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Act One

Every work of art is an uncommitted crime.

—Theodor W. Adorno





Chapter 1

Will

State your name for the record, please.”

This was how things began: Boston on the cusp of fall, the Sackler Museum robbed of twenty-three pieces of priceless Chinese art. Even in the museum’s back room, dust catching the slant of golden, late-afternoon light, Will could hear the sirens. They sounded like a promise.

“Will Chen.”

“And what were you doing at the Sackler Museum, Mr. Chen?”

“I work here part-time. I’m an art history student at Harvard.”

“Did you see anything unusual before the theft?”

“No.”

“Describe what you saw during the incident. Any distinguishing features of the thieves, anything the security cameras might not have caught.”

“It all happened very fast. I looked up from my essay and the alarms were going off. When I ran into the gallery, they were already leaving. They had on ski masks, black clothes.” He hesitated, just for a moment. “I think they were speaking Chinese.”

For a moment, the only sound was the scratch of the detective’s pen against his notepad. “I see. Do you speak Chinese, Mr. Chen?”

“Yes, I—does it matter? I couldn’t really make out what they were saying. The alarms were going off at this point.”

“Of course. And do you know what they stole?”

Will thought back to the empty room. If he closed his eyes, he could fit the pieces back where they were supposed to go—a pair of jade tigers, a dragon vase. A jade cup with three crested bronze birds, midflight. “Not really. I’ve been gone all summer.”

The detective slid a sheet of paper across the table. “Can you read the title of this for me?”

It was a printout from the Harvard Crimson, from late August. Will swallowed hard. “ ‘What Is Ours Is Not Ours: Chinese Art and Western Imperialism.’ ”

“Did you write this?”

“Yes.”

The detective leaned forward, his fingertips touching. “Tell me if this sounds suspicious to you: A Chinese student writes an article about looted art, and a few weeks later, Harvard’s largest collection of Asian art is robbed. All the priceless pieces mentioned in the article—gone.”

Will leaned back in his chair. The golden light made everything feel like a painting, and he let his mind drift for a moment, thinking of the paper on Renaissance art that was due next week, the sculpture he still had to finish for his portfolio. “Not particularly.”

“And why is that?”

“I was born in the US, Detective . . .” Will looked for a badge, a name.

“Meyers.”

“Detective Meyers.”

“What is your—”

“I’m Chinese American,” Will said, lingering on the American. He adjusted the rolled-up cuff of his button-down, imagining how his sister would handle this situation. “You said I was Chinese. But I was born and raised in the US, just like you, and I work part-time at the Sackler, and three weeks ago the Crimson published a paper I wrote for an art history class at Harvard. Last time I checked, none of those are crimes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have homework to do.”

“This is procedure, Mr. Chen. I just have a few more questions, if you will—”

Will rose. It might have been a small thing, to be called Chinese instead of Chinese American, to have this detective who spoke in a Boston accent look at him as if this place, this museum, this art didn’t belong to him, but—it didn’t feel like a small thing. Not when he was at Harvard, this place of dreams, and he was so close to everything he had ever wanted.

It was his senior year, and the whole world felt on the verge of cracking open.

“I’ve told you everything I know,” he said, “and I know my rights. Next time you want to accuse me of something, go through my lawyer.”

 

In Eliot House, with his window open to the warm evening air and the distant sound of chatter in the courtyard, Will took a single jade tiger out of his pocket. The stone was cool, almost cold against his skin. It shone in the halfway light, the jade a pale, almost translucent green, with veins of reddish-brown at the tiger’s head and tail. Despite the centuries, the edges of the carving were sharp enough to cut.

Jade Tiger (one of a pair), the placard had read. Date: 3rd century BCE. Culture: Chinese.

He had one tiger; the thieves had the other. It had been almost too easy to palm it, the glass between him and the art shattered in the theft. He traced a finger along the tiger’s curved back, still a little in disbelief. He was sure it was worth hundreds of thousands, but that wasn’t the important thing. The important thing was that it had been China’s, and then it had been Harvard’s, and now it was his.

He thought back to the paper he had written for class. What is ours is not ours. Who could determine what counted as theft when museums and countries and civilizations saw the spoils of conquest as rightfully earned?

From his coat pocket, a card fluttered to the floor.

Will reached for it, his breath catching in the stillness. For a moment, he was back at the Sackler, listening to the rapid, staccato Chinese of the thieves, their voices a counterpoint to the wail of the alarms. He had pressed himself against the wall, his heart pounding in his ears, and yet one of them had still brushed past him on the way out, so close it could almost be called deliberate.

