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Chapter One: The Keynote
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* * *

The keynote was in twelve minutes. She stood at the side-stage holding two cards she would not look at — she hadn't needed notes in three years, but they were there, the weight of them in her hand the way a swimmer feels the edge of the pool before a race.

Through a gap in the curtain she could see the stage and the side of the screen, which was showing her name and job title in the conference sans-serif: LYNNETTE BUI / HEAD OF MARKETING & BRAND / AETHON CAPITAL (SINGAPORE). Below the stage, two hundred rows of chairs, eight hundred people, most of them already seated because the morning sessions had been good and they had not yet eaten lunch and they were the kind of people who understood that being in a seat was a form of information about you. Financial advisors. Retail investors. Journalists from the business press with lanyards in a different colour. The Singapore FinTech Investors' Summit was not the largest conference she had spoken at this year, but it was the right one: the audience was serious, capable of evaluation. She preferred audiences capable of evaluation. It was easier to be trusted by people who were trying not to be.

She had been awake since five-thirty. She had done forty minutes on the Peloton, eaten two eggs, and set up the ring light in the second bedroom in less than two minutes — tripod to height, phone in the clip, warm setting, three takes of which she posted the second. The caption had been drafted the evening before: Presenting at the Singapore FinTech Investors' Summit today on building trust in the digital asset economy. The question every investor should ask isn't 'what is the return?' — it's 'what is the mechanism?' More in stories. 🔐 She had 41,000 followers. She had posted 312 times. She knew exactly which posts performed and why, and she had not yet asked herself whether this kind of knowledge was creativity or something else.

The stage manager appeared at her elbow. 'Two minutes.'

She put the cards in her jacket pocket without looking at them and rolled her shoulders once.

* * *
[image: ]


She had explained crypto to her mother three times.

The first time, her mother had said: 'So it's pretend money? Who decides how much it's worth?' And Linh had said: 'The market decides.' And her mother said: 'What market? Where is it?' And Linh had said: 'It's everywhere. It's everyone who holds it agreeing on a price.' Her mother had looked at her for a long moment and said: 'That sounds like pretend money.'

The second time she brought charts. The third time, a coffee analogy — everyone agrees a flat white in Tanjong Pagar costs seven dollars; no government mandated it; it is simply what the market bears, which is a form of collective trust — and her mother had said, with the decisiveness of someone agreeing to the terms for the sake of peace: 'Okay, I think I understand.' She hadn't understood. But she had agreed to accept the framework, which is what most people do, and which was precisely the skill Lynnette Bui had spent a decade learning to facilitate.

She walked onto the stage.

* * *
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Eight hundred people. The front rows were warm-lit and legible; beyond row five the audience became a general attentiveness, a dark that leaned forward. She didn't need to see further than that. She read the first four rows: the leaning-forward ones, the arms-crossed ones, the phone-checkers whose attention was available if you earned it, and the ones — there were always some — with the quality of pre-emptive doubt that meant they had been sold things before and would require more than enthusiasm.

She looked for the doubters and started with them.

'The question I'm asked most often,' she said, 'is: how do I know this is real?'

Two beats.

'It's the right question. It is, frankly, the only question. Because trust in a financial product isn't built on returns — returns are the outcome. Trust is built on mechanism. On your ability to understand exactly how a thing works and who is accountable when it doesn't.'

One of the doubters in row three uncrossed her arms. Linh moved on.

For twenty-two minutes she explained structured yield products, Singapore's Payment Services Act, the way MAS's regulatory framework was creating the conditions for institutional-grade crypto exposure that retail investors had previously been locked out of entirely. She did not oversimplify. She did not use the word revolutionary. She made abstraction specific by giving it faces: the semi-retired civil servant who wanted crypto exposure without crypto volatility, the HDB owner who had watched her neighbour double a portfolio and wanted to understand what she had missed. She had met these people. She had been these people in some earlier version of herself — standing at the entrance to something she couldn't entirely see, needing someone to make it legible without making it small.

This was not performance. She had built her ability to convey trust precisely because she held it. Whatever was built on top of it, whatever she had perhaps not examined closely enough at the edges — that came later, or didn't come at all, or had never quite presented itself as a thing that needed examining. In this room, in this hour, she was entirely present in something she believed.

The applause was real.

