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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever ignored good advice, bad advice, expert advice, common sense, and the opinion of the entire internet in order to follow their heart. 
And for those lucky enough to discover that the best relationships aren't the ones that look perfect on paper—they're the ones worth choosing every day.
—Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: Find the Person You’re Meant to Be With


By nine-thirty on Monday morning, Maddy Monroe had already stopped three disasters, and the day hadn’t even started being difficult yet. 
The first was a keynote deck that had somehow exported entirely into Portuguese. The second was a venture capitalist who’d decided replying-all to a company-wide email was the correct venue for asking whether PairWise’s new logo looked “too emotionally available.” The third was Leo Ramirez, who had spent twenty minutes trying to convince the design team that a giant inflatable heart suspended above the launch stage would be, in his words, iconic.
It would have been iconic. In the sense that the fire marshal would have remembered it for the rest of his life.
Maddy stood at the front of Conference Room Atlas and aimed a laser pointer at the screen on the far wall, where the launch countdown glowed in confident white numerals. Twelve days. Beneath it, in the typeface she had personally fought three committees to keep: MATCH SCORE 5.0.
“Let’s focus on the version of the presentation scheduled to occur in reality,” she said.
A few people laughed. A few pretended not to. One person, undeterred, kept sketching the inflatable heart.
PairWise took up four floors of a converted warehouse over the river — exposed brick, glass everywhere, too many plants, and enough free cold brew to violate several international treaties. Twelve days out from the biggest launch in company history, every department had arrived at its own private flavor of panic. Marketing’s flavor was Maddy, standing very still and speaking very clearly, which was how she panicked in front of other people.
She clicked to the next slide. “Consumer testing is strong. Eighty-nine percent report higher confidence in their matches, retention’s up fourteen points, engagement is—”
The door opened.
Three people groaned. Someone checked a watch. Across the table, Priya Shah quietly started the stopwatch on her phone, and Maddy closed her eyes — not for patience, but because she wanted witnesses if this ended in a trial.
Jake Addison came in with a laptop under one arm and a coffee in the other, his dark hair arranged as though he’d combed it using theoretical mathematics. He’d been up all night again. He noticed the attention. He noticed Priya holding up the stopwatch.
“Why are you timing me?”
“Not you,” Priya said.
“Then what?”
“The argument.”
“The argument hasn’t started.”
Priya looked at Maddy, then back at Jake, and resumed the timer. Several people laughed. Jake looked, as he often did, genuinely puzzled by the rest of the species — and Maddy hated how much she didn’t hate it, because the man was somehow incapable of understanding why everyone always knew things before he did.
“You’re late,” she said.
“I was fixing the recommendation engine.”
“You said that yesterday.”
“It also needed fixing yesterday.” He sat, opened the laptop, and glanced at the screen. “What did I miss?”
She advanced the slide. The new tagline filled the wall in letters tall enough to read from orbit: FIND THE PERSON YOU’RE MEANT TO BE WITH.
The room went still in the particular way rooms did right before Jake Addison ruined her morning. Across the table, Leo whispered, “And here we go,” and Priya’s stopwatch kept running.
Jake looked at the screen, then at Maddy, then back at the screen. “No.”
“Good morning to you too.”
“That isn’t what the software does.”
“It’s marketing.”
“It’s inaccurate.”
“It’s aspirational.”
“It’s inaccurate and aspirational,” he said, “which are two words doing very different jobs in that sentence.”
A laugh escaped someone near the back. Maddy ignored it and folded her arms. They’d had this argument, or its cousins, maybe forty times — marketing versus engineering, story versus data, the confident sentence versus the true one. Neither of them ever won. Neither of them ever stopped, and the maddening part was that PairWise usually came out better for it.
“We’re communicating emotional value,” she said.
“You’re communicating certainty. The system doesn’t know who anyone is meant to be with. It estimates probability. There’s a difference, and the difference is the entire product.”
“Forty-two seconds,” Priya announced.
“New record,” said Leo.
Jake turned to them, lost. “What are you talking about?”
“No one tell him,” Maddy said, and the room obeyed instantly, which was the only thing all of PairWise ever agreed on.
He looked, briefly, offended — an impressive feat for a man who treated most emotions as optional software updates. Then he leaned back and did the thing he did maybe twice a year, the thing that always caught her sideways. “What if we just told people the truth?”
She blinked. “That may be the single most dangerous sentence ever spoken in a marketing meeting.”
The room broke. Even Jake smiled — for about a second and a half, until he seemed to remember he wasn’t supposed to enjoy himself, and put it away. And something in Maddy’s chest pulled tight in a way she had long ago decided not to examine, because every so often she remembered that underneath all the certainty-policing and the statistical nitpicking, the man was actually funny, and the worst part was he never seemed to know it.