The business card was a matte black, with the words CHINA POLY and an international phone number printed on the front in neat block letters. And below that, in a messy hand:

偷得不错。

Nice lift.





Chapter 10

Lily

It was a warm fall evening, and Lily Wu was in Perkins Library, working on a problem set for fluid mechanics. Time moved slowly, lazily around her. The library was almost full, even at this hour, with students working on papers or psets or just procrastinating on Netflix. Her laptop battery icon began to blink at her, and she snaked her charger beneath the table, fingers running over the smooth black plastic of an empty outlet. It was all so ordinary. This evening, the work before her, the soft murmurs of shuffling papers and distant, indistinct conversation.

She might have dreamed the weekend before. But it had been two days, and Lily could still remember the rumble of Beijing’s highways, how the city moved like it was a living, breathing thing. She was used to small towns, the kind you could fly through in a minute, foot pressed down on the gas, stopping only for the fluorescent red of a stoplight, the shine of a distant cop car. Beijing had felt like it could swallow her alive. She had wanted to spread her hands out, let herself be consumed. She had wanted to leave and never look back.

She was still jet-lagged, Beijing lingering in ways she had not known to expect. The air had smelled of smoke, of sizzling oil, of everything that shone too bright, and Lily thought of museums and getaway cars and history she didn’t know. She wasn’t sure what to make of this country that her parents had once called home. She never had. A penthouse with vaulted ceilings and white-veined marble. The CEO of China Poly. The story of the Old Summer Palace, Will Chen standing next to her as the sun rose. And Irene, her best friend, how she moved through this foreign country as if it were hers.

Lily shut her laptop. She couldn’t concentrate. Across from her, Irene glanced up from the paper she was working on, slipped her headphones off. “What is it?” she asked, her voice soft enough that they wouldn’t disturb the people studying around them.

Lily shook her head. She wasn’t sure she had an answer. “Let’s head back,” she said. “I’m not getting anything done here.” They had their first heist meeting soon anyway. Project meeting, she corrected herself, because they would not call it a heist, would not be careless in this or anything else. When one of their friends had asked what kind of project, Irene had looked up and said, unblinking, An exploration of pre-revolutionary Chinese history. It had sounded incredibly boring, even to Lily, which had definitely been the point.

The two of them packed up their things. They had been roommates for three years, had done this often enough. Studied together in libraries, in coffee shops, in the spire on top of Few Quad when the weather was warm and the windows thrown open. Duke might have been a dream too. Lily swept her things into her backpack, waited for Irene, and then the two of them walked back to their dorm. It was still warm outside, though September was almost over, and as Lily swiped them into Few, pulled open the dorm’s heavy wooden door, she was suddenly, abruptly aware of how this job would change everything. She should have been afraid. But she took one last breath of the evening air, thinking back to their plane touching down in Beijing, doors that opened to summer air, to humidity. It had felt like Galveston, almost, like home, and Lily had looked around at this strange, unfamiliar place and thought, Finally.

 

It began like this: the five of them on a Zoom call, Ocean’s Eleven pulled up on Netflix. They had a list of movies to watch, books to read, some fiction and some not, all of them about art or thefts or both. Despite the differences in time zones, they all stayed up. Lily had seen this movie before, but it felt different to watch it now, knowing that in a month they would be in Europe, attempting a heist of their own.

“So,” Irene said, as the credits played, “you expect us to do that?”

Daniel laughed.

Through the screen, Will took off his glasses, polished them against his sweater. Behind him, Boston was lit up in the darkness. “Maybe not exactly that,” he said.

“Then what?” Irene asked.

No one seemed to have an answer, and Lily tried to imagine pulling this off. It had been just two days since they had all been in Beijing, in a penthouse that was all light and burning gold, and yet—in the quiet of her dorm room, she could not be completely sure it had happened the way she remembered, that it had even happened at all.

“I don’t know yet,” Will said. “But we’ll make it work.”

Irene looked from the screen to Lily, raised a brow as if to prove a point. She was likely right. They didn’t know anything about museum break-ins, about art theft, about the kind of crime that this entailed. And yet—two days ago Lily had seen the sun rise on an unfamiliar country, had driven on foreign roads.

“This is impossible,” Irene said.

Lily said, slowly, “I don’t think it is.”

Irene looked at her, curious. “You really believe that?”

