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The sun, if one could call it that, hung in the winter sky like a weak bulb at the end of a long corridor. Its pale light crept between the slats of the towering city skyline, staining the floor-to-ceiling windows of Hadrian Chase's corner office in a watery grey that refused to warm anything. There was no frost on the glass, no condensation. The building was too well-engineered for that. It held the outside world at bay with the same ruthless efficiency that Hadrian brought to his daily itinerary.

He sat at his desk as if it were a throne. Not in the sense of grandeur or royalty, but more like a seat carved from steel and numbers, surrounded by the trophies of conquest. Behind him, shelves held no family photos, no sentimental trinkets, no signs of the man before the brand. Instead, there were awards etched in glass and brushed metal: highest earnings quarter, top acquisition deal, net return record broken three years running. Beside them were mounted plaques with names of companies he had absorbed, gutted, rebranded, or quietly folded without notice. If any of those companies had once stood for something, they did not now. Their legacy, like their budgets, had been slashed.

This morning, the numbers came first, as they always did. He flicked through pages of a printed report with the briskness of a man who did not read but scanned for the bottom line. Pages passed under his fingers until he reached the section flagged in blue ink. Job cuts at one of the media arms, eleven hundred, all told. He ran his eye over the breakdown: creative staff, diversity coordinators, local news editors. Whole departments were being erased. He paused for a moment, not because the number troubled him, but because the subtotal amused him. "Four-point-eight million saved annually," he said aloud, almost to himself. "Excellent." Not a trace of irony or discomfort passed over his face. The words fell as if he were commenting on the weather.

His legal counsel entered without knocking. She had stopped knocking after the second year. There was little use in ceremony with Hadrian. She carried a black folder marked with red tabs. "We've received a formal complaint from the Human Rights Commission," she said, not sitting down. "It's connected to last quarter's restructuring. Specifically the removal of equity oversight teams and the reported targeting of LGBTQ+ staff. There's now an employee-led suit forming."

Hadrian did not look up right away. He circled something with his pen on the printout before sliding it into a finished pile. Then, almost offhandedly, he said, "Good." His voice carried a chill that matched the decor. "Maybe it'll scare the others off."

The lawyer hesitated for half a breath, just long enough to be noticed, then nodded once and left. She had learned not to press. Questions hung in the air like smoke, but Hadrian never acknowledged them.

On his desk lay a proposal to eliminate funding for internal Pride committees across all regional offices. The initiative had been shelved for review last year, kept afloat by a few VPs and local directors who still argued that visibility had value. That line had been scratched out and replaced with a summary of projected savings. The attached notes carried counterarguments in careful handwriting, appeals to company culture, reputation, staff morale. One comment pointed out the spike in resignations following the removal of other identity networks. Another asked whether Hadrian had considered external backlash.

He uncapped a red pen. A single stroke silenced one paragraph. Another was crossed out with three hard lines. One comment was encircled and marked "irrelevant" in the margin. In the signature box at the bottom of the page, he wrote his name in bold, deliberate strokes.

Across the room, a wall of glass reflected him, alone at the desk, wrapped in grey light, surrounded by the clean edges of brushed aluminum and frosted glass. No warmth, no mess, no clutter. Just Hadrian Chase and the quiet hum of the climate control system. He sat back, folded his hands, and let his eyes wander to the windows, where the world stretched below in a mosaic of rooftops and traffic and lives too small to matter.

Outside, snow began to fall. Inside, the temperature never changed.
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THE HOUR HAD JUST PASSED eleven when Xavier appeared in the doorway to Hadrian's office. Not a knock, not a sound in the hall, only the soft flicker of their silhouette against the long panel of glass. They stood composed, as ever, spine straight, not a wrinkle in the black slacks or the buttoned shirt with its quiet, businesslike stripe. Their clipboard was gone, replaced by a single envelope.

Hadrian, who was buried in the morning's investor notes, raised his eyes just far enough to signal attention but not so far as to feign interest. Xavier crossed the room at a practiced pace and placed the envelope neatly on the desk's corner, aligning it with the edge as if it were another invoice or scheduling memo.

"Resignation?" Hadrian asked, already reaching for it. He slit the flap open with a letter opener shaped like a dagger. The blade had been a gift, once. He couldn't remember from whom.

"Yes," said Xavier. The word was plain and measured. "Effective immediately, or by end of day, if you prefer a transition."

Hadrian scanned the short letter. His brow twitched only once, but it was unmistakable.

