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Trigger Warning


This is a dark romance and may contain triggering content. For a full list of triggers, visit: shor.by/MDPtriggers




“A hundred years to a steadfast heart are but a day.”


— Sleeping Beauty
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Prologue



Briar


I am not the heroine of my story.


I’m not the villain, either.


I am the side character – in other people’s books.


The unwanted child whose own parents found to be unlovable.


I used to live in the shadows, pressed between the crowded pages of somebody else’s tale like a wilting rose. Until he pulled me out of the suffocating paper, showering me with light until I blossomed into the person he knew I could be. 


Oliver von Bismarck.


My best friend. My secret crush. My first love …


And these days? My bitter sworn enemy. 


Ollie might have forgotten me, but I remember the scars he left behind. 


They say the best revenge is to not be like your enemy. 


I grew up to be kind, reliable, and responsible. All the things he lacked.


Thanks to him, I’m no longer a rose.


I’m a thorn.





Chapter One



Briar Rose


Age fourteen.


He is not here. Stop looking for him.


I turned my head from the party and forced myself to focus on the waves as they wrestled beneath the ominous moon. A blanket of stars draped across the sky, accompanying me as I perched on a cobbled terrace at the Château de Chillon.


All around me, people buzzed – dancing, flirting, laughing, living. Yet, I’d never felt more alone.


Every summer, the von Bismarcks hosted a grand ball to mark their arrival in Switzerland. Hundreds of Europe’s pedigreed aristocrats and tycoons flocked to the lush medieval castle kissing Lake Geneva for a chance to flaunt their connections to one of the world’s oldest royal lineages – two of them my stuck-up parents. 


Oliver should have been here by now, roaming the halls or planning an elaborate prank. He’d make his grand entrance when he was ready and not a moment sooner. 


Don’t search for him. Have some self-control.


Too late. My traitorous body acted of its own accord, whipping my head back to the party to hunt for those pale golden curls and mischievous eyes. 


Dancers filled the outdoor ballroom to the brim, sabotaging any chance I had at spotting him. Pastel ballgowns swished across the flagstone pavers like clouds of cotton candy, swirling with practiced ease. From the tiered stage, a baroque orchestra blessed us with the rich strings of Aram Khachaturian’s Masquerade Suite I. One of my favorite waltzes. 


I smoothed the skirt of my taffy-pink gown, knowing my parents wouldn’t chide me for sullying my dress on the exposed terrace bricks. For them to remark about the blatant disrespect to the satin frock, they’d first have to notice I was alive. An inconvenient fact they tried their hardest to forget.


I glanced beneath the veranda. If I were to fall, I’d hit the roof before rolling straight into gravel. It was ten, maybe twelve, floors high. Enough to kill me. I turned to my parents, who stood next to their friends a few feet from me.


They did not notice I was sitting on the edge.


They did not notice me at all. 


“Sooo …” A woman in an olive dress stared down her champagne flute at my parents, her ritzy accent adding syllables where there were none. “Where are you off to next, now that the Zurich branch is up and running?”


Dad worked for Luxor Trust, a boutique bank that specialized in “massaging rich assholes’ balls.” His words, not mine. He handled management, and his job description included kissing unholy amounts of ass, opening new offices to meet Luxor’s international demand, and dragging our family with him to every billionaire-occupied corner of the Earth.


Since diapers, I’d only ever known the inside of a suitcase. Home was an abstract idea. Something other kids had. At fourteen, I’d already lived in London, Tokyo, Paris, Montreal, Zurich, Riyadh, and Budapest. Despite my American passport, I’d spent maybe a handful of months in the states my entire life. When people asked me where I was from, I said New York. But the truth was, I had no origin. No beginning to my story.


Not if Oliver von Bismarck can help it. Or rather – if you can persuade him to.


“Oh, don’t even get me started on our next adventure.” Mom raked her manicured fingers through her black bob, clawing at Dad’s Prada suit with her free hand. “Jason’s company wants him to open a new branch in Buenos Aires. You know how much I love the city. I’m half Argentinian myself.” 


“How is Briar Rose taking all this moving around?” Olive Dress’s husband swirled his wine inside his glass. “Fabienne and I once moved to Alaska for three years. For work, of course. The kids were livid. It must be hard for a teenager.”


“Academically, she’s always thrived.” Mom’s back went ramrod straight. It always did when her least favorite subject came up – me. “She’s homeschooled by a fleet of Europe’s best tutors and finishes her low-residency multivariable calc course at Oxford next week. Le Rosey reached out twice last year to recruit her, but you know how it is with the frequent moves.” A forced sigh squeezed past her clenched teeth. “So difficult to commit to anything.”


What she’d left out was that I’d only taken the class because I’d heard Oliver might be in Birmingham for a week. Just an hour train ride from Oxford.


You’re not even trying to play it cool, Briar Rose.


That ship sailed when I’d started scouring gossip rags for news of the von Bismarck family in between the royal family’s dubious avocado consumption and high-profile Hollywood divorces.


Olive Dress patted Mom’s shoulder. “Well, Briar Rose has always been a bright child. There’s never been a doubt.”


Unlike this stranger, I didn’t delude myself into mistaking Mom’s academic assessment as a glowing five-star review of yours truly. Not when defensiveness seeped out of her like water gushing through a cracked dam. One gust of wind, and Mom would topple over with how stiff she’d turned.


Olive Dress tsked, feigning sympathy. “How’s she coping socially?”


“Socially …” Mom’s lips pressed tight enough to crush diamonds. Every ounce of warmth drained from her cheeks. “Well, she’s a bit shy and quiet by nature. I don’t think she cares very much.”


I do, Mom. I care so much that, sometimes, it suffocates me. 


“And we can’t stop our lives for a child, for god’s sake.” Dad pried Mom’s champagne flute from her fingers and discarded it on a passing tray. “This new-age approach to raising kids is not for us. People are raising brats these days.”


My eyeballs prickled. I forced myself to focus on the couples dancing to drown out the pain. Under the layers of fabric, my feet moved to the waltz, kicking the veranda’s railing with each swing. Right foot – back. Left foot – side. Both feet – together. Left foot – forward. Right foot – side. And repeat.


My muscles tingled. Every bone in my body wanted to dance. I watched, transfixed, as people swirled, dipped, and swayed, their laughter zipping down my spine like a shot of espresso.


Buenos Aires.


It was the first time I’d heard about their plans. Jason and Philomena Auer would never allow a child to ask questions out of turn – and certainly not ones about a future they possessed complete control of.


“Such selfish questions upset your father,” Mom would chide whenever I broached the subject of our constant moves. “Are you not ashamed of how ungrateful and spoiled you are? Do you think all kids live in such luxury?”


No. I did not think that at all. Problem was, I didn’t want the designer clothes, skyscraper penthouses, and glitzy restaurants. I wanted fiercely loyal friends, homecooked meals, and rounds of rummy with my parents on lazy holiday evenings. Things Oliver von Bismarck would weave tales about – tales so beautiful and foreign, I didn’t believe they could possibly be true. And yet, I desperately wanted them to be.


One day, I’ll have that. Happiness. Freedom. Friends so close, they’re family.


Mom sighed. “At any rate, we’ve found a solution.”


News to me. A solution? For my loneliness? Maybe they’d finally let me have a dog.


“Oh?” I whipped my head toward them in time to catch Olive Dress leaning forward. “What’s the solution?”


Dad twisted his cufflink until our family crest rested upright. “Briar Rose will be attending Surval Montreux starting September.”


My blood froze in my veins. Surval Montreux was an all-girls boarding school. In Switzerland. They were abandoning me here. They hadn’t even discussed it with me.


“Surval Montreux?” Olive Dress’ gown rippled as she shrunk back like the mere thought of it recoiled her. “Why not Le Rosey?”


Mom toyed with the Mikimoto pearls resting on her collarbone, eyes drifting away as if the conversation bored her. “Well, we can’t have her gallivanting around Europe unsupervised with boys, can we?”


Translation: why invite an avoidable scandal when my daughter can simply be miserable?


Dad rested a palm on Mom’s lower back, staring at her as if she were the only person in his life that mattered. And she was. After all, I didn’t exist to him.


“It will be better for everyone.” He massaged the small of her back over her Oscar de la Renta. “Our last station was Zurich, and Briar Rose’s French is outstanding. The school offers the AP system, so there won’t be any issues with transferring coursework. She’ll have plenty of opportunities to meet new friends.” 


They were sending me to boarding school.


They were discarding me in Europe and moving to South America without a second thought.


And the worst part? Even though my body shook with rage and fear, I couldn’t find it in me to stand up to them. To interfere. To tell them I would not, under any circumstances, willingly stop living with them. Not because they were great parents, but because they were my only sense of normalcy, no matter how measly and pathetic it was. 


“Cuddlebug?” The familiar tenor snapped me out of my sticky, tar-like thoughts.


My head whipped to the direction of the voice. Its owner strolled to me at a leisurely pace, clad in a tailored four-piece suit. Around us, people paused to track his movements, but his eyes remained focused on me. Our gazes tangled, and his signature devious smile lifted a corner of his mouth.


