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“LIFE HAS A TWISTED way of handing us the impossible just when we’ve stopped waiting for it.”

Luna Belmont

6 Years Ago

THE BITTER TASTE OF fear spread across my mouth as I sat on the cold exam table in the clinic. My hands were sweating, and my heart hammered in my chest with an absurd force.

The pain had brought me here, forcing me to drop everything in the middle of my shift to get help.

Since adolescence, I’d been used to doctors, tests, and discouraging diagnoses. My reproductive health had never been a secret to me.

I was sterile.

“Luna Belmont?” The doctor’s soft voice pulled me back to reality.

I lifted my face, trying to push away the dread coiling inside me.

The doctor, a woman in an immaculate white coat with attentive eyes, held a chart while giving me a professional smile.

“We ran some tests to figure out what’s causing your pain,” she began, her tone too casual, as if she were about to deliver news that would change my life. “And, well... the cause is something you probably weren’t expecting.”

I raised my eyebrows, waiting for her to go on.

“Congratulations, you’re pregnant.”

Time stopped.

Silence filled the room like a giant wave about to swallow me whole.

My stomach flipped, and my mouth fell open, but no words came out. My gaze locked on her, searching for some sign that this was a joke. But it wasn’t.

“What?!” My voice came out as more of a hoarse whisper.

The doctor kept her professional smile, but her expression softened slightly, maybe sensing that my reaction wasn’t exactly what she’d hoped for.

“You’re pregnant, Luna. Your tests confirmed it.”

I let out a humorless laugh, nervous, tossing my head back. It had to be some grotesque mistake—a mix-up of test results, a monumental error.

“No... this is impossible.”

I shook my head, denying it, refusing the possibility.

My hands trembled as I plunged them into my bag, digging furiously until I found the folder of test results I carried with me like a cruel reminder of what could never happen.

“Here!” I placed the papers on the table with a little more force than I intended. “This has to be wrong. I’m sterile!”

The doctor frowned and picked up the documents, flipping through each report with meticulous attention.

The silence stretched as she scanned the pages, her eyes sweeping over the technical language, the stamps from different specialists, the evidence that my womb would never be a home for a child.

“How many clinics have you been to?” she asked, without lifting her gaze from the papers.

“Three different clinics, three identical diagnoses. They all certified that I couldn’t have children.”

She took a deep breath, setting the documents down on the table. Her eyes met mine, and there was something there that made me even more uneasy: disbelief.

“Luna, you really are pregnant.”

My body leaned back as if the words had a physical weight.

“How is that possible?”

The doctor hesitated for a moment before answering.

“I think we’re looking at a miracle.”

The word hung in the air, latching onto every corner of my mind.

Miracle.

Something I never expected. Something I never believed could happen to me.

And suddenly, the world spun, and I knew that from that moment on, my life would never be the same.
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“NO MATTER HOW HARD the day is, coming home always brings a little peace—especially when someone’s waiting for you with open arms.”

Luna Belmont

Present Day

THE SECOND I PUSHED open the front door, I didn’t even have time to drop my bag before I felt a pair of warm little arms wrap around my legs.

“Why did it take you so long today, Mommy?” Antonella asked, her voice laden with an exaggerated urgency, as if I’d been gone for days instead of just a few extra hours.

I bent down, cupping her small face in my hands. Her brown eyes sparkled with curiosity, and her dark curls bounced as she blinked up at me, impatient for an answer.

“I had to close up the shop, my love,” I explained, pushing a stray strand of hair off her forehead.

The shop. Yeah, the modest little stationery store I’d been working at for a while.

Nothing glamorous, but it paid the bills.

I was the one manning the register and the stockroom, plus handling orders and dealing with impatient customers who lost their minds over standing in a simple line.

“Ohhh... so you locked everything up? With the key and everything?” Her eyes went wide, impressed, like closing a store was some kind of superhero move.

“Yep! I’m basically the supreme guardian of pens and notebooks!” I teased, tickling her until she squirmed and let out a delicious laugh.

Antonella Belmont, my five-year-old daughter, was a hurricane disguised as a child. Spunky, talkative, and bursting with energy, she had boundless curiosity and an uncanny ability to turn any silence into an endless string of questions.

She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the house, not even giving me a chance to take off my shoes.

