
    Chapter 1

    

    The air at the Naples airport was a humid slap to the face, heavy with the incessant murmur of voices, the rattling of suitcases, and the distant, metallic announcement of a boarding gate. Sofia tugged at the handle of her carry-on, her usual rhythm on the catwalk of life disrupted by the cacophony and disorder—the total antithesis of the symmetry and order she so loved in her existence. Twenty-six hours had passed since she left her small apartment in the Palermo neighborhood of Buenos Aires, a sanctuary of clean lines and noble materials. Now, the Italian chaos reminded her, with the persistence of a hammer, just how unprepared she was for what was coming.

    The blame for her current state rested equally on Camila’s stubbornness and a broken engagement. Camila, her best friend since university, had decided to get married on the Amalfi Coast to a charming Italian man she’d met while backpacking. It was an impulsive decision, yes, but so like Camila that Sofia could do nothing but smile and promise she would be there, no matter what. The broken engagement, on the other hand, was the dull echo of a life that had quietly crumbled. She had lost her compass a bit, not just personally, but professionally as well. Architecture, her refuge, suddenly felt empty, like a building without a soul. That was why this trip, more than a celebration of friendship, felt like an escape—a forced pause before facing the uncertain return home.

    In the arrivals hall, a young woman holding a sign with Camila’s name was waiting for her. She smiled, but the Italian girl’s eyes, bright and curious, lingered on Sofia for a moment, like someone trying to solve a puzzle. Sofia returned a polite smile that didn’t reach her eyes. What she needed was silence, the certainty of a blank page, and what she had was the promising roar of a trip to the Amalfi Coast.

    The taxi, a gray sedan that smelled of coffee and a strange mix of lavender and gasoline, pushed its way through the narrow, chaotic streets of Naples. Sofia leaned back against the seat, watching through the window as the urban landscape blurred into a promise of green and blue. As they moved away from the city, the air began to change, turning saltier, cleaner, though still warm. Gray buildings gave way to olive groves and lemon trees, and the road began to wind, ascending and descending with a whimsical grace.

    It was then that the Amalfi Coast revealed itself, all at once, like a curtain being raised. A gasp escaped her lips, a sound so faint the driver didn’t seem to notice. The color of the sea—a blue so deep it seemed to drink the light—stretched to the horizon, which blurred into a silver mist. Steep cliffs, covered in wild vegetation, plunged toward the water, dotted here and there by tiny pastel-colored houses clinging to the rock like limpets. It was a brutal, untamed beauty that demanded you look at it, that you feel it.

    The sight hit her with the force of a memory that refused to be forgotten. Ten years. Ten years since the last time she had seen this sea. One summer. One intense, scorching summer that had left an indelible mark on her soul. A mark of sweetness and pain, of promises whispered under the sun, and of a goodbye that still stung in moments of silence. Suddenly, the air inside the taxi felt dense, heavy, charged with the ghost of a love she had believed was buried.

    She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to turn off the projector in her mind. The landscapes of the Amalfi Coast were like an epic poem; every curve in the road revealed a new verse, a new image that stole her breath. But for Sofia, every turn was also a reminder of what she had lost, of the person she had been then—free, uninhibited—before life had taught her how to protect herself.

    The driver, an older man with a gray mustache and sunglasses, seemed like an expert in the ballet of the road. He took the curves with a staggering calm, while Sofia gripped the seat, feeling her stomach knot with every sharp turn. However, she couldn't tear her eyes away from the view. The towns, like Amalfi and Praiano, were small jewels embedded in the landscape, with their narrow alleys and colorful domed churches. The architecture—oh, the architecture—was a song to life, to human ingenuity, to the perfect fusion of nature and the hand of man.

    It was what had always fascinated her: the way buildings spoke to their environment, how they integrated rather than imposed. But even that pure admiration was now tainted by a melancholy she couldn't shake. Where had that Sofia gone? The one who was inspired, who projected dreams onto paper and saw them take shape in concrete and glass.

    As the taxi approached Positano, the view became even more dramatic. The houses, stacked one on top of the other, seemed to cascade toward the sea, forming a kind of natural amphitheater. A palette of colors—ochres, pinks, terracottas—blended with the intense green of the vegetation and the blue of the sky. It was unreal, a moving postcard, but a strange knot formed in Sofia's stomach. It wasn’t just the anticipation of the wedding, but the inescapable feeling that something else was waiting for her there. Something that would force her to look that summer from ten years ago right in the face.

