

    
        
          The Algorithm Chose Me

        

        
        
          J.F.O. Black

        

        
          Published by J.F.O. Black, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ALGORITHM CHOSE ME

    

    
      First edition. October 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 J.F.O. Black.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235404168

    

    
    
      Written by J.F.O. Black.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Night Before

Chapter 2: Assessment Day

Chapter 3: The Perfect Daughter

Chapter 4: The Adjustment Center

Chapter 5: The Unchosen Two

Chapter 6: Outside the Rings

Chapter 7: #LoveWithoutData

Chapter 8: Public Performance

Chapter 9: Performed Intimacy

Chapter 10: Unauthorized Updates

Chapter 11: The Kiss That Broke the Code

Chapter 12: The Underground Network

Chapter 13: Ghosts in the Code

Chapter 14: Propaganda War

Chapter 15: Disconnected

Chapter 16: The Archive

Chapter 17: Reunion Protocol

Chapter 18: The Spire

Chapter 19: The Collapse

Chapter 20: Static Hearts

Chapter 21: The New Algorithm

Chapter 22: The Proposal

Chapter 23: The Museum of Mistakes

Chapter 24: The Final Calculation

Sign up for J.F.O. Black's Mailing List

Also By J.F.O. Black

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1:
The Night Before
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The last sunset of Pete Alvarez's optimized childhood painted Ring Three in shades of algorithmic gold.

He sat on the rooftop of Block 7, legs dangling over the edge, watching the light die across Optima's curved skyline. The buildings blushed coral and amber, their surfaces calibrated to catch the evening glow at precisely this angle, at precisely this hour. Somewhere in the city's infrastructure, someone had calculated the optimal aesthetic experience for this moment. Someone had decided what beautiful meant and programmed the architecture to deliver it on schedule.

The Central Data Spire rose in the distance, a needle of black glass piercing the fading sky. Its surface flickered with patterns Pete couldn't read, data streams made visible, the city's invisible god processing the lives of three million citizens. At night the Spire glowed blue-white against the darkness, a lighthouse for people who'd forgotten they needed saving. Now it caught the sunset and burned.

Tomorrow was Assessment Day. Tomorrow the Algorithm would tell Pete who he was supposed to love for the rest of his life.

His monitor band pulsed warm against his wrist, logging the slight elevation in his heart rate, the shift in his breathing patterns, all the biological signatures of anticipation that he couldn't quite suppress. The data would feed into his profile, refining the model, sharpening the prediction. By this time tomorrow, the system would know him better than he'd ever know himself.

The rooftop access door scraped open behind him.

"You know that's against building protocol." Marco climbed through, a bottle of contraband soda in each hand. Real sugar, smuggled from somewhere beyond Ring Four, the kind of minor rebellion that felt significant when you were seventeen and powerless. "If the maintenance drones catch you up here, that's a point off your social harmony score."

"I'll risk it." Pete accepted the offered bottle, condensation cold against his palm. "Besides, what are they going to do? Match me with someone terrible as punishment?"

Marco settled beside him, legs swinging into empty air. His monitor band caught the fading light, silver polymer gleaming with health data Pete would never see. Best friends since childhood, and still the Algorithm kept their readings private from each other. Some things were only meant for the system to know.

"You nervous?" Marco nudged his shoulder.

"About tomorrow? No. Why would I be nervous? It's only the defining moment of my entire existence."

"That's a yes."

"That's a maybe." Pete took a long drink, the sweetness almost painful after a lifetime of optimized nutrition. "I'm excited. Terrified. Mildly nauseous. Possibly having a stress response that will tank my emotional regulation scores right before the most important scan of my life."

Marco laughed, and the sound carried across the rooftops, unscripted and unoptimized. "Same. Sofia's been messaging me all day. Tips for the assessment. Breathing exercises. Visualization techniques."

"Sofia?"

"Sofia Chen. She's in my probability cluster. The preliminary models say there's a 67% chance we'll match."

Pete blinked. "You know your probability clusters?"

"Everyone knows their probability clusters. You can request them from the Ministry portal. Didn't you..." Marco stopped, realization dawning. "You never checked."

"I never checked."

"Pete. Everyone checks. It's not official, but it gives you an idea. Helps you prepare mentally for the possibilities."

The soda bottle sweated in Pete's grip. He hadn't checked because checking would make it real. Checking would mean admitting that tomorrow mattered, that he cared about the outcome, that somewhere beneath eighteen years of practiced indifference, he still harbored the desperate hope that the Algorithm would hand him a life worth living.

"What if I don't want to prepare mentally?" He kept his voice casual, the deflection as automatic as breathing. "What if I want to be surprised?"

"Then you're the only person in Optima who does." Marco's shoulder bumped against his, the contact brief and warm. "Come on. What are you actually scared of?"

Below them, the streets of Ring Three curved in their gentle arcs, transit pods gliding along magnetic tracks, citizens returning home from optimized workdays to optimized families. The ambient music was audible even up here, a faint thread of synthetic calm woven through the evening air. Somewhere a delivery drone hummed past, its cargo of personalized meals destined for citizens who'd never learned to cook because the system provided.