Did she? Lily was a street racer. She’d seen all the Fast & Furious movies, the way they lingered on the smoke and the flash of headlights in the dark, all the moments when you could not look away. In real life, it was not quite the same. It had unfolded carefully, quietly, in the summers spent working at her neighbor’s auto shop, saving up for something that would let her leave, all those evenings when her parents were working late and she looked outside at the wavering sea, the bridge that stretched toward the mainland. She had believed in something more then. She believed in it now. “All this means,” she said, “is that there’s more left to do.”

Will smiled.

And so the night went on. The five of them talking over video chat, pulling together pieces of heist movies and the books they’d read so far, trying to make this into something that was possible. On a new computer, Alex set up remote access for them, and they began to populate encrypted folders, breaking this heist down into its components. How to enter a museum, to navigate around guards, security systems, everything that was designed to keep them out. How to retrieve the sculpture waiting for them in a glass case and beneath the sharp eye of a camera. How to leave a museum and a country without getting caught. How to build alibis, how to lie, how to do all the things that turn them into criminals.

How to live with themselves if this all went wrong.

 

“Are you still up?” Lily asked. Even with her eyes open, she could barely make out the shape of their dorm room. It was all darkness and the scratch of her sheets, Irene’s steady breathing from the other side of the room.

“Yeah,” Irene said. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Lily said. In bed, she ran her fingers over her knuckles, thinking of China, of cars in the dark, of art that was waiting to come home. For all her confidence earlier, these past few days had felt almost like make-believe. “This just—it doesn’t feel real.”

Lily could hear Irene smile. “I know what you mean,” she said, and Lily remembered their flight back from Beijing, ten hours in a first-class cabin. The two of them had gotten drunk off free cocktails, talked about everything but this impossible job.

It had been three years since they had first met each other in a freshman dorm on a sticky August afternoon. Lily hadn’t been sure about Irene in the beginning. Irene had been everything Lily wasn’t, confident in herself and who she was meant to be, and Lily was just a girl from a small town in Texas, trying to find a place she might call hers. But Irene had been there for Lily’s first Durham race, had dumped a beer on a stranger who acted a little too surprised that a Chinese American girl could drive like that, and when Irene’s ex‑girlfriend broke up with her, Lily had stayed with her in that bathroom stall until Irene’s hands were steady enough to redo her eyeliner. Irene was her best friend, the closest thing to a sister she would ever have.

“Why do you think China Poly chose us?” Lily asked at last. A foreign country, looted art from centuries ago. It had all the qualities of a dream.

In the dark, Irene’s answer came easily. “Because if we get caught, China won’t be held responsible.”

It was a very Irene answer, immensely practical. If it’d been another time, Lily would have asked if Irene thought they would get caught. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. “True enough.”

“You think there’s more to it?”

“I don’t know,” Lily said. Twenty years, and she had never called China hers. How could she when she had never been? She did not know its songs, its roads, its rivers. She did not know the terms of address for kin, the names of provinces, anything that she ought. All she knew was that her parents had left, and that they did not speak of what they had left behind.

She had never minded until now. Her parents had lived through the Cultural Revolution, had come to America looking to start anew. Their parents—her grandparents—had died before she was born, to famine or persecution or any of the countless tragedies that happened in a country in upheaval. Without family in China, with all their friends lost to time—Lily had never needed to ask her parents about why they hadn’t taught her Chinese, why there were no summer trips to unknown provinces. Twenty years, and she was used to being asked where she was from, to giving an answer that felt like a lie. She could never be Chinese enough for China. She could never be American enough for here.

“Do you miss it?” Lily asked. “China?”

“Always,” Irene said. “How can I not?”

Lily had expected that answer. Still, she kept her gaze on the ceiling, the heavy dark. “Even though it’s not yours?” she said.

“It is,” Irene said. In the darkness, her voice softened. “And it’s yours too, whenever you want to claim it.”

Lily didn’t know if she would ever feel Chinese enough to call China hers. But if they could pull this off, if they could bring China back its art—she didn’t know. It meant something, that Will had asked her for this, that in these heists she might be enough.

Irene’s breathing was so even, so steady, she might have been asleep. Tomorrow they had more to do, the first of these five thefts to plan. Lily closed her eyes, tried to slow her breathing too.

“Lily?” Irene asked. “Are you still there?”

“Yeah,” Lily said.

Irene did not often hesitate. She did now, just for a moment. “What did you think about my brother?”