    Finally, the taxi stopped in front of a wrought-iron gate, draped in an explosion of fuchsia and purple bougainvillea. The villa, majestic and discreet at the same time, stood on a cliff with terraces offering a panoramic view of the sea and the town. It was, without a doubt, the perfect location for Camila’s fairy-tale wedding. But for Sofia, it was also the threshold of unknown territory—or perhaps, territory that was far too familiar.

    The driver helped her with her bags, and a moment later, the dark wood door of the villa swung open. Camila, with messy brown hair and a smile that could light up an entire room, lunged at her.

    "Sofia! Finally! I thought you’d gotten lost at the airport, or that a giant octopus had dragged you into the sea!" she exclaimed, her joy contagious. The hug was tight and warm, the hug of a sister.

    Sofia allowed herself to sink into that embrace, the first genuine comfort she had felt in days. She responded with a sigh, the scent of lavender and the light smell of the sea on Camila filling her with a comforting familiarity.

    "I’m here, safe and sound," she said, her voice a bit raspy. Camila let go but kept her hands on Sofia’s shoulders, her blue eyes searching her face.

    "Oh, amore, what happened to you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Was the trip that horrible?" Camila asked, her tone shifting from euphoria to concern in an instant.

    Sofia forced a smile.

    "The trip was long, and the curves in the road didn't do any favors for my poor Buenos Aires stomach. But the scenery... it’s incredible, Cami. It really is."

    Camila gave her shoulder one more squeeze and then dragged her inside the villa.

    "Wait until you see the view from your room. You’re going to love it! Lorenzo and I really outdid ourselves with this place."

    The villa was a dream come true. Vaulted ceilings, polished terracotta floors, rustic but elegant furniture—everything spoke of a history, of a life lived with passion. But Sofia’s eyes landed on the nearest window. The sea. Always the sea.

    Camila led her down a cool hallway adorned with vases full of lemons and wildflowers. She threw open a door and gently nudged her inside.

    "Ta-da! Your personal paradise."

    Sofia stepped into the room and gasped. The walls were painted a creamy white, and a canopy bed dressed in crisp linens anchored the center. But what left her speechless was the balcony. A glass door opened onto a small terrace with a wrought-iron railing, and beyond, the sea stretched as far as the eye could see. The sun, still high in the sky, tinted the water with golden sparkles, and the houses of Positano, huddled on the hillside, seemed to glow under its light. A bougainvillea plant, with its purple flowers, climbed the side wall of the terrace, offering a vibrant pop of color.

    "It’s... it’s beautiful, Cami," Sofia managed to say, her voice choked with emotion. Not because of the beauty of the place, but because of the wave of memories flooding her.

    Camila walked over and put an arm around her, resting her head on Sofia’s shoulder.

    "I knew you’d like it. It’s a magical place, Sofi. You’ll see."

    Sofia nodded, but her eyes remained fixed on the horizon. Magical, yes. But magic sometimes came with a price.

    "I’m so happy you’re here," Camila continued, her voice softer, almost a whisper. "You needed this. You needed to get out of Buenos Aires, out of that office, away from... everything."

    Sofia didn't answer. Camila didn't know the extent of "everything." She didn’t know that the control that had always defined Sofia had vanished like sea foam on the sand. Her career, her future, her heart... it all felt uncertain. And just when she thought her life was starting to take shape, that she had a path laid out, she had lost it. She had believed Martin was the anchor she needed, the stability to counter her own excessive passion. But she was wrong. And with the broken engagement came the crack in the pillar of her professional identity.

    She stepped away from Camila and approached the balcony railing, taking a deep breath of the salty air. The scent of jasmine and damp earth mingled with the sea breeze, creating an intoxicating perfume. It was a scent that felt strangely familiar, an echo of that distant summer.

    "Is Lorenzo around?" she asked, trying to divert the thread of her thoughts.

    "Yes, he’s helping his sister, Giulia, at the trattoria. You know how Italians are with family. But don't worry, I already told him you were arriving today and that we weren't going to let you escape. A spectacular dinner is waiting for you tonight."

    Sofia smiled, a more genuine smile this time.

    "I’m starving. Airplane bread isn't exactly a delicacy."

    "I know," Camila said, laughing. "Leave your things, get some rest. I’ll see you in a couple of hours in the living room. Lorenzo said that tomorrow morning we have to go to the menu tasting at the Palazzo Ducale. It’s going to be incredible!"