"They slash them," he read aloud, leaning back in his chair. "We've turned language into a choose-your-own-adventure novel, have we?"

He smiled to himself, but there was no humour in it. The kind of smile one makes in the mirror when practising superiority. He flicked the letter lightly, as if testing its weight.

Xavier did not respond. They remained standing with their hands folded in front of them, letting the silence breathe.

Hadrian peered over the rim of the page and said, "You could've just said you were bored. Or burned out. That's fashionable now too, I hear."

"I'm leaving because the climate here is hostile," said Xavier, tone still gentle, still level. "Because identity is treated like an inconvenience. And because people deserve respect, not just efficiency."

Hadrian let out a noise that landed somewhere between a scoff and a huff. He tossed the letter onto the desk. "You mean ideological nonsense. That's what you mean. Identity discourse," he waved a hand in the air as though stirring smoke, "is just a fashionable excuse to avoid work. It's an unprofessional distraction, and we're running a company, not a sociology seminar."

He turned his attention back to his screen, fingers clacking against the keyboard like nothing had happened.

Xavier did not speak again. They moved to the side desk where they kept their things. There wasn't much, a ceramic mug with a cartoon owl on it, a hardcover notebook, a coaster with a pride flag faded to pastel. They packed it all in a canvas tote bag that had once been white and was now some shade between grey and paper. Their movements were slow and exact, neither hurried nor theatrical.

Hadrian typed louder.

When everything was packed, Xavier paused at the doorway. They looked back once, as if expecting something, acknowledgement, or maybe the decency of eye contact. They received neither. They stepped out and closed the door behind them with the same careful precision with which they had opened it.

The latch clicked.

Hadrian, without turning from his screen, muttered to the empty room, "Good riddance." The words floated up into the ceiling vents and disappeared, like most things spoken when no one remains to hear them.
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THE CLOCK UPON THE wall ticked steadily as the door to Hadrian Chase's imposing office swung open with a measured creak. Into the room stepped a young woman, her steps purposeful though tempered by a touch of nervousness, carrying with her the weight of a cause far removed from the gleaming ledgers and cold numbers that usually filled the space. She was a representative from a local shelter, one that tended to LGBTQ+ youth caught in the merciless web of homelessness, a reality often ignored by those who counted themselves too busy or too important to look beyond their own narrow pursuits.

She came armed not with grand promises or lofty speeches but with facts and urgent needs, her voice clear and steady as she unfolded the rising tide of destitution among those children and teenagers who dared to live lives of difference in a world too quick to cast them out. She spoke of nights spent shivering on doorsteps, of cold meals and colder shoulders, of hopes crushed beneath the heavy boots of prejudice and neglect. Her words were measured, her pitch concise, crafted over months of preparation to touch even the hardest of hearts, or at least to make a crack in the walls of indifference.

Hadrian sat behind his great desk, eyes narrowed as if trying to see through the very air that separated them. He listened, or so it seemed, his fingers steepled beneath his chin in a pose of feigned attention. But in truth, his mind wandered far from the room, beyond the pale walls lined with awards and reports, to matters far less human and far more profitable. When at last she finished, awaiting a response she had hoped would bring light to their cause, Hadrian's lips parted, and out came words as cold and sharp as winter frost.

"This business of entitlement," he began, his voice smooth and clipped, "it has grown like a weed in the garden of society. An economy built on demands, where those who refuse to fit into the patterns expected of them expect the world to bend and bow to their every whim. I assure you, madam, the world bends quite far already, more than enough to satisfy any reasonable expectation." He leaned back, fingers tapping a slow rhythm on the polished surface. "Charity is not a well to be drawn upon at the convenience of those who cannot or will not conform. The market does not flourish on sentiment alone."

The representative's face, so full of hope but edged now with disappointment, betrayed no more than a faint tremor. She nodded politely but said nothing further, knowing the walls of this particular fortress were firmly shut. She gathered her papers, thanked him quietly, and made her way to the door. The heavy click of the closing door marked not an end, but a chasm of indifference wider than any she had encountered before.