She clicked to the next slide. “User acquisition projections.”
Jake opened his mouth. She leveled the laser pointer at his chest. “Not one word.”
For the first time that morning he looked almost amused, and for reasons she preferred not to think about, that felt like a win.
Then every screen in the room went black.
The countdown vanished. The slide vanished. A confused murmur went around the table, and Maddy lowered the clicker and frowned at it as though it had personally betrayed her. “What just happened?”
Somewhere a laptop chimed. Then another. Then the phones started — a low, spreading buzz, the sound of a hundred notifications arriving at once. The air in the room changed. Not dramatically. Just enough for instinct to lift its head and pay attention.
Jake was already reaching for his computer, and the amusement was gone from his face, replaced by the flat, total focus he usually saved for things that were actually on fire. That, more than the dead screens, was what tightened Maddy’s stomach. Jake almost never looked worried. The fact that he did now was not a comfort.
Priya checked her phone. “Oh.”
Nobody liked the sound of that.
“What?” Maddy said.
Priya looked up, and for once she wasn’t smiling. “Security just declared an incident.”
The silence lasted about two seconds, long enough for everyone to understand that the day they’d planned to have was already gone — and then the room came apart into voices and questions and the rising hum of forty people checking their screens at the same time.
Maddy did neither. Years in marketing had taught her one genuinely useful rule: the first thirty seconds after bad news belonged to panic, and the next thirty belonged to whoever kept their head. She intended to own the second thirty.
“What kind of incident?” she asked.
Priya scrolled. “Security isn’t saying.”
“That’s encouraging.”
“It’s security. If they ever sound encouraging, we’re already dead.”
A nervous laugh moved around the table and died fast, because every phone in the room buzzed in unison. The company-wide alert landed on all of them at once: MANDATORY SECURITY RESPONSE. ALL DIRECTORS AND VPS TO ORION, IMMEDIATELY.
Maddy and Jake looked at each other across the table — the look two people exchange when they’ve reached the same bad conclusion at the same moment. Security didn’t pull leadership into Orion for routine problems.
“Well,” Priya said, standing and gathering her things. “There goes my afternoon.”
“You didn’t have plans.”
“I had aspirations.”
The room emptied in under a minute. People grabbed laptops, chargers, coffee, emotional-support beverages. Maddy collected her tablet, and when she looked up Jake was already at the door.
“You’re welcome, by the way,” she said.
He stopped. “For what?”
“For saving you from twenty more slides.”
He considered this with the seriousness he brought to genuinely hard problems. “I would have survived.”
“Barely. You were about to say synergy again.”
“I was not.”
“You absolutely were.”
The corner of his mouth moved, just slightly, before he shook his head and started down the hall. Maddy watched him go. Annoying man. Then she followed him, because whatever was waiting up in Orion, it was going to be her problem too.
Orion sat on the top floor and looked nothing like Atlas. No colorful furniture, no inspirational wall art — just a long dark table, floor-to-ceiling glass, and the general atmosphere of a room where companies went to announce layoffs. By the time Maddy got there, nearly every seat was full. Executives, department heads, two people from Legal who looked like they wanted to be elsewhere, a security lead, a board representative dialing in on a screen. Not a reassuring crowd.
Claire Harrington stood at the front. If PairWise had managed to hire stress in human form, it would have shown up looking like Claire — tall, immaculate, perfect posture, the kind of woman who could probably negotiate a hostage situation before her first coffee. She gave Maddy a brief nod, gave Jake the same, and shut the door. Conversation stopped, because Claire had that effect on rooms.
“Thank you for coming quickly.” She clicked a remote, and three words filled the screen behind her. UNAUTHORIZED DATA ACCESS.
Maddy’s stomach dropped, not because she understood the technical details but because she understood the consequences. Data companies lived and died on trust, and PairWise didn’t trade in ordinary data. It traded in the thing people guarded more fiercely than their bank accounts — hope, the possibility of finding someone. Break that and users didn’t just leave. They told everyone they knew exactly why.
“At approximately seven twenty-one this morning,” Claire said, “our security team identified unauthorized access to a limited section of our internal compatibility databases. We’re still determining scope.”
Limited was good. Limited sounded survivable. Determining scope was less good.
“We don’t currently believe payment information was exposed.” A few people exhaled. “However,” Claire went on, and the room re-tensed as one organism, “compatibility records may have been accessed.”
Everyone understood what that meant. The compatibility database wasn’t numbers. It was predictions, potential futures, the one thing users handed over and prayed about. Across the table, Jake’s hands were already moving over his keyboard, working the problem before anyone gave him permission to.
Maddy’s phone buzzed against her hip. She ignored it. It buzzed again. And again. Around the table she noticed other people glancing down at their own screens, a small wrong current moving through the room, and Claire noticed it too.
