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Chapter 1: The Meeting






Saturday morning was gray and hinted at snow. Beth Callahan waited across from DataCorp's building, watching the coffee shop from a bookstore window. She had been there since eleven-thirty, eyeing everyone who entered, alert for any danger.

The mysterious email had said noon. Someone in a blue scarf. Someone who claimed to work at DataCorp and had seen uncomfortable things.

It might be a trap. Maybe Valerie sent the email to lure Beth out where she’d be exposed. Still, Beth couldn’t ignore the chance that someone inside DataCorp wanted to help her—someone who knew what was really going on.

At eleven fifty-five, Beth crossed the street and went into the coffee shop. Warm air greeted her, filled with the smell of espresso and cinnamon rolls. She ordered a coffee she didn’t really want and picked a table in the back corner where she could watch both doors.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Beth checked her phone, wondering if she'd been stood up or if this whole thing was just someone playing games.

Then a woman came in, wearing a blue scarf.

She looked to be in her forties, with dark hair pulled and the tired expression of someone who hadn’t slept well in weeks. She ordered tea and looked around the shop until she spotted Beth. Recognition showed on her face.

The woman walked over and sat down without asking. "Beth Callahan?"

"Yes."

"I'm Angela Martinez. I work in accounting at DataCorp." She held her teacup tightly, as if she needed the warmth. "I'm the one who sent you that email."

Beth watched her face, searching for any sign she was lying. "How did you get my personal email address?"

"I pulled it from your employee file before they locked your access. I know I shouldn't have, but I needed a way to contact you that Valerie couldn't monitor."

"Why contact me at all?"

Angela took a sip of tea, her hands shaking a little. "I’ve been watching what’s happening to you, and I’ve seen it before. Three years ago, another programmer started asking about strange transactions. His name was Marcus Webb. Two weeks later, he was fired for inappropriate conduct. HR said he’d harassed female employees. It wasn’t true, but everyone believed it because the paperwork looked real."

Beth's chest tightened. "Where is he now?"

"I don't know. He disappeared after he was fired. Changed his phone number, deleted his social media. I tried to find him last year when I started noticing the same patterns you found, but it was like he'd vanished."

"What patterns?"

Angela took out her phone and opened a folder of screenshots. "Small withdrawals from customer accounts. Always under ten dollars, always from accounts that rarely check their balances. I started tracking them six months ago. The amounts are going up. It’s not just five dollars anymore—sometimes it’s eight, sometimes nine fifty. Small enough that most people won’t notice, but it adds up."

Beth looked at the screenshots. The transaction IDs were different from the ones she'd documented, but the pattern was identical. "These are recent?"

"They’re from the past two weeks. After you were suspended, I thought Valerie might stop. But she didn’t. She just got bolder."

"Why didn't you report this yourself?"

Angela looked her in the eye. "Because I have two kids and a mortgage. Because I saw what happened to Marcus Webb, and now to you. Because I’m scared." She paused. "But I can’t keep ignoring it. I can’t keep pretending I don’t see what’s happening."

Beth pulled out one of her backup thumb drives from her pocket. "I have documentation going back eighteen months. Transaction logs, VLH Consulting records, everything that connects to Valerie. But my files at home were corrupted. Someone hacked my computer and destroyed half my evidence."

"That’s why I made paper copies." Angela took a thick envelope from her bag and slid it across the table. "Printed transaction records, account statements, everything I could get before I left work yesterday. If something happens to me, if they come after me like they did you, at least there’s a backup."

Beth opened the envelope. Page after page of transaction records, all showing the same pattern of theft. "This is enough to prove it's still happening. That it didn't stop when I was suspended."

"There’s more." Angela leaned in and lowered her voice. "I’ve been watching the database access logs. Valerie’s been deleting records. Not all of them, but enough to make your documentation look incomplete. She’s trying to create gaps in the timeline she can explain away."

"Can you prove she's deleting records?"

"I copied the access logs before she could erase them. They’re in the envelope. But Beth, she knows someone’s watching. Yesterday, she emailed the whole accounting department about information security, reminding us that looking at customer data without permission means you can be fired right away."