Hadrian's new assistant, a young man still finding his footing in the cold corridors of corporate power, stepped forward hesitantly. His cheeks coloured with the discomfort of witnessing such brusqueness, and with a voice soft and uncertain he ventured, "Sir, perhaps I might—"

But Hadrian raised a hand, dismissive and final. "There is no need," he said briskly. "We do what we must, and we do not apologize for it." The assistant stepped back, shoulders slumped, left to wrestle with the uneasy knowledge that some doors, once closed, seldom reopen.
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LATE THAT AFTERNOON, just as the long shadows began to creep like silent guests across the streets, there came a gentle knock at the heavy door of Hadrian Chase's office. It was a knock measured and familiar, one that could only belong to a certain figure in his life, no matter how often he wished it might not be so. Hadrian glanced up from the scattered papers and glowing screens before him, his sharp eyes narrowing slightly in recognition as the door swung inward.

There stood Daniel, his nephew, his face alight with that indefatigable cheerfulness that seemed to thrive regardless of circumstance. In his hands, carefully cradled and wrapped in bright paper, was a tin of holiday cookies, glistening with festive ribbons and promises of sweetness. Daniel's coat was dusted with the faintest trace of the season's first snow, and despite the chill that had settled beyond the glass, a warmth radiated from him, a warmth that was neither bought nor sold.

"Uncle Hadrian," Daniel began, his voice a mixture of hope and something else, something quieter, something almost pleading. "I thought I might stop by for a moment. I brought you these." He extended the tin with a slight bow, as if presenting a peace offering rather than mere confections.

Hadrian's gaze flicked over the tin, then back to Daniel's face. There was no smile in the corners of his mouth, no light in his eyes. Instead, there was that familiar, imperious coolness, the kind that set walls between people faster than bricks ever could.

"Cookies," Hadrian said, the word tasting sour on his tongue, "How quaint. And what exactly is the occasion that requires such saccharine displays?"

Daniel swallowed, the cheer not entirely slipping from his tone, but a shadow falling across it nonetheless. "It's the holidays, Uncle. A time to gather. To celebrate. I was hoping you might join us for dinner. Just a small gathering, really. My partner and some friends, chosen family, you know, people who care about each other. It would mean a lot if you came."

Hadrian's eyes sharpened, and the room seemed to chill despite the stack of reports and the hum of electronics around him. "A parade of delusion, if I ever heard one," he said slowly, each word a deliberate strike. "A dinner theatre of victimhood and self-pity, dressed up in ribbons and costumes. I have no time for such frivolities."

Daniel's face tightened, but he did not step back. He pressed on, voice softening, appealing to memory. "But Uncle, remember how we used to spend Christmas together? The lights on the tree, the songs, the stories, before all of this madness took hold. It wasn't about politics or protests then. It was family."

Hadrian cut him off with a swift gesture, voice cold and clipped as a winter frost. "That was before the world turned into a circus, Daniel. Before everyone started wearing masks, not to hide their faces, but to parade their grievances as if they were badges of honour. I do not participate in spectacles."

Daniel's shoulders sagged just slightly, disappointment settling in like a slow fog. He folded his hands, the tin now lowered to his side, the festive ribbons fluttering faintly in the still air. "I only wanted to share something real, Uncle. Something warm. Not a performance, but a moment."

Hadrian's gaze did not waver. "Your moments are yours. Mine are elsewhere." He waved a hand toward the window, toward the city beyond, cold and indifferent. "I do not need your company, nor the company of those you call family."

Without another word, Daniel turned toward the door. His steps were steady but quiet, carrying the weight of unspoken sorrow. The office door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving Hadrian alone once more with his silence.

For a moment, he sat staring at the spot where Daniel had stood, the faint scent of sugar and spices lingering in the air. Then, without ceremony, he reached out and grabbed the tin. He tossed it into the waste bin with a casual flick of the wrist, the bright wrapping crumpling like discarded hope.

Hadrian leaned back in his chair, hands folded behind his head, eyes fixed once more on the glowing screen before him. Outside, the city lights twinkled like distant stars, indifferent to the small dramas unfolding within glass walls. The cookies remained unopened, a silent testament to a moment refused and a bridge left uncrossed.
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HADRIAN STEPPED OUT of the building, with the last traces of daylight already surrendered to the encroaching darkness. The city streets, usually bustling with the hurried footsteps and murmurings of late office workers, had begun to settle into a quieter rhythm. His polished shoes clicked sharply against the slick pavement, a sound that seemed out of place amid the muffled whispers of the cold evening air. Behind him, the low rumble of the engine followed at a respectful distance, his driver trailing quietly like a shadow.

The streetlights cast pools of amber across the sidewalks, but it was the windows and storefronts that truly commanded Hadrian's attention as he walked. Each one had been transformed into a riot of colour, adorned with ribbons of rainbow-hued lights that danced and flickered with festive cheer. Signs were hung with pride, declaring messages meant to embrace every soul passing beneath them: "Merry and Bright for All," "Safe Holidays for Every Identity." The glow was warm and inviting, but to Hadrian it burned like a foreign fire.