“Phones away,” Claire said. Nobody moved, which was new, because people generally did what Claire said. Her eyes narrowed, and that was when Maddy knew it was about to get worse, because Claire only made that face when reality refused to follow the plan.
“Claire,” someone said quietly. A VP from Customer Experience turned his laptop around, and his face had gone the color of paper. “Social media.”
Claire crossed to him and looked down at the screen, and for the first time in the four years Maddy had known her, her composure cracked — barely, a hairline, but enough to matter. She looked up, and she looked at Jake.
“Tell me that’s fake.”
Every head in the room turned to Jake, who frowned at the sudden attention. Claire rotated the laptop toward him. Maddy could only see part of it from where she stood — a screenshot, rows of numbers, profile identifiers, the layout of an internal compatibility report. She watched Jake’s face change. Not into panic. Into something worse: recognition.
“What is it?” Maddy asked.
He didn’t answer. He stared at the screen, then at Claire, then back at the screen, and for half a second something crossed his face that she had never once seen there. Jake didn’t do disbelief. Jake did analysis, skepticism, irritating certainty. Disbelief was new, and it scared her more than the breach had.
“Maddy,” Claire said, in a careful voice almost nobody ever used with her — the voice people used when they wished they were talking to someone else.
Now they were all looking at her. Not at Claire. Not at the screen. At her. A cold thread slid down her back.
“What?”
Jake closed his laptop, slowly, like he was reluctant to let go of it. And for the first time since she’d met him, he looked completely blindsided.
“I think your compatibility score is trending on the internet.”
The room went dead silent. Maddy blinked, once, then laughed, because obviously she’d misheard him. “My what?”
Nobody laughed back, and that, suddenly, felt very bad. She crossed to the table, and the VP surrendered his laptop without being asked, smart man — and she looked down.
For a second her brain refused to process it, not because it was complicated but because it was absurd. A screenshot from PairWise’s own compatibility database. Two names. Two profile photos. One enormous number.
99.98%.
MADDY MONROE. JAKE ADDISON.
Underneath sat all the internal metrics that were never, ever supposed to leave the building — lifestyle alignment, communication compatibility, long-term stability, conflict resolution. For one ridiculous moment her attention snagged on entirely the wrong detail: the photo of her was terrible. Then the rest of it arrived.
“Oh,” she said.
Nobody spoke.
“Oh,” she said again, with feeling, and looked up at Jake. “What exactly am I looking at?”
He was still seated, hands folded, expression unreadable. “A compatibility report.”
“I know what a compatibility report is, Jake.”
“Then why did you ask?”
Across the table, Leo quietly put his face in his hands. Priya, by contrast, looked fascinated — the way wildlife photographers looked at rare birds, where everything was interesting and disasters most of all.
Maddy looked back at the screen. Ninety-nine point nine eight. The highest number she had ever seen on one of those reports — not for herself, for anyone. PairWise rarely produced anything over ninety-five. Over ninety-eight was practically a legend. Over ninety-nine wasn’t supposed to happen at all.
“That’s impossible,” she said.
“Statistically—”
“Do not start a sentence with statistically.”
A few nervous laughs went up. Jake ignored them, because he was constitutionally unable to leave a wrong number alone. “Impossible is a strong word.”
“So is ridiculous, and yet.”
Claire stepped in before it could become the forty-third installment. “Current assessment is that the screenshot is authentic. Security is still working the scope.” Which translated, cleanly, to: nobody knows how bad this is yet.
Maddy’s phone buzzed again. Then again. She finally pulled it out. Forty-three unread messages, and the number climbed while she watched, forty-four, forty-five — and at the top of the stack sat one word that frightened her more than the rest combined.
MOM.
Vivian Monroe could detect gossip from low orbit. Maddy opened the message.
Sweetheart, call me immediately.
A second arrived underneath it. Immediately immediately.
Then a third. Who is Jake?
Maddy lowered the phone. “Oh, no.”
“What?” said Priya, delighted.
“My mother knows.”
The room winced as one — even Claire, who had met Vivian exactly once and, by all reports, had not fully recovered. Jake looked between them, lost again. “Why is that bad?”
Three people answered at the same time. “Because she’s her mother.” “Because she’s Vivian.” “Because we’re all doomed.”
Jake’s frown deepened, which only made it funnier, because the man had built a predictive system used by millions of people and human mothers remained entirely beyond his comprehension.
Another buzz. Her cousin. Then a college roommate she hadn’t spoken to in years. Then a former coworker. Then, and she had to read it twice — her dentist. Maddy stared at the screen and tried to imagine the kind of person who saw an internet compatibility scandal and thought, I should reach out to a patient.
Claire’s own phone buzzed. She glanced at it, and her expression hardened into something Maddy liked even less than the cracked composure. “Well,” she said.
