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CHAPTER 1
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John Scott

I’M NO GOOD WITH DATES.

Truth is, I’m a fucking forgetful son of a bitch.

No matter how hard I try—like, out-of-body-experience hard—to remember my best friends’ birthdays, I always forget. They all know it by now, they’re completely used to not even hearing a “happy birthday” on their special day. As if that weren’t enough, I almost always lose track of what day of the month it is, which means I miss paying the bills or some other shit like that. It’s stupid, I know.

It’s completely fucked up.

But how fucked up am I if I say I remember perfectly the date my lips first met hers? How fucked up am I if I say I remember perfectly that on September 19, 1993, my mouth reached heaven when it crashed against the vibrant red adorning her voluptuous lips?

Christ, that was months ago!

I should have forgotten by now, without a doubt.

But the truth is, I haven’t. I remember the date and every little thing that made up that night. That goddamn party.

She was utterly dazzling in a tight red dress that, by the way, had always been her trademark. Red suits her better than any other color, maybe because it’s a warm tone that brings out the color of her fierce, hazel eyes, which look distinctly like a cat’s. Or maybe because it contrasts so fucking well with the fiery color of her hair, turning her into a beautiful work of art that calls to mind intense, provocative emotions. Her smile was just as radiant, but it vanished like smoke the moment I reached her outside the party, in a well-kept garden full of flowers. Our gazes sparked right then, and if I make a small effort, I can still feel how my body reacted to being seen by her look—which is, in fact, lethal.

The truth is, Pasha Stratford is lethal through and through.

She doesn’t play games. Her nose is upturned and pert, her posture is impeccable, and her steps are confident and precise. She’s aware of the power she radiates and the way everyone stops to orbit around her, as if she were the sun itself walking on American soil. And I’ve always known that, I’ve always known about the redhead’s magnetic power. I’ve always known that messing with her would be dangerous—after all, if you play with fire, you get burned. But despite that, I wanted to see the flickering flames up close. That September night, I wanted to discover with my own eyes what would happen when fire met gasoline in an epic clash.

Obviously, the result was a full-blown inferno.

Pasha and I fought, just like every other time we’ve met. Unlike all the others, this time she was truly furious, completely furious. Her face was boiling with anger and her mouth wouldn’t stop spewing absurd things about me. In a thoughtless, desperate move on my part—since I was sick of hearing her scream—I crashed my mouth onto hers, ready to make her shut up. At first, it worked, and Pasha went still, showing no reaction. Just when I thought she’d pull away or slap my face, the only reaction I got from her was her full lips parting to give way to my desperate, utterly hungry tongue.

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” she shouted as soon as we broke apart to catch our breath. “What made you think you could do that? What made you think you could just kiss me?”

I remember opening my mouth to retort, even though I didn’t really know what was going to or should come out of it. I remember taking a step back, wondering what the hell I’d done by kissing the girl who despised me more than anything. And I definitely remember very well that a second after her words, she stepped forward to stand in front of me again and wrapped her slender wrists around my neck, kissing me as if her life depended on that moment to continue.

That night, Pasha Stratford, who came straight from Alaska just to mess up my life, lowered the walls she’d built around herself and finally let me reach her. She finally let me taste what it’s like to reach heaven.

And it’s so ironic to say that.

Because, at the same time that she lifted me up there, letting me enjoy that liberating feeling with her, she also sent me plummeting straight down to hell.

And all because, from that night on, I could never again find another pair of eyes that hold the devil inside them like hers do.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Pasha Stratford

ALASKA WAS ALWAYS THE best place in the world for me. I loved the cold, loved watching snowflakes land on the tip of my nose, loved going outside to make snow angels, loved skating on the frozen lakes near home, and above all, loved having a steaming mug of hot chocolate in my hands as I burrowed under the blankets with my little sister to watch whatever cartoon would make her happy, or even just to listen to her contagious, melodious laugh whenever I decided to distract her from the TV by squeezing her chubby, freckled cheeks.

Until, at a certain point, Alaska turned into something chaotic for me when some higher power decided, in a totally unfair way, that only it would get the pleasure of hearing that laugh again. After all, Penelope Stratford, my baby sister, was diagnosed with leukemia at six and died at seven, leaving me completely broken, shattered, alone, and without a single shred of future. I found myself, in the rawest way, living at the bottom of those icy lake waters, where every time I looked up, I couldn’t see a way out, because a thick layer of ice blocks covered the surface, just as they covered my life, trapping me in that grim situation fate had been so determined to shove me into.

And so, when Penelope was gone, even though I knew it was better to spare her so much suffering in this earthly world, I was still selfish. I wanted her near me. I wanted to hear her laugh, her advice that was far too wise for a small child, the fantastical stories that swirled in her brilliant mind, and of course, I wanted her close so we could talk and debate about butterflies, her favorite subject in the whole world. But since none of that was possible anymore, the only thing I could do to fill the void she left was to become a completely different person, an empty, heartless person. I became a total bad bitch and did a complete three-sixty with my life, going to parties of a social class different from my own—something that should never be allowed for someone with a weighty surname like mine—getting involved with heavy-duty guys, and doing all the things a rebel without a cause would do. Because of this, my parents, who are completely obsessed with rules and social etiquette, and who were also trying to process their grief in their own way, decided, along with my entire family, that I was just trying to get attention somehow, and they intervened, sending me to live with my uncle David Wilson and his wife Rosalinda in a town called Hellaware, located in South Carolina. Since David and Rosalinda own the Fast Rocket, a diner inside a super famous amusement park, my parents didn’t think twice about asking them to put me to work as a waitress, claiming it would help me get some sense into my head.

It’s been a year since I arrived in Hellaware, and I definitely don’t know if my job or anything in this town has managed to put sense into me, but what I do know is that I’ve grown a lot here, mainly because I opened myself up to friendships and amazing people who were absolutely essential in helping me heal, at least a little, the wound inside me, giving me love like no one ever had before. Except Penelope, of course. Because even though I was rich and influential in the city I came from, I never considered the people I hung out with to be my friends; I thought they just wanted the status and the power of being with a girl like me. And my parents? Well, my parents never looked at me as a daughter; they always saw me as a successor, a girl who, in a short time, would inherit the entire empire they built.

When my sister got sick, the little affection and care they seemed to show me simply vanished. Mila and Joseph spent all their rushed time taking care of Penelope, and I would never, under any circumstances, dare to think that shouldn’t happen. If either of us deserved to receive love, that someone should definitely be her, not me.

I let out a long, heavy sigh and shake my head from side to side, trying not to start crying from remembering Penelope and my troubled past. I puff out my cheeks and bend my knees, heading towards my closet to pick out clothes for tonight’s party, which is happening at the ranch of The Hurricane Freedom, the most famous motorcycle club in town, and which, in some random way, I’ve kind of ended up befriending.

