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For Stephen

Thank you for saving me when I was drowning
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PROLOGUE

New York City

 

“BE QUIET, TIMBER!”

“Sorry,” I whisper. “But I just stepped on a dead rat! This is going to give me nightmares. These shoes are most definitely going in the garbage. I’m no girly-girl, but bloody hell, why is New York so filthy? I mean, with almost nine million people crammed onto this little island, you would think—”

“Shush!” my partner in crime—literal partner in crime—hisses at me.

I shush, moving as lightly as possible along the dirty, piss-scented brick wall, my mind still troubled by the dead rat. Might sound crazy, but it’s almost as if I can feel a germy hole burning through the bottom of my shoe. I have to get it off.

I have to get it off.

Yet I know if I stop, Melanie will snap and get pissy with me. And I hate it when she does that. Because I don’t have enough anger in me to snap and get pissy right back.

Not that she’d be wrong. That would be anyone’s reaction right now if I dared stop to throw a “grossed-out” fit over a dead rat. Considering we are, at current, on a risky mission: returning the Blue Promise to a museum we didn’t steal it from.

It is told—in cursive writing on aged parchment paper in a museum in London—that in 1532, when King Henry VIII relentlessly pursued Anne Boleyn while still married to Catherine of Aragon, Boleyn had made it clear she would never give herself to him unless she were his wife. King Henry, driven mad with lust, desire, and passion for Boleyn, gave her a necklace to seal his promise that he would divorce Catherine of Aragon and make Anne his wife. Which he did.

This necklace was later dubbed the Blue Promise, a breathtaking heart-shaped sapphire-and-diamond necklace of 385.76 carats, valued at approximately 6.5 million British pounds today.

And we stole it. Two years ago, at an exhibit in London. Just to prove we could.

We’ve stolen innumerable valuables from all over the world, in fact. But now that we’re settling in New York for a while, we’ve decided to return all our stolen treasures, one by one. To return each piece of history to their respective countries, however, would mean thousands in plane tickets and weeks in traveling.

So, each week we break into a random museum and leave a piece of treasure there, then sit back and watch its discovery blow up all over the news.

Why do we do it? Because we can. Also, because we’re bored. The world is boring. And stupid. Melanie is convinced we don’t belong here. On Earth, that is.

It’s possible, she has theorized, there is a planet of geniuses that NASA has not yet picked up on—because they’re stupid, too—and that’s where we truly belong. Some of our ancestors were captured during a space battle, brought to Earth to dwell among imbeciles as punishment, and our people never bothered to come and save us, deeming it too great a risk. But they will, she wholeheartedly believes.

“We are few,” she claims, “but there is one of us in every five hundred thousand idiots, and once we meet them, we will know.”

My Melanie. Melanie Tahira. Do you believe her? I have to. She’s my best friend. British, like me. Also, she’s smarter than me. She dutifully reminds me of this fact every day.

I adore her to pieces.

We crab-walk down the dark, dirty, and deserted alley, which leads to the side door of our targeted museum. The earth is wet from an earlier fifteen minutes and nine seconds of torrential downpour, and there are big, inconvenient puddles to jump over every couple of feet.

I, personally, would not have chosen the Castellos Museum to plant the Blue Promise. But Melanie argued, quite vehemently, that planting it there instead of the Guggenheim would bring the Castellos some much needed publicity. Therefore, tonight we are Robin Hoods—or Robin Hers. Whatever.

Yesterday, we scoped Castellos. This morning we plotted. This afternoon we tested, twice. And now we officially do.

At 11:57 p.m., here we are, moving as light as panthers through the stinky darkness of the alley and up the metal stairs to Castellos’s side-door emergency exit.

The sensor light does not expose us as we make it up the stairs. That’s because I swapped it with a bad bulb on our second visit this afternoon while Melanie distracted the jiggly, perverted security guard.

Castellos is a small museum, housing very few valuables that are worth the risk of breaking in and getting caught, so its security system is not exactly what one would call topnotch. To break in and out of this place is a walk in the park. For us, at least.

“Keep watch,” Melanie tells me as she retrieves a weightless chip-on-film it took me eighteen months and sixty-three tries to successfully create. I call it T63, simply because it gave me a fist-pumping breakthrough on the sixty-third try. One of our best inventions to date.

T63 can hack any—and I mean any—electronic security system requiring a digit code, an eye scan, or a fingerprint scan for access.

Castellos is digit code access, the easiest to crack.

From the pocket of my black hoodie, I get out my small lock-picking kit and hand it to Melanie.

With a diamond hook and prier, she cajoles the tight crease at the side of the access monitor just wide enough to gingerly steal in the chip.

Once the chip makes contact, the access monitor beeps. A second later, the film glows neon blue. We wait. Thirty seconds later, the monitor flashes green with the words, Access Granted.

“Oh, how I love you, T63,” Melanie whispers with a proud grin. She looks back over her shoulder at me. “Okie Loki, the hard part is ov— Whoa!”

“What the—”

“Ow!”

Confused by the sudden commotion, I take swift action and hurl the pouch with the Blue Promise necklace over the staircase. It falls without struggle, the weight of the sapphire helpless against gravity, and lands with a faint hffftdn in an overflowing garbage bin. I lean over the railing and stare down. Six million pounds sitting atop a pile of garbage.

Oh well.

I whip back around to find Melanie facing off with two towering male figures in all black. One has a velvet-covered red box tucked under his arm. They are wearing masks, so all I see are glaring eyes and snarling lips.

“Who’re you two nerds?” the one with bulkier muscles demands.

Melanie, who hasn’t a craven bone in her body, glares straight at him through her spectacles and slings the question right back. “Who the bloody hell are you two buggers?”

No longer frightened now that I can see the men aren’t security guards, I step up behind Melanie. Except I’m not glaring with irritation as she is, I’m just…staring, with intrigue. At the bloke who’s not as bulky as the other one, but average, with greater height…and colder eyes.

Blue irises. Frosty ice blue. Against the dark of the night and his attire, they stand out with bold brilliance. 

Remarkable.

These are eyes I’ll never forget.

And not just because I have an eidetic memory, but because…I have the pressing and inexplicable urge to climb through them like windows, blow a hot kiss, and warm them from the inside. Melt all that frost away.

I’m in love. With his eyes, that is.

Eyes that are fixed on me.

