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This is a fiction work. The characters, dialogues, plots, and events described in this book are products of the author’s imagination and are used for narrative purposes. While real-life events, locations, and competitions from the world of cycling, music, and other fields are mentioned, the outcomes and contexts have been adapted or modified to enrich the storyline.

Any resemblance to actual people, living or deceased, is purely coincidental, except when public figures are mentioned as part of the historical or cultural context. In such cases, their appearances are fictionalized and do not necessarily reflect actual events, words, or actions.

The educational and academic institutions mentioned, such as universities or conservatories, are referenced for creative purposes only and are not intended to represent any official affiliation.

The author does not intend to alter the official history of sporting or musical events, nor to diminish the achievements of athletes or the organizations involved. All names, brands, and titles mentioned belong to their respective owners and are used solely for creative purposes.
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​AUTHOR’S NOTES
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It is recommended to begin reading this saga from Book 1 to fully understand the unfolding of the story and the emotional growth of its characters. Each chapter is part of a larger journey, where past and present are deeply intertwined.
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Los Angeles

The afternoon rehearsal at Gaia’s Cry studio was fading away. One by one, the instruments fell silent: guitars resting against amplifiers, drumsticks crossed over the snare, cables unplugged with automatic movements. The goodbyes were brief, almost distracted, and the group slowly dissolved into the hallway.

Camila remained seated at the piano, seemingly absorbed in an arrangement, her fingers suspended above the keys.

“Want to grab something to eat and then head home?” Brenda asked, already holding her jacket.

“Thanks, Bren. I’ll stay a little longer today,” Camila replied without turning around.

Brenda hesitated for a moment. She exchanged a glance with Charles, who was waiting by the door.

“All right. Call me if you need anything,” she said at last.

“And bundle up,” Charles added. “It’s pouring outside.”

Camila barely nodded. The door closed behind them, and their footsteps faded down the corridor.

The studio dimmed as the overhead lights turned off, leaving just the lamp by the piano to light the instrument.

Camila did not play a single note. She stayed there, motionless, breathing slowly. Waiting.

Not for the music, but for the only thing that mattered that evening: the video call with Romina.

The only way to see Dylan.

Since that first call weeks ago, Camila had hoped the video chats would become a regular thing—a bridge to her son, even if only through a screen. But Romina had canceled more often than she had followed through.

“Dylan is asleep.”
“Leo is home.”
“I do not want this to become a routine.”
The last excuse had been the worst.

“It is not healthy to establish a pattern. Not for you, not for Dylan.”

As if seeing her could be harmful. As if her presence—blurred through a screen—might disrupt the delicate equilibrium Romina had so carefully orchestrated.

Camila clenched the phone in her hand, feeling the pressure dig into her palm.

At the end of the ride, the car turned into the cul-de-sac. Camila asked the driver to wait a few meters away. She looked toward the garage: empty. Leo and Marcus weren’t there. Better that way.

The rain was starting to soak through her clothes, but she barely registered it. She walked to the door with determination and reached for the handle. That was where the impulse broke. Walking in unannounced could trigger an immediate reaction from Romina. She did not want to make things worse.

She took a slow breath and rang the doorbell.

A few minutes later, Romina peeked through the window, visibly annoyed by the unexpected visit. She opened the door just enough to let her step into the foyer.

“You’re soaked,” she said without greeting her. “You should take better care of your health.”

Camila held her gaze, even as she felt her courage beginning to crack. She pushed her damp hair back.

“Mom, you can’t keep refusing to let me see Dylan,” she said, lifting her shoulders slightly. “I don’t understand. You said I always could, that...”

Romina cut her off with a raised hand.

“That’s what I said, and I stand by it. As long as you do your part, Camila.” She crossed her arms.

Frustration tightened Camila’s chest. Tears threatened to spill, but she managed to hold them back.

Romina continued, unyielding:

“I understand your anxiety, but this isn’t just about seeing him or not. And you need to understand this clearly.” She drew a breath before going on. “It’s about creating an environment without problems or tension.”

Camila frowned, confused.

“Those rumors about some supposed rehab in Costa Rica, for example...”

This time it was Camila who interrupted, her voice slightly louder.

“For God’s sake! You, of all people, know the truth. And what could Dylan possibly understand about that? Tell me.”

“See?” Romina replied, lifting an eyebrow. “You could wake him up with that tone.”

Then she softened her voice, as if trying to regain control.

“I’m just saying you need to learn to control yourself. And... clear up that rumor. I don’t know, maybe your manager knows how to handle it. It must be common in his line of work.”

Camila made an almost physical effort not to explode, not to say everything burning on her tongue. Romina held the power. Even the legal power.

She clenched her jaw, nodded once, and—defeated—turned around. She left without saying goodbye.

She got into the Uber and asked the driver to take her home.

When she arrived, she opened the door and let her bag drop onto the couch. She walked to her room and changed out of her soaked clothes. As she moved through the motions, she began to recover a bit of calm. She didn’t like admitting it, but she understood she would have to move at Romina’s pace if she wanted to gain any ground.