“Mommy, today I did so many things!” she started, speeding through her words like she was afraid she’d forget everything before she finished the sentence. “I played with Grandma, but then she said I had to rest, but I didn’t want to because I wasn’t tired yet, but then I got tired and I slept a little bit—but just a tiny little bit! And then I woke up and I was starving, like I hadn’t eaten in a whole year!”

I laughed as she talked, tripping over her own words, like her brain was moving faster than her mouth could keep up.

“Wow, so you had a super busy day!” I said, raising my eyebrows.

“Uh-huh! But then Grandma said I had to eat everything, and I did, but I didn’t really like the broccoli. Why does broccoli taste like a tree?”

I stifled a laugh and sat down on the couch, pulling her onto my lap.

“Broccoli’s healthy, sweetie. It’s good for you.”

“But can’t it taste like chocolate?”

Before I could answer the big philosophical question of the day, my mother appeared in the living room, wiping her hands on her apron.

Celeste Belmont was fifty years old, but the weight of time had never managed to erase her natural elegance. Her brown hair, streaked with a few stubborn gray strands, was pinned up in a simple bun, and her eyes always held that mix of sweetness and worry.

She was the heart of that house. The one who kept everything standing after my father left.

My father...

A ghost from the past. He walked out on us when I was a teenager, without a backward glance. Vanished like dust in the wind, no explanations, no goodbyes.

My mother never talked about it, but I knew the pain was still buried somewhere inside her, even if she kept it locked away tight.

“You’re late today, sweetheart,” she said, crossing her arms and giving me a knowing look. “Everything okay?”

I sighed, letting my head fall back against the couch.

“Yeah, Mom. Just a full day. The boss asked me to close up, so I got out later.”

She studied me for a moment, like she could see right through my words.

I knew what she was thinking. She worried about me, about the weight I carried.

“You need to rest more,” she said, but her voice was soft, not accusatory.

“Mom, rest doesn’t pay the bills,” I shot back with a tired smile.

She just sighed and sat down next to us, pulling Antonella into a hug.

“I already told Mommy all about my day!” Antonella said, her little hands pressed against her face. “But I forgot to tell her I made a really pretty drawing today.”

“You did? Of what?” I asked, curious.

“Of the three of us! Me, you, and Grandma! But I drew you in a pretty dress, and Grandma holding a cake.”

“Well, your grandma does make the best cakes in the world,” I joked, and my mother shook her head with a smile.

The fatigue still weighed on my shoulders, but right then, everything felt worth it. I didn’t have much, but I had my daughter and my mother. And no matter how hard life got, they were my strength.

And I would give anything to keep them happy.

Antonella bounced off, probably hunting down the drawing she’d mentioned, and my mother, who had been sitting beside me, let out a deep sigh. One of those sighs that carries weight, worry, and words you hate to say.

Her expression had changed. Her eyes, always kind, held a glint of unease.

“What is it, Mom?” I asked, frowning.

She hesitated, smoothing the edge of her apron between her fingers, and that was enough to make my stomach drop. She never danced around something unless it was bad.

“Luna, some people came by today.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Who?”

She swallowed hard before continuing.

“People... bad men. They came to collect something.”

“Collect? What?”

My mother finally met my eyes, and I saw the answer there before she even said it.

“In your father’s name.”

A knot formed in my chest, tightening with every second the silence stretched.

That man. The one who shouldn’t even exist in our reality anymore.

“This has to be a joke,” I let out a nervous laugh, but my mother didn’t laugh.

She just shook her head, weary.

“I wish it were, sweetheart. But it’s not.”

I ran my hands over my face, trying to process the information.

“Mom, it’s been over ten years since I’ve seen that man! He’s not part of our lives—he never was. How can they expect us to pay for something he did?”

Indignation boiled inside me.

It was like a ghost from the past had decided to rear its head and haunt what little stability we had.

“I know it’s unfair, Luna. But they don’t seem to care about that.”

I took a deep breath, trying to hold back the rage building inside me.

“How much?”

She hesitated.

“Thousands of reais. Something we don’t have.”

I closed my eyes for a moment.

“What if we went to the police?” I suggested, still trying to find a rational way out of this.

My mother went even paler.

“I told them that,” she murmured, dropping her gaze. “And that’s when they made it clear that if we go to the police, they’ll go after Antonella.”