“Step aside, and nobody gets hurt,” he says. His voice is nothing like I expect it to be, considering it has issued a threat. It’s a stark contrast to the coldness of his eyes. Quiet, and soft. Like a love song. No sharp edges or scratches. Hypnotizing, almost.

“No,” Melanie says in defiance, not even a wee bit affected by his voice. She points at the red box tucked under his arm. “Not until you put that back. My dad owns this place.”

“Adrian Castellos owns this place,” Bulkier Muscles says with a derisive chuckle. “You’re obviously Indian, with a British accent. Care to explain how Castellos is your father?”

Melanie growls and lunges forward, but quick as a fox, the one with the cold eyes—let’s just call him Frosty—has both her wrists locked in one of his fists. “Easy, Little Black Riding Hood.” He lowers his head, moving in just an inch. “I only enjoy making women come, not cry.”

Melanie stops moving for a second and her eyes glaze over, her lips parting as she gazes up at him. Then she snaps out of it and mutters, “You filthy American sod!”

Frosty’s gaze flicks over Melanie’s head to stare at me some more. And even more. Almost as if he wants me to never forget his eyes. Or is it he who’s memorizing me? After all, I’m not masked, all my features are out in the open. Nothing is hidden. Not even my curiosity.

In a split, off-guard second, he shoves Melanie backward so she crashes into me and we both collide into the railing.

With the path clear of us, they descend the stairs as soundlessly as black panthers in the night. On cue, a black SUV squeals up at the mouth of the alley. They bolt toward it.

With an abrupt halt, Frosty U-turns and begins sprinting back toward us—or rather, toward the overflowing garbage bin. Once there, he reaches in and snatches up the pouch I tossed earlier.

Oh no. The Blue Promise.

He glances up and throws a winning wink at me before taking off again, with the pouch.

No. No. No!

Summoning my inner bravado, I shriek, “Wanker!” My feet jerk into action and I make haste down the stairs. “You give that back right now!”

Of course, he doesn’t stop. He adjusts the red box under his arm while waving the pouch in the air as if to taunt me.

A glint of something falls to the ground. He’s not aware of it. “Hey! Come back here!”

He dives into the waiting vehicle, and it speeds off before the door is even closed.

Giving up the chase, I double over and press my hands to my knees, accepting defeat. Okay, so I’m not in the best shape. Usually, putting things back does not involve sprinting.

“Well, wasn’t this a damp squib,” Melanie calls out from behind me. “Guess we should’ve gone to the Guggenheim after all, yeah?”

I’m too busy catching my breath to think of a comeback.

From a small rain puddle, a glint of something all coiled in on itself winks up at me. I crouch down and pick it up.

A necklace.

One I’ve seen before, behind a well-protected display box in a museum in France. Another piece of another country’s history that’s got no business being here in New York.

This must be what fell from Frosty while he ran. A golden necklace about fourteen inches long with a crescent pendant.

A necklace that is not just a necklace, but also a key.

I allow the wet, cold jewelry to dangle from my fingers as I examine it, smirking to myself.

Melanie comes up beside me. There’s a beat of silence. “Is that—”

“Yep,” I answer. “The key to Marie Antoinette’s music box.”

“Whoa,” she whispers. “Did you see the music box at Castellos today? Because I didn’t.”

I shake my head. “Those two guys were probably cloaking it there. Smuggling, or something. Who knows?”

“Well, they’re screwed.” She sounds triumphant. “Because there’s no opening the box without that key. Not without destroying the box altogether. Serves them right.”

Fair game. He has our necklace—our stolen necklace. Not that losing the necklace is any loss for us. We were returning it, after all.

But I’m positive this key is a colossal loss for Frosty Blue Eyes.

I’m a nice girl. I could be a decent citizen and make sure the lost item is returned to its rightful—well, not so rightful—owner.

Fisting the necklace, I straighten up and shove it in the pocket of my hoodie, smiling to myself.

Ha. Too bad he was wearing a mask.




ONE

IT’S HIM.

Frosty Blue Eyes.

It’s been thirteen months and many dramatic happenings later, but I’m still able to pick out those eyes among a gallery of 107 guests and over half a billion dollars’ worth of valuables.

There is no mask this time. No mystery or concealment. 

No snarling curl of the lips.

No. This time, there is disarming and arresting.

Disarming and arresting features that complement the eyes, with an end result of utter and complete perfection. A fortress of a jawline, art for a nose, and poetry for lips. Yet, it’s the hair, the hair that upgrades him from perfection to divine. Deep brown, thick, and luscious, finger-swept in layered waves, an unruly lock falling over his forehead.

He is unimaginable 

He is the most fascinating creature I have ever seen.

He is terrifyingly handsome.

He is…obviously a thief.

A thief who is about to get caught.

A year ago, he’d been the picture of criminal and trouble and unrepentance. Right now, he is the deceiving depiction of wealth and influence, pomposity and snobbery. He is what he wants the other eyes in this gallery to see and believe.

But I see past the act. I see past the lie. I see his real eyes.

I see the con.

Currently, Melanie and I are at the Betty Matte Auction in Paris. Betty Matte was an infamous Parisian virgin, remembered as one of the comeliest, most sensual women of her time, but who’d been impossible to please…and as a result spent her whole life waiting for the perfect man who never came. Her chastity rendered her the most desirable woman in Paris, and she was thus pursued and courted by some of the wealthiest, most prestigious names, not only in France, but Germany, London, and Russia.

In a competition to win the virgin’s heart, they lavished her with expensive gifts, million-dollar houses, priceless jewelry, lands, and exotic pets. One by one, she turned them down but kept the gifts. Some said she only liked the attention. Some said she was never a virgin and had had an affair with her gardener. Whatever was true, whatever lies, the general consensus was that Betty Matte lived, grew old, and died a virgin. And all the possessions earned from pursuing prospects, she willed to her younger sister when she died—a sister who then left them to her daughter. A daughter who has now decided to auction off all the gifts.

We flew all the way here, Mel and I, to bid on the medieval Greek coins gifted to Betty by the prince of England at that time. We’ve had this auction marked since it was announced eight months ago, and we are determined to be the ones to go home with those coins.

Frosty is here for something, too. But from the plasticity of his smile and the I’m-so-much-smarter-than-you-fools gleam in his eyes, I don’t think that something he is here for is up for bidding.

He is here to steal it.

