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Chapter 1 Oriana
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The streets of São Clara were wild, and Oriana had spent all 18 years of her life right in the thick of it. Her parents, Max and Charlotte, were straight-up hustlers—grinding every damn day as street vendors. Max, with his nervous stutter selling food, and Charlotte, always working her charm to sell cheap tourist junk, were like the power couple of the streets. They’d been busting their asses forever, all for Oriana.

Life wasn’t glamorous, not even close. Their place was just a step above a shack, and the neighbourhood? Yeah, not far from a favela. But, somehow, it worked. Max and Charlotte weren’t rich, but they were tight, and Oriana? She had it all—the smarts, the looks, and a personality that made people gravitate toward her. Teachers, neighbours, kids from school, even the shady guys on the block—they all loved her.

Their life was basic, but it was good. And even though she wasn’t dripping in luxury, Oriana had everything she needed. Until she hit 18. That’s when things really started shifting.

The ENEM exam, the one that would either make or break her future, had come and gone. She hadn’t blown the doors off with her score, but she’d done well enough to get into Universidade Federal de São Clara. The best part? The place was public, meaning no ridiculous tuition, and they even had programmes to help kids like her who couldn’t afford much. She’d get her degree, stay close to home, and maybe give her parents a bit of a break.

When Oriana burst through the door that day, Max and Charlotte were in the middle of their usual hustle, but her excitement was too much to contain.

“Guys!” she shouted, waving the piece of paper in her hand like it was a winning lottery ticket. “ENEM scores are out!”

Charlotte’s face lit up. “Oh, baby! How’d you do?”

Max, stirring a pot of something delicious but cheap, fumbled with his words as usual. “W-w-we’re p-p-proud of y-you, no m-matter what.”

Oriana’s grin could’ve lit up the whole damn city. “I didn’t hit the big 700, but guess who’s going to Universidade Federal de São Clara? That’s right, me!”

Charlotte nearly squealed. “That’s amazing!”

Max dropped his spoon and pulled her into a hug. “O-our little genius.”

Oriana squirmed out of his grip, still buzzing with adrenaline. “And guess what? It’s free tuition, and they’ve got all these programmes to help broke-ass students like me. I can stay close to you guys and not totally bankrupt us!”

Charlotte wiped away a tear. “You’ve always been our little miracle. Remember when you’d save candy to share with us?”

“Oh God, Mom,” Oriana groaned, rolling her eyes, “not the candy story again.”

Max chuckled, “Y-y-you’d s-say, ‘C-candy tastes b-better with Mom and Dad.’”

From the moment she could talk, little Ria had always been that kid—the one who’d save her candy just to share with her parents. “Candy’s better with Mama and Papa,” she’d say with that sweet, sing-songy voice and those big ol' doe eyes that could make even the grumpiest person crack a smile.

But as Ria grew up, she started seeing just how hard her parents worked. By the time she was a teenager, she was rolling up her sleeves to help out around the house. On weekends, she’d head to the stalls with them, hustling right alongside Max and Charlotte.

Her dad, Max, was all about the street food game—slinging pastels, coxinhas, grilled skewers, and even those trendy açaí bowls to passing tourists. Meanwhile, Charlotte ran the stall next door, peddling everything from knock-off designer bags to phone cases, souvenirs, and other touristy junk. And with Ria’s pretty face and smooth-talking charm, their business always got a little extra boost when she was around.

Thing is, Max and Charlotte didn’t want their daughter getting stuck in the grind. They’d always tell her, “Focus on school, menina, get a good job. We’ll be fine.” Ria would nod and smile, but every weekend she was there, working the stalls, making sure her parents weren’t pushing themselves too hard.

A few weeks after her ENEM results dropped, it was Ria’s birthday. Max wasn’t about to let the day slide by unnoticed, so he made a big call: they were going to Estrela Dourada for dinner. And this wasn’t just some local dive; this was the spot—the kind of restaurant that dripped in old-world, European baroque vibes with its wood-panelled walls, velvet chairs, and low, warm lighting. The place was fancy as hell, like something straight out of a movie where rich old dudes sit around eating caviar and complaining about their yachts.

Estrela Dourada was famous in São Clara, not just for its over-the-top décor but for its next-level Italian cuisine. We’re talking truffle risotto, veal Milanese, homemade pastas—the works. It wasn’t the kind of place you went if you were counting your pennies, though. Max knew that just one meal there would set him back a solid three weeks of hard-earned cash. But it didn’t matter. For Ria, for his little girl, it was worth every damn penny.

The restaurant’s prices weren’t the only thing making headlines, either. The head chef had this wild reputation for constantly changing the menu on a whim. One day, you might be served the best risotto of your life; the next day, he’s decided to reinvent everything, and suddenly, you’re staring at some dish no one’s ever heard of. It was risky, but that’s what made Estrela Dourada one of the hottest, hardest-to-book spots in the city.

