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The oak table gleamed under the dim candlelight, reflecting the glasses of red wine like small pools of blood. Alejandro cut his steak with mechanical precision, but his attention was meters away, anchored on the woman laughing across from him.

Sofía. His sister-in-law. His wife’s younger sister.

Every lock of hair that fell across her neckline, every gesture of her hands as she recounted some trivial anecdote, was a tiny stab at his resolve.

“So, the Santa Fe project? Is it still moving forward?” Elena, his wife, asked without looking up from her phone.

Alejandro forced a smile.

“Yeah, honey. The permits are all set; we start excavation next week.”

Sofía watched him from the other side of the table, unsmiling. Her dark eyes, almost black, didn’t miss a thing. She wasn’t judging; she was simply... registering.

She had always been like that: untouched, impenetrable. Married to that soft-spoken, impeccably mannered lawyer, Ricardo. The perfect couple, straight out of a catalog. And Alejandro, the devoted husband of her older sister, the family man.

What comfortable lies.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Sofía said. Her voice was soft as velvet, but carried an edge no one else seemed to notice. “You’ve always been very... efficient.”

The word “efficient” sounded like mockery on her lips. Alejandro felt heat crawl up his neck. It wasn’t the wine. It was her proximity—just three chairs away—radiating an energy that completely threw him off balance.

He remembered Elena’s wedding, five years ago now. Sofía as maid of honor, in a green dress that highlighted the paleness of her skin. Him, newly married, trying not to stare too much. Even then, the seed of that silent obsession had taken root.

“You okay, Ale?” Elena finally put her phone away, frowning slightly.

“Yeah, nothing. Just a little tired.”

He was lying. He had never felt more alive. Every fiber of his being stayed on high alert, tuned to the accidental brush of Sofía’s hand as she reached for the salt, to the sound of her cutlery against the plate, to the faint jasmine scent that seemed to rise from her skin.

He needed air. He needed to escape the thick tension that only he seemed to perceive.

“Excuse me,” he said, pushing his chair back. “I’m going out for a smoke.”

“You don’t smoke,” Elena corrected, irritation in her voice.

“Sometimes it helps clear my head.”

He didn’t wait for a reply. He crossed the dining room and stepped onto the terrace, where the night air of the city felt like cool balm against his burning skin.

He lit a cigarette with trembling hands and inhaled the smoke as if it were the only oxygen available. The city lights twinkled in the distance: a universe of other people’s lives, other people’s problems that weren’t his.

His problem was inside that house, sitting at that table.

“You’ve got a tic in your jaw when you lie.”

Sofía’s voice made him startle. She stood in the doorway of the sliding glass, a slender silhouette framed against the glow from inside.

“I’m not lying.”

“No,” she admitted, stepping closer slowly. “You’re omitting. That’s your specialty.”

She stopped by the railing, just a breath away from him. Alejandro could feel the heat of her body, a disturbing contrast to the coolness of the night.

“And what do you think my specialty is, Sofía?”

She didn’t meet his eyes. Her gaze drifted toward the urban horizon.

“Building façades. Your life, your marriage... even that smile. Everything very carefully constructed, but the foundations are fragile.”

Alejandro’s heart pounded hard. Did she know? How could she know? For years he had hidden those cracks, those fissures in his relationship with Elena, those nights of silence and resentment.

Sofía always seemed to see straight through the layers of lies everyone told themselves.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” She turned toward him, and for the first time that night, their eyes met. “I know my sister loves you, Alejandro, but I also know you don’t love her. Not the way someone should be loved.”

The words hit like a whip. It wasn’t an accusation; it was a statement of fact.

He stood speechless, the cigarette burning down between his fingers. She took one more step, closing the distance until they were almost touching. Her perfume enveloped him completely.

“I also know you look at me in a way a brother-in-law shouldn’t look at his sister-in-law.”

Alejandro swallowed; his throat was dry. The game was over. She had seen through him.

He braced for judgment, disgust, the threat to tell Elena everything—but Sofía did something completely unexpected. She raised a hand and, with the tip of her finger, traced an invisible line from his temple to the corner of his mouth.