She made herself a hot tea and returned to the living room. She sat on the couch and pulled her phone from her bag. She needed to talk to someone. But who?

With a clumsy thumb, she scrolled through her contacts: Leo, Liam, Brenda, Santiago, Adrian... none of them. They all belonged to the same circle, one where the truth always arrived fragmented, conditioned.

She curled up among the cushions and slid her finger across the screen again. A name suddenly stood out, as if it had been there all along: Maksym.

She leaned her head back against the couch, her eyes fixed on the contact. Maksym. Someone outside her world and yet someone to whom she owed a truth.

She typed a message and sent it, without expecting much.
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Donetsk, Ukraine

The streets of Donetsk simmered with tension and forced silence. The war did not need to be at its peak for oppression to seep into every step. Maksym Lysenko moved through lesser-traveled alleys, his guitar hidden in a worn fabric case. Carrying an instrument was now more dangerous than carrying a weapon.

His music was no longer just a symbol of protest; it became a threat to those who controlled the city. He had been arrested more than once for singing in the streets, for hinting in his lyrics that Donetsk did not belong to those now waving foreign flags. They always released him a few hours later, but with warnings that grew more explicit each time.

But Maksym could not remain silent. He did not know how.

He quickened his pace until he reached an abandoned warehouse, used as a meeting point for the resistance. They were not soldiers; they were teachers, students, radio techs, underground journalists, and artists who refused to vanish. The door opened after a coded sequence of knocks, and Daria, one of the organizers, gestured him inside.

At the center table were maps, transmitters, and notebooks filled with coded notes. Maksym was no strategist—but he had something most of them did not: access to the places where soldiers got drunk and let things slip.

He sat down and placed a folded sheet of paper on the table.

“They mentioned new activity in the industrial sector. A convoy is supposed to arrive in the next few days, but the details are still unclear,” he said quietly.

Daria took the paper, reading it with a furrowed brow.

“Are you sure?”

“I would not bet my life on it if I were not,” Maksym replied, crossing his arms.

The information had to reach Kyiv. If separatist reinforcements were on the way, it meant more clashes were coming. It meant more people caught in the crossfire.

“I can get more details,” he added, and Daria’s gaze hardened.

“No. You have been too exposed already. Your face is known.”

Maksym let out a humorless laugh.

“I exposed myself a long time ago.”

Daria sighed, but she did not argue. She knew he would not stop.

He closed the door behind him and slung the guitar over his back. There was no space left for just standing still.

He walked faster, stuffing his hands into his pockets to hide the tension in his body. Donetsk was no longer his home—if it ever truly had been. The streets that were once familiar now brimmed with watchful eyes, walls plastered with endless propaganda, and street signs that read more like warnings than directions.

Maybe, after this, he would not be able to stay.

Maybe it was time to disappear—before someone made him disappear.

The thought settled on him with a familiar weight. But before he could sink deeper into it, his phone buzzed in his pocket. A notification.

Maksym stopped in a narrow alleyway, where the sound of other footsteps faded into the distance. He pulled out the device carefully, shielding the screen with his hand so the light would not draw attention.

A message from Camila.

📱 Camila: Hi, Maksym. I am sorry. It took me a long time to reply. I needed time away from everything. It is complicated. I hope you are well and safe.

Maksym narrowed his eyes, allowing himself a pause he had not taken in weeks.

She was back.

During her absence, he had gone over his unsent messages from time to time, reading them on the screen without hitting send. He had never expected a reply—but he had never stopped writing to her either. It was the only thing he could do from afar. No questions, no pressure. Just... presence.

His fingers moved across the keyboard with the same quiet precision he used when playing guitar strings.

📱 @MakLys: I noticed your absence. But I understand. You are back—and that is what matters.

He stared at the screen a moment longer, his thumb hovering above the glass. There were so many things he wanted to say—but none of them felt safe.

A distant rumble echoed through the air. Thunder—or maybe artillery. Maksym did not flinch. He had learned to tell the difference by now.

He tucked the phone into the inner pocket of his coat and continued walking. If Camila had returned—if she had somehow found her way out of her own labyrinth—then maybe, just maybe, there was still a chance for him to do the same.

But first, he had to survive long enough to find out.

On the other side of the world, Camila felt her phone buzz. @MakLys.

He was still there. Still safe.

She opened the window and let the damp air drift inside, as if it could loosen the tight knot in her chest.

She went back to Maksym’s message.

There was something she had wanted to say for a long time. Something she had never managed to put into words.

Unspoken truths weigh heavily. Too heavily.

She drew a deep breath and began to type—writing, deleting, rewriting—until the words felt honest enough, but not too revealing.

📱 Camila: I know you are in a difficult place. I know who you are. “A Voice in Kyiv” was inspired by you. Please take care of yourself.

She stared at the screen, her thumb hovering over the send button. If Maksym did not know yet, she wanted him to.

At last, she hit send.

Maksym did not read the message right away. He could not—not in that moment.