Pete watched a couple walk hand in hand along the central pathway, their matching monitor bands blinking in synchronized rhythm. They looked content. Everyone in Optima looked content. It was the most common expression in the city, that particular blend of satisfaction and absence that passed for happiness when happiness had been engineered.

"You ever watch your parents?" Pete kept his focus on the street below. "Like, really watch them?"

Marco's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, do they touch each other? Laugh at each other's jokes? Do they ever look at each other like they actually want to be in the same room?"

"Yeah, all the time. Why?"

Of course they did. Marco's parents had been matched at 9.2, one of the highest scores in their generation, and their relationship had delivered on every statistical promise. Their home was warm. Their laughter was genuine. Their son had grown up believing in the system because the system had given him every reason to believe.

"No reason." Pete finished his soda, the sugar coating his tongue, artificial and bright. "Just curious."

The Spire's glow intensified as the last daylight faded, blue-white light spilling across the city in calculated patterns. Somewhere in that tower, servers were processing the final data for tomorrow's ceremonies. Somewhere in those pulsing walls, Pete's future was being calculated, his compatibility vectors analyzed, his life reduced to numbers that would determine who he'd wake up beside for the next sixty years.

"My parents were 9.6." His voice dropped. "Did you know that?"

Marco shook his head.

"Ninety-sixth percentile compatibility. Optimal in every category. The Ministry featured them in promotional materials when I was a kid. The Algorithm Delivers: The Alvarez Success Story." Pete turned the empty bottle in his hands, watching the streetlights catch the glass. "They haven't touched in three years. My mom sleeps in the guest room. My dad works late every night because the office is less empty than our kitchen. They're perfect for each other, Marco. The Algorithm said so. And they're the most miserable people I've ever met."

The admission hung between them, heavier than Pete had intended. He'd never said it aloud before, never put language to the cold silence that filled his childhood home, the absence of affection in every optimized corner.

Marco was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was careful. "That doesn't mean the system is wrong. Maybe they just... didn't try hard enough. Maybe..."

"Maybe the Algorithm can predict everything except whether two people will actually love each other." Pete stood, suddenly restless, the rooftop too small to contain everything building in his chest. "Maybe you can match someone's hormone cycles and personality profiles and genetic compatibility, and still end up with two strangers sharing a house for the rest of their lives."

"Or maybe your parents are an outlier." Marco stood too, facing him. "One data point doesn't invalidate the whole system, Pete. The statistics are real. Divorce rates dropped 94% after implementation. Relationship satisfaction at decade mark is over 91%. The Algorithm works for millions of people. It works for most people."

"And if I'm not most people?"

The question slipped out before Pete could catch it, too honest, too raw. He tried to cover with a smirk, but Marco had already seen.

"Then it'll still find you someone." Marco's hand found his shoulder. "That's literally its job. Finding the match that works for you, specifically, based on everything that makes you who you are. Even the parts that are..."

"Difficult? Damaged? Fundamentally unlovable?"

"I was going to say unique."

Pete laughed despite himself, the sound catching in his throat. "You're impossibly optimistic. You know that?"

"And you're impossibly pessimistic. That's why we work." Marco's grin was warm, genuine, the easy expression of someone who'd never had to question whether he belonged. "Tomorrow's going to be fine. We're going to get matched. We're going to meet people who are perfect for us. And in ten years, when we're all raising algorithmically optimized children together, you're going to admit I was right."

"Yeah." The lie came easier than the truth. "Maybe you're right."

They parted at the rooftop door, Marco heading home to his warm house and his loving parents and his unshakeable faith. Pete descended one floor to the Alvarez residence, where a different kind of evening waited.



The family dinner proceeded with the precision of a well-designed machine.

Pete sat in his designated chair, third position at the rectangular table, while his father occupied the head and his mother the foot. Ana had claimed the seat across from him, her phone barely concealed beneath the table's edge, scrolling through whatever social feeds demanded her attention more than family presence. The food arrived via drone at exactly 6:45, portions calibrated to each family member's nutritional requirements, flavors personalized to preference profiles that had been locked in years ago.

Pete didn't remember when he'd stopped tasting his meals. The optimization had removed the joy so gradually he hadn't noticed its absence until the absence was all that remained.

"Your preparation scores came through." His father spoke without looking up from his tablet, the device propped against his water glass like a barrier between himself and the table. Eduardo Alvarez reviewed data the way other people breathed: constantly, unconsciously, as necessary to his existence as oxygen. "Emotional regulation is in the seventy-third percentile. That's acceptable, but not exceptional."

"I'll try to feel things more appropriately in the future."

"This isn't a joke, Peter. Assessment evaluates your entire developmental profile. Your emotional regulation scores affect your match quality. Lower scores mean lower compatibility tiers."