“The funny thing is... it doesn’t bother me.”

She withdrew her hand slowly and turned away. She walked back inside the house as if nothing had happened.

Alejandro remained frozen, the cigarette burning away between his fingers. The smoke drifted into the night, but Sofía’s words were seared into his mind.

He still wasn’t sure whether he had just received a warning... or an invitation.
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The following days were a hell of deliberate torment.

Sofía’s phrase—“it doesn’t bother me”—echoed in his head like a mantra, at once a promise and a threat.

He caught himself inventing excuses to pass by his wife’s office, two blocks from Ricardo’s law firm, in the vague hope of running into her. Anticipation had become an addiction.

One afternoon, while pretending to review blueprints on his tablet, his phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number.

The corner café, twenty minutes. Don’t be late.

No signature needed. He knew exactly who it was.

His heart lurched; a cocktail of panic and euphoria surged through him. He told Elena he had an unexpected client meeting—a lie that rolled off his tongue with such natural ease it frightened him.

Eighteen minutes later he pushed open the door of the café: a small, smoke-filled place with cracked marble tables.

She was already there, in a secluded corner, an open book on the table in front of her. She wore a gray linen dress cinched at the waist, hugging curves Alejandro had only ever imagined.

He sat across from her without a word, waiting.

“What do you want, Sofía?” he finally managed; his voice came out rougher than usual.

She closed the book slowly, marking the page with one long finger tipped in discreet dark-red polish.

“I want to know what you’re going to do about... your situation.”

“My situation?” he repeated, feeling like an idiot.

“Yes. That look. That desire you project like a lighthouse in the fog. It’s not subtle, Alejandro. It never has been.”

She leaned forward and he caught the jasmine perfume mingling with the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

“What if I told you it’s a look without intention? That it’s something I can’t control?”

“I’d say you’re lying,” she answered without blinking. “Everything we do is a choice. Including desire.”

The waitress approached. Alejandro ordered an Americano, unable to manage anything more articulate. When she left, Sofía went on.

“My sister is happy. Oblivious, but happy. She lives in the perfect house with the perfect husband and believes the world is as orderly as her accounting ledgers.”

“And you don’t believe that.”

“I know order is an illusion we build so we don’t have to see the chaos. I know that inside that perfect house there are heavy silences. I know you and my sister sleep in separate rooms when you fight.”

Alejandro froze. How could she know? That was his best-kept secret, the most obvious symptom of their marital fracture.

“Ricardo and I have our secrets too,” Sofía added, as though she had read his mind. “No marriage is what it appears to be. We’re all actors in our own private drama.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” he asked at last. “To torture me?”

“No.” A faint smile curved her lips, almost imperceptible. “I’m telling you because I’m tired of illusions, and because your gaze... is the first truly genuine thing I’ve seen in a very long time.”

The coffee arrived. Alejandro drank it in quick gulps; the hot liquid burned his throat and gave him back a sliver of control.

“I have to go,” he said, even though he didn’t want to leave that chair.

“I know you have a ‘meeting,’” Sofía replied, a trace of sarcasm in her voice, “but before you leave, I want an answer.”

“To what?”

She leaned in even closer. Her voice dropped to an intimate whisper that cut through the café’s murmur.

“Are you willing to tear down your façade, Alejandro? Are you willing to see what’s underneath?”

The question hung between them. It wasn’t about sex or a fleeting affair.

It was something deeper, more dangerous. It was about destroying the version of himself he had spent years constructing.

“I don’t know if I can,” he confessed; his voice cracked just slightly.

“That’s not an answer,” Sofía said, leaning back in her chair. “You have one week to think about it. One week to decide whether you’re the man everyone believes you are... or the man your eyes betray.”

She stood, left a bill on the table, and walked out of the café without looking back.

Alejandro watched her go, her slender figure disappearing into the crowd.

He stayed there, with the half-empty coffee cup and his soul completely exposed.

He knew—with an unsettling certainty—that this week would define the rest of his life.
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