    Camila left the room, the sound of her footsteps fading down the hall. Sofia was left alone with the vastness of the landscape before her. She opened her suitcase, took out a change of fresh clothes, and headed for the shower. The hot water on her skin, the citrus scent of the shower gel—it all helped to dissipate some of the travel fatigue, but not the dull ache in her chest.

    She dressed in white linen pants and a light blue silk blouse that complemented the color of her eyes. She dried her hair, which fell in soft waves over her shoulders, and applied light makeup, opting for a fresh, natural look. She had always cared for her appearance—not out of vanity, but as armor, a way of presenting herself to the world with a composure she didn't always feel inside.

    She returned to the balcony, resting her elbows on the railing. The sun was starting to descend, tinting the sky in shades of orange and pink. The lights of Positano began to flicker on, twinkling like fallen stars on the mountainside. It was an image of such overwhelming beauty that it hurt.

    She wondered if he was still there. If his footsteps still echoed through the stone alleys, if his laughter could still be heard in some trattoria, if his eyes—so deep and expressive—were still searching for beauty in the details. Matteo. The name, silenced for so many years, formed on her lips like a whisper carried by the sea breeze.

    Ten years. She had tried to erase him, to bury him under layers of work, serious relationships, and a planned future. But memory, capricious and cruel, sometimes played tricks on you. And the Amalfi Coast was his accomplice.

    Anxiety crept into her chest, cold and persistent. It wasn’t just the idea of meeting him again; it was the fear of what that meeting might awaken. The Sofia of today—the successful but wounded architect, the woman who protected herself behind a facade of control and rationality—felt vulnerable. The love from ten years ago had completely disarmed her; it had left her exposed. And she feared that if she met Matteo again, the wall she had built so painstakingly would crumble.

    What would she say? What would she do? Would he recognize the shadow of the girl he had loved? Or would she recognize the man who had made her feel so alive, so intensely, that everything else seemed dull by comparison?

    The cool evening air enveloped her, bringing with it the scent of lemons and the distant murmur of the waves. The beauty of the landscape felt like a promise, but also like a warning. Positano, with its untameable charm, wasn't just a place. It was a portal to the past, a mirror reflecting the woman she had been and the one she feared becoming again.

    A shiver ran down her spine. It wasn’t the cold. It was intuition—that inexplicable connection—telling her that this trip wasn't just about Camila’s wedding. It was about something much deeper, much more personal. It was about returning to Amalfi, and perhaps, finding herself again, or at least the part of her she had left there ten years ago. She closed her eyes, the breeze on her face, and the certainty that fate, capricious and playful, had already set the pieces in motion. The question wasn't if she would find him, but what she would do when she did. And the fear—or the anticipation—left her breathless.

  
    Chapter 2

    

    The mid-morning sun filtered through the ogival windows of the Palazzo Ducale, painting golden stripes across the polished marble floor. Sofia tried to lose herself in the building's history, in the mastery of the artisans who had carved every scroll and flourish. Her mind sought refuge in the logic of proportions and the harmony of stone. It was a well-learned defense mechanism: whenever her personal life threatened to overwhelm her, she clung to architecture—to the solidity of things built, to the precision so often lacking in the human heart.

    Camila, exultant and radiant in an off-white linen dress, pulled her through the grand hall, her voice a cheerful murmur that bounced off the ceiling frescoes.

    —Isn't it incredible, Sofi? Imagine the candles lit, the music! Lorenzo and I want something intimate yet elegant. The view from the terrace is perfect for the toast.

    Sofia nodded, her gaze scanning the cornices and the dark wood paneling. The Palazzo Ducale was a fifteenth-century jewel, restored with a reverence she could appreciate to her very core. Every detail, from the door hardware to the subtle sheen of the stucco, spoke of a love for tradition and a respect for time. The energy of the place was palpable—a blend of history and present life, of ancient sighs and new promises.

    —They’ve done an exceptional job with the restoration —she murmured, almost to herself, her hand brushing a rough column, the stone cool to the touch—. The integration of the modern and the classic is impeccable. The volumes are respected, the light flows... It’s a masterpiece.

    Camila gave her a gentle nudge. —I know, I know, you obsessive architect. But we’re not here to admire the structural design, amore. We’re here to choose the wedding tiramisù!