Ferocious joy surged through me. Its touch was fleeting, like a feathery kiss, but I didn’t bother clutching on to it. I knew it would return. Because he had finally arrived.


Oliver von Bismarck. 


Count of Carinthia. 


The eldest son of Felix von Bismarck, Duke of Carinthia. 


And my own personal downfall.





Chapter Two



Briar Rose


Hermes. That’s who he reminded me of. The Greek god of fertility, music, and deception. Of all things debauched. With his wavy, wheat-blond curls, Wedgewood-blue eyes, and patrician angles. The only slightest imperfection in Oliver’s god-like features was his cowlick. That swirl of hair felt like my own private victory. It proved to me that he was mortal, just like us, not completely separate from the rest. From me.


Ollie’s brows knitted together. “Hey, what’s wrong?” He clasped my hands in his, tugging me from the rim of the terrace. “You’re sitting dangerously close to the edge, and you look like you’re about to cry.”


I was about to cry. My parents were discarding me in Switzerland. Did they ever plan on telling me? Or would I wake up one day to an empty home?


Sweat glazed my palms. If I could feel anything beyond utter shock, I knew I’d find them cold with panic. I wanted to tell him everything. I wanted to tell him nothing. In the end, Oliver von Bismarck was the only person in the world who thought of me as more than an afterthought. I refused to burden him with my issues. Our summers together were supposed to be fun. Light. 


I forced myself to laugh, rising to my feet and dusting loose gravel off my butt. “Do I?”


“Yup. Your eyeliner’s running. Don’t tell me it’s a new trend. Last summer, it was nose hair extensions. You’ll never understand the trauma of hopping off a long-ass flight and finding a tarmac full of furries. I thought I landed on the wrong planet.”


I almost laughed, pivoting to swipe at the stupid mascara Mom’s makeup artist had wrangled on me. The full force of the crowd’s attention hit me at once. I’d never get used to it. Not that I needed to. It only ever happened when Ollie accompanied me. He possessed his own gravity, and when he neared, nothing anyone did could ever yank them out of it.


“My eyes are stinging. Probably from getting too close to the fire show downstairs.” I weaved through curious socialites, wandering aimlessly. “What do you want to do?”


We always explored places, sneaking into kitchens and stealing cake whenever the catering staff turned away. It was an unspoken agreement that we’d spend the whole summer together. Our parents owned lake houses three properties apart. Each year, I waited with bated breath to see if Oliver would change his mind, head to sleepaway camp, or simply hang back with his DMV friends.


He always came back to me. 


Ollie caught my step, towering over me with his impossible height. “Dance first.”


He grabbed my palm and tugged me to the dancefloor. I bumped into his chest with a soft gasp, not ready to look up and stare into his eyes. He was outrageously beautiful, but he was also my best friend. Well, my only friend.


At fifteen, I was certain Ollie had already kissed plenty of girls, and that suspicion enraged me. I wanted him to be my first kiss, but the possibility of losing what we had terrified me.


“Dance?” I snorted, trying to dislodge my fingers from his. “You hate dancing, Ollie.”


“Can’t pass up a chance to embarrass you, I’m afraid.” 


“The only person you’re going to embarrass is yourself.”


Lie. If he wanted to, Ollie could compete professionally. As soon as he could walk without toppling over, his Prussian grandmother, a six-time Blackpool winner, taught him the box step.


“I’m too hot for my own good.” He led me to the center of the dancefloor and stopped. “I have to suck at something.”


Head bowed, he peered up at me. He wore a mischievous glint in his eyes and a dangerous smirk on his bee-stung lips. My heart exploded into a million butterflies. With my parents gone, would this be our last summer together? The thought sent bile up my gut. I swallowed it down, placing my palm in his outstretched hand. As soon as his fingers clasped mine, the song died down.


I jerked my arm back, hoping my cheeks didn’t betray my nerves. “Saved by the bell.”


He straightened, retrieving my hand as if it were natural. “Just wait.”


On cue, the orchestra began Tchaikovsky’s The Sleeping Beauty. His chuckle trickled into my ears like Corinthian bells. I made the mistake of glancing up at him, just in time to catch him light up. He was too lovely. It was so unfair. He should be ugly as sin. Then I’d have him all to myself and still love him, not even an ounce less. That was Oliver’s best kept secret. His gorgeous exterior was no match for how perfect he was within. 


He laced an arm around my back, tugging me closer. “Well, well, if it isn’t your song.”


“My song?” I blinked, trying desperately to anchor myself to the present. To forget the bomb my parents had dropped before Ollie had arrived.


“Yeah. You’re the sleeping beauty, silly.”


“I am very much awake … though a nap sounds just about right,” I joked, uncomfortable with how older couples cleared the way for us, their eyes lingering on our smooth movements.


From the outside, it must’ve looked like Ollie and I had practiced for years. We moved together like a river meeting an ocean, spinning and swirling, our bodies tangled tight. I pretended for one sweet moment that he was mine, and I was his. That my parents didn’t betray me. And that I knew, and had always known, the love of a home. One with a heartbeat, not an address.


“Your name is Briar Rose, just like the princess.” Ollie dipped me while our arms stretched. “Plus, you look like her.”


“She’s a fictional character, Oliver.” I raised my leg, tipping my toes to the sky.


Around us, people clapped. Five minutes ago, they hadn’t even noticed me a gust of wind away from death.


“So? You’re a dead ringer for the Disney character.” He studied me with hungry eyes. “Long, dark-blonde hair, arched brows, pink lips.” He paused and frowned, taking a better look at my face. “No fingernails.”


This time, he earned a genuine laugh. I swatted his chest. No way did he make me laugh after the news I’d heard. Like always, Oliver managed the impossible.


“I do have fingernails.” I waved my hands to prove my point.


“Barely. You munch on them like they’re fucking spice cakes, dude.”


“I lead a stressful life, okay?” 


“I get it. It’s hard being so beautiful and smart when everyone around you is average. I have the same problem. We should start a club.”


Another wave of laughter rolled through my chest. “Knock it off. You’re being annoying.”


“Made you smile.” His eyes twinkled with humor. “Knew I could, too. I’m irresistible like that.”


You have no idea.


I returned my hand to his, sobering up. “How was your year?”


“Hmm. Let’s see.” He tipped me down, my breasts leveled with his eyes. Well, breasts was a big word for what they were. “School was fine. My dad is building three more hotels in Japan, which means he hasn’t been home as much.”


“How was that?”


“No one noticed.”


I knew he was kidding in the same way I knew he loved his family fiercely. In our circles, people treated their families like trading cards, something to be shuffled around when the need arose. Against all odds, the von Bismarcks actually liked each other.


I pouted, rubbing my thumb against his wrist. “I’m sorry you spent the year away from your dad.”


He shrugged in that carefree Oliver way. “Business is business. Plus, he bought me a sorry-for-ditching-you-in-your-formative-years gift, and it’s pretty epic.”


“Let me guess. A secret door?”


“First – that topped my Christmas list years ago. Second – The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe is a classic.” He spun me so fast, my fingers dug into his shoulders. “He got me a house. On Dark Prince Road.”


Year after year, Oliver lamented the fact that his two best friends lived on the same street while he resided in a quaint, 17,000-square foot manor on the opposite side of Potomac, Maryland. God forbid they caused mayhem without him, never mind that Zachary Sun had a permanent stick lodged up his ass and Romeo Costa couldn’t find Fun on a map with a GPS, a compass, and Dora the Explorer on speed dial. (Ollie’s words, not mine. I’d never met them, and frankly, the possibility scared me. Seriously, Ollie once let it slip that Romeo’s family had left a trail of bodies large enough to fill up a circle of Hell.)


“A house?” I echoed, trying to excavate the pang of jealousy growing roots in my chest. The idea of living near people who loved me was enough to bring tears of envy to my eyes.


“The biggest on the street. Mom says I can live in it the second I turn eighteen – on the condition that I visit every Tuesday and let Seb sleep over.”


At thirteen, Ollie’s little brother only cared about his family and rowing. Sebastian and I got along well, but I found him a little too cold and abrasive for mass consumption.


“You’re going to make your neighbors regret the day they moved there.”


“Mrs. Costa already phoned Mom, begging her to reconsider. It’s too late, anyway. I already built a stable there.”


“For what?”


Knowing Oliver, it could be for anything from a stink bomb studio to a microbrewery. He tended to respect his whims, doing as he pleased just because he could. If it were Oliver being shipped off to boarding school, he’d probably hire someone to attend in his place or use the campus as ground zero of a revolution. 


Ollie angled his arm, subtly adjusting my posture until proper. “My parents bought me a new horse, who seems to shit his own weight every day. Plus, it’s on the water, and Seb’s dying to practice there.”


“Is he still ridiculously good at rowing?”


“I think he’s headed to the Olympics.”


“And polo?”


“Polo’s been good. We won the national championship.” Ollie brushed his accomplishment off with a shrug. “What about you, Cuddlebug?” He winked. “Break any hearts this year?”


