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The Journey Within

Chapter 1 – The Silence Between Choices
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The place hadn’t changed.

That was the first thing Marco noticed, standing at the edge of the walkway with his hands in his coat pockets and his breath clouding faintly in the cold air. The building looked the same as it always had—clean lines, muted stone, the kind of architecture that pretended it didn’t hold memories.

But Marco did.

And memories had a way of making even the most ordinary places feel heavier than they should.

He stayed still for a moment longer than necessary, watching the entrance as if it might recognize him first. As if it might decide whether he was allowed to return.

A passing car cut through the quiet street behind him, tires brushing wet pavement. The sound snapped him slightly forward. Not into action—just into awareness.

He exhaled and stepped in.

Inside, the air was warmer. Familiar in a way that made his chest tighten before he could stop it. The lobby lights were softer than he remembered, or maybe he was just seeing them differently. Time had a way of changing contrast.

A receptionist looked up briefly, then back down. No recognition. That was expected.

Marco wasn’t here as someone new.

He was here as someone unfinished.

The elevator ride felt longer than it should have. Not because it was slow, but because he didn’t want to arrive. The mirrored walls reflected him in fragments—angle, shadow, posture. A man trying not to look like he was bracing for impact.

When the doors opened, the hallway greeted him with silence.

That silence was worse than noise.

It wasn’t empty. It was filled with everything that had once been said here—and everything that hadn’t.

He walked down the corridor without rushing. Each step measured, controlled. A habit he’d never fully outgrown: the need to appear steady even when nothing inside him was.

Then he saw the door.

Donald Brunson’s office.

Marco stopped.

For a long moment, he didn’t move. He simply stood there, staring at the wood grain like it might give him instructions. Like it might say turn back or you’re late or you shouldn’t have come at all.

Instead, it said nothing.

That was the problem with doors like this. They never judged you. They just waited for you to do it yourself.

He knocked once.

The sound was sharper than he intended.

There was a pause.

Then—

“Come in.”

Donald’s voice hadn’t changed.

That alone did something unsettling in Marco’s chest. Not comfort. Not relief. Something closer to recognition of an old wound that had never fully closed.

He opened the door.

Donald was behind the desk, as expected. Papers neatly arranged. A pen resting parallel to the edge of a folder. Everything precise, everything controlled. The room looked like someone had tried to arrange thought itself into order.

For a fraction of a second, Donald didn’t react.

Then his eyes lifted.

And the control slipped—not visibly, not dramatically. Just enough that Marco caught it.

“You came,” Donald said.

It wasn’t a question.

Marco stepped inside, letting the door close behind him. The sound felt final in a way he didn’t like.

“I said I would,” Marco replied.

A pause.

“You said a lot of things,” Donald said quietly.

That landed between them like something fragile being set down too hard.

Marco didn’t respond immediately. He let the silence stretch—not because he was avoiding it, but because he was listening to it. The room had a history of interrupting people who spoke too quickly.

“I didn’t come to argue,” Marco said finally.

Donald leaned back slightly in his chair, but it wasn’t relaxation. It was restraint. “Then why did you come?”

That question was always the real one.

Marco’s gaze flicked briefly around the room—past the desk, the window, the muted skyline beyond it. Everything felt suspended here, like time hadn’t decided whether to move forward or stay stuck.

“I don’t know yet,” Marco admitted.

It wasn’t weakness.

It was honesty.

Donald studied him for a moment longer than necessary. His expression didn’t soften, but something in his eyes shifted—like he was recalibrating a version of Marco he had been holding onto.

“You’re different,” Donald said.

Marco gave a faint, humorless exhale. “People keep saying that.”

“And you don’t agree?”

Marco hesitated.

That hesitation mattered more than words.

“I think I’m just more... aware of what I’m not willing to ignore anymore.”

Donald’s fingers tapped once against the desk, then stopped. A controlled gesture that betrayed more than it hid.

“And what exactly are you not willing to ignore?” Donald asked.

Marco met his gaze this time.

“That this,” he said, motioning subtly between them, “never actually ended. It just stopped being discussed.”

The room tightened.

Not physically—but emotionally, like the air itself had become aware of what was being said.

Donald didn’t respond right away. For a brief moment, Marco thought he might deflect. Redirect. Do what he always did when things got too close to truth.

But he didn’t.

Instead, Donald said quietly, “Some things don’t end cleanly.”

“That’s not an answer,” Marco replied.

A flicker—almost irritation—passed through Donald’s expression, but it wasn’t directed at Marco. It felt more like frustration with himself.

Before he could respond, the door opened behind Marco.

He turned slightly.

Valeria Brunson stepped in.

The shift in the room was immediate.

Not because she demanded attention.

Because she didn’t.

She simply changed the balance of it.

Her gaze moved from Marco to Donald, taking in the stillness between them like she already understood what had been happening before she entered.

“I thought I’d find you both here,” she said calmly.

Marco straightened instinctively, though he wasn’t sure why. Valeria had never made him feel judged—but she had always made him feel seen in ways that were harder to hide from.

Donald exhaled slowly. “Valeria.”

A warning. Or an acknowledgment. Marco wasn’t sure which.

She stepped further inside, closing the door behind her with quiet finality.

“I wasn’t planning to interrupt,” she said. “But silence has a way of becoming avoidance if you let it sit too long.”

That sentence settled between them too easily.

Marco looked at her. “You knew I was coming?”

Valeria tilted her head slightly. “I suspected.”

“And you didn’t say anything.”

“I wanted to see what you would do,” she replied simply.

There was no cruelty in it. Just observation.

