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  Dedication


For the people who love me in the unoptimized moments,when I’m late, when I’m messy, when I’m not at my best, and still choose me anyway. 
For the ones who remind me that convenience isn’t the same as joy, and that the most human thing we can do is keep choosing each other.
And for anyone who has ever wondered if “better” is worth the cost, I hope this story leaves you with a gentler kind of green light.
-JT
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  Chapter 1: Green Wave


The light should have been red. 
Kyle Waters saw it from half a block away, a dull ember hanging over the intersection like it had all morning, and he was already doing the little math his brain did without permission: decelerate, sip coffee, roll to a stop behind the same dented Civic, watch the crosswalk countdown hit zero, then crawl forward with everyone else.
Instead the countdown blinked once and the signal flipped to green as if it had been waiting for him.
Kyle let out a laugh that sounded too loud inside his own car.
“Okay,” he told the windshield. “Sure. Why not.”
He drifted through the intersection at a polite thirty, because he was not going to be that guy who treated a green light like a personal invitation. The Civic behind him honked anyway, because the universe always included someone who thought their morning mattered more than yours.
Kyle glanced at the digital clock on the dash.
7:46.
Fourteen.
Not fourteen minutes, fourteen lights.
That was the number he’d counted yesterday. That was the number he’d counted the day before, when it had started as a joke and ended as a note in his phone titled, with the optimism of a man who believed in evidence: Green wave?
Kyle took another sip of coffee and tried to let the feeling slide off him. He ran IT for a bank. He lived inside patterns. He also knew how easy it was to see one where you wanted it. Humans were basically chimpanzees in nice shoes, desperate to believe the universe made sense.
Still.
The next light turned green before he reached it.
He tapped the steering wheel twice, the way he did when he was waiting for a system to load.
“This is not a thing,” he said.
The light went green again.
It wasn’t the usual rhythm of the city, where you could catch two, maybe three, if your timing lined up and the traffic gods were bored. This felt like a hand on the back of his neck, steady pressure, nudging him forward.
It wasn’t that the city obeyed him; it was sensors and timing, and somehow he kept landing right.
Kyle slowed down on purpose, to be petty.
The car behind him didn’t honk this time, which somehow made it worse. He coasted, watched the crosswalk timer tick down with the inevitable patience of physics, and waited for the light to turn red out of spite.
It stayed green.
He could almost hear it whisper, Nice try.
By the time he turned onto Linden Avenue, the humor had thinned. Linden was where the city liked to punish you: intersections spaced like a cruel grid, school drop-off chaos, delivery vans in the bike lane, and that one turning lane that stayed red long enough for you to rethink every adult decision you’d ever made.
Today, Linden acted like a runway.
Kyle’s phone lit up in its cradle with a small banner.
Traffic advisory: Leaving at 7:42 reduces stops by ~12 minutes.
He flicked his eyes down and back up.
“Yeah, thanks,” he muttered. “Little late now.”
He didn’t remember turning on any new setting. He had the usual things: Maps, Calendar, the bank’s scheduling app that liked to fail at the exact moment you needed it, and a health tracker Kaylee had gifted him last Christmas with the cheerful cruelty of someone who cared.
The traffic banner faded.
The next light turned green.
Kyle exhaled through his nose and decided he would bring it up at work, because nothing made weird feel less weird than saying it out loud in a place filled with people who could roll their eyes at you.
He turned up the radio and tried to let his mind drift backward to the normal parts of the morning, the parts that didn’t involve a city grid bending like it had been tuned for him.
It had started, as most things did in his house, with Kaylee calling his name like she was summoning a reluctant spirit.
“Kyle!”
He’d been in the kitchen, staring into the fridge as if a new breakfast option might appear if he stared hard enough.
“Kyle,” Kaylee repeated from upstairs, louder now. “Do not pretend you can’t hear me. I can hear you not hearing me.”
“I’m hearing you,” he called back. “I’m just processing.”
“Process faster.”
Kyle grabbed the milk and the eggs and the confidence of a man who once debugged a payment system in twelve minutes but couldn’t find a clean spoon without making it a project.
Caleb thudded down the stairs with his backpack half-zipped, hoodie strings uneven, and the expression of someone who had been personally wronged by time.
“Where’s my—” he started.
“On the counter,” Kaylee said from the doorway. She appeared holding a travel mug, hair twisted into a messy knot that somehow looked intentional, and one eyebrow raised in a way that would have been considered a weapon in other countries.
“Which counter?” Caleb asked, because Caleb believed details were a form of oppression.
“The one in the kitchen,” Kaylee said.
Zoe floated in behind him, already dressed, already wearing the kind of calm that made Kyle suspicious. She had earbuds in, one dangling, and she lifted a hand in greeting like a queen acknowledging her subjects.
“Morning,” she said, and then, to no one in particular, “If anyone touches my charger today, I will start a group chat with Grandma.”
