wouldn’t know.

		I told her there wasn’t another exit on this level.

		I opened my mouth to call after her, but my training instantly stopped me. That would tell the pursuers where we were, where she was. On the tiny chance they didn’t already know.

		Instead, I made a beeline after her. I’d get her to come back the right way with me.

		But the second I burst into the cargo hold, two very pissed men skidded in, them and their guns. They didn’t bother with questions. One look at the obviously empty treasure crates was enough.

		One of them raised a pistol. I turned and sprinted. A gunshot rang out behind me. They were boxing me in. Back at the open emergency door, I did the only thing I could do: I jumped.

		The water sucked me in. I held my breath and kicked toward the back of the yacht. Muffled gunshots cut through the water. The emergency raft, still uninflated, bobbed above me. I kept swimming, a meter under the surface, for as long as I could without air. When I came up for a desperate breath, salt water stung my eyes. I could barely make out the edge of the Zodiac before a wave overtook my sight. Another deep breath and few meters of breaststroke, and I was able to make it to the side. I was just starting to pull myself in when a beam of light shone over the side of the ship. It hit the water first. Two guys were pointing a searchlight and guns over the edge of the yacht. The ball of light was coming toward the speeder. Fast. Getting caught in this boat under the light would be…not good for me.

		Before I could think of any other options, I let go of my grip and slipped back into the water. I kicked away from the boat, coming back up meters away against the side of the yacht, just in time to see the searchlight centered on the Zodiac, treasure and all. “I see it!” the voice from above said. Pressed against the side of the boat, fighting waves, I strained to look up at the railing, where two guys were scrambling down the steps, eager to get their hands on what they thought they’d lost. Someone above grunted, a woman’s voice. I didn’t need to see to know it was Mom.

		“You carried all of this out yourself?” another voice asked.

		Mom didn’t answer. Or if she did, I couldn’t hear her over the growing drone in my ears. I clung to the side of the yacht, struggling to stay afloat and in the shadows. It was taking all my strength not to cough up water and reveal my position. But Mom…I had to do something about Mom.

		The two guys, with the defined but slender muscles of frequent swimmers and sunburnt sailor’s skin, had the speedboat locked into the yacht’s accessory port in no time. It happened so fast. I’d lost my chance to get back on board undetected before I realized it.

		“Who hired you, huh?” some guy above asked, his voice like gravel.

		“Your wife,” I heard Mom say, a laugh in her voice. “Said she deserves a fortune for putting up with you.”

		A slap. Metal on skin.

		The guy asked again.

		There was no answer.

		“Get her out of my sight. She’ll talk soon enough.”

		No, she wouldn’t. I knew she wouldn’t. Because once she talked, these people wouldn’t have any reason not to kill her.

		I needed to rescue Mom before that. Maybe if I could circle back around to the emergency door or—

		The yacht’s engine roared to life. A massive arc of water blew up, creating a suction that swallowed me. I sputtered under the waves—don’t breathe the water, you can’t breathe the water—fighting my way through the darkness
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