Silence fell between us like a verdict.

My blood went cold.

“Excuse me?!”

My voice came out low, but thick with disbelief.

“They said they’ve got nothing to lose, Luna. And that if we try anything, they’ll go after my granddaughter.”

My stomach lurched, the air seemed to vanish from my lungs. My baby. My daughter.

The ground beneath me felt like it was about to cave in.

“They can’t...” My voice cracked, my mind spinning in despair.

My mother grabbed my hands in hers, firm, trying to ground me.

“There’s one alternative. Only one.”

She didn’t need to say anything else. I already knew. And I hated how much it made sense.

Find Antonella’s father. Ask for a DNA test.

But that meant facing a past I’d buried years ago. It meant looking for someone who abandoned me at the hardest moment of my life.

And above all, it meant digging up truths I’d spent years trying to forget...
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“THE WORLD DOESN’T BELONG to those who wait—it belongs to those who make it happen.”

Roman Lockwood

SÃO PAULO WAS A MESS. A loud, unpredictable hell. But at the end of the day, this was where everything happened.

As the car crawled through the clogged streets, I watched the city through the tinted glass. Skyscrapers slicing through the gray sky, endless traffic, horns blaring like a nonstop soundtrack.

From the outside, it was ugly. But to me, it was the perfect setting for business.

This was where money flowed. Where the powerful laid down the rules and the weak just obeyed.

The driver navigated with precision, dodging the worst of the gridlock whenever he could. I pulled out my phone to check my schedule, and the moment I swiped the screen, my eyes landed on my wristwatch.

“Shit,” I muttered.

I was late. Not by much, but enough to irritate me.

In a few minutes, I was supposed to be sitting in one of the conference rooms at Lockwood Motors—the company I’d turned into a benchmark in the high-end sports car industry.

There was no room for error in there. My name meant excellence, and that’s exactly what I demanded from everyone who worked for me.

The car finally pulled into the underground garage of the glass-walled building that had my last name emblazoned on top. As soon as the security guard opened the door, I stepped out, adjusting the cufflinks on my dark suit jacket.

Employees dipped their heads slightly as I walked past, like I was some kind of king in his castle. And maybe I was.

I didn’t care if that was how they saw me. Actually, I preferred it.

I went straight up to the executive floor, where the meeting was already underway.

The moment I stepped into the room, all eyes turned to me. The marketing director, a few finance executives, engineers, and other key players were gathered around the glass table, a presentation projected on the screen.

“Gentlemen,” I said, closing the door behind me.

“Mr. Lockwood,” one of the directors hurried to speak, adjusting his glasses. “We were just discussing the new campaign for the Falcon X launch.”

The Falcon X. My new luxury sports car. Cutting-edge technology, flawless design, and enough power to crush any competitor on the market. The perfect machine.

I sat down at the head of the table and listened as the marketing guys droned on about strategy, ads, visual appeal. Presentations, statistics, charts. All that corporate theater they loved to perform.

I waited. I watched. I analyzed every detail as they spoke.

And then, when they finally fell silent, I let the silence drag on for a few seconds. Just long enough to create tension. Just long enough for them to know that, in the end, my word was all that mattered.

“Terrible.” My voice cut through the air like a razor blade.

A few of them exchanged uneasy glances. Others swallowed hard.

“I don’t want a car sold like it’s a goddamn refrigerator. This product isn’t for just anyone. We’re not advertising a budget sedan. We’re selling a lifestyle. Status. Power.” My eyes swept the room. “If you don’t get that, you don’t need to be here.”

The silence grew heavier.

“Do it again. From scratch. I want something that makes an impact—something that makes a millionaire open his wallet without a second thought. Something that turns this launch into an event, not just another mediocre marketing campaign.”

I pushed my chair back and stood up.

“You have a week.”

Without waiting for a reply, I walked out, leaving the weight of my decision behind me.

The work had to be flawless. And if it wasn’t, I’d simply replace the parts that weren’t functioning.

Simple as that.

[image: ]

“MAKING CHAOS AS USUAL, I see...”

I looked up from my laptop to find Jonathan and Victor sprawled in the armchairs in my office, like they had absolutely nothing better to do.

“Tell me: how did you get to my own office before me? You know what, forget it.”