* * *
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The fourth-floor reception was the kind where the canapés are better than anyone admits and the business cards come out before the conversations have established whether they're needed. She moved through it with the ease of someone who knew every version of this room. A journalist from the BT, a fund manager from Hong Kong who had seen her speak in Zurich the previous year, two advisors from a mid-tier wealth management firm who wanted to talk about onboarding their client base. She remembered faces well — it had never been a technique, just the way her mind worked, this ability to make someone feel retained. She was aware that this ability was a professional asset and also, privately, that it was simply a fact about her that preceded the career.

She was halfway through a conversation with a director from UOB when Ivan found her.

'Good talk,' he said. He had a glass of white wine. He was always slightly more at ease than the room expected — an informality that was itself a kind of authority. 'You had them from about minute three.'

'Minute two,' she said, and he laughed.

Ivan Petrov was forty-one, Russian-educated, Dubai-based, a man who collected jurisdictions the way other people collected contacts. She had not always found him easy to read, and she had decided at some point in her first six months at Aethon that this was not unusual in founders and not in itself concerning. He was present in the company's direction without being present in its operations; he trusted her to build the brand without interference, which she respected, and he was occasionally vague about matters she would have liked specificity on, which she had learned to manage.

They stood together watching the room redistribute. The city was visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows: the bay, the financial district, the particular quality of a Singapore afternoon that makes everything look clean and purposeful in the hours before the heat accumulates.

'The MAS questions will start coming now,' he said, not looking at her. 'After a talk like that. People will ask.'

'Let them ask. The framework holds.'

He made a sound — agreement, or something adjacent to it. 'We have some regulatory headroom to navigate in Q2. Nothing significant. I'll loop you in when the timing is right.'

She looked at him. He was already half-turned toward someone else — a contact she didn't recognise, the conversation closing behind him like water behind a boat.

She filed it away.

* * *
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The taxi back to Robertson Quay moved along the expressway in the early evening light, and she watched the city through the window: the bay, the skyline, the convention centre receding behind her. She had built something real. She had said true things to people capable of evaluating them and they had evaluated them and trusted her, which was how trust worked, which was how economies worked, which was the entire subject of the talk she had just given.

Somewhere on the CTE the thought surfaced again, briefly: regulatory headroom, Q2, loop you in when the timing is right. She turned it over once. Ivan was often vague at receptions; he was the kind of man who said less than he knew in any public-facing setting, which was not unusual, which was arguably a reasonable operating mode for a founder of a financial technology company in a tightening regulatory environment.

She let it go. She had learned, over six years of this industry, that not every oblique thing required direct examination. Some things resolved themselves. Some things were not the things they appeared to be. She was good at her job and her job was the thing she could control.

She did not think about it again until Tuesday.

* * *
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Chapter Two: The Architecture
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* * *

She had been building since she was sixteen.

This was not how she would have described it then. At sixteen you do not think of yourself as building — you think of yourself as getting through, surviving the present tense, managing the gap between where you are and where you have been told it is possible to go. The gap, in her case, was the distance between a four-room flat in Queenstown and Raffles Girls' School on Anderson Road, which was twenty minutes by MRT and approximately one world away.

She had known this in theory before she arrived. She had not known it in her body until the first week, when a girl in her cohort — cheerful, not unkind, simply careless in the way of someone who had never needed to be careful about what she assumed — asked: 'Where's Queenstown? Is it near Jurong?'

The question was not contemptuous. That was the worst part. It was the question of someone for whom Queenstown was simply a gap in the map, a place that had not yet been assigned a value because it had not yet been encountered. Linh answered evenly: west side, near Commonwealth MRT, near the old IKEA. The girl nodded and the conversation moved on and Linh said nothing else for the rest of the lunch period.

That night, in the bedroom she shared with nothing because Wei had not yet been born and the second room was still her own, she told herself something she did not articulate precisely but which amounted to: I will be the kind of person whose location is never in question.

She did not know yet what that meant. She spent the next twenty-eight years finding out.

* * *
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Her parents had given her what they had, which was considerable even if it did not look considerable from the outside.

Her father, Van Thanh, had come to Singapore in 1979 at nineteen years old, on a resettlement programme, carrying almost nothing. He had found work, found a woman, found a flat and a taxi licence and a life that was stable in the specific way that stability looks when it has been constructed deliberately rather than inherited. He drove for thirty-one years. He did not talk about what he had left behind. He talked about traffic, about difficult passengers, about which routes were fastest at which hours. He was a man who had learned that the next necessary thing was the only thing, and he had passed this understanding to his daughter without meaning to and without knowing he had done it.

