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Camila Pereira

8 Years Ago

STILL LYING IN BED, I stared at the ceiling, trying to ignore the uneasy feeling settling in my chest.

The silence of the house, broken only by the soft sound of my mother snoring in the next room, seemed heavier than usual. I’d always loved the calm of the night, but tonight, something felt off.

I took a deep breath, gripping the sheet between my fingers. A shiver ran down my spine, as if my own body were trying to warn me of something my mind hadn’t yet understood.

I was anxious, and there was no obvious reason for it. Probably just exhaustion. Maybe just the fear of the future, of the uncertainties that had always surrounded my life.

But when I closed my eyes for a moment, a face surfaced in my mind like a balm to my restlessness: Frederico Villanova. The man who made my heart beat faster and who, somehow, managed to make me feel safe even when everything seemed to be falling apart.

He was intense, with a penetrating gaze that always seemed to see beyond what I showed him. Tall—six-foot-three of pure presence—with dark skin and sharp features inherited from his Italian and Spanish roots. He had a smile that appeared at the most unexpected moments and an authoritative way about him that made me roll my eyes, but that, deep down, I loved.

Just thinking about him was enough to calm me down. He was my peace in the middle of the storm.

That’s when the doorbell rang. I got up quickly, my bare feet meeting the cold floor, and ran to the door.

When I opened it, there he was. Frederico.

And for a moment, all that bad feeling vanished.

“Hey.” I smiled, feeling that silly happiness take over me.

But he didn’t smile back.

Something was different about him. His eyes were dark, his expression tense, his posture rigid. He wasn’t looking me in the eye like he always did.

Something was wrong.

“We need to talk.” His voice came out deeper than usual, and the ice in his tone made me hold my breath.

The happiness that had filled me seconds before dissipated like smoke.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, trying to hide the worry already starting to take hold of me.

He took a deep breath, looking away. The silence that followed seemed to last an eternity.

“It’s just... I don’t love you anymore, Camila.”

My world stopped. The pain came so fast and sharp that I couldn’t breathe.

I blinked, waiting for him to take it back, for his smile to appear and for him to say it was just a sick joke.

But he didn’t.

He just stood there, looking anywhere but at me.

“What?!” My voice came out weak, almost a whisper.

“I said I don’t love you anymore,” he repeated, this time with more certainty.

I shook my head, feeling my heart shatter into pieces.

“You’re joking, right?” My nervous laugh echoed in the space between us. “That doesn’t make sense, Frederico. Yesterday you were with me, telling me...”

He cut me off before I could finish.

“I just thought I felt something, but I realized I didn’t.”

Each word was like a blade cutting into my skin.

No. It couldn’t be true.

I wanted to run to him, grab his face, and make him look me in the eyes. I wanted him to see how much this was destroying me, how much he meant to me. But my legs were weak, and all I could feel was the despair settling into my chest.

“I don’t believe you...” My voice cracked. “You’re lying, I know you are.”

He clenched his fists at his sides, but his expression remained impassive.

“I’m leaving, Camila. Goodbye.”

It was as if the ground had disappeared from under my feet.

“Leaving? Where?”

His silence was the cruelest answer of all.

My heart pounded in my chest, and a part of me wanted to beg him to stay, wanted to tell him I would follow him to the ends of the earth. But I remembered the words he’d just said.

He doesn’t love me anymore.

“So that’s it?” My voice came out low, heavy with tears I refused to shed in front of him.

He nodded, but said nothing else. And then, without looking back, he turned and walked away.

I stood there, frozen on the doorstep, watching the man I loved disappear into the darkness of the night.

And for the first time, I felt my heart completely shatter.
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CHAPTER 1
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Frederico Villanova

Present Day

STEPPING OFF THE PRIVATE jet, the heat of São Paulo hit me like a reminder that I was back.

The air, thick with the smell of jet fuel from the runway, mixed with the cologne on my clothes, and for a moment, I felt that familiar sense of being home. But “home” was a relative concept for me.

After so many years splitting time between Brazil and Spain, I’d learned to live in transit, never putting down roots anywhere.

