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For everyone who’s ever sat through a “quick chat” that lasted an hour, answered a vague request with a clarifying question, and kept their cool while their soul quietly rebooted. 
For the builders, the fixers, the ones who carry the calm in a noisy room, and for the people who learn that being “boring and accurate”can be its own kind of brave.
And for the Kaylees who keep showing up, and the Adams who finally do too.
— Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: Accidental Compliment Detonation
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Kaylee Waters had three rules for surviving IT at a large finance company: 
	Never trust a “quick request.”

	Never click a link that starts with “hey can you just…”

	Never, under any circumstances, send anything emotional through Slack.



Rule three was the easiest to follow because Kaylee didn’t do emotional at work. Not openly.
At work, Kaylee did competent. She did organized. She did “cheerful enough to calm an executive, not cheerful enough to get assigned to morale.” She could translate stakeholder language into developer reality, which was basically a rare form of magic. She could walk into a meeting full of vague panic and walk out with requirements, next steps, and a list of risks that didn’t read like prophecy.
She could also, unfortunately, lose all internal structure when Adam Fitzpatrick was within a twenty-foot radius.
Adam Fitzpatrick was the kind of employee the company protected like a museum artifact. Early thirties. Slightly rumpled, like he’d fallen asleep on a keyboard and refused to apologize. Dark hair that never fully agreed to be hair. Eyes that looked like they were running background processes even when he was holding a coffee.
He was brilliant in the specific way that made other people sound less intelligent by accident.
Kaylee had seen it up close last quarter when an overnight sync failure turned reporting into a haunted house. The product director was spiraling. Finance was hovering, asking if numbers could “just be stabilized.” Someone from Compliance had joined the call and, by their presence alone, made everyone sit up straighter and stop joking.
Adam walked in late with a coffee and the kind of calm expression that said he’d already solved it in the elevator.
He didn’t give a speech. He picked up a marker, drew a few boxes, and made the whole room go silent.
“This isn’t a data problem,” he said, like they were discussing lunch. “It’s timing. We’re processing the ledger write before the lock releases. So the report sees an incomplete state. That’s why it’s intermittent.”
It was so clean, so obvious once he said it, that Kaylee wanted to clap. Instead, she wrote miracle achieved in her notes and emailed the recap like a normal employee.
Adam was her manager in the loosest corporate sense. Technically, he was a senior lead and she was a systems analyst under his umbrella. In practice, he supervised people the way weather supervised a picnic. He didn’t micromanage. He didn’t care if you started at eight or ten as long as you weren’t actively breaking anything.
What he cared about was clarity.
And competence.
And efficiency.
Kaylee suspected he viewed feelings as a system resource that should be conserved.
He wasn’t cruel. He wasn’t a villain. He just had a short fuse for confusion and a low tolerance for anything that felt unnecessary. He asked sharp questions, held eye contact a little too long, and then went quiet in a way that made you replay your last sentence for hidden crimes.
Kaylee’s quiet truth was simple: she admired him.
Not in a fan-club way. Not in a “please sign my laptop” way.
In a he understands things I don’t understand and I want to become the kind of person who does way.
So when the company launched its internal recognition platform, Kaylee ignored it out of principle.
It was called KudosCorner. It looked like a birthday party had been converted into a user interface. Confetti animations. Cartoon badges. A font that felt like it had been selected by someone who owned multiple inspirational tumblers.
Kaylee didn’t need confetti. Kaylee needed a stable build pipeline and a reasonable timeline.
But she also knew how corporate air worked. Visibility mattered. People got rewarded for what other people noticed.
Adam did invisible work. The kind that kept systems upright. The kind nobody remembered until something failed and they needed him like oxygen.
Which was how, on a Wednesday morning that already felt suspicious, Kaylee opened KudosCorner and clicked Send Kudos.
Recipient: Adam FitzpatrickBadge: Problem-Solver Pro (a cartoon wrench wearing sunglasses)
The cursor blinked in the text box labeled Share a short message.
Short. Professional. Not emotional. Definitely not a poem.
Kaylee started typing:
Adam, thanks for jumping in on the ledger-sync issue. You solved it fast and saved us a lot of downstream chaos.
Safe. Normal. Elevator-appropriate.
But it felt incomplete. Adam’s work wasn’t just fast. It was deep. He saw the whole system. He caught problems before they became visible. He did fixes that prevented future emergencies, and nobody ever celebrated prevention. People only celebrated miracles after something had already caught fire.
Kaylee added one more line, careful and contained:
You make hard things look effortless. It helps more than you probably realize.
She read it twice, then a third time because fear made her obsessive about punctuation. It was fine. It was not romantic. It was not weird. It was a reasonable amount of sincerity for a corporate tool designed to force cheerfulness.