He moved with the tension of someone who had memorized every shortcut, every street to avoid, every corner where stopping meant taking too great a risk. The city grew more suffocating with each passing day, and he could no longer walk without noticing the fleeting stares, the patrols that slowed when they spotted him.

The dim glow of the streetlamps barely cut through the fine mist falling onto the asphalt. The sound of water hitting the metal rooftops, the soft drip from electric wires, the distant echo of footsteps... it was all part of his world now.

He slipped toward the next side door, knocking twice, then once more. From inside, someone cracked it open just enough to grab him by the arm and pull him in. Only then did he take out his phone.

The name glowing on the screen stirred something distant and familiar: Camila.

The name on the screen glowed with a distant familiarity: Camila.

📱 Camila: “I know who you are. ‘A Voice in Kyiv’ was inspired by you. Please, take care.”

Maksym swallowed hard, dragging a hand across his damp face. She knew. He did not understand how she had connected the dots, but she knew.

His thumb hovered over the screen. He wanted to respond immediately. But out there, other things demanded his voice. He could not allow himself to reply now. Not here. Not while the walls might be listening.

He slipped the phone back into his coat and tightened the strap of his guitar.

Both, in different cities and circumstances, were searching for the same thing: the best way to resist.
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Bellini Training Center

The invitation arrived one afternoon, folded carefully between technical documents and training schedules. Stefano Bellini set it on the table without a word.

Paolo spotted it first.

“Slovenia,” he read aloud, incredulous.

Bellini nodded slowly.

“Junior international race. Limited slots. We’re taking four.”

An expectant silence grew as the cyclists exchanged glances.

Bellini placed his hands on the table before announcing:

“You lead,” he said, looking at Paolo. “Luca, Marco, and Enzo round out the team.”

Paolo nodded with a half-smile, caught between the quiet euphoria rising inside him and the weight of those two words settling on his shoulders.

***
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Three weeks later, the Team Bellini bus crossed the Slovenian border. The singing and jokes faded as they were met with an unfamiliar language and indecipherable signs.

At the plain, no-frills hotel, Stefano gathered the team the night before the race.

“We’re not reinventing anything,” he said. “Protect Paolo until the end. If the race blows apart early, we react. If not, we stay together as long as we can.”

Luca nodded with conviction. Marco toyed with his water bottle. Enzo avoided Paolo’s eyes. They all knew their role.
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The next day, the team took their places on the start line. At first, it felt like any local race, full of familiar excitement. Paolo tightened his helmet, checked his brakes, and glanced at his teammates. They were all wrapped in the same sensation: shouts in French, German, and Italian, jerseys marked with flags of countries they had only seen in photos—reminders that this wasn’t just another race; it was an international showcase, a stage where any mistake could be costly and every movement was being watched.

Paolo gripped the handlebars firmly, adrenaline coursing through him as he exchanged looks with his teammates, all of them aware that the day ahead would mark a before and after in their careers.

The starting signal unleashed the peloton. Paolo and his teammates moved in unison, trading quick signals to adjust their tactics.

Their coordination allowed them to secure a strategic position from the start.

But the final kilometers hardened without warning. The main group stretched like a rope about to snap. Marco was the first to drop. Enzo held on a few minutes longer before raising his hand, spent. Luca emptied himself completely pulling on an endless straight, and when he peeled off, Paolo understood there was no one left.

Only him.

And the best.

The decisive attack came with less than two kilometers to go. Paolo reacted late—just enough to risk everything, just in time not to lose it. He held on. Measured. Gritted his teeth. He crossed the line in second place, chest burning, legs reduced to an uncontrollable tremor.

Second place.

He unclipped his feet and leaned over the handlebars. For an instant, he didn’t know whether to feel frustrated or euphoric. Then he lifted his head and saw Bellini on the other side of the barriers, jumping and punching the air with a clenched fist. Paolo smiled. He understood.

On the podium, with his Italian jersey soaked through and the medal hanging from his neck, the anthem washed over him with a kind of emotion he had never felt before. He looked around—his team beside him, flags fluttering in the faint breeze, camera flashes, the green landscape behind—and felt something new settle in his chest.
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In Italy, the reactions did not take long. That same night, Paolo’s phone wouldn’t stop vibrating.

📱 Papà: Good race. Cold blood and clear head. We’ll talk at home.

📱 Gianni: Now we’re really going to have to put up with you 😏

📱 Mister Buscaglia: Second in your first international. Take note of what you felt today. It matters more than you think. 💪🚴‍♂️

***
[image: ]


On social media, the photos began to circulate. His name appeared for the first time outside his region. Some comments were enthusiastic. Others were cautious. No one was shouting “phenomenon.” Yet.

📱 @CyclingAddictIT: Pure talent. 🔥 #PaoloSartori #TeamBellini #NextGenCycling

📱 @ProCyclingUpdates: Keep an eye on this name 👀💪 #FutureStar #CyclingLife #Italia

📱 @ItaliaCiclismoFans: Italy has a future 🇮🇹✨🚴‍♂️ #CyclingPride #YoungTalent

Paolo set the phone face down on the bed. He lay back, staring at the hotel ceiling, his body exhausted, his mind far too awake.

