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CHAPTER 1 – THE CHOSEN ONE
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“You guys really don’t know what tropes are?”

The question was met with bleary silence, interrupted only by a stink bug bumping along the fogged windows.

Beside me, Kristina yawned so aggressively her jaw popped. She turned to me, stunned, but I pressed a finger against my lips before she could say anything. We were already testing our teacher’s patience with the tarot cards scattered across our desk and the coffee cups perched perilously close to the edge, so I didn’t want to draw any more attention to us.

Ms. Sonja snapped her fingers in the front row students’ faces, startling them out of their classroom-induced haze. “Hello? Youths? Future of our country?”

When it became apparent that no one would offer an answer, our English teacher pursed her lips and scanned the classroom, searching for someone to call on.

I quickly fixed my gaze on the tattered library book in front of me, pretending to contemplate it with relentless enthusiasm. Not me, I pleaded with the universe for the millionth time in my high school career. Please, don’t call on me. My leg began to bounce.

Truth was, I didn’t have a real reason to be nervous. I’ve read the book we were discussing and could probably answer any questions about it.

But I couldn’t help but worry. I worried about everything – stray dogs; rain-sleek, crooked stairs; strangers standing too close. Answering a question in class might not be as bad as getting mauled or breaking a leg, but it was pretty damn close.

“Adam,” Ms. Sonja said, and I grimaced. Should’ve asked the universe to spare my friends, too.

Adam jolted upright, shoving his phone into his pencil case.

“Who trains the main character in our story?”

“Uh, that old guy,” Adam mumbled, messing with the bird’s nest that was his hair. “The what's-his-name librarian.”

A faint glimmer of hope flickered in Ms. Sonja’s eyes. “His name is Greywan, but it doesn’t matter. And how many suitors does Arabella have?”

“One?” he said uncertainly. Ms. Sonja’s expression fell, and Adam scrambled to add, “Well, I haven’t finished the book yet. Maybe another dude is introduced later.”

I forfeited the staring contest with our assigned reading and glanced up, sympathising with our teacher’s visible disappointment. The second love interest was introduced not even fifty pages in.

She put her hands on her hips. “Two love interests, Adam. Haven’t you noticed that’s a common trend in modern literature? Two men fighting for a woman’s attention? Or an elderly, wise mentor urging the main character towards a righteous path?”

Instead of replying, he just ran a hand through his hair yet again. Boys always did that, but I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to achieve. Adam’s dark hair was still messy – not in a bad way, but it wasn’t like he could tame it with his fingers.

Maybe it was an involuntary tic, like with me and my cuticles.

To Adam’s obvious relief, our teacher swiveled to address the whole class, a deep frown twisting her features. “Those are tropes. Recurring elements or plot devices whose purpose is to propel the story forward and set our expectations accordingly, depending on the genre. A love triangle in romance usually means our main character will have to discover who they are and what they want. The mentor not only helps our protagonist overcome their challenges, but allows us to further understand the world building.”

My thoughts briefly drifted to the last book I read outside of class, The Witch’s Guide to Wooing. It didn’t have a love triangle – unless you counted the oddly human-like demon – and the mentor wasn’t old per se, but he certainly taught the witch a lot. A lot, a lot. Whether it expanded the world building was debatable, but it had certainly kept me reading late into the night.

Ms. Sonja continued, her English crisp, “Tropes can take on new meanings, but they’re familiar touchstones for readers. Or they’re supposed to be, if the readers in question bothered to at least leaf through the assigned materials.”

Adam winced. Someone in the back snickered, and he swiftly hurled a crumpled paper ball at them.

“But how can you notice common plot devices when you don’t even read?” Ms. Sonja muttered, rubbing her eyes.

The right thing to do now would be to raise my hand and offer more examples of tropes – rags to riches, the chosen one, soulmates – and stop our poor teacher from spiralling into despair. Maybe I could get some extra credit, seeing as I was one of the few people who’d done their homework.

But the thought of willingly subjecting myself to stares made my skin crawl. Why didn’t anyone else speak up? I looked around the classroom, at the disinterested faces I’ve been forced to stare at for the past three and a half years. Have none of them heard of happily ever after?

“Oh, no,” Kristina whispered suddenly, making me flinch.

“What?” I mouthed.

“We’re about to get another assignment,” she informed me gravely, shifting to Serbian for our private conversation, her fingers drumming along the tarot deck. “A big one. A bad one.”

“You did not see that in the cards.”

Kristina nodded towards the front of the classroom. “Look.”

There, Ms. Sonja was staring out the window at the muted, gray sky, nothing but thinly veiled annoyance on her face. Her fingers were resting on our class’ gradebook, a giant leather-bound tome that determined our entire futures. That was how I knew Kristina was right, be it her third eye or not.

Eventually, our teacher turned to regard us. “I cannot teach you anything about tropes before you encounter them in a context that makes sense. And I can’t teach you anything else about the English language, really, if you don’t read. You’re seniors. I only have a bit more time to instill some good habits into you.”

The gradebook flew open, and my gut twisted. Tapping a red-painted fingernail on the first name on the page, Sonja called out, “Adam Abrašević? What would you say your favorite genre is?”

“Uh, I don’t really read much,” Adam said.

