
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Midnight In The Aravis

        

        
        
          Chris Hills Farrow

        

        
          Published by Spectrum Quill, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MIDNIGHT IN THE ARAVIS

    

    
      First edition. October 31, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Chris Hills Farrow.

    

    
    
      Written by Chris Hills Farrow.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This story was inspired by a murder/mystery game that we wrote a few years ago for Murder In The House - murderinthehouse.comThis book is dedicated to all of our friends who helped to play test the original game.

Also, thank you to Philip Ashley for editing this book and for the many times that he read it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            We are each our own devil, and we make this world our hell - Oscar Wilde

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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A piercing scream sliced through the early morning stillness, echoing off the snow-blanketed peaks and jolting the lodge's slumbering occupants awake. The shriek reverberated through the halls, a discordant note shattering the tranquil symphony of the mountains.

Ingrid Schaffer stood frozen in the lodge's grand entrance, her sturdy frame rigid with shock. Wide eyes, normally so keen and discerning, now stared in unblinking horror at the scene before her. The heavy timber door hung open, a gaping maw that had released the scream into the world.

Beyond the threshold, the pristine snow lay in cruel juxtaposition to the ghastly sight that had elicited Ingrid's cry. A lifetime in these mountains had steeled her against much, but this macabre tableau was beyond reckoning. Her breath crystallized in the frigid air, each exhalation a puff of vapour that dissipated like a spectral whisper.

How could this have happened, here of all places? The Lodge was meant to be a sanctuary, a haven for the privileged few who sought solace in the mountain's embrace. Now, it seemed as though the very peaks themselves had birthed something sinister, a malevolence that crept through the valleys and seeped beneath the doors.

"Oh Dieu, qu'est-ce que c'est?" The words cracked painfully in Ingrid's throat, her native tongue escaping unbidden. But no heavenly power could answer her plea, for what lay before her was surely the work of something far more infernal.

The distant wail of wind through the pines seemed to mock Ingrid's paralysis. Snow, once a pristine blanket across the landscape, was now marred by an obscene smattering of crimson. The body, splayed and twisted at an unnatural angle, had come to rest mere feet from the lodge's entrance, as if delivered to their doorstep by some malicious force.

Ingrid's mind raced, grasping for any semblance of reason amidst the swirling chaos of her thoughts. The figure was clad in the unmistakable attire of a guest, but the bloodied and battered state rendered further identification impossible from her vantage point.

"Qu'est-ce qui s'est passé?" she murmured, her breath misting in the frigid air. "What darkness has befallen us?"

As if in response, a sharp gust of wind tore through the valley, sending a flurry of snow swirling around the corpse in a grotesque dance. The sudden movement snapped Ingrid from her trance, and she staggered backwards, one hand groping blindly for the solid support of the door frame. Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm against her ribcage, each beat a deafening echo in her ears.

Questions swirled in her mind, each more unsettling than the last. Had the unfortunate soul fallen from one of the lodge's balconies, unable to catch themselves on the precariously low balustrades? Or had something more sinister occurred, a heinous act committed under the cover of darkness? The thought sent a shudder rippling down her spine, and Ingrid wrapped her arms tightly around herself, as if to ward off the insidious chill that had settled in her bones.

The Lodge, her home, her sanctuary, had been violated in the most unimaginable way, and it was her duty to uncover the truth, no matter how terrible it might be.

Ingrid Schaffer sucked in a sharp breath. She had seen injuries in these mountains before, but nothing like this. Swallowing back the bile rising in her throat, she forced herself forward. Someone had to act.

Stepping out into the pristine snow, Ingrid felt the crisp Alpine air embrace her like a familiar friend. Each snowflake seemed to whisper a tale of its descent from the heavens, landing softly on the untouched ground. The majestic peaks towered around her, their silent presence casting elongated shadows in the morning light. As she made her way towards the lifeless figure lying in the snow, Ingrid couldn't escape the sensation that nature itself bore witness to the unfolding tragedy. The mountains stood sentinel, their ancient wisdom echoing through the night, as if holding secrets within their snowy embrace that no mortal could fathom.