Saulo was already waiting for me, impeccable as always. At twenty-five, he was the kind of assistant any CEO would kill for: efficient, sharp, and above all, loyal. Always dressed discreetly in a well-fitted suit and glasses that gave him an even more professional air, he kept his posture straight and a focused expression, like he was always one step away from solving any problem before it even arose.

“Welcome back, Mr. Villanova,” he greeted me as soon as I got close.

“Saulo,” I said, adjusting the cufflinks on my shirt as we walked toward the car.

“Your schedule for today is full. The meeting with the Tesoro Reale executives is in one hour. Before that, you have a call with the Spanish investors, and you need to review the final acquisition documents. Dinner with the new Italian partners is confirmed for eight o’clock tonight.”

I nodded, absorbing the information as I got into the car, a luxurious black model with tinted windows. The driver, a discreet, experienced man, was already waiting, ready to take us.

“And the company team?” I asked as the car moved through the streets of São Paulo.

“Everyone has been notified about the management change. As usual, there’s some concern about what it means for them,” Saulo replied. “But the transition has been smooth so far.”

“Good.” I crossed my arms and looked out the window.

Acquiring companies was my game. And like any game, I always played to win.

Tesoro Reale was more than just another acquisition. Specializing in luxury jewelry and watches, the brand had a strong name in the collector’s market and an undeniable tradition.

With the right investments, it could become an even bigger powerhouse.

We arrived at the modern building that was now part of my empire. Getting out of the car, I took in the sleek facade, where the company’s name gleamed in gold letters.

The lobby was spacious, with marble floors and an air of sophistication that appealed to the most discerning clients.

That’s where I spotted Vittorio Del Castillo.

Tall, with neatly styled brown hair, a sharp look, and an imposing presence, he carried the same air of authority I did. He was thirty-two, the same age as me, and he was my partner and one of the few men I trusted.

Our bond was forged years ago, in Spain, and since then he’d been by my side on countless acquisitions and strategic deals.

He smirked when he saw me, which meant he was about to drop some kind of provocation.

“Come to see your new acquisition in person?” he asked, crossing his arms.

“It’s standard procedure,” I replied without hesitation. “And you? What are you doing here?”

He shrugged.

“Great minds think alike, apparently. I was curious to see if this new bet of yours is really worth the investment.”

“All of my bets are worth the investment,” I shot back, resolute.

Vittorio laughed quietly, shaking his head.

“Still arrogant. Good to know some things never change.”

“Some things really never change,” I murmured, more to myself than to him.

It was in that moment that something inside me stirred. A memory. A ghost from the past.

Camila.

Her name slammed into my mind like a punch.

My jaw tightened. I hadn’t thought about her in years—or at least, I tried not to. But all it took was a spark to set everything on fire again.

She had been the only woman I ever truly loved. The only one who ever made me question my priorities, the only one who made my heart waver.

And also the only one I abandoned, lying that I didn’t love her.

My chest grew heavy, an unease I wasn’t used to feeling. I never looked back. But with Camila... the past always seemed ready to haunt me.

And now, I was in the city where it all began and ended...
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CHAPTER 2
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Camila Pereira

“I’M SERIOUSLY SCARED I’m gonna get fired, friend.”

Juliana let out a dramatic sigh, resting her elbows on the lunch table at Tesoro Reale as she fiddled with the cap of her juice bottle.

I rolled my eyes, holding back a laugh. She was a bottomless well of exaggeration, and I loved that about her.

“For God’s sake, Ju, don’t start. We don’t even know who bought the company, and you’re already planning a voluntary resignation?”

“You say that because you don’t have my finely tuned instinct for looming disasters,” she shot back, widening her eyes as though she could see our grim fate written in the stars.

“Right, right. And is that the same instinct that made you think a bird landing on your windowsill was a sign from the universe?”

She pointed a finger at me, indignant.

“Don’t you dare belittle the power of signs, Camila. One day you’ll see I was right.”

“What I’ll see is you freaking out over nothing.”

She huffed and crossed her arms.

Juliana Rocha was my best friend and the most spontaneous, funniest person I’d ever met. We were the same age, twenty-six, and always together. My friend had light brown hair that fell in waves over her shoulders, expressive eyes, and a mouth that never knew when to stop talking.

She was a chatterbox, and she owned it.

“But seriously,” she went on, her tone a little more grounded now. “You’re not worried? Change of ownership means change of management. And change of management means what?”