I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or teasing me. Surely, he knew I had no friends to speak of, not to mention admirers. 


“I’m taking Latin and Mandarin now. My parents say it’ll pad my college apps.” I rummaged through my brain for something that wasn’t completely nerdy and depressing to impress him with. “Oh, I also made this dress myself. I messed up a stitch or two in the back, but overall, it’s pretty neat, right?”


“It’s perfect.” 


I kicked a leg back, then forward. “Thank you.”


He dipped us into another twirl. “So are you, by the way.”


I tipped my head back, laughing. “Now you’re just saying that.”


“I never just say things.” His features sobered, his lips tapering into a flat line. “I’m dead-ass serious, Cuddlebug.”


We slowed to a stop just before the song ended. Enthusiastic claps echoed between my ears. I peered around in a daze. A human circle had formed around us, gifting us a private space to dance. I scoured the blur of toothy smiles for my parents’ faces and came up empty. Meanwhile, Felix and Agnes von Bismarck admired their son with tender gazes. My heart bashed against its cage. Where were my parents? Why did they never take pride in me? 


Oliver snatched my hand. “Come quick. I want to show you something.” 


We pierced the thick crowd, crept past a private entrance, and ran down a narrow, cobbled stairway. Like all medieval mansions, the good weather did nothing to fight the damp air and frosty chill.


“Slow down.” I tugged my skirts up so I wouldn’t trip on them on the steps. “I’m wearing heels.” They weren’t high, but still. I couldn’t match Oliver’s pace with our fingers laced together, him half-dragging me to our destination.


“Dude, you’re slower than a dead sloth.” He swiveled around and picked me up honeymoon style like I weighed nothing, barreling down the stairs two at a time.


I looped my arms around his neck. “Okay, first of all, rude.”


His chest rumbled with a chuckle, but he didn’t answer me. 


I dropped my voice into a whisper. “Second, where are we going?”


“Seb found the alcohol stash, and it is glorious.”


He whirled down another flight of stairs. It wasn’t the first time we’d stolen booze during a summer party. We’d started the second I’d turned eleven and accidentally drank Mom’s wine instead of my apple juice. We never got truly drunk, but something forbidden always tasted the sweetest. 


Six flights of stairs later, we burst out the entrance. Ollie set me down and reclaimed my hand. We charged toward a vineyard, snickering between gasps of breaths and tripping over our own feet. Yellow torches guided us in the dark. Powerful music rattled the ground beneath our feet, dirt caked the hem of the dress I’d spent weeks on, and somewhere along the way, Ollie lost his bow tie.


I trailed him, my hand still secured in his.


“Just wait till you see it.” His words danced in the wind, the music and lights dimming the further we ran. “He also found a crate of old-ass books.”


“He took books?”


“Yeah.”


“He doesn’t even read.”


“We’re hoping for some smutty scenes.”


We ran for a few minutes until we reached the deserted stable on the far end of the property. Far enough from the party – from my parents – that I could breathe again. Well, once I caught my breath.


Ollie didn’t seem winded at all as he flipped his phone and led the way with its flashlight. “Oh, shit. I forgot something first.” He shoved his phone into his mouth, held it by his teeth, and produced a crumpled, coral rose from his tux’s inner pocket. With a grin, he tucked the trimmed stem into my hair, dropping the phone back into his hand. “A rose for Briar Rose.” He winked. “Didn’t think I’d forget, did you?”


I shook my head. I knew he wouldn’t forget. He never did. Without fail, Oliver started every summer by gifting me a rose to remind me of who I was. A pact we’d shared since I tried to run away from home at seven to meet my grandparents. Mom and Dad never let me. They called them bad influences, gold-diggers, and “white trash.”


Oliver pried open the sliding barn door with his shoulder. Dusty concrete and a row of open stalls welcomed us. The second we stepped inside, aged wood and dried urine clung to my nostrils.


“Seb?” Ollie’s voice echoed through the walls.


“Right here.” The playful lilt came from the last stall.


We found Seb slouched against a wooden wall, nursing an open bottle of wine. A blazer draped across a moldy bale of hay, discarded without a care for its price tag. He’d left his crisp dress shirt completely unbuttoned, revealing a golden chest, lean and tan from years of rigorous rowing. While Oliver could be mistaken for a Greek god, Sebastian resembled a renaissance painting.


Ollie’s mom once explained that the name had beckoned her during her babymoon to Tuscany. They’d made an emergency landing in Great Britain and decided to make a pitstop in London. Fate had brought her to the famous Martyrdom of St. Sebastian painting, where she stared into the tortured saint’s eyes, tormented and steadfast, and decided to name her son after him.


Without the muscles and hulking frame, Sebastian would almost be girlishly pretty. He treated his long lashes, playful flaxen curls, and big eyes the color of a clear summer sky like tired accessories. That was the thing about Seb. There was always something tragic about him. Just like the saint. An arrogant stubbornness that made me worry for him. 


“Hi, BR.” Seb aimed his flashlight on my face. “I see you got rid of those awful braces.”


I winced at the brightness, noticing a crate full of books next to him.


“If you want to keep your teeth intact, you better watch how you talk to her,” Ollie warned.


“Come, come.” Seb ignored him, patting the dirt next to him with his Berluti Oxfords. “Might I interest you with a …” He turned the wine bottle by its neck, squinting at the label. “Domaine Leflaive Montrachet Grand Cru?” He hiccuped. “Or whatever’s left of it, anyway.”


I loosened my hand from Oliver’s. “Umm … sure.”


“You started drinking without us?” Ollie stormed the stall and snatched the flashlight, pointing it in his brother’s face. “What is your problem?”


Seb squinted. “A healthy mix of debilitating anxiety, self-doubt, and delusions of grandiosity.” The bottle swallowed his yawn. “What’s yours?” He always managed to sound like a thirty-year-old divorcee on the brink of an early midlife crisis.


Oliver shook his head. “Jesus, you are trashed.”


Seb shrugged, taking another pull of his wine. He plopped down onto a mat of crunchy leaves, laughing. “I prefer the term comfortably numb.”


“Let’s see about your comfort levels when your face spends the night inside a toilet bowl, and you throw up through your mouth, nostrils, and ears.” Oliver righted his brother up. “You reek of wine. Mom and Dad are going to shit a brick when they see you.”


His words hit me right in the chest, piercing it with vicious, cloying jealousy. First – because Ollie and Seb had parents who actually cared about them enough to make a stink about private underage drinking. There would be punishments, and talks, and consequences. Maybe even tears. Second – because I knew it would never get to that. Ollie would never let his parents find out. He’d hide Seb and nurse him back to health himself. Take the blame, if need be. Oliver and Sebastian were fiercely loyal to one another. 


“Are you even listening?” Ollie kicked Seb with the tip of his pointed shoe.


The latter responded with a loud, audible snore that confirmed he’d fallen asleep. Oliver sniffed, unfurling Seb’s fingers from the wine bottle.


He turned to me with a shrug. “Shall we?”





Chapter Three



Oliver


One makeshift bed and one idiotic brother later, I slipped into the stall Briar Rose occupied. Sometime in our two minutes apart, she’d slumped against the wooden wall, a hand flung over the crate of books Seb had stolen on a whim.


Something about her belonged in a fairytale – the early chapters, where life hits the princess like a pile of bricks and she’s on the precipice of discovering what a bad ass she is.


Briar Rose had gotten real pretty in the last couple years. Impossible not to stare at, though I couldn’t pinpoint what exactly made her so different than the rest. Sure, she had a pert nose, and delicate brows, and heart-shaped lips, and eyelashes longer than a Dostoevsky novel. But I knew lots of beautiful girls, and none of them made my knees weak and my neck hot.


Like right now.


I unfastened a couple buttons on my dress shirt, pretending to listen to her read from one of Seb’s commandeered books. But really, all I could focus on were her lips. Specifically, how her lower one was so much plumper than the upper one, begging to be scooped into my mouth and sucked clean.


Cuddlebug crossed her legs, one foot dangling her slipper in the air. “Earth to Ollie. Are you even listening?” She slapped the yellow pages of the hardcover. A cloud of dust plumed from them. “You’re missing out on all the wild portions of the book.”


“Shit. I might’ve zoned out for a sec.” I blinked. Cleared my throat. “What are we reading again?”


“Sleeping Beauty and her Children.” She tapped the book with her finger and grabbed the half-empty wine bottle from the crate, stealing a small sip. “It’s a variation of The Sleeping Beauty, I guess. But I don’t like it.” 


“Why not?” I rubbed the back of my sweaty neck. “I love it.”


I mean, she’d read it to me while I stared at her hopelessly, so I guess I liked it.


She narrowed her violet eyes. “You like it?”


“Yeah.” I shrugged. “What’s not to like?” 


“Maybe that the prince rapes the princess while she’s asleep and impregnates her.”


“Oh.”


“Then, the King’s mom tries to kill the children and feed them to the King.”


Yikes.