    A hollow laugh bubbled in Sofia's chest. Camila always managed to pull her out of her introspection. For a moment, she allowed herself to enjoy the lightness of her friend’s spirit and the promise of a celebration. But a strange familiarity—a nearly imperceptible sting—suddenly hit her. The air in the Palazzo smelled of sea salt and orange blossoms, a heady combination that brought echoes of a distant summer, of shared laughter under an unforgiving sun, of tanned skin and strong hands.

    In the distance, in the center of the great hall, a tall man with his back to them was supervising a team arranging impeccable linens over a long table. His posture was one of quiet authority, his shoulders broad beneath a white linen shirt that clung slightly to his back. Dark hair, almost black, fell in rebellious strands over his collar. A shiver that had nothing to do with the cool breeze coming through the windows ran through her.

    —That must be Matteo —Camila said, her voice an excited whisper—. Lorenzo told me he’s the lead restorer of the Palazzo and the owner of the catering company. He looks like a very handsome man, don't you think?

    Sofia didn’t answer. Her throat had suddenly gone dry. Her heart, which a moment before had been beating with the slow rhythm of architectural admiration, now accelerated—a dull drum echoing in her ears. She felt like a stranger in her own body, watching the scene from an unreal distance. Every fiber of her being screamed a warning, a premonition she couldn't, or wouldn't, name.

    The man turned slowly, as if responding to an invisible force. The sunlight enveloped him for an instant, and then, his face came into view.

    The breath caught in her throat.

    It was him.

    Matteo.

    Time stopped, or perhaps it accelerated at a dizzying pace. The hum of conversation, the clinking of silverware, Camila’s laughter—it all faded into a deafening silence. Their eyes met, and in that instant, the outside world ceased to exist.

    Matteo Rinaldi’s gaze was deeper than she remembered, perhaps due to the subtle shadow of a pain she didn't know, but deep down there was an unmistakable spark, an intensity that had captivated her a decade ago. His face, once more youthful, was now marked by faint lines around his eyes and mouth—traces of smiles and, perhaps, of worries. His hair, styled casually, still fell with that same nonchalance she had loved so much. The smile that formed on his lips when he saw her was a bit more guarded than the vibrant memory she treasured, but even so, it managed to disarm her.

    A tense silence settled between them, a ten-year abyss filled with unspoken words, broken promises, and memories that burned beneath the surface.

    Camila, oblivious to the storm brewing between them, stepped forward with a radiant smile.

    —Matteo! How wonderful to finally meet you! I’m Camila, the bride-to-be. And this is my best friend, Sofia. My trusted architect, the one helping me with all the aesthetic details...

    Camila’s voice sounded distant, as if coming from another universe. Sofia tried to compose a neutral expression, tried to breathe, tried to make her heart stop galloping against her ribs. But it was no use. The electricity between them was so dense she could almost taste it in the air. It was an underground current that defied time and distance, a connection that hadn't been broken, only lain dormant.

    Matteo extended a hand toward Camila, his gaze lingering on Sofia for one more heartbeat before turning politely to the bride.

    —Piacere, Camila. It’s a pleasure. Lorenzo has told me a lot about you.

    His voice was the same—deep and melodic, with that Italian accent that had once made her sigh. The words, so casual, so professional, rang in Sofia’s ears like a slap. Had he erased her existence from his memory? Was it that easy for him to pretend they had never shared a summer, an intimacy that had branded her soul like fire?

    Camila, with her usual spontaneity, wasted no time in turning back to Sofia.

    —Sofi, say hello to Matteo. He’s the architect of this place, and his catering is the best on the coast.

    Sofia felt Matteo’s gaze on her again. Her hand, cold and a bit shaky, reached out to him.

    —Hello, Matteo —her voice sounded huskier than she expected.

    Matteo’s hand wrapped around hers. His skin was warm, strong, familiar. An electric shock surged up her arm, an echo of sensations she thought she had completely forgotten. Their thumbs brushed lightly—a barely perceptible caress—but it ignited a spark deep within her. In his eyes, for a fleeting instant, she saw a flash of recognition, a spark that confirmed she wasn't imagining the connection. That he felt it, too.

    —Sofia —her name, spoken by him, was like a forgotten melody, a perfect note resonating in the silence—. What a surprise.

    His tone was neutral, professional, but there was a subtext in his gaze, a well of emotions Sofia couldn't decipher. Surprise? Resentment? Or perhaps, in a very hidden corner, a hint of something more?