Her finger hovered over the button.
Then she clicked Send Kudos.
Confetti exploded across her screen.
Kaylee exhaled, relieved in that small, silly way you feel after doing something nice but slightly vulnerable. Like setting a glass down on the counter and not hearing it crack.
Then Slack pinged.
Not a message.
A notification.
#company-wideKaylee Waters posted a kudos.
Kaylee froze so hard she became part of her chair.
No.
No, no, no.
Why would KudosCorner auto-post to #company-wide? Who designed this? Who woke up and thought, You know what people want? Public sincerity at executive scale.
Kaylee clicked the notification with a hand that felt like it belonged to someone else.
The #company-wide channel loaded. Hundreds of people. Every department. Every level. People she’d never met. People whose job titles sounded expensive. People who, for all she knew, could summon an all-hands meeting by sheer willpower.
And there it was.
A glossy KudosCorner post with the sunglasses wrench, neatly formatted under Adam Fitzpatrick’s name.
And her words, sitting there like they’d rented billboard space:
You make hard things look effortless. It helps more than you probably realize.
Kaylee’s stomach dropped so hard she was pretty sure it hit the basement.
Her fingers flew across the screen searching for a delete button.
There wasn’t one.
Of course there wasn’t.
She clicked into KudosCorner, frantic now, and found a cheerful banner explaining the philosophy of the tool.
Kudos are public by design to spread positivity.
Kaylee stared at the sentence, her mind blank.
Public by design.
Positivity.
She could feel her soul trying to crawl out of her body and hide under her desk plant.
The channel began to move immediately.
Someone reacted with a fire emoji. Someone posted party poppers. Someone asked if Adam was real. Someone else posted a GIF that Kaylee refused to look at closely because she didn’t have the emotional bandwidth for moving images.
Liam (Compliance): “Great to see appreciation in action.”Julia (Marketing): “Adam Fitzpatrick is a real person???”Derrick (DevOps): “If he’s real can he also fix my will to live”FinanceBot: “This channel is monitored.”Evelyn (HR): “Reminder: keep comments respectful.”
Kaylee’s face heated as if her body had decided the best solution was to spontaneously combust.
Her phone buzzed.
Text from Nia Patel:Do not move. If you move, you will do something worse.
Nia Patel was their project manager. Nia was competent, stylish, and terrifying in a way that suggested she could schedule your emotional collapse and still make it look efficient. Her eyeliner was sharp enough to cut glass. Her voice could make people stop saying dumb things mid-sentence.
Kaylee didn’t even question how Nia had found out within seconds. Nia’s awareness of team chaos was basically supernatural.
Kaylee’s Slack continued lighting up.
Ben (Accounting): “This is the most romantic thing I’ve seen in Slack all year.”Evelyn (HR): “Ben.”Ben (Accounting): “Respectfully romantic.”
Kaylee squeezed her eyes shut.
This was a nightmare. A cute, pastel nightmare with confetti.
Then the message appeared that made Kaylee’s heart stutter:
Adam Fitzpatrick has joined the channel.
Kaylee went cold.
Adam was here. In the channel. Reading her compliment. In front of everyone.
Of course he was. Someone had tagged him. Someone had probably called it “adorable.” Someone had definitely made it worse.
The conversation slowed like a room quieting when a principal walks in.
Three dots appeared beside Adam’s name.
He was typing.
Kaylee watched the dots like they were a countdown.
Adam’s message landed:
Adam Fitzpatrick: “Please stop.”
Two words and a period that sounded like a door being shut.
The channel went silent for half a beat, then tried to pretend nothing had happened.
Derrick (DevOps): “HE SPOKE”Sam (Infrastructure): “It’s like seeing a comet.”Julia (Marketing): “Not him saying please”FinanceBot: “This channel is monitored.”
Kaylee’s throat tightened. She wanted to crawl into a server rack and live there.
She started typing a damage-control message. Something polite. Something that would explain this was an accident. Something that would reassure everyone she hadn’t lost her mind and turned into a corporate poet.
“Hi everyone! This was intended to be private…”
A presence appeared beside her desk.
Kaylee looked up.
Nia.
Nia’s expression was calm, which somehow made it worse. Calm Nia was the version of Nia that arrived right before a major schedule change.
“Hands off the keyboard,” Nia said quietly.
Kaylee blinked up at her, miserable. “I didn’t know it would post.”
Nia leaned in, read the message, and her eyes softened for a fraction of a second.
“That,” Nia said, “was aggressively sincere.”
Kaylee dropped her forehead into her palm. “I’m going to live under my desk.”
Nia glanced toward Adam’s pod. His chair sat empty, a hoodie draped over it like a judgmental ghost.
“He’s not at his desk,” Nia said.