I stole the bottle, forming words around its mouth. “I’m a sucker for complex families?”


“Sleeping Beauty literally gives birth while still in a coma.” Briar Rose’s mouth went slack. “This is not a fairytale. It’s Satan’s tale.”


I took a pull of the wine, setting it between us in the crate, tucked between the books. “I must’ve dosed off during that part.”


“I mean, holy hell, the lengths people went to back then for entertainment …” She shook her head.


“Remember … they didn’t have Netflix and pickleball.”


Briar Rose closed the hardcover and lowered it back inside the box, taking an extra moment to brush its spine one last time despite loathing its contents. Of all her quirks, I found this one the cutest. Ever since I started gifting her roses, she consumed any fairytale she could get her hands on. It occurred to me that she often hung onto my words and actions like they hid the secrets of the universe. As a kid, her attention made me feel ten feet tall. Nowadays, it stirred something confusing – even dizzying – inside me.


“Did you get my package last month? I almost gave up a limb for that copy of Marvelous Tales. Each time the auctioneer raised the bid, I imagined Dad beating me over the head with his wallet.”


Whenever I traveled, I always made sure to pick up a souvenir for her and ship it to whatever country her dad had hauled her off to at the time. Lately, I found myself sending over local versions of Sleeping Beauty. Other than their shared names, Briar Rose’s gentleness reminded me of the princess. Something about her dream-stricken eyes and soft-spoken words made me want to snuggle into her like a cozy blanket.


“I loved it.” She closed the box, biting her lower lip. “You got it when you went to Xi’an with Zach, right?”


“His mom would do anything to get him out of the house these days … even if it means sending him across the world with yours truly.”


We fell into silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. We never had a problem filling the silence. I didn’t know what made this summer so different, but from the second I caught Briar Rose hovering off the edge of the veranda in that flowing pink dress, I found it impossible to speak without saying something dumb.


She finally shifted her full attention to me, sizing me up and down with her eyes, a worried frown stamped on her face. “I guess it’s my turn to ask if everything is okay.” Her hand squeezed my knee. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”


Cuddlebug got her name a decade ago when she decided she couldn’t go ten seconds without hugging or touching me. At five, I found it exasperating. We’d be in the middle of wrestling, kicking dirt, whatever, and she’d randomly stop everything to give me a soul-squeezing hug. I hugged her back, of course. I wasn’t a mean kid. I didn’t understand why she did that until the summer before middle school. Briar Rose held me whenever she could because she never got these hugs at home. To her, I was the closest thing to family, and it fucking ruined me that her parents sucked so hard.


And now, here she was, her hand on my knee, mere seconds away from milking the truth out of me.


What’s wrong is I want to kiss you, and I can’t stop thinking about it, I wanted to say. What’s wrong is I hate that you live so far away and maybe you should come and live with us. It’s not like your parents are gonna care.


I still didn’t know how Briar Rose’s parents didn’t love her. I just knew that they didn’t. 


She was more lovable than anything on the planet, Nutella croissants included. They were the problem. Not her. Never her.


Cuddlebug sank to the ground, hugged my leg, and placed her chin on my knee, looking deep into my eyes. “Well?”


My entire body rioted with so many feelings I thought I’d vomit. Joy, and panic, and desire and … fuck, things I couldn’t even describe.


I opened my mouth, unsure what would escape it, when the distinct crackle of crunched leaves interrupted us. Our eyes widened, snapping toward the entrance in unison. Thank fuck for the towering stall walls. Between the Auers and the von Bismarcks, I didn’t know which set of parents would kill us and which would bury the bodies if they caught us in here with enough booze to sink the Titanic. I just knew it would be a joint effort – and that it would end with Mr. Auer trying to slip Dad a business card like he did in our mailbox every summer. (The Auers didn’t actually care about underage drinking. They cared about the scandal it would bring to their name. Dad and Mom, on the other hand …)


From the next stall over, Sebastian released a comically loud snore. That asshole was born to piss me off. 


Two pairs of feet stirred across the dirt outside the barn. Briar Rose clamped a hand around my calf as the hushed voices of a man and woman pierced our sanctuary.


Shit.


I’d left the sliding doors open, not expecting any unwelcome visitors.


Seconds later, their shadows danced across the opposite wall. The larger silhouette balanced against the barn’s doorframe, lighting up a cigarette. Lazy tendrils of smoke curled past his lips.


“You know I hate when you smoke.” His companion stomped her feet. “You smell like an ashtray.”


Immediately, Briar Rose and I tensed, staring at each other in horror. We recognized the voice. Philomena Auer. Briar Rose’s mother. And the man? He couldn’t be her father. Mr. Auer only smoked cigars – he considered everything else trashy.


The guy brought the cigarette to his lips again, this time aiming the smoke right in Philomena’s face. “I’d rather smell like an ashtray than reek of bullshit.” His thick Texan accent sounded nothing like Jason Auer’s strong New York cadence.


Still slouched over my knee, Briar Rose peered up at me with huge helpless eyes. I pressed my finger to my mouth, signaling her to keep quiet.


Philomena swatted the smoke away. “Jason is not a bullshitter.” 


“He’s a crook and a grifter, and he’s putting the entire family in danger.”


Danger? What danger? I could see myself skinning Jason and using his body as a blanket for Briar Rose if she needed me to. I never liked that guy one bit. 


“He knows what he’s doing. Besides … what do you want me to do? He’s my husband.” 


“He’s a twat.”


“A rich twat. Did you forget that I signed a prenup? You have nothing to offer me, Cooper, other than a slightly above average dick.” A guttural scoff soared past her lips, so unlike the forced elegance I’d grown accustomed to Philomena feigning. “You’re broke as a joke.”


“Believe it or not, Phil, but there’s more to life than money.”


Each sentence exchanged conjured a flinch from Briar Rose like the words themselves had struck her in the face with the force of a punch. I couldn’t blame her. Her mom just confessed to an affair.


“Don’t you dare judge me, Cooper. I’m doing what’s best for my kid.”


“Sadly not, considering the kid is mine.” 


A whimper bolted out of Briar Rose’s mouth.


Fuck.


I scrambled to cover it with my hand, burying the scream I knew wanted to escape. He’d said it so casually as if he hadn’t just upended my best friend’s entire world. And Briar Rose … She froze, eyes locked on mine but not quite seeing me. Her nails remained lodged into the flesh of my palm, drawing rivulets of blood down my wrist. I could see the confession slowly – ever so slowly – sink into her skin, claw past the lump in her throat, and drill into her heart.


A tear dropped from her cheek onto my knuckle.


Jason Auer wasn’t Briar Rose’s dad.


This stranger was.





Chapter Four



Oliver


It all made sense now.


The Auers resembled the aftermath of a lemur orgy – an explosion of bushy dark hair, pointy noses, bug-eyed stares, and short stature. It always astounded me how someone so stunning could come from what could pass as a pair of inbred shifter twins.


Meanwhile, Briar Rose carried the aura of a queen with her towering height, regal strawberry-blonde hair, and impossibly mauve eyes. Not to mention, she didn’t share a single personality trait with either of them. She loved old books and cozy nights. They liked new money and the blistering heat of their inevitable journey to Hell. She brought joy to every room she entered. They brought joy to every room they exited. She was good. They weren’t.


I stroked her hair with my free hand, wishing Philomena and Cooper – whoever he was – would leave already so I could gather their daughter in my arms. Briar Rose squinted real hard and quivered behind my palm, her mouth prying open, begging to cry out. She tried to unplaster my hand from her cheeks, but I held it firm. 


I shook my head, pleading her to keep silent with my eyes. I wouldn’t put it past Philomena Auer to one-up the evil grandmother from the book we’d just read. There would be punishment if she discovered her daughter here. No question about it. I couldn’t risk it. 


“Shh!” Philomena slapped Cooper’s chest with her purse. “Are you nuts? Someone could be listening.”


“One could only hope.” He raised his voice with purpose, pausing to take another drag of his cigarette. “Briar Rose is mine. I want to get to know her. I deserve to form a connection with her. I want to be a part of her life.”


“She was made in sin.”


“She wasn’t the one who sinned. We did. So why should she bear the consequences?” 


“She’s a bastard.”


“So is that husband of yours.” He tossed his cigarette to the ground, twisting it beneath his heel. “I see how he treats her. How you let him. It’s disgraceful. Jason’s an abuser.”


Jason. Did he know he wasn’t Briar Rose’s biological father? He must’ve known, or he wouldn’t be such a douche canoe to her. 


Cuddlebug’s whole body trembled behind my palm, her teeth still in my flesh. Blood, hot and thick, rushed down her chin, dripping on her dress. I closed my eyes, quieting my breaths, pushing through the pain and fury. In another world, one without courts, cops, and consequences, I’d storm out there and give that woman a piece of my mind. 


Never in my life had I exercised so much self-control to remain calm. But Briar Rose didn’t need a hot head right now.


I tipped her chin up, forcing her to snap out of it.


Please, I mouthed the word, careful not to make a sound. Stay calm for me.


