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Chapter 1 – The Girl Made of Contradictions
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By nine-thirty on Monday morning, Gloria Vale had already been called three different versions of impossible.

The first came from a junior developer who muttered “How do they even think that fast?” after Gloria dismantled an entire predictive sequence during the weekly systems review.

The second came from the head of analytics, who laughed nervously and told the room, “I swear Gloria changes methodologies every week just to keep us humble.”

The third arrived anonymously through the company group chat ten minutes later:

Paradox Girl strikes again.

Followed by a lightning bolt emoji.

Then a black heart.

Then six laughing reactions.

Gloria stared at the message from behind the pale glow of three hovering monitors, expression unreadable.

Their fingers paused over the keyboard.

For a moment, the open code reflected in the sharp lenses of their glasses—lines of probability branches and behavioral pathways floating like ghosts across their eyes.

Then, without reacting outwardly, Gloria muted the chat entirely.

The office around them buzzed with synthetic sunlight and quiet ambition.

The headquarters of Helix Dynamic occupied six floors of renovated industrial architecture in downtown Chicago, all polished concrete and transparent walls designed to make people feel innovative. Employees floated between collaborative workspaces carrying overpriced coffee and conversations about machine learning ethics they rarely meant.

Gloria hated almost all of it.

Not the work.

Never the work.

The work made sense.

Human behavior could be mapped. Trends could be measured. Choices could be predicted with enough data. People were equations pretending not to be equations, and Gloria had built a career out of proving it.

But the people themselves?

Exhausting.

Contradictory.

Emotional.

Impossible to stabilize.

Which was ironic considering Gloria had spent most of their adult life being accused of exactly the same thing.

They leaned back slightly in their chair, absently tugging the sleeve of their charcoal sweater lower over tattooed wrists.

Today they looked severe:

	black nail polish 

	silver rings 

	dark eyeliner 

	boots heavy enough to sound dangerous against concrete floors 


Tomorrow they might look softer.

Or brighter.

Or androgynous in an entirely different direction.

People always wanted consistency from them. Something easy to categorize.

Gloria had stopped trying to provide it years ago.

“Vale.”

Gloria looked up.

Their supervisor, Denise Harper, stood beside the desk holding a tablet against her chest.

Denise was one of the few people at Helix who never looked intimidated by Gloria, possibly because she was too perpetually stressed to fear anyone properly.

“You rewrote the projection model?”

“It was inefficient.”

“You rewrote it overnight.”

“It was still inefficient yesterday too.”

Denise pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Do you enjoy making the engineering department cry?”

“No,” Gloria answered honestly. “I enjoy competent architecture.”

A nearby intern choked trying not to laugh.

Denise gave Gloria a long look that balanced exactly between annoyance and reluctant admiration.

“You’re presenting to investors next week.”

“I know.”

“You cannot tell them their current platform is intellectually embarrassing.”

“I can if they ask directly.”

“Gloria.”

“They shouldn’t ask questions they don’t want answered.”

Denise sighed the sigh of a woman whose blood pressure had permanently adapted to one specific employee.

“Just try behaving like a human person for one hour.”

Gloria blinked once.

“That seems excessive.”

This time several people nearby laughed openly.

Gloria hated that too.

Not because they minded being funny.

Because they never intended to be.

Denise walked away muttering something about whiskey before noon, and the office slowly returned to its normal rhythm.

Gloria adjusted their headphones back over their ears, welcoming the familiar pressure.

Music without lyrics.

Clean.

Predictable.

Safe.

Their focus settled again almost instantly.

Numbers steadied them.

Patterns steadied them.

Everything reduced eventually.

Even loneliness.

Especially loneliness.

A sharp burst of color outside the window caught their attention.

Gloria frowned.

Construction crews had occupied the street below for weeks, but this was different.

Brighter.

Moving.

Against their better judgment, Gloria stood and crossed toward the glass wall overlooking the avenue.

Someone was painting across the side of the adjacent building.

Not tagging.

Not graffiti.

A mural.

Huge sweeping lines of cobalt blue and gold stretched across brick in chaotic geometric layers. Half-finished figures emerged from the color like people caught between dimensions.

And standing on suspended scaffolding three stories above the ground—

A man in paint-covered jeans dancing recklessly to music blasting from a portable speaker.

Gloria watched him nearly step backward off the platform.

Their stomach lurched involuntarily.

Then the man caught himself smoothly and laughed like gravity itself had told a joke.

Idiot.

The word arrived instantly in Gloria’s mind.

Yet they kept watching.

The painter moved with impossible looseness, one hand balancing effortlessly while the other dragged bold color across brick walls in violent confident strokes.

No hesitation.

No overcorrection.

No fear.

Gloria couldn’t imagine living inside a brain like that.

As if sensing the attention somehow, the man looked upward.

Even three stories apart, Gloria could see the grin spread immediately across his face.

He raised a paint-covered hand and waved enthusiastically through the glass.

Gloria stepped away from the window at once.

Absolutely not.

They returned to their desk.

Focused on code.

Ignored the strange warmth crawling unexpectedly up the back of their neck.

By lunchtime, they had almost forgotten him.

Almost.

Unfortunately, the universe appeared committed to ruining that.

The elevator lobby downstairs was crowded with employees escaping for food when Gloria finally left their office around one-thirty.

Headphones on.

