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PROLOGUE
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Valentina Barboza

Hamptons, NY | Seventeen Years Ago

I TRIED TO STAY SEATED very quietly in the back seat of Uncle Nico's big car. Zuia had given me a beautiful dress, asking me to behave like the grown-up girl I was. But I hadn't expected the weekend barbecue to be in a real castle.

— Zuia, look Zuia, the castle! — I said, banging my hands on the car window, with something leaping forcefully inside my chest.

It was the best day of my entire life! Zuia smiled, caressing my cheek, and Nana held my hand. I liked Nana; she always played TikTok with me. Uncle Nico was still learning. I already suspected that Uncle Nico was the most powerful person in the world, but now I was absolutely certain. Only someone very powerful could have a barbecue inside the castle.

It was definitely best if I behaved. We went inside and a servant of the king called my sister Mrs. Beaumont. I remembered that I also wanted to be Mrs. Beaumont, but no one listened to me. Many adults talked nonstop with Zuia and Uncle Nico, and I couldn't always understand what they were saying in English. Sometimes it was too fast.​

I started to get a little disappointed with the party at the castle. If my mother had been there, she would have put on Gustavo Lima's music and everyone would have been dancing instead of talking nonstop.

I tugged at my sister's dress; perhaps she had remembered to bring the new butterfly that Uncle Nico had given me.

— Zuia, I want to play something, is there a playground here?

She was talking to an older woman who spoke Portuguese, and didn't pay much attention to me; she just asked Nana to take me to play. So we went. The castle was huge, but full of adults and no playground.

"Look, Vavá, the sea!" Nana said suddenly, and my eyes lit up. Uncle Nico had promised to take me for a boat ride, and I could hardly wait. I had only seen the sea on television and on TikTok, but seeing it up close was something else entirely.

Nana, can we go there?

"Of course we can," she replied, smiling.

I took my nanny's hand and, eagerly, asked as we walked along a pretty wooden path decorated with flowers:

Do you think the princess will be there on the beach?

I felt the air change before I heard the voice.

I think the little princess is already here.

And then I turned around, and it was funny because there were two of them. However, only one caught my attention. I looked up and was caught by a pair of blue eyes so bright that I hid behind Nana's legs.​

"So you want to play with girls now, Brandon? Ugh," one of them said. They were identical, which confused me a little.

Shut up, Nathan, you scared her.

Brandon... the one who looked like a prince was called Brandon. His name was even more beautiful than he was. Although I was a little shaken, I stepped out from behind Nana's legs and smiled.

My name is Vavá, but I'm not the princess who lives here.

Nathan laughed somewhat mockingly and ran off towards the beach.

"Don't mind him, he's a goofball," Brandon said, and I burst out laughing; "goofball" was funny.

"Yes, a fool," I repeated.

Soon we were both laughing.

"So, Vavá," Brandon said, and I smiled at him. "We could pretend you're the princess of this castle. Nathan and I will be your subjects."

I didn't know what a subject was, but I was too embarrassed to ask.

I'd prefer you to be the prince.

His smile was truly princely.

— Oh, but that's simply perfect, my little princess, Nathan won't have to wait long. He'll have to be the court jester.

I laughed so hard my stomach hurt. Yes, this was definitely the best day ever.
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Eleven Years Later

I STARED AT MYSELF in the mirror with growing despair; no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't control my racing heart. It was already the tenth outfit I'd tried on, and nothing looked good. The deep neckline of the dress, which made the Dior model look like a Greek goddess, looked ridiculous on me. I was already fifteen, but I still looked twelve or thirteen. Some girls in my class were even able to buy alcohol with fake IDs without anyone suspecting a thing.

I sighed and gave up. It was better to stay home with my dad, watching our favorite movies, than to spend Christmas at Uncle Philip's house anyway. I don't know why I was so eager to see Brandon and Nathan again. We were inseparable as children, but after he turned eighteen, Brandon changed drastically towards me. Things went downhill after they went to study in England. Nathan still talked to me, sent messages, but Brandon practically pretended I never existed.

I went downstairs feeling like a fool, my stomach aching and my heart constantly racing. To tell the truth, I hadn't slept at all last night, thinking about how he would react when he saw me. The worst part of this whole situation is that ever since I laid eyes on Brandon at a party at Uncle Philip's house, I've felt different.

