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Below you can find all the tropes, content warnings, and tags that could impact your enjoyment of this book. It's not an exhaustive list, but I think these are the main ones. Your discretion is advised and let me know if there are some you found. 
Warnings: cheating and sexual manipulation
Tropes: slow burn; closed door sex scenes, road trip romance, mistaken identity, forbidden love
Tags: Rash heroine; connects to author’s fantasy series; Disney-like theme park (let’s be honest); last minute travel decisions; an unwanted kiss; manplaining theme parks.
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  Chapter One

California
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On day one of our vacation, we walked into one of the California parks. I wanted to run, as fast as I could, through the park, like I was having a Sound of Music moment, but I restrained myself. It’s the one where Maria stands at the top of the Alps, throws her arms wide open, spins in a circle, and sings about the hills being alive. Realistically speaking, this would have knocked down children, then angering several parents, and getting myself kicked out of the park. But I’m a considerate adult.  
“What do you want to do first?” Aunt Terri asked me. 
My mother’s younger sister, and my favorite aunt, was a few steps behind me as I guided us through the growing crowd. My aunt and uncle had gifted me this last-minute trip to Northanger Parks even though it’s the beginning of the semester, and my graduation was only months away. Uncle Michael had been invited for a job interview for a ride engineer. The company put us in one of their most expensive resorts for three and a half days on an all-expenses-paid trip, thanks to the Northanger Company. We had arrived yesterday and spent the evening shopping in the Northanger Mall. Now, I had three days to go back and forth between the two Los Angeles parks.
As a big Northanger fan, I usually watched other people go to the parks on YouTube, especially the Northanger Mega-Fans. These were the people with no connection to the Northanger company or family, but loved it so much that they wanted to share it with the world. My favorite channel was by a brother and sister team, Ethan and Hanna Thornton. They did a mix of video styles from video logs, vlogs, about their current trip, shopping hauls and unboxings, and company updates. Most of the time, they were sitting in a room, talking to each other about whatever topic they needed to cover. 
They have more subscribers than any other channel for various reasons, but the biggest reason is that Ethan is so freaking hot. Their fans get angry when he isn’t in the videos and express it through the many comments. His videos about the history of the Northanger Parks and company were my favorite and the most popular. He was always excited to share stories he had learned and then following up with people in the comments. If you didn’t read the comments, you would miss chances to interact with them. I was a frequent commenter, and keeping up with these videos built my enthusiasm over the months. That made it easy for me to catch a last-minute plane to Los Angeles from Boston.
Last night from the comfort of my room, I watched their latest video and realized they were in the Los Angeles parks too. A small part of me hoped that I would run into them, and they would remember me from the comments. I would tell them exactly how much I loved their videos. Other people did that and often got a quick shout-out in the vlogs. I needed to stand out in the crowd in case I ran into them. I knew exactly what I needed.
“I need kitty ears or a unicorn horn!” I announced before making a sharp left into an open souvenir shop. The store was practically empty since most people were rushing to get in line for rides. I wasn’t in a rush because we had VIP access, thanks to my uncle, who was busy with his job interview. They wanted him to design a whole new set of rides related to the latest hit movies. We had been allowed to get Quick Passes to all the rides we wanted, instead of only one at a time. I had planned my trip around my favorite rides, my favorite characters, the tours we were taking, and the food I wanted to eat. I wasn’t worried about getting on the rides, which allowed me to focus on ways to find Ethan and Hanna.
I made my way over to a wall of kitty ear and unicorn horn headbands, elaborately designed to match the park’s events, characters, rides, and partnerships. I found a pair of gold lame kitty ears, precisely what I had been looking for.
“Those are brand new,” a shop employee said to me. He was restocking the display with them.
Hanna had featured these ears on last night’s video when she showed her new favorite products. The ears had a black sequin top hat placed between them related to the park’s partnership with Broadway. I tried on the ears and checked myself out in a nearby mirror. The gold lame not only rested perfectly on my long, braided hair but also matched my dark brown hair, and it brought out the gold flecks in my hazel eyes. I smiled, feeling impressed with how perfect these ears were and made my way to the register. 
“Aren’t those ears so cute! I got a pair yesterday,” a woman said as I got to the register’s small line.