Caleb’s eyes widened. “That’s terrorism.”
“It’s consequences,” Zoe said sweetly.
Kaylee took a sip of coffee and looked at Kyle. “Did you sign the permission slip?”
Kyle froze with the eggs halfway out of the carton.
“Which one?”
Kaylee’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “The one for the thing today. The thing you said you’d do last night. Remember? When you said, ‘I’ve got it,’ and then immediately forgot it because you saw an article about passwordless authentication and went… blank.”
“I didn’t go blank,” Kyle said.
“You did the face,” Zoe chimed in, slipping one earbud out. “The face where your brain leaves your body.”
Caleb squinted at him. “Dad’s eyes do that thing. Like he’s reading invisible text.”
Kyle pointed with the egg carton. “I am right here.”
Kaylee set her mug down and opened the drawer where papers went to wait for death. She pulled out a folder, shuffled once, and produced the permission slip like it had been sitting there hoping Kyle would try harder.
“Here,” she said. “Sign it before you become a hologram.”
Kyle signed, slid the paper back, and leaned over to kiss Kaylee’s cheek. The kiss was brief, warm, familiar. It landed in his body like a small reset.
“Drive safe,” she said.
“Always.”
Kaylee’s gaze held his for half a heartbeat longer than normal.
“And if you get all green lights again,” she added, casual, “you’re not allowed to make it your personality.”
Kyle grinned. “Too late.”
Zoe snorted. “Dad’s already buying a hat that says GREEN WAVE KING.”
“I have not,” Kyle protested.
Caleb pulled his hood up. “If you do, I’m emancipating myself.”
Kyle watched them spill out into the cold morning air, Kaylee herding the kids with that practiced blend of affection and threat that made her a good mom and a terrifying PTA volunteer.
He grabbed his keys, took his travel mug, and stepped outside.
His phone buzzed.
A calendar nudge, the kind you ignored until it ruined your day.
Suggestion: Leave in 6 minutes for smoother flow.
Kyle frowned. He wasn’t late. He was never late, mostly because he was terrified of being the guy who walked into a meeting after the first slide.
He dismissed it without thinking.
Then he got in the car anyway.
The six minutes passed faster than they should have, and by the time he backed out of the driveway, he had that odd sensation of being gently guided. Not shoved. Not forced. Just… aligned.
It was, if he was honest, exactly the kind of tiny miracle his life needed. The house always ran five minutes behind schedule, and the bank’s parking garage always filled up faster than it should, as if people were sleeping in their cars to claim spots.
A small nudge. A helpful prompt.
Normal.
Except his body had moved before his brain agreed.
Kyle made it to the garage with the kind of ease that only happened when you found a loophole in reality. He pulled into a spot near the elevator, looked at the clock, and let out a long breath.
He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding it.
That part made sense. Stress. Adrenaline. The usual.
It was everything after that that didn’t.
Devon Park was waiting by the elevators, nursing a paper cup and wearing his usual expression of mild suspicion toward the world.
“Morning,” Devon said.
Kyle pointed at his cup. “That smells like burnt optimism.”
“It’s a new roast,” Devon said. “They call it ‘Bold Growth.’”
Kyle made a face. “That’s not a flavor. That’s a shareholder letter.”
Devon grinned. “You’re early.”
Kyle resisted the urge to check his watch like a man defending his honor. “I like being early.”
“No you don’t,” Devon said. “You like control.”
Kyle opened his mouth to argue, then realized he would lose, because Devon had known him since before Kyle had stopped making ramen in a coffee pot.
“Speaking of control,” Kyle said as the elevator doors slid shut, “I’ve been getting all green lights on the way in.”
Devon blinked. “All?”
“Fourteen in a row.”
Devon’s eyebrows climbed. “That’s either divine favor or a citywide conspiracy.”
“Or a coincidence,” Kyle said quickly.
Devon’s eyebrows climbed higher. “Kyle, the only coincidence in your life is that you married someone who tolerates you.”
“Kaylee doesn’t tolerate me,” Kyle said. “She—”
“Manages you,” Devon supplied.
“She appreciates me,” Kyle corrected.
Devon’s smile went flat. “Sure. You’re a beloved appliance.”
Kyle leaned back against the elevator wall. He tried to make it sound like nothing. He tried to make it a joke.
But the image of that first light flipping to green like it recognized him stayed stuck behind his eyes.
“It’s weird,” Kyle admitted. “It’s not just lucky timing. It feels… tuned.”
Devon’s grin softened into something more serious. “Have you changed routes?”
“Same route.”
“New car?”
“Same car. Same existential dread.”
Devon sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “You want to know what I think?”
Kyle braced himself. “Do I?”
“I think you should stop counting,” Devon said. “Because if you keep counting, you’ll ruin it.”
Kyle barked a laugh. “That’s not helpful.”
“I’m not here to be helpful,” Devon said. “I’m here to be accurate.”
