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Gemma slid her badge across the scanner like she was daring it not to work.

It beeped. It always beeped. The little green light blinked with perfect, mocking enthusiasm, just like everything else at ExecuCorp.

"Welcome, Gemma," the voice overhead chirped, bland and too cheery. "Remember: clarity is productivity."

She stepped inside. The air smelled like recycled ambition. Her heels clicked against the polished floor, each step a small betrayal of how little she wanted to be here. The front atrium was exactly the same. Brushed chrome panels. A mural of abstract gears and smiling silhouettes. And that damn motivational banner:

"Real Outcomes Start With Compliance."

It used to make her laugh.

Now it made her stomach turn.

Gemma walked faster.

She had not cried. Not really. The breakup had not come with yelling or dramatic exits, just a strange, echoing quiet. Toryn had stood there in their neutral-colored apartment, still half-dressed from the gym, blinking like maybe she had asked him if they were out of milk.

"So... that's it?" he had said.

"Yeah. That's it."

* * *
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Now, back in the antiseptic belly of ExecuCorp, everything felt off. The lights were too bright. The internal memos read like dystopian fortune cookies. Even the break room fridge had been labeled "Cold Storage for Team Synergy."

She still cared about him. That was the worst part. Her heart had not gotten the memo that it was supposed to move on. But something had broken. Not with fireworks. With weight. Too many little dismissals. Too many half-truths. And the final crack: walking in on Toryn with Kaylie, the office assistant who could barely format a memo but somehow always got invited to project reviews.

The whole building felt like a cruel in-joke now. Corporate smiles. Beige walls. Every email signed "Warmest throughput," as if warmth could be measured in KPIs.

Gemma took her usual elevator to Floor 9. Experience Design Division: Human-Centered Systems.

The irony was not lost on her.

When the doors slid open, she was greeted by a towering infographic in soft blue:

"EMPATHY: The Most Scalable Deliverable."

She laughed once. Just a little too loud.

Then she stepped out and went to her desk, hoping her computer would not say anything cheerful.

It did.

* * *
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"Hello, Gemma," the interface chimed brightly as her monitor flickered awake. "You have 3,981 unread messages. Let's make today a journey."

Gemma sighed.

This was not what she had wanted for herself. Not this job. Not this emotional "journey." The whole place felt like a wellness brochure designed by a finance committee. Every word approved by seven layers of HR, then fed into a branding AI that added sparkle and synergy until it bled optimism.

She reached into her tote and pulled out the cracked compact mirror she kept for emergencies. This counted.

The crack ran diagonally across the glass, splitting her face like a fault line.

"What the hell," she muttered, tilting it. "I'm cute. I'd call me perky. I'm fucking adorable."

She said it like a pep talk. Like she needed reminding.

Her face was soft but sharp in places, just enough edge to make the sweetness interesting. Pale skin that flushed easily. Hazel eyes with flecks of green she liked when the light hit them right. Lips a little fuller than average, never quite symmetrical. She blamed that on her mom's side.

Her hair was blonde, real blonde, which she took as a win. She wore it with the energy of someone daring a comment on the bangs. Her style leaned emo-adjacent. High-waisted skirts. Oversized sweatshirts. Fishnets. Ironic enamel pins. Glossy lips. Today it was a cropped cardigan over a black tank dress and hot pink Doc Martens. Too young for the boardroom, but just acceptable enough in creative.

She looked like someone who smelled faintly like bubblegum and had strong opinions about cartoon reboots.

She also looked tired.

Not from sleep. From hope. From holding onto too many almosts. From shrinking herself to keep someone else comfortable.

She shut the mirror and slipped it back into her bag.

"Alright, you luminous little trash panda," she muttered. "Let's pretend this day is salvageable."

She opened her files.

Gemma Whitaker. Experience Designer. Human-Centered Systems Team. Youngest person in her division. Easily the most colorful. By far the perkiest. And, if you asked around, absolutely the one with the best legs and tits to ever host a stakeholder onboarding session in Conference Room B.

Her job? Making ExecuCorp's mind-numbing platforms feel "human."

That meant dashboards with friendly nudges instead of red errors. Update memos written like a person had touched them. Digital training modules that did not make users want to swan-dive into the break room coffee grinder.

It was corporate empathy at scale.

Today's task: finish integrating the MyGrowth widget into the onboarding flow for the NorthTrine merger. Make it welcoming. Make it warm. But not too warm, because Legal had flagged that tone as "romantically coercive."

She clicked open the draft and started editing.

Then she heard it.

That voice.

* * *
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"Oh, hey, did you get those PDFs reflowed for ADA compliance?"

