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Raj materialized at her elbow the moment she stepped into the executive suite, his eyelid twitching like a misfiring engine. "Ms. Vance, the Hanoi team's on hold. They're demanding—"

"Tell them I'll call at three." Lydia didn't break stride. "And reschedule my three o'clock with Legal."

Raj scurried to keep pace. "But Ms. Kim said it's urgent—"

Lydia halted mid-step, pivoting so sharply that Raj nearly collided with her. "What part of 'reschedule' requires clarification?"

Raj’s eyelid spasmed uncontrollably. "She said—there’s a discrepancy in the Jakarta fund’s liquidity ratios. Vanessa’s signature is on the approval document, but the timestamps don’t match the official board meeting minutes recorded in the secure server logs."

Jakarta. The word coiled in Lydia’s gut like a live wire, sharp and taut with suspicion. Vanessa had left landmines everywhere—subtle enough to miss, but powerful enough to detonate under scrutiny. Lydia snatched the tablet from Raj’s trembling hands, scrolling through the flagged documents with hurried precision. The numbers appeared flawless—accurate and consistent. Yet the dates attached to the signatures were inconsistent and suspicious. "Tell Kim to freeze all Jakarta transactions immediately—no wires, no trades until we figure this out." She thrust the tablet back into Raj’s hands. "And find out exactly who Vanessa’s golfing with in Indonesia—identify her contacts and partners. We need to cut off any possible leak."

Raj opened his mouth—likely to protest—when the elevator chimed softly, the sound echoing lightly in the sleek, modern C-suite lobby. Daniel stepped out briskly, his tie loosely knotted around his collar, a sheaf of crumpled papers tucked hurriedly under his arm. "Lydia." His voice was calm and casual, but his knuckles were visibly white as he gripped the documents tightly. "We need to talk." The executive suite’s glass walls reflected Daniel’s approach, turning his movement into a living pantomime—his reflection slicing across the conference rooms, his stride measured yet urgent. Lydia didn’t turn to face him; instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the rain-soaked cityscape beyond the windows, her fingers unconsciously tightening around the edges of her tablet. "Jakarta’s a mess," she said before he could get a word in. "Vanessa backdated approvals. The liquidity ratios are outright fabrications—completely fictional."

Daniel tossed the crumpled papers onto a cold, leather side table. "I know," he said softly, his tone unnervingly steady—like the calm before a cyclone. "She also diverted three million dollars to a shell company in Bali. Our forensic team just traced the transaction." 

Lydia finally turned to face him, her eyes narrowing. Daniel’s collar was damp from the rain, and his hair was slightly tousled, as if he'd hurriedly run here through the storm. He appeared exhausted, yet composed. "And you’re telling me this, why? The boardroom’s that way," she said, gesturing dismissively. 

"Because it’s not just about money," Daniel replied, stepping closer. His proximity allowed Lydia to catch the faint, heady scent of his cologne—bergamot mixed with a darker, smoky aroma reminiscent of ink. "The shell company is registered to a man named Anton Wijaya. Ring any bells?"

Lydia’s pulse faltered, just momentarily, before she quickly masked her reaction with a composed expression. Anton Wijaya. The name hissed through her mind like a blade slipping between ribs. Jakarta, 2014. A humid night at a dimly lit hotel bar, the faint clink of ice cubes against glass blending with the muffled hum of background chatter, Daniel’s supportive hand on her elbow guiding her away from a man with a predatory shark’s smile and a Rolex watch that shimmered too brightly for his modest government salary. 

“Stay away from him,” Daniel had whispered later, his lips lightly pressed against her temple in a protective gesture. “He collects favors like trophies.” 

Now, Daniel observed her intently, his gaze narrowing as he watched the subtle tightening around her mouth. "So you do remember," he said softly. 

Lydia placed the tablet on the bar with deliberate care, her fingers lingering on the cold surface. "Vanessa’s laundering bribes through Wijaya’s shell companies?"

"Not bribes." Daniel pulled his phone from his pocket, the faint glow illuminating Lydia's pulse pounding against her ribs. Anton Wijaya. The name slithered through her memory—a ghost from Jakarta’s gritty financial underworld. This man had laundered illegal funds for Suharto-era oligarchs, including powerful tycoons, before disappearing into the archipelago’s shadowy offshore accounts and shell companies. She schooled her face into marble, accepting the confirmation of Vanessa’s deeper financial crimes extending beyond mere fund diversion.

Daniel's phone screen flickered with a grainy surveillance photo—Anton Wijaya in a crisp white linen suit, his dark hair slightly tousled, shaking hands with Vanessa at a bustling beachfront café in Seminyak, the waves crashing nearby. The timestamp indicated it was three weeks prior. "Not bribes," he repeated, swiping to reveal a wire transfer ledger—rows of transactions marked with cryptic codes and large sums—detailing investments in a blockchain startup Wijaya had founded just last month. The startup, based in Singapore, was involved in developing secure voting systems, and, curiously, was now bidding on its Jakarta port contract, raising questions about possible overlaps between illicit funding and legitimate business deals.