Okay. It wasn’t all that random. After all, I’m one of the best friends of Barbie St. Claire, the girlfriend of the club’s leader, and like it or not, I’m always surrounded by the same circle of friends.

I choose a short spaghetti-strap dress with a red and black plaid pattern, and a bright red blazer to drape over my shoulders, plus a pair of shiny high heels and accessories just as flashy. I undo the knot of my robe and it falls to my heels, leaving me in just my panties. The next second, I’m slipping into the chosen pieces and hopping over to sit at my vanity chair, ready to do a splendid makeup look that accentuates and outlines my full lips and makes my brown eyes even prettier. When that’s done, I grab a napkin from one of the drawers and blot the excess wine-colored lipstick, clapping my hands softly as soon as I see the result.

I love how the red in my hair, which is now wavy at the ends from the earlier braids, goes so well with all the red I’m wearing.

Just as I’m about to get up, I hear light knocks on my locked bedroom door. In a quick jump, I’m already opening it and coming face to face with Barbie St. Claire and Georgina Sinclair, completely dressed up with smiles adorning their faces.

“My God!” says Barbie, or rather, almost shouts. Her mouth is slightly open and her blue eyes are scanning me from head to toe. I take the opportunity to do the same to her, carefully observing how she’s dressed today. There’s a light-wash denim jacket hugging her petite body, the collar of which is one of those fuzzy ones in an ice-white shade. The shirt underneath is also white and has Elvis Presley’s face printed on it, plus a pleated skirt in a shocking pink shade that barely covers her shapely legs, and plastic shoes of the same color adorning her feet, with white frilly socks making her look even cuter than she usually is. I smile and look at her face, but no heavy or exaggerated makeup is visible there. I’d guess she just put blush on her cheeks, mascara on her already thick lashes, and a shiny gloss on her lips. Her hair, which is a golden blonde and very voluminous, straight and wavy at the ends, cascades over her shoulders. After she seems to really finish analyzing me just as I did, she lifts her lips into a genuine smile and says:

“You look marvelous, Pasha Denise Stratford!”

I roll my eyes when I hear my full name sliding out of her mouth. I know she’s teasing me, so I retort:

“Well, you’re not looking so bad yourself, Barbara.” She used to not like being called by her full name for personal reasons, so that’s why she forces a laugh and sticks her tongue out at me the next minute.

Georgina, behind Barbie, clears her throat, getting our attention.

“What?” I ask, arching an eyebrow at her.

“I hate it when you two pretend I don’t exist,” she replies, and her pouty expression is the best, complete with a childish pout and crossed arms in the performance. “I always have to be noticed first, okay? My ego gets very offended and I don’t know how to handle rejection.”

Both Barbie and I laugh at her drama at the same time, crystalline tears forming in our eyes. I blink a few times trying to stop them, a final laugh escaping my lips.

“All this for a compliment, G?” I ask, amused. “I thought your self-esteem was higher than that, girl. But honestly, I get it. It must be out of this world to get a compliment from me, and if that’s what you want, then that’s what you’ll get.” I lean against the doorframe, and she rolls her dark green orbs. “You look beautiful too. Not as much as me and Barbie, but still, beautiful.” Georgina joins in the game and clasps her hands to her chest, pretending to be moved by my compliment. Even though I’m just teasing, since my friendship with her is basically like that, I didn’t lie.

The girl really does look beautiful in her lime green flannel dress, which has a generous neckline so her ample breasts are visible, her black tights covering her thick thighs, and white combat boots finishing off her unique style. Her eyelids are brushed with green eyeshadow and her full lips are wrapped in layers of nude lipstick. Her hair, even blonder from her frequent trips to the beach, frames her round face.

“Let’s go, red,” Georgina says, sighing tiredly as she pulls me by the arm. “Let’s go before I put you in your place.”

I’m about to leave the room, but I turn back first to grab my bag resting on the bed. As soon as I pass through the door, Barbie positions herself on one side and Georgina on the other, both linking arms with mine at the same time. They laugh about something, and I, even without really knowing what they’re talking about, laugh too.

Except, unlike them, I laugh because I remember what we went through to get here.

Since the girls also work at my uncle’s diner, it wasn’t exactly easy, especially since I didn’t make it easy for them to get close. I was the typical annoying, spoiled rich girl, locked in my own world and not wanting anyone to come near, especially not with talk of wanting to help me somehow through the phase of my move. Even though everything was set to go wrong, fate made Barbie and Georgina my greatest success story of the past year.

And I promised myself that this year I would make it count for a lifetime.

[image: ]

THE RANCH, EVEN THOUGH it’s outside of town, is packed with a crowd of people who obviously wouldn’t miss for anything the chance to set foot here to enjoy a good party with the most talked-about girls and guys among the local population. The bikers are definitely like a local culture, and everyone has some kind of opinion about each one. Some idolize them, some judge them, some abhor them for the way they dress and live, but everyone, absolutely everyone, even if they won’t admit it, venerates them as if they were gods walking on the sacred soil of South Carolina. It’s pathetic and understandable at the same time. All the members, without exception, have that magnetic, hypnotic, problematic aura blaring through their bikes, their leather jackets, and their endless tattoos snaking over their strong bodies, adorned with perfectly sculpted muscles. I am definitely in no position to judge.

Elbowing our way through some sweaty bodies after being ditched by Barbie, who went to dance with her boyfriend Devin Leblanc, Georgina and I reach the makeshift mini bar. The blonde beside me rolls her lollipop against her cheek and stares at all the options with fascination-glazed eyes, grabbing a longneck after scoping out the whole area. I, on the other hand, pick up a champagne flute and a bottle from the middle of the ice-filled tub, pouring the alcoholic contents into the glass. Just as I’m about to put the bottle back, I feel a body stop behind me, a tattoo-covered hand wrapping around my wrist to halt my movements. The strong scent of the person’s cologne invades everything around us, and I squeeze my eyes shut with some force, feeling every inch of my skin react.

It didn’t take more than five seconds for me to know who it was.

“Starting the night with champagne, little devil? I could have sworn you liked stronger stuff.” His mouth is dangerously close to my ear when he decides to utter that sentence along with the nickname he gave me at some point during our disputes, just as his virile body is far too close to mine. Even though I really want to get out of the position I’m in now, I can’t. I glance sideways for my friend, but I don’t see her anywhere either. “Afraid of being alone, Stratford?” His hand finally releases my wrist and I, with great effort, manage to put the drink back in its place. Just when I think he’s gone, I feel him step back. I let out all the air I didn’t even know I was holding in my lungs.

I turn slowly on my heels, staring at John Scott for the first time tonight. His lips lift subtly as he scrutinizes me, his light blue eyes traveling over my exposed legs. Even though I feel slightly disconcerted by how naked I feel under his gaze, I take a step forward. I’ve never been one to back down, especially when it comes to boys.