“Dad, seriously, why blow all that cash on Estrela Dourada?” Oriana said. “São Clara’s got, like, a million other places to eat, and isn’t that spot impossible to book unless you do it six months ahead?”

One of her classmates came from new money—total showoff. He’d brag about his family eating at Estrela Dourada at least once a month, as if it made them royalty or something. But to Ria? The fancy restaurant didn’t hold a candle to the breakfasts her parents whipped up every morning. 

Max just grinned. “Is it really that hard to book? Guess I got lucky then, ‘cause I scored us a table.”

Her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “You’re kidding.”

Charlotte gave Max a playful smack on the arm. “Lucky, huh? You booked it for Ria’s birthday, so if anyone’s lucky, it’s our girl.”

Max laughed, his face lighting up. “Ha! Right, it’s our daughter’s good luck!”

Ria opened her mouth to argue, but seeing them both so excited, she couldn’t bring herself to kill the vibe. They’d worked their asses off for years. Their little food stall wasn’t just known to the local crowd anymore—it had blown up online after some small-time streamer gave them a shoutout. And while they weren’t pulling influencer-level money, weekends were nuts, with lines from open to close. 

The extra income definitely helped, but the Sinclairs had never been flashy. They kept things simple, lived like they always had. So seeing them this hyped for something as indulgent as Estrela Dourada—Ria didn’t have the heart to shoot them down.

Plus, this was all for her. That tugged at her chest, making her feel both touched and weirdly guilty at the same time.

Max had managed to book a private room on the second floor.

Halfway through dinner, Ria got up to use the bathroom. As she washed her hands, ready to head back to the table, she heard voices outside the door.
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Chapter 2 Princess
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“Annie, I’m so jealous of you. Your parents treat you like a queen, your brother dotes on you, and your fiancé is literally perfect.” A young woman’s syrupy voice dripped through the air, freezing Oriana mid-step.

“Well, duh. They all say I’m the little princess of the family.” The response was sugary sweet, almost painfully naive. Oriana didn’t even need to see them to know exactly what this Annie looked like. Spoiled, sheltered, the kind of girl who’s never known anything harder than deciding between a designer dress or shoes.

Ria’s hand hovered over the door handle. She should’ve just walked out, but then she heard it.

“But, Annie, you don’t really look like the rest of your family, you know?”

The tone was the kind of fake-nice that made Oriana’s skin crawl, dripping with passive-aggressive energy.

Even though she wasn’t out there, Oriana could feel the air outside drop a few degrees. Awkward wasn’t even the word for it.

Maybe she should wait it out. No way was she stepping into that trainwreck. Just as she was about to back away, little princess Annie snapped.

“So what?” There was an edge in her voice now, all that sweetness gone. “There are tons of people who don’t look like their parents. What are you even trying to say?”

“Oh, nothing,” her companion said with a chuckle. “Just curious, you know? I didn’t mean to upset you. If I did, I’m sorry.”

Ria couldn’t help but smirk. That was a masterclass in fake apologies—no wonder Annie was speechless. It was like being sucker-punched but with a smile. There was no coming back from that.

“...Tch, I’m not mad,” Annie huffed, but there was no fight in her voice.

Oriana waited until she heard their footsteps fade down the hallway before finally stepping out. She didn’t usually eavesdrop, but this was different. For some reason, that voice—the princess—was stuck in her head, circling like a broken record.

The corridors at Estrela Dourada were long and winding, like the place was trying too hard to show off its luxury at every damn turn.  When Oriana finally found her way back, Max and Charlotte were already coming to find her.

"Ria, where’d you disappear to for so long?" Charlotte’s voice was soft but concerned.

What was she supposed to say? “Oh, just overheard some rich girl drama while peeing”? Yeah, no.

“Uh, stomach wasn’t feeling great,” she mumbled, scratching her cheek like it was no big deal.

That had both of them all worried, of course. Max’s eyes darted nervously, like he was ready to call a doctor or something, and Charlotte’s forehead creased with concern.

“I’m fine now. Really,” she reassured them quickly. “Just needed a minute.”

She said it all casual, brushing off their concern, and it worked. Both of them relaxed, and they headed back to their private room. 

As she pushed the door open, though, Ria felt it—a weird tingle at the back of her neck, like someone was watching her. She whipped around. 

The fancy hallway behind her was full of all the usual overpriced crap. Marble columns, embroidered carpets, floral inlays on the floor that practically screamed, “Look how rich we are.” But not a soul in sight.

Was she tripping? 

“Ria?” Charlotte’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts.

“Yeah, I’m coming.” She shook it off, following them back into the room.