Her voice was so casual, so deliberately light, that Lily could almost believe it didn’t matter. But they had lived together these three years, and for all that Lily knew Irene loved her brother, admired him, she did not mention Will unless someone else brought him up. The oldest son, the one to carry their family’s legacy. Lily thought she might understand what it felt like to live with that weight. He had taken notes as they watched Ocean’s Eleven, his gaze never leaving the screen.

“Every bit as pretentious as I knew he would be,” Lily said to the dark, and it was true.

Irene laughed. “You know,” she said, “he doesn’t even really need glasses. His prescription is so light that it’s mostly for the aesthetic.”

“You’re joking.”

“If only.” Irene was quiet for a moment. “Thanks,” she said. “For getting it.”

Lily smiled at the ceiling. “Always.”

Another laugh, softer this time. “Can we sleep now? Is there more?”

“No,” Lily said. “Let’s go to sleep.” She wasn’t sure she could. Still, she closed her eyes, pretended. The dark was soft against her skin. What was real, what was not. This job. Strangers and new cars and shifting plans that felt like something out of a movie. In the end, though, her thoughts drifted to home. They always did. Galveston and its beaches, sunlight that scored red against gray water. The cry of the gulls and the sting of the salt wind, shrimp po’boys eaten on a wooden pier. For all that she loved it, she had wanted nothing more than to leave. Perhaps her parents had felt the same way about China. She had never let herself ask. She would never know.

As sleep reached for her, Lily was still thinking of Galveston, those years she spent racing—or was it dreaming?—hoping to go somewhere, anywhere else. The stories her parents had never told her about China, the empty space it had carved within her. How it felt to search and never find. All these years, and Lily had never known how to love a place and not leave it behind.





Chapter 11

Will

This was how it’d happen: Will Chen and an open skylight, gray morning air washing over him as he knelt on the museum roof, as he strung a fishing line down empty space, past motion detectors and the shimmering red light of laser beams. He hooked the line carefully, deliberately—

The sculpture was too heavy to bring back up. He couldn’t get through the glass case. He knew that already.

Will crossed out Galleria d’Arte Moderna Ricci Oddi heist, 1997, Klimt’s Portrait of a Lady in his notebook.

This was how it’d happen: Night that fell soft and velvet blue, his hands steady as he lifted the sculpture from its glass plinth, as he replaced it with a flawless forgery. He could imagine it, Daniel picking the lock, the shine of bronze in the dark, a swap that would take just moments.

Only—how would they get into the museum without the alarms going off, without the guards noticing something was wrong? Even if they could, how could he sculpt a piece so perfect no one would notice the change?

He crossed out Caracas Museum of Contemporary Art heist, 2000, three Matisse paintings.

This was how it’d happen: It was the most famous art heist in history. He’d knock on the museum entrance, tip his hat at the night watch. Police, he’d say, with the kind of certainty that did not permit questions. We’ve gotten word of a disturbance. When they opened the door, he’d pull out his—

Will crossed out Gardner Museum heist, 1990, 13 works. In real life, it had gone like this: The thief, dressed as a police officer, had raised his weapon, said in a clear, steady voice, Don’t give us any problems and you won’t get hurt.

The guard had responded, Don’t worry, they don’t pay me enough.

The thieves had spent over an hour in the Gardner, time stretching long and luxurious as they strolled through empty rooms, chose the art they wanted to steal. A Rembrandt seascape, five drawings by Degas, more. Will had visited the Gardner before, seen the empty frames hanging on the wall, the space left behind by a stolen Shang dynasty gu. It was in Boston, not far from Harvard’s campus, and the thieves had never been caught. Still, this could not be their heist. They would have to find something else.

Will looked at his notebook again, all the art thefts that had occurred throughout history. Despite what he had expected, most of them did not happen the way they did in movies, in books. He ran through a series of smash-and-grab jobs next, quick and bloodless. The Zimbabwe National Gallery, a lone visitor pulling six pieces of art off the walls and running out the front entrance. The Louvre on a busy Sunday afternoon, a Corot sliced from its frame and carried out the door. He took notes on each one, marking down the minutes required, how the thieves had gotten caught. What went right and what went wrong. The sun rose outside his window, the Charles River glittering in the distance, and Will began to put together a plan. He was not a thief—none of them were, not even close—but he had always been an excellent student.

 

It felt, strangely, like a group project. Will waved at his suitemates as they left for a late, midday brunch, sunlight streaming through the suite’s bay windows. It was almost afternoon, and if this had been another time, another year, he would have just woken up too. This place could have been his whole world. Harvard in the fall, sunlight and rustling, red-gold leaves, papers and deadlines on the horizon, training for the start of track season. Instead Will ran a finger along the spines of the books on his desk, nonfiction checked out from the library on art crime, on museum thefts throughout history. All of it, compiled into a notebook and a list, a series of crimes crossed out and put back together.