    She pulled her hand away; the contact was broken, but the reverberation remained. Camila, oblivious to the palpable tension, continued her whirlwind of plans.

    —Well, Matteo, we’re dying to try the menu. Lorenzo says you’re a magician in the kitchen.

    Matteo nodded, his professional smile back in place—a veil hiding his true thoughts.

    —I hope you like it. I’ve prepared a selection of traditional dishes with a modern touch.

    As Matteo led Camila toward the tasting table, Sofia stayed a step behind, her mind in a tailspin. She hadn't run. She hadn't been able to. She had faced his gaze, felt the touch of his skin, and the world hadn't crumbled. But she didn't feel safe, either. She felt exposed, vulnerable, as if a part of her she believed was locked away had suddenly been flung wide open.

    She bit the inside of her cheek, trying to regain control. No, she couldn't. She shouldn't. Ten years had passed. Ten years of silence, of distance, of rebuilding a life he had left in ruins. But the truth was that in that moment, under the frescoes of an ancient palazzo, it felt as if no time had passed at all. As if the wound she thought had scarred over had opened again, stinging and raw.

    She followed them to the table where a waiter was already beginning to serve small appetizers. Sofia sat down, her gaze fixed on her plate, but her senses were heightened to every one of Matteo’s movements, every nuance of his voice. It was absurd. Such a visceral, uncontrollable reaction. She, the meticulous architect, the woman who planned every step, now felt like a disoriented teenager.

    Matteo, for his part, moved with an efficiency and naturalness that showed his familiarity with the place. He spoke to the waiters in Italian, his gestures precise, his attention divided between the logistics of the event and the need to maintain his composure in the face of Sofia's unexpected appearance. He seemed more serene, more mature, but the spark in his eyes—the veiled intensity—reminded her of the younger version of himself, the man she had fallen in love with.

    While Camila enthusiastically tried an arancini, Sofia watched Matteo from the periphery of her vision. His strong silhouette, the way the sun highlighted the copper reflections in his dark hair. He was undeniably more attractive than he had been ten years ago. Age had added a layer of depth, a seriousness he hadn't possessed before.

    The air in the hall seemed charged with an invisible electricity, a force field that only the two of them perceived. It was the silent dance of two souls who had known each other in their purest form and were now reuniting under the shadow of a complex past.

    Sofia took a sip of water, trying to soothe the knot in her throat. What did this mean? Was it fate, cruel or capricious, playing with her? Or was it an opportunity—a crack in the door of time that allowed her to revisit an unfinished story?

    When Matteo approached the table to present the next courses, his eyes met Sofia’s again. This time, his gaze lingered on her for a moment longer than necessary, a silent acknowledgment that did not go unnoticed by her.

    —This is a risotto ai frutti di mare —Matteo said, his voice directed at Camila, but his eyes searching Sofia’s—. With fresh products from the coast.

    Sofia took a spoonful of the risotto. The flavor was exquisite—an explosion of sea and lemon that forced her to close her eyes for a second. The quality of the ingredients, the mastery of the preparation—it all spoke of the care and passion Matteo put into his work. He was the same Matteo she remembered, the one who gave himself completely to what he loved.

    She remembered the nights he would talk to her about his dreams, about how he wanted to restore old buildings, to give new life to history. There was an intensity in his passion that had always fascinated her. And now, here he was, in the middle of his dream, turned into a palpable reality. The Palazzo Ducale was living proof of his talent.

    —It’s delicious —Camila said, without looking up from her plate.

    Sofia nodded, her gaze fixed on Matteo.

    —It’s truly exceptional, Matteo —her voice was low, barely a whisper, but her gaze conveyed so much more—. You’ve exceeded expectations.

    A small smile tugged at the corner of Matteo’s lips—a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes, but was a glimpse of the man she had once known.

    —I’m glad you like it, Sofia.

    The use of her name, so fluid, so natural, made her shiver. There was an echo of familiarity in the way he pronounced it, a reminder of a time when their names were exchanged with the same ease as sighs and caresses.

    The menu tasting continued, a ballet of flavors and textures that Camila fully enjoyed. Sofia, however, moved like an android. She tasted the dishes, nodded, made professional comments, but her mind was elsewhere, caught between the present and the past—between the woman she was now and the girl she had been ten years ago.