He moved past a quaint little boutique whose display was centred on a striking scene: two men, hands entwined, standing beneath a cluster of mistletoe. Their faces were lit with joy, the scene framed by twinkling fairy lights and festive greenery. Hadrian halted mid-step, lips curling into a sneer that barely concealed the disdain in his eyes.

"Insanity," he muttered under his breath, voice low and thick with contempt. "We used to have dignity. Now this. Parading affection like a spectacle." He shook his head slowly, the movement small but deliberate, as if trying to dislodge the image from his mind.

For a moment, he stood there, the cold biting at his cheeks, while the soft glow of those rainbow lights shimmered against the glass like something impossible to grasp. The quiet joy in the display seemed to mock him, a reminder of the world moving on without him.

Hadrian turned and strode purposefully toward the sleek black car waiting just a few paces away. The door opened silently at his touch, and he slid inside, the familiar leather wrapping around him like a shield. He closed the door firmly behind him, the muffled thud sealing him off from the cold air and the flickering world outside.

As the driver settled into the front seat, the interior lights cast a gentle glow, illuminating Hadrian's face in soft shades. He looked back once more through the tinted window, eyes narrowing as he took in the radiant colours reflected in the glass. There was something both foreign and infuriating in the sight, a vivid reminder of a world he no longer recognized nor wished to belong to.

"Is everything alright, sir?" the driver asked cautiously, breaking the silence with a voice measured and respectful.

Hadrian's jaw tightened. His gaze shifted back to the city streets, now passing in a blur of lights and shadows. "Just drive," he said sharply, the words clipped and final.

The car pulled away from the curb, tires whispering against the asphalt, carrying him away from the lights and into the deep embrace of the night. Outside the window, the city continued its celebration, vibrant and unyielding, as Hadrian stared into the darkened streets with a hardness that refused to soften.
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Night had fallen like a heavy curtain over the city as Hadrian Chase returned to his penthouse, a towering sanctuary nestled high above the restless streets. The doors closed behind him with a muted click, sealing out the murmurs and chaos of the world below. Inside, there was only silence, broken faintly by the low, constant hum of the city that seeped through the thick, insulated windows like the distant heartbeat of a world he no longer felt part of.

Hadrian moved through his spacious apartment with the precision of a well-rehearsed performance. He shed his polished shoes by the door, replacing them with a pair of soft, leather slippers laid neatly on a mat that bore the subtle monogram of his initials. Each movement was deliberate and practiced, as if the routine itself anchored him against the tides of change that threatened to overwhelm.

In the kitchen, he opened the refrigerator with an almost clinical detachment and removed a small container, a precooked meal prepared with exacting care and stored for nights just like this one. The microwave hummed to life, spinning the plastic container as Hadrian set the timer with methodical fingers. While waiting, he dimmed the lights, selecting a preset that cast the room in a warm, muted glow. The soft amber wash softened the stark modernity of the penthouse, though it could not reach the coldness that lingered in the air.

Once the meal was heated, Hadrian carried the container to the dining table, an imposing slab of dark wood that could seat ten, though tonight only one chair was occupied. He settled into the solitary seat, the others around him empty and silent like witnesses to his isolation. Pouring himself a glass of deep red wine, he watched the liquid swirl before swallowing it without ceremony, offering no toast or accompaniment.

The television flickered on, and instantly the room was filled with the voices of the evening news anchors. Their polished tones recounted the day's events with practiced urgency. One segment covered new civil rights legislation proposed by the city council, promising protections for marginalized communities and expanding recognition for LGBTQ+ individuals. The next story detailed the introduction of a new school curriculum designed to be inclusive of diverse identities, aiming to educate children about acceptance and respect from an early age. Finally, a reporter stood amidst a crowd of protesters, their signs raised high, voices echoing against the imposing glass facades of corporate headquarters, demanding an end to lobbying that undermined the public good.

Hadrian's scowl deepened with each passing headline, his jaw tightening as the words filled the room. He muttered under his breath, a harsh rasp that cut through the quiet. "They're rewriting society for the sake of feelings." The bitterness in his tone was unmistakable, a shield against the relentless tide of change he refused to embrace.

He ate in silence, the sounds of cutlery against the plate the only accompaniment to the steady narration from the television. The meal, perfectly
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