“I’d guess it means a new boss,” I joked, grabbing a fry off her tray.

“It means layoffs, you clueless idiot!”

“Ju, for God’s sake, what are we?” I paused, gesturing vaguely in the air. “Admin assistants in the logistics sector. No CEO is going to look at our department and think, ‘Ah, what a crucial team! Better fire everyone!’”

She furrowed her brow.

“Wow... That sounds way more insignificant when you put it like that.”

I laughed, shaking my head.

“See? Relax. The worst that can happen is we get a new supervisor or some internal procedure changes. But firing us? Unlikely.”

She rested her chin on her hands, watching me with a thoughtful expression.

“I like the way you always try to see the bright side of things.”

“Someone has to balance out your pessimism, right?”

“It’s not pessimism, it’s realism!” she shot back, raising a finger in the air as if about to give a speech. “If life has taught me anything, it’s that changes rarely come to make things better.”

“Funny, because the day we met happened because of a change.”

Her eyes lit up.

“True! When they transferred you to my department!”

“And you were a bitch to me on my first day.”

She let out a laugh.

“I was just testing you! You seemed so serious, so proper... I needed to know if you could handle my pace.”

“And did I pass the test?”

“With flying colors!” She slapped her palm on the table. “The minute you helped me dodge a scolding from that annoying supervisor, I knew we’d be inseparable.”

I laughed, remembering that day.

Our supervisor back then was a rigid woman who rode everyone’s ass over everything. Juliana, with her irreverent attitude, always ended up drawing attention.

I’d covered for a small mistake she made, and from then on, we became inseparable.

“See?” I said, winking at her. “Sometimes changes bring good things.”

“Fine, fine. You win this round,” she admitted, rolling her eyes.

We finished lunch with more laughs and a few more jokes about our job. By the end, Juliana seemed less worried—which meant my distraction plan had worked.

We headed back to the office, and as we walked into the building, I felt a slight tension in the air. People were whispering to each other, and there was a sense of expectation hanging around.

“Do you feel that?” Juliana whispered beside me.

“Yeah,” I answered.

The buzz was louder than usual. Something was definitely going on.

The new owner of the company...

Who could it be?

What I didn’t know was that within a few hours, I’d have the answer. And that it would change my life forever.
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US MERE MORTALS WEREN’T invited to the new owner’s welcome meeting. Only the big shots—managers, directors, supervisors, and of course, journalists.

And honestly? I didn’t care.

Tesoro Reale had gone through a few changes over the years, and I was still here, doing my job.

“I still think if he wants to cut staff, he will,” Juliana insisted, spinning in her chair beside me as I organized reports on the computer.

“Ju, for God’s sake, we already talked about this,” I muttered without taking my eyes off the screen.

“Okay, but now it’s official! The guy’s here, he’s in there talking to the bigwigs! You’re not even a little curious?”

I let out a sigh and rolled my neck, feeling the tension from a long workday.

“If I were about to lose my job, someone would’ve called me in for a talk by now. So until that happens, I’m going to keep clocking in and collecting my paycheck.”

“Ugh, you’re so calm. It pisses me off.”

I smirked. Juliana dramatized everything, and I was used to it.

As we kept going with our routine, an announcement crackled over the company speakers.

“In a few moments, the presentation of Tesoro Reale’s new CEO will be broadcast to all departments. Please direct your attention to the screens.”

I glanced at my computer monitor, indifferent.

“Great, another corporate video,” I muttered, typing some data into the system.

Juliana, on the other hand, seemed more interested.

“You think he’s hot? Like a movie-star CEO?”

“If he’s ugly, will you quit?” I joked.

“Maybe.” She laughed.

The murmuring grew louder as the screens scattered around the departments lit up, showing a large, brightly lit conference room where several people sat around a luxurious meeting table.

Reporters, managers, executives... and in the center, the new owner of the company.

I didn’t look right away. I kept shuffling the papers on my desk, only half-listening to the deep, commanding voice echoing through the department.

A voice that made my stomach turn instantly.

My body froze. A chill ran up my spine, my heart skipping a beat.

I knew that voice.

It rang out like a distant echo from the past—something I would never forget.

No... It can’t be.