Jonathan Montalbán, thirty-three, my partner and an investor in some of my companies, was the closest thing to me in terms of personality. Smart, reserved, with an always calculating look. He didn’t jump into any deal, and he didn’t trust anyone until he had concrete reasons to. Tall, impeccable posture, sharp eyes—he was the kind of man who intimidated anyone just by showing up.

We’d known each other for over ten years, back when I closed one of my first big automotive contracts and needed an investor who wasn’t some idiot full of empty promises.

Jonathan showed up, analyzed the proposal, and sealed the deal without blinking. Since then, we’ve maintained a solid partnership—and a friendship built on sarcasm and well-done business.

Victor Sartori, thirty-four, was a different story. He wasn’t my partner, but he was far from a man without influence. A CEO and investor across various sectors, Victor owned a chain of luxury hotels and a vineyard that supplied Michelin-starred restaurants. He was a loudmouth, a relentless wiseass, and seemed to have made it his personal mission to test my patience with his endless jokes.

We met in business school. He was one of the few who could keep up with my line of thinking during heated debates, and that academic rivalry eventually turned into a friendship that’s lasted to this day.

While Jonathan and I were more methodical and direct, Victor made a point of turning every situation into a comedy show.

And right then, from the smirk on his face, I already knew bullshit was coming.

“I thought this company was about cars, but apparently it’s turned into a circus,” Victor said, swirling a glass of whiskey in his hand.

I rolled my eyes, planting my elbows on the desk.

“The company isn’t a circus.” I crossed my arms. “But if it were, the marketers and directors would be the clowns.”

Jonathan laughed quietly.

“And you’d be the lion tamer with the whip.”

“Exactly.” I shrugged. “If they could do what I tell them without needing an illustrated map, maybe I wouldn’t have to spend so much time fixing incompetence.”

Victor sighed dramatically.

“I’m always moved by your patience and sweetness. Must be why everyone loves you so much.”

“They don’t need to love me. They just need to obey me.”

Jonathan just smiled, glass in hand. He knew I meant it.

“Speaking of obedience... how are your investments, Sartori?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Doing great, thanks. My properties are raking in millions, and unlike you, I don’t have to terrorize anyone to make a profit.”

“That’s because you deal with tourists and wine. Not with gears, engines, and shareholders who think they know more than I do.”

Jonathan leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table.

“And you, Roman? How’s the Falcon X timeline looking?”

“Behind schedule.” I ran a hand over my chin. “And if that marketing team doesn’t deliver something decent by the end of the week, I’ll make a point of replacing half of them.”

“Classic,” Jonathan said, shaking his head.

We talked business for a while, until Victor, clearly bored, slapped his hand on the table.

“Okay, boring subject over. Now let’s talk about what matters.”

“And what matters, according to you?” I asked, suspicious.

“My birthday, of course!”

Jonathan and I exchanged looks.

“You still celebrate that?” I asked, feigning surprise.

“And you’re still alive?” Jonathan added, raising an eyebrow.

“Assholes.” Victor rolled his eyes. “My party is at the end of the month, and your presence is mandatory. I’m the oldest here.”

“Mandatory?” Jonathan asked, amused.

“Yes. I don’t want any lame excuses about ‘work,’ ‘meetings,’ or ‘my mood is terrible for parties.’ You’re coming. Deal with it.”

I leaned back in my chair, considering the information.

“If there’s decent whiskey and I don’t have to socialize too much, I’m in.”

“Same for me,” Jonathan agreed.

“Great. But fair warning: bring your suits, because it’s going to be elegant.”

“Then we’re not going,” I teased.

“You’re going. Because I’m irresistible.”

“That’s what your inflated ego says,” Jonathan shot back, smiling.

After a few more jabs, Victor seemed satisfied and got up.

“Well, it’s been fun annoying you two, but I’ve got a meeting.”

Jonathan stood up too.

“See you on Saturday, three weeks from now. If you’re still alive by then.”

Victor flipped him the bird before walking out of the room laughing. Jonathan gave me a knowing look before following him.

I didn’t like birthdays. When I turned thirty-two, I didn’t even celebrate—I just worked the whole day.

When the door closed, I let out a sigh and refocused on the reports in front of me.

The world revolved around results. And I stopped for nothing.

