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THE PRICE OF PEACE

Marcus had everything a man was supposed to want.

A quiet home.

A calm life.

A woman who made every jagged edge of the world feel smooth.

Her name was Elena.

She was the personification of a safe harbor.

She never argued.

She never challenged his logic.

She never made things complicated, even when they should have been.

Dinner was always ready before the hunger even set in.

Her voice was a soft melody that never hit a sharp note.

Her presence was a steady, predictable hum.

She was kind.

Devastatingly kind.

At first, it felt like a luxury.

Then, it felt like a habit.

Finally, it felt like nothing at all.

Marcus began to move through his own home like a ghost.

When everything is perfectly catered to you, you stop having to be anyone.

There was no friction.

Nothing to remind him he was alive.
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THE SHIFT

Then, the air changed.

Marcus left for a meeting—just another corporate ritual in a life of scheduled certainties.

Until he met her.

Her name was Sloane.

She didn’t walk into the room; she took ownership of it.

She wasn't there to be a "soft place to land."

She didn’t soften her tone to make the men in the room feel comfortable.

In fact, she seemed entirely unimpressed by him.

Where Elena would have nodded, Sloane questioned.

Where Elena would have smoothed things over, Sloane pushed back.

Over the following month, the "meeting" evolved into a blurred reality of late-night gallery openings and dinners that stretched into the early hours of the morning.

Sloane didn't know about the quiet penthouse or the woman who kept the lights on for him.

To her, Marcus was a man of intellect and ambition—a man she was slowly beginning to let in.

Marcus found himself living a double life that felt increasingly like a fever dream.

He began to notice the "Elena-shaped" holes in his existence.

With Sloane, there was romance in the friction.

He started buying her things he had never considered for Elena.

Not just gifts, but investments in her attention.

He spent an afternoon in the Design District watching her select a rare $40,000 sculpture.

When she hesitated, he bought it instantly.

He didn't do it to be kind; he did it to see if he could buy a spark of gratitude from her.

She didn't thank
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