Slowly, I turned my head toward the screen. And then, my world stopped.

The air around me vanished, my lungs refusing to work. There he was.

Frederico Villanova. The man who broke my heart. The man who told me he didn’t love me and walked away.

He sat at the head of the conference table, wearing an impeccable suit, his posture rigid and dominant, as if he belonged exactly there. His dark hair was perfectly styled, his beard neatly trimmed, his gaze serious and sharp.

Eight years had passed, but he looked the same. Or worse... even more intimidating and handsome.

My head spun.

Eight years.

Eight years since the last time I saw him. Eight years since he destroyed everything between us.

My throat went dry. My heart pounded so hard I could barely hear the words coming out of his mouth. The world around me dissolved.

All I saw was him. And then, another memory hit me like a punch.

Davi. Our son.

The same boy who slept every night in the bed beside mine. The same boy who asked, every now and then, if he’d ever have a father.

A knot formed in my stomach. My vision blurred, and I couldn’t think of anything else.

My God. He’s here. Frederico Villanova is here.

And the worst part? He had no idea what he’d left behind.
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Camila Pereira

I DON’T REMEMBER MUCH of what happened in the minutes that followed. All I know is I went to the bathroom, and now I was staring at my reflection.

My face was pale, my eyes wide and lost, like time had rewound eight years and I was that same eighteen-year-old girl—hurt and abandoned.

My fingers trembled slightly as I ran my hands over my face, trying to anchor myself to reality.

This can’t be happening. It has to be some kind of cruel joke from the universe. A dirty trick from fate.

He can’t be here. He can’t be the new owner of the company where I work.

But he is.

The big screen had shown it with absolute clarity: that face that still haunted me on lonely nights. The same face that turned to me on that last night and, without hesitation, said he didn’t love me.

A knot tightened in my throat and I squeezed my eyes shut. But the memories came without asking permission.

The way he used to look at me back then. Like I was the most precious thing in the world. The way he’d hold my face between his hands before kissing me, with that crooked smile that always disarmed me.

And then, the final moment. The coldness in his eyes. The tone of his voice cutting through me like a blade.

“I don’t love you anymore, Camila.”

And now, eight years later, he comes back as the most powerful man in the company where I work. Like the past never even happened.

“Camila?!”

The bathroom door swung open hard, and Juliana’s voice yanked me back to the present.

She was out of breath, her brown eyes wide, her expression completely worried.

“Oh my God, what happened? You’re white as a ghost!” She rushed over, grabbing my arms, inspecting me like she was looking for some visible injury.

I tried to swallow, breathing deep. I couldn’t talk about this here.

“Ju... I can’t talk about this right now.”

She blinked a few times, confused.

“What do you mean? You were fine ten minutes ago! What happened? Is it about the meeting? About the new owner?”

I swallowed hard. She was dangerously close to the truth.

“Tomorrow,” I said, pulling back slightly. “Tomorrow I’ll tell you everything. I just... need to breathe.”

“You’re scaring me, Camila. I’m serious.”

“It’s going to be okay.”

“Whatever it is... I’ve got your back. You know that, right?”

I nodded, muttering a quiet “yeah.” Without hesitating, she pulled me into a tight hug. And for a moment, I let myself hold on to her, but nothing could shake the suffocating feeling inside me.

Frederico was here. And I had no idea how I was going to deal with it.
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I TOOK TWO DIFFERENT buses to get home from work. Same as always going in.

The route had never changed, but tonight it felt different. The bus rattled through the busy streets of São Paulo, and the subway—packed as usual—felt more stifling than normal.

Maybe it was just my imagination. Or maybe it was the storm of thoughts that had been following me ever since I saw Frederico on that company screen.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to push the memory away, but it only came back stronger.

I remembered the smile he’d give when he wanted to provoke me. The warm touch of his hands holding my face. The possessive way he’d pull me close, like the whole world didn’t matter when we were together.

And then, the coldness in his voice that last night.

“I don’t love you anymore, Camila.”

I swallowed, feeling the knot in my throat tighten even more.

How could the universe be so cruel as to throw him back into my path?

When I finally got off the subway and headed for the bus stop, the city lights blinked all around me, but my mind was still stuck in the past.