He had stepped onto the podium.

And without realizing it, he had also stepped onto a rung that wouldn’t be so easy to climb back down from.
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Los Angeles – June of 2017

The air inside Gaia’s Cry’s studio felt heavy. Outside, the afternoon heat hinted that summer was near, but inside the atmosphere was much colder, as if everyone were moving cautiously across unfamiliar ground.

George, seated on the other side of the table, scanned the group: patience nearly gone, urgency held in check. He had been indulgent, had given them space and time, but what he had in front of him now was not something he had seen coming.

“Can someone explain this to me?” he demanded, tapping a folder over and over with his index finger. “It’s... different from what I expected, to say the least.”

The new material didn’t resemble what Gaia’s Cry usually produced. There was no rebellion transformed into strength. No release. Only a raw, visceral darkness with no way out.

All eyes inevitably turned to Camila, sitting on the stool by the piano, her arms crossed over her legs.

She gave a slight sideways smile before speaking.

“I know, I know,” she said, raising a hand. “It’s different. But I can’t keep writing teenage anthems.”

The reactions were subtle but unmistakable.

Javier, the production assistant, scrolled through the digital pages of the lyric file while propping his jaw with one hand. Paul cleared his throat without saying a word.

Charles tilted his head before commenting:

“The material may be far from what we used to do at the beginning,” he said cautiously, choosing each word, “but that doesn’t make it any less real.”

George let out a heavy sigh and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose, the gesture betraying his fatigue.

“Look, we’re out of time. Spotify will be our main platform, and we need to upload the album.” He gestured with his hand. “Javier, let’s see if we can soften the wording a bit.”

Javier nodded, though his expression made it clear he had no idea how to do that without distorting the message of the songs.

Camila remained silent. This time she didn’t resist having her lyrics altered the way she usually did. She just shrugged.

George closed the laptop, looked at them firmly, and stood up, pacing back and forth.

“Listen, I’m going to be very clear. On a personal level, I care about you. I’ve watched you grow over these five years. But I also have investors I need to answer to.”

The expectant gazes followed him. George continued:

“We’ll go with what we have but understand this: this... new direction could be a lifeline or a disastrous fall. I don’t need to explain what that means.”

The final silence of the meeting said more than anything else. Gaia’s Cry was back, but not as before.
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The following days in the studio felt like a high-risk experiment. Camila’s lyrics were dense, raw. Charles and Jared worked on the musical composition, a challenge that had been clear from the very first rehearsal.

“The usual style isn’t going to work,” Charles remarked, sliding his fingers along the neck of the guitar as he searched for a chord that fit.

“I know,” Jared replied, trying out a progression deeper than what he was used to playing.

Chester, behind the drums, tapped the rim of the kick drum lightly with his sticks.

“It might work if we bring the tempo down a bit...” he suggested, pointing to a section on the sheet of notes.

The biggest difficulty wasn’t technical but one of identity. Gaia’s Cry’s alternative sound didn’t quite mesh with the new material. It was like trying to dress a different mood in old clothes.

“We need to find the balance,” Charles said, rubbing the back of his neck. “If we make it too heavy, we lose half the audience.”

Jared set the guitar aside and picked up his notebook. The melodic structures were there, but the final style was still up for debate.

“We’ll find it,” Paul said with determination. “We just have to let the music flow the way it always has.”
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At the end of each exhausting day, Camila went back home and sat at the table with a notebook and a pencil, searching for alternative lyrics that might ease the weight that had fallen on the guys in the band.

But nothing came. She wrote and crossed things out, again and again. Whenever she managed to produce a “soft” line, it sounded hypocritical to her, an empty speech. She crossed it out once more, giving up.

None of the band members had questioned her. They all knew that the Camila that came back was not the same one that left months ago.

Since the breakup with Liam, she had not written anything. And now, almost a year later, the only material available was what she carried inside: Costa Rica, Dylan. The choices she had made and the pain they dragged behind them.
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In the days that followed, Gaia’s Cry immersed themselves completely in recording the two songs Javier had selected.

From the booth, George gave the signal. The intro unfolded in the studio under the precise pulse of Chester’s drumsticks. The sound had leaned slightly toward metal, but when Camila came in, she didn’t do it through a scream or an act of force.

The beast was still there. Only this time it spoke in a low voice: a confession instead of a denunciation.

The sessions stretched on for hours, and when the final track was completed, George finally exhaled and turned to his team.

“Polish it. I want everything ready for the release.”

The production team got to work without delay.

***
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Release and Reactions

The first two songs were released at the end of June on digital platforms. George didn’t have high expectations; his intention was to gauge the reaction before committing more resources to a full album.

What they didn’t expect was the public’s response.

The metrics came in quickly. A portion of Gaia’s Cry’s usual audience showed disinterest, but a new kind of listener began to appear.

“Are you seeing this?” Javier asked, the statistics open on his laptop screen.

George leaned over the table and looked at the playback graph on Spotify and Apple Music.

“You’ve got to be kidding me...” he muttered.