I stand across the room, a flute of untasted champagne in my hand. I watch him. I watch him fool everyone around him. In a charcoal suit and shined shoes, he stands tall and proud and squared, with a group of bragging blokes, a perpetual smirk on those poetic lips.

He thinks he’s got this one in the bag. Thinks he’s going to get away with whatever he is machinating.

But my eyes are not the only pair watching him over the rim of a champagne flute. He is in trouble, and he doesn’t even realize it.

Melanie comes up beside me, poking me in the ribs. “Hey, the bidding is about to start. Come on.”

A tiny bell rings, a call for all to exit the gallery and take their respective seats in the auction room. I opt to keep quiet about Frosty to Melanie for now and instead keep a surreptitious eye on him as we all shuffle into the room.

After much—ten whole minutes—introductory chatter, the bidding begins.

Frosty is seated two rows ahead on the opposite side. Out of nowhere, a pretty brunette slides into the vacant seat beside him. She lovingly touches his arm and peers up at him with a serene smile, conveying something to him without ever moving her lips.

I should not have picked up on it, but I have done that too many times before not to have picked up on it. With a closed-lip smile, Frosty lowers his head to press a kiss to her lips, and then they both refocus their attention on the auctioneer.

Melanie jabs me with her elbow. “What are you looking at?”

I turn to her. “Do you remember that run-in we had at Castellos in New York last year?”

At this, her eyes darken with hate. “Remember? Of course I remember that rat-arse filth.”

“Right,” I mumble. “Well, I think I just spotted one of them.”

“That’s impossible.” She’s shaking her head at me. “They were wearing masks.”

“But his eyes. I remember his eyes.”

Melanie rolls hers. “Okay, I know you have your superpower photographic memory, and all, but I also know it doesn’t work that way. There aren’t that many different eye colors in the world. Therefore, millions of people share the same eye color and shape. Some are so exact they could be one and the same. Thus, your supposed recognition is improbable. Not to mention, this encounter was a year ago, in a different country. What other proof do you have?”

I could argue back with his height and stature. The winning proof, of course, would be his voice. Melanie is great with voices—she never forgets a voice—and considering she was threatened and manhandled that night, his is undoubtedly a voice she hasn’t forgotten. But the debate would be lengthy, tedious, and distracting from Frosty’s impending doom.

Therefore, instead of picking up the gauntlet, I give her the win. “You’re right. Silly thinking, that bit.”

Her mouth opens to concur, but then her lips pinch together in suspicion, distrustful of my easy relent. I never give in without a debate. I’m as fierce a challenger as she is, and she knows it.

Turning away from her suspicious glare, I flick my gaze over to Frosty again. Or rather, to his chair. Because he is gone. Pretty Brunette is still there. But he is smoke.

I glance around the room, searching. Pretty Brunette raises her number board and calls out a bid. Nothing suspicious about that. Except that the second she lowers her board, two dark shadows move in the periphery of my vision.

A cue. Her bid was a cue.

And there it is. She’s setting Frosty up.

Before I know what I’m doing, I’m up and moving. “I need to use the loo,” I tell Melanie. “The coins are up next. Be sure to win them.”

I sidle down the row and out of the bidding room before I can question my sanity. As I re-enter the gallery, I catch sight of two suits moving into a wide hall with large framed paintings on the walls.

Quietly, I start to follow. Yet, after a few feet, I stop. 

And I think.

Nope. This is too easy.

What professional thief journeys all the way to Paris to allow himself to be caught this easily? On the one hand, Frosty is being sold out by someone he appears to trust. On the other hand, no one in the art of conning and thievery really trusts anyone, do they?

Simple answer: no.

Going with my gut instinct, I turn and go in the opposite direction, down the other hall.

There are three doors along this hall, and Frosty is behind one of them. Of the three doors, two are locked with regular knobs, easy to pick. Door number three is key-card entry. Behind which door do you think something valuable is hiding?

Snapping my purse open, I retrieve my credit card— translation: swipe access hacker—and move to door number three. My faux credit card has a built-in chip that, when swiped, hacks the system and grants access.

I swipe.

Smooth as oil, the door unlocks, and I slip in, a soft click sounding behind me as the door automatically closes.

Frosty is not behind the door. Behind the door is an empty room leading to a sturdier door. Stainless steel. There is a rotating camera above it. Except it’s not rotating but stuck pointing toward the left of the room—to the wall, to be precise.

It’s been overridden.

Sticking to the right side of the room, I move to the door. Fingerprint access controller. Crap.

Do I have T63 with me, or does Melanie have it? Once again, I snap my purse open and feel around for the familiar shape of the T63 case. I whisper a tight, “Yes,” when my fingers wrap around it.

Flipping open the case, I carefully take out the COF (chip-on-film) and scan it at the controller.

Half a minute later, I’m granted access. I turn the door handle and push in.

And there he is.

I knew it.

Aside from the thief, nothing but a tall glass case stands in the middle of an all-white room. On the sole velvet shelf inside the case sits a golden Fabergé egg. Beautiful in its intricate details, sizable diamond cuts punctuating each looping pattern on the egg, glistening under the light. A piece of art worth millions of dollars.

Frosty, who appears to have just finished picking the lock on the case, slowly turns at the sound of the door.

After thirteen months, those unforgettable eyes meet mine again. They are expressionless. No sign of shock, or fear, or panic. He watches me. Roves me over, but gives me nothing.

A real pro.

As I stare back, it dawns on me that my being here is rash and stupid. I left an auction to search for him, hacked through two doors to get to him, and now that I’m face-to-face with him…what?

How is he any of my business? Why do I care if he gets caught? What does it matter if he looks like a Shakespeare sonnet?

After much staring, much silence, much waiting to see what the other will do, I say, “She’s setting you up.”

Just barely, one eyebrow lifts. Still, he doesn’t speak. He’s trying to deduce just what the hell is happening here, I assume.

I push my glasses up on my nose and expound. “The pretty woman you were with? I saw her signal two suits to follow you. They went in another direction. Seeing as you are here instead of there, I take it you didn’t trust her with the truth of what you are really here for, yeah?” 

Nothing but an intense stare.

Okay, then. I search him—eyes, fingers, pulse—for something, anything that would belie his equanimity, expose his feigned insouciance.

I find nothing. He’s good. Bloody hell, he’s good.

At last, he asks, “Who are you with?”

“I’m not undercover to take you down, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Why are you here, then?”