The walk to my building took no more than a few minutes. The familiar smell of the trees near the entrance mixed with the aroma of food from the neighboring apartments. This was my refuge—the place where, after so long, I finally felt safe.

The moment I unlocked the door, I didn’t even have time to step inside before a little hurricane hit me.

“Mom!”

Davi ran toward me and threw himself into my arms, squeezing me with all the strength his seven-year-old body could muster.

“Hey, my love!” I smiled, bending down to hug him properly.

He smelled sweetly of childhood, mixed with cookies, and his little arms wrapped around my neck like he hadn’t seen me in days.

“You’re late today! I was starting to think I’d have to call the fire department to rescue you!”

I laughed softly, ruffling his brown hair, feeling a pang in my chest at how much he looked like Frederico.

The same deep brown eyes. The same dark shade of hair. The same stubborn little manner.

“Oh, really?” I teased, raising an eyebrow. “And what were you going to tell the firemen?”

He pulled back a little and put his hand on his chin, thoughtful.

“That my mom disappeared, but she has superpowers to find anything that’s lost, so they just had to wait because she’d find herself.”

I laughed out loud, squeezing his cheeks.

“You’re impossible, you know that?”

He laughed too and grabbed my hand, pulling me inside.

“Come on, Grandma’s in the living room!”

We went to the living room, where my mother, Sônia Pereira, was sitting on the couch with the TV on but not really paying attention.

She looked up the moment I walked in, with that little smile at the corner of her mouth that always seemed to know more than I did.

“Finally!” she joked. “This kid was about to declare a state of emergency.”

“I can see that,” I murmured, sitting down beside her while Davi flopped onto the couch.

My mother had always been my fortress. At fifty, with brown hair just starting to go gray and a watchful gaze, she was the person who had supported me the most—from the moment I found out I was pregnant, all the way through the hardest days that followed.

“How was work today, sweetheart?” she asked, watching me closely.

My throat went dry. I couldn’t tell her. Not now.

“The same as always,” I answered, forcing a smile.

She narrowed her eyes, suspicious.

“You sure? You seem off.”

“Just tired,” I lied.

Her gaze stayed fixed on me for a few seconds, but luckily, Davi started chattering nonstop about school, changing the subject.

I tried to focus, to laugh along with him, but my mind was still miles away.

After a while, I noticed he was starting to yawn, so I took him to his room. He flopped onto the bed, his eyes already heavy, but he still watched me closely.

“Mom...”

“Yeah, my love?”

“Are you happy?”

The question caught me off guard. I looked at him for a moment, seeing how much he resembled the man who had once shattered my heart.

“I’m happy because I have you,” I whispered, kissing his forehead. “That’s the most important thing in my life.”

He smiled, satisfied.

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you more.”

“I love you infinity.”

I laughed softly.

“Then I love you beyond infinity.”

He closed his eyes, still smiling, and soon he was asleep.

I left his room and went to mine. But when I lay down, I stared at the ceiling, knowing I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

And I had no idea what to do now.
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Frederico Villanova

ACQUIRING COMPANIES, contrary to what most people think, isn’t some hobby I keep for myself. Buying businesses, restructuring their management, and turning them into profit machines wasn’t just a pastime—it was a game I was master of.

I don’t make bets without guaranteed returns. And Tesoro Reale was a calculated move.

Sitting at the head of the conference table, I studied the faces of the directors and investors—some tense, others curious—while one of the managers presented the company’s numbers.

“As you can see, the last quarter showed steady growth, but there was a slight dip in net profit margin due to rising operational costs.”

The graphs projected on the screen flicked from one to the next, but I already knew what I’d find there. Before I buy any company, I study everything meticulously—from the balance sheets to employee behavior.

My partner and friend, Vittorio Del Castillo, sat beside me, his expression impassive as always. Only someone who knew him well could tell he was tracking every detail.

“What about the suppliers?” I asked, crossing my arms.

The manager cleared her throat before answering.

“We have stable partnerships, but the contracts were negotiated years ago. With new management, we can look for more competitive alternatives.”

I nodded slowly.

“I want a detailed analysis of the contractual terms and a survey of new suppliers matching our quality standards. If we can cut costs without compromising the brand’s image, we do it.”

The directors exchanged glances, some scribbling notes in their pads.