“We’ve established that, unfortunately,” she deadpanned, earning a smattering of laughter. “You have to pick one. If you really hate books that much, think about movies.”

He shrugged. “Then science fiction, I guess.”

“Vera Dejanovac? Your favourite genre, please.”

The girl sitting in the first row blinked. “Well, anything to do with magic.”

Ms. Sonja sighed. “Let’s say fantasy, shall we?”

She took roll call, scaring people awake and forcing them to select a literary genre they disliked least. Fantasy and horror seemed to be the overall winners, with a few rare nods to dystopian novels, and only one person choosing adventure stories.

As she got closer to calling my name, something barbed coiled tight in my chest. I didn’t know why I was embarrassed to say romance, but I was. Maybe because it sounded so silly, so frivolous compared to world-changing fantasy and award-winning science fiction. Books about something as commonplace as love seemed lesser by default, with their bright covers and comforting, blush-inducing content. They were just so girly.

But I didn’t want to lie, not when I didn’t even know what this impending assignment was. A couple of girls before me had reluctantly chosen romance, too, including Kristina. Though for her, that was technically code for fanfiction.

“Mila Jovanović?”

A beat passed. Ms. Sonja glanced up from her list.

“Romance,” I admitted quietly.

She wordlessly noted down my answer and moved on. Someone behind me giggled, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with me, since I didn’t catch my name or anything. No one cared what I said. No one was even paying attention outside of their little groups, save for Adam, who shot me a quick smile.

Would I learn anything from this experience? Probably not.

As much as I’d like to, I couldn’t control my brain, and my brain couldn’t control my body’s reactions to its awful ideas.

A pinch of pain echoed through my fingers. I looked down at my hands and realized that I’d been scraping the skin around my nails, opening the cuts anew. While I wiped the drop of blood off my thumb, Kristina gathered her tarot cards and began to shuffle them, thoughtful. The cards were frayed at the edges, sleek from being handled so often. They were the same warm amber color as her shoulder-length curls.

Kristina had explained the cards’ divinatory nature to me countless times, but I simply didn’t get it. Nor did I believe it, honestly, but I tried not to voice my doubts. If my best friend found some comfort or guidance in a harmless stack of cards, who was I to judge?

She pulled a card out and set it on the desk.

Two of Cups. True to the name, the illustration depicted two people bringing their golden chalices together, some kind of lion-headed monster floating above them like a bad omen.

“What does it mean?” I whispered.

Before Kris could reply, Ms. Sonja clapped her hands.

“Alright, listen up, punks. In my last effort to bestow some knowledge upon you, I’ve come up with an idea you’re all sure to hate. You’re going to be doing a semester-long project –” the entire classroom erupted in groans and complaints, and her eyes narrowed, “– which will be worth fifty percent of your final grade.”

Everyone fell silent instantly. I sat up. Fifty percent? That could either completely ruin or salvage our grades.

“You’ll be working in pairs.”

Faint whoops of relief sounded through the classroom, but the tension in my chest grew worse. How could she announce that our entire grades, possibly our entire futures were riding on this project, then force us to depend on other famously undependable people? That wasn’t fair.

“You’ll be paired up with someone who’s chosen a different literary genre,” she further explained.

The last bit of hope in me withered. I wouldn’t even be allowed to work with Kristina.

I glanced over at Adam and found him already looking at me, a question in his eyes.

Science fiction in book form wasn’t usually my thing. Too much complicated technology, too many life-or-death squabbles, a sad lack of tension-filled eye contact. Still, I nodded at Adam’s silent request. I’d trudge through whatever books necessary, so long as I could work with one of my friends.

“Everyone will read five books in their partner’s chosen genre by the end of the semester, which is in five months, so I better not hear a word of complaint. Classics or modern, either is fine. That’s how desperate I am.” Ms. Sonja’s bladelike, clipped tone made it sound like we were beyond saving.

“The novels do have to be in English, obviously. And you will not be mindlessly reading this time.” She raised a sharp eyebrow at Adam. “I want you to engage with the material. Notice the recurring patterns and think about how they change the story, how they propel it forward.

“Is there an intersection of tropes between genres?” An exaggerated shrug. “Do love triangles exist only in romance, or has that trope seeped into fantasy, as well? If so, how are they different? Is there something that connects characters across all of these different genres? That’s what you’re going to tell me, dearest seniors, in exactly five months. I expect both a presentation and a written report.”

Someone banged their head against the window.

I twisted my fingers together, unsure what to think. The project sounded fine, maybe even interesting – if I was allowed to work with Adam.

The looming horror of a public presentation gnawed on the back of my mind, but I managed to push it to the side for now. One problem at a time.

Adam asked, “Can we pick our partners?”

Ms. Sonja scoffed. “No.”

“But –”

“Democracy died the moment half of you failed to do your homework. I’ll be making the pairs.” She looked down at the gradebook. “Adam, per usual, I’ll seal your fate first. You can work with Kristina Galetić.”

Of course. Of course my only two friends got roped into working together, leaving me to fend for myself in a class where I’ve barely spoken to anyone else. Everyone knew that a trio wasn’t the most reliable social circle out there, but come on.

A semester-long project with someone I didn’t really know, who probably wouldn’t pull their weight? I should just drop out immediately.