Nobody liked the sound of that, either.
“What now?” Leo asked.
Claire set the phone on the table and folded her hands, the way a person might before announcing the trajectory of an incoming meteor. “A producer from Wake Up America reached out eleven minutes ago.” Eleven minutes. The leak had existed in public for eleven minutes. “They’d like the two of you on the show tomorrow morning.”
The room went quiet, and then Leo started laughing — not because anything was funny but because the alternative was screaming. Priya joined him. Legal looked ill. Security looked exhausted. And Claire looked thoughtful, which was, by a wide margin, the most alarming reaction available.
Maddy caught it instantly. “Claire.”
“Hm?”
“Why do you look like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like this is an opportunity.”
Claire didn’t answer, and that was answer enough.
“Oh, no,” Maddy said.
Across the table, Jake straightened, his attention narrowing onto something on his own screen — that small, specific shift she’d learned to read after years of arguing with him. She knew it meant he’d found something. He turned the laptop around without a word.
A social media page. Thousands of comments and climbing. Videos, memes, reaction posts, articles already stacking up. The internet had stopped talking about the leak. It had picked a story, and the story was them.
One headline: PAIRWISE’S MOST COMPATIBLE COUPLE HAS NEVER DATED. Another: IS SCIENCE BETTER AT LOVE THAN YOU ARE? A third, in the warm confident voice of an internet that had already decided how this ended: MEET THE TWO PEOPLE DESTINED FOR EACH OTHER.
A headache started up behind Maddy’s eyes. She looked at Jake, and Jake looked at her, and for the first time all morning they were in total, uncomplicated agreement. This was a disaster.
The trouble was that everyone else in the room had stopped looking like they agreed. Claire didn’t. The board rep on the screen didn’t. The investors, wherever they were, almost certainly didn’t. Because while she and Jake saw a catastrophe, the rest of the room had started, quietly and unmistakably, to see an opportunity — and that frightened her far more than the breach ever could.






  
  Chapter 2: The Wrong Kind of Impossible


Jake Addison had spent six years building Match Score, and at no point in those six years had it occurred to him that the thing might one day try to ruin his life. 
Yet here he was, at 12:43 on a Monday, barricaded in a conference room with a laptop, three borrowed monitors, two empty coffee cups, and roughly seventeen thousand reasons to regret leaving graduate school. The reasons were multiplying. On the center monitor, a social dashboard refreshed itself every few seconds, and every refresh made the situation worse.
MENTIONS: 1,487,223.
Refresh. 1,489,002.
Refresh. 1,491,887.
He stopped looking at it. The number had become emotionally unhelpful, which was not a phrase he’d ever expected to apply to a number.
Across the room, Priya Shah sat upside down in a chair. Not metaphorically. Her legs hung over the backrest and her head occupied the region most people reserved for their knees, and she was reading something on her phone with the serene focus of a woman who had decided the apocalypse was, on balance, interesting. Jake had never fully understood how she stayed employed. Then again, she was one of the best data scientists he’d ever worked with, and PairWise forgave a great deal from people who were that good. Including, apparently, furniture crimes.
“You’re staring at the dashboard again,” she said, without looking up.
“I’m not.”
“You are. You’ve got the face.”
“I don’t have a face.”
“Everyone has a face, Jake. Yours is the one where you’re calculating whether fleeing the country is still legally and logistically viable.” She rotated slightly, which from her position was an impressive maneuver. “Do it again. I want to time how long you can hold it.”
He ignored her and pulled the compatibility engine back up.
The thing about the number was that it wasn’t wrong. He kept hoping it would be. A wrong number he could fix — bad input, a corrupted record, a leak artifact, some artifact of the breach that had smeared two profiles together into nonsense. Wrong, he could work with. Wrong was Tuesday.
He ran the query. 99.98%. He ran it again. 99.98%. He changed the random seed, cleared the cache, pulled the records from cold storage instead of the live table, and ran it a third time, the long way, the way you’d run it if you didn’t trust yourself.
99.98%.
“You’re checking,” Priya said.
“I’m verifying.”
“Verifying is the word people use when they’re checking and don’t want to be told they’re checking.”
“Verification is part of the scientific method.”
“Obsession is also part of whatever you’re doing, and it doesn’t have a method.” She finally tipped herself upright, blood returning to a face that looked entirely too cheerful for a Monday spent inside a corporate disaster. “Here’s the part that’s actually interesting, and I’m going to tell you whether you want me to or not.”
“I’d genuinely prefer—”
“You’re not checking because you think it’s wrong.” She pointed at him. “You’re checking because you can’t stand that it isn’t, and you don’t have anywhere to put that.”
Jake opened his mouth to argue and found, irritatingly, that he didn’t have anything to put there either. He hated when she did that. He went back to the screen.