“The Greek coins,” I reply. “My mate and I flew here to Paris to bid on them.”

His thumb and forefinger rub together, one, two, three times. There it is. A tell. But a tell for what? “Why are you here? In this room.”

“Oh. Um…” Again, I nervously push my glasses up on my nose. That’s my tell. “Well, I saw your eyes. They are blue. Frosty ice blue. And I’ve seen you—those eyes— before. I told my mate, but she’s anal and logical, and doesn’t believe it’s probable that you are the same man we had an unfortunate encounter with over a year ago. I, however, am 99.9 percent sure it’s you. So, I was watching you, and then I was watching her when you disappeared. That’s how I saw her signal the suits. I followed them, and then I stopped following them. Because I had a gut feeling you weren’t where they were headed. And look at that! Mel—my mate— she doesn’t believe in gut feelings. Or fate. She thinks all that is—”

“Stop. Now. Please,” Frosty halts me, looking assaulted.

Oh. Right. I talk too much. I’ve been working on that. Not with much success, apparently.

Frosty roves me over once more, probably to assess if I’m truthfully innocuous.

After a long moment, he turns to the case again and locks it. He then proceeds to move past me as if I’m just a gray cat in a gray corner.

Pinching my brows together, I glance between his retreating form and the glass case. The egg is still there. If this is the reason he is here, why is he leaving it? Because of me? He doesn’t believe me?

And then, it hits me.

“A fake,” I mutter. He swapped the real egg with a fake so no one will notice—at least not for a while—that the real egg has been stolen.

My inadvertently voiced conclusion stops him in tracks, and with three long strides he is in front of me again, eyes narrowed. More forceful this time, he demands, “Who are you with?”

Startled, I start to move back from him, but he grabs my upper arm and locks me in place.

“I-I told you. I’m not here to—”

“Then explain to me”—he gestures to door—“how you got in.”

It’s what I do. I hack things. For fun. Because I can. Okay, sometimes for worthy trades. “I cannot tell you that. But I promise, I’m not your enemy.”

His stare digs deep into mine, searching. With a decisive twist to his lips, he spins me and begins leading me out of the room. “You’re coming with me.”

“You mean, like, as a hostage?”

He pauses to close the door. I accept the reactivation beep of the security controller as his answer.

“Well, then,” I bravely carry on, “where is your weapon?” He glances at me, his annoyance unhidden.

“If you’re going to take me as a hostage,” I say, “you need to have a weapon. Otherwise, I can just employ my self-defense tricks and run off. And you best believe I can defend myself. I know tricks that can make you stop breathing in five sec—”

“Know any tricks that can make a person shut up in half a second?” 

With a huff, I shut up and let him haul me out the second door.

Do not ask me why I care that he gets out of this situation unscathed, but I do. Which means, I can’t shut up. “I have a knife I can loan you.” 

Frosty stops moving. Stares down at me like I’m a loon. He’s so tall. So pretty. So deceivingly harmless. If I had seen him on a mundane day, in a mundane setting, like in a grocery store purchasing laundry detergent, I’d never, ever guess this beautiful piece of art to be a common criminal. Hell, he should be propped up in the auction room to be bid on, starting at one billion.

“You…have a knife?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“A knife you want to willingly give me to take you as a hostage?” He says the words so slowly, stressing every syllable as if speaking a language he’s not quite fluent in.

“Loan,” I correct. “I’m loaning you the knife. It’s one of my favorite toys. Handy little bugger. I can’t permanently part with it.”

He blinks at me. Once. Twice. Three times. “Give me your purse.”

Hmm. Still doesn’t trust me.

As I hand over my purse, I offer him the location of the weapon. “Zipper on the right.”

He gets out the knife, unsheathes it, and examines it. It’s then I notice the bulge in his jacket.

“Do you want to put that in my purse?” I point to the bulge. “You know, just in case someone decides to search you.”

One eyebrow wings up. “And they won’t search you?”

“If I were as outrageously beautiful and conspicuous as you, definitely.” I offer a pathetic shrug. “But I’m wallpaper. No one ever notices me. And that is a tremendously useful asset.”

He studies me for a beat, then shakes his head as he tucks the knife inside his jacket and retrieves a violet velvet pouch from his pocket. Gingerly, he fits it inside my purse and snaps it shut.

He looks at me. “I know you don’t really believe that about yourself. You just want to be a part of this.” He holds the purse out for me to take. Once it makes contact with my hands, he leans in and warns, “Never try to con a con man.”

Chastened, I swallow. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” Then I grin. “But this is just so ace.”

He eyeballs me as if I’m some kind of puzzle he can’t solve. “Were the suits feds?”

“Maybe. But feds enjoy kicking down doors and creating a scene, so maybe not. These suits were being carefully discreet. Besides, we’re in France. Do they have feds in France?”

With a nod of agreement, he grabs my arm. “Come on.”

“A word of advice,” I say as I skitter alongside him down the hall. “If we do happen to get caught, you might want to try being a wee bit more convincing with that knife. Because, to be honest, you seem to be more afraid of it than of getting caught. And I would hate for you to get caught. You have some incredibly gorgeous eyes and it would be a shame for them to be locked up.”

Without breaking stride, he throws a glare down at me. But even his glare is art.

I’m giddy as he drags me along. I love the thrill. The thrill is the reason Melanie and I steal valuables from time to time, but we’ve never even been suspected of a heist, let alone been on the run. So this is new.

The main gallery is free of people when we finally get there. Frosty releases his hold on me and pockets the knife.

“Act normal,” he whispers. “The fake is back there and I’m not. The alarm hasn’t been triggered. Whatever I do from here until we get out, go with it.”

When one long arm snakes around my waist, my breath catches.

Oh, my precious.

I’ve never been held like this before. By anyone.

His long arm yanks me into his side, and I gasp. Oh. Wow. He smells good. Like mischief and trouble. Like sweet wrongs and delicious danger.

I move when he moves. I go along with it. I know nothing about this bloke, but I’ll go along with him, anywhere, on any occasion.

With flowing steps, he sweeps me over to the lift and pokes the call button.

I decide to compliment him. “You smell nice.” 

No answer.

Okay. I’m okay with that.

“Why the lift and not the stairs?” I ask. “It’s harder to make an escape in an elevator than the stairs, you know. Fact. An elevator can be controlled by outside forces. Can lock us in. Open when we are surrounded with no escape. Also—”

“Shut. Up,” he hisses beneath his breath.