Her mother, Thi Mai, worked reception at a dental clinic in Buona Vista for twenty-two years. She was efficient and warm and had opinions about everything except the things she had decided were not her domain, and she enforced this boundary absolutely. She cooked in the evenings with a competence that Linh had taken entirely for granted until she was thirty and attempting her first dinner party and realised she did not know how any of it worked. She called her mother from the kitchen in a mild panic and her mother talked her through the dish over the phone as if this were a perfectly ordinary use of a Tuesday evening, which for her it was.

They were not poor. Singapore working class, which was its own specific formation — no debt, no excess, a strong emphasis on the particular combination of education and stability that the country had been built to produce and that their generation had absorbed completely. Linh was brilliant at school because the school was the path and she had understood that early and applied herself to it with the same methodical attention her father applied to his routes. She won a place at Raffles Girls' not through exceptional gift alone but through the combination of gift and the particular relentlessness of someone who knew that the path was the path and could not afford to treat it otherwise.

* * *
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At NUS she read communications because communications was the practical version of what she was actually good at, which was making people understand things. She had known since secondary school that this was her skill — not intelligence exactly, or not only that, but the specific ability to take something complex and find the frame that made it legible without making it small. Her mother had called this explaining clearly. Her secondary school teacher had called it exceptional verbal reasoning. At NUS she learned to call it strategic communication, and the language felt like putting on a jacket that fit.

She was not the best student in her cohort. She was organised, thorough, quick to understand what each course wanted from her and quick to provide it, which produced good results without always producing genuine engagement. The course that genuinely engaged her was one she had not expected: a third-year module on the semiotics of advertising, taught by a visiting lecturer from Hong Kong who had the quality of someone who had spent his career in the industry and had complicated feelings about what he had built. He said, in the second lecture, something she had written down and kept: The most effective advertising does not persuade. It confirms. It finds the thing the audience already half-believes and makes them feel they've arrived at it themselves.

She had looked at that sentence for a long time.

She had thought: I can do that. I have been doing that, in some form, my whole life.

* * *
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The PR firm was three years of learning how the room worked.

The firm was mid-tier, regional accounts, the kind of place where the work was real but the ambition was calibrated — the partners had arrived at comfort and were not particularly interested in being disrupted. She was not interested in comfort. She was interested in understanding the mechanics, which she did, and in demonstrating that she understood them, which she also did, and in identifying the ceiling, which was lower than she wanted.

She left for fintech in her late twenties because fintech was where the abstraction was most demanding and the compensation most serious. She had a talent — she understood this clearly by then, without false modesty and without the performance of humility — for making people trust a thing they could not touch. Crypto was the ultimate version of this: an asset with no physical form, its value existing entirely in collective agreement, its legitimacy derived from nothing except the faith of the people who held it. Her mother had said it sounded like pretend money and her mother was not wrong, and also her mother's scepticism was the scepticism Linh was paid to address, to receive and reframe until it became, if not belief, then something close enough to belief that it functioned the same way.

She was good at this. She was, genuinely, good at it.

* * *
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The name came in her late twenties.

She had been Linh her whole life — Linh to her family, Linh at school, Linh at NUS, Linh at the PR firm where one of the partners had asked, the first week, whether she had a preferred name and she had said Linh and he had written it down. Then she met, at a conference, a woman called Lynette who had the specific quality of someone who moved through a room without friction, who was received before she had said anything, and Linh had noticed that the name was doing some of that work — the three syllables of it, the way it sounded polished and slightly international without being foreign — and she had thought about it for a week and then started using it.

Lynnette. Not a lie. The L, the vowel sounds, the family name: all the same. A translation, not a fabrication. A version of herself that the world she was entering might receive more readily.

She had not examined this decision closely at the time. She was not sure she needed to.

* * *
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Her thirties were built on velocity and she knew it and she approved of it.

The Tiong Bahru condo first — small, a one-bedroom, the kind of place that was aspirational rather than comfortable, the mortgage calibrated to be exactly what she could sustain if she did not miss a month. She did not miss a month. She painted the walls herself, a specific white she had seen in a magazine, and bought two good pieces of furniture and left the rest intentionally spare because spare looked like choice. She photographed the flat for Instagram before she had fully moved in, which told her something about herself that she chose not to examine.