The model was behaving exactly as designed, which was the problem. He had built it to find the rare, strong signal in a sea of noise — to notice when two people lined up across thousands of small dimensions that no single human would ever think to compare. It had done that. It had done it to him. The architecture wasn’t malfunctioning. It was, for the first time in six years, working perfectly on a result he very much wanted to be a mistake.
He sat with that, because there was nowhere else to put it. Six years. He had given the thing six years, nights and weekends and one entire relationship that had quietly expired while he wasn’t looking, all of it poured into a machine designed to do exactly one thing, which was to be right about people in a way people couldn’t be right about themselves. He had wanted it to be right. That was the whole point of building it. And now it had turned that rightness on him, personally, and produced a number that said he was nearly perfectly matched to a woman he had spent two years filing under the single category of frustrating, and the machine did not care that the answer was inconvenient. The machine had no opinion about convenience. It had found a signal, the strongest signal it had ever found, and the signal had his name on one side of it and Maddy Monroe’s on the other, and Jake could run it until the building lost power and it would keep telling him the same thing, because the thing was, as far as the model was concerned, simply true.
Which left him in the uniquely terrible position of being the one person on earth who couldn’t dismiss the result, because he was the one person on earth who knew exactly how hard it was to produce. Everyone else got to call it a fluke, a glitch, a coincidence the internet had inflated. He didn’t get that. He’d built the instrument. He knew what a 99.98 cost, knew the model didn’t hand them out, knew in six years and millions of comparisons it had never once climbed this high. He couldn’t take the comfort of disbelief because he, of all people, understood there was nothing to disbelieve. He just had to sit here and let it be true at him.
The door banged open without a knock, which meant Leo.
“Good news,” Leo announced, crossing the room with a tablet held aloft like a torch.
“There is no good news.”
“There’s one good news.”
“That’s not how the word works.”
“Not important right now.” He dropped the tablet onto the table in front of Jake. “You need to see this so you can begin the grieving process.”
Jake looked down, against his own better judgment. Another article, another headline, the same three photographs the internet had apparently agreed to use for the rest of his natural life. PAIRWISE SOULMATES STILL DENY RELATIONSHIP.
“What relationship?” he said.
“Exactly,” said Leo, with enormous satisfaction, and Jake could not for the life of him work out what was funny about that.
Priya, reading over his shoulder, made a small choked sound. “Read the comments.”
“No.”
“Jake.”
“I have learned things about myself today that I did not consent to learn. I’m not reading the comments.”
She reached past him and scrolled anyway. The top comment read: they’re obviously already in love and in denial, this is enemies to lovers in REAL LIFE. The second: the way he looks at her in the conference clip im UNWELL. The third began, the way he—
He closed the tablet.
Leo and Priya were both laughing now, the helpless kind, the kind that fed on itself, and Jake looked between them with the growing certainty that he was the only sane person left in the building.
“What is wrong with both of you,” he said. It wasn’t really a question.
Priya wiped her eyes. “The internet thinks you’re a romance novel.”
“The internet is incorrect.”
“That’s not even the funny part.” She grinned, and he braced. “The internet thinks you’re the hero.”
He considered this for exactly as long as it deserved. “No.”
“Internet Boyfriend,” Leo said, drawing it out, savoring each syllable like a man tasting wine.
“What does that mean?”
That, apparently, was the funniest thing either of them had heard all year. Priya slid most of the way out of her chair. Leo had to put a hand on the wall. Jake waited for either of them to recover, and when neither did, he turned back to the monitors and let the impossible number keep being possible at him in silence.
His laptop chimed. A message from Claire.
CLAIRE HARRINGTON: Emergency board session, 1:30. Be ready to explain Match Score.
He sighed. Priya, with the radar she had for other people’s misfortune, looked up. “Claire?”
“Claire.”
“Board meeting?”
“Board meeting.”
She whistled, long and low. “Condolences. Try not to use any of your real opinions.”
The board meeting began at 1:30, and Jake hated it on principle before he hated it for any specific reason. Board meetings contained too many opinions, and most of the opinions arrived without supporting data, and Jake had spent his entire career trying to build things that worked regardless of how strongly anyone felt about them.
The room overlooked the river. On a normal day the view was the kind of thing PairWise put in its recruiting materials; today it was just a pleasant backdrop for slow-motion catastrophe. Three board members sat along one side. Two investors joined on a screen, faces too large, audio half a second behind their mouths. Claire stood near the windows. And at the far end of the table, already seated, was Maddy.
Jake noticed her immediately, which he chose to attribute to the ordinary fact that human beings notice other human beings in shared rooms, and not to anything more specific than that. Nothing more specific than that. She looked tired in the precise, controlled way she always looked tired — like she’d decided exhaustion was a competitor and refused to let it score. He’d watched her do it through product launches and funding crises and one memorably catastrophic rebrand, and he’d never once seen her drop it in public. He didn’t know what she looked like when she let go of it. He was mildly annoyed to find the thought there at all.