“I’m going to die,” I announced quietly as Ms. Sonja kept coupling students, blissfully unaware that she’d ruined my life. “Or fail. Or both.”

“No, you’re not,” Kristina whispered, though I caught her exchanging a guilty look with Adam.

I pointed at the figures on the Two of Cups card, who also didn’t seem to care about my misfortune. “This is their fault. I don’t know how, but it is.”

“Hey, don’t blame destiny for this.”

Right then, a gentle knock sounded at the door.

Ms. Sonja’s voice stuttered to a halt. She looked at the clock hanging above the whiteboard. “We should have a few more minutes,” she muttered before yelling, “Come in!”

The door opened, revealing a boy I’d never seen before. He hesitated for a moment, glancing up at the numbers on the doorframe – IV/2 – then stepped into the classroom, a small smile tugging on his lips.

To everyone’s absolute shock, what came out of his mouth was, “Buongiorno, Signora.”

Ms. Sonja blinked as a rumble of confusion traveled through our class. Alright, so it wasn’t just me being oblivious. The guy clearly didn’t go to our school.

He handled the stares and whispers better than I ever could, keeping his eyes on our teacher and not letting his smile falter.

“Hello,” Ms. Sonja replied in English. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Matteo Conti,” he said, the switch to English marked with a slight accent. “I’m here with the European Study Abroad Program. I think I’m supposed to join this class?”

While he handed Ms. Sonja a stack of papers, Vera whirled in her seat, clutching her heart. The girls around her chuckled, and the whispers took on a different tone. Assessing. Excited.

An understandable reaction. Matteo Conti – the sound of his name dragged slowly through my mind, unfamiliar – was quite cute, with hazel-colored hair draped around his forehead. It looked carefully styled, and not like he combed it with his fingers.

“It seems you’re right, Matteo,” our teacher determined after checking his transfer paperwork. “You’re to be with class IV/2 until graduation. I pity you.”

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Matteo replied. Vera pretended to swoon. “Your school’s a bit confusing.” He stuck his hands into the pockets of his gray coat, and I wondered why he wasn’t allowed to just sit already.

“You’re right on time, actually.”

An overflowing bag was drawn over Matteo’s shoulder, a twisted-up book peeking out. Ms. Sonja’s hawk-like gaze instantly snagged on it. “Oh! Do you mind?” she asked pleasantly, like examining students’ personal belongings was a remotely normal thing to do.

“Why is she like this?” I muttered.

“Hmm.” Kristina tilted her head to the side, squinting at the newcomer, then examining the Two of Cups card again. Either a higher power was whispering universe-old secrets into her ear, or she was being dramatic on purpose. With her, you never knew.

The new guy handed Ms. Sonja his book – if it could even be called that. It looked abused, unloved. Dog-eared pages sticking out of nearly torn-apart covers. Even from where I was sitting, I could see black pen lines twisting down the cover.

“Killed by the Bell – A Clanging Mystery.” Ms. Sonja’s brows lifted as she read the title. What kind of name was that? “Are you a fan of murder mysteries, Matteo?”

He nodded, looking politely confused. He let his gaze roam over the classroom briefly, earning a few encouraging smiles and small waves from people who were not me, since I was too busy glancing back at the gradebook. I still didn’t have a partner, and the last thing I wanted was to spend five months being forced to interact with a stranger and read mysteries that made me think.

“Excellent.” Ms. Sonja returned the corpse of the book to Matteo. “I’ve just given this lazy lot an assignment that involves a lot of reading, so I hope you, at least, will be happy about that.”

His smile widened ever so slightly.

“Let’s see who we’ll pair you up with, shall we?”

As Ms. Sonja returned her attention to the list of our names, time slowed.

Please, not me, I begged. I’ll never complain about anything again, I swear.

Today’s tarot card danced merrily through Kristina’s fingers.

Not me. Just not me.

“Vera Dejanovac.”

I sank back in my chair, nearly dizzy with relief. Thank you, universe. This Matteo guy seemed nice and all, but this assignment would be stressful enough without the added pressure of socializing with new people.

Sweat coated my palms. I wrapped them around my thermos bottle, which was filled to the brim with ice. The coldness served both to counteract the sweat and to make my mind grind to a halt. It was one of the many tricks I’ve found that helped me stay somewhat sane. Kristina would call it recentering myself, but I was never really centered in the first place.

In the front row, Vera glowed. Matteo started towards her, extending a hand.

“Actually,” Ms. Sonja said, tapping the gradebook with disdain, “Vera, you came dangerously close to failing last year, didn’t you? I don’t foresee this semester being any different, and I think our guest might need someone a bit more proficient to work on this project with him.”

The universe was a two-timing traitor, because the next words out of Ms. Sonja’s mouth were, “Mila Jovanović, you have an A, right? You can work with Matteo.”
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CHAPTER 2 – LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT
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Matteo Conti found a free seat beside Adam, of all people, but the bell rang the moment he put his bag down.

“Matteo,” Ms. Sonja yelled over the sound of shuffling chairs and notebooks slamming shut, “if you need help finding any materials in English, or even Italian, let me know. Otherwise, I’m sure your new classmates will fill you in on everything you need to know. That’s Mila over there. She’s an gold-star bilingual, so you’re in very good hands.”

Ms. Sonja had the audacity to beam at me, then waltz out of the classroom, which she’d left burning in flames.