Cooper’s silhouette glided to Philomena’s, stopping mere centimeters away from her face. “I want to be a part of that girl’s life.”


“It’s a done deal.” Philomena pushed away from him and began tramping about from side to side, clutching onto that empty head of hers. “The girl isn’t staying with us. We’re leaving her in Switzerland and moving to Argentina. It’s better that way.”


“Better for who? She’s living the life of an orphan because you’re too proud to let me take over.”


“You will not mess this up for me. Jason is finally moving on from my little indiscretion.”


He kicked the barn wall, sending echoes our way and eliciting a sloppy snore from Sebastian that Philomena’s shriek drowned out. “Your little indiscretion is a child with wants and dreams.”


“A by-blow.” She scoffed. “An illegitimate spawn – and an ungrateful one, if I may add.” 


“You won’t leave her in Switzerland alone. I’ll take her.”


“Like hell you will. And create a scandal the size of Russia?”


I couldn’t believe that’s what she cared about right now. Briar Rose must’ve gotten her brains from Daddy, because her mommy had none.


Rivers of blood snaked in and out of my fingers. Briar Rose collapsed against my palm, sobbing into it. They’d hear her if I didn’t stop her tears. I racked my brain for ideas.


“Just be honest and admit it.” Cooper’s voice fell to a whisper, “You want to get rid of her because you’re jealous of her. Because her exquisiteness outshines yours. Because you see someone good and pure, and you know that you are neither.”


Philomena snorted. “I am not jealous of my own daughter, you fool.”


“You are. You cannot handle her beauty and grace. You’re banishing her from your kingdom to feel better about yourself. Quite sad, really.” He paused. “You’re Maleficent. Ferocious. Vindictive. Past her prime.” 


“I—” Philomena stopped. “What was that?”


Briar Rose.


Weeping into my palm.


A breath away from full-on sobs.


Shitfuckdamn.


Philomena gasped. “Did you hear that?”


“Hear what?”


Shit. I had to do something. I didn’t have a choice. Before I could second guess myself, I removed my hand from Briar Rose’s face, rocketed forward, and crashed my lips onto hers in an urgent, suffocating kiss.


It wasn’t hot, or steamy, or skilled. Neither full of desire nor the love snowballing inside me for the last couple years. No, this kiss bore the angry signs of desperation, and angst, and worry. Of an attempt to suck away the pain from my favorite person in the world and swallow it as my own.


The coppery tang of my blood passed from her lips to mine. She choked into the kiss but didn’t break it. Instead, she grabbed my shoulders, pulling me in, clinging to me like she was dangling from the edge of a cliff and I was the rock keeping her alive.


“I don’t hear anything.” Cooper snorted. “Pathetic. Every time I manage to track you down, you do anything to get out of this conversation—”


“Speaking of, the next time you show up where we are, I’m slapping your ass with a restraining order. You don’t have the balls, nor the funds, to fight me on it. Do not test me. It won’t end well for you.”


“And you think this charade will end well for you?” He gestured wide, his shadow consuming the wall as I shifted Briar Rose until she no longer had a view of it. “I know your weakness, Phil. You and that criminal husband of yours.”


“My god. You think she’ll want you, don’t you?” Philomena’s sarcastic claps filled the barn, and I hoped badly that Cuddlebug was too occupied by our kiss to hear them. “She’s weak. Incapable of speaking up for herself. Yesterday, I swapped my burnt steak with her perfect one. She didn’t say a thing.”


What a fucking …


“Monster,” Cooper finished for me.


I squeezed Briar Rose tighter, searing our lips together, pressing them so close that she couldn’t budge if she tried.


“And you’re out of options. Leave Briar Rose alone.” Philomena’s heels click-clacked against the concrete. “If you don’t, she’ll lose what she has. The money. The pedigree. The reputation. You have nothing to offer her. You’re here as a servant.”


“I’m honored to work a blue-collar job if it means getting a glimpse of my daughter.”


“Yes, well, Briar Rose is used to a certain type of lifestyle. Don’t ruin it for her. She won’t be happy if you enter her life. No sane person wants to live off ramen and tap water in a grimy apartment their deadbeat dad can barely afford.”


With that, Philomena stomped away. Cooper cursed, flipped the middle finger at her retreating back with both hands, and kicked at the dirt-coated floor before trudging along the pathway back to the castle.


As soon as he left earshot, I unlatched my lips from Briar Rose’s. Rather than the sleepy, hazy expression girls usually donned after being kissed by me, her eyes remained wide open and sharp. She fisted her dress, peering around like she feared the shadows would return and consume her. At Sebastian’s sudden, obnoxious snore, she nearly toppled over with fright.


“Oh, god.” She clamped her hand over her mouth, fresh tears springing to her eyes. She didn’t even register the kiss. “Ollie, what am I going to do? It feels like the sky is falling.”


“If the sky falls, I’ll hold it up for you.”


I didn’t know how, but I’d find a way. Surely, for her, I would.


“I’m not Da – Jason’s daughter.”


“You’re still Briar Rose Auer. Funny, and sweet, and perfect as they come.”


She shook her head, muttering to herself. “This is why he hates me. This is why they’re getting rid of me.”


“He doesn’t hate you,” I disagreed, even though he did, and I loathed him for it. “This is … good.”


I paused, fumbling to find the right words. By Briar Rose’s skeptic look, I knew I’d failed.


“He hates me.” A bitter chuckle found its way past her lips. “Mom did swap her steak with mine when she realized hers burned, but you want to know what Dad did?”


No.


I had a feeling I’d come closer to first-degree murder if she told me. Still, I nodded for her to continue.


She pried her hands from mine and stood. “He cut off the good half of my burned steak and added it to his own plate, but not before telling me I ate too much for a girl.”


That motherfucker.


“Jason Auer is a scumbag. You don’t need him.”


In fact, she’d be better off without him. Dad hated that such a ‘leech’ owned property next to his, but we still returned to Lake Geneva when we knew the Auers would be here because I needed my Briar Rose fix, or I’d harass my parents until they caved.


“He’s my dad, Oliver.”


“What about Cooper? It’s good that you have a parent who actually adores you. I mean, he came to work here just so he could see you. That’s badass.”


She sniffed, looking down at her dress. Even in the dark, I could see the blood streaks across the pink satin from when she bit my hand.


“Oh.” She grabbed my palm and turned it to face her, unfurling it with delicate fingers. “I am so sorry.”


“No need to be.”


The bleeding had long stopped, and it didn’t matter anyway. I couldn’t feel a thing. In this moment, I realized I was truly and wholly fucked. Up until now, loving Briar Rose had been inconvenient, exasperating, nerve-wrecking, but overall exhilarating. It was, for the most part, fun.


Today, she’d introduced me to the dark side of love. A land where every burn she received lashed at my own skin like a whip, her losses became mine, and her aches weighed down my bones.


Her fingers twisted in the lapels of my dress shirt. “What am I going to do?”


“Run away with me.” I had no clue what dumb-ass, Romeo-Montague, ultra-delirious thought possessed me to suggest that, but as I said it, I realized I meant it. “We could go to the end of the world.”


It existed. Sagres Point in Portugal. Seb once told me he wanted to sail past it … right before he blasted through a world rowing record and decided he was too good for the world and needed to conquer the universe instead.


Briar Rose arched a brow, giving me a be-for-real look. In the background, Sebastian snored through the entire thing. The fact that Philomena and Cooper hadn’t heard him could be considered the only remaining proof of God’s existence after such a brutal day.


“Sure. We can run away. Because endless pranks and weirdly timed kisses will keep us fed.” She tried to laugh, playing it cool as if my palm didn’t boast teeth marks deeper than the Earth’s core. “You heard what my parents said. They’re sending me to an all-girls Swiss school and moving to Argentina. They ignore me half the time and are downright cruel to me the other half, but they’ve never abandoned me before. I don’t want to be alone.” She choked out, “I’m scared.”


“You’ll fucking thrive at that prep school, Briar Rose.” I latched onto her upper arms, unsure what inspired me to spew such bullshit. I’d never spent a day in a boarding school, not even a sleepaway camp. “We are going to talk on the phone every day and continue writing to each other. I’m going to be at your beck and call. Summer will come before you even know it. And at eighteen, you’ll be free from those assholes. Okay?”


She nodded, her throat bobbing with a swallow. Not good enough. I needed to hear her say it.


“Okay?” I repeated.


“Okay.”


She must’ve been scared shitless. Hell, I was scared. Of the responsibilities. Of her future. Of the possibility that I might fail to protect her and we’d both hate me for it. But I’d be damned if I didn’t help my Cuddlebug.


“I am always going to be here for you.” I tipped up her chin, my eyes boring into hers. “Not just for the summers, Cuddlebug. If you need me to transfer schools and come live here in Switzerland, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for you. There’s no mountain too high, no ocean too deep, no planet too far for me to reach you. This is my oath to you. You will always have me. You will never, ever lose me.” 


Instead of answering me with her words, she answered me with her body. Smushed my cheeks and pulled me into a kiss. This time, it was different. Virginal, and hesitant, and beautiful. So damn beautiful.