“One more thing,” I continued, letting my gaze sweep across the table. “I want a report on the company’s most valuable clients. If Tesoro Reale holds its ground in the collector and elite market, I need to understand the exact profile of our audience. Selling luxury isn’t enough—we have to guarantee exclusivity.”

Vittorio shot me an amused look.

“You barely walked in and you’re already setting the place on fire.”

“The fire was always burning. I just like to stoke the flames.”

The room let out nervous laughter.

The meeting dragged on for another while, with departmental presentations and growth forecasts. Everything was exactly as I’d imagined. The company had potential—and now it was in the right hands.

When we finally wrapped up, I stood, adjusting the watch on my wrist.

“That’s all for now. Send me the reports I requested by the end of the week.”

I shook a few hands and left the room with Vittorio.

“So?” he asked as we walked down the hallway. “Worth the investment?”

I ran a hand over my chin, thoughtful.

“Yes. The company has a solid foundation—it just needs strategic adjustments. Nothing I haven’t done before.”

“As always.”

Vittorio gave a small smile, and we walked in silence to the elevator.

My office was on the top floor of Tesoro Reale. When I stepped inside, I closed the door behind me and swept my gaze across the room.

It was spacious, with floor-to-ceiling glass windows offering a panoramic view of the city. The décor was sophisticated—dark wood furniture, gold accents, a smaller meeting table in the corner. The leather chair behind the main desk looked inviting, but I didn’t sit.

I walked to the window, watching the São Paulo skyline.

How many companies had been mine already? How many had passed through my hands and turned into empires?

Tesoro Reale was just another piece on the board. And I always played to win.

After a few minutes, I checked my watch. I still had commitments to keep, and Saulo, my assistant, was probably already waiting.

I left the office and made my way through the building to the main exit.

Tomorrow would be a new day. And I was just getting started.
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Camila Pereira

I LIKED WORKING ON the second-to-last floor.

Not because it was some prestigious position or anything—far from it. But because the view of São Paulo from up there was a welcome distraction in the middle of the workday chaos.

The building’s enormous windows revealed the immensity of a city that never sleeps, with its skyscrapers, busy avenues, and a relentless routine that swallows you whole without warning.

The company building was imposing, with its modern structure and sophisticated details that reflected the luxury market it belonged to. The hallways were wide, the furniture minimalist, and even the air smelled expensive—a blend of polished wood and refined perfume.

I sighed, adjusting some papers on my desk as my supervisor, Nathália, handed me a new task.

“Camila, I need you to review these orders before the end of the day. Make sure the codes are correct.”

“You got it,” I nodded, taking the papers from her hands.

Nathália was a practical woman, firm in her speech, always too busy for casual conversation. She wasn’t necessarily rude, but she wasn’t the type to hand out smiles either.

And I respected that.

I kept working, trying to keep my mind off what was really bothering me.

When the lunch bell rang, I was still trying to digest the information. Then Juliana grabbed my arm, no warning at all.

“You’re coming with me. Now.”

Before I could protest, she was already pulling me down the hallway.

“Ju, what the hell—”

“No time for excuses. I want to know what happened yesterday,” she cut in, walking fast as she dragged me along.

I rolled my eyes, but deep down I knew this moment was coming. Juliana never let anything slide.

We headed to the cafeteria, but instead of sitting at the main tables, she led me to a corner further away, where we had more privacy.

She crossed her arms, staring at me expectantly.

“Spill it. Now.”

I bit my lip, hesitant.

“You have to swear you’ll keep it a secret.”

Her eyes widened.

“Oh my God. Now I’m even more scared!”

“Ju...”

“Okay, okay, I swear! Talk.”

“The new owner of the company...”

“Yeah, the all-powerful mystery man. What about him?”

“It’s Frederico. My old Frederico.”

She blinked a few times, not reacting right away.

“Wait a second...” she leaned forward. “Frederico? The guy who dumped you out of nowhere?”

I nodded, squeezing my hands under the table.

“The same.”

The silence between us lasted two seconds before Juliana slapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes bulging like I’d just told her the world was ending.

“Oh my God!”

She smacked the table, drawing looks from a few people nearby.

“Keep your voice down!” I whispered, panicked.

“I can’t believe this! This is straight out of a soap opera!”