It had been just under a week since they had returned from Beijing, days of reading and research and movies that were more than a little improbable, and Will turned his gaze to his laptop, the four other members of his crew. A map of Sweden’s Drottningholm Palace was pulled up on his screen. There were five museums, five missing zodiac heads. This one would be the first. Stockholm had had the cheapest flights, and despite the cash Wang Yuling had given them for this job—stacks of crisp hundreds tucked into unmarked envelopes like something out of a spy movie—Stockholm had seemed as good a place to begin as any. Thousands of miles away, the whistle of the Baltic Sea on a cloudless night. It was so far from this quiet, sunlit afternoon.

Will laced his hands together. “Let’s get started,” he said, and hoped he sounded more certain than he was. “Alex, you’re on museum security. Find us a way into the museum without getting caught. Can you do that?”

If he didn’t know her so well, he wouldn’t have noticed her hesitate. It could have been the camera, lagging for just a moment. “Easily,” she said, and he hoped it was true.

“Good,” he said. “Daniel, once we’re in the museum, it’s on you. You’ll be in charge of taking the zodiac head from its case.”

Daniel nodded, just barely. Will couldn’t help but think of all the thefts he had read about, the movies they had watched. It was never as easy as it sounded.

He looked at Lily. “Lily, you’ll plan our escape route. Get us out of there safely,” he said.

There were four paths out of the museum. The first led back to the main road. The second led deeper into the palace. The third led into the surrounding forest. The last opened to a nearby lake. “Done,” Lily said. She didn’t hesitate, and Will remembered Beijing, this girl on a motorcycle and the fierceness of her gaze. Possibilities, unfolding.

“And me?” Irene asked.

Will hesitated.

He wanted to believe they wouldn’t get caught. And yet—they were students, not thieves. Will swallowed hard, thought of the future and all the ways this could go wrong. “Make us a plan,” Will said, “for when the authorities start to investigate.”

And so they got to work. In just over three weeks, they would be in Sweden, Drottningholm Palace waiting for them in the darkness. All this planning, and it would still be over in minutes. He was afraid, just a little. There was so much he loved about Harvard, so much he could not bear to lose. But as the light changed outside his window, fall swirling soft and golden around him, Will thought—as he always did—of history.

It was made in moments like this.





Chapter 12

Alex

For all of Alex’s confidence, all her certainty, she did not quite know where to begin. It was an early morning in California, and pale blue light fell on distant mountains, on empty streets, on her apartment with its marble countertops and carefully chosen furniture. She opened her laptop, stared at the blinking cursor.

It had felt different in Beijing. She had been so sure of herself, of what she could do. But it had been a week since they had returned, and she could not find a way into Drottningholm Palace. Museum alarm systems, police radars, all the technology that might get them caught.

There was so much she didn’t know.

Alex closed her eyes for a long moment and then called home. The phone rang once, and then twice. Alex was about to hang up when her grandma picked up. “Hello, Yi Hua Lou Restaurant, how may I help you?”

“Popo,” Alex said, and it was strange and familiar and wonderful to slip back into Cantonese, to pretend she might be home again. She looked out the window, thought of New York in early fall. Columbus Park and the trees changing colors, the roar of the subway beneath her feet. It had been so long since she had been back. “I just wanted to say hi.”

Her grandma would be leaning against the counter, her cane set aside, one hand wrapped around the corded landline they still hadn’t gotten rid of. Alex could see it, even now. All these years, and she had memorized her grandma’s voice, the way she moved, all the slight, gradual changes that came with age. Change came faster now that Alex was gone, now that she could no longer watch so carefully. “How is work?”

“It’s good,” Alex said, just as she always did. “Busy,” she added, because it was truer now than ever. She ran her finger along the sleeve of her Made in Chinatown hoodie, let out a soft sigh. There was work and then there was this theft, and her days could blur together into lines of unfamiliar code. Will had called it a group project. Alex had never been very good at those.

In the background, Alex could hear servers shouting in Cantonese, her father’s voice from the kitchen. “You can do it. We’re all—” More background noise. Alex imagined her grandma covering the phone, yelling for whoever it was to keep it down. Anyway, she had not changed so much.

“I’ll call back later,” Alex offered. “I know it’s the middle of the day.”