I remember perfectly how it was: I thought the house was a real castle and Brandon, the prince charming who lived there. My feelings have never changed.

In the beginning, when I was very little, Brandon called me his little princess, and when I was afraid of something, he would come running to solve it, saying he would face all the monsters to protect me. And I believed him; by his side, anything was possible.

However, his behavior changed suddenly as soon as I grew a little older, and I felt silly for being so eager to see him. Yes, it was better if I stayed home...

"Valentina!" my mother exclaimed. "I can't believe you're still wearing your sweatshirt. Weren't you getting ready?"

My mother, Julia, looked like a painting, she was so beautiful. She wore a blue evening dress with a slit up the leg and was covered in diamonds. I would never be beautiful like that.

— I'm not going anymore, I'm going to stay here with my father.

My mother raised an eyebrow and was about to answer me when my father entered the room, looking very elegant, wearing a tuxedo and fastening the strap of one of his watches.

"Did someone call me?" she asked, frowning as soon as she saw me. "What happened, my little butterfly? Why the long face?"

Nothing happened, I just think Christmas is so stupid! Didn't you say you were going to stay here? I thought we were going to spend the holidays together.

He looked at my mother and then sighed playfully.

— Ever since I ran over your mother in Brazil, I've been living in a kind of solitary confinement worse than anything I've ever seen; I've been strictly forbidden from spending Christmas alone.

She rolled her eyes and called him an exaggerator, he called her a dangerous little thing and kissed her.

"Ugh, disgusting, stop it!" I scoffed.

They laughed and looked at me. My father spoke first:

So if I can't stay here, neither can you. Come on, let's go. Your brothers have already left and it's almost time for Santa Claus to come.

— I'm not a child anymore! And besides, I don't want to; no clothes look good on me.

"What do you mean, no clothes? You have a two-story closet, and just yesterday I left half my money with the stylist who came here. You three are going to bankrupt me," he complained, alluding to Lívia, my younger sister.

I exhaled through my mouth in a sigh.

There is no amount of money in the world that could solve my problem.

He narrowed his eyes. It was terrible talking to my father; I was sure he could read minds. Once, Mom mentioned that he was a KGB agent a million years ago. I didn't doubt it at all; it was impossible to hide anything from him.

Did that delinquent do something to you? I swear I'll kill him.

Nicolas! Is that any way to talk to a girl?

I got annoyed; Dad always picked on Brandon in an abnormal way.

— He's not a criminal, you don't even know him to talk like that. And don't worry, he doesn't even know I exist.

He stretched his neck and adjusted his tie.

— Great, at least that little rascal knows what's best for him.

"Oh my Lady of Perpetual Help!" exclaimed my mother in Portuguese. "When you want to cause trouble, Nicolas, watch out!"

My father shrugged, as if to say he'd already delivered the message, and went to get a vodka from the living room sideboard, and my mother went upstairs to my room to help me find some clothes that would look good.

While I was getting ready, one thing kept nagging at me. What if my father threatened Brandon somehow, and that's why he distanced himself from me?

My heart started racing again, full of hope. It had to be this! It was the only possible explanation. More excited, I looked in the mirror and gave a wide smile to the girl who was looking back at me in a dazzling pink dress.

Mom, I need to write something in my diary real quick. Can you go ahead? I'll be right there!

She gave me a hug and asked me not to take too long. Excited at the possibility of finally revealing my feelings, I sat at my desk and picked up a sheet of blue stationery decorated with small butterflies. I thought for a moment, biting the cap of my pen, and began.​

For Brandon Stavros,

Brandon, for years I've carried a secret in my heart...

I finished writing the letter, saying everything I felt without hiding anything. I also talked about our age difference, but that, in the near future, seven years wouldn't mean anything. My mother and father were practically twenty years apart and had always been very happy together.

He only needed to say that he would wait for me, just as I would wait for him. I kissed the letter and placed it in a beautiful envelope also decorated with butterflies.

Once he knew I was no longer an innocent child and that I was sure of my feelings, he would also admit that he loved me.
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CHAPTER 1
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Valentina

Today

MY HANDS TREMBLED SLIGHTLY as the plane landed at La Guardia. It had been exactly five years since I'd been back to New York, and the trip brought a bittersweet feeling to my heart. I loved this city for countless reasons, but I didn't leave it on good terms.