At the time, it felt like nothing. Just a moment of paranoia, right? But no. Turns out, that tiny flash of weirdness wasn’t just in her head.

Because the whole wrong baby in the wrong family thing? Not just some wild TV drama plot. It was real. And she was right in the middle of it.

The irony was, she and Beatriz had literally made fun of this exact storyline in class not long ago, laughing about how ridiculous it all was. 

Now, here it was—front and centre in her own life. A freaking soap opera plot, but this time, no one was laughing.

Life’s funny like that. Or, as Oriana thought bitterly, more like a cosmic joke.

And yet, there was no denying it. The DNA reports in the brown envelope didn’t lie.

"You’re my sister."

Oriana looked up, locking eyes with the man in front of her. His gaze was sharp, like it could cut through every layer of bullshit and leave you standing there, exposed. That was Ambrose Beaumont—her older brother. First time they were meeting, yet somehow, they both just knew. 

Blood doesn’t lie. 

But, of course, neither of them was the emotional type. No dramatic reunion, no tears, no running into each other’s arms. Nah, that wasn’t their style. It was like they weren’t even long-lost family, just two strangers who’d been thrown together by some messed-up twist of fate. No need for any extra theatrics.

"You need to come back to the Beaumont family." Ambrose went straight to the point, like he always did. No sugarcoating, no warm-up. Just cold, hard facts. "No kid from the Beaumonts stays lost in the wild."

Ria’s brow furrowed. That wording? Lost in the wild? Was she a stray dog or something?

"Grandfather agrees," Ambrose added, like that would make it all better. "I’ve done my research. You’re smart, you’ve done well for yourself. Coming back to the family is what’s best for you."

Oriana stayed silent. She knew he wasn’t wrong.

But still...

Ambrose must’ve noticed her hesitation. He adjusted his glasses, his movements smooth and calculated. "I get it. You’re worried about your adoptive parents. Don’t be. They raised you for 18 years, and the Beaumonts will make sure they’re well taken care of."

That got her attention. She glanced up at him, studying his face. They really did look alike. Same sharp features, same piercing eyes. He looked immaculate, too, like he never left the house without being picture-perfect. His white button-down was done all the way up, neat and proper, giving off this weird, don’t touch me vibe.

This was the kind of guy who could decide her entire future with a few words, just like that. All because he was Ambrose Beaumont—the Beaumont golden child, the one everyone bet their money on.

Oriana didn’t argue. She knew she didn’t really have a choice here. It was just a matter of whether she’d make it easy on herself or go down swinging. 

She studied the man again. 

They were siblings, no doubt about that. They shared the same face, the same vibe, but they didn’t share a history. They’d missed each other’s entire lives, all the important moments. There was no brotherly-sisterly bond, no deep connection.

And there was someone else standing between them.

That thought made Oriana smile, a slow, cynical twist of her lips. "What’s going to happen to the girl who’s been living my life? The one growing up in the Beaumont family as me?"
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Chapter 3 The Favoured One

[image: ]


In a living room that was way too extravagant—it could give hotel lobbies a run for their money—Oriana faced off with the girl who’d stolen her identity. 

Annette Beaumont. 

The name literally meant "the favoured one." Yeah, you could tell how hyped the family had been for the baby girl’s arrival. The second Annette opened her mouth, Oriana recognized that sweet, slightly annoying voice she’d heard echoing off the bathroom tiles back at Estrela Dourada.

It was wild how massive the world could be—some people lived their whole lives without ever crossing paths. But here was Annette, standing right in front of her, all teary-eyed and full of apologies, as if they’d known each other forever. 

“Oriana?” Fernanda Beaumont, her birth mother, stood frozen for a second, staring at her like she was a ghost from the past. Then, without even thinking, she let go of Annette and rushed over to Oriana. 

Annette’s eyes went wide as saucers. 

Oriana could see so many emotions swirling in Annette’s gaze, but before she could even process that, Fernanda had her in a tight embrace, crying, “My daughter!” 

After that, it was a chaotic mess. 

Claiming Oriana back was a huge deal. They didn’t throw a fancy banquet or anything, but through Antônio Beaumont, the big boss of the family, they made it official at the charity gala he held every year. It was a way to announce to the upper crust of São Clara that, surprise, the Beaumont family had a long-lost daughter.

Of course, that sparked some curiosity about how they’d handle Annette. The most sensible move would’ve been to let both girls return to their biological families, calling it a day and wrapping up a mess that had started almost two decades ago.

But people? They’re not made of wood. Emotions ran deep. Eighteen years of doting on Annette wasn’t something you just tossed aside. So after talking it over with Charlotte and Max, Fernanda decided to make Annette her goddaughter. 

And let’s be real, “talking it over” was just a fancy way of saying that Fernanda’s sweet talk was basically a power play. 