“Call anytime,” her grandma said. “We miss you, Alex. You are all of our dreams.”

Alex tried to smile. Her parents, her grandma, they were so easy with their love. They made it easy for her too. And yet—as she said her goodbye, as she promised to call back soon, she couldn’t help but feel a little afraid, a little overwhelmed. Her whole family—so many of their hopes rested on Alex’s shoulders.

So much of this heist did too.

Alex hung up the phone and got back to work.

 

The weekend slipped away too soon. There were security company records, museum blueprints, guard schedules, all of it in different places, all of it in Swedish. She had not yet tried to access the museum’s internal server. She didn’t even know how to start. For all that Alex knew Java, C++, all the languages that went into software, this kind of code—taking a museum apart, putting it back together—was strange, unfamiliar territory.

When Sunday evening came, Alex took a long, slow breath, opened Zoom. Her windows were open, the fall air cool against her skin. Had it really been just a week since she’d been in Beijing? The other four members of this crew were online already, going through updates, and when it came to Alex, she hesitated. “I’m still working on it,” she said.

They had three weeks left.

“What do you know so far?” Will said.

Alex opened her folder. Not enough, she wanted to say. But how could she? None of them knew anything about tech, and she had to believe it would come together in the end.

“The guards rotate every two hours,” Irene said, crisp and certain, and Alex looked up. One week ago, Irene and her cool disregard. You shouldn’t be here, she had said, and a part of Alex had believed her. “And there’s a silent alarm system that routes straight to the police station. Plus everything else you’d expect—motion detectors, heat sensors, lasers, CCTV, the like.”

That was my job, Alex wanted to say. Not yours. But that was pride, nothing more. “How did you find out?” she said instead. On another screen, she opened up the Drottningholm website again. She might have missed something, and yet—she didn’t think she had.

Irene lifted a shoulder, the motion swift, elegant, arrogant. “I asked.”

“What?” Alex said.

“A friend of a friend from study abroad has contacts in European security. I got a phone number and then called the firm that does security for all the Scandinavian museums, told them I was a student writing a paper. It was . . . true enough.”

Against her better judgment, Alex was impressed. “Did you tell them your name? Your school? Identifying information?”

Irene held Alex’s gaze. “What do you think?”

Alex looked away first. Hadn’t Will told her already? His sister was always like this, perfect to a fault. It would have been easier if Irene were—Alex wasn’t sure. Less, maybe.

The rest of the call went like this. Lily talked about transportation, about police radars, and Daniel and Will discussed similar thefts, what this crew could learn from history. Alex wasn’t particularly paying attention. When the call was over, she reached for her phone. She hesitated for several seconds before calling Irene.

“Hello?” Irene said.

“Hey,” Alex said. “I wanted to say—” She took in a breath, let it out slowly. “I wanted to say thanks.”

Silence, brief and almost surprised. “For?”

Alex leaned back against her chair, closed her eyes. The Beijing airport, Irene’s voice in all its polished, terrible precision. Alex could almost convince herself she had imagined it. “Looking into the security system,” she said. “I—you did it faster than I could have.” Whatever else, she had been raised to thank others when they did something for her, and Irene had. Still, the words were hard to say.

“No need,” Irene said. “I didn’t do it for you, anyway.”

She could imagine Irene in a dorm room, the light tracing the high planes of her face, the arch of a brow. When Alex had returned to California, she had looked all of them up. Irene might have known everyone in this crew, but Alex didn’t, and she had wanted to know what she was getting herself into. She had looked up Daniel, read about his mother’s death, his father working in FBI Art Crime, thought about grief and all the shapes it took. She had looked up Lily, pulled up a map of a small Texas town. She had traced the routes on it, imagined a car and a long road, how this girl could be their getaway driver. And, of course, she had looked up Irene. Irene, who had been the valedictorian of her high school class, who was at Duke on a full-ride scholarship, who had never known what it felt like to not have enough. The world would carve itself open for Irene Chen.

“I know,” Alex said. She wanted to say more. They could be friends, she thought. If Irene wanted to. But she remembered Beijing, the judgment in Irene’s voice as she called Alex Will’s ex, as if that was all she was, as if that was all she could ever be.

Through her open window, the evening air was cool against her skin. Irene was waiting for her to say something. “Well,” Alex said, uncertain, “thanks for your help.” They were in this thing together, weren’t they? They were on the same side.

Irene didn’t even hesitate. “Next time, don’t need it,” she said. Before Alex could respond, before she could even figure out how to, there was a click and then empty air. Irene had hung up.