Looking back, it almost seems silly how much importance I gave to what happened that fateful Christmas, but it wasn't. Brandon had trampled on my feelings, and it took me a long time to recover. I immersed myself in my studies, drew up a plan for my career, took a gap year, and traveled the world, improving my knowledge and life experiences.

Maybe one day I would find love, maybe not. I never felt for anyone the emotions that Brandon awakened in me, but I made peace with that; it simply wasn't meant to be. My parents' marriage taught me one important thing: never accept less than I deserve. My father was my greatest role model, and he showed me every day what life was like alongside someone who truly loves you.

I walked through the carpeted airport corridors, desperate to see my family. I had a long and difficult conversation to have with my father, and it was best to prepare the ground right away.

I was studying law at Harvard and specializing in corporate law. Dad suggested I do an internship during the winter break at the headquarters of Papillon, his holding company in Switzerland, but I would be working at Papillon my whole life. I wanted to do something a little different, so I asked my uncle Philip at the beginning of the year if I could do my internship at his bank, and he was overjoyed. My uncle Philip and my father had an eternal rivalry, and Mr. Nicolas Stavros wouldn't take my choice well.

However, I had made up my mind. Uncle Philip confided in me that he was preparing everything to leave Nathan, my foster cousin, as CEO of the Stavros group and that he would move with Ella and the children to Santorini, his birthplace in Greece. I laughed to myself, remembering his words, as I gathered my bags.

— I can't believe I'm finally going back to live in a civilized place. You two should find a way to get married on our island in Santorini when the time comes; I don't want the displeasure of returning to that land.

Probably all the Stavros were like that: exaggerated. I was a "borrowed" Stavros. I was adopted by my parents when I was four years old and came to the United States. Julia, my mother, is actually my older sister; I don't remember much about my biological mother, she died a long time ago, and Julia never liked to talk about it. Nicolas is my father at heart; I vividly remember the first time I saw him, on the plane coming to New York. There was such a deep sadness in his eyes that it broke my heart. I did everything to make him smile, and I'm still very proud that I succeeded every time.​

I wasn't born with a silver spoon in my mouth; I owe everything I have to the strength of my sister, who became my true mother, and to the love of my father. They were my whole world, and I would do anything in my life to make them proud of me.

I looked up, trying to find a familiar face, when a multitude of familiar smiles filled me with happiness. My brothers, the triplets Drake, Trevor, and Michael, were waiting for me along with Atlas, Eric, and Amelia, who were chatting animatedly, occasionally glancing towards the airport gates. Atlas was the younger brother of Aunt Melina, wife of Uncle Alexios; they lived in Greece. Eric and Amelia were twins and the children of my Uncle Philip and Aunt Ella. I had missed them terribly. I hadn't seen any of my family in quite some time.

— Aaah! I can't believe you're all here! — I exclaimed euphorically, giving them all a group hug.

Atlas was a handsome, tall man with dark blond hair and mysterious, somewhat greenish eyes; he was 23 years old and one of the most intelligent people I've ever known. We became very close after the "Christmas incident." I spent a considerable amount of time in Greece after graduating high school. Our life trajectories were practically identical. Atlas was also adopted by his older sister, who sacrificed everything for him, and by Alexios Stavros, my father's brother. He was the only person in the world who understood the need to reciprocate, in the same proportion, what our parents had done for us.

Eric and Amelia were a sweetheart; they had just turned seventeen and were thrilled to be moving to Santorini with their parents.

"Liv wanted to come, but..." Trevor said.

"But Mom had an emergency in one of the salons and had to rush," Michael interrupted him.

"My sister kept her; she said she would teach her how to make a snowman for Christmas," Atlas added.

I was missing my little Frozen so much, I couldn't wait to see the whole family again. Liv had that nickname because, just like our father, she was crazy about ice.

"How I missed you all!" I exclaimed, showering everyone with kisses.

The security guards took my bags, and soon everyone was talking at once. I was filled in on the Stavros family gossip as we made our way to the hangar where the helicopter awaited us.

Just before we went inside, Atlas gently held my arm, letting the boys go ahead. I already knew what he was going to say and stopped him before he started.

— If it's news about Brandon, I don't want to know, Atlas.

How did you know what I was going to say?