It was a strange thing to notice in the middle of a corporate catastrophe, and stranger still that he’d been noticing it for longer than today. He could have catalogued, if pressed, a dozen small facts about how Maddy Monroe carried herself under pressure, that her sentences got shorter and more precise the worse things got, that she straightened objects on tables when she was thinking, that she’d developed a way of laughing at exactly the right half-second to defuse a room without ever once seeming to work at it. He had filed all of these the way he filed everything, without deciding to, the way the model logged features it hadn’t been told to weight. He had simply never asked himself why the file on Maddy Monroe was so much thicker than the file on anyone else he merely found frustrating. He did not ask himself now, either. There was a board meeting to survive.
Claire opened with numbers, because Claire always opened with numbers, and the numbers were the problem. Mentions. Engagement. Media requests. Sponsorship inquiries. Each slide quieter than the last, because the figures had stopped being bad and started being absurd, and absurd in this particular direction made the wrong people lean forward.
One investor did exactly that. “How much of this attention reads as positive?”
Claire advanced a slide. “Eighty-three percent.”
The investor smiled. Jake did not care for the smile.
A board member followed. “Signups since the leak?”
Another slide. A line that didn’t climb so much as launch. The board member smiled too, and Jake liked that one even less, because he could feel the conversation changing temperature underneath him. It was sliding, by small reasonable-sounding degrees, away from how do we contain this and toward how do we use this, and he’d been in enough rooms to know that once a room started moving in that direction, it did not turn around for anything as small as the feelings of two employees.
Across the table, Maddy’s eyes flicked up and found his. She’d noticed it too — the same shift, the same direction. For a second they just looked at each other, the way they had in Atlas that morning, two people arriving at the same conclusion from opposite ends of a table. Then they both looked away, because looking too long felt like agreeing about something neither of them had named.
The board chair folded his hands, and Jake felt the floor tilt the way it does when you hear something large coming from a long way off.
“Let’s talk about possibilities,” the chair said. He smiled, they were all smiling now, that was the part Jake couldn’t stand — and turned to the two of them. “Tell me about Maddy Monroe and Jake Addison.”
The room went quiet, and for the first time all day nobody in it was talking about the algorithm. Nobody was talking about the breach, or the scope, or the security response. They were talking about them, the two actual people sitting at opposite ends of the table, and Jake had the sudden, specific, sinking sensation of a man who has just realized the disaster he’d been trying to fix and the disaster that was actually going to happen were two completely different things.
He glanced at Maddy. Maddy was already looking at him. Neither of them said anything, because there was nothing to say yet, but he could see his own conclusion sitting plainly on her face.
The leak wasn’t the story anymore. They were.






  
  Chapter 3: Team 99.98


Maddy Monroe’s phone began ringing at 5:43 the next morning, which was a full forty-seven minutes before her alarm and approximately twelve hours before she was emotionally prepared to be a person. 
It wasn’t vibrating. It wasn’t politely chiming. It was ringing, with the urgency of someone reporting a structure fire, and she didn’t need to open her eyes to know who it was, because only one human being on earth considered 5:43 a reasonable hour to share news.
She answered without lifting her head from the pillow. “Someone had better be dead.”
“Nonsense,” said Vivian Monroe, bright as a brass band.
The cheerfulness was worse than any emergency could have been. Maddy lay still and stared into the dark and made the executive decision not to sit up, on the theory that whatever was coming would be marginally more survivable horizontal.
“Mom. It’s five forty-three.”
“Technically it’s five forty-four now.”
“I hate that you know that.”
“I have exciting news.”
“No.”
“You haven’t heard it yet.”
“I don’t need to. Nothing that follows the phrase exciting news at five forty-four in the morning has ever improved my life.”
A sigh came down the line, long and theatrical and Olympic in its commitment. Vivian treated sighing as a competitive sport and had been training for decades. “I may,” she said, “have accidentally joined a few online communities.”
Maddy sat up.
“They seem lovely,” Vivian went on. “Very welcoming. One of them has spreadsheets.”
“Mom.”
“They’ve organized everything by appearance and behavior. It’s quite rigorous, honestly. You’d be impressed.”
“Mom—”
“The engineer is winning,” Vivian confided, lowering her voice as though Jake might be listening through the wall.
Maddy put her face in her free hand. The engineer. As though Jake had been reclassified overnight from a coworker into a species. “Please tell me you haven’t posted anything.”
“Of course not.”
Relief, brief and foolish.
“I only commented.”
The relief left the building. “What did you do.”
