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THE 99.9% MATCH 

The glass-walled boardroom of HeartMatch HQ smelled like ambition, espresso, and the faintest whiff of existential dread. Ethan Hayes sat at the head of a marble table so polished he could see the reflection of his own impeccably knotted tie in its surface—a Hermès masterpiece in navy silk that cost more than his assistant’s monthly rent. His steel-gray eyes flicked to the holographic dashboard floating above the table, where glowing charts pulsed in time with his racing thoughts.  

“A public dating experiment,” he repeated, deadpan, as his marketing team shifted nervously in their seats. “Let me rephrase that for you: you want me to personally endorse a PR circus where two strangers fake romance to prove my life’s work isn’t a glorified astrology app.”  

Rahul Patel, HeartMatch’s COO and Ethan’s only friend with a pulse, snorted into his matcha latte. “Dramatic much? It’s... a circus.”  

Ethan’s left eyelid twitched—a telltale sign of impending fury. He straightened his already military-straight posture, his tailored suit refusing to crease even under the strain of his irritation. “Love isn’t a circus. It’s a series of measurable, predictable variables. Compatibility is math. Chemistry is biology. And this—” he flicked a dismissive hand at the proposal, “—is desperation.”  

“Desperation?” Rahul tossed a tablet across the table. A headline flashed: “HeartMatch CEO Ethan Hayes Proves Love is a Lie (And Also, He’s Single—Shocker).”

The byline made Ethan’s jaw clench: Lily Morgan, The Boston Chronicle.  

“Your nemesis,” Rahul said cheerfully, popping a matcha-dusted almond into his mouth. “She’s been assigned to test HeartMatch for a feature. You know what that means.”  

Ethan’s mind rewound to the last time he’d seen Lily Morgan in the flesh—a tech conference where she’d heckled his keynote with a shout of “Robots need love too... said no one ever!” from the back row. Her voice had been all honey and venom, her wild curls a live wire of chaos.  

“It means,” Ethan said coldly, “she’ll write another hit piece unless we control the narrative.”  

“Or...” Rahul leaned forward, eyes glinting. “We give her a front-row seat to the algorithm’s magic. Let her experience HeartMatch. With you.”  

Ethan’s cufflink-adjusted reflex kicked in. Click. Click. Click. “Absolutely not.”  

“Why? Scared she’ll crack your code?”  

“My code is flawless.”  

“Then prove it.” Rahul tapped the tablet, pulling up Lily’s latest article—a tear-down of algorithmic dating titled “Swipe Left on Silicon Valley’s Soulmates.” “She thinks love can’t be calculated. You think it’s just calculus. Settle the debate. Let the app match you two.”  

Ethan’s laugh was a short, sharp bullet. “The algorithm would never pair us. She’s a walking liability. A human tornado in Doc Martens.”  

“Funny you say that...” Rahul swiped the screen.  

A notification pinged.  

MATCH FOUND: 99.9% COMPATIBILITY. 

Ethan’s stomach dropped.  

There, side by side on the hologram, were two profiles. His own—stiff, unsmiling, the word “efficiency” listed under “Hobbies”—and hers. Lily Morgan, mid-laugh in a candid shot, her bio a chaotic scroll of “Professional overthinker. Certified blanket hog. Dealbreakers: arrogance, spreadsheets, and men who iron their socks.”  

“Glitch,” Ethan barked, slamming a palm on the table. The junior engineer next to him flinched. “Fix it. Now.”  

“B-but sir,” the engineer stammered, “the AI recalibrated twice. It’s... adamant.”  

Rahul’s grin widened. “Face it, Hayes. You’re statistically destined to fall for a woman who’d rather burn a spreadsheet than fill one out.”  

Ethan’s mind short-circuited. This wasn’t possible. He’d coded HeartMatch himself—every line, every variable. It didn’t make mistakes. It didn’t feel. And yet...  