Lydia's nail tapped once against her tablet, signaling a sudden thought. The pieces clicked into place: Vanessa funneling funds from Kensington Capital into Wijaya's shell company, Wijaya's firm winning the contract, and the profits looping right back to her — a closed circuit with deniability built in. "Clever girl," she murmured, but added, "Until the blockchain fails audits." Daniel's thumb brushed nervously along the edge of his phone case — a tell Lydia hadn't seen in years. "There's more. The Indonesian Attorney General subpoenaed Wijaya and raided his servers yesterday." He swiped again, pulling up a news alert in Bahasa. "If he flips—" 

"—he'll take Vanessa down with him," Lydia finished evenly, watching rain streak the windows like liquid mercury. The math was simple: Vanessa's desperation plus Wijaya's recklessness equaled a liability too volatile to keep under wraps. She turned toward Raj, still hovering near the door. "Cancel all outgoing wires to Indonesia and freeze the Jakarta fund."

Raj’s eyelid twitched violently. "But—the Jakarta team already approved the—" 

"Freeze it," Lydia cut in without raising her voice. She didn’t need to; the way her fingers clenched around the tablet—knuckles white, tendons tight—told everything. Raj disappeared like smoke in the air.

Daniel let out a breath, the sound barely audible over the rain pounding against the windows. "You do realize that freezing the funds will kick off default clauses with our local partners?"

Lydia’s smile was all teeth. "Good," she said, tapping her tablet to bring up a flowchart of cross-collateralized loans. The Jakarta port contract glowed red at the center, with tendrils spreading out to shell companies in Cyprus and Macau. "Vanessa set this up like a house of cards. Let’s see how she likes having the wind knocked out of her."

Daniel’s cufflink caught the light as he reached for the flowchart, his fingers hovering over Vanessa’s initials stamped on a smooth Macau shell. "She’s tied Kensington Capital to Wijaya’s entire operation," he murmured, fingers trembling slightly. "If this collapses—"

Lydia’s phone buzzed softly in her pocket—an encrypted message from her Zurich contact encoded with a secure military-grade cipher. The notification flashed briefly: “Wijaya’s arrest imminent. Files compromised.” Her fingers moved swiftly, deleting the message without hesitation. "Then we collapse it first," she muttered, already plotting her next move with calculated precision.

The elevator dinged softly as it came to a halt on their floor. Raj hastily stepped out, clutching a disorganized stack of papers, his tie noticeably askew and loosened from hurried movement. "Ms. Vance—the Jakarta team reports that the freeze will inevitably trigger liquidations. They’re loudly protesting, claiming a breach of contract." 

Daniel let out a dry, sardonic laugh. "Vanessa’s contracts," he said flatly, flicking a page from Raj’s stack—specifically a clause buried deep in subsection 12.3, about halfway through the legal jargon. "Notice how all penalties and repercussions funnel directly to her Cayman LLC, bypassing other stakeholders?" 

Lydia nodded solemnly, her expression grave as she confirmed her suspicion. "That clearly demonstrates her self-enrichment scheme—illegally lining her pockets at the expense of the company and its stakeholders," she affirmed with a hint of disgust.

Raj's trembling fingers carefully handed Lydia the contract, the paper trembling slightly in his grip. She meticulously examined the clause—specifically subsection 12.3, which was hidden deep within six layers of convoluted, cross-referenced legal language—where Vanessa had cleverly embedded her own escape hatch. The penalty structure was deceptively elegant: any breach would automatically trigger the transfer of assets to a shell company named "Matahari Holdings," registered solely to a P.O. box in George Town, Cayman Islands. Lydia traced the embossed notary stamp with her thumb, noting its intricate design. "Vanessa's been meticulously planning this exit for months," she murmured quietly, her eyes narrowing as she examined the details.

Daniel plucked the document from her grasp, his cufflinks glinting as he flipped to the signature page, revealing the fine, embossed lettering. "She used Kensington’s offshore compliance team to draft this," he said with measured tone. His voice was flat, but his jaw pulsed once—a tell Lydia recognized from Zurich, when he'd discovered Eleanor's medical bills had been leaked to the press, exposing the cracks in their defenses. "Our own people helped her build the trap."

Outside, the storm intensified, rain pounding the windows with the relentless force of a thousand ticking clocks. Lydia turned sharply to Raj, who stood motionless and stiff as a scarecrow caught in a hurricane. "Get me the head of Compliance. Now," Lydia ordered.

Raj blinked rapidly, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. "But Ms. Kim—" His protest choked off as Lydia’s icy stare intensified, making the air thick with unspoken tension. The silence stretched unbearably, causing sweat to bead on his forehead and prickle at his collar. 

“Yes, Raj,” Lydia sighed.

“Ms. Kim resigned an hour ago," Raj finally blurted out, his fingers nervously knotting around his tie. "She cleared out her desk while you were in the boardroom, no notice." The sudden resignation confirmed Vanessa’s premeditated escape plan, aligning perfectly with Jakarta’s contractual backlash and her calculated departure amidst the chaos.
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