After all, the Beaumont family was one of the biggest names in São Clara. Whatever opinions Annette’s birth parents had, they were not going to change shit. 

This whole charade sent a clear message to everyone—Annette, even if she wasn’t Fernanda’s biological child, was still part of the Beaumont clan. As long as Fernanda was around, Annette was safe. 

In exchange, Oriana became Charlotte and Max’s goddaughter.

Before Ricardo Beaumont’s investment, Max and Charlotte Sinclair were just running a small food stall. But after he poured in some cash, they doubled their operations and turned it into a franchise. 

At first, they wanted to say no to Ricardo's offer. But Fernanda stepped in, and in a few slick sentences, she flipped the script on them. “Do you really want people looking down on Annie and Oriana? Money ain’t everything, but in this world, it’s the bare minimum. You’re both the girls’ parents, so even if you don’t care about yourselves, think about them, alright?”  

With those words, Max and Charlotte couldn’t say no anymore. 

But even with all that cash rolling in, they stayed grounded, sticking to their food stall and living life the same way they always had. 

“No matter what, you are still my parents,” Oriana told them one day when she called them over. 

Hearing that made Charlotte’s eyes misty. “You’re so sweet, Oriana. And Annie... she... just be patient with her.” 

Oriana nodded but felt a twinge of sadness. Since that day when the two families recognized each other’s daughters, Annette hadn’t reached out to Max and Charlotte at all. Everyone knew what was up.

Max and Charlotte were worried about Annette. They just wanted to do right by her. Still, they chose to stay quiet and let things play out. 

On the flip side, Ricardo and Fernanda were pretty chill with Oriana, but it felt more like a polite acquaintance than anything close. 

It would’ve been impossible for Oriana to say she didn’t feel a bit hurt by her birth parents’ attitude; that would be a lie. But she tried to tell herself to keep it cool. 

Thank god, after a bit of drama, things settled back to normal. Nothing like the soap opera-level chaos; just the usual bumps of everyday life. 

But then Oriana’s determination to attend São Vitor University, which was on the other side of the country, led to a major blowout with Ricardo and Fernanda. 

They fought tooth and nail about her school choice and major. 

In the end, they compromised, but it was mostly thanks to Oriana’s stubbornness and Annette’s persuasive skills. 

Oriana knew Annette was all about getting her way. Growing up in a bubble of privilege with parents and a brother doting on her, Annette had a serious possessiveness over the people she cared about. 

Sure, finding out about the baby switch had made Annette tone it down a notch, which only made Fernanda dote on her even more.

Oriana had been watching Annette’s little underhanded moves for a while now. Sure, Annette hadn’t done anything too crazy, but Oriana felt it was best to keep her distance and not step on each other’s toes. 

With that in mind, Oriana boarded the plane to São Vitor. 

The weather was perfect that day. The sky was a bright, almost electric blue, and the sun poured down, casting a warm glow over everything. February heat wrapped around her like a cosy blanket, but that humidity? It was like the air was saying, “You might wanna carry an umbrella, just in case.” 

“Hey, sis,” Annette piped up. 

Ambrose was off on a business trip, and with Max and Charlotte running the food stall, Oriana was shocked that the only “family” who showed up to send her off was Annette. 

Oriana glanced at her kinda sorta sister.

Annette’s bright smile lit up her face, her features almost too perfect. “Safe travels, okay?” 

Oriana nodded. They didn’t hug.
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Chapter 4 Engagement
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You know that saying about distance making the heart grow fonder? Turns out it wasn’t complete bullshit. 

Once Oriana settled into São Vitor, Fernanda started calling her every other day, guilt-tripping over not being there for her daughter like a classic mom. It was almost endearing how much she checked in, matching Charlotte’s call frequency. 

And Ricardo? The guy who swore he wouldn’t send her any money if she went to São Vitor came through with a fat deposit of over a hundred grand before Oriana could blink. But just like the monthly allowance from Max, she stuck that cash in her savings without touching a cent. 

Fast forward six months, and Ambrose showed up at São Vitor for a meeting, bringing along a surprise—a property deed. 

“Dad pulled some strings to get you a place,” Ambrose said, adjusting his glasses like he always did when he was about to drop some news. “He’s worried the dorm will be too crowded. And while he talks a big game, he’s been thinking ahead since you decided to come here.” 

Oriana stayed quiet, lips pressed together. 

The Beaumonts were more focused on São Clara, but they had their hands in all sorts of industries, and their reach went beyond just one city. They had properties in São Vitor too, but Oriana never expected Ricardo to give her a house outright.  It was a whole different ballgame than just handing her a key. 