Alex looked at her phone for a long moment, and then at her window. Evening light, dark and blue, fell over her empty apartment, and Alex swallowed hard. This conversation—it had not gone how she had wanted it to. Irene Chen, with the practiced knife of her smile, the beauty she wore like a weapon, could have been every Asian girl at Bronx Science, at MIT, who had looked at Alex and found her wanting. Once, it would have hurt. But Alex took a slow, careful breath, thought of her family, what they dreamed of, what they wanted. She thought of her own future, all branching possibilities. She could not fail. She opened a new window and began to code.





Chapter 13

Daniel

It was one of those rare overcast afternoons, fall leaves turning the UCLA campus gold and melancholy colors. Daniel Liang badged into lab. He could have gone to his dorm or the library, all the different ways to fill his hours, but he spent so many weekends away, interviewing for med schools, and he had missed this—the familiar sterility of his bench, the quiet hum of the PCR machine in the background. He pulled on a lab coat, gloves, began to section mouse brains for staining. Like this, it was easy to let his mind drift, to let the past ten years fold in on themselves.

Two weeks ago, he had been in Beijing. It had felt like something out of a distant dream, walking those streets with Irene, remembering everything as it once was. Museums with his father, a life that he had taken for granted. He hadn’t thought of it in a long time, but now, beneath the lab’s steady fluorescent lights, surrounded by the steady hum of the industrial-size freezer, he did. He did not think of his mother, the loss like a wound still open. Instead his mind went to Beijing and his father talking about art, the wonder in his voice, all the afternoons they had spent pulling apart the intricacies of art theft. Not breaking in—that part was easy, graceless—but everything after. Museums were meant for this, after all, the opening up. The difference between thieves who were caught and thieves who were not always came later.

Like this, it was easy to see where their own heist would go wrong. What did they know of breaking in, of getting out? Only what Daniel could remember, what he could hold on to after all these years. He stayed in lab for a while longer, finishing up the work he needed to do, still thinking of distant palaces, of impossibilities. It was easier to think about the future than the past. It had always cut him open. Ten years, and his father called this country his, worked so hard to be American. He had consulted for the FBI first, a few cases here and there between his work as an adjunct professor, and then, somehow, that had become a full-time offer and a business card that read Investigator, Chinese Art Specialist. The first, the only. But Daniel—he still did not know how to make this place his own. All these years, and he still dreamed in Chinese, closed his eyes and saw Beijing. Even if he wanted to, he could not let go of the past.

It was dark by the time he left lab. He picked up a sandwich on the way back, his mind elsewhere, and when he got to his dorm room, he called Will. The phone rang once, twice, three times before he picked up.

“This isn’t going to work,” Daniel said. He sat on his bed, the gibbous moon cool and silver against the darkness of the sky, thought of a Chinese poem from centuries ago. The fall of moonlight like frost, home and all that had been lost to time. Had it really been so many years?

Will’s voice was groggy, and Daniel remembered that it was later on the East Coast. “What do you mean?” he asked.

The future, not the past. Daniel took a breath in, let it out. “It doesn’t matter how we go in,” he said, and he could imagine it, the empty museum, how the quiet would feel almost like this. “We’re going to mess up somewhere. We’ll set off an alarm on accident. We’ll get spotted by a security camera.”

“Alex can shut the place down.”

Daniel rested his head against the wall. In two weeks, they would be in Sweden. Time had always moved too fast. “Even if she can, should she? The authorities will trace us, and we’ll get found out.”

“You think we should back out,” Will said. It wasn’t a question, and Daniel knew he was sitting up in bed now, that he had put his glasses on. His voice was low, serious, and Daniel wondered if Will would leave this behind, if he asked. If Will could.

“No,” Daniel said. He had had long enough to think about this. Ten million dollars was his medical education, his future. But it was not just that. If they could do this—if he could do this—he might be able to leave the past behind. It had been a decade in America, of that house in the suburbs that always felt too big, his dad looking not at him but through, as if Daniel could not be bone or blood, enough to hold on to, enough to keep.

He had always known that he was not enough for his father.

What was the point in trying?

“Then what?” Will asked.

Daniel closed his eyes, thought of Beijing and childhood, all that he had learned about art theft without even meaning to. His father’s hand in his, a museum in the rising sun. Whatever else he was, whatever else he wanted—he was his father’s son. He knew how this had to go. “The way in doesn’t matter,” he said. “What we need is a way out.”