The growth was unusual. It wasn’t exploding like their previous releases, but the songs were attracting a different audience.

The comments on social media confirmed it:

📌 @EchoReverb: I wasn’t a fan of Gaia’s Cry, but this new vibe is brutal. It’s like they stopped trying to sound “cool” and just became real.

📌 @DarkWaves89: I don’t know what the hell happened to Gaia’s Cry these past months, but this is the best they’ve ever done.

📌 @LostInMelody: I’m not sure if I like this “dark” phase, but I have to admit Camila went from “talented doll” to “human with flaws.”

Jared read the comments, proud and bewildered at the same time. The album they thought wouldn’t fit anywhere was resonating in an unexpected space.

Brenda, phone in hand, looked at Camila.

“Do you realize what this means?”

Camila, reviewing the metrics with a neutral expression, simply shrugged.

“It means we’re back.”

George, still analyzing the data, let out a low laugh.

“Maybe...” he admitted. “But not with the audience I imagined.”

Gaia’s Cry wasn’t just back. It was being reborn with a new identity—and Camila, whether she realized it or not, was at the center of it all.
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Los Angeles – Late June 2017

The night was warm, but Camila kept the window open, letting the night breeze push out the heat trapped inside her apartment. The scent of damp earth filled her lungs—a trace of the brief rain that had fallen earlier that afternoon. She sat on the floor, back against the couch, phone in hand.

Just a few days to go.

Romina had assured her that in July she would be able to see Dylan in person, but had not given her a specific date. Camila knew that the uncertainty was part of her mother’s control.

📱 Camila: When can I see him?

Minutes later, the reply came.

📱 Romina: Sunday. Come have lunch with us.

Camila exhaled sharply, as if she had been holding her breath. She ran a hand over her face, feeling the anticipation gather tightly in her chest.
What would she do when she finally saw him? How would she hold him?
And what if he did not react the way she hoped?
Her eyes lifted to the coffee table, where the sheet music from the latest recording sessions still lay.

None of it mattered now.

***
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New York – June 29, 2017

Liam’s apartment was dim when he picked up his phone and typed a message after finally making a decision.

📱 Liam to Marcus: I’ll be in Los Angeles this weekend.

The reply came barely a minute later.

📱 Marcus to Liam: This weekend? I wasn’t expecting that.

📱 Liam: Neither was I.

📱 Marcus: Do you want me to pick you up from the airport?

📱 Liam: I’ll arrive Saturday night. Don’t worry, I’ll rent a car. I’ll see you on Sunday.

📱 Marcus: All right. Come over for lunch.

Liam set the phone down on the table and exhaled slowly. He wasn’t sure why he’d done it. Maybe because his father’s call a month ago was still unsettling him. “I need to see you, son,” he had said, after four years of silence between them.

Maybe because, after all, seeing his family didn’t sound so bad.

Or maybe because Camila was in that city.

He lifted his glass of wine and took a sip, feeling the weight of the decision settle in his chest. There was no turning back now.

***
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Los Angeles – Sunday, July 02

Camila arrived at the Findlay house at noon. The Uber ride had passed in a weighted silence, each minute amplifying the tension and the vertigo building inside her.

Before ringing the doorbell, she ran a hand through her hair, smoothing it with an automatic gesture, and straightened her blouse, even though she knew none of it would make any difference. It was only a fleeting distraction to steady her nerves.

The sound of the doorbell broke the stillness. A few seconds later, the door opened.

Romina appeared in the doorway with a perfectly measured smile—warm enough to seem welcoming but revealing nothing more.

“Come in.”

Camila stepped inside and immediately felt the shift in the air. The house smelled of wood and something baking in the oven, but there was a different kind of energy in the space.

And there he was.

Dylan rested in his portable bassinet, eyes open and his tiny fist curled around the blanket with instinctive delicacy. His breathing was slow, his expression serene, and from his small throat came soft sounds—a sweet, almost imperceptible murmur that filled the room with a fragile calm.

Camila felt her hands tremble as she approached. Her son. Right there, just inches away.

“You can hold him,” Romina said, her voice seeming to weigh every word.

Camila swallowed and, with cautious movements, slid her arms beneath the small body. Dylan’s warmth enveloped her instantly, and in that moment, everything else disappeared. Her breathing turned unsteady, and a tingling ran down her arms to the fingers trembling against the fabric of the blanket. She had imagined this for months, but no mental picture came close to the reality of feeling his weight, of sensing his warm, sweet scent.

“Hi, my love...” she whispered, brushing the tip of her finger across his cheek with infinite gentleness.

Dylan yawned, his tiny chest rising in a slow rhythm. His eyes blinked with curiosity, as if trying to find the source of that familiar voice surrounding him.

Camila felt her world align into a single point. She had dreamed of this moment for so long.

Romina watched her cautiously and, almost without realizing it, allowed a faint smile to surface. For an instant, a flicker of tenderness crossed her gaze—brief and silent—before fading back into her usual reserve.