— You're the best friend I have in the whole world. It's not like you're that mysterious.

He laughed, shaking his head, and I sighed, furious that my heart was racing just like it had years ago. What did I need to do to forget this boy?

— And you're not mysterious at all, you're just not asking me out of pride, but for your information, yes, he came for Christmas and, no, he's not dating anyone, at least he didn't bring anyone from Macau with him.

I laid my head on Atlas's arm, trying to prepare myself for the days to come. From the last news I had, Brandon was managing one of the Stavros group's branches in Macau, China. I even thought he wouldn't come for the holiday, which is why I came for the internship.

Before boarding the helicopter, I had a moment of candor.

— I need to forget him, Atlas. This obsession can't be normal.

He laughed.

— Ah, I knew it!

Hey, no need to gloat, okay?

"I'm not mocking you, Vavá, but no Stavros is normal; you wouldn't be an exception. And leave it to me, I'm seeing a DJ who knows all the best spots in town. The Christmas party isn't until tomorrow, I know what you need, even if we have to drive all over Manhattan tonight, we'll find the right man for you to forget Brandon Stavros once and for all."
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CHAPTER 2
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Brandon

I HAD WOKEN UP RESTLESS, feeling out of place that morning. Since my parents died, Christmas had lost some of its charm. Even though Violet and Eddie did everything to please me at Amy Pond, the New York cold never made me feel at home. I always preferred the heat, surfing, running on the beach, hang gliding, or skydiving. Macau, where I had lived for about six years, was perfect for that.​

I looked out the panoramic window of the dining room, searching for something to do outdoors at that time of day. I ended up smiling when I saw Lena and Livia building a snowman in the garden. I loved children; they made me see life with lighter eyes.

"Have Atlas and the children returned yet?" Aunt Melina asked, entering the room, and my smile faded. The previous night, I overheard Atlas, Eric, and Amelia arranging a surprise for Valentina at the airport.

I took a deep breath, thinking about the tormenting days ahead. Who was I trying to fool? It wasn't the cold that kept me away from New York all these years. My reason had a name, a surname, and enormous brown eyes that followed me wherever I went. I cursed internally. Nathan had to screw everything up at the last minute. Fucking overly excited!​

And now here I was, feeling again everything that took me years to bury.

I looked to the side and realized I was alone in the dining room, so Melina was indeed talking to me.

I don't know, maybe they're at Aunt Julia's house, right?

— That's strange, Julia left Livia with me, I don't think there's anyone at their house.

"Well, call them," I said as I stood up, still looking at Melina, and walked towards the exit. "I think I'll work out a bit to avoid beating up my brother."

Melina shook her head. Her blonde hair was styled in an elegant bun.

— Are you guys still nervous about this? Alexios and Philip were practically bursting with excitement over this wedding.

I cracked my neck, feeling all the anger that had built up over the past few days boil in my blood.

Nathan has always been this emotional; I have zero patience for people who lack self-control.

Melina laughed and Ella entered the room, as boisterous and cheerful as ever. I loved her so much; she remained the mother I lost in childhood. I don't know where I would be today without her.

"My goodness, even your voice sounds just like Philip's. It's like I'm seeing him in front of me again, just like the day we met." She took a deep breath and adopted a tone as if she were explaining something to a child. "Your brother fell in love, Brandon, what the hell is the problem? You and your uncles are dealing with this as if he has a terminal illness."​

It can only be a terminal illness. Who would give up everything to run a small inn in Bali?

"— A little inn, Brandon?" Melina emphasized.

— Right? It's a fucking seven-star resort. And besides, your brother is completely in love. Anything goes in the name of love.

I sighed.

Feelings exist to be controlled, not to control us. Nathan deserves a punch in the eye.

— See? That's a feeling.

— Exactly — I replied. — Except that I, unlike that emotional guy, know how to control myself.

"Yeah, right, it's like I haven't known you since you were a kid," Aunt Ella commented. "You're angry that your brother is moving on to another phase of life. What you need, Brandon, is to fall in love too."

I spun on my heels to leave the room, but before I did, I looked back and replied:

— Me, fall in love? No way, love is the worst disease of all.

Ella and Melina looked at each other and burst out laughing.

"By God, here we go," Melina commented.

— I'm not saying anything else, my friend, let him figure it out on his own.