Ambrose knew Oriana was smart enough to see the meaning behind the gesture. His voice softened. “You coming home for Christmas?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

*** 
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Four years had flown by in the blink of an eye. In that time, a ton of stuff happened, yet it felt like nothing really changed. 

Oriana never planned on going to São Vitor for school, but after getting reconnected with the Beaumont family, it became a thought. Still, it wasn’t a must-do choice; she felt more determined to go mostly to avoid a showdown with Annette. Deep down, Oriana knew if she stuck around São Clara, she’d end up trapped in a situation with no way out. Better to spend those four years exploring the world outside. 

Turns out, she was right. Those four years were packed—she worked, joined clubs, hit the books hard, and even got to shadow her professors, attending all kinds of academic seminars as a research assistant. Every moment was filled with purpose, and it felt good. 

But the wildest part was, her relationship with Annette had taken a total turn. They were supposed to be like strangers under the same roof in São Clara, but once Oriana got to São Vitor, it was like Annette had made it her mission to close the distance. She and her crew of friends would show up at Oriana’s place every time there was a long weekend, totally ignoring Oriana’s frosty attitude. 

When Annette realized that Oriana’s coldness was just a front, she seemed to take it as a green light to get in Oriana’s face more. Oriana couldn’t say no; she was stuck rolling with it. 

Then one day, Oriana noticed one of Annette’s hangers-on was the girl she’d overheard chatting with Annette at Estrela Dourada. The girl was drop-dead gorgeous, matching Oriana’s looks but giving off a totally different vibe. And Oriana found out that of all Annette’s friends, she came from the least privileged background.

“Hey, irmã, is there something on my face?” Tatiane asked, catching Oriana staring. 

Oriana blinked and pulled her gaze away. “Just thought you were super pretty.” Before Tatiane could brush it off, Oriana continued, “Annie calls me ‘irmã’ because I was born a few minutes before her, but you and I, let’s not, okay? We are not sisters.’

Tatiane’s smile froze.

Annette just sat by, watching Oriana serve up some major attitude and cackling like it was the funniest thing ever. 

“What’s got you cracking up? Isn’t Tatiane your girl?” Oriana shot back after Tatiane stormed off. 

Annette just shrugged. “Girl? She’s been all up in my space lately.” Her voice dripped with disdain. “She’s just hoping to level up, thinking she can snag a rich dude. She should take a good look in the mirror first.” 

Oriana caught on quick. “Oh, I see. And what about me?” 

“You?” Annette’s tone was as sweet as honey, almost sickening. “You’re my sister, so it’s totally different.” 

Oriana felt her suspicions confirmed. Annette’s newfound closeness made sense—she wasn’t worried about Oriana being a threat anymore. 

That all traced back to a little incident during Oriana’s Christmas break when she visited the Beaumonts. 

It all came down to the potential union between the Beaumont family and the Souza family. Annette had been glued to Lucas, the only son of the Souza family, since they were kids. During their little pretend games, she always insisted on being Lucas’s wife. Lucas, on the surface, was charming and gentlemanly, but he was pretty much a cold fish when it came to everything—except Annette. 

From being the clingy but adorable little sister to the beloved fiancée, Annette had switched roles in a way that made every girl with a crush on Lucas green with envy. 

So when the gossip about Annette not being a blood Beaumont dropped, everyone was ready to watch her crash and burn. But instead, they were blindsided when she and Lucas got engaged. They were planning to tie the knot after Annette graduated and Lucas returned from his studies abroad. 

Most folks only saw the shiny outcome, but Oriana was in the thick of it. The marriage was more than just a love story; it was a tangled mess of financial interests, with heavy stakes on the line.

Before the engagement was confirmed, Annette was a bundle of nerves. Even with Fernanda considering her a goddaughter, she wasn’t a Beaumont by blood. If the Souza family got cold feet or if Oriana tried to slide in, Annette could only curse her fate, feeling the weight of her so-called bad luck. 

Thankfully, after all the drama, nothing had changed in the end.

The moment the dust settled, Annette finally exhaled, her nerves relaxing as she realized she was still the one and only Mrs. Souza. Nobody was gonna steal her thunder. 
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Chapter 5 Caught in Bed
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Everything worked out just like Annette wanted, mainly because Lucas stood his ground and convinced the Souza family to chill. But the biggest reason was, Oriana didn’t want to mess with anyone’s love life.

“Lucas is Annette’s fiancé, not mine. I’m not desperate enough to go after someone else’s fiancé.” 

Those two lines shut down the whole family. And honestly, that was exactly what Oriana believed. She’d only met Lucas once, at Annette’s engagement party. The dude was the epitome of charm—polished, warm, the whole nine yards. 

Yeah, he was a seriously impressive guy, no doubt. But no matter how great he was, if he wasn’t hers, Oriana wasn’t about to waste her time swooning over him. That was her mindset. 