Donald stood up now, slowly. Not aggressively. But like someone who had reached the limit of how long they could remain seated in a conversation that was no longer theoretical.

“This isn’t the place,” he said.

Valeria looked at him. “Then where is?”

Donald didn’t answer.

That, too, was an answer.

Marco felt it then—the real weight of why he was here. It wasn’t just Donald. It wasn’t just Valeria. It was the space between all three of them that had never been defined properly. Never named. Never resolved.

Just left to evolve in silence.

And silence, he was realizing, always evolved into something heavier.

“I didn’t come to reopen something,” Marco said quietly.

Both of them looked at him.

“I came because I think it was never actually closed.”

The words hung there.

No one rushed to deny them.

Valeria stepped closer, stopping a few feet from him. Her voice was softer now, but no less precise.

“Then what do you think it is?”

Marco swallowed slightly.

That was the question beneath all questions.

What is this?

What were they to each other when the definitions stopped working?

“I don’t know,” Marco said again, but this time it wasn’t uncertainty alone.

It was admission of depth.

“I just know I can’t keep pretending it doesn’t exist.”

Donald looked away first.

Not dramatically.

Just enough to show the strain of holding eye contact with something he couldn’t fully control.

Valeria didn’t look away at all.

Instead, she said quietly, “Then we finally start from that truth.”

And for the first time since Marco stepped into the building, the silence between them didn’t feel empty.

It felt like the beginning of something that refused to be ignored any longer.
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Chapter 2 – Valeria’s Unspoken Understanding
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Valeria didn’t believe in sudden clarity.

Not in people. Not in relationships. Not in herself.

Clarity, in her experience, was something that only appeared after a long accumulation of ignored details—like dust finally settling in a room no one had cleaned properly in months. Or years.

So when she stood in Donald’s office watching Marco and Donald fall into that familiar, fragile silence, she didn’t think aha.

She thought: So it’s still here.

That was different.

Not discovery.

Recognition.

Donald had already returned to his desk, but he wasn’t sitting the same way anymore. His posture was still controlled, still structured—but the control had shifted. Less like authority now, more like containment.

Marco stood near the center of the room, not moving much, but not shrinking either. That was new. Valeria noticed that immediately. He used to occupy space like he was negotiating with it. Now he simply... existed within it.

And that difference mattered more than most people would understand.

Valeria closed the door gently behind her.

The sound was soft, but it changed the room anyway.

Donald glanced at her. “You didn’t have to come here.”

“I didn’t come for you,” she replied.

A pause.

That landed exactly where she intended it to.

Marco looked at her then, really looked at her, as if trying to understand whether she meant it as distance or truth.

Valeria met his gaze without hesitation.

“I came because neither of you were going to say anything useful without pressure,” she added.

Donald’s jaw tightened slightly. Not anger. Resistance.

Marco, on the other hand, exhaled like something in him had been confirmed.

Valeria noticed both reactions.

She always did.

That was part of the problem.

Or the role.

She stepped further into the room, slowly enough that no one could accuse her of taking control, even though she was quietly doing exactly that.

“What did I interrupt?” she asked.

Donald answered too quickly. “Nothing.”

That, too, was information.

Marco didn’t speak immediately. When he did, it wasn’t directed at Donald.

“It wasn’t nothing,” he said.

Valeria’s eyes shifted slightly toward him. “No.”

A simple agreement. No judgment. Just alignment.

That was often more unsettling than disagreement.

Donald leaned back slightly. “We were talking.”

Valeria raised a brow. “That’s generous.”

A faint tension moved through the room—subtle, like air pressure shifting before a storm.

Donald noticed it too. He always did when Valeria challenged him without raising her voice.

“What do you want, Valeria?” he asked.

Finally.

The real question.

Valeria paused.

Not because she didn’t know the answer.

Because she was deciding how honest it would be allowed to be.

Her eyes moved briefly to Marco.

Then back to Donald.

“I want to understand where I stand,” she said.

Silence again.

But this one was different from the one before.

This one had weight.

Marco frowned slightly. “Stand?”

Valeria nodded once. “Yes. In this. In whatever this is.”

Donald’s expression shifted—not confusion, but avoidance trying to disguise itself as logic. “There is no ‘this.’”

Marco gave a quiet, almost disbelieving exhale. “That’s not true.”

Valeria didn’t look at either of them immediately. Instead, she studied the space between them. The invisible structure they kept rebuilding and denying at the same time.

“You both keep speaking like this is unfinished business between the two of you,” she said calmly.

Donald’s eyes narrowed slightly.

Marco stayed still.

Valeria continued.

“But I’m in it too,” she said.

That finally broke something—not loudly, not dramatically—but enough that Donald looked away for a fraction of a second, as if recalculating.

Marco shifted his weight slightly.

Valeria noticed the smallest details. That was what made silence dangerous around her. She didn’t miss what people hoped would go unnoticed.

“I don’t think either of you are doing that intentionally,” she added. “But intention doesn’t erase structure.”

Donald exhaled through his nose. “Structure.”

Valeria nodded. “Yes. Emotional structure. Roles. Expectations. Patterns.”

Marco’s gaze tightened slightly. “We didn’t agree to any of that.”

Valeria looked at him directly.

“You don’t need agreement for it to form,” she said.

That made him go quiet.

Not shut down.

Just... aware.

Donald stood now, slowly. Not approaching anyone. Just breaking his own stillness.

“This is overcomplicating something that isn’t—”

“Simple?” Valeria interrupted gently.

A beat.

Donald didn’t answer.

Valeria’s voice softened
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