Parties, jokes, and business could coexist. But at the end of the day, my work always came first.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




“DAILY HUMILIATIONS are like small cracks. Some you ignore, others, over time, start shattering you from the inside.”

Luna Belmont

“THIS IS RIDICULOUS! I am not paying this absurd price for something so basic!”

The woman’s shrill tone made me close my eyes for a second and take a deep breath. My shift at the store was already hard enough without having to deal with customers who thought yelling was a viable solution to everything.

I’d been working for two years at the Bela Vida Bookshop & Stationery, a small but welcoming place where we sold a little bit of everything—notebooks, books, school and office supplies.

It was a simple place, no frills, but it helped me pay the bills.

Or almost.

The woman in front of me huffed impatiently, crossing her arms. Her bleached-blonde hair was perfectly in place, and her huge, glossy nails tapped a steady rhythm on the counter.

“Ma’am, I understand your frustration, but these are the prices set by the store. I’m not authorized to change them.”

She arched a thin, perfectly shaped eyebrow, looking at me like I was the most useless person she’d ever crossed paths with.

“Oh, right, because you’re just some random salesgirl, aren’t you?” Her voice, dripping with contempt, made me swallow hard. “People like you are here just to bow your heads and say ‘yes, ma’am,’ but you can’t even do that right!”

The blood rushed to my face, and I was completely frozen. The humiliation hit me like a slap to the face, hot and unexpected.

That was when the manager stepped in.

“Ma’am, if you’re not satisfied, we can cancel the purchase.” His voice was firm but calm.

But the woman was far from giving up.

“This is an outrage! I demand to speak to the owner of this dump! You’re all incompetent!”

My stomach churned as she turned back to me, her sharp glare fixed on my face.

“And this girl here is the worst of them all! She can’t even serve a customer properly!”

I wanted to answer. I wanted to defend myself. But the words simply wouldn’t come out.

When she finally left, trailing a wake of indignation and insults, my throat was burning, and the knot in my chest felt impossible to loosen.

Without a word, I went to the employee bathroom, locked the door, and leaned my back against the cold wall.

And I cried.

I cried from frustration, from exhaustion, from fear. I cried because this wasn’t the first day like this, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be the last.

The piled-up bills, the debts my father left behind, the pressure of supporting my daughter...

Everything seemed to crush me all at once.

After a few minutes, I washed my face, took a deep breath, and forced myself to pull it together.

I couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now.

As soon as my morning shift ended, I left the store to grab lunch and spotted the two people who always pulled me through the rough times: Maitê and Eloá.

Maitê Oliveira was the free spirit of the trio. Tall, brown skin, thick curly hair, with an easy smile and a sharp sense of humor. She had a contagious energy and could turn any situation into a joke.

Eloá Martins was the opposite. More serious, calculating, with a gaze that was always analytical and spot-on. She carried herself with elegance and an impeccable style. While Maitê liked to stir things up, Eloá preferred to keep her feet on the ground and bring the group back to reality.

We met in Business school and had been inseparable ever since. We were even the same age—twenty-six.

“Well, well, look who survived another morning of capitalist exploitation!” Maitê joked, opening her arms.

“Surprising, right?” I tried to smile, but I failed miserably.

Eloá frowned, always observant.

“What happened?”

I let out a heavy sigh.

“I got humiliated by a customer at the store.”

“Oh, no!” Maitê’s eyes went wide. “Tell me you at least threw a stapler at her.”

That got a weak smile out of me.

“Unfortunately, no. But it was close.”

“Idiots always show up.” Eloá crossed her arms. “But I hope the manager did something.”

“Yeah, he stepped in, but she kept cursing me out in front of everyone.”

Maitê huffed.

“Sounds like my ex-mother-in-law.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“That witch?”

“The very same.” She rolled her eyes.

Eloá smiled faintly, but her expression quickly turned more serious.

“Luna, you’ve been way too overwhelmed. I know this job is important, but you can’t keep running yourself ragged like this.”

I was quiet for a few seconds. Because deep down, I knew she was right.

“What is it?” Eloá asked, noticing my hesitation.

I took a deep breath before answering.

“I need to make a decision.”

Maitê raised an eyebrow.

“This is sounding like one of those dramatic moments from a Mexican soap opera.”

“Worse than that,” I murmured.

