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The scent of toasted coriander, sweet soy sauce caramelizing over hot coals, and the rich, savory tang of roasting lamb drifted through the marble-clad kitchen of a sprawling Belgravia penthouse. For Januar Syailendra, it was the ultimate comfort food—the only sure-fire cure for the bone-chilling damp of a London November.

Januar was an Anglo-Indonesian billionaire, a widower who had built a formidable property and commodities empire on British soil. At fifty-five, his life appeared picture-perfect. But tonight, though he didn't know it, was his last.

At the far end of the long mahogany dining table, Tina Arini offered a sweet, placid smile as she arranged the fine china. Middle-aged yet remarkably striking, she maintained an elegant, perfectly powdered veneer of pious modesty. Tina was a diaspora widow whom Januar had married a mere six months ago. Their backgrounds couldn't have been more different; Tina had originally arrived in England on a scholarship to a little-known college, eventually working her way up to ensnare the billionaire.

"Here you go, Papa. Your special mutton satay, slathered in that thick peanut sauce you love, just like they make it back in Central Java," Tina murmured, her voice practically dripping with wifely devotion.

From the living room sofa, a jarring contrast to the refined atmosphere shattered the quiet. "Hey! Quit feeding the enemy, you moron! Now I'm dead!" 

The crude outburst came from Ghani, Tina’s son from her first marriage. The thirty-five-year-old was a portly, unkempt man whose eyes were perpetually glued to the chaotic flashing of an online game on his phone. Ghani was an absolute deadbeat: a dropout from an obscure Indonesian university who refused to work, choosing instead to rotate between his mattress, mobile games, YouTube, and whining to his mother for an allowance.

Januar gave a short, weary sigh at his stepson's antics and eagerly dug into his favorite dish. The intensely rich blend of crushed peanuts and dark soy sauce smothered every skewer. It was so wonderfully thick, in fact, that it completely masked the sharp, bitter tang of oleander extract—a deadly cardiac glycoside toxin that Tina had thoroughly, and quietly, folded into the sauce back in the kitchen.

Three hours later, ambulance sirens wailed outside the luxury high-rise. Januar Syailendra was pronounced dead at the scene from a massive heart attack. London’s forensic examiners deemed it a tragically logical conclusion: a middle-aged man consuming a large portion of cholesterol-heavy mutton had triggered a sudden, fatal arterial blockage. Case closed. Natural causes.

The funeral was a solemn affair held at a Muslim cemetery just outside the city. Standing near the freshly turned earth was Nesha Syailendra.

At twenty-two, elegantly draped in a black hijab, Nesha was Januar’s only child. She was also a newly minted Harvard graduate with Latin honors and an IQ that bordered on the intimidating. Her mind operated like a quantum computer: analytical, highly skeptical, and constantly calculating probabilities.

As she stared down at her father’s grave, Nesha’s sharp gaze drifted toward Tina, who was weeping hysterically into a lace handkerchief. Right behind the grieving widow stood Ghani, yawning widely and checking his phone notifications.

Nesha knew one absolute truth that the London medical examiners had missed: her father was an obsessive health nut. Januar underwent rigorous medical check-ups every three months, exercised religiously, and boasted the cardiovascular health of a thirty-year-old. There was simply no way a plate of mutton satay had stopped his heart in a single evening.

This was murder, Nesha thought, a cold certainty settling in her chest.

She also realized just how precarious her own position had become. As the sole heir to the lion's share of the Syailendra Group's assets, she was the only thing standing between Tina—and her deadweight son—and her father's vast fortune.

Sure enough, the days following the funeral brought a string of what appeared to be terrible luck. Two days after they buried her father, the brakes on her car mysteriously failed on a rain-slicked London hill; only her lightning-fast reflexes had saved her from a nasty crash. The very next morning, while picking up a latte at the cafe downstairs from her office, her keen sense of smell caught the faint, unmistakable scent of bitter almonds wafting from her cup—the chemical signature of cyanide.

Without missing a beat, Nesha tipped the coffee into the nearest planter, reached into her designer handbag, and quietly swallowed the homemade capsules of activated charcoal and hydroxocobalamin she always carried as a universal antidote.

The cold war inside their sprawling manor had officially begun. Her stepmother had thrown down the gauntlet, and Nesha knew she would have to use every ounce of her formidable intellect to survive whatever poison found its way to her dinner plate next. 

***  
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THREE MONTHS FOLLOWING the untimely demise of Januar Syailendra, the atmosphere inside the Belgravia penthouse had chilled into a silent, meticulously decorated battlefield. For Tina Arini, every passing day felt like a personal insult. She was rapidly losing that placid, still-water serenity she had so carefully cultivated. The fine lines she painstakingly spackled over with expensive foundation were growing starker, fueled by one singular, maddening frustration: Nesha Syailendra simply refused to die. 

Tina had tried everything. Truly, everything. 

During the first month, she had discreetly bribed a barista at Nesha’s favorite cafe to slip a few drops of liquid potassium cyanide into the girl’s daily matcha latte. Cyanide was a classic for a reason—efficient, reliable, effectively suffocating the body’s cells in a matter of minutes. Tina had spent the entire afternoon sitting by the phone, a perfectly ironed mourning handkerchief at the ready, waiting for the tragic call from the hospital. Instead, Nesha had strolled through the front door at half-past five, her step brisk, her complexion radiant, offering Tina a tight, exceptionally frosty smile.