I shut up.

The lift opens, and we walk in, his arm still snaked around my waist. Just as the doors begin to close, the two suits break around the corner. They spot us in the elevator and hurry forward, one throwing an arm out to stop the doors from sealing.

A cocktail of nerves and thrills has me adjusting my glasses. Looking up at Frosty, I flutter my lashes to convey that these are the suits. I’m worried he might think I’m a sicko with an eye-twitching problem, but when he gives me a playboy wink, I know he gets it.

As the two men—complete with suspicious glares and menacing faces—settle into the lift and press the lobby button, I’m suddenly slammed up against the cool stainless-steel wall of the lift, my left leg hiked up and hooked around a slim waist.

A startled squeal escapes me, but then my whole body blushes and tingles when he braces his lean, rigid self against me.

“Why’re you still sulking?” he asks through gritted teeth, bringing his lips close to mine. “That orgasm I just gave you in the bathroom wasn’t enough?” His voice lowers to a gentle whisper, “I told you, baby, I’m sorry. What else do you want me to do?”

For a brief moment, I’m speechless. And feeling things. 

Hot, sensual things.

Oh. My. Precious. I have never felt this hot in my life.

His body and mouth and words are all sex, but his eyes scream, “Go along with it.”

I swallow hard and attempt to ad lib. “You swore to me that nothing was going on between you two. You told me she was just a business partner. And yet I see you here”—I let my voice break—“kissing her.”

My gaze falls between us, but it’s only so I can sneak a peripheral peek at the suits. They exchange glances. I read their doubt and confusion.

Good.

Frosty paws one side of my face, tips my face up to him, and peers into my eyes with such conviction I almost believe the words that follow. “She means nothing to me, baby. But when I look at you, I see…everything. I won’t lose you. I won’t let you go.”

With that, his other hand slides under my dress—the below-the-knee, flower-print pin-up dress Melanie forced me to wear. If I had gone with the slacks and beret I’d originally planned on, I wouldn’t have this stranger’s hand up my frills right now…and I wouldn’t be scolding myself for liking it way more than I should. I shouldn’t be liking it, at all. Period. I don’t even know him!

“I need you.” His hand slides up my thigh. “Tell me you won’t leave me.” His lips descend. “Tell me you won’t give up on me.” His head dips. “Can I trust you”—his lips brush teasingly against mine—“to stay with me?”

God.

Blind.

Me.

It feels as if I have been doused with gasoline and set on fire. There is a foreign feeling unfurling in my stomach. My nipples feel weird. A nice kind of weird. I’m so fruity I can barely breathe.

The word is a wisp of air as I breathe out, “Yes.” 

And with that, he kisses me.

Not a peck. Not a press. He full-blown, flat-out kisses me.

It’s a rage of a kiss, his tongue plunging in and taking over. His hand leaves my face and sweeps into my hair, gripping and controlling, tilting my head just the way he wants so he can go deeper.

Blimey, he’s going all out with this improv.

Not that I’m complaining.

What he doesn’t know is that this is my first time to ever be kissed by a man. Really kissed. First time to be touched so intimately. And it’s all so thrillingly dangerous.

Unsure of what to do with myself, I circle my arms around his middle, my purse strap sliding down to dangle on my wrist as I pull him closer.

He hikes my leg higher and sends a low groan down my throat.

Harrumphs sound from the suits. But Frosty doesn’t stop kissing or feeling me up. Nope, not until the doors open on the lobby floor and the suits all but bolt out to flee the heat inside. Obviously, they’re not French. Interpol, maybe?

Frosty breaks away, slowly.

My gaze shifts to the side, outside the doors. Neither of the suits so much as glances back, but I notice one of them raises his wrist to his mouth and talks to it.

“Right. I… I think we’ve convinced them.” My breath is ragged. “I bet now they’re thinking your girlfriend played them. Ha. You’re excellent at improv, by the way. That was thrilling.”

No response.

I shift my gaze to him. He is staring down at me with an indecipherable expression. His chest rises and falls, his breathing a wee rough.

“Do you know them?” I ask. “Are they law enforcement, or bad guys? What if they—”

I’m cut off when he grabs my wrist and hauls me out of the elevator. And then, as before, he loops his arm around my waist, continuing the act.

Oh, right. We’re still in the building.

Yet, even when we are free outside, in cool air under an overcast gray sky, his arm remains around me and his feet keep on moving. He leads me down to the corner of the street, pausing briefly at a rusting lamp post. He goes left, and a black jeep revs up. It brakes at our feet.

Only then does he release me. Abrupt and swift, as if I’d scorched him.

“Get in.”

I know I should not. I know I don’t have to. I know I can run if I want, scream if want. I know I can get away. I know if I get in, it could be the stupidest decision I ever make in my entire life.

And still, I get in.




TWO

I WAKE UP IN THE air.

Heading for…God knows where.

A seat belt is fastened around my waist and voices are mumbling behind me.

“…’bout the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen him do, man.”

“No kidding.”

“What’s he gonna do with her?”

Three different voices. Three unfamiliar voices. American.

Good news? Hopefully.

“Isn’t he the one always reminding us that abduction and hostage-taking aren’t part of our job description?”

A scoff. “Yeah.”

A mildly amused, mocking fourth voice. “Our aim is to complete the mission in a neat, clean fashion. Without leaving a trail.”

The other three voices joined in, reciting those last words in unison.

“What do we even know about this chick? She could be undercover. She could—” 

The speaker cuts off abruptly.

A long pause ensues.

Someone coughs.

A door clicks open and shut.

Someone whispers, too low for me to hear.

I’m guessing a new character has entered. Possibly the subject of their conversation. Or rather, the other subject, considering I’m also a subject of their conversation.

With nimble hands, I unfasten my seat belt and shove up to my feet. Whoa…too fast. A woozy haze passes over me and leaves me gripping the back of the seat for balance.

The last thing I remember doing after climbing into that vehicle in Paris was accepting a bottle of Perrier from Frosty.

Rookie move.