Her lips skimmed mine, and we both traced the edges of each other’s mouths, quivering, like gravity might fail us at any moment. And in that kiss, she sealed my fate. 


I could never love another.


Briar Rose was it for me.





Chapter Five



Oliver


Present.


“Hey, can you be my fake date next week?” Franklin Townsend slid into the passenger seat of my Ferrari Purosangue, shimmying her mini skirt down her thighs. “There’s a house party on the beach that I really want to go to, but it’s in the Hamptons and I’d rather not get hit on every five seconds.”


She adjusted her scalloped triangle top until it covered just enough to avoid another arrest. One – I didn’t know why she took a stab at modesty. Her outfit consisted of less fabric than a napkin. Party girl was her entire personality. And two – I had no clue what the Hamptons had to do with the frequency at which people hit on her, but I didn’t care enough to ask.


I revved the engine loud enough to piss off Romeo, whose home Frankie currently squatted in. “Tempting, but I’d rather eat my own spleen.”


“Why not?” She popped her pink gum, unperturbed. “I’m a hot commodity.” 


“You know I don’t show up in public with the same woman more than once. People will get the wrong idea and think I’m considering monogamy, Franklin. I’m a fuckboy, not a con artist.”


“Technically, you’re a fuck-man.” Frankie giggled. “The whole bachelor schtick gets old once you hit your thirties.”


I peeled out of our neighborhood as she wrestled free a compact mirror from her Birkin – a gift from her sister, courtesy of a revenge shopping spree. “It’s not that I’m old … it’s that you’re barely born.” 


She swiped on an extra coat of lip gloss. “I thought men like young women?”


“My rule of thumb is, I’m only willing to potty train someone who came out of my nuts.” What I didn’t add was that I’d never be a father, so that wasn’t a problem.


“Oh, come on. We’ve never even hooked up.”


I would never touch Franklin. Not like that. The kid thought BDSM stood for Bad Decisions and Spending Money.


“People don’t know that.” I slung my wrist over the steering wheel, eyes dead on the road. “For all they know, you were a conquest. I chased you hard enough.” 


“And then I said yes.” She clicked her small mirror shut, throwing her hands in the air with a frustrated groan. “And you said no. Why is that?” 


“Spared you the broken heart.”


Frankie snorted. “Please. If one of us were to get their heart broken, it would be you.”


Impossible, of course. My heart was all the way across the pond, in Europe, with a girl I hadn’t seen since I was nineteen. Time didn’t dull that fact. Neither did the stream of women who came in and out of my bedroom along the years. 


But Franklin Townsend – the young, doe-eyed sister of Romeo’s wife – would never be on the menu for me. Chasing her benefitted me for the same reason pretending to be a dumbass did – it threw people off my scent. It made them believe I was a shallow, perverted creature of zero scruples. The oldest trick in the book. 


“Come on, Ollie. You strung me along. The least you can do is be my date for one night.” She sprawled in her seat, eyeing me with a pout, very clearly unused to rejection. “You can dump me publicly afterwards.” She winked. “I’ve always wanted my name on a Times Square billboard.”


Frankie, like her sister Dallas, was certifiably unhinged. It didn’t take a fortune teller to guess that Franklin Townsend was destined to end up accidentally burning a zip code or two. In the last year alone, Dallas had to quietly release her younger sister on bail for indecent exposure, possession of weed in a holy place (church), and (allegedly accidental) theft of a box of dildos, which she’d repainted and sold on Etsy as jewelry bars. Frankie was unintentionally hilarious and as high maintenance as a five-star hotel. She was also mentally five and chronologically twenty. Too young to be taken seriously. 


I changed lanes, inwardly cursing the traffic. “The answer is still no.”


“How has no one realized what a buzzkill you are?”


Because I’m a master at secrets.


When Frankie had asked me for a ride to The Grand Regent, I couldn’t refuse. First, because my family owned the hotel. One of many in our chain of six-thousand-plus properties across the world. Since I couldn’t stop the walking disaster that was Franklin Townsend from entering my hotel without suffering Romeo’s wrath, it would be negligent of me to not personally escort her there and ensure she didn’t burn down a sauna or two.


And secondly, because I’d just announced in our group chat that I was headed there to golf. Turning her down would be rude. I also enjoyed the welcome side effect of pissing Romeo and Dallas off by pretending that spending time with the southern bombshell delighted me. They treated her like one would a delicate flower without realizing she devoured more victims than a Venus Flytrap.


“What brings you to The Grand Regent today, anyway?” I drawled, trying to avert the conversation from the date Frankie wanted.


By the time we made it off Dark Prince Road, Rom and Dal must’ve already imagined me ravaging her in five different ways. In reality, I had a team management meeting in half an hour. I did all the hiring and firing at our flagship branch in the DMV. I liked to have my finger on the pulse.


“I’m meeting a Tinder date in the presidential suite.” Frankie curled a lock of hair around her finger. “He’s married and thirty years older, so we have to do it somewhere discreet.”


“Put a towel over the linens, please. Those sheets are seamless silk.”


“He wants to do it in the shower.”


“Wear some slippers, then. I don’t want any lawsuits.”


“Christ.” She threw her head back and laughed. “You really don’t give a shit about me hooking up with other people, do you?”


“What you do with your time and your body is none of my business. Radical sentiment, I know.”


She tilted her head, frowning at me. “I thought you wanted to hook up with me.” 


Everyone did. I made a whole stink about hitting on Frankie the minute I caught her shoving miniature bottles of vodka into her clutch at a debutante ball years ago.


“Truth is, I did it mostly to piss Romeo and Zach off.” I put a hand to my heart. “As lovely as you are – and make no mistake, you are one of the loveliest creatures to grace this godforsaken planet – even I have limits. Besides …” I shot her a quick glance. “You’re not really headed for a hookup. Tell me what you’re up to. And assure me that it will not ruin next year’s disaster insurance policy.”


“If you must know, I got myself a gig at your hotel.” 


I shot her a glare. “Sexual solicitation is prohibited in—”


“Holy shit, Ollie, not that.” She slapped my shoulder hard enough to dislocate it. “I’m interning for Hollywood’s most coveted intimacy coordinator.” Frankie practically beamed.


“A what?” 


“Intimacy coordinator.”


“Intimacy doesn’t need a coordinator. I can tell you what goes where. It’s an all-of-the-above answer, but you don’t need an expert to point out the pros and cons of each hole.”


“An intimacy coordinator is a member of the film crew that ensures the well-being of actors and actresses who participate in sex scenes.” She licked her lips, picking at the seam of her skirt. “This is actually a huge opportunity for me. The film is produced by this three-time Oscar winner. And two of my favorite actors star in it.”


I’d never seen Frankie taking anything but her hair care routine seriously, so I very much doubted this would pan out as something more than a catastrophe once she realized what hard work actually entailed. Then again, maybe Frankie was like me. Maybe she only pretended to be a ditzy woman with nothing but boys and designer clothes on her brain. Maybe she had dimension. Wants, and needs, and desires. Desires I wouldn’t fulfill but desires, nonetheless.


I saluted security guards and two porters as we cruised from the back entrance toward the main hotel, passing rows of sculptured fountains and white dogwood trees. “They’re filming in the hotel?”


Now that she mentioned it, I remembered signing off the fine print and insurance documentation. It was a major film. We’d agreed to close off an entire wing for it. 


“Yes.” Frankie swung her purse onto the crook of her elbow. “I can’t guarantee the survival of your seamless silk sheets.”


The Ferrari slid past rows of long-term lease bungalows, two highly acclaimed golf courses, four outdoor pools, eight tennis courts, and the arena, home to some of the biggest annual medical and technology conferences in the universe. Frankie took it all in with the typical boredom of a jaded rich girl who had already tasted all things decadent the world had to offer.


I turned into the underground staff parking, dipping into the darkness, my favorite place.


She stared out the window, unusually quiet. “You’re not truly dumb, are you?”


“Excuse me?”


Sometimes – not often – my mask fell off. Sometimes I wasn’t fun-loving, skirt-chasing Oliver von Bismarck: billionaire, playboy, and world-class knucklehead. Sometimes I let myself just be … me.


“I already figured out you’re not as erratic and depraved as people think you are.” She whipped her head to look at me. “You’re just pretending. You want people to think the worst of you. You actually want people to dislike you. I’ve never seen anything like that. Why?”


I had the answer, of course. But I never shared it with anyone. Not even Romeo and Zach, my best friends. She wouldn’t understand. No one did.


The truth was, I didn’t deserve any love, remorse, or sympathy from anyone. I deserved hate. And because I couldn’t tell people why they needed to send it my way, I sought it through other means. 


I reversed into my designated parking spot and killed the engine, throwing her a blank stare. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Frankie. Now get out. I’m late for my golf match.”





Chapter Six



Oliver


Frankie Townsend: i quit my job


Nancy Noor: Excuse me, ma’am. This group chat is for the neighborhood watch.