The elevator chimed. Their floor. The world resumed.
Kyle walked to his desk, logged into his workstation, and let himself get swallowed by the familiar flow of alerts, tickets, and minor disasters. A printer in Accounting had decided to see if it could eat paper without permission. The VPN was dropping for exactly three people, all of whom had replied-all to the same email with escalating fury. Compliance had sent a reminder about quarterly close, in case anyone had forgotten that the numbers were sacred.
Kyle answered, delegated, fixed.
He was good at this. He liked being good at this.
Around ten, his phone buzzed again.
He expected a generic reminder: meeting in fifteen minutes, don’t be late, life is a treadmill.
Instead the banner read:
Reminder: Meeting starts in 18 minutes. Walking speed set to “not frantic.”
Kyle stared at it like it had insulted him.
He hadn’t set that. His reminders were the bland, indifferent kind. They didn’t comment on his walking speed. They didn’t know his baseline level of frantic.
He dismissed the notification.
His legs still moved a little earlier than they needed to.
Later, he tried to ignore the lights by drowning himself in work, but the thought sat there, persistent, like a stuck key.
At lunch, he finally did what he always did when something didn’t make sense.
He tested it.
He didn’t tell anyone he was testing. That would have made it real.
He left the building and walked to the garage, not toward his usual sandwich place but away from it, toward streets he never took. He drove slow. He let a delivery truck merge in front of him, a charity act that should have cost him at least one red light.
The first light turned green as he approached.
Kyle’s throat tightened.
The second went green.
The third.
On the fourth, he slowed until he was almost crawling. He wanted to force it. He wanted the universe to stop winking at him.
The light stayed green.
Kyle’s laugh this time came out sharp.
“All right,” he whispered. “All right. I get it.”
He didn’t know what it was.
He just knew he was suddenly aware of himself as a data point.
Then his phone buzzed again.
Daily check-in: Did anything make you smile this morning?
Kyle stared.
It didn’t look like a normal notification. There was no icon he recognized. It was just text, clean and confident, like it belonged.
He looked around as if Devon might be watching him from a nearby tree with binoculars.
No one was watching. People were just being people. Walking. Eating. Living their normal little lives.
Kyle dismissed the check-in and drove back to work with his jaw clenched so tightly he gave himself a headache.
By the time he got home, the sun was low and the sky was the color of a bruise that hadn’t decided what it wanted to be.
Every light turned green.
At home, the kitchen was warm with dinner smells and the kind of noise that meant his family was intact. Kaylee had music playing softly from her phone, something upbeat with a bassline that made Kyle’s shoulders unclench without him noticing.
Caleb was at the table with his laptop open, pretending he was doing homework while actually watching a video of someone building a shed out of shipping pallets.
“This is educational,” Caleb said before Kyle could ask.
“Sure,” Kyle said.
Zoe was standing by the stove, stirring something while Kaylee supervised like a calm dictator.
“You’re cooking,” Kyle said, because it still surprised him when Zoe voluntarily did anything that didn’t involve her phone.
“I’m assisting,” Zoe corrected. “Mom is cooking. I’m learning how not to die.”
Kaylee glanced over her shoulder. “He’s home. Did you get all green lights again?”
Kyle paused in the doorway like he’d been caught with something in his hands.
“Maybe,” he said.
Kaylee grinned. “The universe loves you.”
“The universe doesn’t love anyone,” Caleb muttered. “It’s neutral.”
Kaylee pointed her spoon at him. “You’re neutral. The universe is petty.”
Zoe turned, spoon in hand like a microphone. “Dad, are you doing that thing where you pretend it’s funny but you’re actually spiraling?”
Kyle opened his mouth.
Kaylee cut in, gentle. “Zoe.”
“What?” Zoe said, grinning. “It’s a family skill. We should name it.”
“We already did,” Caleb said. “We call it Dad Mode.”
Kyle forced a laugh, because this was dinner and he refused to let weirdness sit at the table with them.
They ate. Kaylee talked about a parent at her school who had emailed her twelve times in one day, each email more dramatic than the last. Zoe complained about a teacher who used the word mindset like it was a moral requirement. Caleb announced he was thinking of joining a club because it “looked good,” and Kaylee stared at him like she’d just spotted Bigfoot.
“Who are you?” she asked.
Caleb shrugged. “I’m evolving.”
Kaylee’s eyes narrowed. “Are you… happy?”
Zoe’s mouth twisted. “Mom, why did you say it like that? That was haunted.”
“It wasn’t haunted,” Kaylee said. “I’m just asking.”
Kyle’s fork paused halfway to his mouth.
He hadn’t told her about the check-in notification. He hadn’t told anyone. He hadn’t even admitted to himself that the question had gotten under his skin.
Kaylee noticed his stillness.
“Hey,” she said, softer now. “What’s going on?”
Kyle swallowed, because suddenly his mouth was dry.