“Um, excuse me,” I say once my equilibrium is found, my body turning to face a motley cohort of five. “I’m not an undercover anything trying to bust anyone. I don’t even know you. Him?” I point at Frosty, who is standing down the back of the aisle, a pencil and notepad in hand. “I know him. Actually, no. I know his eyes. They are striking and unforgettable, and have been etched in my memory for twelve months. You—” I point to a muscle-bound Black bloke with groomed dreadlocks and thick lips. “I do not know. You—” I point to a lanky Latino bloke with high cheekbones, razor-sharp jaw, and percipient dark eyes. “I do not know. You—” I point to an overly inked and pierced tomboy with jet-black pixie hair and brooding, thick eye-lined eyes. “I do not know.” My finger makes a final jab at a smirking heartthrob with sharp gray irises, platinum-blond hair, and a playboy wink. “Nor do I know you.” 

All stares.

“Incidentally,” I add, “I was fine with helping Mr. Frosty Blue Eyes down there escape, but I did not ask to be drugged and loaded on a jet and illegally transported to… somewhere else.”

More stares.

“That said, I think this is all…pretty thrilling.” The stares turn skeptical, so I keep talking. “I’m excited to see what you band of morons will do next. Where are we headed? Aren’t you freezing? It’s cold as a bat’s arse in here. Rad jet, by the way. I’ve never been inside one this fancy. And I’ve been places. Lots of places. Can I get some water, please? No drugs this time. I’m parched.”

As if I’m nothing but a big red question mark in a frilly pin-up dress, they all just stare and blink at me, stare and blink.

The silence is finally broken by the lanky Latino. “Dios. Mami didn’t even take a second to breathe.”

“Did this nerd-face just call us morons?” This from the inked-up tomboy. “Us, morons? You look like a Big Bang Theory reject.”

I wave her off as if she is but a gnat. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist. Can someone please get me some water? Even a glass of blood would do right now, I’m so thirsty.”

All the seats in this section face each other in a semicircular fashion. And all are taken. But no one moves.

Smirking Playboy is monopolizing an L-shaped sofa that is meant to fit more than one, so I wobble my way over to it and prod his thigh. With an amused grin, he shoots a glance down the aisle to the silent and expressionless Frosty, then shifts over to make room for me.

I sit primly and cross my legs, ladylike. My dress falls over my knees. Hands clasped in my lap, I sweep my bespectacled gaze around, observing each one in fascination. “So, what do you call yourselves? The Power Five? Urban Takers? Cons on a Plane? What?”

At this, Frosty moves up the aisle, his lean, towering frame too tall for the jet. He’s ditched his suit jacket and tie, the sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. His hair, which had been flawless perfection at the gallery, is now an unkempt mess of thick layers, flopping down his forehead and ears.

As he passes, his eyes flick over me for half a second, then dismiss me, before he disappears behind a sliding partition at the front.

My ardor has cooled somewhat. He’s odd, that one.

“So?” I prod the group when everyone just continues to stare at me as if I’m speaking Dothraki. “What are you called?”

More silence and staring. This is getting old.

“Nada, mami.”

I make a face. “Your crew is called Nothing? Well, that’s lame.”

Smirking Playboy chuckles. “No, we’re not called Nothing. We don’t have a name.”

I frown. “Why not? You’re more than a duo, and clearly successful professionals. You should have a rad name.”

“I think so, too,” Smirking Playboy says with another wink.

“Would you idiots stop talking to her?” snaps the tatted tomboy. “She could be bugged, the law could be listening in, and you’re all blabbing like hyenas.”

I shift toward her. “Hi. What is your name?” 

“Don’t talk to me,” she spits out.

“Okay, Don’t Talk to Me,” I say, and Smirking Playboy snickers. “Your ire is understandable. You have every right to be leery of a stranger who was impermissibly drugged and forcibly dragged onto your jet. Your stupidity, however, is confounding. For one, it’s wildly impractical to have anyone ‘listening in’ from well above forty thousand feet in the air. Second, judging from my lingering grogginess, I deduce I’ve been out for at least four hours. And during those hours, neither you, nor any of these other four lummoxes, I surmise, took the opportunity to strip me down and search me for possible wires, a chip, or any other disguised recording devices?”

“Damn,” mutters the Black bloke. “You’re kinda obnoxious for a nerd.”

I’m not. Melanie is. I’m the nice one.

What will he say when he meets her?

The partition at the front slides open. All I get is a glimpse of his tall frame before something is hurled straight at my head.

“Violence is never the answer!” I scream as I duck.

There’s a thud. Something cold barrels down to my lower back and nestles there. Amid a wave of chuckles, I reach behind me and curl my fingers around the missile.

A cold bottle of Evian water.

“All that talk, and she’s afraid of water,” Don’t Talk to Me mocks with a bitter laugh. “Maybe we should torture her with a cold bath.”

Ignoring the little bitch, I look up to find Frosty’s blank eyes on me. He stands just inside the open partition, and I glimpse something akin to a portable bar behind him.

I hold up the bottle of water between my finger and thumb. “Seriously?”

“You asked for water.” He shrugs. “You were supposed to catch it.”

I let my eyes go wide. “Sorry, but were you all raised by hooligans? I’m not like Don’t Talk to Me, here. Look at me, I’m wearing a dress. When a lady, an intelligent lady, is in your presence, and she asks you for a drink of water, you do not hurl a bottle at her head. You get a clean cup, pour the water, and hand it to her with a polite smile.”

Frosty inhales a deep, impatient breath but nods at Smirking Playboy beside me.

Smirking Playboy is reluctant, but eventually he stands, takes the bottle from my hand, and brushes past Frosty to disappear behind the partition.

Frosty goes back down the aisle, dips his head to get through a door at the back, and closes it firmly behind him.

I ask the Black bloke, “So, what’s your name?”

He gives me no attitude. Just a smile. “Kavon.”

“And Don’t Talk to Me?”

“Jo.”

Jo throws a pen at him. “Dickhead.” 

“The Latino?” I push on. “Eduardo.”

“And Smirking Playboy?”

Kavon bursts out laughing. “Collin.”

On cue, Collin returns with a glass of ice water and hands it to me. “Collin Cumberland, at your service.”

Parched beyond sanity, I down the water in zero-point five seconds.

His smirk is no longer there when he reclaims his seat beside me and shoots a displeased glance down the aisle to the door Frosty has disappeared behind. “And my abductor?”

Kavon is hesitant, his gaze flicking to Eduardo.

Collin answers, a bite to his tone, “Jaxon. With an x.”

Of course, with an x. Fitting. A name as pretty as his face.