“Want a picture of me to keep as a souvenir?” I say, crossing my arms as I shift my weight.

A low chuckle escapes his throat at the exact moment he runs a hand through his now thick hair, dyed platinum blonde. I try really hard not to, but before I know it, I’m letting my eyes roam over his arms exposed by the rock band tank top he’s wearing, analyzing the tattoos that seem to glow under the moonlight. Besides his arms, the well-done scribbles also cover his chest and travel a path up his neck, making him look like a truly problematic, infernal, and somewhat sexy mess. The black jeans ripped at the knees hug his slender legs, and the combat boots are on full display as he taps them on the ground.

“Depends.” John tries to hide his mischievous smile by biting his pink lower lip, the silver hoops in his ears swaying side to side as his head moves. “Only if I’m in it too.”

And there’s the John everyone knows: funny, sarcastic, and a born charmer. His posture is confident and everything that comes out of his lips is calculated and very well thought out to hit you in some way. Even his damn smile and his eyes, which are always expressive and full of character, are like treacherous seas ready to drown anyone in them. All the girls in town venerate him as if the motorcycle club member were some kind of artist, or even some mythological god not mentioned in history books. His problematic bad-boy vibe doesn’t let him spend a single night without at least one girl decorating his bed. Even if you don’t notice it, or even if you fight hard to swim against it, sooner or later you’ll end up drowning.

No one can stare into that oceanic immensity overflowing in his irises for too long and not feel at least a little tempted to explore everything hidden beneath them.

And that is precisely why I hated him from the very start. That is precisely why I took an instant dislike to John Scott in the first minutes I laid eyes on his person. Many might believe it was because of the ruckus he caused the moment he arrived at my place of work, because of his cheap advances toward anyone possessing a pair of tits, because of all the sharp, acidic comments that roll right off the tip of his tongue, or simply because he irritates me too much and I’m just some pretty girl ready to terrorize any man who crosses my path. While all those things fit perfectly, they weren’t the main reason.

My growing hatred for Scott is due to one single fact: his eyes.

Not because he was blessed with an extremely light blue at the center and a silvery gray at the edges, but because they were so clear I could see my own reflection in them. I could, in some inexplicable way, see my own façade, and consequently, his as well.

Even if no one around us could perceive it, I felt and saw that there was a mask there. I spotted it right away. I still can’t quite define what problem haunts him, but I know it exists. That is precisely why I slipped into an easier reality that doesn’t include him.

My own life was fake enough as it was.

The thing is, I’m trying to change that line of thinking. After we kissed following one of our fights—yes, that shit happened—I even considered letting our differences go. I was genuinely ready for it. I even considered that the two of us could have some fun together, something totally casual, but the problem is he seems to want to pull even further away from me. Even though we’re always in the same places and with the same friends, John and I don’t talk much, and when we do, it’s the bare minimum.

Knowing his approach now is completely atypical, I decide to provoke him by saying:

“Was that a flirt?” I trace my upper lip with my tongue, eyes half-closed in challenge. I could swear I just saw his Adam’s apple bob in his throat.

Despite everything, his posture doesn’t waver. Nor does the arrogant smile gracing his mouth.

“That was just a comment,” he states, and then begins to walk slowly toward me, his gaze never leaving mine, as if ready for the hunt, ready to finally catch the prey. I try to maintain a safe distance between us, but before I know it, my lower back is hitting the makeshift mini bar, the champagne in my glass nearly sloshing over the rim. His irises remain locked with mine the entire time. We’re so close I can feel his breath ripple across my face. However, even though he seems like he wants to do something to me, all he does is reach for a beer bottle behind me. He smiles even wider as he pulls away, seeming to notice how his action had made me think foolish things. “I’m sad to hear you think I’m an asshole twenty-four hours a day. Not everything I do has ulterior motives, little devil. Most of the time, I’m just trying to be nice to you.”

Irony and falseness drip from every word. John knows how ridiculous he sounds, as he tries to hide another of his idiotic smiles by drinking the fizzy liquid straight from the bottle.

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes and bring my drink to my lips, still in disbelief at his sheer audacity.

“Of course,” I murmur softly, finally rolling my eyes. “How did I never notice that before?”

“Good question.” John finds this amusing. The most irritating part is knowing he’s having the time of his life. “I think the problem is with you, darling.”

“With me? Why with me?”

“Because you want and desire for me to be an asshole. But only if it’s directed at you, of course.”

I manage to roll my eyes even harder at his argument.

“It’s funny how you love being a walking cliché.” I press my lips together to keep from laughing at his, which are now downturned, pretending to be hurt by my choice of words. “Now tell me, you miss making my life hell, don’t you? I thought you were trying hard not to be alone with me after...”

“Where did you get that idea?” Scott cuts me off, furrows forming on his forehead.

I look at my shoes just to avoid laughing again. He won’t even let me mention what happened between us. Is this really the player everyone in Hellaware seems to worship?

Well, it doesn’t seem like it to me.

“Were you trying to be discreet when running away from me?” I say sarcastically, and while playing with the rim of my glass, I raise my eyebrows, amused. “Well, it didn’t work.”

It’s his turn to roll his eyes, running his fingertips through his platinum strands.

“I don’t know why I still try to talk to you.” He huffs, and I see he seems displeased about something. I don’t have time to retort, because he immediately dismisses me with a wave of his hand and turns on his heel, directing his combat boots somewhere away from my side.

I release all the laughter I had been holding back.

“And then he says he’s not running away,” I say to myself, shaking my head from side to side, still smiling.

I also take the opportunity to leave where I am. I swirl the alcoholic liquid on my lips and rest the glass on the tabletop, dragging my feet until I find my friends. When I spot Barbie and Georgina’s bodies on the dance floor set up in the middle of the green grass, I just elbow my way through some bodies and quickly slip between them, being greeted by smiles and by Queen’s “Don’t Stop Me Now” blasting at full volume from the speakers.

“Where were you?” Barbie shouts at me over the music, never stopping the sway of her slender body for a moment.

I look for Georgina with my eyes, but the blonde seems oblivious to our conversation. I find it completely strange that she’s holding her nervous tongue, since she never misses an opportunity to spread gossip and rat me out as she usually does.

“Listening to John Scott’s nonsense,” I reply in the same tone and shrug. There was no reason to lie.

St. Claire’s eyes widen, seeming surprised to finally learn we were talking alone.

“It was nothing,” I add, before my friend can start making conspiracy theories.

Georgina Sinclair, contrary to what I thought, is very tuned into our conversation, because she immediately moves closer and says:

“How long are you two going to keep up this ‘we hate each other’ act? No one can stand this failed theater anymore. We want to see kissing and making out, little Pasha.”