I looked up to see Hanna Thornton, the very woman I had just been hoping to find. She was holding a Halloween sweatshirt. The day was unexpectedly chilly. My eyes widened, and a voice in my head reminded me not to say something stupid. This was what I hoped would happen, after all! 
“I know you! I just saw your video about them. That’s why I’m buying them!”
Hanna Thornton blushed as the line inched forward. She was shorter in person than I expected, with brown curly hair and deep brown eyes. She was as bubbly as I expected her to be, ready to chat with anyone in line with her. 
“Ethan, we have a viewer!” She called over to the tall man standing at the door, looking at holiday junk food options.
Ethan Thornton looked up, and I felt my stomach tighten as I slowly exhaled a deep sigh. I hoped Hanna didn’t notice. The camera didn’t do Ethan justice. His brown hair was brushed back away from his face, and he wasn’t wearing the glasses that he typically wore in the videos. I could clearly see his brown eyes. His beard, usually perfectly groomed, was scruffy and uneven. He was wearing khaki shorts and a simple gray shirt that had Willow, the Northanger unicorn on it, and said, “Even Men Love Unicorns.” A black backpack was slung across his broad shoulders. He was over six feet tall, and his long arms were slightly muscular. 
“Great,” he said with a small wave in our direction before yawning.
“I had to stop here before we got coffee,” Hanna whispered.
“Who hasn’t had coffee?” My aunt asked as she walked over to us. She had her own pair of kitty ears in Charlie’s classic calico style, the first Northanger cat.
“I love the classic Charlie ears. Not a lot of people wear them anymore,” Hanna said to my aunt.
Terri gave Hanna the “we’re chatting because we’re in line together” smile. She and my mother had the exact same expression when forced to interact with strangers while shopping.
“This is Hanna,” I said to my aunt. “I was watching her video last night. You know, the YouTube one. I’m Katie Merton, KatieM on YouTube. This is my aunt Terri.”
“I know you! We see your comments all the time.” Hanna said, glancing at Ethan.
“Oh! You’re the Northanger travel agents,” Terri said. “That’s such a fascinating service.” 
“My father’s the travel agent,” Hanna said. “My brother and I help with promotion and marketing.”
Hanna turned to pay for her sweatshirt. That’s the perfect opportunity to glance back at Ethan, who was still looking at the Halloween food. He caught my eye and smiled, but I quickly looked away. I wanted to look at him, but didn’t want him to know it. He’d dismiss me as a silly woman. When I glanced back, Hanna was looking at me before looking back at her brother. Her smile suggested she had formed a plan.
“What are your plans for the day? You have your Quick Passes, right?” Hanna asked, stepping out of the line.
My aunt and I exchanged a look, and I knew my desires were clearly communicated by her smile and sigh.
“We’re going on the Rocket Roller first,” my aunt said. “We don’t have to rush over.”
“My uncle’s here for a job interview,” I said, wanting them to know everything. “We have permission to have Quick Passes for any ride we want, so I booked all of them at once.”
Hanna looked me over, her eyes narrowing like she was debating something in her mind. “Ethan, what are we riding today? Can we start at Rocket Roller?” Hanna asked her brother after a quick nod.
A smile spread across my face, and I looked at Ethan with the hope that he would say we could walk around together. He shrugged and scrolled through something on his phone.
“I can get us a Quick Pass for now, if you want them,” he said with a faint smile on his face. 
“Awesome!” Hanna then turned to me and said, “Do you mind the company for your first ride?”
Ethan pressed a few things on his phone and then looked up at us. His smile was different now, a little more enthusiastic than before. I turned to my aunt.
“Sure, if Katie doesn’t mind,” Terri said, giving me a knowing look. 
I met her eyes and gave an encouraging smile. I wanted to hang out with these two as long as possible. Their vlogs always included someone who found them in the crowd and was invited to walk around with them. Maybe I would end up in today’s video.
“Cool, let’s get coffee for Ethan and head over to the ride,” Hanna said.
We walked across the street and stood in the Starbucks line that stretched into the seating area. Hanna pulled out her camera and started recording herself and explaining what was going on.
“Do you want to be on camera?” Hanna asked me after pausing the recording.
“Yes!” I said, excited to have gotten what I wanted so easily.
She turned the camera to me and did introductions before turning it to Ethan and rambled to the camera about his caffeine need.
