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  Dedication


For anyone who’s ever had to fight to be taken seriously. For the ones who learned the hard way, and still chose to try again. 
And for the love that shows up quietly, does the work, and stays.
-TJ
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  Chapter 1: Kickoff Collision


Kayla 
Atlanta spring looks harmless from a distance. Blue sky, bright sun, new leaves on the trees. Up close, its humidity, pollen, and the gritty smell of concrete dust that clings to your clothes like a warning.
I pull into the temporary lot beside the Arden Tower site and kill the engine. The structure rises behind the fence line like a half-finished thought. Steel frame. Cranes. Temporary stair towers bolted into place. It’s impressive in the way big projects always are, right up until you remember how many small decisions can ruin them.
I’m Kayla Waters, IT Director for Arden Systems. The title sounds neat on paper. In reality, I spend my days preventing failures no one thinks about until they’re staring at a dark screen in a boardroom full of angry people. Outages. Breaches. “Temporary” shortcuts that turn permanent because no one wants to pay for the fix.
This tower is supposed to be a clean start. A building designed for the future, not patched into it.
And if it’s built wrong, the failure won’t be dramatic at first. It’ll be quiet. One conduit run that’s too tight. One riser that becomes a single point of failure. One server room with water lines overhead because someone said, “We’ll mitigate.” Then something happens, and suddenly everyone wants a name to attach to the problem.
That name has been mine before. Not publicly, not in a way that makes headlines, but in the quiet way that changes how people look at you in meetings. It’s why I’m prepared. It’s why I’m not here to be easy.
I grab my laptop bag, my binder with tabs, and the rolled drawings I printed at six this morning. Trust is earned, and contractors haven’t earned mine yet.
The job trailer is already full. Folding table, metal chairs, coffee that smells like it’s been warming since yesterday. Schedules taped to the wall with deadlines written in block letters like they’re facts.
“SUBSTANTIAL COMPLETION: OCT 3.”
Sure.
People glance up as I enter. Arden facilities. A couple contractor reps in branded polos. A woman in a blazer scrolling on her phone like she’s trying to disappear. And one man standing near the coffee station who looks like he runs the place without needing to announce it.
Tall. Solid build. Sleeves rolled to his forearms. A hard hat sits close enough that grabbing it would be automatic. He watches me briefly, gaze flicking from my laptop bag to the rolled plans like he’s measuring whether I’m prepared.
Then he goes neutral again.
A man steps forward. “Kayla Waters?”
“Yes.”
He offers his hand. “Tom Reilly. Project exec. Glad you’re here.”
We shake. Firm, professional.
Tom gestures toward the man by the coffee. “And this is Jeff Nester. Site supervisor.”
Jeff gives me a single nod. “Morning.”
Low voice. Flat tone. Not rude. Not friendly. Efficient.
“Morning,” I reply.
I take a seat across from him on purpose. If this turns into what I suspect it will, I’d rather see his reactions than guess at them. I open my binder, tabs visible, agenda printed. Tom’s “agenda” email yesterday was one line: Kickoff meeting, 9:00. That kind of casual becomes expensive.
Tom claps his hands once. “All right. Thanks, everyone. This is the kickoff for Arden Tower. We’re moving from concept to execution.”
He points at the schedule board. “Milestones are tight. Steel is progressing. MEP rough-in stays on path. Goal is substantial completion October third, then commissioning, then move-in.”
Jeff doesn’t nod. He watches with the patient expression of a man who doesn’t believe in perfect timelines.
Tom turns to me. “Kayla, you want to introduce yourself and your scope?”
I sit a fraction straighter. I’ve learned that if I don’t claim my space, someone else will shrink it for me.
“I’m Kayla Waters, IT Director for Arden Systems,” I say. “I’m leading the technology workstream: network backbone, security requirements, access control coordination, MDF and IDF design, and vendor integration.”
I let that land. “I’ll be the point of contact for IT decisions that affect cost, schedule, and long-term functionality.”
Across the table, Jeff’s gaze stays on me in a way that suggests he’s already categorizing my role as helpful or disruptive. I know which bucket most site supervisors put IT in.
Tom gestures toward Jeff. “Jeff runs day-to-day site operations. Anything on the field flows through him.”
“If it impacts the build, it comes to me,” Jeff says.
A boundary. Cleanly spoken, unmistakable.
Tom moves on. “Today is alignment. Roles, responsibilities, change orders, schedule integration. Kayla, we need your tech requirements locked early so trades can rough-in.”
“I’ve reviewed the current plans,” I say. “I brought preliminary requirements.”
Jeff’s mouth tightens slightly. “Preliminary.”
The word hits a nerve. The familiar message: Not real yet. Not urgent yet. Not worth slowing down for.
I don’t react. “We can start with backbone needs: MDF and IDF locations, riser pathways, and redundancy.”
Tom nods like he’s relieved it’s concrete. “Perfect.”
I slide a marked-up sheet across the table. “We need dual diverse pathways from the main equipment room to each IDF. Separate risers, physically separated, so a single incident doesn’t take out a floor.”
Jeff doesn’t reach for it right away. He looks at me first, like attention is a resource he’s deciding whether to spend.
“Two risers,” he says finally.
“Yes.”
“That’s a lot.”
“It’s standard for our uptime and security requirements,” I reply. Calm on purpose. Calm reads as confident.
He glances down, scans the page, then sets it back. “We’ve got one riser planned.”
“One is a single point of failure.”
Tom clears his throat. “Kayla, can you explain why we need two? From a cost perspective.”
I keep my posture relaxed even as my pulse tightens. “If the riser is damaged, flooded, or compromised, that floor loses connectivity. Phones drop. Security systems degrade. Work stops. We build redundancy now, or we pay far more to retrofit later.”