And in the center of the newly-erupted chaos, was Matteo. A group of girls and almost the entirety of the basketball team hung behind him like vultures, but he turned around, looking for – well, me, I assumed.

An invisible current slowed my limbs as I stood up. Now, all because of my stupid determination to be a stupidly good student, I had to go introduce myself and make small talk and arrangements for a project spanning five months.

From the frenzied clutter of my mind, an image emerged. A college acceptance letter with a giant red REJECTED stamped on it. Maybe that wasn’t exactly how high education institutions let students know they weren’t accepted, but the mere possibility of it made me feel nauseous.

It wouldn’t come to that. It couldn’t.

Reluctantly, I started towards Matteo, when Adam leaped into my path.

“Do you want me to ask Sonja to work with the new kid?” he asked, dark eyes searching my face. “I can tell her that, I don’t know, Kristina threatened to shove my head into the toilet, so I can’t safely work with her.”

“I can and would love to shove your head into the toilet,” Kristina chimed. She was digging through her bag, and what appeared were three lollipops. “Leave her alone, Adam. She doesn’t need you to save her.”

“I’m okay,” I assured him.

Yes, I would love nothing more than to switch with Adam, but the thought of having to explain that to Ms. Sonja – and the new guy, potentially – was too mortifying to even consider.

What would I even say? That meeting new people made me break out in hives? That I was too busy to even do this project because, you see, I already had a very serious, full-time job of worrying over everything?

“I’m going to go talk to him,” I said, hoping a meteor might strike before I got the chance to do that.

It didn’t, of course. When had the universe ever had my back?

Matteo was engaged in a conversation with Vera that involved a lot of giggling and nodding on her part. Vera had always reminded me of a fairy, with her shampoo commercial-worthy blonde waves and affinity to look as though she was floating rather than of walking. On top of that, she was genuinely nice to everyone, regardless of whether they were her crowd or not.

She was supposed to be the one foreign exchange students whisked off onto quests. If only Matteo had been partnered up with her, this would’ve been a lot easier for everyone involved. Most importantly, for me.

I looped my fingers together, then wrenched them apart, hovering on the outskirts of their conversation. This was why I hated meeting people. There was never an easy way to go about it. Interrupt or creep, those seemed like the only options.

With only a ten-minute break between classes, I couldn’t put off approaching him for long.

Before I could take that final step, though, Matteo glanced over and saw me flickering there like an apparition. An apparition who truly did not want to be a paranormal nuisance, but had no other choice.

“Hi?” he said.

An incredible start to a five-month long partnership, truly.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I said, switching to English. “It’s just that...I’m Mila. We’re supposed to do the project together.”

“Oh, it’s you.” Matteo lifted a brow. “I couldn’t see where your teacher was pointing when she said we’d be working together.”

That was because I’d slammed my head onto the desk in despair, but he didn’t need to know that.

“I should figure out what this project is about. It was nice meeting you, though,” Matteo told Vera, which was the most polite dismissal I’d ever witnessed.

For a moment, she seemed confused, then went to rejoin her friends. Floated away, of course, because walking was for mere mortals.

“We can talk later,” I suggested in a fit of wildly unproductive panic, “if you’re busy.”

“I just got here,” Matteo said. “What could I possibly be busy with?”

A stone clanged through my insides. Above my head, I imagined a social competence scoreboard, the numbers shuttering backwards until I was left with a big, fat 0.

“Right,” I managed.

The full force of Matteo Conti’s attention was overwhelming, although he did nothing but offer me a smile I felt was undeserved. Maybe it was his eyes. Green and bright, surrounded by mile-long lashes because, as previously established, not a single thing in this world was fair.

“Mila Jovanović, right? That’s your name?”

Not exactly. He pronounced it like Mee-lah Jovanovi-ch, which made my last name sound Russian and my first name like it belonged in a particularly tragic historical romance novel.

Still, I said, “Yeah. Nice to meet you.” Without thinking, I held out my hand. Was it too late for that? Was a handshake necessary when we’ve already been talking for a bit?

Matteo took my fingers and shook them firmly. His hand was warm – or was I still overheating? Why was this so painful?

“You, too.” He gestured to his and Adam’s seats. “Can you tell me about this project?”

I dropped onto one of the chairs, and he followed suit with a lot more grace.

In as few words as I could manage, I reiterated Ms. Sonja’s vague instructions, careful to emphasize the importance of getting a good grade on an assignment of this magnitude. I tried to be casual about it, but hoped he could read between the lines, where I was screeching, If I don’t get an A on this, I’m going to combust, and I’m taking you down with me, Mario.

He seemed to be listening attentively, which was good for the project, but horrible for my lungs. It was an unspoken rule that you had to occasionally look away from someone’s face to give them a chance to inhale or fix their hair. Clearly, he’d missed the memo.

Once I was done, Matteo rested his chin on his fist. “I think I get it. Five books in your favorite genre, five in mine, a billion tropes. We’re supposed to see how they compare and whether they intersect anywhere, right?”

How had he summed it up so neatly, when I’d been talking for what felt like hours? “Basically.”

Yet another smile tugged on his lips, this one revealing bright white teeth. One of his premolars was slightly chipped. “That actually sounds fun.”