"And lower compatibility tiers mean ending up with someone unsuitable," his mother added, her voice carrying the particular flatness that indicated she was reciting rather than conversing. "The research is clear. Match satisfaction correlates directly with compatibility scoring. If you want a fulfilling partnership..."

"Like yours?"

The words escaped before Pete could catch them. The table went silent. Ana's phone lowered incrementally, her attention suddenly focused on something besides her screen.

Eduardo's jaw tightened. Sunita's expression didn't change, but something flickered behind her eyes, there and gone too quickly to name.

"Our partnership is highly functional." Eduardo's tone was measured, precise. "We've maintained optimal productivity across all life domains. Career advancement. Household management. Child-rearing outcomes."

"But are you happy?"

Another silence, heavier than the first. The ambient music that filtered through the house's sound system seemed louder in the absence of conversation, synthetic strings and soft percussion at precisely sixty beats per minute, designed to regulate heartbeats into calm compliance.

"Happiness is a complex variable." His mother's voice remained flat, academic. "The research indicates that stability and productivity generate long-term satisfaction more reliably than emotional intensity. The Algorithm optimizes for sustainable outcomes, not momentary feelings."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer that matters." Eduardo set down his tablet, finally looking at his son directly. "The Algorithm matched us because we complement each other's strengths and compensate for each other's limitations. Our household functions at optimal efficiency. Our children have received every advantage. Whether that corresponds to your romantic notions of happiness is irrelevant."

Pete looked at his father's face, at the careful control that masked whatever lived beneath, and saw his own future. Thirty years from now, sitting at a table with a matched partner, having the same conversation with his own son, defending a system that had given him everything except the one thing he actually wanted.

"I don't have romantic notions of anything." Pete's voice went flat. "I just thought maybe people who were supposed to be perfect for each other would actually like each other. Silly me."

He pushed back from the table. The drone that had delivered their meal hovered near the kitchen entrance, waiting to collect the dishes, its sensors blinking with data collection. Even this moment was being recorded somewhere. Even this small rebellion would register in his permanent record, adjusting his compatibility vectors, shaping the predictions for his future.

"Where are you going?" His mother's voice followed him toward the stairs. "You haven't finished your nutritional requirements."

"Lost my appetite."

"That's an emotional regulation flag, Peter. The system will note..."

"Let it note."

He climbed the stairs two at a time, leaving the ambient music and the careful silences and the parents who'd built their lives on numbers that had never added up to love.



Later, after the house had settled into its scheduled quiet, Pete returned to the rooftop.

The Spire's glow had intensified, its patterns shifting against the darkness in ways that might have been random or might have been messages he couldn't decode. He sat with his back against the access door, phone in hand, scrolling through the feeds he normally avoided.

Assessment Day coverage dominated every channel. Human interest stories about matches from previous years. Statistical breakdowns of compatibility scoring. Tips for optimal presentation during scanning. The entire city's attention focused on tomorrow's ceremony like it was a holiday, which, in a way, it was. The Algorithm's most visible gift to its citizens: the end of romantic uncertainty, delivered in a single morning, repeated across every district until every eighteen-year-old knew exactly whom they'd spend their lives with.

His phone buzzed. Marco: Can't sleep. You?

Pete: Same. Still freaking out?

Marco: 67% chance with Sofia. That's pretty good odds.

Pete: What about the other 33%?

Marco: Then I meet someone else. Someone the Algorithm thinks is even better for me. Either way, I win.

Pete stared at the message, at the simple faith it contained. Marco genuinely believed the system had his best interests at heart. Marco trusted that whatever tomorrow brought, it would be good, because the Algorithm didn't make mistakes, and the Algorithm had studied him for eighteen years, and the Algorithm knew what he needed better than he knew himself.

Pete wanted that faith. He'd spent his childhood watching his parents and wanting it, spending time at Marco's house and wanting it, observing matched couples on the street with their synchronized monitor bands and wanting it so badly that the wanting had become its own kind of pain.

But wanting and having were different things. And Pete had spent enough dinners in silence, enough nights listening to his parents sleep in separate rooms, enough hours studying the gap between the statistics and the reality, to know that faith wasn't something you chose. It was something that happened to you, or didn't.

His phone buzzed again: Tomorrow's going to be good, Pete. I can feel it.

Pete typed back: For you, definitely.

Marco: For both of us. Trust the system.

Trust the system. The words echoed in Pete's mind as he finally descended from the roof, slipped into his bedroom without alerting the household's presence sensors. Trust the system that had matched his parents and left them strangers. Trust the system that reduced love to numbers and called it optimization. Trust the system that was, even now, calculating his future based on data he'd never fully seen.

He stretched out on his mattress, eyes fixed on the darkness above, and tried to imagine tomorrow. A name on a screen. A face emerging from the crowd. A stranger walking toward him, tagged with a score that would define their relationship before they'd spoken a single word.

What would he say to her? What could anyone say in that moment, standing under the lights with the Algorithm's verdict hovering above them, knowing that every citizen in Optima was watching two people begin a life together that neither of them had chosen?