I left the two of them laughing at me and, distracted by my own thoughts, I turned abruptly and bumped into someone. A mug flew through the air with the collision, spilling its hot contents directly onto my stomach. It was hot, very hot. Without thinking much, before looking at who it was, I cursed and took off my shirt haphazardly; the house was packed with people walking back and forth.

— Damn it, kid, watch where you're going!

Go pick coconuts, Brandon! I haven't been a child for a long time.

I knew that voice; it was full of anger, but it was still the same. I froze there, not wanting to look at her. What if she was even more beautiful? However, when Atlas's hand settled firmly on her waist, I fixed my eyes on her with an absurd intensity, wishing they had the power to remove that meddler's hand from there.

"Are you alright, Vavá?" he asked in my place. "Did you get burned?"

I ran my eyes over her body and, damn... it was full of new curves. She was wearing a black wool dress that accentuated a pair of enormous breasts atop that tiny waist, which was still held by that idiot nerd's hand.

"Of course she's fine, that clumsy woman dumped everything on me," I replied, sounding much more harsh than I intended.

— Me, the clumsy one? — Our eyes met and... damn. Everything came back. It was like she was the only one in the world, she was the only one. I traveled to many countries trying to get her out of my head, but I never could. — You still go around looking down on everything, don't you?​

"I can't help it if I'm tall, is it my fault you haven't grown? Aren't you going to apologize?"

I had to restrain myself from laughing like an idiot at the look she gave me. Her dark skin was now flushed with anger. A vein throbbed in her neck, and the way she came over brought the scent of her hair right into me. A shock ran through my entire body, settling directly in the head of my penis, which was about to get hard any minute.

Valentina had no self-control. Did she have to be even more beautiful than she already was? What a shitty situation.

Her perfect little face, with high cheekbones and a delicate nose that turned red at the tip when she was sad, transformed into a grimace of pure fury as she growled at me, letting out a few words in Portuguese:

— Me, apologize to you? Not even if I lost my mind.

She was huffing and puffing, trembling... she seemed angry at me. And it wasn't the first time. Valentina was the sweetest and most wonderful girl I'd ever known, but she suddenly changed towards me and, to tell the truth, it was better for everyone. I don't know what would have happened to my precious self-control if she hadn't turned against me.

She was my uncle's daughter, and even though we weren't actually related, I didn't want that kind of trouble in the family. I knew myself; my interest wouldn't last long, it wasn't like I wanted to marry the girl, and the awkwardness would last forever.​

Valentina and I would never be together.

My body just needed to understand this, as did my reason. And on top of everything else, there was our age difference. Valentina was sixteen and I was twenty-three when the love I'd always felt for her turned into something more... something dirty and perverse. And since then I've avoided her.

We met when she was three or four years old and I was about ten or eleven. I felt an instant urge to protect her and make her smile. It was as if she were mine, as if it were my responsibility to make her happy, but out of nowhere those feelings changed, and even though I tried to extinguish them in every way, I never could. Every time she came near me, I felt like the worst scoundrel.

And I still felt like a scoundrel looking at her and imagining my cock buried in that cheeky mouth. I lowered my gaze to her breasts, clenched my fists when I saw Atlas's hand still wrapped around her waist, and sighed.

It would actually be better for everyone if she continued to hate me.

"I figured as much, Vava," I finally replied. "You have to stop being a child to own up to your mistakes."

She literally grunted and leaned toward me, but the peacemakers separated us. Eric, Amelia, and Atlas took her back to the kitchen to make another hot chocolate, and Aunt Ella approached, watching me strangely.

— Do you know what the worst disease of all is, Brandon?

— Hmm! — I replied with a grunt.

She looked in the direction Valentina had gone and replied with an enigmatic smile.

— You might look back one day and regret not having had the courage to take the plunge.

She was right, in a way. I moved closer to her and kissed the top of her head.

— The problem, Aunt Ella, is that not all pools are full; some things just weren't meant to be.

"Oh, my boy," Ella said, squeezing me in her arms. "You're too much of a Stavros for your own good. I've read this story before and I'm ready to read it again. But go... go work out, release that bad energy, your uncle said he's bringing Nathan from Indonesia, and that Nicolas didn't let him kill your brother. I'll have him call you when he arrives."