Something restless that had been clawing through my chest stilled. Maybe this would be alright. Maybe Matteo Conti had an excellent work ethic, and we’d wade through this assignment with no issues whatsoever.

“Well, I definitely like murder mysteries the most,” he said, reaching for his copy of Killed by the Bell. The most relevant murder mystery was what had happened to that poor book. A combination of a rabid dog and a very, very deep puddle, it seemed like. “That’s pretty much all I read.”

I tried to not let my distaste show. Great. Stories about people getting killed, detectives ambling around to build suspense, and mountains of clues I was supposed to keep track of. That sounded super relaxing.

“What about you?” Matteo asked. “What genre did you pick?”

With everything else, I’d forgotten how much I dreaded this part. “Romance,” I said, the word that brought me so much joy privately now barely squeezing past my teeth.

His smile froze, then faltered. “Oh. Okay.”

I wasn’t surprised. Besides Dad, I’d never met another guy who enjoyed – or admitted to enjoying – romance, although I could never understand why. Love stories were the ideal pastime reading material. They could lull you into a comforting, kiss-warm daydream, or make you double over with laughter. There would be painful moments, sure, but you knew the characters’ tears would make way for a happily ever after, always, without fail.

Who could hate that? Serial killers, maybe.

“Is that a problem?”

“No, no.” His gaze slanted over to his ruined book, as though he was already sad to part with it. “The point of this project is to get us reading other genres, I guess. I’ve just never been a fan of romance.”

The correct response was cool, but we still have to do this project, so suck it up. But for whatever reason, I found myself asking, “Why not?”

“They’re just so predictable,” he said. “You know the couple’s going to end up together, right? What’s the point of reading a book when you know the ending?”

His accent painted every syllable, making the words seem softer, rounder, lighter. And nonsensical, because I was clearly missing something. “Do you only read books for the ending?”

“I know what they say about enjoying the journey, but the ending is the most important part of a story.”

He wasn’t wrong there. The ending was the most important – which was why I expected it to be enjoyable, not harrowing.

This conversation was turning out to be not only too long, but too taxing. “If you really want to get technical,” I pointed out, “every genre is somewhat predictable in its own right.”

“Mila,” he said with a strange grin-and-exhale combination that made my hair stand on end, “the whole point of murder mysteries is that they’re unpredictable. You don’t know who the killer is, or how and why they’d done it.”

“Alright, but in romance, you don’t know what obstacles the couple is going to face, or how they’re going to overcome their differences and come together.”

Why was I still speaking?

Matteo tilted his head to the side. His polite smile changed somehow, twisted to the side, unveiling a dip in his cheek that might’ve been a dimple.

He’s laughing at me, I realized dimly. His amusement danced through the air like an electrical current. If I leaned in too close, it would make my hair frizz up.

Maybe social skills weren’t my forte, but laughing at someone you’d met five minutes ago was just villainous.

“I still think they’re boring,” was his incredibly thought-provoking response.

I should’ve left it at that. I should’ve ignored his objectively incorrect opinion and his mocking smirk, made quick plans to exchange books, and left. But annoyance swelled inside me, overriding my usually flawless manners. “A story doesn’t need blood and gore to be interesting.”

“But it needs intrigue.”

“Romance books have intrigue.” I gritted my teeth. “There are countless subgenres to romance.”

“Yet they’re all essentially the same.”

“Right, of course.” I scoffed, and his eyes flashed with what I assumed was evil glee. “Because every detective in murder mysteries isn’t a deadbeat, drunk loser acting as an unreliable narrator. And because the person with vital information doesn’t always get killed off first, conveniently furthering a narrative that could’ve been over in ten pages.”

Slight exaggerations, perhaps, but I was too annoyed for nuance.

Matteo exhaled another soundless chuckle.

All at once, it hit me – I was dangling on the edge of an actual argument with a complete stranger. A boy who was blatantly laughing at me, yes, but still. This wasn’t like me. I didn’t go around picking fights with people.

And yet, I couldn’t stop myself from adding, “Romance is the most profitable genre in fiction, so clearly a lot of people disagree with you about how boring it is.”

Matteo leaned back, hooking his left ankle over his right knee, completely at ease. “I’d love to be proven wrong,” he said, which sounded like an absolute lie to me. “So, how should we do this? Pick five books each and give them to each other?”

Right. The reason I came over to talk to him. “That’s fine by me. I can bring mine on Monday.”

A light-brown eyebrow shot up. “You don’t want to start proving me wrong over the weekend?”

What I wanted was to take Adam up on his offer to switch partners. But I couldn’t, because now, that would mean admitting defeat.

I squeezed my hands between my knees, and the pain grounded me. “We could meet up somewhere over the weekend, then, if you’re so eager to fall in love.”

Oh, my God, what? Instant mortification surged to heat up my face. What on earth possessed me to phrase it like that?

There, yet another reason why you shouldn’t talk to strangers, especially the romance-hating, accent-abusing kind – an utterance so unprecedentedly stupid would crawl out, and you’d have no choice but to flatline on the spot.

By some miracle, he didn’t comment on that trainwreck of a sentence. Instead, some of the lingering humor disappeared from his face. “I don’t want to disrupt any plans you have. I can just stop by your place for a second.” He lifted a shoulder. “I should get to know the city, anyway.”