I pop an ice cube into my mouth and point at each of them, one by one. “Kavon, Jo, Eduardo, Collin, and”—I jab a thumb down the aisle—“Jaxon, yeah?” 

No response.

“But no name for the gang?”

“We’re not a fucking gang.”

“Okay…” I crunch the ice cube with my teeth. “How about we brainstorm a name for you thieves?” I tilt my head to think, tonguing around the crushed pieces of ice. “What about…Incognito? Or…Without a Trace? Or…the Five Disciples? Or…” I keep rattling off possible names, my words getting slower and slower, my mind foggier and foggier.

Jo’s voice sounds far away when she grumbles, “Is this chick ever gonna shut up?”

“She will.” Collin’s voice. “In a minute.”

As I attempt to bring another cube of ice to my mouth, it falls from my fingers, along with the glass.

You’ve got to be kidding.

A warm arm wraps around me and urges my head to a hard but comfortable chest.

“Whatever,” I mumble into the person’s chest. “You smell glorious.”

The last thing I remember before I trip and tumble into oblivion is Collin’s voice whispering at my temple, “Sorry, Nerd Girl.”

From now on, I’m pouring my own damn water.




THREE

I’M LOATH TO WELCOME CONSCIOUSNESS as it revisits. I can’t move. My legs and arms are lead. My eyes, as I blink them open, feel like bags of gravel.

A cautious squint reveals an unfamiliar room. A bedroom. Masculine, rustic, with exposed brick walls, dark furniture, and a wide dresser littered with a plethora of colognes.

I’m lying supine in a bed that is big and soft with lots of pillows. I want to roll over to enjoy this big, soft bed, spread my arms, and make pillow angels.

Unfortunately, my body feels like it’s weighing itself down. Just attempting the simple act of flicking my wrist feels the equivalent of deadlifting a trailer.

Where am I?

I hope it’s with— What is his name?

Right. Jaxon. With an x.

Anyway. I hope this is his bed, and that is his dresser, and those are his colognes. I hope he barges in and kisses me again. Touches his hand to my bare thigh. Makes me feel all those same weird and tingly things again.

I hope I’m still his hostage.

Stricken with inertia, I lie there for thirteen nauseating minutes—yes, I counted—before the room door finally swings open.

Had I the energy to sigh in disappointment, I would.

Not Jaxon.

Nonetheless, Collin, in all his heart-melting handsomeness, will suffice.

He wears a black wifebeater and red pajama bottoms that bears the Flash symbol on the right thigh. While the pajama bottoms hang low on his hips, the wifebeater, two sizes too tight, doesn’t hide much. He’s holding an enormous bowl of cereal in one hand while scooping spoonfuls into his mouth as he strolls toward the massive bed.

He doesn’t seem to notice I’m awake, probably because I’m stretched out as stiff as the dead.

As he climbs into bed, he takes a break from stuffing his face long enough to grab a remote from the nightstand and switch the telly on.

My head explodes. The noise from the telly is like an automatic weapon. Jarring enough to spur life into my fingers and curl them into fists. Eyes squeezed shut, I press the fists to my temples and croak out, “Lousy bastardous American bastards.”

The clinking of the stainless steel to porcelain pauses. 

The volume on the telly drops.

Much better.

I crack one eye open and find Collin smirking at me. “Welcome back to the rabbit hole, Nerd Girl.”

Both eyes open now, I correct my askew glasses. “You fricking drugged me. Again. Do you have any idea the dangers of drugging someone back-to-back? You idiots! What specific drug did you use? I need to know so I can take immediate precautions to prevent long-term side effects.”

Collin winces with contrition. “Dunno. You’ll have to ask Jaxon. But you’ll be okay. The drug is legal, safe. We’ve used it many times before.” He sets his bowl aside. “You feeling nauseous? Any memory problems? Confusion, delirium, hallucinations?”

I take a minute to assess. “Just nausea.”

“As I thought,” he says. “You’re okay. The heaviness will wear off soon.”

“I’m really thirsty.”

Without a word, he hops off the bed, leaves the room, and return minutes later with a tall glass of water. He sets the water down on the nightstand and helps me up so I’m seated with my back against the headboard.

As he picks up the glass and brings it to my lips, I think twice before drinking, as thirsty as I am. “Is the water drugfree this time?”

Remorse and apology fill his gray eyes. “Yes. It is. I am sorry for drugging you. Didn’t want to. But Jaxon wanted to shut you up. He’s not much of a talker…or listener—or anything else, for that matter. Just a big, vapid block of nothing, rather than a living being. So, to him, someone like you, well…”

He nudges my lips with the glass, and I open and begin gulping, reluctantly trusting him.

“But I like you,” he confesses. “You’re…entertaining. And cute, too.”

Huh, how about that? This heartthrob—one I’m positive has already broken a thousand pretty pink hearts—thinks I’m cute.

Melanie would snort at that through her snobby nose.

Speaking of which, I wonder how close she is to locating me…

“How long have I been out?” I ask.

“About seven hours.” He touches his finger to my nose, then climbs up on the bed, straddles me—Heart, please be still—and…reaches around to fluff the pillows at my back to make me more comfortable.

Well, that’s… I sigh. Unexpectedly considerate of him.

Once he’s satisfied, he crawls over me to his side of the bed, picks up his cereal, and resumes munching.

In all my twenty-two years of living, I’ve never had this much male action. Within twenty-four hours, I’ve experienced my first kiss, my first grope, my first hot-male-arm-around-my-waist, my first sleeping-in-a-hot-man’s-bed, and my first man-straddle… Innocent as it all was.

For me, that’s a lot of male contact. And I’m unsure how to feel about it.

How it feels, however, is…nice.

Kind of.

Breath-catching with Collin. Heart-stopping with Jaxon.

Except, Collin likes me, and talks to me, and smiles and smirks at me, while Jaxon aims to shut me up—either with his mouth or with drugs.

Not that I mind him shutting me up with his mouth.

The drugs, though, not so much.

Ignoring the lingering warmth of Collin’s strong thighs straddling me, I clear my throat and ask, “What kind of cereal is that?”

“Honey Bunches of Oats.”

I love Honey Bunches of Oats. “Can I have some?”

This gets his attention. He all but hugs the bowl to his chest, and I think he’s about to growl a feral, “No” but then he sighs, scoops three spoonfuls into his mouth, and begrudgingly passes me the bowl. “Don’t eat it all, all right?”