Kaylee swallowed. “Is he mad?”
“He’s Adam,” Nia replied. “Annoyed is his default setting. The question is whether he’s annoyed at you or the software that just turned him into a public mascot.”
Kaylee whispered, “I didn’t mean to embarrass him.”
“I know,” Nia said. “But you did. Publicly. With confetti.”
As if the universe needed to underline it, Kaylee’s Slack pinged with a direct message from Derrick.
Derrick (DevOps): “if someone ever kudos me like that I will cry at my desk and sue the company for feelings”
Kaylee didn’t respond. She might have been a professional, but she wasn’t a magician.
Her inbox pinged.
An email.
From Adam.
Subject: KudosCorner
Body:
Where are you.
Kaylee stared at it, fingers numb.
Nia watched her face. “Do not reply with a paragraph. Don’t apologize in writing. Don’t use an emoji.”
“I wasn’t going to,” Kaylee said automatically.
Nia’s gaze drifted to Kaylee’s desk, where a tiny smiling-cat stress toy sat like evidence. “Kaylee, you own a smiling cat stress toy. I cannot fully trust you.”
Kaylee opened her mouth, then closed it again.
Then Slack pinged.
A direct message.
From Adam.
Kaylee clicked it.
Adam Fitzpatrick: “We need to talk. Now.”
It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t phrased gently, but it also wasn’t cruel. It was the kind of statement Adam made when he couldn’t fix something with a script.
Kaylee stared at the message for one long second, as if it might change into something less terrifying.
Her cursor blinked in the reply box.
Kaylee typed one word.
“Okay.”
She hit send before she could overthink it.
A calendar invite appeared instantly, auto-added by the system like fate had been outsourced to Microsoft:
Meeting: Kaylee Waters / Adam FitzpatrickLocation: War Room 3BDuration: 15 minutes
Kaylee stared at it.
Fifteen minutes was enough time for Adam to lecture her, fire her, or ask her why she’d written something dangerously close to a compliment that meant something.
Nia appeared at her shoulder again, like she’d never left.
“War Room?” Nia asked.
Kaylee nodded, swallowing.
Nia’s mouth twitched like she was trying not to smile. “Good luck.”
Kaylee closed her laptop carefully, as if any sudden movement might trigger more confetti, and stood.
As she walked, she could feel eyes on her. Not hostile. Curious. The way people look when something mildly exciting has happened in the office and they desperately want it to become a story.
She caught bits of whispering as she passed.
“…that was her?”“…Adam actually typed…”“…please stop…”“…I kind of ship it…”
Kaylee nearly tripped on nothing at all.
War Room 3B was down the hallway past the glass meeting rooms and the huge wall quote that yelled INNOVATE WITH INTEGRITY like it was personally disappointed in her. Kaylee hated that wall quote. It felt like it was watching.
Her shoes sounded too loud on the polished floor.
Her thoughts ran too fast in her skull.
Rule one: never trust a quick request.Rule two: never click a link that starts with “hey can you just…”Rule three: never send anything emotional through Slack.
Kaylee had broken the spirit of at least one of those.
She stopped at the door to War Room 3B.
Her hand hovered over the handle.
She took one breath.
Then another, steadier.
Whatever this was, it was happening.
Kaylee opened the door.
And stepped inside.






  
  Chapter 2: The Human Firewall
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War Room 3B smelled like dry-erase markers and old coffee. Kaylee decided that was appropriate for a room named after conflict. 
Adam Fitzpatrick stood by the whiteboard with a marker in his hand and his laptop open on the table. He wasn’t sitting. Adam rarely looked like a man who remembered chairs existed.
He looked up as she entered, gaze sharp and calm in the way that made Kaylee feel like a bug under a microscope.
“Close the door,” he said.
“It is,” Kaylee replied, then checked anyway and pulled it snug. Her hands were steadier than her stomach.
Adam nodded once. “Sit.”
Kaylee sat. Adam stayed standing, as if he needed gravity to take his side in this conversation. He paced once, a slow lap along the whiteboard, then stopped across from her.
For a beat, neither of them spoke. Kaylee’s brain filled the silence with the worst possibilities: lecture, firing, a formal complaint filed under “unwanted confetti.”
Adam set the marker down with too much care. “Explain.”
Kaylee blinked. “The kudos?”
“The part where your message got posted in front of the entire company,” Adam said. “And my name became a sport.”
“I didn’t know it would auto-post,” Kaylee said quickly. “KudosCorner is integrated with Slack, apparently, and it has the privacy instincts of a reality show.”
Adam’s eyes narrowed. “It shouldn’t be integrated with #company-wide.”
“I agree,” Kaylee said. “If you want, I can open a ticket to turn off auto-posting. Or
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