What Tina didn't know was that Nesha’s highly analytical palate had immediately registered an anomalous, metallic bitterness on the very first sip. Without batting an eye, Nesha had calmly walked to the cafe restroom, spat the offending green liquid into the sink, and promptly swallowed two capsules of Hydroxocobalamin. It was a high-dose cyanide antidote she had synthesized herself using old Harvard toxicology journals, kept readily available in a hidden pocket of her branded bag. The specialized Vitamin B12 effectively bound whatever trace amounts of cyanide had entered her bloodstream, converting it into harmless cyanocobalamin to be discreetly flushed from her system before dinner.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MONTH, Tina pivoted to a more insidious, slow-burn approach: arsenic trioxide. Tasteless, colorless, and odorless, it was the perfect clandestine ingredient. Tina had stirred it into a pot of button mushroom soup, presenting it to her stepdaughter with an award-winning display of maternal doting. Nesha had eaten it. This time, Tina was certain victory was hers; the heavy metal would slowly accumulate, quietly destroying the girl’s internal organs.

But Tina constantly underestimated the fact that her stepdaughter was a top-tier biochemistry graduate. After barely three spoonfuls, Nesha had detected a uniquely strange, astringent dryness coating the back of her throat. That night, safely secured in her bedroom, Nesha casually poured herself a glass of Dimercaprol—a potent heavy-metal chelating agent. Every milligram of arsenic that had dared enter her stomach was swiftly bound into a water-soluble complex and escorted completely out of her system before it could so much as look at a single liver cell.

"Mummy! Seriously, what is the hold-up? Why hasn't my monthly allowance from the old man's account cleared yet? The new expansion pack just dropped, and I need the collector's edition! All the guys in my guild are already flexing it!"

Ghani’s nasal whine shattered Tina’s murderous reverie in the sitting room. The thirty-five-year-old shuffled in, dragging his slippered feet, wearing a pair of overly relaxed sweatpants and a t-shirt charting the historical stains of several different instant noodle dinners. His right hand was busy aggressively scratching his backside, while his left shoved a glaring smartphone screen mere inches from his mother’s face.

"Ghani! Can you be quiet for one single minute?!" Tina snapped, her carefully practiced veneer of pious patience entirely evaporating. "I have a splitting headache! Your stepfather's accounts are frozen by the family lawyers until the estate is settled. And the only way that money is going anywhere is if that insufferable Harvard brat goes to join her father!"

"Well, then hurry up and take care of it, you’re the smart one," Ghani grumbled, entirely unbothered. He went back to viciously scratching his posterior. "Ugh, my butt has been so itchy since yesterday. I swear I've got worms from that rare wagyu steak you made me eat. Buy me some deworming medicine, Mum. Get the strong stuff, so the worms drop dead."

Tina just swatted her hand in the air, shooing her flesh and blood back to his dim, gamer-cave of a bedroom. Yet, something about Ghani’s crude complaints about "getting worms" and "deworming medicine" snagged in a dark corner of her mind, even if she didn’t quite realize its significance just yet.

Later that afternoon, desperate to soothe her frazzled nerves, Tina attended her monthly arisan—an exclusive social gathering for wealthy diaspora wives—held at a notoriously expensive Mayfair restaurant. Here, amidst the gentle clinking of fine bone china and the suffocating cloud of designer perfumes, gossip was the only accepted currency.

Tina sat half-listening to the tedious chatter, until her attention was completely hijacked by a hushed, conspiratorial whisper from the opposite end of the table.

"Ladies, have you heard the latest about the Widow Susilowati? The one married to that ancient textile tycoon?" murmured a woman clutching a rather aggressive crocodile-skin handbag.

"The one who died so suddenly last month?" another chimed in. "I thought it was just a heart attack. He was practically prehistoric."

"No!" the first woman leaned in, her voice dropping to a dramatic, breathy pitch that somehow carried perfectly to Tina’s ears. "My cousin, who works at a private clinic back in Jakarta, heard the real story. Susi did it on purpose! She’d been force-feeding her husband high-grade deworming medication—you know, the really strong Albendazole stuff—every single week for months! She told everyone it was just a holistic treatment to keep him free of parasites. But if you take that stuff continuously, it completely obliterates your bone marrow and liver! He just faded away slowly. Everyone chalked it up to old age. The police and the medical examiners didn’t suspect a thing, because honestly, who on earth would think to use deworming pills as a murder weapon?"

Deworming pills.

The words struck Tina’s brain like a velvet-wrapped mallet. Her delightfully cunning mind instantly connected the Mayfair gossip with Ghani’s crass complaints from just hours before.

Tina allowed a small, mysterious smile to grace her lips as she took a delicate sip of Earl Grey. Her heart did a little flutter of renewed hope. Nesha Syailendra could detect pure chemical poisons because she was simply too smart for her own good, Tina thought, a cruel twinkle lighting up her eyes. But the brilliant Harvard girl would never in a million years anticipate a cheap, over-the-counter remedy from the local pharmacy. She would never suspect that something as utterly mundane as a dewormer could be weaponized into a killing machine.

A brand-new plan—far more elegant, completely absurd, and terrifyingly lethal—began to take root in Tina’s mind. 

*** 
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TINA’S LATEST SCHEME required the kind of meticulous, covert operation usually reserved for espionage. The objective was no longer to poison her stepdaughter’s food, but to poison her mind. It was a masterclass in structured medical gaslighting. Tina knew that brute-forcing a suspicious Harvard graduate into taking a pill was a fool’s errand. Nesha had to walk directly into the trap under her own steam, fully convinced it was her own brilliant idea. 

Phase one involved a
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