Jeff leans back, arms folding. “We’ve built plenty of towers with one riser.”
“And how many of those towers supported a company like Arden?” I ask.
His eyes narrow a fraction. “Office towers are office towers.”
They aren’t, but I don’t say it that way. “Arden’s operational risk tolerance is different. One riser may be common. It isn’t acceptable for us.”
Jeff holds my gaze. “Everyone wants the Cadillac.”
I don’t raise my voice. “This isn’t a Cadillac. It’s a seatbelt.”
The table goes quiet in that specific way where everyone suddenly finds the coffee cups interesting. Tom shifts like he can feel change orders crawling up his spine.
I flip to the next tab before anyone can steer away. “We also need the MDF placed in a location that meets basic standards. The current plan has it adjacent to a janitorial closet and under a plumbing stack.”
Jeff looks down again, faster now. “We allocated a room.”
“Under water lines,” I say.
“There are water lines in buildings.”
“Yes,” I reply. “And there are best practices for keeping them away from critical equipment.”
Tom steps in quickly. “Okay. We’ll capture MDF adjacency as an action item. MEP can review options.”
Jeff’s gaze stays on me, and I can almost hear the thought: She’s going to slow us down.
Maybe. If slowing down now prevents disaster later, I can live with that.
The meeting moves into process. Escalation paths. Sign-offs. Change order procedure. Tom speaks in optimism. Jeff speaks in constraint.
When someone says, “We can always adjust later,” Jeff answers immediately, “Later is how projects die.”
At least we agree on something.
By the time Tom wraps up, my notes are dense and my patience is thin from staying polite. I’ve gotten used to the tightrope: be direct and you’re difficult, be quiet and you’re ignored.
“All right,” Tom says, standing. “Good kickoff. Jeff, can you take Kayla for a quick walk-through? Show her core rooms and risers.”
Jeff looks like he’s been assigned an extra job, but he doesn’t argue. “Grab a hard hat.”
Outside, the sun bounces off steel. The air smells like dirt, sawdust, warm concrete. Jeff hands me a hard hat without looking at me.
“Put that on.”
“I know,” I say. “I’ve been on sites.”
“Good,” he replies. “Then you know what not to do.”
Not quite humor, but close enough that I register it. Dry. Controlled. Like everything about him.
I put the hard hat on and follow him toward the building.
Inside, sound hits first. Hammering. Voices. A saw whining somewhere deeper in. The floor is uneven, scattered with grit. Jeff moves like he belongs here. I match his pace.
“Lobby here,” he says, pointing. “Retail on the first level. Core that way. MEP rooms west side.”
We climb the temporary stairwell. My footsteps echo. Jeff points to routes and corridors like he’s memorized the structure in his bones.
He stops at a marked rectangle on the slab. Spray paint outlines the space.
“This is the MDF,” he says.
I step closer and look up.
Overhead, pipes are already routed. Capped, unfinished, but clearly occupying the space.
“That’s the plumbing stack,” I say.
“Yes.”
“So you’re routing water above the MDF.”
“We route plumbing where it needs to go,” he replies.
“And I need the MDF to stay dry.”
Jeff exhales slowly. Controlled. “We can mitigate. Drip pans. Insulation. Protective routing.”
“Or we can move it now while it’s still open,” I counter. “Mitigation is a backup plan. This is a design issue.”
He turns toward me fully. The irritation is clearer now, but I also see pressure under it. Responsibility. The weight of a schedule he can’t charm into cooperating.
“Relocating isn’t free,” he says.
“Neither is failure,” I answer.
His gaze sharpens. “You think we’re careless.”
“I think corners get cut because people assume they’ll fix it later,” I reply. “And later is when it’s expensive and someone gets blamed.”
Jeff’s jaw tightens. “We’re building what was designed and contracted.”
“And the design doesn’t reflect Arden’s operational requirements,” I say. “That’s why I’m here.”
For a beat, we’re just two people standing in the echo of an unfinished floor, arguing about a rectangle on concrete like it’s personal.
Jeff glances back at the outline. “Put it in writing. Your concern and the solution you want.”
“I will.”
He looks back at me. “But don’t expect me to blow up the schedule because IT wants premium everything.”
I keep my voice level. “This isn’t premium. It’s baseline resilience.”
He nods once, not agreement, just acknowledgment. “We’ll review it.”
He leads me a few yards farther to a framed vertical chase. Metal studs. One clean, simple pathway.
“This is your riser,” he says.
I stare at it. One.
“And the second one?” I ask.
“There isn’t one.”
“There needs to be,” I say.
His tone stays calm, but it hardens. “Changes go through process.”
“Then start the process,” I reply.
Jeff watches me for a beat, and I can tell he’s deciding whether I’m a necessary partner or a constant obstacle. Then he says, “Send me your requirements list today.”
“I planned to,” I say.
“Good,” he answers. “Because if you’re going to fight for this, you need to understand what you’re fighting against.”
He steps away, already shifting his focus back to the work around him.
I stand there another second, staring at the single riser and the MDF location under a plumbing stack. Two avoidable risks, already treated like inconveniences.
Jeff can call it “process” all he wants.
I can already hear the future conversations, the budget pushback, the subtle suggestion that I’m being difficult. I can feel the old reflex in my chest, the one that used to tell me to keep peace because peace was safer than conflict.
Peace never protected me. It just delayed the damage.
Fine.
I pull my laptop out of my bag right there on the slab. Waiting until I’m back at my desk will only give someone time to frame the narrative first.
I’m not here to be agreeable. I’m here to make sure this project doesn’t fail in the quiet ways that never make the glossy brochure.
And if Jeff Nester wants to dismiss me, he’s about to find out exactly how stubborn I can be when the stakes have my name on them.