"It’s working." Angela’s voice shook. "I keep thinking about Marcus Webb, how his life was ruined just for asking questions. What if that happens to me? What if I lose everything for trying to do the right thing?"

Beth knew that fear all too well. She’d already lost her job, her reputation, and almost her freedom. "I can’t promise it’ll be okay. But I can promise that if we don’t stop her, she’ll keep stealing from people who can’t afford to lose even five dollars."

Angela nodded. "I know. That’s why I’m here." She stood up, leaving her tea almost untouched. "I should go. If anyone sees us together, they’ll know I’m helping you."

"Wait." Beth gently grabbed her arm. "The FBI is investigating. Derek Monroe, the head of security at DataCorp, has my evidence. If you give him your documentation, it will back up everything I found."

"I’m not sure I can trust Derek. He reports to the same executives as Valerie."

"Then go straight to the FBI. Agent Sarah Winters interviewed me about the fake evidence Valerie planted. If you tell her what you’ve seen and show her these records, it proves I was telling the truth."

Angela hesitated, then nodded. "I’ll think about it. But I have to be careful. I need to protect my family first."

"I understand."

Angela walked to the door, then turned back. "Beth, there’s something else. Valerie’s been in closed-door meetings with the legal department all week. I overheard part of a conversation. She’s building a case to sue you for defamation. She says your accusations have hurt her reputation and cost her business opportunities."

Beth felt her blood run cold. "She's going to sue me?"

"That's what it sounded like. I'm sorry. I thought you should know."

Angela left quickly, her blue scarf trailing behind her. Beth sat alone with her cold coffee and the envelope of evidence, trying to process everything she’d just learned.

Valerie wasn’t just trying to ruin her reputation. She was going to sue her. Beth had no money for a lawyer, no job, and no way to fight someone as wealthy and connected as Valerie.

She took out her phone and called Derek Monroe’s direct line. It went straight to voicemail.

"Derek, it's Beth Callahan. I need to talk to you as soon as possible. I have new evidence, and there's someone at DataCorp who can corroborate everything I found. Please call me back."

Then she called Agent Winters at the FBI. That call also went to voicemail.

"Agent Winters, this is Beth Callahan. I have additional documentation showing the theft is still ongoing. I also have information about records being deleted to hide evidence. Please call me when you can."

Beth left the coffee shop and walked to the nearest T station. The envelope felt heavy in her bag—physical proof that the theft was still happening, that Valerie hadn’t stopped even after Beth was suspended.

But would anyone listen? Or would they just see her as a desperate woman making up evidence to support her own story?

Back at her apartment, Beth spread the documents out on her kitchen counter. She took photos of every page with her phone and uploaded them to her encrypted cloud storage. Then she made three more copies and hid them in different places.

If Valerie could ruin her computer files, Beth would make sure it was impossible to destroy all the evidence. She’d become paranoid, but sometimes paranoia was what kept you safe when someone really was after you.

Her phone rang. The caller ID was unknown. She hesitated, then picked up.

"Beth Callahan?"

"Yes?"

"This is Daniel Reeves from the law firm of Brennan, Walsh and Associates. I'm calling to notify you that our client, Valerie Hendricks, is filing a civil lawsuit against you for defamation, harassment, and tortious interference with business relationships. You should expect to be served with papers within the next few days."

Beth's hands went numb. "I didn't defame anyone. I reported a crime."

"Ms. Hendricks disagrees with your characterization. If you have legal representation, please have them contact our office. Otherwise, I suggest you retain counsel immediately."

"I can't afford a lawyer."

"That's not our concern. You'll be served within three business days. Have a good day, Ms. Callahan."

The call ended.

Beth sat on her futon, staring at her phone. Valerie was moving quickly, attacking from every angle: the FBI investigation, a civil lawsuit, destroying Beth’s evidence, and scaring off witnesses like Angela.

She checked her bank account on her phone. Four hundred and twelve dollars—that was all she had left. Rent was due in a week. She had no income, no prospects, and now a lawsuit that could bankrupt her even if she won.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number read: "You should have stayed quiet. Now you’ll lose everything."

Beth deleted the message with shaking hands. She’d gotten a dozen like it in the past week—threats from anonymous numbers that could be Valerie or just random trolls who’d read about the case online.