“Don’t worry, it’s not live. I like to edit the vlogs before they get uploaded.” Hanna said after she put the camera away. While we waited, I explained the reason for our trip to Northanger Parks.
“What has he designed?” Ethan asked. He seemed more awake and engaged now that we were in line for coffee.
“He did some popular rollercoasters for other parks, but nothing for Northanger before.”
The siblings looked at each other, but I didn’t understand what the look meant.
“That’s really neat,” Hanna said.
“What do you do?” Ethan asked me.
I considered what to say but decided not to embellish the truth. “I’m getting my MBA in project management, and I freelance as a project manager.”
Both Ethan’s and Hanna’s eyes widened. “You could take time off of school for a trip to Northanger?” Hanna asked.
I gave a small shrug. “Well, it’s grad school, and my classes are online. I can go back to our suite tonight and just post some stuff. I have to pick a final project to finish my degree. I have to create an entire project and run through the planning process. ”
“Are you working at the moment?” Ethan asked.
“Since I freelance, I have more control over when I work. I have a small job that starts in a few weeks. I’d love to get something permanent with Northanger Parks, and I was hoping to get some interviews out here, but didn’t get any responses before we left.”
The siblings exchanged another look, but this one I could read clearly—they knew someone. I had been stalking different job websites daily, waiting for Northanger Parks to post a project manager position. I had done my research. Running Northanger Parks required a project manager for everything that went on. If they needed a new ride, to plan a new parade, get ready for a specific event, or even develop an entirely new park; they would hire at least one project manager.

      [image: image-placeholder]As we walked across the park to the ride, Ethan said to me, “I bet you know this already, but Rocket Roller, here in Los Angeles, is the smallest of all its version in any Northanger park. ” 
“Yes, and Paris has the largest one!” I said, excited to share these details.
“Your uncle probably taught you all about the rollercoasters,” Ethan said, give me a huge grin and walking next to me with his coffee in hand.
His mood changed as soon as he took the first sip of his massive coffee. His shoulders relaxed and his vibe changed. I had been worried that he was irritated that a fan was imposing on his vacation. Now he seemed engaged and chatty. His voice was deep and low, like it started in his stomach and rumbled up his body. I had enjoyed hearing him sigh and moan with a small bit of pleasure once he took his first sip of the coffee.
I carried a hot chocolate in a cup decorated by one of the baristas to match my ears. They drew these creative mug designs when people came in wearing any pair of ears. This was new to me, and my surprise prompted Hanna to start an impromptu video about little things staff did in the park for visitors. Then she chatted away to the camera on her own while Ethan walked with Aunt Terri and me. 
“The Rocket Roller in Tampa was the first rollercoaster I ever went on, and my uncle took me,” I said, giving him a smile.
I liked caffeinated Ethan. He wanted to chat with me, and his brown eyes sparkled.
“Mine was the Lightning Coaster,” he said.
I heard my aunt chuckle on my other side. “I know more about the mechanics of both rollercoasters than any non-engineer should know,” she laughed. “They were both the first computer-controlled rollercoasters ever designed and done by the same team of engineers.”
“I didn’t know that!” Ethan said. “I love Northanger history.”
“My husband can tell you anything you want to know about Northanger ride engineering. It’s his hobby and his job,” my aunt said, chuckling as she thought about the ride models my uncle kept in the basement of their home.
“I wrote an honors thesis about the history of the Northanger company when I was an undergraduate. I know more than one person should!” He said, laughing at his self deprecating comment.
I held back my inclination to laugh, too. I normally didn’t have any problems talking to people, especially men. Of course, none of those men had a fan base that demanded attention. Yes, Ethan probably was a regular guy, but he wasn’t necessarily the same guy who did videos with Hanna. That was perhaps a little bit of a performance. I was unusually aware of how my reactions could be misinterpreted by Ethan. That was the last thing I wanted.
“Like what?” I asked, smiling and ready to hear anything Ethan wanted to tell me.
“Well, for example, the parks are designed to be a journey through time, depending on their location,” he said, extending his arm and pointing above my head toward the right. “The direction we’re going in is like traveling back in time, from the future to the past. The first rides here focused on the future at that time. That’s why there’s a whole westward expansion theme here, but not in Tampa.”