A memory flickered, unbidden: his parents screaming in the kitchen the night his father left. “We were never compatible!” his mother had sobbed. “You can’t engineer love, Evelyn!” his father had roared. Ten-year-old Ethan had hidden under the staircase, vowing to never leave something so vital to chance.  

“One month,” Rahul said, snapping him back to the present. “You and Lily do the experiment. Dates, interviews, the works. If the public buys it, HeartMatch’s stock triples. If not...” He shrugged. “At least you’ll finally get laid.”  

Ethan shot him a withering glare. “I don’t get laid. I schedule mutually beneficial interactions.”  

“Right. Which is why your last Tinder date asked if you were a CGI villain.”  

Before Ethan could retaliate, his phone buzzed. A notification from HeartMatch:  

USER LILY MORGAN HAS ACCEPTED THE EXPERIMENT.  

Attached was a selfie of Lily flipping off the camera, her coffee-stained notebook visible in the background with the scribbled headline: “How to Survive Dating a Robot (Bring a Screwdriver).”

Ethan’s eye twitched again.  

Rahul clapped him on the shoulder. “Relax. What’s the worst that could happen?”  

The Boston Chronicle newsroom smelled like burnt coffee, printer toner, and existential crisis—a scent Lily Morgan had come to associate with deadlines and bad life choices. She burst through the doors at 9:17 a.m., her thrifted floral blouse half-untucked, a to-go cup of espresso trembling in her hand like a grenade with a loose pin.  

“Late. Again.” Liam, her editor—a man who resembled a disgruntled garden gnome with a caffeine addiction—glared at her from across the room. “You’re covering the HeartMatch experiment. The app that thinks love’s a math problem.”  

Lily skidded to a stop at her desk, nearly upending a tower of unread manuscripts. “Liam, I’d rather gargle battery acid.”  

“Perfect. You’ll hate it passionately.” He tossed a press release at her face. “Go viral or go home. Your choice.”  

She caught it mid-air, her gold bangles clattering. “You’re a tyrant.”  

“And you’re a disaster.” He jabbed a finger at her coffee-stained notebook, open to a half-finished article titled “Top 10 Ways to Survive a Zombie Apocalypse (Hint: Ditch Your Ex First).” 

“Focus, Morgan”.

Liam stomped off, leaving Lily slumped in her chair, her boots propped on a stack of unsold memoirs.  

Her desk was a museum of chaos: a framed photo of her and her college bestie Becca making obscene gestures at the Liberty Bell, a wilting succulent named Derek (RIP), and a crumpled love letter from her ex-fiancé, Jake, peeking out of a drawer like a ghost of bad decisions past.  

The memory hit Lily like a rogue wave, sharp and salt-bitter, as she stared at the HeartMatch notification glowing on her phone.  

Skip back two years earlier.  

Jake’s apartment had smelled like weed and regret that night—or maybe that was just him. Lily had been sprawled on his thrift-store couch, her Docs kicked off, a half-finished article about “Why Millennials Kill Everything (Including Love)” abandoned on her laptop. The clock ticked past 1 a.m., the neon “TACOS 24/7” sign across the street painting the room in cheap pink light.  

“You’re late,” she’d said when he finally stumbled in, his flannel shirt misbuttoned, his laugh too loud.  

“Babe, come on.” Jake flopped beside her, reeking of IPA and someone else’s perfume. “Rob’s band had a last-minute gig. You know how it is.”  

She didn’t. What she did know: the hot-pink smudge on his collar, bright as a warning flare. Her stomach dropped.  

“Who’s Rob’s groupie?” she asked, her voice steady in a way that scared her.  

“What? No one. It’s—” He froze, fingers darting to his neck. “Just a fan. Got a little... huggy.”  

“Huggy.” Lily stood, her socks sinking into carpet sticky with old beer. “Funny. Your fan matches your Tinder bio.” She yanked his phone from his back pocket, thumbing it open.  

Jake’s Tinder Profile:  

“99.9% compatible? Let’s test that. Swipe right if you’re into vinyl, vegan tacos, and bad decisions.”