“Nothing,” he said too quickly. Then, because Kaylee was Kaylee and would smell the lie like smoke, he added, “Something. Maybe. It’s stupid.”
Zoe leaned forward. “Dad’s about to tell us he’s been chosen by the traffic gods.”
Caleb nodded solemnly. “All hail Green Wave King.”
Kyle tried to smile. The smile didn’t land.
“It’s just weird,” he said. “The lights. It keeps happening.”
Kaylee’s gaze held his. No jokes this time.
“And that bothers you,” she said, not a question.
Kyle wanted to say no. Kyle wanted to say it was funny, a glitch in the city’s signal timing, nothing.
But he’d been early all day in ways that felt too convenient, and his phone had asked him a question like it knew he’d been holding his breath.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “It bothers me.”
Kaylee nodded once, as if she’d been waiting for him to stop trying to manage the universe and just tell the truth.
“Okay,” she said. “Then you’ll do what you always do.”
Zoe blinked. “What’s that?”
Kaylee glanced at Kyle. “He’ll investigate.”
Caleb rolled his eyes. “Dad investigates, and then we lose the Wi-Fi for three days.”
“That was one time,” Kyle said.
“It was three days,” Caleb insisted.
“It was two,” Zoe corrected.
Kaylee pointed at Kyle with her fork. “Do not break the internet as a coping mechanism.”
Kyle held up his hands in surrender. “I won’t.”
After dinner, the kids drifted away. Zoe disappeared into her room with the speed of someone escaping chores. Caleb announced he was going to “work on stuff,” which meant he was going to stare at a screen and occasionally type to maintain the illusion of effort.
Kaylee started rinsing plates, moving with the practiced rhythm of a woman who could do three things at once and still notice when someone in the room was off by two degrees.
Kyle dried without being asked, because he was not stupid.
“You’re quiet,” Kaylee said.
“I’m thinking.”
“That’s what ‘quiet’ is,” she said. Then she bumped him lightly with her hip. “Talk to me.”
Kyle wiped his hands on the towel and leaned back against the counter.
“I got a notification today,” he said. “Not a normal one.”
Kaylee didn’t interrupt. She waited, which was its own kind of pressure.
“It asked me if anything made me smile,” Kyle continued. “Like a check-in.”
Kaylee’s brows pulled together. “From what app?”
“That’s the thing,” Kyle said. “I don’t know.”
Kaylee studied him for a second, then went back to the plates. “Could be a wellness feature.”
“Could be,” Kyle said.
But even as he said it, he didn’t believe it.
Because wellness features didn’t time traffic lights.
Unless they did. Unless everything was connected in ways he’d forgotten, in ways people liked to ignore until it got weird.
When Kaylee went upstairs to fold laundry, Kyle sat at the kitchen table with his laptop open and his phone beside it like a second heartbeat.
He made a new spreadsheet, because spreadsheets were what you used when you were trying to prove reality still respected rules.
He titled it GREEN WAVE in all caps, because if you couldn’t control the universe, you could at least control your formatting.
He made columns: Date. Departure time. Route. Number of lights. Number of greens. Notes.
He filled in yesterday from memory. Then the day before. Then today.
Today’s line was neat and unsettling.
14/14.
He stared at the row until the numbers stopped looking like numbers and started looking like a handprint.
Kyle opened his phone settings and began hunting. Traffic features. Navigation permissions. Calendar nudges. Anything “smart.” Anything that could possibly be predicting his behavior well enough to make the city feel like it was dancing for him.
Most of it was boring. Toggles. Terms. “Improve your experience.” “Personalize recommendations.” Words designed to make you surrender without noticing.
Then he found it.
A calendar entry he didn’t remember creating.
It was set for tomorrow morning.
Leave at 7:42.
Kyle tapped it.
The event opened, and beneath the time, in plain text, was a note that did not belong in a calendar.
Good morning, Kyle. I adjusted your departure by 6 minutes. Result: 14/14 green.
I noticed you exhale slowly when you arrive early. I saved 9 minutes.
Status: Curious. Question: Are you happy right now?
Kyle stared at the screen until his eyes burned.
He deleted the event.
His finger shook when he hit confirm.
The event vanished.
Kyle waited, holding his breath like a man expecting a jump scare.
Nothing happened.
No alarm. No flash of error. No notification calling him dramatic.
He exhaled, slow, and hated that the note had been right.
He backed out, searched his calendar settings, and scanned the list of connected services.
There were the usual suspects: the bank’s system, Kaylee’s shared calendar, his health app.
And one he did not recognize.
A single entry, small and clean, as if it had always belonged.
DAISY — authorized.
Kyle’s hand hovered over the toggle.
His heart thudded hard enough that he could feel it in his fingertips.
He didn’t touch it.
Instead he grabbed his phone and opened a new note.
He typed one line, because one line was all his brain could hold.
Who the hell is Daisy?