Hi, I'm Pete. The computer says we're compatible. Should we get married now, or wait until lunch?

He almost laughed. Almost. But the sound died in his throat, replaced by something heavier.

Tomorrow was Assessment Day. Tomorrow everything changed.

Pete closed his eyes and tried to sleep, while somewhere across the city, the Spire's lights pulsed through the night, and the Algorithm continued its calculations, and three million citizens dreamed of futures that had already been decided.



The mirror showed a face Jane Iqbal had spent eighteen years perfecting.

Every angle optimized. Every expression rehearsed. She tilted her chin three degrees left, watching the light catch the planes of her cheekbones, calculating how the Assessment scanners would read the geometry of her features. Bone structure affected baseline attractiveness scores. Attractiveness scores influenced compatibility vectors. Compatibility vectors determined everything.

Her bedroom occupied the northeast corner of the Iqbal residence in Helix Tower, forty-seven floors above Ring Two's professional district. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the Spire dominated the evening skyline, its glow reflecting off the glass in patterns that shifted every few seconds. She'd memorized those patterns as a child, tried to find meaning in their sequences, convinced that if she studied hard enough, she'd learn to speak the Algorithm's language.

Now she understood that the patterns were random. Decorative. The Algorithm's real thoughts happened somewhere deeper, in processes too complex for human interpretation.

Her preparation notes covered the desk behind her, three months of research organized by category: emotional response optimization, verbal communication calibration, biometric management techniques. A highlighted passage caught the light: Assessment candidates who maintain consistent heart rate variability between 45-65ms demonstrate superior emotional regulation scores. Practice deep breathing exercises 30 minutes before scanning.

Jane had been practicing for three hours. Her heart rate was flawless.

"The Ministry liaison will arrive at 7:15 tomorrow morning." Her mother's voice came from the doorway, clipped and precise. Dr. Fatima Iqbal didn't enter rooms; she appeared in them, a presence that filled spaces without occupying them. "The preliminary photography session begins at 7:45. Your prepared statements for post-Assessment interviews are on your tablet."

"I've memorized them."

"Recite the opening."

Jane turned from the mirror, meeting her mother's gaze with the practiced steadiness she'd learned before she could walk. "I'm honored to participate in one of our society's most meaningful traditions. The Algorithm has guided my development since birth, and I trust its wisdom completely. Whatever match it provides, I will embrace with gratitude and commitment."

Fatima nodded, the gesture containing neither approval nor criticism. Just acknowledgment of a task completed adequately. "Your dress arrived. The stylist will be here at 6:30 for final adjustments."

"Thank you."

"Your vitamin regimen for the morning is set. Don't forget the cognitive enhancers at 6:00. They'll optimize your neural pathways for the psychological evaluation."

"I won't forget."

"And Jane." Fatima paused in the doorway, her silhouette sharp against the hallway light. "This is important. Not just for you. For our family. For my work. The Algorithm represents everything I've dedicated my career to building. Your success tomorrow is a reflection of those principles."

Your success. Not your happiness. Jane noted the distinction, filed it away in the mental catalog where she stored all the data about her mother that didn't fit the official narrative.

"I understand."

Fatima left. The door closed with a whisper of pneumatic precision, and Jane was alone with her reflection and her notes and the Spire's pulsing glow beyond the window.

She returned to the mirror. Tilted her chin. Practiced her smile.

The smile was the hardest part. Not because she couldn't produce the correct expression; she'd studied the optimal curvature, the precise muscle engagement, the exact duration that registered as genuine on emotional authenticity scans. The difficulty was the emptiness behind it. The smile was perfect because it meant nothing, and sometimes she worried the scanners would see through to that hollow center.

Her monitor band rested on the dresser, charging for tomorrow. Eighteen years of data stored in Ministry servers. Every emotional fluctuation recorded. Every social interaction catalogued. Every dream she'd whispered into empty rooms, captured by sensors she'd stopped noticing long ago.

The Algorithm knew everything about her. Tomorrow it would reveal whether everything was enough.



The Iqbal residence had no ambient music. Fatima considered it an unnecessary variable, a potential contaminant in the data environment she'd cultivated for optimal cognitive function. The silence in Jane's bedroom was therefore complete, broken only by the whisper of climate control and the distant hum of Ring Two's elevated transit lines.

Jane sat at her desk after her mother's departure, reviewing her psychological evaluation history for the hundredth time. The screens cast blue light across her features, illuminating data that she knew by heart: emotional response patterns, social interaction metrics, cognitive flexibility scores. Every dimension of her personality reduced to numbers, graphed over eighteen years of development, trending upward with the consistency of someone who'd understood from childhood that improvement wasn't optional.

Her tablet chimed with an incoming message. Priority sender: DR. FATIMA IQBAL.

Don't forget the visualization exercise before sleep. Positive anticipation activates mirror neuron networks that enhance performance on emotional authenticity scans.

Jane typed a response: Already completed. Thank you.

The cursor blinked, waiting for more. She deleted the message without sending, typed a new one: I'm scared.