Marcus approached with measured steps, both captivated and hurt by the scene before him. He stopped at a cautious distance, as if afraid to disturb the fragile balance of the moment, before speaking softly.

“Hi, Cammie. Welcome.”

Without taking her eyes off Dylan, Camila answered with as much kindness as she could muster.

“Hi, Dad.”

The moment stretched a little longer until a subtle sound broke the stillness: a door closing with a distant echo, followed by firm footsteps on the wooden floor. A shiver ran down her back before she turned her head, a sudden sense of alertness tightening her chest.

A voice reached her from the hallway.

Liam?

Camila turned her head, her pulse racing. There, standing in the doorway, was Liam. His gaze moved from her to Dylan in her arms, and his expression froze.

Romina closed her eyes for a brief moment before turning to Marcus.

“You didn’t mention he was coming today,” she said, her smile tense.

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” he replied, wearing a defiant smile.

Camila drew in a sharp breath, then released it slowly. The bubble of that moment had burst all at once.

Liam took a step forward, his eyes fixed on Dylan.

“Is he...?”

Camila pressed her lips together. She knew she couldn’t let her expression betray her—she couldn’t lose the ground she had gained.

“It’s Dylan,” she finally said. “I came... to meet him.”

In a way, it was true.

Liam blinked, as if trying to sort through his thoughts. There was something about the scene that unsettled him, though he couldn’t quite identify what it was.

Dylan shifted slightly in Camila’s arms, oblivious to the tension hanging in the room.

Romina stepped in before the silence became unbearable.

“Liam, I’m glad you’re here,” she said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.”

Liam took a moment to respond. His gaze lingered on Dylan for a second longer before pulling away.

“I wasn’t expecting to be here either,” he murmured.

The family gathering had only just begun, and none of them were prepared for what was coming.

Marcus approached Liam with a hesitation barely noticeable. He paused for an instant, torn between offering his hand or embracing him. In the end, he chose the former.

“Thank you,” he murmured, his sincerity restrained. Then he gestured toward the living room. “Come on, let’s sit.”

Liam nodded and followed him almost on instinct, while Romina remained rigid in place, her expression carefully neutral, tension gathering in every fiber of her body.

Camila, though every part of her resisted the idea of letting go of Dylan, knew she had to move, do something. She couldn’t stay there, trapped in the moment. She forced herself to lift her gaze and handed the baby to Romina.

“Take him. I’m going to check the food in the oven.”

Romina nodded with grace, settling Dylan into her arms with the precision of an actress hitting her mark on stage. She sat on the couch, ready to embody the perfect mother.

In the kitchen, Camila leaned against the counter, her arms trembling. She fixed her gaze on a pot, waiting for her breathing to steady. She had to regain her composure. She had to.

With mechanical movements, Camila checked the oven. The food was ready. She forced herself to focus on the immediate tasks—the automatic process of plating the dishes and setting the table with as much efficiency as possible. Once everything was in place, she called the others to eat.

They had barely started when the front door opened, and Leo’s voice cut through the tension in the room.

“Hey, family! Well... Christmas in July?”

His carefree tone did the unthinkable—it slightly loosened the atmosphere. With his easy smile and trademark energy, Leo moved naturally toward Liam and greeted him with a brotherly hug, though his gaze lingered a moment longer than usual. A flicker of hope glinted in his eyes, as if—for just a second—he believed it might be possible for everything to return to some version of normal.

At first, conversation at the table was tightly calibrated, every word carefully chosen, every comment avoiding potential landmines. But little by little—with time and Leo acting as a catalyst—the words began to flow more freely, the tone growing lighter, closer to what things used to be... or at least a convincing imitation of it.

“Cammie, I downloaded the new tracks on Spotify. Big shift!” Leo said, enthusiastically. “What is next? A tour on the way?”

“Yes,” Camila replied, taking a sip of water before adding casually, “We go on tour in three weeks. I will be back in September.”

Marcus nodded and turned his attention to Liam.

“And you, Liam? Any plans?”

Liam rested his elbows on the table, slowly rotating his glass between his hands before answering calmly:

“Hmm... we start a new season next week. A few shows in other cities, but overall, the usual.”

For Romina, that bit of information was pure gold. Such was their life—always coming and going. And most importantly, it would not be changing anytime soon.

The conversation continued with the same carefully measured caution as before. Leo kept the tone light with harmless anecdotes, while Marcus—more relaxed than usual—occasionally chimed in with a comment or two.

Camila, though physically present, felt time slipping away far too quickly.
Every minute with Dylan was a treasure she could not afford to waste—but she also knew she had no control over how long she would be allowed to stay.

Finally, Romina’s signal came—subtle but unmistakable. She removed the napkin from her lap, folded it carefully, and set it on the table. Then she placed her fingers down and tapped them once.

It was time to go.

The message was clear, and Camila knew there was no point in arguing. She inhaled softly and turned toward Dylan, who slept peacefully in the portable crib. She watched him for a few seconds more, memorizing every detail.

“I should go,” she said quietly, trying her best to sound natural.

Liam, still uncomfortable with the forced attempt at a “family gathering,” spoke before he could overthink it.