Dallas Costa: Quit or got fired?


Frankie Townsend: it just wasnt for me, sis


Nancy Noor: I’ve reminded you folks before. Will you please take your private chat elsewhere?


Frankie Townsend: i would but i need witnesses in case im found in a ditch somewhere. MY SISTER AND HER HUSBAND DID IT.


Zach Sun: Who is the number starting with 404? Does she even live in this neighborhood?


Romeo Costa: And is she allergic to basic grammar?


Frankie Townsend: har. har. verrry funny.


Frankie Townsend: anywayyyyyyyyy i think ive found my calling.


Dallas Costa: And that is …?


Frankie Townsend: i want to be an influencer.


Zach Sun: Who have you ever influenced in this life?


Romeo Costa: Except me – to suicide.


Dallas Costa: Or me – to murder.


Frankie Townsend: well then … everyones a critic.


Farrow Ballantine-Sun: I believe in you, Frankie. <3


Frankie Townsend: i knew you’d never abandon me, fae.


Farrow Ballantine-Sun: But I’d believe in you more if you learned to capitalize words.





Chapter Seven



Oliver 


My initial reception as CEO de facto of The Grand Regent could only be described as ice cold. I had two Ivy League degrees, a graduate one from Cambridge, and an award-winning thesis on grassroots marketing. I also had one gubernatorial affair, two congressional scandals, and a reputation that would make a corrupt politician weep. Not my fault no one else found these feats equally impressive.


Eventually, I’d gained the staff’s respect through hard work, record guest satisfaction, and annual yields so high they funded three extra rounds of employee bonuses. And occasionally, such success required some sacrifice by my vocal cords. Like today.


Two hours and three screaming matches with my entire management staff later, I exited the boardroom on the 20th floor of the Grand Regent, headed for the elevators. Only Elijah followed. Everyone else loitered behind, knowing full well I’d grill them about their subpar KPIs if they dared dishonor me with their presence.


Eli collected my laptop from my hand, exchanging it with my phone. “You have about a dozen unread messages from your neighborhood watch, a missed call from the Germany office, and a horde of low-priority emails I’ve redirected to my inbox.”


“Take the jet to Texas and check on the remodeling efforts. We will not have another dust incident like in Paris.” 


Outside the local branch, Eli served as my voice piece for much of my work at The Grand Regent. Officially, he held the title of COO. Unofficially, Dad hired him as my executive assistant to serve as my face, so to speak. Except for DMV management staff and board members, no one knew that I’d essentially taken over for my father.


“On it.” He slammed the elevator button, scratching the back of his neck. “Also, there was an incident in the West Wing.”


My phone pinged with a message, interrupting us. I fished it out of my pocket and scowled at the screen.


Frankie Townsend: hiiii can you pick me up? 


Ollie vB: It’s only been two hours. What happened?


Frankie Townsend: idk. i guess you have to “get accepted” to a job before you actually start working. can you believe it?


Ollie vB: Shockingly, I can.


Ollie vB: Did you really crash a movie set?


Side note – I really hated that Frankie was a Zoomer who refused to capitalize words because, in her warped universe, she perceived it as trying too hard.


Frankie Townsend: omg no. i knew the intimacy coordinator needed an assistant. she accepted rudy, my friend from college. i figured she needed an extra pair of hands. i was just trying to help.


I screwed my thumbs into my eye sockets, exhaling. The Grand Regent shared a contract with the studio, which included total privacy from guests and interlopers.


Ollie vB: I have somewhere I need to be.


Frankie Townsend: omfg are you not going to help a damsel in distress?


Ollie vB: You are no damsel, and I assure you the people around you are the ones in distress right now.


Frankie Townsend: my heart is broken. 


Ollie vB: I’m sure it’s just the drugs wearing off. Quick, go sniff some pink coke.


Frankie Townsend: rude. this aura is real, and it is glorious. you could have had a taste if you wanted to.


Ollie vB: No, thank you. Who was your heart broken by? The rejection of the intimacy coordinator?


It was such a ridiculous title I couldn’t type it with a straight face.


Frankie Townsend: actually, she was cool enough to let me intern. 


Ollie vB: Then why ARE you leaving again?


Frankie Townsend: …


Frankie Townsend: promise not to judge me.


Ollie vB: Do I look like I’m in a position to judge anyone? 


Frankie Townsend: i may have set a teeny tiny controlled fire.


Frankie Townsend: before you make a big stink about it, it only consumed parts of the furniture and blackened half a wall.


Frankie Townsend: your seamless silk sheets are FINE.


Frankie Townsend: (they’re not white anymore, tho)


Ollie vB: I’m not coming to get you.


Frankie Townsend: oh, come on! first you turn down a date with me and now ur not gonna give me a ride home after i got fired from the internship i never got accepted to?


Ollie vB: Correct.


Frankie Townsend: if you dont come and get me right this moment, i swear i will never speak to you EVER again.


Ollie vB: Your terms are acceptable.





Chapter Eight



Oliver


In the end, I reigned in my inner asshole and took the elevator up to the 46th floor to fetch little miss trainwreck. No part of me felt particularly charitable this evening. Alas, my least flattering character trait reared its ugly head – my nagging, infuriating tendency to be the nurturer in every relationship I unwillingly stumbled into.


When Zach lost his heart and a good portion of his mind over his maid, I dragged him back to sanity, kicking and screaming, resulting in the most embarrassing grovel-slash-marriage proposal this continent had ever witnessed. When Romeo needed to distract Frankie because she dragged his then-heavily pregnant wife to international shopping sprees and bungee-jumping escapades, I gave Frankie my credit card, so she’d be out of their hair – and house. 


My persona – the women, the money, the glam – was merely a Venetian jester mask, designed to subterfuge my one tragic, fatal flaw. I cared. Too much. 


All. The. Fucking. Time. 


If someone managed to burrow their way into my heart, they set roots in there. 


The elevator doors glided open, and I came face-to-face with a thirty-something woman with hipster glasses, enough makeup to sculpt a two-year-old child in the 90th percentile, a clipboard, and a scowl.


She tipped up her chin, squinting at my face. “This is a closed set, sir.”


I squeezed past her, waltzing out of the elevator and into the wide corridor. “Is it, though?” I refused to be intimidated on my own property. 


She took off behind me, steam billowing from her ears like they were manholes. “And who do you think you are?”


“The owner of this hotel.”


I hopped over camera cables and extension cords that snaked over the pristine Italian marble. Abstract murals covered the light-paneled walls in decadent turquoise, silver, and gold. At the end of the hall, a Chesterfield chair held one of the imposing double doors of the presidential suite slightly ajar. A dozen people rushed inside from every direction. 


“Sorry, Mr. von Bismarck.” The woman raced at my heels, half-stumbling, half-stuttering. “I didn’t recognize you with your clothes on.”


Eh, the paparazzi from the nudist beach last summer. One of my finest media moments.


“No need to be.” I brushed off invisible lint from my Canada Goose jacket. “I could think of worse existences than being a billionaire hotelier.”


“Sir, you can’t go in there.”


“Hmm. I smell a bet.”


I was obnoxious, I knew. A calculated and deliberate choice, designed to make an enemy out of everyone I met. Surely, Rom and Zach only stayed in my life out of loyalty and the fact that they were as insufferable as me, albeit in different ways.


From the distance, I heard Franklin’s ass-clenching voice grating on people’s nerves like chalk scraping over a blackboard. 


“… yes. Oliver is coming to pick me up right now, Dal.” She had her sister on the phone, I presumed. “I swear the fire wasn’t even that bad. Besides, how could I possibly know that hair spray is flammable? I’m not a scientist.” Pause. “You knew that?” Another pause. “Well, a heads-up would’ve been great before I smoked pot while glamming up every single day for years.” 


No way could she be that dumb. She had to be pretending, like me. 


“Where are the needles?” The owner of the new voice groaned. “We need to stitch together a new skin-tone thong.” 


“I got it,” a soft feminine voice called out. “Actually, I’m almost don … ew.”


“Gotta go, Dal.” Frankie gasped. “Are you okay?”


Whatever you do, lady, don’t let Franklin Townsend near you.


“Yeah. It was just a prick.”


I pushed the double doors completely open, barging inside, a smooth smirk on my face. “Did someone call me?”


My grin dropped, right along with my heart, the moment I came face-to-face with the woman sucking blood from her thumb. She held a needle between fingers I knew too well. They once gave me amateur haircuts on lazy summer days by the lake. Shoved themselves into my nostrils while I pretended to concentrate on card games I’d always let their owner win. Stroked my face when I lost my grandma, and when I broke my arm, and when I fought with my parents.


Those fingers, like the woman attached to them, were the very reason I floated in this world aimlessly. They were what I’d run away from for fifteen years and counting. 


Briar Rose.


My Briar Rose.





Chapter Nine



Briar


Don’t throw up.


He is not worth your lunch.


You had a vegan crab cake. It was delicious. And expensive. Keep it down. 


It was near impossible, though, seeing as Oliver von Bismarck stared right back at me, with the same level of surprise I surely wore on my own face.