“Then complain to your friend.” I push my hair back and decide to put it in a bun, trying somehow to escape the heat. The blonde, who really does have a solid friendship with the problem boy, looks at me intently, as if wanting to say, “seriously?” “He probably can’t stand me. And you know what the best part is?” I ask, and they both stare at me now, shaking their heads. “The best part is that it’s mutual.”

Both Barbie and Georgina laugh, unconvinced by my words. I just shrug my shoulders and shake them, uninterested in the topic. And when Freddie Mercury’s voice is replaced by Madonna’s, it’s all I need to leave the John Scott subject aside and actually start having fun.

[image: ]

I DON’T KNOW AT WHAT point in the early morning the ranch emptied out, but it did. The sun is already beginning to brush the sky, and all of us are now sitting in a perfect circle around the trailers, talking about things far too random for me to say with any certainty what it’s about. Georgina is beside me, while Barbie is on the other side, sitting between her boyfriend’s legs. Across from me are John and the rest of The Hurricane Freedom, like Violet Mohn, Kara McAllister and her brother, Kieran McAllister.

When I finally manage to grasp the new direction of the conversation, I realize they’re talking about the upcoming wedding of Hunter Leblanc and Amber St. Claire.

Yes, Devin Leblanc’s adoptive father and Barbie’s aunt are getting married.

They dated as teenagers, and due to some mistake he made in the past, they ended up breaking up and separating, since the founder of the Motorcycle Club spent some time away traveling to other towns shortly after. When he returned here, after a series of events, he decided to seek forgiveness from his ex-girlfriend and the love of his life. Of course, things weren’t easy; after all, Barbie’s aunt is stubborn and very sure of what she wants in life, but, after some back and forth, she felt ready to forgive him and start over. They announced their engagement with one of those parties three months ago, and now, from what I can tell, they’re ready to start the wedding preparations.

“Who would have thought this would actually happen?” says Devin Leblanc, making the others laugh and nod in agreement as he refers to his father and his future stepmother. The boy, also tattooed with greenish eyes, has his chin resting in the curve of his girlfriend’s neck.

I smile at the scene. It’s beautiful to see how much they love each other and how they’re maturing together. Even though they judge me as heartless, I can’t help but feel happy and even enchanted by the passion they emanate when they’re close—and even when they’re apart.

“I swore Hunter and Amber were going to kill each other at some point,” John confides. His drunk body sways to the side and would probably fall if not for his friend Violet giving him a slight, sulky shove to get him back in place.

“Just like you and Pa...”

Whatever Georgina was about to blurt out is interrupted by the presence of Hunter and Amber, who have just arrived together from another party they attended.

When I first moved here, Amber St. Claire had short hair dyed a strong blonde, but lately, the most famous tattoo artist in the area had decided to radicalize her look even more with a pixie cut, making it even shorter. She had also swapped the blonde for black, which now accentuated the color of her eyes even more. Her fiancé, however, remained the same with his hair as black as crow feathers, a dark beard framing his jaw, and the usual plaid shirts accompanying his worn leather jacket.

Right behind the couple, I notice the five kids who lived in the neighboring town. Ivy Prince, Anastasia Green, Blue Sanders, Daisy Flinch, and Apollo Flores were brought here by Devin’s father from Gipsy Hill to live here with them. The five had problems in the town they lived in last year, and Hunter, who was living in that town, decided to intervene, helping them settle in a new city. After spending some time here on the ranch until they found jobs and new homes, they moved last month, once everyone was financially established.

Except for Daisy, who hadn’t yet found a job in town. If I’m not mistaken, the girl with red hair and orange tips shares a trailer with one of the THF girls.

They approach our circle and smile after greeting everyone. Neither Hunter nor she complain about the mess; on the contrary, they join us and sit down, along with the others.

“May I know what my kids are talking about?” the older man asks interestedly, his dark eyes roaming over us.

“We were just talking about the famous wedding. Oh... I’m so excited!” Kara, the girl with long curly hair and dark skin, hurries to answer. Her hands come together and she claps, visibly anxious. From what I know, Kara loves events, fashion, decoration, and all that stuff. She probably can’t wait to help Amber with the mission of preparing this party.

The couple exchange a look and seem to like our discussion topic, because they smile at each other. When they look back at us, it’s Barbie’s aunt who says:

“That’s actually what we wanted to talk to you about.” Her eyes travel over each person in the circle, and we all watch her curiously. She straightens her posture, and the smile adorning her thin face seems to shine brighter than the sun now among us. “We’ve decided that all of you will be our wedding attendants. Amazing, right?! But before you ask anything, I’ll say upfront that Hunter and I have already paired everyone up, and no swaps are possible.”

“So tell us the names!” Kieran speaks up, as excited as his sister.

The engaged couple begin to list the pairs. Barbie is with Devin—obviously—Kara is with Ivy Prince, Violet is with Kieran, Georgina with Apollo, Blue with Anastasia, and Daisy with an old, longtime friend of Hunter’s.

We had no idea who that was.

“And John with Pasha,” Hunter finishes listing. “I hope you like to dance, because we’re hiring a dance instructor who will rehearse with us for the bridal waltz, and with you for the attendants’ dance.”

Everyone around us seems excited in some way. John and I, on the other hand, just look at each other and make faces.

“We’ll have rehearsals twice a week. If any of you don’t show up or are late, I swear I’ll commit an atrocity,” Amber warns, her finger pointed at us.

With that, the couple gets up and leaves. Seeming like there was nothing more to say or do, the others also begin to get up little by little, some heading to the trailer and others going to their respective homes. When I realize it, I’m alone.

Well, not alone, alone. I’m with John, standing right in front of me.

The blonde scrutinizes me and his lips lift into a mischievous smile.

“I hope you dance as well as you kiss, little devil.”

John finally confesses to our kiss and stands up, wetting his pink lips as he looks at me with a gaze that crackles.

I roll my eyes and watch him turn his back on me.

God, I can’t stand him.

But how the hell do I feel so hot from just one damn look?
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CHAPTER 3
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Pasha Stratford

I LOOK AT MYSELF IN the mirror and come face to face with a girl dressed in a seafoam-green uniform, which is scribbled in a few places with musical notes or memorable quotes from Singin’ in the Rain, one of my favorites.

“There’s nothing between us. There never was anything between us. Just air.”

That’s what’s written in pen near the hem of my skirt. There’s no real reason I wrote it, it just popped into my head and I wanted to put it down. It might not make sense, but when the longing for my home or the ache for my sister tightens its grip, what I do to drown out my thoughts and the whole tumult of feelings inside me is scribble random things on even more random surfaces. I write Billie Holiday lyrics on the napkins at the diner where I work, I jot down lines from Jane Austen novels in my notebook, I write quotes from my favorite movies on my own uniform, and I even end up drawing tiny invisible butterflies on my own skin.

