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Today was an absolutely immaculate day for Ratna Ayu Hapsari.

Her office rival, Noora Brown, had just been escorted out of their sleek Manhattan high-rise by security, courtesy of some perfectly orchestrated corporate sabotage. Serves her right, Ayu thought. That’s what happens when a twenty-something fresh out of college tries to cross a woman who had spent five years clawing her way to the top of the office food chain.

Ayu didn’t have a degree. She had dropped out of a prestigious New York design school after spending too much time at exclusive velvet-rope nightclubs and too little time in lectures. But what she lacked in academic credentials, she made up for in pure, weaponized social capital. Ayu was a master networker. She understood the ecosystem of the city and, more importantly, she knew exactly how to manipulate the people in power.

Years ago, when her lack of a diploma threatened her visa and her Manhattan dreams, Ayu didn’t panic. She simply took a well-connected HR director out for thirty-dollar artisanal martinis, slipped a "referral fee" equivalent to three months' rent into a thick, monogrammed envelope, and comfortably secured a cushy staff role at an elite PR firm.

Now, she was untouchable. Ayu had embedded herself so deeply into the company’s upper management that her wish was essentially a corporate command. Even as an admin-turned-PR-specialist, she could casually derail a senior executive’s career over overpriced organic salads just because she had the CEO on speed dial.

She was the undisputed queen of the office. She lorded over the private corporate messaging channels, infiltrated every after-work networking event, and controlled the narrative. If someone crossed her, she didn't just get mad—she got them blacklisted. A subtle whisper to her HR connections was usually enough. If the HR rep hesitated? Ayu would casually mention to the CEO that they weren't a "culture fit" anymore.

Ayu justified her absolute abuse of power under the guise of "provider burnout." She was the sole breadwinner ever since her father—a former hospitality mogul back in Jakarta—abandoned the family for a twenty-something internet micro-celebrity. Her mother didn't work, and her younger siblings were currently enrolled in ridiculously expensive East Coast boarding schools.

Ayu refused to let her aesthetic slip into mediocrity.

When her father's trust fund dried up, Ayu, still a teenager, realized she had to do whatever it took to keep the money flowing. Ethics were for people who didn't mind flying economy.

Scamming naive "investors," draining her boyfriends' bank accounts, drowning in buy-now-pay-later installment apps, and maxing out platinum credit cards in her friends' names—she had done it all. It was the only way to ensure her social media feed remained a curated masterpiece of exclusive weekend beach rentals, chef's tasting-menu dinners, and casual luxury. Her siblings were treated like royalty by their peers, completely unaware that they were one missed payment away from being deported.

Thankfully, she still had the deed to her father's Upper East Side co-op, holding onto the last shred of their old-money facade. And to complete the illusion, she leased a top-of-the-line matte-black electric SUV, paying the hefty monthly premium by juggling five different high-interest digital loan providers.

At work, Ayu was officially a Public Relations Executive, despite having zero foundational knowledge of the industry. She ran campaigns entirely through short-form video tutorials, frantic internet searches, and AI text generators. Her biggest fear was a genuinely competent professional joining the team, realizing her entire workflow was a house of cards, and exposing her to the board.

Which is exactly why Noora Brown was a problem.

Noora was a bright-eyed Arab-British graduate from a top-tier business school, armed with a flawless GPA, a classic accent and a desperate need to implement "best practices." She was a massive threat.

"Hey Ayu, I noticed the formatting on this press release," Noora had said during a massive cross-departmental video conference, her screen shared for everyone—including the CEO, Richard—to see. "It’s missing the boilerplate, and the search engine keywords are entirely unoptimized. In my media theory class, they explicitly advised against this structure. I think I emailed you about this yesterday?"

Ayu wanted the floor to swallow her whole. She had spent years cultivating an image of effortless brilliance, and here was a junior associate tearing it down. Richard, the CEO, looked impressed by Noora’s initiative and immediately asked her to lead the next pitch.

Ayu went into survival mode.

If Noora
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