The world went black, and my knees buckled. Gravity pulled from under my feet like a rug. I stumbled backwards, reaching for a candelabra for balance. 


Never in my life had I pricked my finger before. My seamstress skills were unmatched. But seconds before he entered the room, I could feel his presence. The suffocating calamity that buzzed in the air.


I wasn’t dumb. I knew he owned this hotel the minute the producer of Law Lives had informed me of our film schedule. But years of stalking this man had reassured me that Oliver shared no involvement in his family business. Apparently, my first – and only – love had become a fuck up of gigantic proportions. A hedonistic man-child who only cared about partying, vacationing, and corrupting young women. I’d paid close attention to his antics over the last decade. The arrests, the debauchery, the alcohol, the conquests. 


And still, my heart wrung tight like a washcloth when our eyes met. Because I could still see him behind those pale pupils. 


The boy I rolled down hills with, until we were covered in grass, manure, and sweat, laughing our asses off.


My throat clogged up with all the things I’d wanted to say to him for fifteen years. 


Where were you and where were you and where were you?


Once upon a time, he promised me forever. Our forever turned into never. And never was an awfully long time to fester in the newfound hate I felt for this man. 


“Well, I never.” Oliver recovered first, plastering a coaxing smirk onto his lips. “Hello, Cuddlebug.”


In this small, insignificant nickname, he shattered the rest of my composure. I let go of the candelabra and slacked against the wall. The needle I held fell to the floor. 


Oliver gestured to the skin-colored thong in my fist. “Is this for me?”


I felt like a gutted fish. How could he be so calm? So thoroughly entertained?


Through the anger, the pain, the frustration, I gulped him up. The sleepy, lust-drunk cobalt eyes, still heavily lashed. The petulant, childish pout that begged to be kissed and the high Roman nose. All these years later, his rugged, imposingly tall frame still had the same effect on me. 


I didn’t know what was more devastating – how gorgeous he was or how pathetic I was, unable to produce a sound. 


“Are you okay?” Frankie placed a hand on my shoulder. “Look, I know he has a reputation for being a brothel on legs, but I promise he is mostly harmless.” My surprise assistant’s voice echoed along my spine.


Say something. Do something. Show him that you are not the same desperate girl. The one who realized too late that nobody would come to save her, and she had to get up and save herself.


Ollie’s falcon gaze did not withdraw from mine. “We know each other.”


Frankie glanced between us. “Like, biblically?” 


Neither of us answered her.


The assistant producer jogged over to me. “Hey, Briar? We need to wrap this scene up.” Jaylla yanked the thong from my clenched fist. “Is the thong ready? Scarlett is cold.”


Scarlett. Of course. Scarlett. My actress. The woman currently in a robe, waiting for me so she could complete the sex scene. Come to think of it, Oliver had no clearance to be here. He was another stranger gawking at my client. 


“Y – yes.” I turned to Jaylla, mustering a smile. “All good to go. I’ll be there in a second.” I swiveled back to Oliver, finding my voice. Razor sharp. Just like he deserved. “Sir, we do not know each other. You can’t be here right now.”


The words caught Oliver off guard. His smile melted into a surprised gape. “It’s my hotel.”


“It’s my set,” I countered, reaching for a bottle of water and taking a big swig. “And I’ve heard all about your antics, Mr. von Bismarck. I have my clients to think of, and your presence in this room with naked actors is unwelcome.”


“My presence in this roo …” He glared, his mouth dropping open. “Are you really going to pretend we don’t know each other?” His entire face pruned into a scowl. 


I blinked, regaining my hard-earned confidence. “I think you have me mixed up with someone else. Not too surprising, considering the number of women you go through.”


Frankie coughed into her fist. “Burn.”


Oliver couldn’t pry his eyes off me. “And you know this because …?” A slow, confident smile began to eclipse his face, showering me with nostalgia.


“I am literate and have internet access. It would be negligent of me not to identify all the potential threats in the vicinity.” I raised an eyebrow. “Now … can you, please, leave? Having a stranger on the set is not good for my naked actors’ psyches.”


It was critical to put space between us. Ideally, three continents and four oceans.


“You can’t kick me out of my own property.”


“Sure can, if you leased it to us.” I grabbed the lapels of his shirt and led him out the doors. “We’re paying customers, and we hired out this entire floor. You are unauthorized to enter the premises during a sex scene.”


Frankie gasped as Oliver stumbled backwards, staring at me like I was a rabid animal.


“Thanks, Briar!” Scarlett squeaked from the master bed at the end of the room. “For having my back.”


“I have to say, this is my first time being escorted out of a sex scene instead of being invited.” Oliver nestled a hand against his heart, feigning devastation. “Have I lost my charm?”


“Ask someone who fell for it,” I lied.


Alone, in the hallway, I pushed him toward the elevators, ignoring the way he stared at me like he’d discovered a new dragon species.


He popped up a brow, not quite fighting my manhandling but not making it easy on me either. “Are you going to drop the charade, now that we’re alone?”


“Nobody is dropping anything in this exchange, Mr. von Bismarck. Your reputation precedes you.”


He shot me a playful wink, grinning. “Your anger sets fire to my loins.” 


“That burn is an infection, sweetie. Get it checked.”


“Don’t believe everything you hear, Briar Rose.”


“Ah, he’s a gaslighter, too.” I pushed him harder. “How did I miss all the red flags? You’re a freaking carnival.”


“Well, you’re always invited for a fun ride.”


“I swear to God, if you make a tent joke, I will have to stab you. And no jury is going to fault me for it, considering our history.”


That made him bark out a laugh. “I’ve missed you, Cuddlebug.” 


“Don’t call me that.”


“Why not?”


“For one thing, I’m not very cuddly anymore.”


“Stabbybug?” His eyes lit up as he stumbled backwards. “I can get behind that.” 


We reached the elevators, and I punched the button one or five hundred times. I wasn’t going to rest until he was out of this floor – and my life. 


I’d managed to piece myself together after his betrayal, but it had taken me years. Years of crying myself to sleep every night, of wondering why, and how, and when it all went so terribly wrong. I was finally in a better place. And that place was wherever Oliver von Bismarck wasn’t present.


“Hey, wait!” Frankie burst out of the presidential suite, jogging after us in her ridiculous heels. “You forgot me.”


I wondered if they were lovers. The thought filled my heart with smothering pain.


“Alright, let’s cut the bullshit.” Oliver ignored her, every fiber of his body attuned to mine. “We need to talk.”


“We do not.” I folded my arms tightly. “We have managed not to do so for fifteen years. Why break a perfect record?”


“I have a lot of explaining to do.”


“Do you?” I swallowed the yelp wedged in my throat. “For all intents and purposes, we’re strangers.” 


“You will never be a stranger to me.”


“Funny you should say that, because after how you left things off, I realized you were a stranger all along.”


The numbers on the digital screen above the elevator doors began ascending. Finally. 


“So, you do know each other?” Frankie lodged herself between us, yanking off her heels and stuffing them in her purse. She was a very beautiful girl. Emphasis on the word girl. “It’s been seven minutes since you’ve met, and Oliver still hasn’t said something obnoxious to make you slap his face. It’s almost like he is trying not to be himself.”


“If getting slapped around is what he wants, I’d be happy to accommodate his wishes.”


Oliver readjusted the fraternity ring on his pinky. The one I’d given him as kids. He still had that old thing? Why?

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Our twisted
fairytale...

<

PALL STREET JOURNAL BESTSELLING AUTHORS ™~ =
Parker S. Huntington
L.J. Shen





OEBPS/images/orion_fiction_logo.jpg
&K

ORION





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Trigger Warning



		Epigraph



		Soundtrack



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight



		Chapter Fifty-Nine



		Chapter Sixty



		Chapter Sixty-One



		Chapter Sixty-Two



		Chapter Sixty-Three



		Chapter Sixty-Four



		Chapter Sixty-Five



		Chapter Sixty-Six



		Chapter Sixty-Seven



		Chapter Sixty-Eight



		Chapter Sixty-Nine



		Chapter Seventy



		Chapter Seventy-One



		Chapter Seventy-Two



		Chapter Seventy-Three



		Chapter Seventy-Four



		Chapter Seventy-Five



		Chapter Seventy-Six



		Chapter Seventy-Seven



		Chapter Seventy-Eight



		Chapter Seventy-Nine



		Chapter Eighty



		Chapter Eighty-One



		Chapter Eighty-Two



		Chapter Eighty-Three



		Chapter Eighty-Four



		Chapter Eighty-Five



		Chapter Eighty-Six



		Chapter Eighty-Seven



		Chapter Eighty-Eight



		Chapter Eighty-Nine



		Chapter Ninety



		Chapter Ninety-One



		Chapter Ninety-Two



		Chapter Ninety-Three



		Chapter Ninety-Four



		Chapter Ninety-Five



		Chapter Ninety-Six



		Chapter Ninety-Seven



		Chapter Ninety-Eight



		Chapter Ninety-Nine



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Authors



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