“It was supportive. They were debating whether he seemed emotionally available, and I said he looked like a nice young man who probably remembered birthdays.”
A silence opened up while Maddy located her voice. “You’ve met him twice.”
“Three times.”
“That is not the part that needs correcting.”
“I also mentioned your fourth-grade science fair project, because I felt it demonstrated character.”
“It demonstrates oversharing, Mom, that’s the only thing it demonstrates—”
“Anyway, call me later. Love you.” And the line went dead, the way it always did, the moment Vivian had inflicted maximum damage and decided the conversation was complete.
Maddy lowered the phone and looked at the ceiling. The day was four minutes old, and she already needed a vacation from it.
By six-thirty she was at the kitchen island with coffee and a decision she would come to regret, which was opening her phone.
She knew better. Everyone knew better. It was one of the great mysteries of the species that knowing better had never once stopped anybody. She opened the first notification, and the second, and then she was scrolling, and the scrolling was a mistake of escalating proportions.
Overnight the internet had built infrastructure. Yesterday there’d been curiosity — speculation, a few headlines, the usual churn. Today there were fan accounts. Compilation videos. Dedicated hashtags with their own internal lore. One account had picked up nearly seventy thousand followers in under twelve hours, and its profile photo was, somehow, a shot of her and Jake standing next to each other at last year’s company retreat. She didn’t remember the photo being taken. She didn’t remember standing that close to him. Apparently someone, somewhere, had remembered for her, and built a following on it.
She kept scrolling, because she was weak.
A video. Five Minutes of Jake Addison Looking at Maddy Monroe. One point eight million views.
“What,” she said, to her coffee.
She clicked it. For research. Obviously for research, because she was a marketing professional and understanding a viral phenomenon was technically her job, and that was the story she was going to tell herself with her whole chest.
The montage opened. Interviews, conference panels, a holiday party, a dozen moments she’d half-forgotten and one or two she hadn’t known were on camera at all. Someone had gone through years of footage and assembled the evidence with the patience of a true believer, and a million and a half people had apparently agreed it was worth watching, and the comments scrolled underneath in a steady, devotional stream. HE’S DOWN BAD. THE WAY HE LOOKS AT HER. somebody do a wellness check on this man.
Maddy paused it. Rewound three seconds. Paused again. Frowned.
Because from where she sat, Jake looked exactly the way Jake always looked. Slightly serious. Slightly distracted. Occasionally baffled by the people around him. There was nothing in it. There was a man listening to someone talk, which was a thing men did, and the internet had decided it was a love story.
She replayed it once more, just to confirm there was nothing there. Then she closed the app, set the phone face-down on the counter, and decided very firmly that she was not going to start her morning that way.
The phone buzzed against the granite. She left it.
PairWise, when she reached it, had lost what remained of its mind.
The lobby television was running a morning-show segment about her, and the receptionist lunged for the remote with the speed of long practice, but Maddy had already seen her own terrible profile photo at broadcast resolution, which was a thing no person should have to experience before nine a.m.
“Sorry,” the receptionist said.
“It’s fine.”
“It’s really not.”
“No,” Maddy agreed. “It really isn’t. Thank you.”
The receptionist nodded with the solemnity of someone offering condolences at a graveside, which, all things considered, was not entirely unreasonable.
In the elevator, two employees discovered urgent business with the ceiling and the floor-selector panel respectively, neither of them able to look directly at her, and the silence held for three full floors before Maddy gave up.
“You know I can tell,” she said.
Both looked guilty. One said, “Tell what?”
“That you’re pretending not to stare.”
The doors opened on their floor and both of them left at a speed that suggested the car was on fire. Maddy laughed despite herself, a short, helpless sound, the first genuinely funny thing all morning — and then the doors opened on the fourth floor and the laugh died, because the fourth floor had committed a crime.
Someone had hung a banner over the coffee station. *TEAM 99.98.* Someone else had added hand-drawn hearts. A third person, in the true spirit of PairWise, had contributed statistics.
And beneath it stood Priya, holding a mug.
Not a normal mug. A custom mug, full color, bearing Maddy’s face beside Jake’s and a large red percentage, and Priya was drinking from it with the contentment of a woman who had finally found her purpose in life.
Maddy stopped walking. “No.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Where did those come from.”
“They arrived this morning. We ordered them.”
“We?”
“The people.” Priya gestured expansively at the floor, where, Maddy now noticed, a remarkable number of employees had discovered sudden and pressing reasons to be standing near the coffee station, the printers, the hallway, and oxygen generally.
“How many,” Maddy said, with the dread of a woman who already knew it would be a number.
“Two hundred.” Priya beamed. “Bulk discount.”