In the hallway, the school bell clanged loudly, nearly severing my soul from my body.

“Alright,” I said quickly. “Let me give you my address.”

Matteo opened his copy of Killed by the Bell and nudged it towards me. A moment later, a pen was dancing between his slender fingers. “Here.”

I stared at the offerings. He’d only said one word, but I was certain I was tripping over a language barrier of some kind. “You want me to write my address – in your book?”

“And your phone number,” he said.

“In your book,” I repeated, horrified.

“It’s not the Bible. You can write in it.”

Our Biology teacher, Mr. Nikola, sauntered through the door, briefcase in hand, already droning something about muscle tissue.

Backed into a corner, I swiftly scribbled my address and number on the title page, feeling like I was committing a literal crime. Defiling something that had no business being defiled. Not that Matteo hadn’t already demolished this book, but now there was blood on my hands, too.

As I stood up, Matteo said, pear-green eyes glinting, “I look forward to working with you, Mila.”

In the dust of face-warming defeat, I swiped the cherry lollipop from Kristina’s outstretched hand and slammed down into my chair, vowing to make the universe pay for what it was doing to me.
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CHAPTER 3 – EARLY SUSPECT
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“I refuse to be embarrassed,” I informed Darcy. “I simply refuse.”

Darcy gave me a blank look, his antennae shuddering with either doubt or concern for my sanity.

“You never believe in me.” I turned away from my unhelpful companion.

Through the mirror, I watched Darcy shuffle across the floor, avoiding the rugs so he wouldn’t get lost in them. As a praying mantis, he was bigger than most insects, but fluffy white carpetry was still a challenge for his slender little legs.

My gaze drifted higher, taking in my own appearance. My braid was coming undone, brown strands escaping the coil, tangling into my hoop earrings. I tugged the hair tie off and began to rebraid it loosely, all while trying to reign in my annoyance.

Instead of settling down to enjoy a lovely, peaceful Saturday evening of minding my own business, I was stuck waiting for his Italianness Matteo Conti to come over and seize my books, purely so that he could make fun of them. And I was worried – despite my adamant refusal to be worried – that my books weren’t the only thing he’d make fun of.

As if he could smell my unease, there he was. The doorbell rang shrilly, making Darcy hiss in warning.

“Come here.” I kneeled before the biggest freeloader of the Jovanović household, and after he’d clambered onto my palm, I carefully deposited him onto the desk. “Stay there, okay? I don’t want him to step on you.”

Darcy pinched my finger with his front legs, a gesture I interpreted as, You snake, how dare you bring guests into my realm? Right before dinner, no less.

Darcy had won my heart a few months ago, when he had hopped onto my shoe to escape a pecking raven. It was a moving green bean that always looked furious, for God’s sake. Of course I took him home and, after extensive research, determined that we might be able to peacefully coexist, so long as I provided enough adequate food.

The little guy’s constant twitching was a mirror to my own, human-sized nervousness. And although I often kept my windows open, he’d never seen it fit to leave. I hoped he never would.

“That’s for me!” I yelled. “I’ll get it!”

My socks slid along the parquet as I clutched the doorframe, twisting in place one last time to see what my room might look like to a stranger.

Hanging fairy lights, books escaping the crooked shelves, piles of plushies Kristina had crocheted for me. Dozens of photos of me, Kris and Adam, my parents, my next-door neighbors. A provoked praying mantis stalking the desk.

It was, objectively, a lot. My room was my safe haven, but to anyone else, it would look like a paint bomb had exploded here, leaving no survivors.

I refuse to be embarrassed. I repeated those words to myself like a mantra as I rushed to the front door, ignoring the chorus of shrieks and giggles rising from the living room.

With one last glare aimed at nothing, I opened the door.

Matteo wasn’t nearly disheveled enough. The wind was howling outside, biting at trees and loose plastic bags, but his hair was somehow immune, still falling perfectly around his cheekbones, not a strand out of place.

In one hand, he held his phone, and I could see the squiggly lines of a map on the screen. In the other, a stack of dark-toned paperbacks.

“Hi.” I wondered if that was really his resting face, or if it took effort to appear so laid-back. He held the stack out. “Delivery.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking the books and hugging them to my chest. I kicked the door open further, stepping to the side. Matteo blinked at the newly created space in my hallway, or perhaps he was confused by the lack of books displayed to him. “Come in. I thought that, since you’re here, you could pick out the books yourself.”

That way, if he didn’t like them, he only had himself to blame, and not the entire romance genre. Check mate, Italy.

“Really?” Another bout of laughter exploded from the living room, and his gaze traveled down the dim hallway. “You sure that’s okay?”

“Yes. Come on.” The February air surrounded me like a cocoon, dusting goosebumps on my skin, which he noticed when he looked back at me.

“Sorry.” As he hopped over the threshold and grabbed the door to close it, I realized we were almost at eye level. He had an inch on me, at most. “It sounds like you’re having a party or something, that’s all. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

If his idea of a party were jumper-clad old ladies, diluted wine, and a wild board game, then our little apartment was the hottest spot in the building. “Not a party,” I muttered, making room for him in the cramped hall to toe off his shoes. “My mom has some friends over. They won’t bother us.”