“Out there, it’s the colonial era,” I said.
He put his arm down and started counting on his fingers.
“In France, it’s medieval. Each country focuses on their history; in Japan, it is focused on the Classical Period and all the Buddhist temples, and China goes back to the start of the Silk Road. The anchor rides that are the same at every park have different narratives. If you start on the park’s left side and travel the main path, you will experience a cohesive story through time.”
“So,” I asked, “If we start on the Rocket Roller, it’s the 1960s version of the future, but Tampa is the 1980s version?”
“Exactly, cool, right?” Ethan said, beaming, happy to be talking about his favorite topic.
“Very!” I said. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Terri left us before lunch to meet my uncle and take a break. I ended up spending the rest of the afternoon walking around with Hanna and Ethan. We linked our accounts to coordinate our day together, and we stopped for lunch at a place that allowed us to pre-order on the Northanger app. We brought the food to a table, fighting for a spot with several other families. We sat there eating with our phones out to pick the next rides we wanted.  
“You can only reserve about three a day, per person,” Hanna explained to me.
“They told my uncle we could just go on the quick line, no matter what tickets were available. It’s part of what they gave us.”
Hanna’s eyes widened with a bit of jealousy. Honestly, I would have been jealous too! 
“I wonder if, now that our accounts are linked, will it assume you’re part of our group and just let you on too?” I said, trying to make it worth their time to hang out with me.
“You’re a group?” Ethan asked, a bit confused. 
I giggled, realizing I hadn’t explained anything to them. “My brother and two of his friends are meeting us tomorrow for the rest of the trip. Our accounts are all linked. I don’t think the company gave my uncle a limit on how many people could come with him.”
“That’s generous,” Hanna said.
I shrugged, knowing it was only because they wanted to entice my uncle. I wasn’t sure of their plans for the new rides, but it was clear that my uncle was an essential part of it. My uncle had checked us into a three-room suite in their most exclusive and expensive hotel the night before. The suite faced the parks, allowing us to see the fireworks each night. We had been treated to a dinner with executives and ordered dessert from room service while watching the fireworks from our balcony. My aunt had made an appointment for a spa afternoon, complete with a massage and facial. I knew we would never get these privileges again. I had three days for my dream vacation, and I would do everything I had ever wanted to do.
“How about this,” Ethan said, “We’ll get our Quick Passes like we normally would, and you go on those rides with us. If we see a ride that would benefit from not standing in line, we’ll test your theory. Worst case, we wait for you to ride the ride, or you wait for us to get through the line.”
I gave Ethan a huge smile, thrilled that I would get to spend more time with them. This was even more than I ever imagined they would allow me to do with them. At the most I had fantasized about was a quick hello as we met in a shop. I wasn’t going to refuse this chance.
“Not all the rides have Quick Passes, though,” Hanna reminded her brother.
I knew which ones they meant as I had been considering rides that don’t accept Quick Passes. “I know which lines get longer through the day, and I have a plan,” I said.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“I have three more mornings here. I’ll just get on those rides right away. I can also do an early morning and a late night while we’re here. I think it will be easier to get those difficult rides at those times.”
Ethan nodded his head. “That’s a solid plan,” he said. “Most people never think of it that way.”
“I’ve been watching your videos for a while… Well, others, too,” I quickly added, not wanting them to get the impression that I was obsessed with them. “I’ve been paying attention to these tips and tricks.”
Ethan gave me a grin that made my stomach clench, and I was glad I was sitting down. We unanimously agreed to a Quick Pass for the Lighting Coaster. It was a rollercoaster entirely in the dark except for the bolts of lightning that periodically lit up the ride. It was timed to randomly hit, so you might never see the same part of the ride twice. Different mythological characters were hidden through the ride. I loved trying to figure out which one I had and hadn’t seen before.
“I feel like you love the thrill rides,” Hanna said as we walked over after lunch.
“I do, but I believe anything that moves is a ride.”
Ethan laughed, a deep rumble in his belly type of laugh. “Even escalators?” he asked.
I couldn't help but smile at his amusement. “They are some of the best rides at a mall!”
“Scooters?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“A ride for the disabled and the aged!” I said, skipping a little as I walked.
“The Mono-Tail through the parks and hotels?” he asked, a chuckle in his voice.