When I write, I teleport into universes and realities different from my own. The phrases and songs that pop into my mind in those difficult moments make me live other lives, dream other dreams, love other loves, and in a way, they make me forget and break free from the shackles of every single pain that’s seeped into my core.

Art has always been about escape and therapy for me.

I run my thumb over the phrases and smile, turning my gaze back to my reflection. My red strands are tied up in a messy braid and my face is covered in a natural purple flush on the apples of my cheeks, an effect of the city’s sweltering heat. I’m not wearing much today, just cherry gloss on my lips and a few coats of mascara on my lashes, a subtle attempt to disguise the effects of having come home from the party as the sun was rising.

I wish my uncle David were more relaxed about work and would let me sleep for hours today, just so I wouldn’t have to carry burgers and milkshakes back and forth.

I take in all the air I can and direct my steps to the pile of books beside my bed, pulling Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express from the middle of them. With the book tucked under my arm, I leave the room, lock it with the key, and head down the stairs.

“Good morning, my dear,” Aunt Rosalinda greets me as soon as I enter the kitchen, a hospitable smile coming to life on her round, kind face when she decides to look at me over her shoulder. “I’m frying up some bacon and eggs for us. Want some?”

I confirm with a nod and a smile, pulling out a chair to sit down. Across from me, reading the local paper, David Wilson greets me while smoothing down his ridiculous mustache.

“You look like hell, Pasha,” my uncle informs me, as if I didn’t have a mirror in my room. “That’s what happens when you think about partying before your responsibilities.”

I know he’s not angry or punishing me—I can tell by the effort he’s making not to laugh—but I open my mouth to retort anyway. The problem is, his wife beats me to it.

“David!” she exclaims, visibly furious with him. I lower my gaze to the book in my lap just to keep from laughing at the way Rosalinda puts him in his place. “Stop talking nonsense to your niece, man. Imagine waking up and having to listen to your completely unmotivational speeches? Have a heart!”

“Sorry,” Mr. Wilson—as everyone in town is accustomed to calling him—says this to his short, angry wife. When she sniffs and turns her attention back to the stove, he looks at me and whispers, so only I can hear, “We’ve awakened the beast.”

“You awakened it,” I clarify, and he shrugs as he stuffs the newspaper back in front of his face.

I follow my uncle’s lead and place the book by one of my favorite authors on the table, reading the chapter where I’d left off yesterday, before the party. I yawn a few times and rub my eyes, diving headfirst into the suspense that fries my neurons inside my skull. Just as I’m getting into the rhythm of the reading and almost devouring all the pages, my aunt clears her throat to get my attention, asking me to move the book so she can set my plate down near me. As soon as I do, I thank her fairy hands, pick up my utensils, and stuff myself with the best bacon and eggs in the world.

After another two or three forkfuls, I finish my breakfast and get up, circling the table to grab my uncle’s now-empty plate as well. I whisper in his ear that I’m only being nice enough to wash his dish so he’ll remember it and let it slide if I slack off a bit at the Fast Rocket. Contrary to what I expected, he just confirms it and whispers back that if he notices, he’ll pretend to be blind for a few seconds.

I spend a few minutes washing the dishes while Uncle David and Aunt Rosalinda get ready for us to go to work together. As soon as I’m done, I grab the book again and flop onto the couch any which way, picking up the reading where I’d left off. I’m almost there, almost solving the mystery, when they both return and call for me. The car keys in Mr. Wilson’s hand jingle against each other, silently announcing that it’s time to go.

I try my hardest not to roll my eyes, but when I leave the house, sink into the plush upholstery of my uncle’s Cadillac, and watch him turn up the volume to let Alan Jackson soundtrack our drive with his country music, it’s impossible to stop it from happening.
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THE STARRYLAND AMUSEMENT park is a fantastic attraction in Hellaware. With rides of all kinds, game and food stalls, plus a diner inside that serves the best burgers and milkshakes in the region, the park always manages to be packed, drawing people of all possible ages. Besides being a magical and beautiful place, legend has it that any couple who kisses on one of the rides stays together forever. Among other beliefs they hold with fervor.

And the Fast Rocket, which is a separate attraction on the grounds, also gets just as crowded. The establishment where I work is housed inside a giant rocket on the outside, perched atop the flashing letters of its name, and boasts an even more incredible interior with colored lights, all kinds of seafoam-green upholstery, a black-and-white checkered floor, and walls covered in paintings by all sorts of artists—even those who came to visit it one day—framing the space.

I’m never too thrilled about spending the precious hours of my day here—after all, I don’t get paid a single dollar for the stress of cleaning tables when kids spill things on them—but all things considered, it’s not so bad. The songs playing on the jukebox soundtrack my day, and the contagious presence of Barbie and Georgina, who always do everything they can to make the job more fun, end up being essential to keep me from dying of boredom at some point.

Knowing this, I fish out a coin and slip it into the machine, which immediately lights up and blesses us with the voice of Don Lockwood singing the emblematic song “Singin’ in the Rain.” As the melody starts to permeate the space, I feel my friends’ incredulous stares on me. I try not to laugh at the mortal hatred they feel for this song, since I’m always playing it on an infinite loop here.

But what can I do if I’m in love with that movie?

I shrug and go to attend to a customer, who waves me over and orders the house burger as soon as I approach. I give the guy a gentle smile and drag my feet over to the pass-through window to the kitchen, describing the order. I return balancing the tray a few minutes later.

“Hey!” Barbie calls for me just as I’m about to sink into some upholstery to rest after serving the customer. “Come here, pretty please.”

I go over to her, approaching the circular counter situated right at the diner’s entrance.

“Yes?” I plant my elbows on the wood and rest my chin on one hand, watching her.

“Just wanted to let you know that the rehearsals for Amber and Hunter’s wedding party dance are starting this week.” I detect the mischievous tone in her voice, which makes me shake my head and let out a scoff. “What?! You’re not going to tell me you’re excited?”

I let out a laugh.

“So excited,” I drawl the syllables, dripping with sarcasm. “Can’t wait to dance with the enemy.”

Barbie presses her lips together, looking at a fixed point behind me. I raise an eyebrow and give her a questioning look, but the golden-haired girl keeps playing ping-pong with her eyes, going from me to something utterly interesting behind my back. I even make a move to turn around, but a guttural laugh resonating around us stops me.

“Good to know you can’t wait to dance with the enemy, Stratford,” John Scott breathes, now standing beside me at the counter. His arms are in the same position as mine, and his chin also rests on his tattooed hand, his blue eyes smiling as much as his mouth. “‘Cause I can’t wait to dance with the devil.”