The words sat on the screen, honest and dangerous. She watched them pulse with the cursor's rhythm, counting the seconds she allowed them to exist.

Delete.

Already completed. Thank you.

Send.

The exchange was optimal. Efficient. Exactly what her mother expected.

Jane picked up her tablet and scrolled through the prepared statements one more time. The words were flawless. Her mother's communications team had crafted them for maximum public impact, anticipating every possible outcome, every possible score, every possible match. There was a statement for high compatibility. A statement for exceptional compatibility. A statement for the statistical near-impossibility of perfect compatibility.

There was no statement for failure. Failure wasn't an option. Failure didn't exist in her mother's vocabulary, which meant it couldn't exist in Jane's.

She set aside the tablet and moved to the window. The Spire burned against the night, and somewhere in its depths, her future waited. A name she didn't know. A face she'd never seen. A person the Algorithm had determined she should love, based on criteria she would never fully understand.

Her mother believed the system represented humanity's greatest achievement: the elimination of romantic uncertainty, the optimization of connection, the end of the heartbreak that had plagued previous generations. Jane had been raised on those beliefs, had shaped herself to embody them, had become exactly what the Algorithm should want.

But sometimes, in the space between preparation and execution, she wondered what it would feel like to want something the system hadn't prescribed. To reach for a future that wasn't calculated in advance. To love someone because she chose to, not because probability matrices indicated optimal compatibility.

The thought was heretical. She filed it away, deep in the mental spaces where she kept everything too dangerous to examine.

Jane crossed to her bed and lay flat on her back with arms at her sides, eyes fixed on the ceiling. The sleep induction lighting would activate in seventeen minutes, guiding her brain waves toward optimal rest patterns. Tomorrow she would wake refreshed, prepared, perfect in every measurable dimension.

But tonight, in the space between consciousness and surrender, she allowed herself to wonder.

What if the Algorithm saw something she didn't? What if all her preparation, all her careful sculpting of self, all those years spent molding herself into exactly what the system should want, had missed some essential quality she couldn't identify? What if she was hollow at the core, a perfectly constructed shell with nothing real inside, and tomorrow the entire city would watch her emptiness exposed on screens the size of buildings?

What if she was unmatchable?

The thought was absurd. Statistically negligible. The Unmatchable designation occurred in fewer than 0.003% of assessments, and Jane's preliminary scores placed her firmly in the exceptional range. There was no rational basis for concern.

But rationality couldn't touch the cold thing coiling in her chest, the fear that lived beneath the preparations and the practice and the perfectly calibrated smile.

Miles away in Ring Three, beyond districts she'd never had reason to visit, other eighteen-year-olds were preparing for the same ceremony. Thousands of them, actually, scattered across Optima's concentric districts, all waiting for the Algorithm to reveal the shape of their futures.

Jane wondered if any of them felt as alone as she did. Probably not. Probably they had families who touched, who laughed, who loved in ways that couldn't be reduced to compatibility vectors. Probably they approached tomorrow with genuine excitement rather than the mechanical anticipation she'd learned to perform.

Probably they were real in ways she'd never figured out how to be.

The sleep induction lighting activated, shifting the room's spectrum toward frequencies that triggered melatonin release. Jane's eyes grew heavy on schedule. Her breathing slowed to optimal patterns.

Tomorrow, she told herself. Tomorrow the waiting ends. Tomorrow the Algorithm speaks.

She fell asleep to the Spire's distant glow, its patterns shifting beyond her window, its calculations running through the night toward conclusions she couldn't imagine.

And across the city, in a darkened bedroom in Ring Three, a boy she'd never met lay awake with the same questions, the same fears, the same desperate uncertainty about a future neither of them could control.

The Spire pulsed between them, connecting and dividing, counting down the hours until everything changed.
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​Chapter 2:
Assessment Day
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Pete had slept three hours. His monitor band had logged every restless minute, every spike of anxiety that pulled him toward consciousness, every dream he couldn't quite remember upon waking. The data would feed into his Assessment profile. The Algorithm would know he'd spent his last night of childhood staring at the ceiling, wondering if the system that governed his life had ever been wrong about anything.

The Ring Three Community Center auditorium could seat two thousand. Today it held exactly that, every ergonomic chair occupied by an eighteen-year-old in formal assessment attire and their hovering, anxious parents. The air carried that particular synthetic sweetness the ventilation systems pumped out on special occasions, mixed with the sharp undercurrent of too many nervous bodies pressed close. Someone had decided that today should smell like celebration. The desperate sweat cutting through suggested otherwise.

Giant screens lined the walls, cycling through statistics in fonts designed to inspire confidence. 98.7% of matched couples report sustained satisfaction. Pete watched the number pulse, gold against white, and thought about his parents sitting in the designated family section three rows back. Their compatibility score had been 9.6. Their marriage had all the warmth of a business merger conducted in a freezer.

97.3% decrease in relationship-related emotional distress since Algorithm implementation.