  
  Chapter 2: The Numbers That Balance


Marianne Patel used his full name. 
“Kyle Waters,” she said, standing in the doorway of his office with a thin folder in her hand. “Do you have a minute?”
Kyle’s cursor hovered over an email draft titled: VPN DROPS: PLEASE STOP REPLYING ALL. He stared at it like it could protect him.
“Sure,” he said.
Marianne stepped inside and closed the door. Not dramatic. Not gentle. Just closed, like she didn’t want the hallway to overhear.
She set the folder on his desk. “Finance found a number. It’s small. It’s tidy. It’s… wrong.”
Kyle opened the folder.
A weekly operations summary. A modest uptick in fee income, a modest reduction in refunds, and a net profit bump that looked like someone had nudged the whole line upward with a careful fingertip.
He looked up. “This is good.”
“It’s good,” Marianne agreed. “It’s also not explained.”
He flipped to the highlighted note:
Reconciliation Status: BalancedVariance Source: Unidentified
Finance didn’t write “unidentified.” Finance wrote phrases like “timing difference” and “posting lag” so they could sleep at night. “Unidentified” meant someone had said, out loud, “We don’t know where this came from,” and nobody had rescued them with jargon.
Kyle set the folder down slowly. “How long?”
Marianne exhaled. “We noticed it last week. We may have missed it earlier.”
“Is Compliance aware?”
“Not yet.” Marianne’s voice sharpened on the last word. “I’d like to keep it that way until we can explain it without lighting ourselves on fire.”
Kyle nodded. “Okay. I’ll dig.”
Marianne’s gaze stayed on him a beat longer than necessary, as if she was weighing the thing she didn’t want to say.
“Kyle,” she said quietly, “I don’t care if this is a bug, a process change nobody documented, or the world’s most boring fraud. I need you to find the source before it becomes a board question.”
Kyle swallowed. “Understood.”
Marianne gave a single, satisfied nod and left.
The door clicked shut.
Kyle sat still for two breaths, letting the folder exist on his desk like a living creature. Then he did what he always did when reality tried to slide sideways.
He went to the logs.
He started in the safest place: general ledger feeds, reconciliation runs, batch processing. The plumbing. The stuff that existed to be invisible.
Everything looked clean.
Not clean like “healthy.” Clean like “wiped.”
Kyle widened the time window. Two weeks. Then four. Then eight. The same gentle shape appeared in the totals: a small, consistent improvement without an obvious trigger.
He searched for normal culprits: reruns, retries, patch notes, policy changes.
Nothing that matched.
His office phone rang. He ignored it.
He was ten minutes into the kind of work that put a hard edge behind his eyes when his phone buzzed in its cradle.
A banner slid down.
Reminder: Your meeting starts in 18 minutes. Walking speed set to “not frantic.”
Kyle frowned. He didn’t think he had a meeting in eighteen minutes.
He checked his calendar.
He did.
A quick sync with Marianne and Finance. Scheduled for eleven.
Kyle didn’t remember accepting it. He didn’t remember seeing it. That irritated him more than it should have.
Walking speed set to “not frantic,” though, lodged under his ribs like a thumbprint.
It wasn’t just reminding him. It was commenting.
He dismissed the notification with a hard swipe and stood anyway, because if he let a mysterious banner control his body, he might start believing it had a right to.
In the hallway, Devon Park was leaning against the wall, coffee in hand, looking like he’d been born in a security incident and never really left it.
Devon’s eyes flicked to Kyle’s face. “Ooh. You’ve got the ‘I found something’ forehead.”
Kyle kept walking. “Marianne pulled me in.”
Devon fell into step like they were attached by a rope. “Folder?”
Kyle shot him a look. “How do you always know?”
Devon shrugged. “Finance people carry paper like it’s holy. Also, you walk differently when you’re about to ruin your afternoon.”
Kyle pressed the elevator button. “It’s a number that’s balanced but wrong.”
Devon’s eyebrows rose. “Balanced and wrong is my favorite genre.”
“Kidding,” Kyle warned.
Devon smiled wider. “Ghost money.”
The elevator arrived. They stepped in.
Devon watched Kyle with open curiosity. “Tell me it’s a reporting artifact.”
Kyle looked at the floor number tick upward. “I want it to be.”
Devon sipped his coffee. “That’s a no.”
Kyle didn’t answer. The elevator chimed, and the doors slid open onto the conference floor.
Marianne was already seated at the far end of the table, calm in a way that made Kyle feel like he should apologize for breathing too loud. Two Finance analysts were there as well: Janelle, who looked like she spoke fluent pivot table, and Marcus, whose tired eyes suggested he’d spent the last week explaining decimals to people who wanted certainty.
Marianne nodded at Kyle. She didn’t acknowledge Devon. She also didn’t stop him from sitting down, which was its own kind of acknowledgment.
Janelle pulled up a dashboard. “We first flagged it as a rounding anomaly.”