I nodded and climbed the stairs two steps at a time, just as I've always liked to do since I moved here. I knew what my uncle was going to ask me to do to take over the Stavros Group headquarters in New York, and even though I didn't want to leave my life in Macau, I couldn't say no. He deserved to return to Greece and finally enjoy his fortune in peace.

I would take responsibility for everything. It took me a long time to control all the rage and chaotic energy I had inside, but I did it. My family needed me now.

Soon, Eric would be old enough to take my place, and everything would fall into place, as it should.

And one day, who knows, maybe my obsession with Valentina will also become a problem of the past.
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Valentina

"IF YOU KEEP UP THAT mood, I'm going to throw you in the pool out in the garden, Valentina!" Atlas said, sitting on his chaise longue without opening his eyes.

We were by the heated pool, and I grumbled for the umpteenth time, remembering the disastrous meeting in the dining room. He was going to see the child, oh yes, he was. I sighed and stood up.

— But did you see how he treated me? Rude, a jerk, stupid. Look... I've never raised my voice to anyone, but I'm not a pushover.

Amelia, who was in the pool, splashed a lot of water in my direction, while Lívia and Lena laughed and joked further ahead, oblivious to our conversation.

"I just think you're being stupid," Amelia mocked.

She was a carbon copy of her mother, Aunt Ella; a redhead with blue eyes and no filter between her brain and her tongue.

"My God," I scoffed. "Are you all plotting against me? What a lovely welcome, huh? I've barely arrived."

Amelia finished fixing a stray hair and looked at me as if I were really slow-witted.

— You two are stupid, to tell you the truth. You're the only ones who don't realize you've always been crazy about each other.

Atlas and I exchanged glances. I thought only he knew about my feelings. Did I give myself away that easily? I could have sworn I was the queen of discretion all these years. Besides, Amelia was always looking at herself in the mirror or taking pictures; I never thought I was paying attention.

— You're very mistaken, darling. Brandon is incapable of liking anyone and I...

— Miss Barboza — I was interrupted by a voice coming from the pool area — Mr. Stavros requests your presence in his office.

"Oh, thank you, I'm going now," I replied, and the butler bowed as he left.

Atlas and I burst out laughing. We always found all the pomp and circumstance of Uncle Philip's house amusing.

"My goodness, another Eddie," he commented.

"I don't even try to warn people anymore that we've moved into a new century," Amelia commented, shaking her head. "Eddie himself is training Humphrey to replace him because of his age; they even brought my grandmother to supervise, can you believe it?"

"Do I believe her?" Atlas was still laughing. "She drives my mother's employees crazy in Greece. It's chaos when Mrs. Elena shows up. She still doesn't know where I live, but as soon as she finds out, goodbye peace and quiet."

"Don't even mention it," Amelia sighed. "Eric is dying to move there, he loves all that pomp, but as far as I'm concerned, I would never leave New York."

"Wow!" I exclaimed, pulling a cover-up over my swimsuit. "Why don't you tell your parents you're going to stay here?"

— That was my plan, I finally convinced Dad to let me live with Nathan in the penthouse in Manhattan, but Nathan suddenly went to Bali, married a girl there, and said he's never coming back.

"What?!" I stopped putting on my sandals and sat down again. "How come I've been here for over two hours and you still haven't told me this?"

"Wow, Vavá really is. With your endless drama with Brandon, I completely forgot," Atlas said, and I pinched him lightly.

"So that's why my father was going to Indonesia the last time I spoke to him?" I asked.

"Yes," Amelia said, getting out of the pool. "My mother asked him to come along; she was worried Dad would really kill Nathan."

"My father is furious too," Atlas commented.

— And then, I'm the dramatic one in the family, what's the problem with the guy getting married, for God's sake?

"I don't know, he was publicly the CEO of the Stavros Group, these things impact the stock market or something like that." Amelia sighed, she always hated talking about business. "But I think it was the surprise, Nathan was always the straight-laced one in the house, everyone expected this from Brandon, but Brandon’s doing really well in China, and Nathan just freaked out of nowhere."

I took a deep breath, my head full of memories.

"It's true, my father always called Brandon a delinquent, but he wasn't like that on the inside, it was more of a tough act. He doesn't like to show his vulnerability to anyone and..." I stopped talking while Atlas and Amelia analyzed me with a very mocking smile. "Oh, you know what? You two can go to hell too."
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