It’s not until eating the first spoonful of cereal that I realize how famished I am. The more I eat, the hungrier I feel, so the more I eat.

I’m down to the dregs when Collin glances over and possessively snatches the bowl from me. “I told you not to eat it all.”

Through a mouthful of flakes and granola, I grumble, “Boo-hoo, poo-woo. Why so aggressive? Can’t you just go get more?”

Almost angrily, he brings the bowl to his mouth and drains every last bit of what’s left, as if afraid I might ask for more.

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he turns gray eyes to me, sculpted lips tipped in a half snarl. “I never share my Honey Bunches of Oats. With anyone. I trusted you with it, and you ate it all. For that, I’m never sharing my Honey Bunches of Oats with you ever again.”

The laugh that bubbles up from me cannot be helped. “You sound like a bloody ten-year-old. It’s just cereal.”

His expression is aghast, as if I’d just told him Santa Claus isn’t real. “Honey Bunches of Oats is not ‘just cereal’. It’s magic.”

 “Nuh-uh. That’s Lucky Charms.”

He takes a sharp breath. “Nope, you can’t be my roommate. One of the others has to take you.”

I’m even more confused. “Your roommate?”

“Despite our votes to let you go, Jaxon insists on keeping you here for a while. Unfortunately, there aren’t any spare rooms, and no one wants to room with the chatty nerd, so I volunteered—purely out of guilt for drugging you.”

I blink. “Meaning…you all live together?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

A shrug. “Reasons.”

“Like what?”

He runs a hand over his jaggedly trimmed platinum mane and mutters something to himself before saying, “We work together, for one.”

“Is it mandatory in America for people who work together to live together?”

Collin expels an exhausted breath and slides down from the headboard to the mattress, staring up at the ceiling. “And so my watch begins.”

I laugh at the reference. I’m a fan, too. “If I’m to be your roommate, you should know I have sedatephobia.”

His eyebrows pinch together. “What’s that?”

“A fear of silence. Which means I’ll always be talking to fill it. And we’ll need to sleep with the TV on.”

“Wow,” he says with a resigned sigh. “I really screwed myself.”

“There’s traffic outside,” I say with sudden recognition. “And the kind of noises found only one place in the world. Are we in filthy New York City, perchance?”

“Correct.”

Okay. What are the odds I was kidnapped all the way over in Paris and brought right back home?

I look around thoughtfully. “How am I a hostage if I’m not tied up and free to climb through those open, unbarred windows if I want?”

“Security’s pretty tight here, Nerd Girl,” he mumbles as he hops off the bed and heads for the bathroom. “Trust me, you won’t get far if you try to run.”

I could point out that there’s no security too tight for me to defeat, but I don’t. Mainly because I’ve no intention of escaping. I have a feeling Jaxon knows I won’t attempt to run. I’m too intrigued. And I do fancy the frequent hot-male contact.

A normal person with a normal life would be having a more dramatic, tonsil-vibrating reaction to my current situation. They’d be screaming bloody murder, and most definitely would not be reclining so causally in a complete stranger’s bed, no matter how obscenely handsome that stranger is. A normal person would be screaming bloody murder because they’d probably have a job, a doting boyfriend, an inseparable friend, and a family who values them, to go back home to.

I, on the other hand, am not screaming bloody murder because, one, I’m not normal, and, two, I don’t have a job or a doting boyfriend, and, three, my inseparable friend will be here soon enough.

As for family, a car accident in England took my negligent, alcoholic parents. I have an older sister and brother who are perfectly fine with my absence from their lives. They never could tolerate my eccentricities.

My brother is the oldest, but he’s somewhat mentally challenged, so when our parents perished, my sister took over. To chase her music career, she packed us up and moved us to the States—specifically, San Francisco. Through hard work, perseverance, and a Good Samaritan, she became famous and successful—the Saskia Day, world-class pop-rock superstar—and thus able to provide for us in ways we’d never dreamed of.

Growing up, I was always the straight-A student, the know-it-all smart-arse, the pesky, annoying critic and corrector. I started college at thirteen. Which is where I met Melanie, who’d started a year before me at just twelve. She, too, was a Brit relocated to the States.

Instant connection. Kindred spirits. She was everything I was. I was everything she was. We understood each other.

We got teased and pranked quite a bit throughout our adolescent college years. We were too smart and obnoxious for our ages, and the “normal” kids didn’t like that.

Our only other friend was our physics professor, Dr. Brookbanks, a fifty-two-year-old Star Wars fanatic. Eventually, he convinced us we were too cool for school, too advanced for nuance, and went about teaching us a whole new set of lessons, training us, exposing us to some of the most exciting yet unimaginable opportunities.

We became even bigger geniuses.

Intelligent criminals.

Soon, Mel and I were traveling the world on contracts and missions, all while balancing our college studies, acing our exams like they were nothing but minor inconveniences. I was an engineer. I was a hacker. I was a part-time liar.

We were artists. Artists of every kind. Young, and overly capable.

About a year ago, we chose to settle in New York— much to my dismay, as I loathe this tightly packed city. But Melanie insists this is where we need to be to achieve all our dreams. And though I disagree—my suggestion was Silicon Valley—I let her win.

Ma—which is what I call my sister, since she’s more of a mother to me than our real mum ever was—and I keep in touch and see each other as often we can. But we both travel and move about a lot, so sometimes we can go months between visits. Therefore, I don’t have to worry about her panicking and sending out a search party if she doesn’t get a ring from me for a while.

“I need to shower,” I tell Collin as he returns from the bathroom. “I’m starting to smell like this city. And by the way, who’ll be feeding me?”

“Go on. There’s a pack of new toothbrushes in the cabinet. Jaxon will be feeding you. I’ll share my bed with you, but not my food.” 

I roll my eyes and climb off the bed. “Because I ate your cereal?”

“Because you dissed it.”

“Seriously, how old are you?”

Collin pulls on the strings of his pajama bottoms, peels back the waistband, and peeks down at his manhood before flicking a lascivious gaze back to me. “Sure you wanna know that, Nerd Girl?”

With a gulp, I turn and sprint for the bathroom.




FOUR

FRESH FROM A LONG AND thorough shower, I stand in front of the mirror and wipe away the fog with my palm.

My glasses are off, a burgundy towel wrapped around my damp body. The glasses are not needed, but they are wanted. I’m nearsighted. I can see mostly without their aid, but everything appears slightly blurry.
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