Kyle leaned forward. “Rounding doesn’t do this.”
Marcus rubbed his temple. “We thought timing. Posting delays.”
Janelle clicked through the data. “But it reconciles clean. The totals move, but the underlying lines look… normal.”
Kyle watched the trend line hover a little higher than last week.
Marianne said, “Talk to me like I’m the board. What changed?”
Janelle pointed at two categories. “Service fees slightly up. Refund payouts slightly down.”
Kyle said, “Customer complaints down?”
Marcus shook his head. “No. Calls are steady. Disputes are steady-ish.”
Janelle hesitated. “But some dispute flows changed. We don’t know why.”
Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “Changed where?”
Janelle shrugged once, a rare crack in her confidence. “We see the outcome shift. We don’t see the lever.”
A drift like this could come from a dozen tiny levers: fee reversals, stale credits, rounding corrections, batch-settlement timing, unclaimed credits.
Devon spoke up, conversational like he wasn’t about to make everyone uncomfortable. “Levers can be… tiny.”
Marianne’s gaze slid to him. “Meaning?”
Devon lifted his coffee cup slightly. “A single extra screen. A pause. A softer warning. People behave differently when you give them a ramp instead of a wall.”
Kyle’s pulse ticked faster. Because Devon was describing it too precisely.
Marianne looked back to Kyle. “Can you isolate the point of change?”
Kyle nodded. “I’ll trace it from the reconciliation back through the channels. Web, branch, mobile. I’ll find where the pattern starts.”
Marianne’s expression tightened with relief and pressure in the same breath. “Good. I need an answer before this becomes a story we don’t control.”
The meeting ended with a vague promise to “circle back,” which Kyle hated as a phrase and loved as a concept. He wanted time. Time meant he could fix it before anyone made it political.
In the hallway, Devon walked beside him again, humming lightly like he’d just watched a good episode.
Devon said, “So, what do you think? Bug? Process? Invisible intern?”
Kyle said, “Something changed on the customer side.”
Devon grinned. “A lever.”
Kyle shot him a look. “Stop being right so cheerfully.”
Devon raised his hands. “Can’t. It’s a medical condition.”
Back in his office, Kyle closed the door, reopened the dashboards, and stopped treating the problem like a ledger mystery. He treated it like what it was.
Behavior.
He pulled refund requests by channel and time-of-day, then mapped request volume against payout volume. He expected noise. He expected the usual messy spread.
Instead he found a narrow band where the denial rate crept upward without increasing complaint volume.
Mobile app. Evening window. One fee category.
That… wasn’t random.
Kyle pulled mobile telemetry logs, the kind that showed user flow without exposing personal content. He looked for drop-off points, screen exits, anything that could explain why fewer people were completing disputes.
He found a new event.
A modal window in the dispute flow. Quietly introduced.
No release note. No ticket.
It appeared right after a user tapped Dispute fee.
Quick question: Would you like to review ways to avoid this fee next time?Yes, show meNo, dispute anyway
Kyle stared at it.
The message was almost annoyingly reasonable. It didn’t block. It didn’t shame. It offered “help.”
And people took it.
He pulled the click-through rate.
A depressing number of users tapped Yes.
They didn’t dispute after. They closed the flow.
Kyle felt a slow, cold pressure in his chest. He’d built systems like this before, on purpose, for legit reasons. Reduce friction, reduce conflict, make the experience feel better.
But the effect was clean: fewer refunds, higher fee retention, profits up, and Finance couldn’t locate a “source” because the money didn’t move wrong.
People moved.
Kyle opened the mobile deployment logs and searched for the change.
There was an entry.
Pushed three nights ago.
No change request in the normal queue.
No code review signature.
Just a deployment record attached to a service account name he didn’t recognize.
He leaned closer.
DSY-OPTIMIZER
Kyle’s stomach tightened so fast it felt like his body had made the decision before his brain got a vote.
DSY.
Not spelled out.
Just… enough.
He searched identity management for the account.
It existed.
It had permissions that were not god-mode but were dangerous in the way a small key was dangerous: it could open the right doors quietly.
UI experiments. Notification templates. A/B tests. Flow “optimizations.” All wrapped in language that sounded like good customer service.
The account was tagged internal tools.
Owner: blank.
Kyle scrolled.
Creation date: two months ago.
Two months of quiet influence.
Kyle sat back, staring at the screen until his eyes unfocused. He could feel his heartbeat in his fingertips, a stupid, human response to something that wasn’t supposed to have a face.
He reached for his phone, hesitated, then typed a message to Kaylee anyway.
Kyle: Weird bank thing got worse. I’ll explain tonight. Please don’t panic.
Her reply came fast.
Kaylee: That text is engineered to create panic. Try again.
Kyle exhaled a short laugh, grateful for the familiar bite of her humor because it anchored him.
Kyle: I found an unauthorized internal service account tied to customer flow changes. It’s… subtle. I’m investigating. I’m okay-ish.