The two of them stared at me, waiting for me to go on. I let the air out slowly, feeling the anger rise again.

“I have to go after Roman Lockwood’s family again.”

His name hung in the air like a curse.

“Wait, that Roman?” Maitê’s eyes widened.

“Yeah, that one.” I crossed my arms.

Eloá’s face went serious.

“Luna... after everything that happened?”

“I don’t have a choice.” I clenched my jaw. “Every single one of them refused to believe me when I said I was pregnant. They treated me like I was just some gold digger.”

The memory made my skin burn. The humiliation of being disbelieved, of being treated like a liar—it all came rushing back with full force.

Maitê sighed.

“Well, if you’re gonna go break their faces, I’m with you.”

Eloá, more rational, crossed her arms.

“I just want you to be sure about this. You know how his world works.”

I knew. And I hated knowing.

But it wasn’t about what I wanted anymore. It was about what I needed to do.

I wasn’t going to let anyone mess with my daughter, and if there was a chance to protect her, I’d grab it with everything I had.

If Roman legally acknowledged Antonella, if his name was on the right documents, she’d have rights. She’d have security.

I could hate the idea of facing his family again, I could remember, with fury, every time they called me a liar, a gold digger, anything but a mother. But none of that mattered.

They hated me? Their problem.

What I couldn’t stand was seeing my daughter suffer because of the debts of a man who wasn’t even a part of my life.

And if that meant going after her father one more time, then I’d damn well go.
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“SOME BATTLES AREN’T about winning or losing. They’re about making sure the people you love are protected.”

Luna Belmont

I WALKED OUT OF THE shop and went straight to a law office, my heart heavy as lead. With every step I took, the decision I was making felt more concrete, more final.

The tall, modern building stood in stark contrast to the simplicity of the Beautiful Life Bookshop & Stationery Store, where I spent most of my days. The mirrored glass reflected my own face, and for a second, I hesitated.

Was I really ready for this?

I took a deep breath and walked in.

The receptionist, an elegant woman with a professional smile, looked at me with curiosity before asking, “Good morning, miss. Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes, with Dr. Mercedes. I called her last night. She’s a friend.”

She checked something on her computer and nodded. “She’s expecting you. Go down the hall, third door on the right.”

I thanked her and followed the directions.

When I walked into the office, I was met by the attentive, warm gaze of Mercedes Alencar, a woman in her forties with impeccable posture and a sharp look behind her gold-rimmed glasses. Her brown hair was pulled back in an elegant bun, and her perfectly manicured nails tapped lightly against the dark wood desk.

Mercedes was a frequent customer at the stationery store and had always been kind to me. Maybe that was why I’d worked up the courage to come to her for help.

She broke into a smile the moment she saw me. “Luna! So good to see you. But I’m guessing this isn’t a social visit.”

“Unfortunately, no.” I sat down in the chair across from her, letting out a tired sigh. “I need your help, Mercedes. And I think it’s a complicated case.”

She clasped her fingers together on the desk, leaning forward slightly. “Tell me what it’s about.”

I swallowed hard before I began. “It’s about my daughter. About Antonella.”

Her expression softened, but her attention stayed sharp. “What happened?”

“I need to file for a paternity test.”

Mercedes blinked a few times, absorbing the information. “Alright. Can you explain the situation to me?”

I nodded and braced myself to dive into memories I’d spent years trying to bury.

“Six years ago, when I found out I was pregnant, I went to Roman Lockwood’s family to tell them.”

His name hung in the air, heavy with hurt and bitterness.

“And how did they react?”

I laughed, but there was no humor in it. “How do you think a millionaire’s family reacts when some broke girl shows up saying she’s carrying his kid?”

Mercedes sighed. “They didn’t believe you.”

“Worse. They called me a gold digger.” My fingers pressed against the edge of the desk. “They said I was making it all up for money and that I should never contact them again.”

“And you never tried again?”

“No.” My voice came out softer. “The shock was so bad, I did exactly what they told me. I moved on with my life, raised my daughter alone, without expecting anything from him or that family. But now things have changed.”

She watched me for a few seconds before asking, “Did you ever actually talk to Roman back then?”

I shook my head. “No. I never got the chance. His family made it very clear he didn’t want to see me, didn’t want to hear anything about me, and I never understood why.”