I muster all my strength in the world not to shove his body aside and straighten my posture, squaring my shoulders. I shoot a look at my traitorous friend, and she shrugs as if to say she hadn’t noticed him before.

Liar.

Traitor.

I could easily kill her. Or better yet, I could easily kill them both. However, the only thing I do is force a smile for both of them.

“What are you doing here, Scott?” I ask, noticing that none of his friends are around to keep him company, as is usually the case.

“What does one do at a diner, Pasha?” he retorts, ironic. “Hit on the waitresses, of course,” he answers his own question, flashing a grin. Then, he also adjusts his posture and the lapel of his leather jacket, winking just at me before pivoting on his heels to go sit at some table in the back.

I really could kill him.

“I can’t stand him,” I say to Barbie, who’s still at the counter, amused by the scene she just witnessed. My friend just lets her chin bob up and down in an almost imperceptible movement, as if she doesn’t really want to agree with me.

I clench my fist and stomp over to where John is, just to trade barbs. I wasn’t going to let it slide.

“You can’t stay in the diner if you’re not going to order anything,” I mention as I approach. John is looking out at the park through the large glass windows that surround the place, his posture completely slouched, as if he were sitting on his own couch. I think he won’t answer me or even look at me, but before I can clear my throat to get his attention, the blond slowly turns his head in my direction and looks into my eyes, in that powerful way only he can manage.

“And what do you suggest, then?”

“That you place an order or get out, obviously!”

“Alright...” John turns his whole body toward me, the better to observe me. His elbows rest on the silver tabletop and his hands clasp together just below his chin. I finally notice the black and silver rings adorning his scribble-covered fingers, the ambient light reflecting off them as much as off the earrings in his ears. I lift my gaze back to his when I realize I’ve spent too long trying to decipher the initials carved into his knuckles. “If I place an order, will you be the one to fulfill it?”

Why do I feel a wisecrack coming?

Maybe because it’s John Scott talking.

I just follow his lead, only to see where this is going.

“Yes. I’ll fulfill it.” I shrug, pretending nonchalance.

He confirms with a slow nod and shifts his gaze from mine, staring at a random spot on the table. The tip of his tongue darts out and he runs it over his lips, wetting the lower one. After this extremely long process that seems to play out in slow motion from my perspective, he bites his pink flesh while thinking of something and finally, after who knows how many seconds of this, looks at me and smiles.

“My request is, little devil-girl: just try not to take advantage of me during the dance. I don’t want to end up with my mouth on yours a second time.” Unlike all the other times he tries to provoke me, his expression is serious now, free of any trace that betrays his good humor. The blond pushes off the upholstery and stands up, dragging his usual combat boots over to me. I don’t realize my head is slightly lowered until his icy fingers touch my skin, tilting my chin up so I can look at him. “Got it?” He takes advantage of the intimate contact to move his fingers to my cheek, and I’m faster, giving them a light slap, pushing them away from me. John seems to have liked that, because he bites back a smile.

“Since you brought it up, it’s always good to remember that you were the one who kissed me.” I point a finger in his direction, narrowing my eyes. “I only kissed you back because I wanted to have some fun that night, so you don’t need to come at me with this shit. Do you really think I want to be dancing or doing anything else with you?” I plant a hand on my hip and blow away the strands insistently escaping my braid, already irritated by that and by this conversation between us. “Just go away, John.”

“No need to lose your cool, babe. I was just joking.” The infernal boy in front of me decides to run his finger along my chin again, pulling it back before I can tear it off. “You know I love seeing you pissed off, don’t you? Your mouth gets even more attractive when you unleash all your fury on me.”

“Then feast your eyes on it now.” I lean in, my hot breath hitting him full force. “Because that’s the only way you, John Scott, will have the pleasure of appreciating it.”

I smile as I pull away, as venomous as my words. I don’t have time to study his reaction or hear anything that comes out of his lips, because I immediately turn my back on him and strut away, tossing my braid behind me. I know his eyes are following me; I feel the burn all down my spine. Despite that, I don’t falter and I don’t even try to look back.

I really don’t understand him. At one of those parties we attended last year, John and I were talking, trying to sort out our differences, and in one lightning-fast move, we were already fighting and hurling things in each other’s faces. In an attempt to shut me up, John tangled his hands in my hair and kissed me. At first, I thought hard about whether I should kiss him back, but honestly, I just said ‘fuck it’ and decided to have some fun in this town. I pushed him away after kissing him back, cursed at him, and pulled him back to my mouth. He seemed to enjoy the battle our tongues fought that day and how our bodies felt like mere, bubbling acquaintances of pleasure.

The problem is that John Scott decided to ignore me and ignore what we’d done together for months. What’s the point of bothering me now, of all times?

I don’t know what he’s decided to pull, but now I was more determined than ever not to play along.

I also don’t know if he was really serious or just joking in what he said minutes ago, but I’ll make a point of not falling into temptation when it comes to ensuring my mouth doesn’t meet his a second time.
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CHAPTER 4
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Pasha Stratford

THE WEDDING DANCE REHEARSALS for Amber St. Claire and Devin Leblanc will be held every Tuesday and Saturday. Twice a week—without fail, as the bride likes to emphasize—and always in the evening. Knowing that Georgina, Barbie, and I all work, the happy couple decided to schedule them for seven o’clock sharp so we could manage. And while I appreciated their consideration, I wish they’d forgotten that little detail so I could have weaseled out of this whole thing and avoided being anywhere near people I’d prefer to keep at a maximum distance.

But since that wasn’t an option, I focus on Andrew, the dance instructor hired by the couple, who’s repeating the instructions for what must be the millionth time as he twirls across his studio floor.

I know the only reason Andrew is being so repetitive and hasn’t actually started the rehearsal is John Scott’s lack of commitment. He’s twenty minutes late. John is twenty minutes late, and I’ve spent those twenty minutes trying to decide which dance position would be best for deliberately driving my heels into his feet.

Unfortunately, I don’t have much more time to plot, because the bell on the dance studio door chimes and the figure of John Scott, stuffed into a gray tank top and black sweatpants, captures and steals everyone’s attention. Even Andrew, who was about to demonstrate another step, simply halts his movements to stare at him in a completely undisguised way. I could swear I see his eyes bug out of his head while his mouth practically waters at the sight of the tall, virile blond standing just a few feet away.

“So you’re the boy who was late?” the instructor asks, and John confirms, somewhat awkwardly. His blue eyes sweep over us, and the silent apology radiating from them is obvious. “Excellent!” Andrew claps his hands, utterly infectious. “Come in, come on! We were waiting for you, gorgeous, so we could begin!” He bounces over to John and pulls him to the center of the floor, his smile so loaded with mischief it looks like his face might split in two.

I let out a low, nasal laugh, completely annoyed that his blatant beauty is such a decisive factor in him escaping trouble unscathed.