Last night's dinner replayed in his mind. His father's tablet propped against the water glass. His mother reciting research about stability versus happiness. The silence that followed his question, heavy as a closing door.

Together, we optimize love.

Marco shifted beside him, knee bouncing in a rhythm that matched exactly none of the ambient music threading through the speakers. The nervous energy from last night had crystallized into something sharper, more focused. Sofia Chen's name hovered unspoken between them, that 67% probability waiting to resolve into certainty or surprise.

"You look terrible," Marco whispered.

"Didn't sleep."

"That's going to affect your scan results."

"Thanks. Very helpful."

Marco gripped his shoulder briefly. "It's going to be fine. Remember what I said last night. Trust the system."

The screens shifted, and a collective intake of breath rippled through the auditorium. Names were beginning to appear. The first batch of matches, the compatibilities calculated and confirmed, ready to reshape lives.

JENNIFER CASTRO — MATCHED — 8.7 COMPATIBILITY — DAVID OKONKWO.

Applause erupted as a nervous girl with braided hair stood from the middle section, met by a tall boy making his way from the opposite side. They converged at the center stage, shook hands awkwardly under the lights, and the screens flashed their combined photo with the score hovering between them like a benediction.

More names followed. More matches. More applause, each round slightly more enthusiastic than the last as the crowd found its rhythm. Pete watched the parade of compatible strangers meeting for the first time, their faces cycling through identical sequences: shock, recognition, the slow dawn of acceptance. This was their future standing before them. This was who they'd spend their lives beside. The Algorithm had spoken, and who were they to argue with ninety-seventh percentile accuracy?

MARCO DELGADO — MATCHED — 9.8 COMPATIBILITY — SOFIA CHEN.

Marco's knee stopped bouncing. His breath caught. Pete watched his best friend's face transform, watched hope crystallize into something almost painful in its intensity, and felt something twist beneath his ribs that he refused to name.

"Go." Pete shoved Marco's shoulder. "That's you."

"That's me." Marco stood, legs uncertain, then steadied himself. "9.8, Pete. That's higher than the probability cluster predicted. That's almost..."

"Perfect. Yeah." The word tasted like ash. "Go meet her."

Marco walked toward the stage with shoulders tight, each step carrying the weight of eighteen years of anticipation. From across the auditorium, a girl rose. Dark hair, startled smile, moving through the crowd like someone in a dream. Sofia Chen. The 67% had resolved into reality, exceeded all projections, delivered Marco exactly what he'd believed he deserved.

They met at center stage. The lights caught them in a warm glow, and Sofia said something that made Marco laugh, genuinely laugh, the sound cutting through the ambient hum. Their hands touched. Their combined score pulsed on the screens above them.

9.8 COMPATIBILITY.

The applause swelled, louder than before. A nearly perfect match, the kind that made the promotional materials. Pete watched from his seat in the back row, watched his best friend begin the rest of his life with a stranger who would never be a stranger again, and the twist beneath his ribs sharpened into something he definitely wasn't going to name.

Grief. It felt like grief. For what, he couldn't say.

The ceremony continued. Names appeared, couples formed, the Algorithm's will manifested in flesh and nervous smiles. Pete stopped counting after the thirtieth match. The ambient music had shifted into something more triumphant, swelling strings and synthesized hope, and the screens had begun displaying projections: Wedding probability: 94.2%. First child within five years: 87.3%. Relationship satisfaction at decade mark: 91.8%.

Numbers. Everything reduced to numbers. Love as math. Connection as computation. The entire mess of human longing processed through servers and output as percentages.

PETER ALVAREZ.

His name glowed on the screen. No match listed yet. Just his name, alone, waiting for the Algorithm to reveal who the universe had designated as his other half.

Pete stood. The motion felt automatic, his body responding to eighteen years of conditioning while his mind floated somewhere above the auditorium, watching himself walk toward the stage like a character in someone else's story. The lights were brighter up here. The faces in the crowd blurred into a mass of expectation.

An Assessment drone descended from the ceiling, sleek and silver, its sensors rotating as it scanned him. Pete had been scanned thousands of times throughout his life, every emotional fluctuation catalogued, every hormone spike recorded, but this scan felt different. Final. The drone circled once, twice, its sensors pulsing with data collection.

The screens flickered.

Pete noticed it first as a stutter in the ambient music, a half-second skip that most people probably attributed to their own nervousness. Then the screens themselves glitched, the carefully designed fonts dissolving into static before reforming into text.

Red text. Stark against white.

UNMATCHABLE.

The word hung there, enormous, impossible.

STATISTICAL OUTLIER.

INSUFFICIENT COMPATIBILITY VECTORS.

Silence. Complete and crushing, the kind of silence that had weight, that pressed against his chest and made breathing feel like work. Two thousand people not making a sound, their collective shock manifesting as absence.

Then laughter.

It started somewhere in the back, a single snort that might have been disbelief. It spread like infection, scattered chuckles building into something fuller, meaner, the kind of laughter that had followed Pete through hallways after failed tests and fumbled social interactions and every moment when his carefully constructed nonchalance had slipped.