Chapter 14

Will

It would go like this: Moonlight that fell bright and silver, the sound of glass smashing in the dark. The three of them running through the winding, empty hallways of a foreign museum. The sirens would be going off by then, but Will knew how this went, didn’t he? This had started with the Sackler, after all, a robbery in broad daylight and a crew that moved too quickly to be caught. It seemed only right that they would do the same thing.

Irene’s smile was slow, pleased. “You’re saying we can’t get in without getting caught?”

“That doesn’t sound like a good thing,” Lily observed.

“It is,” Irene said, and Will was smiling too. He loved seeing Irene like this, brilliant as she always was, one step ahead of him and everyone else. “If we can’t get in unseen, then why bother?”

“Exactly,” Daniel said. He walked them through the rest of the plan. It was clean, simple, easier than anything they had come up with in the past two weeks. The three of them and shattered glass, a getaway that couldn’t be traced. Police radar monitored and accounted for. It was not a heist from a movie, the glamour of Ocean’s Eight or the high-speed car chases from Fast Five, but it was something real, something possible.

Will looked out his window, at the distant sheen of the Charles River, the lights that shone along the bridge, remembering the Sackler on a late August afternoon, sunlight as it spilled through glass and open air. Had he known then what his life would become? He must have. He turned back to his screen, wondering. Against all odds, despite all that was practical or realistic, this was a crew.

A leader. Will had spent so many years studying art and how it changed hands. His whole life—it had brought him here. Of course it had. He would be the one to sort through the art at Drottningholm Palace, determine what they would take and what they would leave behind.

A con artist. His sister, her smile in the dark. Irene was a public policy major, had always understood people and what they wanted. She could shape the world to her will.

A thief. Daniel in a faraway palace, his hands as they skimmed over the stolen art. He would be a surgeon someday, had always known how to break things open, put them back together exactly as they were.

A hacker. Alex, who had left MIT for Silicon Valley, who had never found a problem she couldn’t solve. When they got to Sweden, she would manage their police radar, their burner phones, construct alibis for them based on location sharing and GPS.

And, finally, a getaway driver. Will thought of seeing Lily for the first time, headlights sweeping over an empty road. Beijing, the two of them on a motorcycle beneath the rising sun. When Lily drove, nothing could touch her if she did not want it to.

Irene’s voice cut through his headphones. “Explain this to me one more time,” she said. “We’re going to distract the Swedish police how?”

Alex shrugged lightly. “I’ll figure it out.”

Irene raised a brow. “And why you?”

“Well, it can’t be any of us,” Daniel said evenly. “We’ll be in the museum.”

“Then Lily,” Irene said.

“I’m driving,” Lily said. She was smiling, just a little.

“Multitask,” Irene suggested.

Will laughed. Some days, this felt like his future, unfolding. Others, it was just another group project, college kids and changing responsibilities, all the ways they could disagree with each other. “Come on,” Will said. “We have more to do.”

They had two weeks left.

When the call ended, Will reached for his backpack, headed to studio. Harvard in the fall was fiercely, improbably beautiful, all colonial brick and trees that reached for a cloudless blue sky, leaves that crunched beneath his feet as he crossed the Yard. Will pushed the glass door open, took in sunlight as it fell through open skylights and the sculptures that lay unfinished on empty work benches, the way the air smelled of oil paint. He didn’t have class today, but there was something comforting about being here all the same. He should have been working on job applications, but he didn’t want to think about that now, two weeks away from their first heist, when all of this might not matter if everything worked out like it should. And yet, as he set up his workstation, his mind went to the columns of the Met, those red banners and high arches, the cover letter he had spent hours on in the depths of night, when no one was around to see how much he wanted.

What’s wrong with wanting everything? he had asked Irene. These thefts, his future. Art was the only thing that could ever last, and even then—he would graduate in only a handful of months. He was so afraid of leaving Harvard behind. He did not know what would come next. He closed his eyes, let out a long, slow breath. What did it matter? It was a fall afternoon, and outside the leaves were falling, and he did not have to let go of this just yet. The world felt like it could crack open with a touch, spill yolk and careful possibility. Will pulled on his gloves and reached for a chisel. Two weeks, and they would be in Sweden. He thought of Chinese art, lost and found, the gleam of a bronze zodiac head in the dark.

If they could do this, if they could pull it off—

What else mattered, except for this?





Act Two

Win as though you’re used to it and lose as if you like it.

—Isabella Stewart Gardner





Act Three

The role of the artist is to make the revolution irresistible.

—Toni Cade Bambara
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