The marriage was in her mid-thirties. Marcus, a banker, a decent man who was interested in her in the specific way that certain men are interested in capable women — admiringly, but at a distance they don't know they're keeping. They were good together in the registers that were visible: dinners, travel, the particular ease of two people who are both fluent in the language of professional success and don't have to translate for each other. They were less good in the registers that weren't visible, which they discovered slowly and by the time they had discovered it fully had both arrived, separately, at the same conclusion.

The divorce was without much bitterness because there was nothing to be bitter about — no betrayal, no cruelty, just a gradual clarification that they had married a version of each other that existed primarily in the first two years and had not sufficiently updated the model. She had not cried at the end of it, which she had thought at the time meant she had managed it well, and which she had thought about since.

No children. Partly by choice — she had known since her early thirties that children would require a reorganisation of everything she was building, a reorientation of effort and attention that she was not willing to make in the years she was making it in. Partly by circumstance — by the time the choice felt less fixed, she was forty and the marriage was ending and the question had moved into a different register, one she did not pursue.

She did not think about this often. When she did, she thought about it practically, in the way she had learned to think about most things — what it would have required, what she had chosen instead, whether the accounting made sense.

* * *
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Robertson Quay she had bought at forty-one, after two years of saving the difference between what she earned and what she had previously allowed herself to spend, which was considerable. She had walked into the unit empty, with the agent, and known immediately: the light from the west, the bay visible from the bedroom window at the right angle, the specific quality of an apartment that had been designed to be seen from outside as much as lived in from within.

She had photographed it for Instagram before she had signed the papers. The caption: Some things take time. Worth the wait. 🔑 She had 18,000 followers at the time. The post had performed well.

By forty-two she had 41,000 followers and had stopped thinking about whether she was happy, which was not the same as being unhappy. She was achieving. She was building. She was exactly the kind of person she had decided, at sixteen, that she needed to become, and the machinery of that becoming had been so thoroughly internalised that she could no longer see it as machinery — it had become simply who she was, the architecture of herself, the load-bearing structure that held everything up.

Which was fine. Which was exactly what architecture was for.

She had not yet asked what happened if the architecture was also the thing you were building toward. She had not yet asked because the question had not yet presented itself in a form that required answering. Some questions arrive only when the structure comes down, and by then you are too busy with the falling to ask anything at all.

* * *
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The Instagram account she had started in 2019, initially without a plan, posting the things she was doing — the conferences, the product launches, the occasional restaurant that warranted documentation. The plan arrived six months in, when she noticed which posts were performing and why, and began to shape the account around the pattern: warm tones, financial education framed as empowerment, a consistent visual grammar that said capable and approachable, expert but human. She had captioned the first planned post: Building wealth is a skill, not a secret. Let's talk about it. It had 847 likes. She had screenshot it and looked at it on the train home.

The account was not dishonest. She had told herself this consistently and believed it consistently and it was, within the frame she had built, true: what she posted was what she knew, the education was real, the empowerment was genuine, the transparency about her own financial journey was as transparent as she had decided it needed to be, which was not the same as fully transparent but was not, she felt, a deception.

The frame was the thing. The frame was always the thing. She had known this since the semiotics lecture and had spent twenty years being very good at frames, and the frame she had built around herself was the best work she had ever done.

She had 41,000 followers. She had posted 312 times. She knew exactly which posts performed and why.

She had not yet asked whether this kind of knowledge was creativity or something else.

* * *
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Chapter Three: The Product
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* * *

She had been approached by three fintech companies in the six months before Aethon, which was not unusual — she had built a reputation in the sector and reputations in small sectors travel fast. She had turned down the first two without much deliberation: one because the product was thin and the compensation package was making arguments the product couldn't support, one because the founder was the kind of man who explained things she already knew and seemed not to notice when she stopped responding.

Aethon she had taken more time with.

Ivan Petrov had been introduced through a mutual contact at a fintech conference in October 2022 — the circuit was small enough that most serious introductions happened this way, the formal structures of the industry running just below the surface of the informal ones. He had not pitched her immediately. This was the first thing she had noticed about him: he was interested in her perspective before he was interested in her as a hire, or he presented it that way, which amounted functionally to the same thing. They had talked for forty minutes at the side of the conference venue while the networking session continued around them, and she had come away thinking: this is someone who knows what he's building.

Whether he had planned that impression or arrived at it naturally she had never been entirely sure. She had filed this uncertainty in the same place she filed most things about Ivan and moved on.

* * *
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She had done due
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