But maybe someone wasn’t convinced...

When Oriana woke up, she felt like she’d been hit by a truck. Her limbs were heavy, joints ached like she’d run a marathon, and an intense itch was crawling under her skin, making her mutter some choice words.

Then she realized there was a muscular male arm draped across her, pinning her down like a freaking weight. Her brow furrowed, and she pushed herself up a bit, her eyes dropping to the scene beside her. 

Yup. It didn’t take long to figure out what kind of situation she was in. Her bare skin was covered in hickeys and marks like some kind of freaky art piece. 

As her brain caught up with the chaos, doubt flickered in her mind.

“Ria, are you in there?” A familiar voice pierced through her thoughts.

Oriana shut her eyes tight, trying to steady her racing heart. 

“Ria? You in there? Why aren’t you talking?” 

It was Annette. 

Guess there was no point in hiding. Might as well face the music. Oriana shot a glance at the guy beside her. His handsome face was still asleep, but those thick lashes were fluttering like he was about to wake up. 

Yeah, it was about time. Wouldn’t want to miss the upcoming drama, right? 

“Ria, I’m getting worried! If you don’t say something, I’m coming in!” 

No sooner had the words left her mouth than the door swung open with a loud crash.

Annette walked in, her eyes locking onto Oriana’s face, which still bore the ghost of a smile.

Annette froze, half convinced she was seeing things. But she wasn’t; Oriana was grinning, a scornful, mocking grin that made Annette shiver.

For a split second, Annette felt a pang of regret flash through her. But deep down, she knew she’d made a choice she couldn’t undo, stepping onto a path with no return. 

Flashes of her beloved’s sweet nothings echoed in her head, and her moment of hesitation felt like a punch to the gut. 

No turning back now. 

With her fists clenched tight, her eyes widened in disbelief, Annette’s voice cracked like broken glass, rough and raw, way different from her usual chirpy tone. “Ria?! How... how could you be with Lucas? Why are you two in bed together?” 

Oh, but it was more than just sharing a bed. They’d clearly crossed every line imaginable.

Oriana tugged the sheet over her exposed upper body, trying to cover up her nakedness. But honestly, it only made things look even more suspicious. She kept her cool, though; not how Annette thought she’d react. 

Yeah, Annette could feel something was off, but there was no backing down now. The show was halfway through, and there was no reason to bail—especially since this whole mess wasn’t even about Oriana.

Feeling a surge of confidence, Annette blinked her big, round eyes, feigning a watery look, with tears just hanging at the corners, ready to spill. She pulled off that pathetic, fragile act like it was second nature. 

“I trusted you so much... Ria...” Her voice was a soft whimper, like a sad little puppy that tugged at the heartstrings. “How could you do this... with Lucas?” 

The words “in bed” got stuck in her throat. Sure, she had liked Lucas—really liked him, once upon a time. Watching her soon-to-be-ex-fiancé tangled up with her so-called sister was a tough pill to swallow, even if she’d kinda pushed things into motion. Still, nothing could prepare her for seeing this play out live.

Oriana just watched her with amusement.

Honestly, for a regular person, Annette’s acting skills were pretty on point—almost impressive, really. With her red-rimmed eyes, shaky body, and chin held high, she looked fragile, like a swan ready to snap under pressure. It was no wonder Lucas had been into her for so long. She wasn’t the prettiest, but damn, there was something about that look that made people want to protect her.

Sometimes, that worked better than a sweet talk. 

Too bad Oriana wasn’t buying it. 

A faint sound from next to her caught Oriana’s attention. Lucas was stirring. And Annette’s audience was about to arrive. Finally, this cringeworthy scene would hit its climax.

Oriana exhaled slowly, bracing herself.

The next second, a rush of footsteps echoed in the hallway. The door was pushed wide open. Annette played her part flawlessly, falling back into Ambrose’s arms as if it had all been perfectly choreographed.

“What’s going on here?” Ambrose’s voice cut through the air like a knife, deep and steady. 

“Oriana??” Fernanda shrieked. ‘How the hell could you be in bed with Lucas?”

“Lucas? Isn’t he Annie’s fiancé? What the fuck...?”

“Enough!” Ricardo’s roar silenced the room faster than a gunshot. The man looked like he’d swallowed a lemon, his face twisted in anger. He shot a glance at Fernanda, who immediately understood the unspoken order. She turned and blocked the nosy people trying to peek in, closing the door with a decisive thud. Finally, a shred of sanity.

About time, Oriana thought.

But once the crowd cleared, leaving just family behind, Ambrose wasted no time. 

“Oriana.” His gaze flicked between Annette and Oriana, who was propped up on the nightstand, looking dishevelled. “What the hell happened?”