I smiled and let out a deep sigh. “By the end of the day, they’re my favorite.”
Ethan kept laughing as we scanned the bands on our arms and walked through the line to the front. There had been four of us on Rocket Roller, and it was easy to pick who sat with whom. Now there were just three of us, and only two butts would fit in a seat. I got anxious about who would be left alone or which of the siblings would sit with me, finding myself silently praying that Ethan would sit with me.
“Can I sit alone?” Hanna asked as we got close to the front of the line. “I like to slide back and forth of the seat as the lightning hits.” I knew the feeling well, but I wanted to slide into Ethan and have him sliding into me as the car hit the hairpin turns and spirals.
“Sure, as long as we can be in the back,” Ethan said.
“The back’s my favorite,” I said, thinking of how much more untethered those turns and spirals felt from the back of the train. I imagined myself bumping into Ethan over and over, our skin touching.
“Deal!” Hanna said as we were ushered into the right spots for our turn.
The car pulled away from the platform and into the dark. I could feel Ethan’s leg pressed against mine as the train began the first climb, and my butt slid to the back of the seat. We were quickly in the dark, and it was seconds before the first bolt of lightning struck, revealing a scene of Zeus and his lightning bolts. It was the first time I ever experienced the lightning that quickly, and I yelped in surprise. Ethan quickly took my hand and squeezed it. He held on to it as the car slowly rolled over the hill. While still holding hands, we both threw our arms up and screamed with delight through the first drop and turns. He held my hand through the entire ride. His deep screams were all I could hear during the five-minute ride.
The train pulled up to the platform again. As we got off the ride, Ethan took my hand to help me out. I looked back at Hanna, who shot me a wink that her brother didn’t see.
“I think I’ll ride all the thrill rides with you,” he said with a massive grin spread across his face. 
We sat down outside of the ride and pulled out our phones again, ready to pick our next ride.
“What if we go over to the Pacifica side?” Hanna asked.
The Northanger Parks in California were split into two different venues. The one we were in now, Northanger Universe, was primarily about their movies and characters. The other one, Pacifica, was unique to the West Coast and focused on its regional history with the Northanger characters mixed in when necessary. The Pacifica park rides often changed themes, most commonly being retrofitted, so the engineers don’t have to make any changes to the ride design. Some of my favorite thrill rides were there and often had the longest waits between the two parks.
“We can get a Quick Pass for the Arthurian rides,” I said, wanting to do the thrill ride themed around the Holy Grail hunt.
“That’s a tough one to get,” Hanna said.
Ethan scrolled through something on his phone, and I could tell from the disappointment on his face that he hadn’t seen one.
“We could test the theory that you could get through the Quick Pass lines with me,” I said, hoping to restore some excitement.
“What if we do that with the Alien Hunter ride?” Hanna said, looking around the park in different directions. “The wait is only thirty minutes, but the Grail Hunt is over an hour.”
“That’s a good idea, and if it doesn’t work, we can all wait in the line together,” Ethan said, nodding without looking up from his phone.
“I also want to do the Avalanche ride,” I said, raising my eyebrows.
“We can still get a Quick Pass for that ride,” Ethan said, showing me the phone’s notification. “Do you like parades as much as you like rides?”
I shrugged, more interested in rides now, especially when I could see the same parades every day. I shook my head.
Ethan gave me a knowing smile. “Okay, because I think I have a plan.”
I smiled back at Ethan, ready for a plan that would get us on all three rides as quickly as possible and allow me to continue hanging out with them.

      [image: image-placeholder]Switching parks was more accessible at the California parks than in any other Northanger property. In Tampa, you needed to take the bus, the Tail-Rail, or boat. In Paris, the parks had all the hotels between them, and the Asia parks had moving walkways to get you across the vast expanse. Here, all you had to do was walk two hundred feet and scan your badge again. If you’re already exhausted from walking, then those can be the worst two-hundred feet of your day, but if you’re only on your first day in the park and have a fantastic plan, they are the quickest two-hundred feet you walk. We practically ran from the exit of one park to the entrance of the other. Ethan, with the longest legs, periodically turned around and urged us on. We needed to move quickly if his plan, which fit into a tight time frame, would work.