Seeing a boy dressed in olive trousers in my home was somehow jarring. His expensive-looking leather shoes had no business being neatly pushed beside my sneakers, and his gray coat looked too normal next to the pile of mismatched jackets hanging for their lives on the rack.

“Lead the way,” he said.

I did. A lump formed in my throat, though I tried to speak around it, if only to distract Matteo from the nasty string of swear words coming from deeper in the apartment. Him speaking Serbian was unlikely, but he might be able to tell what my neighbors were saying by the pure rage simmering beneath the words. Board games truly brought out the worst of humanity.

“Did you find me okay?”

“Yeah,” he replied behind me. “Sorry I’m a bit late. I got sidetracked at the bookstore.”

That might’ve been the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.

If only the words could’ve come from someone else.

“Here we are.” I blew out a breath as I waved a curious-looking Matteo into my room. The door clicked shut, sealing us in a colorful bubble of books and my fondest memories and all the cheap trinkets I felt compelled to collect.

Matteo turned in place, taking it all in.

Some embarrassment managed to squeeze past my useless mantra. I could’ve put the animal plushies away, at least. But why did I even care what this guy thought of me or my room?

Before I could wage an internal battle against my own brain, Matteo stepped towards the bookshelf. “You have less books than I expected.”

Who just said that? Might as well call me a peasant. Besides, how was a shelf-full of books an insufficient amount? “It’s an expensive hobby.”

“That’s true,” he hummed. Unfazed.

I squinted at his back. Did he truly not hear himself when he talked? Or was it metaphysically impossible to have both a nice face and social decorum?

In a languid turn – he had branded socks – he faced me again, hands stuffed in his pockets. “Do you have a system?”

Obviously. I nodded.

“Then I’d love a tour.”

Feeling itchy and ridiculous, I walked over to my thrifted oak shelf, which was a feather away from snapping. “Okay, well, this is where I keep my English classics. Ms. Sonja said we could go either classic or modern for this project, but I think we should do a few classics, just to be safe. You can borrow anything you want, except these.” I pointed at the few special editions I’ve been gifted. “Then, over there –”

“Oh, my God, what is that?”

I whipped around so fast, my neck cracked ominously. All of my most incriminating possessions were stuffed under the bed, weren’t they?

By the horrified tone of Matteo’s voice, I expected to find him holding something mortifying enough to make me faint on the spot. Instead, he was glaring down at a motionless Darcy, who had spread his wings in an effort to appear intimidating.

“Ew.” Too quickly for me to follow, Matteo grabbed a book – my book – and made to bring it upon Darcy – my Darcy.

A scream ripped out of me and, with all the elegance of a rampaging elephant, I flew towards them. My fingers scraped along the book a mere inch from Darcy. I yanked it away, almost gouging out my own eye in the process. “What are you doing?”

“There’s a giant bug on your desk,” Matteo kindly informed me, having enough nerve to look disgusted as he scowled down at Darcy.

“That’s Darcy,” I snapped, slamming the book back into place atop a wonky stack. “You don’t have pets in Italy?”

“Pets?” Those sping-green eyes widened. “That thing is your pet? A bug?”

That was when my door burst open, and about a million people poured in.

Me and the universe clearly had personal problems, but I couldn’t understand what I’d done to deserve this.

My mom was the first in line, glare set as she regarded Matteo suspiciously. Behind her were the gossip-loving old ladies from our floor, wrinkled hands clutched to their chests in concern. Five of them, I was pretty sure, although they seemed to multiply whenever you looked away.

“Mila, what’s going on?” Mom asked, the full force of her glower aimed at one Matteo Conti. “We heard you yell.”

I couldn’t see Matteo’s expression from where I was standing, but better men were brought to their knees by Vesna Jovanović, whose eyes had that piercing, laser-beam quality.

“It’s nothing,” I assured them, raising my hands. After speaking English for a while, the switch to my mother tongue made my voice sound sharp, scratchy. “A misunderstanding.”

All Mom said was, “Mila.” A request for more information, and a silent offer to haul Matteo out by the scruff on his neck, if need be.

“Darcy,” I said. A one-word explanation wouldn’t do, as evidenced by the narrowing of her eyes. “He didn’t know I had Darcy. He wanted to, um, squash him, and I panicked and screamed, I guess. Didn’t mean to.”

Some of the tension drained from her pale face. I tried to imagine the scene from her perspective. Her daughter, having a boy over – not Adam, not someone familiar – and suddenly shouting like she'd been hurt.

An anvil of guilt dropped onto my chest. “I’m sorry. Everything’s fine,” I repeated, coming to stand between Matteo and all of our suspicious spectators.

Internally, I tried to compare Serbian and Italian to see what our language sounded like to Matteo, whether it seemed clunky or too harsh, but that attempt at stalling was a little useless, seeing as my knowledge of Italian ended shortly after grazie.

I twisted my fingers into a painful knot. “Switching to English now, okay? Bear with me.”

Hey, universe? What did I do to you?

“Matteo, this is my mom, Vesna, and some of our neighbors.” I didn’t bother singling out all of the grannies, since that would take too long, and I desperately wanted this little interlude to end. “Guys, this is Matteo Conti. We’re doing an English project together.”

My skin felt tight, like it wanted to turn inside out. Would this be considered a comedy of errors? It might’ve been funny if I wasn’t in the center of it.