Behind her, someone laughed so hard he choked, and Maddy didn’t bother turning around, because there was no point. The entire company had gone feral overnight, and somewhere underneath the horror, and there was real horror, the breach and the media and the board and the slow-rolling disaster of it all — she felt, to her enormous irritation, the smallest urge to laugh. Because the situation was objectively a catastrophe. It was also completely ridiculous. And sometimes, especially at PairWise, ridiculous won.
Then the elevator opened again, and the whole floor shifted at once. Heads turned. Conversations paused mid-word. Jake stepped out carrying a coffee and a laptop, looked up, and took in the banner, the hearts, the statistics, the two hundred mugs, and the crowd of people pretending not to watch him take it in.
He stood there for a full three seconds, processing, the way a man might process the discovery that gravity had become optional. Then he said, with total sincerity:
“Why are there mugs?”
The fourth floor came apart. People laughed, coughed, turned away, found urgent work. One engineer walked directly into a glass wall, hard, and nobody helped him, because nobody could.
Jake looked around at the wreckage of the office’s composure. “That wasn’t rhetorical.”
Priya took a long, luxurious sip from her mug. “You became merchandise.”
“No.”
“Yes.” She held it up so he could see his own face on it.
He stared at the mug, then at Maddy, then back at the mug, as if she might be able to explain the chain of events that had led here. She folded her arms. “Don’t look at me.”
“You work in marketing.”
“Not this kind of marketing.”
“There are hearts,” he said, pointing at the banner with the wounded air of a man cataloguing evidence. “There are percentages. Nobody enjoys percentages.”
Every data scientist within earshot disagreed loudly and at once, and Jake looked genuinely betrayed by his own department, and Maddy found that she was smiling against her will, because watching Jake collide with the reality of accidental fame was turning out to be the single best part of an otherwise apocalyptic week.
Leo materialized from nowhere — Leo always materialized, you never saw him arrive, he simply appeared wherever chaos had reached a sufficient concentration, and pressed a second mug into Jake’s free hand.
“Congratulations,” he said.
Jake looked down at it automatically. This one had his photo, a large arrow, and two words.
*INTERNET BOYFRIEND.*
Whatever self-control the office had been clinging to, it lost. Maddy had to brace a hand against a desk. Across the floor, a man sat down because he could no longer stand. Jake turned the mug slowly, reading it again, as though a second pass might reveal a different message, and then looked up with the expression of a man who has concluded that everyone he works with has been replaced by impostors.
“What does that mean.”
Nobody could answer him. That was the worst part, and the best.
It couldn’t last, of course. By ten o’clock, when Claire’s assistant came to find her, the laughter had drained out of the day and the part Maddy had been dreading was waiting in its place.
The folder Claire slid across her desk an hour later contained the best twenty-four-hour growth numbers in company history, and Maddy looked at them three separate times before she let herself believe them. New signups. Engagement. Traffic. Brand awareness. Every line on every graph had stopped behaving like business data and started behaving like a launch.
“People don’t sign up for a dating app because two strangers got leaked,” Maddy said.
“Apparently,” said Claire, with the flat patience of a woman whom reality had already finished arguing with, “they do.”
Maddy set the folder down. “This is insane. And unethical.”
“Potentially.”
“Potentially.”
Claire folded her hands, and Maddy felt the conversation coming the way she’d felt it coming since the moment in Orion — the one that had been sitting underneath every meeting and glance and investor call for two days.
“The board wants to discuss the campaign,” Claire said, gently, which was how Maddy knew it had already stopped being a discussion. “An official one. The two of you, together, as the face of it.”
Maddy closed her eyes. Somewhere down the hall, faintly, she could hear laughter starting up again around the coffee station, and two hundred mugs’ worth of people who had no idea that the joke had just become her job.
“Of course they do,” she said.






  
  Chapter 4: A Unanimous Bad Idea


The conference room they put him in for the formal pitch was called Lyra, and Jake had developed a theory over the years that PairWise named its rooms after constellations specifically so that bad news could be delivered somewhere that sounded aspirational. Lyra had the good chairs, the ones that cost more than his first car, and a coffee setup elaborate enough to qualify as a second product line, and a view of the river that the company deployed whenever it needed someone to feel important enough to agree to something they shouldn’t. 
He’d been in Lyra exactly twice before. Once to be promoted. Once to be told the original Match Score launch was being moved up four months, a decision that had cost him an entire summer and most of a relationship he hadn’t been fighting very hard to keep anyway. He did not have warm associations with Lyra. He sat down on the engineering side of the table, set his laptop in front of him like a small shield, and waited to find out which kind of afternoon it was going to be.
Maddy came in two minutes later and took the seat across from him, which was its own kind of information. In every meeting for the past two years she’d sat at the head or near it, wherever the marketing center of gravity was, and the fact that she’d chosen the chair directly opposite his meant she’d already worked out