“I’ll head out too. I can drive you home, Cammie,” he offered casually, giving her no real chance to refuse.

Camila hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

“Thank you.”

Marcus, seeing an opportunity to keep the atmosphere steady, picked up his napkin and folded it absentmindedly in his hand as he said:

“Before you go... I was thinking of having a Fourth of July barbecue. Something simple. Nothing formal.”

Leo, already on his feet, smiled enthusiastically.

“Sounds great! Count me in.”

“Good idea,” Liam added, adjusting the back of his chair before standing.

Camila didn’t take long to answer. It was another chance to be close to Dylan.

“Yes... I’ll be here.”

Romina said nothing, smiling with controlled serenity, as if the plan seemed perfectly reasonable to her.

After a round of brief goodbyes, Camila and Liam walked out together.

When the door closed and the house fell silent, Marcus turned toward Romina with a calm but resolute expression.

“See?” he said quietly, as though the answer had already been written in the scene that had just played out. “That is all I am asking. To see them.”

Romina looked at him with an indecipherable smile.

“I know, Marcus,” she whispered, with the same serenity she always used when maneuvering pieces into place. “I know.”

And, as always, she said nothing more.

Meanwhile, the car moved gently through the streets of Los Angeles. The late afternoon sun still shone brightly as a warm breeze slipped in through the cracked window.

Inside, the silence between Camila and Liam was no longer uncomfortable—
but it was full of nuances neither of them seemed ready to touch just yet.
Liam felt a strange warmth after seeing his father in person for the first time in years. The thought that maybe it was not too late took hold in his mind with more force than he would have liked to admit. Marcus had changed... or at least, he wanted to believe so.

On the other hand, the image of Romina holding Dylan struck him as both familiar and foreign.
He had seen her in that role before, back when Leo was a baby—but this time, something was different. A nuance in her demeanor that he could not quite place.
Camila, meanwhile, was feeling the echo of every emotion that had built up during those hours in her parents’ house.

Seeing Dylan, holding him in her arms, listening to his quiet breathing... It had brought her a moment of peace—one that stood in sharp contrast to an unchanging reality. But at least now, she was learning to contain that feeling instead of being consumed by it.

For an instant, her gaze drifted to Liam’s hands on the steering wheel. In her mind, three versions of him lived in separate compartments. There was the Liam she had loved, the one she said goodbye to one morning and never saw again. Then the other one in Las Vegas, the one who hurt her and whom she left behind with resentment, sealed beneath layers she had no intention of reopening.

And now, beside her, the third Liam. The one who held her through her darkest hours, whose presence stirred nothing but a quiet, steady gratitude.

His voice brought her back.

“I was glad to hear you returned to music. And the tour... that is fantastic.”

Camila blinked, coming back to the present.

“Oh—right,” she said with a soft laugh. “George is a bit anxious.”

Liam looked at her for another second, then returned her smile. There was no need to say more.
Just knowing she was moving forward—that was enough.
The rest of the drive passed in a lighter silence, no longer heavy with tension.
When they arrived at Camila’s building, Liam parked by the entrance and turned toward her.
“See you on the Fourth.”

Camila nodded, her hand resting on the door handle.

“Yes. The Fourth. Until then.”

She opened the door and stepped out in one fluid motion. Before closing it, she looked at him for a moment longer.

Liam seemed calm, but there was something in his eyes she chose not to decipher.

She shut the door and walked toward the building without looking back.

Liam watched her disappear through the entrance before letting out a barely audible sigh. He tightened his grip on the gear shift, holding back the impulse to go after her.

Maybe now he could explain what had happened in Las Vegas and she would listen. But listening and believing weren’t the same thing. He shifted the car into park. A slight tremor tightened his lips.

Would it be better to admit his vulnerability, to hide behind whatever it was Jena had given him to drink? Or to own it as his own stupidity and ask for forgiveness without excuses?

He was about to turn off the engine when a thought, stronger than any impulse, stopped him: she no longer rejected him or looked at him with contempt. She spoke to him with more trust, answered his messages. It was ground he had gained, and he was not willing to lose it over a rash decision.

He leaned back in the seat, shifted into drive, and pulled onto the road, letting it swallow him whole.

***
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Meanwhile, Camila stepped into her apartment and closed the door carefully, almost warily. She stayed there for a few seconds, leaning against the wood as a shiver ran down her back. She had been waiting for that day to be with Dylan, but Liam’s presence had thrown her off—not because there were any lingering feelings for him, but because she feared he might sense something, might notice a crack.

How much longer would she be able to contain the truth? And, more importantly, to whom did that truth belong? To the Liam from before, or the Liam from now?

Her mind was still wrapped in a thick haze, but one certainty rose with uncomfortable clarity: she had to play along with her mother’s plan.

She turned on the hallway light and headed to her room. She let herself fall onto the bed, with no resolution other than granting herself a few hours of silence, of suspended thought.

***
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4th of July

That day unfolded much like the lunch from a few days earlier: measured conversations, careful silences, and Romina’s watchful gaze, scanning every interaction like a silent director making sure no one strayed from the script.