Mercedes leaned back in her chair, thoughtful. “Okay. So you want to file a paternity suit.”

“Yes.”

She picked up a notepad and started writing as she spoke. “A paternity test can be court-ordered. If Roman doesn’t agree to do it voluntarily, a judge can compel him. But in these cases, it can take time. Depending on how much the other side fights it, the process can drag on for months.”

I swallowed. “Months?”

She nodded. “Yes. But given the circumstances, we can argue urgency.”

“And what about contact? What if I want to try to resolve this without it turning into a scandal?”

“We can try an out-of-court approach first. Send a formal notification and see how he reacts. If he refuses, then we move forward with the lawsuit.”

I pressed my lips together, thinking. “And what if he just ignores it?”

Mercedes smiled sideways. “That won’t be a problem. If he doesn’t respond, the case goes to court anyway. And when a judge orders a DNA test, his refusal can weigh heavily against him.”

I nodded, trying to organize everything in my head. “So regardless of his answer, I can prove Antonella is his daughter?”

“Exactly.”

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the decision settle on me. “And the timeline? How long does it take for a judge to compel him?”

Mercedes pulled some papers from a drawer. “If he doesn’t contest it, it can be fast. But if there’s resistance, it could take months. That’s why our first attempt will be through dialogue.”

I was silent for a moment before finally nodding. “Then do whatever it takes. Move forward with the process.”

Mercedes smiled confidently. “Leave it with me. I’ll need a few things from you.”

“That’s fine.”

In that moment, I felt like a crucial piece of my past was about to collide with my present.

And as much as I hated it, there was no going back.

Roman Lockwood

FAMILY IS A FRAGILE concept. For some people, it’s a safe harbor. For me, it was always a battlefield disguised as a home.

I hated family dinners. Especially certain traditions.

Despite that, I was ambitious enough to fake it and get what I still needed for myself, and tonight was part of that game.

The Lockwood house—my parents’ house—was in one of the most luxurious neighborhoods in São Paulo. A classic mansion with an imposing facade and enormous windows, as if every detail were there just to flaunt power.

It had always been like that. The ostentation, the coldness, the constant need to remind everyone that the Lockwoods weren’t ordinary people.

I’d grown up inside that suffocating environment, learning early on that feelings were weakness and that power was the only thing that truly mattered.

I got out of the car and climbed the wide steps, greeted by the housekeeper with a forced smile. I didn’t blame her. Neither she nor any of the staff wanted to be here.

When I stepped into the hall, I was met by the echo of my own footsteps on the marble floor. The house was immaculate, but empty of any human warmth. The place where I grew up had always felt more like a boardroom than a home.

When I entered the dining room, my parents were already seated at the table, as if their every move was timed.

Augustus Lockwood, fifty-five years old, former CEO and owner of a string of companies ranging from the automotive sector to tech investments. He was an intimidating man, always impeccably dressed, with perfectly combed gray hair and a critical stare that seemed to bore into anyone who dared waste his time.

Everything about him was calculated.

Just like his businesses, he ran the family like a high-risk investment, where profits and losses were measured by obedience and performance.

Beside him, Rosalind Lockwood, fifty-three years old, his wife and devoted sidekick. A woman as cold as her husband, but with a special gift for making any situation uncomfortable. Elegant, always well-dressed, she maintained a rigid posture and sharp eyes, as if she could find flaws in anything that wasn’t perfectly aligned with her taste.

“Roman.” My father looked up from his wristwatch and shot me a critical glance. “At least tonight you decided to be on time.”

I sat down without answering. My mood was already shitty from having to be here at all, so any jab from him would just test my patience.

“Good evening to you, too, Father.”

My mother sighed, picking up her wine glass and swirling the liquid slowly, without hurry. “The least he expects, Roman, is that you respect this tradition.”

Tradition.

As if monthly dinners where we were forced to sit together and pretend we were a functional family were something sacred.

A waiter appeared to serve the dishes, and my father got straight to the point, as always. “So, how are the businesses?”

“Business is good. As always.”

He nodded, satisfied, but before he could continue, my mother cut in. “And the women, Roman?” Her voice was sweet, but poisoned with curiosity and judgment. “Don’t tell me you’re still hiding behind your work. A man like you needs a suitable wife.”