    Matteo maintained a professional distance, but the air between them vibrated with an undeniable tension. There were small gestures, fleeting glances that crossed unintentionally, a subtle tilt of his head when she spoke, an almost imperceptible recognition. Gestures that fed either hope or fear.

    When the tasting came to an end and Camila turned to discuss the seating arrangements with Matteo, Sofia excused herself and headed to one of the windows. She needed a breather, fresh air to clear the whirlwind of emotions overwhelming her.

    From the large window, she could see the sparkling sea, the town of Positano clinging to the cliffs, a mosaic of pastel-colored houses. The beauty of the landscape was staggering, but it failed to calm her. She felt as if she were standing on the edge of a precipice, looking down, not knowing whether to jump or retreat.

    The sound of footsteps behind her made her turn. It was Matteo. He approached the window, his silhouette silhouetted against the sunlight. The silence that settled between them was heavy, laden with memories.

    —The Palazzo is beautiful —Sofia said, breaking the silence, her voice barely a whisper.

    —It’s been a project of several years —Matteo replied, his gaze fixed on the horizon—. A labor of love.

    Sofia nodded. She could feel the truth in his words. The Palazzo was an extension of him, a testament to his dedication.

    —I’m glad to see you’re doing so well, Matteo.

    The sentence escaped her lips before she could stop it. It was a confession, a vulnerability she hadn't intended to show.

    Matteo turned his head, his deep eyes meeting hers. There was a mix of surprise and something more indecipherable in his gaze.

    —And you, Sofia. You look... different.

    The word "different" floated in the air, loaded with connotations. Better? Worse? Stronger? More broken?

    —Ten years have passed —she said with a half-smile, trying to lighten the atmosphere, though her voice trembled slightly—. People change.

    —Some things don’t change —he countered, his gaze intense, a silent challenge.

    Sofia’s heart skip a beat. The electricity between them intensified, becoming almost painful. It was the same spark, the same undeniable attraction she had felt a decade ago. The same one that had dragged her into a whirlwind of emotions that had left her wounded and scarred.

    The sound of Camila’s voice, calling Matteo from across the hall, broke the spell. He nodded, a mask of professionalism returning to his face like a well-rehearsed act.

    —I have to go. Camila has more questions about the dessert bar.

    Sofia nodded, her voice caught in her throat.

    —Of course.

    Matteo walked away, his figure fading among the tables. Sofia was left alone, staring at the sea. The sea breeze played with her hair, but it couldn't cool the fire burning in her chest.

    The reunion had been unexpected, overwhelming—a Pandora’s box flung open, releasing old ghosts and new uncertainties. Her mind, once so orderly and controlled, was now a chaos of emotions.

    What would this mean for her? For her trip to Positano? Could she ignore the chemistry, the memory, the connection that still pulsed between them? Or was she condemned to relive a past she had tried to bury so deeply?

    She put a hand to her chest, feeling the frantic rhythm of her heart. The Palazzo Ducale, once a refuge in history, now felt like a prison—a place that trapped her in a knot of memories and forbidden desires. The shadow of the past had materialized, tall and strong, with deep eyes and a guarded smile. And Sofia, the architect of plans and solid structures, had no idea how to rebuild what he had just upturned inside her.

  
    Chapter 3

    

    The midday light filtering through the grand windows of the Palazzo Ducale had turned sour. Matteo felt it burning, not just against his skin, but behind his eyes, where the image of Sofia refused to fade. Ten years. Ten years, and her presence was still as potent as an unfinished symphony, a melody seared into his memory that was now playing again without his permission. Her name, spoken by her friend Camila, had been a dull blow—an echo of a time he thought he’d sealed away under layers of indifference.

    "Matteo Rinaldi," she had said, extending a hand with a smile that seemed forced to him, though perhaps it was simply professional. The architect. Sofia Aguirre.

    He had smiled back, a gesture learned over the years, a polished mask to hide his internal storms. He had looked at her briefly, allowing himself a fleeting scan: her hair was shorter, an elegant cut that framed a face with the same firm lines, but softened by the weight of experience. Her eyes—those olive-colored eyes that had once laid him bare—retained the same intelligent spark, though perhaps now they held a shadow of melancholy that hadn't been there before. She wore a cream-colored linen dress, simple yet impeccable, the fabric falling with an ease that revealed a slender figure. There was nothing about her that betrayed the passage of time, save perhaps a certain stillness, a restraint that clashed with the impulsive Sofia he remembered.

    "A pleasure," he’d
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