And there she was: “Maya. 24. Bassist. Chaotic neutral.” His latest match. His latest lie.  

“It’s not what you think!” Jake lunged, but Lily was already at the window, his precious vinyl collection glaring at her from the shelves.  

“The app said we were basically the same person!” he pleaded, hands raised like she was a feral cat.  

“Then she can have your student loans too.”  

The vintage record player—the one he’d named “Lana” and loved more than he’d ever loved her—sailed through the open window. It hit the pavement with a symphonic crash, vinyl shrapnel spinning across the sidewalk.  

“Lily!” Jake’s scream was half-rage, half-heartbreak.  

She turned, his phone still in her hand, Maya’s messages lighting up the screen: “Last night was 🔥. Your gf ever find out?”

“You’re a cliché,” Lily said, her voice steady now, cold as the IPA bottles in his fridge. “And your algorithm’s a liar.”  

The door slammed behind her. She didn’t look back.  

Lily’ thoughts returned to the present day:

Lily’s fingers trembled as she shut the desk drawer on Jake’s love letter, the phantom sting of betrayal sharp in her throat. Becca’s voice snapped her back.  

“Earth to disaster! You ghosting me?”  

“Just exorcising demons,” Lily muttered, slamming her HeartMatch profile to “Looking for: Someone who’s not a lying algorithm simp.” 

The past could bite her. This time, she’d be the one setting fires. 

“Earth to Lily!” Becca plopped onto her desk, her neon-pink hair clashing gloriously with her “I’m With Stupid →” tee. “Why do you look like you just licked a lemon?”  

“Liam’s making me review HeartMatch. The robot-dating app.”  

Becca gasped, clutching imaginary pearls. “The one run by Hot Robot CEO?” She pulled up Ethan’s LinkedIn photo—all brooding eyebrows and a smirk that could curdle milk. “Look at him. He’s like a sexy Bond villain who unplugs toasters for fun.”  

“He’s a narcissist with a God complex,” Lily muttered, scribbling “Algorithmic Love = Oxymoron” on her notepad.  

“So? Flirt with him. Sabotage the app. Write a takedown so savage it goes viral. Boom—career saved, villain kissed, chaos achieved.”  

“I don’t flirt. I obliterate.”  

“Same difference.” Becca tossed her a tube of red lipstick. “Wear this. Men love a woman who looks like she’ll ruin their life.”  

Lily’s phone buzzed. A HeartMatch notification:  

WELCOME, LILY! YOUR PERFECT MATCH AWAITS... 

She stared at the screen. “Oh hell no.”  

The newsroom buzzed like a beehive on espresso—keyboards clattering, phones shrilling, and the occasional groan of a journalist realizing their deadline had passed yesterday. Lily Morgan slumped deeper into her chair, the wheels squeaking in protest as she kicked her Docs up onto the desk. Rainwater dripped from the frayed laces onto a stack of unsold memoirs titled “How to Adult (Just Kidding, No One Knows).”

Becca, a hurricane in a neon-pink “I’m With Stupid →” tee, flopped onto the edge of the desk, sending Derek the succulent’s desiccated remains cascading into the keyboard tray. “RIP Derek,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “He died as he lived—neglected and crunchy.”  

Lily ignored her, glaring at the HeartMatch app loading on her phone. The screen blinked: Question 1 of 500: Do you prefer cuddling or personal space?

“Five hundred questions?” Becca snatched the phone, her pink-streaked hair swinging like a pendulum of chaos. “Girl, this isn’t a dating app—it’s an interrogation. ‘Do you fold your toilet paper or crumple it?’ Who cares? Lie!”  

“I don’t lie,” Lily said, stabbing the screen with a chipped black fingernail. “I curate.” She selected “Cuddling (but I will steal the covers and your dignity).” 

Becca snorted. “Blanket hog. You sleep like a starfish on meth. Remember that time I stayed over and woke up with your foot on my face?”  

“You snore like a chainsaw. Consider it payback.”  