I twist the cap off the water bottle in my hands and bring it to my lips, trying to mask my irritation that Scott is being met with smiles and praise when what he really deserves is a good chewing-out for being late and for leaving me as the only girl without a partner.

After a generous gulp of cold water washes down my throat, I recap the bottle and swipe the back of my hand across my mouth. I turn my back on any conversation between John and the instructor, or John and anyone else, and drag my feet over to my bag in one of the little lockers for each of us. I deposit the bottle there, and just as I’m about to return to the circle of wedding party members, I collide chest-first with someone’s firm, steel-like pectoral.

I lift my eyes to the face of the person I bumped into and find exactly who I didn’t want to see. I wrinkle my nose in a grimace of disgust as I watch John Scott’s face shift from mildly concerned to completely amused by the whole situation. I scrunch my nose even tighter—if that’s possible—because I can feel the burn of his hand gripping the exposed skin of my waist. Since I’m just in a crop top and leggings, that was the only spot he found to help steady me.

I should have covered up more. Damn it!

“In a hurry?” he asks, probably referring to the fact that we collided. I mean, we didn’t collide. He collided and practically threw himself at me.

“Not as much as you,” I retort. “Get lost on the way, Scott?” The firmness of his grip seems to intensify because of that. Not enough to hurt, obviously, but enough to throw me a little off-balance. I hate it when my needy hormones betray me like this. I clear my throat and remove his hand from me, taking a step back.

I’m afraid he might have noticed how I shied away from his presence, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. John just pinches the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, shaking his head from side to side.

“What are the odds you’d believe me if I said I actually did get lost on the way?”

“Zero.” I’m direct. He probably knows this town like the back of his hand; how would that even be possible?

“Then I won’t even bother explaining that I ended up at a ballet studio for kids,” John shrugs, but I see the flicker of a smile touch his pink lips.

Was he actually serious?

“Ballet for kids?” I repeat, and the blond confirms by covering his mouth with two fingers, as if to stifle a laugh from echoing through the dance studio.

“That’s right. I ended up at a ballet studio, and the teacher was a rather nice little old lady. At first, I didn’t notice anything wrong; I even thought I might have arrived early for the rehearsal. Then, when the lady realized I wasn’t a student’s parent and wasn’t there to enroll anyone, she insisted on showing me her class. Long story short... I had to watch the girls dance for I don’t know how many minutes.”

“And was the performance at least good?”

John covers his lips even more.

“No, it was a complete disaster.”

The exact moment I let out a laugh imagining the whole scene, John releases his own. The studio falls silent, and every gaze is fixed on us, judging us for something. I presume it’s because we’re delaying the rehearsal even further.

“Let’s get this over with, Scott.” I grab his hand and drag him along with me. Before we reach the circle with our friends, I turn over my shoulder and whisper, “I hope your visit to the kids made the inner ballerina in you blossom.”

The lift of his lips is almost imperceptible, but I catch it.
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WE’LL BE DANCING A selection of romantic songs from the 70s and 80s, all chosen by Hunter and Amber, the most demanding couple on the planet. Although some are upbeat and have funny or even cool choreography, most are slow, and we’ll have to dance pressed up against our partner the whole time.

I hated every single one of them.

John seemed to hate them as much as I did.

We had zero synchronization. While I went one way, John went the other. If the step was just to spin me, John wanted to lift me off the ground. And even though Andrew was teaching us step-by-step with the utmost patience and clarity in the world, nothing seemed to make sense or stick in our heads. The poor guy did everything he could, but when we weren’t doing everything wrong, we were arguing about who messed up which step or even laughing about who messed up which step.

We were a complete disaster.

A disaster even more disastrous than the little girls from the ballet earlier—John’s words, of course.

The rehearsal ended five minutes ago, and Andrew asked the two of us to stay because he wanted to talk. Everyone else, without exception or exaggeration on my part, seemed to have loved the steps and managed to learn some of them super fast. I feel frustrated, and John, standing beside me, looks exactly the same way.

Andrew shifts his gaze between the two of us and clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth, shaking his head.

“How can you two be so horrendous at dancing, and yet so gorgeous separately?” he asks, incredulous, with his hands on his hips. “Are you, by any chance, exes who hate each other because you didn’t end things amicably?”

“What?!” I blurt out, quick and indignant. “God, no!”

“Not exes, or you don’t hate each other?” Andrew presses.

“We’re not exes,” we say in unison.

“Hmm...” He looks thoughtful, still studying us as if trying to see into our souls or spot some issue between us that prevents us from dancing well. “So you do hate each other, right?”

I’m still not following. John just laughs.

“You could say that,” Scott confirms, and I elbow him in the back. “I mean... of course not! We don’t hate each other. We even kissed the other day.”

My eyes widen, and I start coughing, embarrassed. My cheeks burn, and Andrew rushes behind me, raising my arms and patting my back, visibly concerned. I take the opportunity to glare at Scott beside me, my eyebrows raised almost to my hairline, silently asking him what the hell he thought he was saying. He just raises his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“I’m fine, I’m fine!” I say after catching my breath. The dance instructor returns to face us, still suspicious.

“Whatever it is you feel, you need to leave it behind once you step through that.” He points to the door, then at us. “I’ve seen a lot in my profession and have taught every kind of couple you can imagine. I’ve seen those with chemistry in their dancing, those with chemistry only in the way they look at each other, and those with no chemistry at all. You two, even if you don’t have chemistry in the dance, have chemistry when you look at each other, and everyone can see it. You just need to admit it to yourselves and let that feeling flow onto the dance floor.” Andrew lets out a lovesick sigh, positioning himself between John and me. “If you want my advice, kids, I suggest you find something in common. In my experience, finding something you can both do together is the kickstart to trusting each other enough to do anything else; even dance. I hope you come back better on Saturday, or I’ll make sure to lock you two in a room alone for hours.”

With that, Andrew picks up our things and hands them to us, then loops his arms through ours and escorts us to the door, clearly kicking us out so he can take a long bath in his tub, as he puts it. Once John and I are outside, our teacher—and now counselor—takes the sign that says OPEN and flips it, the letters spelling CLOSED shining in our faces. He gives a smile and a little wave right after, turning off the studio lights and vanishing from our sight.

I huff, running my hands through my hair as I turn around. Scott follows a few steps behind me, arms crossed over his chest. His light eyes scan the sky, and an amused smile brushes his perfectly sculpted lips. Not as full as mine, but not thin either. John Scott’s lips are just the right size to make anyone want to feel them on every exposed part of their body.

I shake my head. I can’t think about that.

I pull my bag to the side and rummage through it, looking for the keys to my uncle’s Cadillac. Since I didn’t bring my own car, David doesn’t mind me using his when I have things to do, and I love that about him.