Messenger bag slung over one shoulder.

Eyes carefully lowered.

The system worked because people usually interpreted minimal eye contact as a request for distance.

Then someone crashed directly into them.

Hard.

Gloria staggered sideways.

Coffee splashed across the floor.

A startled curse rang out.

“Oh hell—”

Warm liquid hit Gloria’s coat sleeve.

They froze.

Slowly looked down.

White paint streaked across black wool.

Silence.

The kind that existed immediately before natural disasters.

“Oh no,” a voice said. “You’re the scary office person.”

Gloria lifted their gaze.

It was him.

Up close, the mural painter looked even more chaotic somehow.

Dark curls shoved carelessly away from his forehead.

Paint smeared along his jawline.

Brown eyes bright with immediate amusement despite the situation rapidly approaching homicide territory.

He balanced two coffee cups in one hand and an open container of paintbrushes in the other like someone fundamentally incompatible with caution.

“You walked into me,” Gloria said flatly.

“I did,” he agreed cheerfully. “In my defense, I was multitasking irresponsibly.”

Gloria stared at the ruined sleeve.

“This coat was expensive.”

“I believe that immediately.”

No apology.

Not even slightly.

Just infuriating calm.

Around them, nearby employees had started pretending not to watch.

Marco glanced at the paint streak again.

“Honestly? The white improves it artistically.”

Gloria looked at him with the full force of several decades of cultivated emotional frost.

Most people backed away when faced with that expression.

The painter only grinned wider.

“Well,” he said, shifting the coffees carefully, “now you look like you survived a tragic but sexy snowstorm.”

Gloria blinked.

What kind of sentence was that?

“I need to go.”

“Before or after forgiving me?”

“There will not be an after.”

“Ouch.”

He pressed one hand dramatically to his chest.

“Cold.”

Gloria moved to step around him.

Then paused.

Against all logic, their brain supplied an observation they did not request:

He was beautiful.

Not polished beautiful.

Not curated.

Alive beautiful.

Warm in a way that made Gloria abruptly aware of how sterile most of their world had become.

The realization irritated them instantly.

The painter tilted his head slightly.

“There it is.”

Gloria narrowed their eyes.

“What?”

“That look.”

“What look?”

“Like you’re trying to solve me mathematically.”

“I’m trying to determine how you remain employed while behaving like this.”

He laughed openly.

Bright.

Unrestrained.

The sound bounced through the lobby and lodged somewhere inconvenient beneath Gloria’s ribs.

“I’m Marco,” he said.

Gloria did not offer their own name.

Marco continued anyway.

“You work upstairs.”

“Observant.”

“You stared at my mural this morning.”

Gloria’s entire nervous system stalled for half a second.

“I did not.”

“You absolutely did.”

“That accusation seems statistically unverifiable.”

Marco lit up immediately.

“Oh my god. You talk exactly like someone named Paradox Girl.”

Gloria went still.

The nickname landed differently from him.

Not mocking.

Curious.

Like he genuinely wanted to understand it.

Which somehow made it worse.

Their expression hardened again automatically.

“That isn’t my name.”

Marco’s smile softened—not disappearing entirely, just becoming less careless.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Then what is?”

For one strange suspended second, the noise of the lobby blurred around them.

Gloria didn’t know why answering suddenly felt dangerous.

Too personal.

Too intimate.

As if names mattered more when spoken by someone actually paying attention.

Finally they said:

“Gloria.”

Marco repeated it immediately.

Not rushed.

Not careless.

“Gloria.”

The way he said it unsettled them completely.

Like the name already belonged somewhere inside him.

Gloria adjusted their bag abruptly.

“I have work.”

“You definitely do,” Marco agreed, glancing toward the elevators. “You also definitely need more interesting lunches.”

“I like my lunches.”

“No you don’t.”

“You don’t know me.”

Marco smiled lazily.

“I know you alphabetize your desktop folders by color.”

Gloria froze.

“How could you possibly know that?”

“You have the posture of someone emotionally committed to organization.”

“That sentence means nothing.”

“It means I’m right.”

He was.

Which was intolerable.

Marco extended one of the untouched coffee cups toward them suddenly.

“Peace offering.”

Gloria eyed it suspiciously.

“You think coffee compensates for property damage?”

“No,” Marco admitted. “But caffeine improves your odds of eventually liking me.”

“That outcome remains unlikely.”

“Unlikely isn’t impossible.”

Gloria should have walked away immediately.

Instead, after a pause that felt psychologically significant, they took the coffee.

Marco looked absurdly pleased by this microscopic victory.

“There,” he said warmly. “See? Human interaction. You survived.”

Gloria stared at him over the rim of the cup.

“You are exhausting.”

“And yet,” Marco replied, stepping backward toward the doors, “you’re still talking to me.”

Then he winked and disappeared back out toward the street, sunlight catching against paint stains on his hands.

Gloria remained motionless in the lobby long after he left.

Coffee warm between their fingers.

Heart behaving strangely.

Mind already attempting to calculate damage control.

Upstairs, hidden behind locked screens and endless equations, Gloria understood systems.

Variables.

Probabilities.

Outcomes.

But standing there with paint drying across their sleeve and a stranger’s laugh still echoing in their chest—

for the first time in a long while—

Gloria encountered something that felt dangerously close to unpredictability.
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