“Yeah, well, there’s nothing fun about it.” I crossed my arms.

She took a deep breath, trying to process it.

“Did you know he was a millionaire?”

“I knew his family had money, but I had no idea he’d reached this level.”

Juliana still looked incredulous.

“So what now? Are you going to talk to him?”

I shook my head, feeling panic rise in my chest.

“No! He can’t see me.”

“Cami...”

“He can’t know I work here,” I continued, my stomach churning. “And he definitely can’t know about Davi.”

My son’s name hung in the air between us. Juliana was quiet for a moment, her expression softening.

“He doesn’t know he exists, does he?”

I swallowed hard.

“I found out I was pregnant a week after he left. I never got the chance to tell him, and after a while, I gave up.”

She let out a long sigh.

“That complicates things.”

“It complicates everything, Ju!” My voice came out louder than I intended.

She bit her lip, thinking.

“Okay, look. He’s a CEO. He’s got a ton of people around him, dozens of employees. He’ll probably never even come near our department.”

“Probably,” I repeated, but I didn’t really believe it.

Juliana held my hand over the table, her gaze turning serious.

“Whatever happens, you’re not alone. I’ve got your back.”

I was relieved by her response, but the worry was still eating me alive. Because sooner or later, Frederico Villanova and I were going to run into each other.

And when that moment came, I had no idea what would happen.
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Frederico Villanova

I DIDN’T ALWAYS STAY in the city when I acquired a company, but this time, the circumstances were different.

São Paulo wasn’t just another strategic point in my business empire. It was where my parents lived. And no matter how solid my relationship with them was, I never spent as much time nearby as I should have.

The car moved silently through the crowded streets toward the Villanova family home. An elegant mansion, with architecture that blended Spanish and Italian influences—an exact reflection of the heritage running through our veins. The imposing columns at the entrance, the wrought-iron details on the gates, the wide windows—all of it pulled me back to childhood, back to a time when running through the garden was the biggest worry I had.

But I wasn’t that kid anymore.

The moment the driver stopped at the gate, I got out of the car and stared at the facade for a few seconds. Being here always stirred something strange inside me. Like part of me still belonged to this place, but another part had walked away a long time ago.

The door opened before I even touched the bell, and my mother, Francesca Villanova, appeared with a smile on her face.

“Figlio!” Her Italian accent was still strong, despite all the years in Brazil.

I hugged her briefly, catching the floral perfume that always clung to her. She still had that same gentle expression, those kind brown eyes, and fair skin softened by time.

“Mother,” I murmured, letting her go.

She touched my face quickly before pulling back, as if making sure I was all right.

“You’re too thin,” she said, frowning.

“You say that every time you see me.”

“Because it’s always true.”

“Where’s my father?”

“In the study,” she replied, already tugging me inside.

The house was as imposing as ever. The dark wood furniture, the old paintings, the crystal chandeliers—it all made the place feel like a European palace dropped into the middle of São Paulo. Every piece here had a history, from the Persian rugs to the family portraits hanging on the walls.

When we stepped into the study, my father, Domenico Villanova, was sitting behind a massive mahogany desk, reviewing some papers.

“Ah, il mio ragazzo finally came to visit us!” He stood up, his deep voice echoing through the room.

My father had always been a man of presence. At sixty, he still carried himself with a firm posture and a serious expression, graying hair neatly combed, and that sharp look I’d inherited from him.

I shook his hand in a firm greeting.

“Father.”

He studied me for a second before giving a slight nod.

“Finally decided to spend more time with us?”

“For a short while,” I answered, direct.

“Good to know your new acquisition at least has that benefit,” he joked, sitting back down.

My mother sighed beside me.

“You two are so formal with each other.”

We’d always been that way.

I knew they loved me—I never doubted that. But there was a certain distance between us, something that had settled in over time. Maybe because I was always too focused on building my own path. Or because, on some level, I still carried the weight of a choice I’d never forgotten.

I could feel the way my mother looked at me sometimes. Like she was trying to understand why I shut myself off so much.

And maybe the answer was simple. I became this way on the day I abandoned the only person I ever loved.

I took a deep breath, pushing the thought away before it led me down a dangerous road.