Lily’s Docs tapped a restless rhythm against the desk leg, her curls escaping their claw clip to frame her face in a halo of rebellion. 

Around them, the newsroom throbbed with desperation. A printer wheezed out tomorrow’s news, while Liam bellowed at an intern for confusing “there” and “their” in a headline about feral raccoons. The air smelled of burnt coffee, toner fumes, and the faint musk of dreams deferred.  

Ethan Hayes’ LinkedIn photo glared up from Lily’s desk, his smirk sharp enough to slice through her resolve. CEO. Innovator. Probably irons his socks, she thought.

“Question 47!” Becca barked, playing announcer. “Would you relocate for love?” 

Lily didn’t hesitate. “Only if hell freezes over.”

The screen flashed.  

CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’VE BEEN MATCHED WITH ETHAN HAYES (99.9% COMPATIBILITY).  

Becca’s gasp echoed off the stained ceiling tiles. “Holy shit. It’s a sign! The universe wants you to either marry him or destroy him!”  

Lily’s stomach dropped. There he was—Ethan Hayes in all his glory, his profile photo a masterpiece of arrogance. His bio read like a robot’s dating manifesto: “CEO. Innovator. Enjoys efficiency, silence, and properly aligned margins.”

“The universe can bite me,” Lily muttered, but her thumb hovered over the screen.  

Becca leaned in, her voice a stage whisper. “Text him something savage. ‘Nice algorithm. Does it come in human?’”  

Before Lily could answer, her phone buzzed.  

ETHAN HAYES: This is a mistake. The algorithm will be recalibrated.  

LILY MORGAN: Great! While you’re at it, recalibrate your personality. <3  

ETHAN HAYES: Charming. Our first date is Friday. 8 p.m. Wear something... coherent.

LILY MORGAN: Don’t tell me what to do, C-3P-Nope.

As she slammed the phone down, her traitorous pulse fluttered. Why does his stupid face look like it was carved by angels who hate me?

The café Ethan Hayes had chosen for their first “date” reeked of roasted single-origin beans and the faint despair of people who paid $18 for avocado toast. Lily Morgan slumped in a leather booth, her Docs propped on the seat like a barricade against civility. She glared at the menu, her pen stabbing the words “deconstructed latte” as if they’d personally wronged her.  

“This is why I hate capitalism,” she muttered, scribbling “Pretentious Food = Societal Collapse” in her notebook.  

The bell above the door jingled, slicing through the café’s curated indie-folk playlist.  

Ethan Hayes strode in, his tailored suit absorbing the room’s oxygen. He moved like a man who’d never tripped in his life—shoulders squared, jaw set, eyes scanning the space with the cold precision of a sniper. When his gaze landed on Lily, his left eyelid twitched, a microscopic crack in his armor.  

“You’re late,” he said, sliding into the booth. His cufflinks—obsidian squares etched with his company’s logo—clicked against the table as he folded his hands.  

Lily didn’t lower her boots. “You’re rude. And these shoes are a political statement. Respect the agenda.”  

His eyes flicked to her Docs. “The agenda appears to be ‘chaos as a dress code.’”  

“Says the guy dressed like a Bond villain’s tax attorney.” She tossed her pen down, its chewed cap rolling toward his tablet. “Let’s get one thing straight, Hayes. This isn’t a date. It’s a hostage negotiation.”  

“Agreed.” He tapped his screen, summoning a spreadsheet titled “Experiment Parameters.” “Rule one: no physical contact. Rule two: all public interactions must align with my brand’s—”  

“—No.” She snatched the tablet, her gold bangles clattering as she typed:  

1. No spreadsheets.  

2. No talking about spreadsheets.  

3. If you mention margins, I will key your car.  

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “You’re impossible.”  

“And you’re a flowchart with a face.”  

A barista materialized beside them, clutching a clipboard like a life raft. “Are you two... the HeartMatch couple? The app sent a push notification about your date! Can we get a selfie for our Instagram?”  
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