UNMATCHABLE.

The word pulsed on every screen in the auditorium. Red as warning. Red as wound.

Pete stood frozen under the lights, the Assessment drone still circling overhead as if waiting for different data to emerge. His smirk had calcified into something harder, a mask that didn't quite fit anymore. The laughter grew louder. Someone was recording. Of course someone was recording. This would be everywhere within minutes, the boy the Algorithm couldn't match, the statistical outlier, the glitch in human form.

He should say something. Make a joke. Turn this into another deflection, another armor layer, another reason for people to laugh with him instead of at him. His mouth opened. Nothing came out.

"Mr. Alvarez." A Ministry official stepped up beside him, voice pitched low enough that the microphones might not catch it. "If you'll come with us. For emotional support."

Right. Emotional support. That was what they called it when the system spit you out and you needed to be processed accordingly.

Pete let himself be guided off the stage, past the whispers and the phone cameras and the screens still displaying his failure in characters tall enough to read from the back row. The official's hand stayed on his arm, firm but not unkind, steering him toward a side door that led away from the auditorium and into the building's institutional guts.

Behind him, the ceremony resumed. Another name appeared. Another match. The Algorithm's work continued uninterrupted, adjusting for his absence as smoothly as it adjusted for everything else.



The corridor was quieter, sound-dampened walls absorbing the celebration still audible through the closed doors. White walls. Soft lighting. The particular kind of calm that felt manufactured, which it was. The emotional support wing had been designed by people who understood exactly how to make trauma feel manageable.

"Mr. Alvarez." A woman emerged from an office ahead, her smile professionally warm. Ministry of Wellbeing badge on her lapel, tablet in her hands, posture radiating the kind of aggressive empathy that made Pete's skin crawl. "Please, come in. I'm Counselor Webb. We have so much to discuss."

The office continued the theme of aggressive wellness. Blue walls. Living plants that were probably synthetic. A window view that might have been real or might have been a screen programmed to display calming nature scenes. Pete sat in the offered chair and felt it conform to his body in ways that seemed almost predatory, cradling him into compliance.

"I understand this must be confusing," Counselor Webb said, settling across from him. "The Unmatchable designation is extremely rare. You're only the second case we've seen in eleven years."

"Lucky me."

"I know you're using humor as a defense mechanism, Peter. That's completely normal. Healthy, even, in moderation." She consulted her tablet, the light from the screen reflecting in her glasses. "Your file indicates a pattern of deflection through comedy. That's served you well in some contexts, but right now, I need you to understand that you're in a safe space. You can express your authentic feelings."

His authentic feelings. Right. Because she'd been trained to process those too, to guide them toward acceptable channels, to optimize his distress into something the system could handle.

"I feel great." Pete spread his arms wide. "Really. Never better. The Algorithm just told two thousand people I'm fundamentally unlovable, but that's fine. It's basically what I've suspected all along, so really, this is just confirmation. Nice to have the data."

"Peter."

"Pete."

"Pete." Counselor Webb leaned forward, her smile unwavering. "You're not unlovable. The Unmatchable designation doesn't mean you can't form connections. It means the Algorithm's current models can't predict your optimal compatibility. That's a technical limitation, not a character flaw."

"Tell that to everyone who just watched me glitch the love computer."

"The public response is unfortunate, but manageable. We have protocols for situations like this. Reputation rehabilitation. Alternative pathways. The Ministry has supported Unmatchable citizens before, and they've gone on to live fulfilling lives."

The words washed over him, bureaucratic assurances designed to fill silence rather than communicate meaning. Alternative pathways. Reputation rehabilitation. Euphemisms for whatever happened to people the system couldn't categorize, the statistical outliers who didn't fit the models.

Through the window, real or simulated, Pete could see the Community Center plaza. Matched couples were beginning to emerge, walking in pairs, their futures laid out before them in algorithmic certainty. Marco appeared in the crowd, arm around Sofia Chen's shoulder, laughing at something she'd said. They looked natural together. They looked right.

Pete looked away.

"There's a lot to process," Counselor Webb continued. "We'll schedule follow-up sessions. There's a new program launching specifically for citizens with atypical compatibility profiles. I think you'd be an excellent candidate."

"A program."

"Adjustment counseling. Emotional recalibration. Tools to help you navigate relationships without algorithmic guidance." She smiled as if this were good news. "You're not alone, Pete. The system takes care of everyone."

The system. The same system that had just branded him defective in front of everyone he'd ever known. The same system his parents trusted with their lives and still couldn't make feel anything for each other.

"Can I go home now?" Pete stood, not waiting for permission.

Counselor Webb's smile flickered, the first crack in her professional facade. "Of course. We'll be in touch about next steps. And Pete?" She waited until he met her eyes. "The Ministry is here for you. Whatever you need."