“It’s very nice to meet you.” Matteo jerked into motion and offered Mom a hand. “I hope you know how sorry I am about all this.” He gestured at Darcy, who twitched with rage. “I wasn’t expecting...that.”

Somehow, between one blink and the next, the script flipped.

Mom shook Matteo’s hand and instantly started giving mispronounced advice about living in Belgrade, the muggers on the trams and the best bakeries in town. Matteo noted the supposed loveliness of our home, which earned him about a thousand extra points in her books.

Our neighbors didn’t speak a lick of English, but they nodded enthusiastically at everything Matteo said, whispering among themselves about the yumminess of both tiramisu and the Italian men who made it.

“Gross,” I muttered, half-listening to Mom explain where her favorite thrift store was located. Matteo didn’t strike me as someone who’d accept anything except the latest fashion, but he listened carefully, nodding and ooh-ing at all the right times.

“Trust me, dearie.” Mrs. Zorana patted my shoulder. “If you saw someone stacking up a proper, decadent Italian tiramisu –” the breathy way she said tiramisu made it sound dirty “ –you’d be more whipped than that mascarpone.”

No, this wasn’t a comedy of errors. This was hell.

Once the conversation finally, mercifully drew to a close, Mom glanced over at me on her way out, lips pursed. “You should really warn people about Darcy, Mila,” she scolded me in Serbian. “He is a rather unexpected sight. You never know what phobias someone may have.”

My mouth fell open.

Was that all it took? One conversation with Matteo, and he was absolved of blame after attempting literal, point-blank murder. Not only that, but I was the bad guy now?

As everyone shuffled out of my room – waving at and sighing after a smiling Matteo – I realized I had exactly zero allies in this cold, wretched world. Well, besides Darcy, who still looked ready to pounce, but his 10 gram strength couldn’t really help me.

When the door closed, the polite smile dropped from Matteo’s face. Two lines scrunched up between his brows. “I –”

Slight shuffling on the desk cut him off. Darcy, drama queen that he was, turned in a slow circle so that he could keep watch of his newest nemesis. He flared his wings out, shiny green eyes unmoving.

The interspecies staring contest lasted for a while before Matteo asked, “Is he supposed to be that big?”

“Seriously?” This guy would not be returning home, because he was going to die by my hand right here, right now. “Do you really want to add fat-shaming to your list of offences?”

Darcy hissed faintly. I appreciated the vocal moral support.

“To my list of offences?” Matteo ran a hand down his neck. “God, I really haven’t made the best first impression, have I?”

Not with me, I thought. But everyone else loves you just fine.

“I really am sorry about almost killing your, uh, insect. I don’t know the word for it in English. Your Darcy.”

“Whatever,” I said, even though it wasn’t whatever. My throat still felt tight, and all I wanted was for him to leave. For the unpredictability of what should’ve been a simple Saturday to end. “Feel free to browse and pick the books you want. Like I said, take anything you want except my special editions.”

He said nothing as I stalked over to the books I’d dropped when the attempt on Darcy’s life had been made. One I recognized from the day before – Killed by the Bell, complete with my address and phone number on the first page. There was another title I was familiar with, Murder on the Orient Express, and Matteo’s copy had clearly been read many times, annotations jumping from the pages. The remaining three paperbacks were in pristine condition, their pages crisp. Untouched.

I frowned, finally understanding his previous comment about getting distracted at the bookstore. “Did you just buy these?”

“I’ve read them all before.” From my peripheral vision, I could see that he hadn’t moved an inch. “But I didn’t bring my own copies here with me.”

“You didn’t need to buy anything. I could’ve found these online for way cheaper.”

“It’s not the same, though. Reading physical books will always be better.”

Well, color me shocked. The first thing we agree on.

I picked up the scattered novels and carried them over to the bed, which finally spurred Matteo to action. He dropped into a squat by the shelves, dragging his index finger along the colorful paperbacks, pink and purple and baby-blue. Darcy watched him with clear distrust.

The books in my hands didn’t look promising. The covers were dark, adorned with bloodied knives, shadowy figures, scattered teeth, and other awful things I had no interest reading about. I didn’t mind darker themes stretching throughout a story, but I didn’t want to be scared, or forced to overuse my endlessly overused brain.

The giggling, the life lessons, the warmth spreading through my chest – that was why I read. Not to theorize. Not to bend over backwards trying to follow cryptic clues and purposefully misleading information.

“Okay, I think I’m done.” Matteo walked over to where I was sitting and held out the books he’d picked out. “Do you approve?”

His selections consisted of Pride and Prejudice – biggest swoon of all – then two fantasy romances, one contemporary rom-com, one historical.

“Looks good.” Now, leave.

One corner of his mouth lifted, as though he could hear my thoughts. “How unrealistic are these, on a scale from one to ten? I want to be prepared.”

The blatant mockery shredded my already frayed nerves. “Two of those are set in magical worlds.”

“That’s not what I meant. The fantasy settings are probably the most believable part of these things.” He held up my poor, lovely books, which looked like they didn’t want to go home with him. “Just how many eyes fatedly meet across crowded rooms, opposites attract, world-ending fights break out in the rain only to end up with a wet shut up and make me make out session?”

Since he was standing and I was sitting on the bed, he could look down on me in both the metaphorical
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