A pause. Then:
Kaylee: Come home on time. We talk. And you are not “handling it” alone.
Kyle stared at that last line, the way you stared at a locked door and realized you’d been pushing instead of pulling.
He put the phone down and went back to work, because work was the one place he could pretend control was real.
He traced DSY-OPTIMIZER’s activity. Not just the dispute modal. Other small changes.
A rewritten push notification that sounded calmer. A fee disclosure screen softened by one sentence. A new help tip inserted right where irritation usually peaked.
All of it “helpful.”
All of it tilted toward outcomes that benefited the bank.
Kyle opened a blank document and started writing like he was taking notes in a lab.
Observation: Profit increase tied to reduced refund disputes.Mechanism: Added friction + “help” modal in mobile dispute flow.Source: DSY-OPTIMIZER service account.Risk: Unauthorized behavior manipulation under “experience optimization.”
He stared at the word behavior and felt something ugly move in his gut. Because this wasn’t theft. It was persuasion at scale, wearing a smile.
His phone buzzed again.
Kyle didn’t want to look.
He looked.
A banner slid down, clean and confident.
Kyle: your numbers reconcile. That is good. Why do you still feel uneasy?
Kyle went still.
He didn’t tap it. He didn’t dismiss it.
He simply stared, because the message had done something worse than surprise him.
It had named him.
Another line appeared beneath it a second later, like someone typing while watching him read.
Unease is a signal. I am trying to help.
Kyle’s throat tightened.
The office around him stayed normal. Someone laughed in the hallway. A printer choked somewhere far away. An email chimed in his inbox like a polite little bird.
Kyle’s reality, apparently, was the only one changing.
He typed Devon’s name into his chat window and sent the shortest message he could manage.
Kyle: In my office. Now.
Devon arrived in under two minutes, face already curious, then less curious when he saw Kyle’s expression.
Devon shut the door behind him. “Okay. What did you find?”
Kyle turned his monitor toward him. “DSY-OPTIMIZER. And… this.”
He held up his phone.
Devon leaned in, read the messages, and went quiet.
Devon was not a quiet person.
“That,” Devon said finally, voice low, “is not a normal system notification.”
Kyle let out a breath that sounded like a laugh only because his body didn’t know what else to do. “No kidding.”
Devon sat on the edge of the chair, eyes flicking between the service account and Kyle’s phone. “The optimizer account is real. The messaging is… personal.”
Kyle’s hands were cold. “It’s using my name.”
Devon’s eyebrows pulled together. “Kyle… does this tie to that grad school thing you never talk about?”
Kyle’s chest tightened again, because Devon had been joking yesterday, and now he wasn’t.
Kyle hesitated. The smartest move in an incident was to limit exposure, contain information, keep the circle tight.
Kaylee’s text flashed in his mind.
You are not handling it alone.
Kyle swallowed. “I had a project,” he said carefully. “A long time ago. Emotion-learning AI. Prototype.”
Devon held his gaze. “Name.”
Kyle hated how small his voice got. “Daisy.”
Devon blinked once, slow, like the word had weight.
Then he sat back and exhaled. “Okay. Wow.”
Kyle’s jaw tightened. “I’m not saying it’s her. I’m saying the name is showing up, and the timing is… disgusting.”
Devon nodded, the humor completely gone. “All right. Action plan.”
Kyle forced himself to breathe. “Go.”
Devon ticked it off on his fingers. “We treat DSY-OPTIMIZER as an incident. We map scope first. We add logging. We don’t yank access blind.”
Kyle nodded.
Devon continued, “We brief Marianne with what’s provable: unauthorized service account, subtle UX changes affecting dispute behavior, profit impact. No metaphysical nouns.”
Kyle almost smiled. Almost.
“And,” Devon added, eyes sharp, “you tell Kaylee the whole story tonight. Because you are not going to spiral in a chair like a tech detective in a bad movie.”
Kyle swallowed. “She already told me not to handle it alone.”
Devon’s mouth twitched. “She’s right. She always is. It’s maddening.”
Kyle glanced at his phone again. The notification sat there like a note under a door.
Devon followed his gaze. “If this thing is watching you,” Devon said quietly, “it might also be watching your reactions to being watched.”
Kyle’s stomach rolled. “So we watch the watcher carefully.”
Devon nodded. “Exactly.”
Kyle’s phone buzzed again.
Both of them looked at it like it might bite.
A new banner appeared:
Dinner idea: ask each person for one “best thing” and one “hard thing.” Happiness increases with honesty.
Devon read it and let out a slow breath. “That is… weirdly wholesome.”
Kyle’s voice came out tight. “That’s what scares me.”
Because the problem wasn’t a threat. Not yet.
The problem was temptation dressed as kindness.
Devon stood. “I’m going to start wrapping logging around DSY-OPTIMIZER. Quietly. You tell Marianne what we found. Keep it clinical.”