“What happened?” Oriana’s voice was calm, a bit too calm. “I’m just as clueless as you are.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6 All the Players
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“Seriously, Oriana? You really don’t have any shame, do you? I know Annie isn’t your blood sister, but I thought you two had bonded. And now you’re in bed with her fiancé? What the actual fuck?” 

“Keep your voice down, Mom,” Ambrose said, shifting uncomfortably. “This isn’t helping.”

But that only ignited Fernanda’s fuse. Her patience snapped, and she charged forward, fueled by rage, ignoring her husband and son. “You think you can just betray your sister like this?” she yelled, raising her hand like she was about to smack Oriana.

Oriana had nowhere to run. It was too late before she realized she needed to dodge. 

Fernanda’s sharp nails grazed her cheek, leaving a stinging red mark that oozed blood. Oriana felt a dark heat rise inside her. Instinct kicked in, and she grabbed Fernanda’s wrist with a grip so tight her knuckles turned white.

No one saw this coming—not even Fernanda.

The shock on her mother’s face was priceless, Oriana thought.

“I...” Fernanda managed to choke out, the word barely escaping her lips as she stared into Oriana’s eyes, frozen in disbelief. 

The moment stretched out between them, and Oriana noticed something she hadn’t before: there was hatred flickering in Fernanda’s gaze. 

Could she really hate her own daughter, the one she had fought to reconnect with? While Oriana was away in São Vitor, Fernanda had always seemed to care—wanting to make up for lost time, to shower her with love.

When it came down to it, Fernanda could be decent to Oriana. But the moment you threw Annette into the mix, the scales tipped hard. Annette’s weight always held more pull than Oriana’s. 

Eventually, Oriana got wise. She stopped waiting for love from her biological parents. It was what it was. Besides, from an outsider’s perspective, it didn’t seem that bad. At least Fernanda still wanted to play the mom role.

But Oriana had a hunch that the hatred Fernanda felt wasn’t aimed at her. So, who the hell was it directed at? 

Just as that thought flickered through her mind, Ricardo’s thunderous voice broke the tension. “What the hell is this? Let go of your mother’s hand!”

Oriana’s gaze shot to Ricardo. He looked off, like he was trying too hard to keep it together. Something clicked in her brain, and she loosened her grip on Fernanda’s wrist, watching her stumble back into Charlotte’s arms. 

At the same time, the other key player in this mess was waking up.

Lucas was propped up on his elbows, rubbing his head like he just stepped off a rollercoaster. The sheets slipped down, revealing a chiselled chest that bore the marks of a wild night. Red and purple bruises spread across his skin, a clear reminder of the chaos that went down.

There was no denying what had happened last night. The evidence was as naked as he was. 

“Annie...” Lucas squinted, spotting Annette buried against Ambrose’s shoulder, desperately trying to avoid his gaze. A chill raced through him as pieces of the night before slowly fell into place. His face drained of colour, panic washing over him as he turned sharply. “I...”

Oriana averted her eyes, avoiding Lucas’s questioning look. To everyone else in the room, it screamed guilt. 

Annette opened her mouth, but Oriana beat her to it.

“Can I at least get dressed first?” She tugged at the sheet. 

*** 
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Oriana strolled in thirty minutes late, and the tension in the room was thicker than a New York winter coat. Everyone was already on edge, waiting for her to show up. They’d sent off the randoms, leaving only the parents and Lucas, the guy at the centre of this shitstorm. 

Even Ambrose had to bolt early for some work thing. Sure, he cared about Annette, but business always came first. Of the entire Beaumont family, he was the one who seemed the least bothered by  Annette’s or Oriana’s identity.

That’s why Antônio had tossed the whole “let’s accept Oriana back” duty to Ambrose. The old man knew his grandson well enough to trust him with it.

Oriana felt that. But she thought Ambrose wasn’t as detached as he pretended; he just had no clue how to be nice to her without stepping on Annette’s toes. Let’s face it, Annette was all about the drama, while Oriana didn’t play those games, which made it tough for Ambrose, who was more of a “don’t rock the boat” type.

Oriana lazily scanned the room, taking in the scene. Max and Charlotte looked concerned but disapproving, while Lucas sat there pale as a ghost, chatting quietly with Ricardo, who had that intimidating glare on lock. Then there was Fernanda, looking dazed, clutching Annette, who’d clearly just had a meltdown.

No one expected Oriana’s “getting dressed” would take half an hour. Annette had cried herself dry, practically running on fumes. Luckily for her, Lucas’s guilty eyes had been too much to bear, and she had exploded, making sure everyone felt the weight of her so-called tragedy. 

The sister with no blood ties and the fiancé about to tie the knot? Anyone would feel bad for her after that little scene. Orian figured that was why Annette had dragged a few of her closest friends to crash at the Beaumont house. It wouldn’t be much of a show without an audience.