I should have known this topic would come up. “I don’t need any wife, Mother.”

My father cleared his throat, setting his utensils aside. “Actually, you do.”

I looked up at him, narrowing my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He leaned back in his chair, folding his fingers over the table. “I’m preparing the transition for you to take over the rest of the companies.”

Even knowing this moment would come, my expression remained neutral. “And what’s the condition?” I asked, because there was always one.

He looked me straight in the eye. “I want you to get married.”

I let out a short, humorless laugh. “Oh, sure. That makes perfect sense.”

“I’m not joking, Roman. You already have power, you have influence, you have the intelligence to run an empire. But a man like you needs a solid foundation. You need a family to consolidate your name.”

I crossed my arms, already feeling the irritation boiling inside me. “Is this about business, or your obsession with controlling my life?”

“Both.” He didn’t hesitate.

My mother smiled with complacency. “And you can choose whoever you want, darling. As long as she’s a woman who won’t tarnish the family name.”

“Oh, how generous of you,” I said, dripping with sarcasm.

“It’s the only condition, Roman. I won’t budge on this.”

My jaw tightened. “So I can pick any woman?”

He hesitated for a brief moment. “Yes.”

But his expression didn’t hide the wariness.

I was already tired of this game. Of this entire family charade.

I endured the rest of dinner, listening to my father talk about numbers, mergers, investments. My mother, every now and then, threw out some shallow comment about elegance, tradition, about how a man of my caliber should conduct himself.

Their toxicity grated on me more and more, and all I wanted was to get out of there as fast as possible.

Little did I know that, very soon, the solution to my father’s problem would land right in my lap.

And I’d have to deal with it in the worst possible way.
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CHAPTER 5
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“SOME PEOPLE FROM THE past shouldn’t be allowed to come back. Especially the ones who destroyed your trust.”

Roman Lockwood

PARTIES LIKE THIS WERE nothing but theater dressed in luxury, where the real show happened behind the scenes.

“It’s my birthday. No sour faces today, please!”

Of course Victor would lead with one of his provocative lines.

His mansion was absolutely packed. It was one of those absurdly fancy parties where the music was curated to please a discerning crowd and the drinks cost more than most people’s cars. The open garden was lit with elegant lights, and waiters circulated with champagne and gourmet canapés.

The cream of high society was there. Businessmen, investors, fashion celebrities, even a few politicians—all dressed impeccably, as if they’d stepped straight out of the pages of a luxury magazine.

Jonathan and I were near the bar, watching Victor greet the guests with his eternal smirk, looking like the king of the world.

“I know you two hate social events, but at least try to look a little more alive,” Victor joked as he came back, grabbing a glass of whiskey.

“If you wanted energy, you should’ve hired a bunch of influencers, not us,” Jonathan shot back with his usual calm.

“Oh, but you two are the best part of the party! The perfect contrast between funeral humor and wealth!” Victor clapped Jonathan on the shoulder, then looked at me. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have guests to impress and women to charm.”

We rolled our eyes as he walked off, blending into the crowd like he was the supreme host of the night.

Jonathan sighed and shook his head.

“Worst decision of my life was becoming his friend.”

I took a sip of my drink and muttered, “I think that every time I fall for this trap called ‘Victor’s party.’”

Jonathan chuckled briefly, but then his gaze sharpened.

“What about you? You seem more irritated than usual. What happened?”

My jaw tightened, and my mind automatically snapped back to that hellish dinner at my parents’ house.

I took a deep breath, running a hand over my face.

“My father decided to give me an ultimatum. He wants me to get married. That’s the only way he’ll hand over the rest of the companies.”

Jonathan let out a humorless laugh.

“Of course there’s a condition. He doesn’t even trust his own son to take over without a favorable deal.”

“Exactly.”

He swirled the whiskey in his glass, thinking.

“So what are you going to do?”

I was silent for a moment, but the answer was already inside me.

“I’ll handle it. Even if it’s a sham.”

My voice came out cold, determined. Because that was it. I wasn’t going to let my father dictate my future.

But before I could sink deeper into that thought, something clicked in my mind.

A name.

Luna Belmont.

The shock of the memory hit me like a punch to the gut. The past I’d buried years ago, the one I’d made a point of erasing from my life, came rushing back with full force.
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