She couldn’t tell the difference anymore.

The afternoon turned into evening. Beth made ramen noodles for dinner because they were cheap and she had to make her money last. As she prepared the noodles, she went over Angela’s documentation again, comparing it to her own records.

The pattern was clear. Valerie had been stealing for years, taking small amounts from thousands of accounts. The total had to be in the millions by now. And she was still at it, even after being caught, even after Beth was suspended. Valerie must have thought she was untouchable.

Beth’s phone rang again. This time, it was Derek Monroe.

"Beth, I got your message. What's this about new evidence?"

She felt a wave of relief. "I met with someone from DataCorp—Angela Martinez from accounting. She’s been tracking the same patterns I found, and she has proof the theft is still happening."

"Angela Martinez." Derek paused, and Beth heard him typing. "I know her. She’s been with the company for seven years, always had good reviews. Has she agreed to make a formal statement?"

"She’s scared. But she gave me paper copies of transaction records from the past two weeks. It proves the theft didn’t stop when I was suspended."

"Can you bring those records to my office Monday morning? Eight o’clock?"

"Derek, I’ve been suspended. Security won’t let me in the building."

"I’ll clear it with the front desk. You’ll have access for one hour—just enough time to meet with me and hand over the evidence. Don’t tell anyone you’re coming."

"Valerie’s suing me. Did you know?"

Derek paused. "I heard rumors. HR mentioned possible legal action, but I wasn’t told the details. Beth, you should know my investigation has been complicated because Valerie gave her own documents showing the transactions you flagged were legitimate internal audits."

"She's lying."

"I know she might be. That’s why I need Angela’s records. If they show the pattern continued after your suspension, it challenges Valerie’s claim that these were just authorized transactions you misunderstood."

"What about the FBI investigation? Agent Winters told me they were looking into the allegations that I was selling client data."

"That’s separate from my internal investigation. I can’t comment on the federal case. But I can tell you the evidence the FBI got, showing you talking to foreign entities, looked fake. Their forensic team is checking it out."

Beth felt a flicker of hope. "So they might believe me?"

"They’re looking at all possibilities. That’s all I can say." Derek’s voice softened. "Monday morning, eight o’clock. Come to my office. We’ll go through everything you have, and I’ll contact Angela Martinez directly for her statement."

"Thank you."

"Don’t thank me yet. We still have a long way to go before this is over."

After they hung up, Beth felt a little less alone. Derek was still investigating. The FBI was questioning the fake evidence. Angela had come forward to back her up.

Maybe she still had a chance.

She spent the rest of the evening organizing her documents, getting ready for Monday’s meeting. She noted every transaction ID, recorded every timestamp, and labeled every piece of evidence.

When she finally went to bed, she fell asleep almost right away. But her dreams were filled with numbers scrolling across screens and Valerie’s cold smile following her through empty hallways.

She woke at three in the morning to her phone buzzing. It was a text from Angela Martinez.

"They know. Valerie knows I met with you. She called me at home, said she was disappointed in my lack of judgment. I'm scared. I don't know what to do."

Beth sat up, her heart pounding. She typed back: "Don’t go to work Monday. Call Derek Monroe directly. Tell him everything. He’ll protect you."

Angela replied quickly: "I can’t lose my job. I can’t put my kids at risk."

"You won’t lose your job if you’re reporting fraud. There are whistleblower protections."

"They didn’t protect you."

Beth had no answer. Angela was right. The laws meant to protect whistleblowers hadn’t stopped Beth from losing everything.

"I’m sorry," Angela texted. "I shouldn’t have contacted you. I should have stayed out of it."

"Please don’t back out now. We’re so close to proving what she’s doing."

But Angela didn’t reply. Beth waited twenty minutes, staring at her phone, hoping for another message.

Nothing.

She tried calling Angela’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

Beth put her phone down and hugged her knees to her chest. Angela was backing out. The one person who could support her story was disappearing, just like Marcus Webb had three years ago.

Beth was alone again.

But she still had Angela’s documentation—physical proof the theft continued. That had to count for something.

She just had to make it to Monday morning, when she could give the evidence to Derek and let him handle the investigation.

Forty-eight hours.

She could do that.