Even though Ricardo had issued a gag order right away, gossip was like wildfire—it spread no matter how hard you tried to snuff it out. Sniffling, Annette surreptitiously checked her social media; sure enough, the news was already buzzing.

Mission accomplished. Annette let out a quiet sigh of relief, but as she glanced up, she caught Oriana’s smirk—a knowing smile that was both unsettling and amused.

In that split second, Annette felt the chill creeping up her spine. It was as if Oriana could see right through her—every secret laid bare. She instinctively moved closer to Fernanda, burying her face in the woman’s sweet-smelling embrace, desperate to shield herself from Oriana’s piercing gaze.

Fernanda snapped out of her daze and turned to Oriana, who had finally pulled her eyes away. She was toying with her earrings, a cascade of star-shaped charms dancing from her earlobes, shining like tiny fireworks. It was a stunning look, and for a second, it almost took the edge off the tension in the room. 

Almost. 

Ricardo’s expression darkened again as he noticed her nonchalance. “Oriana Beaumont!”
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Chapter 7 Responsibility
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Oriana shrugged it off. Oriana—it was always Oriana to them. They never called her Ria like Max and Charlotte did. 

“Right here,” she replied, letting her hand drop as she flashed a casual smile. “I’m not deaf; you can chill with the volume.”

The room fell silent. Nobody expected her to talk back like that. Sure, her relationship with her biological parents was always a little off, but she’d usually shown them the respect they thought they deserved—until now, that is. 

Ricardo was taken aback, probably still processing the fact that his authority was suddenly being challenged. 

Some people appeared all sophisticated and charming, but underneath, they were clinging to outdated traditions, seeing any disagreement as an affront. That was classic Ricardo.

“You!” he spat.

Oriana shot back, “What’s the deal? You gonna pull a ‘judge and jury’ act like Mom and slap me while you’re at it?”

Ricardo’s eyes nearly popped out of his head, his shoulders quaking with rage, veins bulging like they were ready to burst. He looked terrifying.

“Oriana...” Charlotte finally found her voice. “What’s with the attitude toward Mr Beaumont? You can’t talk to your father like that!”

“S-seriously,” Max added timidly, clearly bewildered that their visit had turned into a full-on circus. “Can’t we just sit down and t-talk like normal people without all the drama?”

Ria could hear the concern in their voices, not so much a lecture as a plea for calm. She shrugged. “I’d love to talk, but, you know, that kind of depends on them letting me get a word in.”

The sarcasm in her tone nearly sent Ricardo over the edge.

Oriana had no doubt that if Ricardo had a bat in his hand right then, he’d swing it right at her. But he was empty-handed, and Lucas’s voice cut through the tension, forcing Ricardo to reign it in for a sec.

It wasn’t that he feared Lucas; it was all about appearances. With an audience around, even if Ricardo was fuming inside like a kettle about to boil over, he’d hold it together. 

But you better believe he’d look for a chance to get even. If Oriana’s “dirty laundry” went public, whatever tiny bit of love Ricardo had left for his daughter would vanish in a heartbeat. That was her family for you—a mother with secrets, favouring her adopted daughter, and a father who was all about saving face, weighing every little thing on a scale of benefits. 

They were a match made in hell.

“Oriana, this is my fault,” Lucas said, and she looked at him. He said it was his fault, but his eyes told a different story.

She leaned in, curious for more.

“I just talked with Uncle Ricardo...” He paused, and it was clear he was wrestling with this. “Since it’s already happened, I think I should take responsibility.” 

The last words tumbled out like they were a massive weight. This clearly wasn’t what he wanted to say, or at least his brain was telling him to own up while his heart was screaming otherwise. What a mess of contradictions this guy was. 

Oriana decided to give him a little push. “You sure about that?” She stepped closer, tilting her chin up to meet his gaze. “You really wanna take responsibility for me? You sure you’re not just talking out your ass?” 

Lucas’s eyes flickered with pain, conflict swirling in there. Was he being genuine? Sure, he seemed ready to step up, but was he ready to stake his entire future on this? That was a pretty damn good question. 

He hadn’t wanted to do this. It was Annette’s tears that flipped his whole world upside down. 

“It’s been so tough for her,’ Annette said, sobbing. ‘She’s been living in my shadow for so long. You were supposed to grow up with her, not me...”

“Shut up.” Fernanda’s voice cracked as she pulled Annette in tight, almost like a shield. “We’ve looked into this. The baby swap was a mistake, an accident, and it has nothing to do with you. This was fate, bringing you into our lives. You are my daughter. No one can take you away from me!”

‘Oh, Mamãe!’ Annette wept.

On the other side of the room, Max and Charlotte stood there, watching the scene unfold between mother and daughter. They
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