“How long do you plan to stay in São Paulo this time, figlio?” my mother asked, folding her hands on the table.

I shifted my gaze to the glass of wine in front of me before answering.

“Until I wrap up some loose ends with Tesoro Reale. After that, I go back to Europe. That’s where I belong.”

My father nodded, unsurprised.

“I thought maybe you’d want to settle down here for good. You’ve been away so long.”

My mother let out a soft sigh.

“Yes, wouldn’t it be nice to spend more time with family?”

I took a sip of wine before answering, keeping my voice steady.

“My work is in Europe. That’s where I built everything.”

That was enough to make my mother lower her eyes a little, like she’d expected it.

“And besides work?” she pressed, watching me closely.

“What else is there besides work?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Have you met anyone?” The question came without warning, heavy with genuine concern.

My throat tightened for an instant. The answer came automatically, without needing to think.

“No. And I’m not looking.”

The silence that followed was uncomfortable.

I wasn’t a relationship man, and they knew that. But this time, the look they exchanged bothered me in a different way.

“Son...” my mother began, hesitant. “Years ago, we did what we thought was best for you. Taking you to Europe, letting you finish your studies, securing your future...”

“And it worked,” my father finished. “You became the man you are today.”

Yes. I had money, power, and recognition.

But at what cost?

The name I’d avoided for years whispered in my mind. I had to hold myself back from reacting. She shouldn’t be in my thoughts.

I tried to push that subject far away, straightening my posture and shifting focus.

“The new company has interesting potential. The brand is strong, but it needs a strategic overhaul. I’m adjusting the operations so it targets a more exclusive audience.”

I kept talking about business, about the investments I planned to make in Brazil before returning to Europe. My parents listened, agreed with some ideas, asked questions.

But the conversation no longer carried the same weight. Because after that question, the memory of her had lodged itself inside me.

When I left my parents’ house, the São Paulo sky was already dark, the city lights reflecting off the car window as the driver took me back.

I reached into the inner pocket of my jacket and pulled out my wallet. Without thinking, I opened it and slid my fingers into a hidden compartment.

And there she was.

The photo was worn from time, but I knew every detail of it.

Camila and me.

She was smiling in that picture—that wide, genuine smile, the kind that used to warm my chest back then. It was her favorite photo. The one she always said captured a perfect moment.

I should have thrown that memory away years ago. But I never had the courage.

I pressed my lips together and put the photo back before I could let myself feel anything beyond what was necessary.

Because Camila Pereira was the past.

Or at least, that’s what I kept trying to convince myself.
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CHAPTER 6
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Camila Pereira

“WHAT’S GOING ON, SWEETHEART?”

My mother’s voice cut through the silence of the living room, yanking me back to reality.

I was sitting there on the couch, hands folded in my lap, but my mind was miles away.

Trapped in the past. Or maybe the future—imagining every way my life could fall apart now that Frederico was back.

I looked up and met my mother’s worried eyes. She always knew when something was wrong.

I swallowed hard and took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the confession before I even said it out loud.

“Mom...” I hesitated for a second, but I had to tell her. I couldn’t hold this in alone anymore. “The new owner of the company I work for... it’s Frederico.”

She blinked, confused.

“Frederico?”

“Yes, Mom. Frederico.”

Shock crackled across her face like lightning.

“Oh my God...”

She sat down next to me, staring at me like she was trying to absorb the information.

“Does he know about Davi?”

I closed my eyes for a second, feeling the knot tighten in my throat.

“Not yet. But that’s why I’m scared, Mom. He could find out.”

“And what makes you think he’d do anything?”

My eyes welled up instantly.

“Because now I know who he is. And what he’s capable of.”

My mother frowned, waiting for me to go on.

“You know when he left me...” My voice cracked, but I forced myself to keep going. “I tried to find him. I tried to reach him. For a whole year, Mom. A whole year. I called his number, sent messages, looked for any trace of him, any news... but I never got an answer. I wanted to believe that somehow he still cared. But now, seeing the kind of man he’s become, the power he has...” My voice broke again, and the tears slipped out. I hated crying. Hated feeling this weak. “If he finds out he has a son, he could try to take him from me, Mom. And I can’t handle that.”

My mother pulled me into a tight hug, running her hand through my hair as I fell apart.
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