“I’m heading out, Scott.” I twirl the key on my finger, ready to go. “Have a good night.”

He doesn’t answer, so I start to move. As if something clicks in my mind, I simply stop. I turn over my shoulder and see the blond standing there, his back to me, running a hand through his platinum, straight hair.

“Hey!” I shout, and John turns to me. “You walked here, didn’t you?” Amber and Hunter chose this dance studio precisely because it’s close to the ranch, so it would be easier for them and the guys. Since I didn’t see his motorcycle around, I’m one hundred percent confident in what just came out of my mouth. John confirms my suspicions with a nod.

That explains the lateness, too.

“Come on.” I jerk my head toward the car parked across the street. “Let’s go. I don’t mind giving you a ride. Or do you prefer to walk even more than you already have today?”

John shakes his head and smiles, quickening his pace to fall in beside me. We walk together to my car. When we get close enough, I unlock it, and John immediately slides into the passenger seat and buckles up.

“Don’t get used to this, John Scott,” I warn, already settling into the driver’s seat and buckling my own seatbelt. I start the car and the radio, tuning it to some random station just so the drive isn’t more uncomfortable than it’s probably going to be. “It’s just a ride. Nothing more.”

“Why can’t you be nice without justifying why you’re being nice?” he asks, and I see him looking at me out of the corner of his eye. I don’t return his gaze; I don’t like it when he tries to look through me. I focus on the road and pull out. “Are you afraid people will find out that underneath this bad-girl act of yours, there’s a real, genuinely good girl?” he continues, seeing that I didn’t answer him.

“I only justify myself to you, John,” I lie. I’d never admit that his observation has a grain of truth. “I’m afraid you’ll think I’m being nice because I want to end the night in your bed.”

“And you don’t?” he teases. Even though I’m not looking at him, I know he’s smiling. I glance over briefly, and... there it is. That wicked smile is taking over his whole face. “You’d never confess it, but I know you do. They all do, little devil.”

I turn up the volume, preventing John from saying anything else that might ignite the urge to throw him out of the moving car. By some divine miracle, this makes him shut up and look out his window, watching the whole journey in silence.

Much better this way, I think.

About five minutes later, I park on a street near the ranch and put the car in neutral. I think John will simply open the door and bolt, but all he does is unbuckle his seatbelt and turn his body slightly toward me. The light from the streetlamp near us reflects on his face and every (im)perfection of it. I let out a long sigh because of it.

“Do you think we should do what Andrew suggested? I don’t like knowing I’m bad at something.” I raise an eyebrow, thinking he’s joking. But a few seconds of observing his stoic expression convince me he’s not.

“You’re actually considering what he said?”

“And why wouldn’t I be?” John leans in a little closer, and I pull away the moment he does. The guy bites back a smile, noticing I don’t like it when he gets too close.

Damn it.

A thousand times damn it.

I’ve always been great at faking and hiding my emotions, so why can’t I hide them when I need to the most?

I mutter softly, getting back to the point.

“Because he doesn’t know anything about our lives, John Scott. He has no idea that you and I are from completely different worlds, and there’s probably nothing in these worlds that would give us chemistry in dancing or any other crap. We don’t even have chemistry.”

John brings a hand to his face and scratches his cheek, looking thoughtful.

“Have you ever been to an arcade?” is all he says as his gaze returns to mine.

What?!

“Did you even hear what I said, boy?”

“Have you ever been to an arcade or not, Pasha?” he repeats, pointedly.

“No, John. I’ve never been to one, and I still don’t see what that has to do with what we’re arguing about.”

John grins from ear to ear, as if that were the answer to all our problems.

“Perfect. I’ve never been either,” he confides, and I still don’t understand a thing. My urge to throw him out of my car only grows. “Tomorrow, after I leave Fast Rocket, I’ll swing by and pick you up.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he’s already climbing out of the convertible. The thud of the door closing is almost imperceptible, so John Scott leans his body back in and sticks his head through the window, two rows of perfect, pearly white teeth on full display as he smiles.

“It’s not that I don’t believe we have nothing in common, Pasha. But if it’ll make you feel better to believe that, then I’ll pretend to believe it with you.” And there we go again. John looks right into my eyes now and seems to actually see inside me, though I can’t quite bring myself to believe it. No one has ever wanted—or been able—to read me so well. “So if we’re pretending we have nothing in common, even though never having been to an arcade is already one thing we share, I want to show you that not everything is black and white like you say, little devil. I want to show you how different worlds can connect and create new ones. And I’m sure we’ll create a really fun one tomorrow, with plenty of chemistry.” He winks, and before leaving, he whispers, “I’d even ask you to look pretty tomorrow, but it’s impossible to ask for something that’s already yours by nature.”

I blink once, twice, three times.

Create a new world just for the two of us? What a joke!

It’s completely impossible for any world to contain both John Scott and Pasha Stratford.
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John Scott

WHEN I TOLD PASHA STRATFORD we were going to create a new world today, I didn’t really mean it. I mean, I did mean it. I really did. The problem is, I’m not sure I meant it in the way she probably interpreted it.

Mike’s Arcade, as everyone calls it, is pretty famous with the kids—though I’ve never set foot in there—and has a reputation for having all kinds of different, high-tech games, attracting a decent crowd every day it’s open, mostly because it sells the best candy in the area. Among its endless selection of games, one stands out: Make Your World, where you get to choose from a bunch of villages, characters, and even a second player, with the goal of rescuing a princess trapped in a tower surrounded by guards. Besides having to complete a bunch of quests, if you get caught by a guard, you’ll probably die and have to start all over from scratch.

That’s the world I was talking about.

And it’s a damn hard world, by the way. I’ve heard it’s easier for snow to fall in Hellaware than for anyone to actually beat that fucking game.

And the arcade was exactly the first thing that popped into my head when she said we had nothing in common. I’d never been there, and knowing her like I do, I was absolutely certain she’d never set foot in one either. Two birds with one stone, because I was going to prove to Pasha that we could have fun together. I was going to prove that people from different worlds can collide, yes, at some point.

If we only ever got together with people who shared the same beliefs, the same customs, and the same desires as us, what would be the point of life?

It would be a boring, robotic piece of shit for someone with a thirst for living like me.

And that’s why I let out a stream of air and push open the door to the park’s diner, stepping into the colorful, completely packed environment full of rowdy teenagers. Waitresses hurry past me and one even bumps into my shoulder, but she quickly realizes what she did and to whom, apologizing to me with a smile full of ulterior motives as her eyes shamelessly roam over my entire body. I’d even return her flirtation, but my attention is completely captured by the sound of something clicking against the diner’s checkered floor. As I follow the sound, I see Pasha Stratford and her indispensable high heels approaching the spot where I’m standing frozen.
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