Toryn. Five cubicles down. His voice carried with the same easy command it always had, like he expected answers before the question was even finished.

Toryn.

Her manager. Her former manager. Her actual ex.

Still Toryn. Still six feet of fitted button-downs and smug Midwestern masculinity. Still leaning in when he talked to you, like every sentence was a secret. Still pretending nothing had happened, even though everything had.

The breakup had not been dramatic. Just tired. Quiet. Like the battery had finally died on a toy neither of them wanted to play with anymore.

She still cared about him. That was the problem. But she could not pretend anymore.

What stung was that HR now knew. She had told Becky from HR yesterday they were "no longer a couple," which meant it was officially on the record. Toryn would have to sign something. They would both get emails with the words Post-Relationship Conduct and Boundaries in Shared Workspaces in the subject line.

Toryn was talking to Janice from ADA Regulation Policy. Probably about that accessibility audit they kept pretending was not urgent.

Gemma did not move.

She knew Toryn would not bother her today. Not directly. Not yet. But they still needed to talk. Figure this new version of things out. Define the boundaries. Acknowledge the silence hanging between every Teams ping.

And she knew Toryn.

Toryn could be a dick.

But the HR embarrassment was not going to be hers to carry.

She readjusted the stack of rings on her fingers, letting her thumb circle each one. Then she felt it. Smooth. Thin. A little loose now. The ring he had given her on their third date. The night she had first stayed over. The night his apartment had quietly started becoming theirs.

She had forgotten she was still wearing it.

Gemma leaned out just enough to peer around the cubicle wall.

Toryn had his back to her, gesturing with his coffee mug as Janice explained something about reflowing tags and compliance layers. His posture was relaxed. Effortlessly confident. Like he had not just rearranged her emotional architecture a week ago and gone straight back to PDF workflows.

Gemma stared a moment longer than she meant to.

Then, quietly and decisively, she twisted the ring off her finger and dropped it into the drawer beside her pen collection.

It landed without ceremony. A soft clink. Like something small giving up.

She slid the drawer shut.

Then turned back to her screen.

This place really knew how to kill a vibe.

And worse, she still had to work with Kaylie.

Kaylie.

The name felt like a bruise she kept pressing just to see if it still hurt.

* * *
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It had only been last week.

She had just come home from the market, reusable bags cutting into her fingers, the quiet weight of routine settling in. The plan had been simple. Put the groceries away. Heat up leftovers. Maybe watch Supernatural reruns while Toryn half-watched and half-scrolled. Maybe sex afterward. Maybe not. That kind of night.

But something was wrong the second she stepped through the door.

A muffled moan. Then a squeak. Then a giggle.

She paused, her hand still hooked through the bag handles. Between the counter and the bedroom door, everything crystallized. She knew. She knew what she would find, and she knew it was not new. It had been happening. She had simply chosen not to look.

But now the universe had opened the door for her.

And she was walking toward it.

Funny how fast things fall apart. Eight seconds ago she had been looking forward to Thai leftovers and familiar sex. Now she was counting down to the end of a relationship. A whole chapter dissolving in less than a breath.

The bedroom door opened before she reached it.

Toryn.

Holding Kaylie's hips. Still inside her. Just finishing.

Kaylie shrieked and flipped awkwardly under the covers, all legs and panic and too-late modesty.

Toryn froze. Paralyzed. Maybe ashamed. Not enough.

Gemma just stared, the grocery bags still in her hands.

And then, calmly, she spoke.

"He's all yours. I'm done."

No yelling. No dramatic pause.

Looking back, she sometimes wished she had said more. Delivered something sharp and unforgettable. Something that would echo in his head at three in the morning.

But the truth was, she was not stunned. Not even that sad.

She was finished.

She picked up the groceries she had not set down.

Walked out the door.

Called Michelle. Not even sure which one she had dialed.

Toryn did not stop her.

He barely moved.

And that was its own kind of answer.

* * *
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Kaylie worked on the floor above.

Of course she did. Of course she still did.

And now, of course, she would be involved in Gemma's day-to-day.

Ironically, because the universe was a precision-cut bitch, Kaylie was the Engagement Flow Strategist at ExecuCorp. The one responsible for optimizing empathy pathways and driving "emotional resonance" in client-facing experiences.

Which meant that technically, Kaylie was in charge of measuring feelings.

Of course she was.

Of course the girl who had been clinging to Toryn's sweaty back like a particularly smug backpack was now tasked with designing empathy as a service.

And now Gemma would have to sync with her on integration flows. Pretend not to notice her glossy mouth and unfairly perfect hair. Nod through her "insights" about emotional engagement like they had not just engaged
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