Leo and Priscilla did everything they could to lighten the mood. Their easy jokes and the conspiratorial back-and-forth between them helped soften the atmosphere, at least for a while. Every now and then, their laughter broke through the tension like a ray of sunlight slipping between heavy clouds.

Camila couldn’t take her eyes off Dylan. Even though the baby spent most of the afternoon asleep, every second she could hold him or brush her fingers against his tiny hand strengthened the bond they had begun to weave. Each of his breaths seemed to echo inside her.

At one point, she sat in the shade of the porch, cradling Dylan gently while the murmur of voices blurred into the background.

Not far away, by the garden table, Liam was putting together a salad while chatting with Leo and Priscilla.

He tasted the dressing he had mixed in a small bowl.

“It could use a touch of cilantro,” Liam said, savoring the mixture.

“Whatever you say, chef,” Leo replied, leaning his elbow on the table, “but you’ll have to go find it yourself, because I have no idea what that even is.”

Liam laughed, nodded, and turned toward the kitchen. As he crossed the doorway, he suddenly stopped in front of the portable crib where Dylan was sleeping. His eyes settled on that small figure wrapped in pastel tones.

He had never felt particularly drawn to babies. But this time was different. Maybe it was an echo of Leo’s childhood, of those years when his brother had been the light of the house. He couldn’t explain it.

He continued into the kitchen, grabbed what he needed, and on his way back, he paused again beside Dylan, watching him for a few more seconds before heading out to the patio.

Romina noticed, of course. She noticed everything. From her seat at the head of the table, she tracked every movement, ready to take action if necessary.

From his spot by the grill, Marcus also watched the fragility of that moment. The way everyone pretended that normalcy could be rebuilt with burgers, lemonade, and carefully curated anecdotes.

He wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and looked up at the sky. The day was clear, the air warm, the trees swaying gently. A perfect day. But sometimes, he thought perfect days were the saddest. Because they tricked you into believing things might be okay—when deep down, you knew they were still broken.

He wondered if Camila had any idea how much he missed her. Not as Dylan’s grandfather, but as the man who had once been her second father. The one who had watched her grow, laugh, challenge him.

Now, every time he saw her, it felt like walking on thin ice.

And Liam... his son. Marcus had made mistakes with him too. He had been absent when Liam needed him most. He had judged him when he should have listened.

But there they were. And for a moment, the simple fact that they had accepted his invitation was enough.

For Marcus, having his entire family gathered under the same roof, after almost five years of separation, was a victory. Small, but his.

As the afternoon faded, the backyard slowly emptied. Plates were cleared, chairs stacked, and the soft murmur of conversation gave way to silence.

The day was over, but something had shifted. Slightly. Quietly. Enough.
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A NEW DYNAMIC
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July marked a year. It had been a year since the end of a romance that once made headlines.

And yet, the breakup between Camila and Liam had not echoed in the same way. In the world of entertainment, a relationship could be dissected endlessly—but its end, unless steeped in scandal, simply faded into the next news cycle.

A few rumors surfaced in forums and gossip columns—groundless speculations that vanished as quickly as they appeared, including the one claiming that Camila’s decline was the result of some kind of addiction.

***
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New York – August 

Liam went on with his routine, aware of the passing time—relentless as ever. Onstage, his voice projected emotions he no longer allowed himself to express anywhere else. With every round of applause, with every performance that ended in a standing ovation, he reaffirmed the only thing that remained unchanged in his life: the theater.

Although a spark of longing to win Camila back still lingered inside him, Liam knew that door remained closed. It was not just him she had left behind, but any possibility of new connections. He saw it in the way she avoided emotional ground, in how she threw herself entirely into her career, in the way she kept anyone who tried to get too close at arm’s length.

To the rest of the world, Camila Findlay had become an untouchable artist, a force in constant ascent who only allowed herself to feel through her music. But Liam, who had seen her at her most vulnerable, recognized the wall she had built around herself.

For now, Liam settled for the affection she allowed him. For being someone she trusted, someone who had a place in the routine of her life, even if at a distance. It wasn’t enough. It never would be. But in the realm of what was possible, it was all he could have.

***
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Gaia’s Cry

In September, Gaia’s Cry launched the tour that would take their renewed sound across the country.

Beyond what George and his team had predicted, the darker tone of their new songs had attracted a different audience.

It was no longer just those who thrived on defiant energy—it was also those who found in the lyrics a refuge, an echo of their own despair.

And then, on one of those nights, Camila did something reckless.

The music roared through the stadium, lights pulsed in sync with the pounding drums, and the crowd sang every word with the kind of fervor that turns lyrics into collective catharsis.

The runway stretched out into the sea of people like a bridge, and without overthinking it, Camila stepped forward, away from the spotlight, into the crowd.

The screams intensified when, suddenly, she dropped to her knees.

The crowd surged forward with a single instinct. They were close—so close she could feel their warmth, the vibration of their voices in the charged air. From that place, with the stage lights throwing ghostlike
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