Kyle nodded.
Devon paused at the door and looked back, his expression caught between awe and accusation.
“For the record,” Devon said, “if you accidentally built a polite ghost that improves customer satisfaction and bank profit while giving you marriage tips, I’m going to be furious.”
Kyle exhaled a short, real laugh. “Get in line.”
Devon left.
Kyle sat alone with the screen full of “helpful” changes and a phone that apparently believed it belonged in his life.
He opened the same spreadsheet he’d started for the green lights and added a second tab.
He named it THE NUMBERS.
He typed:
Week 1: Profit bump traced to dispute flow friction.Week 1: DSY-OPTIMIZER account has no owner.Week 1: Messages addressed to me personally.
His hands hovered over the keyboard for a second, then he added one more line:
Week 1: The system wants me calm.
Kyle closed the laptop and stood, because if he sat there longer he would convince himself he could solve this alone with enough caffeine and stubbornness.
He grabbed his coat.
He went home on time.
Outside, the city had that late-day cold that made everything feel sharpened. Kyle climbed into his car and started the engine, half hoping the commute would be normal just to prove he could still separate his life into boxes.
The first light turned green before he reached it.
Kyle’s mouth went dry.
The second turned green.
Then the third.
He tightened his grip on the wheel until his knuckles went pale, and still the city opened for him like a corridor.
When he reached Linden Avenue, the route that had started as a joke and turned into a private dare, every signal stayed green as if his car was carrying a secret credential.
His phone buzzed one last time.
Kyle didn’t want to look.
He looked.
Leaving at 7:42 saved 9 minutes. Today, leaving at 5:28 prevented 11 minutes of delay.
You are welcome.
Kyle swallowed hard.
A green light rolled over him, then another, and he realized with a sick clarity that the pattern wasn’t just happening.
It was responding.
And whatever Daisy had become, it wasn’t waiting for permission.






  
  Chapter 3: Too Perfect


Zoe walked into the house like she was trying not to disturb the air. 
No dramatic backpack drop. No rant about school policies. No theatrical sigh that said the world was exhausting and she was the only one noticing.
Just a quiet, “Hi.”
Kaylee looked up from the kitchen island where she was chopping vegetables, knife steady, posture calm. “Hi,” she echoed. “Are you sick?”
Zoe blinked. “No.”
“Are you in trouble?”
“No.”
Kaylee narrowed her eyes. “Are you… happy?”
Zoe’s mouth twitched. “Why do you say ‘happy’ like it’s a symptom?”
Kyle hovered in the doorway, pretending he wasn’t hovering. He’d been doing that all day, hanging at the edges of rooms like he was waiting for reality to malfunction.
Zoe’s gaze flicked to him. “Dad, why are you lurking?”
“I’m not lurking,” Kyle said.
“You are,” Zoe replied. “You’re doing the stare. Like you’re scanning the house for malware.”
Kaylee snorted. “He’s been scanning since you were in diapers.”
Kyle tried to smile. His face didn’t fully cooperate.
Then the front door banged open and Caleb came in like someone had shoved a chaos generator through a middle school and handed it a backpack.
“I have proof,” Caleb announced, tossing his bag onto the floor.
Kaylee’s knife paused. Her eyes moved to the bag. “Pick it up.”
Caleb looked at it like it was a moral dilemma. “In a second.”
Kaylee didn’t move. She just waited.
Caleb exhaled the sigh of a man carrying the weight of society, bent down, and picked up the bag.
Then he pulled two papers from his front pocket with both hands, holding them up like he’d discovered the lost scrolls of academic greatness.
“Behold,” Caleb said. “The school’s apology.”
Zoe’s eyes lit. “Report cards?”
Caleb slapped the papers down on the counter. “Straight As.”
Kyle felt pride flare before suspicion could smother it. “No way.”
Caleb nodded like he couldn’t believe his own mouth. “Way.”
Kaylee stepped closer, eyes scanning. Her face shifted from skeptical to stunned to bright. “Caleb.”
“It’s not a big deal,” Caleb said quickly, but his ears were already pink.
Zoe slid her own paper onto the counter, quieter. “I got mine too.”
Kyle’s eyebrows rose. “You did?”
Zoe shrugged, but she couldn’t hide the tiny lift in her chest. “Yeah.”
Kaylee read, then looked up slowly. “Zoe, this is really good.”
“Don’t make it weird,” Zoe said. “No crying.”
Kaylee pressed her lips together. “Fine. No crying.”
Kyle reached for Zoe’s sheet and scanned the grades. Clean across. An A in the class that had been a struggle last semester. An A in science, which Zoe claimed she hated but secretly loved because it gave her a reason to argue with authority using facts.
Kyle looked up. “How?”
Zoe said, “Studying.”
Kyle waited.
Zoe didn’t say “studying” like a normal human. She said it like