“Let’s start straight back, quickly, and see how long we have to wait for Alien Hunters,” he said, pausing for Hanna and me to catch our breath.
If the Quick Pass theory was correct, we’d have breathing room to join the next ride, but if not, we would catch our breath while waiting in line. I did my best to avoid bumping into people around me. As we headed up the main entrance, we inhaled the smells being pipped out of the bakeries and saw photographers taking pictures of families. I heard the jingle bells of a show getting ready for a performance and knew that stopping was a waste of time. So that I wouldn’t bump into any children or get plowed over by someone in a wheelchair, I put my head down as we ran. It took us ten minutes to get from the entrance to the back of the park, the Alien Hunter ride location.
Ethan high-fived both Hanna and me when we reached the entrance of the ride. The sign announced a thirty-five-minute wait time for the ride. 
“You guys scan first,” I said. “There’s no point in me scanning in if you can’t get on.”
Ethan walked over first and put his wristband to the scanner. The light flashed red just before Hanna put hers on the other; it flashed red too.
“I guess the theory was wrong,” Ethan said, a small frown forming.
“Let’s get in the line, quickly!” Hanna said, running up the path to find the end of that line. 
Once we got to the end, Hanna pulled out her camera again and started talking to it for her vlog. 
“I have a theory that they always give it an extra fifteen minutes for wait time,” Ethan said to me and the camera.
“Really?” I asked.
“Yeah, I think it’s the safe estimate of how long it takes to get from the entrance of a ride’s queue to the platform, especially on the newer rides with interactive elements. They assume you’ll want to stop to take pictures or watch videos,” Ethan said, more animated in his gestures than he had been while we were walking around. This was more like the version of him I was used to seeing on camera. 
“So, you’re saying we might only wait about twenty minutes?” I asked, trying to mirror his on-camera behavior.
“If we’re lucky, even less!” Hanna said after ending the recording and putting away the camera.
“And,” Ethan added, holding up an index finger, “if a wait time says fifteen minutes, you can walk right on.”
They were right. We didn’t wait in line for thirty minutes. Even when we were waiting, like Ethan theorized, there were things we wanted to do inline. I made them take pictures of me with characters. I even got Ethan to pose with me when we came to the main Alien Hunter in the movie, Buck. The character, who had become popular in the 1970s, was a tall, animated man with black hair and a cleft chin. He always wore a silver, one-piece space suit. The hood was supposed to be a retractable helmet that he always wore half up. Both Ethan and I had him on our list of favorite characters. To be fair, there are few characters I don’t love.
“OH MY GOD! It’s Ethan!” I heard someone yell a few rows away from us at the back of the line. 
Ethan, who had been posing for selfies with me, suddenly sat up and looked around. Two women were waving their arms and pushing their way up the line.
“We’re almost on the ride, ladies,” Hanna said when she saw the fans. “We’ll wait for you on the other side.”
I watched Ethan relax again, but the spell seemed broken, and he returned to being the stiff, reluctant talker he had been when we met that morning. Had I pushed too much? I had been having so much fun with him, and I thought he had been having fun too. I needed to remember that I'm just a fan too. As comfortable as it was spending time with them, they could end this at any moment. That being said, would it be bad if we forgot this detail and became friends, or more?
The Alien Hunter ride was one that included a game. Each pod fit two people, and you competed to stop the most alien invaders. The car’s winner would get unique elements superimposed on the photo taken at the end of the ride. If you had a high enough score, you would be given a certificate as you got off the ride.
“I know where the camera is,” Ethan said when he slid into my car, his mood changing again. “I’ll give you a sign so we can pose.”
“How will we pose?”
“I don’t know yet, but we’ll figure it out," Ethan said before puffing up his chest. "By the way, I’m awesome at this game. I always beat Hanna and our brother, Carter.”
I didn’t have time to respond as the ride’s narration began, the rules were explained, and we had to start shooting our laser guns at the targets. Ethan quickly took charge of our car’s controls, spinning it around in circles to hit the targets he wanted. As we spun in circles, I did my best to react and not get dizzy. I just kept pushing the button to fire the gun. It was challenging to keep up with the narrative, that is, until the ride suddenly stopped, and a voice explained there was a short delay.
“I bet someone got sick,” Ethan said, making the throw-up gesture.
I laughed
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