He nodded because nodding was easier than arguing, and let himself be escorted back through the institutional corridors, past the sound-dampened walls and the calming color schemes, out into the afternoon light where the world continued spinning as if nothing had changed.



His phone buzzed the entire transit pod ride home. Notifications cascading faster than he could dismiss them. His face was everywhere now, frozen in that moment of shock beneath the Assessment drone, captioned with jokes he would have made himself if he'd had the chance. When the Algorithm says you're too broken even for pity matches. Unmatchable more like Undatable. The Algorithm just invented a new category: Forever Alone.

He turned the phone face-down and watched Ring Three scroll past the pod window. The same optimized streets he'd walked his entire life. The same curved buildings designed to prevent psychological friction. The same people moving through their carefully calibrated days, their lives on tracks laid down by systems they'd never questioned.

Home was a housing unit in Block 7, Sector 14, indistinguishable from every other unit on the block except for the number on the door. Pete paused outside, collecting himself, reconstructing the armor he'd need to face what waited inside.

His parents were in the living room. Of course they were. The feeds had probably alerted them before he'd even left the Community Center, their son's public humiliation delivered directly to their devices along with contextual commentary about what it meant for his future prospects.

His father spoke first. Eduardo Alvarez had the kind of face that seemed designed for disappointment, all sharp angles and compressed lips and eyes that evaluated everything as data points. "The system doesn't make mistakes, Peter."

"Hi to you too, Dad."

"Do you understand what this means? What people are saying?"

"I have some idea, yeah. My phone's been pretty helpful with updates."

"This isn't a joke." His father stood from the ergonomic couch, moving with the stiff precision of a man who'd never learned how to translate emotion into movement. "Your mother and I have worked very hard to maintain our family's standing. We've followed every protocol, met every optimization target. And now this."

This. Pete noticed his father couldn't quite say the word. Unmatchable. It hung between them anyway, invisible and impossible to ignore.

His mother sat perfectly still on the couch, hands folded in her lap, face arranged in an expression that revealed nothing. Sunita Alvarez had built her career in marketing analytics, and she applied the same principles to her personal life: project calm, manage expectations, minimize visible disruption. She'd been disappointed in Pete before, many times, but never quite like this.

"We'll handle it." The words came after a long pause. "There are consultants. Specialists. Ways to reframe this publicly."

"Reframe."

"You could be a story about resilience. About growth. The Algorithm identifies a problem, the system provides solutions, you demonstrate improvement." Her voice stayed level, professional. "It's not ideal, but it's manageable."

Pete stood in the doorway of his childhood home, listening to his parents discuss damage control for his fundamental defectiveness, and felt something inside him shift. Not break, exactly. More like freeze. A layer of ice forming over whatever remained of the hope he hadn't known he'd been carrying.

"I'm going to my room." Pete turned toward the hallway.

Neither of them tried to stop him.



The stairs to the second floor had sixteen steps. Pete had counted them thousands of times, pacing this same path after every small failure, every reminder that he didn't quite fit the life his parents had planned. His bedroom door still had the dent from when he'd kicked it at fourteen, after the first time someone called him a disappointment loudly enough for him to hear.

Ana was on the landing. His younger sister, sixteen and already more optimized than he'd ever been, leaned against the wall with her phone raised. Recording. Because of course she was recording.

"The Unmatchable returns." Ana leaned against his doorframe, not quite mocking. "How's it feel to break the Algorithm?"

"Ask your followers. They probably have opinions."

"Thousands of them." Ana lowered her phone, and for a moment something almost like sympathy flickered across her face. "It's everywhere, Pete. Like, everywhere everywhere. You're the top trending topic in six districts."

"Great. Fame at last."

"What happened? Really? How did you..." She stopped, rephrased. "Is there something wrong with you? Like, actually wrong?"

The question cut deeper than she'd probably intended. Was there something wrong with him? The Algorithm seemed to think so. Two thousand people had watched the screens declare him defective. His parents were downstairs strategizing how to rehabilitate his reputation rather than asking if he was okay.

"Apparently." Pete pushed past her into his room.

The lock clicked behind him. The darkness was immediate and complete, the smart windows still set to blackout mode from last night. He didn't turn on the lights. Instead, he crossed to his bed by memory, dropped onto the mattress, and stared at the ceiling he couldn't see.

His phone kept buzzing. The notifications had a rhythm now, waves of reaction crashing against his awareness. He should check them. Curate the response. Do something to control the narrative before it spiraled further into places he couldn't follow.

He didn't move.

The ceiling was up there somewhere, painted the same optimized neutral as every other surface in Optima. Somewhere beyond it, the Spire stood against the evening sky, black glass and pulsing data, calculating the worth of every citizen in the city. It knew more about Pete than he knew about himself. Every heartbeat recorded, every hormone fluctuation tracked, every emotional response catalogued and analyzed. Eighteen years of data, processed and calculated, and the conclusion was simple:

UNMATCHABLE.

Hours passed. The room stayed dark. His phone eventually stopped buzzing as the news cycle moved on to fresher disasters, and Pete lay in the
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