The Ashford Ski-Lodge, once a bastion of opulence and tranquillity, had been forever tainted by the spectre of death, and it fell to Ingrid to navigate the dark waters that lay ahead.
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A couple of weeks earlier, Felicity Ashford stood at the head of the boardroom table, a beacon of ambition in her tailored pant suit. Her voice carried through the room with assertive clarity as she gestured to the presentation behind her. "Ladies and gentlemen of the board, today marks a pivotal moment for Ashford International. Our luxury brands have established a sterling reputation, but to truly dominate the market, we must expand our reach and innovate our offerings."

She clicked to the next slide, a graph of projected growth. "By acquiring the Belmont Hotel chain and launching our new line of exclusive experiences, we can increase our market share by 15% over the next five years. This strategic move will solidify our position as the pre-eminent name in luxury." 

Felicity's statement lingered in the room, a declaration of her vision for the future of the company. But as she surveyed the room, her gaze landed on her father, Charles Ashford, seated at the centre of the table. 

Charles leaned back in his chair, his calm demeanour a stark contrast to Felicity's fervour. His piercing blue eyes met hers, a silent challenge lurking behind his composed facade. "And what of the risks, Felicity?" His voice was smooth, yet laden with subtle undermining. "Expansion requires significant capital. How do you propose we fund these acquisitions without overextending ourselves?"

Felicity's confidence wavered for a fleeting moment, the relentless gaze of her father's scrutiny bearing down upon her. She had anticipated his questions, prepared for his doubts, but standing before him now, she felt the familiar sting of his disapproval. 

"I've outlined a detailed financial plan in the appendix," she replied, her tone even despite the frustration simmering beneath the surface. "By leveraging our existing assets and securing strategic partnerships, we can minimise the financial strain while maximising our returns."

Charles nodded slowly, his expression inscrutable. "I see. And have you considered the potential impact on our core brands? Rapid expansion can dilute the exclusivity that defines Ashford International."

Felicity's hands tightened on the edges of the podium, her knuckles whitening. How dare he question her vision in front of the entire board? She had poured countless hours into this proposal, meticulously crafting every detail to prove her worth as more than just an heiress. 

"I assure you, father, that maintaining our brand integrity is my utmost priority," she said, her voice laced with controlled determination. "Each acquisition and initiative has been carefully selected to align with our values and elevate our status in the luxury market."

As Felicity continued her presentation, the tension in the room thickened, a palpable force that threatened to suffocate her ambitions. She could feel her father's expectations pressing down on her, the unspoken judgment that haunted her every move. But she refused to yield, her resolve hardening with each slide, each point of data that supported her vision. 

For too long, she had lived in the shadow of the Ashford legacy, a mere pawn in her father's grand chess game. But today, she would prove herself a worthy opponent, a force to be reckoned with in the cut-throat world of luxury. No matter the cost, Felicity Ashford would make her mark on Ashford International, even if it meant facing the haunting spectre of her father's disapproval.

Charles Ashford leaned back in his chair, his piercing blue eyes fixed upon his daughter. With a subtle nod, he silenced her presentation, the room falling into an uneasy quiet. He stood, his presence commanding the attention of all those gathered, and began to speak, his words measured and precise.

"While I applaud your enthusiasm, Felicity, I must question the viability of your proposed strategies," he said, his voice a velvet hammer striking at the heart of her confidence. "Expansion for the sake of expansion is a foolhardy endeavour, one that risks diluting the very essence of what makes Ashford International a paragon of luxury."

He moved around the table, his steps deliberate, as if stalking prey. "Our success lies not in the acquisition of lesser brands, but in the cultivation of our own legacy. We must focus on what sets us apart, on the traditions that have made us a global powerhouse."

Felicity felt the sting of her father's words, each syllable a barb designed to undermine her credibility. She fought to maintain her composure, her hands clenching beneath the table as she met his gaze. "With all due respect, father, our traditions must evolve if we are to remain relevant in an ever-changing market."

A flicker of amusement danced in Charles's eyes, a cruel twist of his lips. "And you believe yourself qualified to lead this evolution? To steer the course of our family's legacy?" He paused, letting the question hang in the air like a noose. "I think not."

The board members shifted uncomfortably, their eyes darting between father and daughter. Some exchanged knowing glances, their allegiances clear, while others scribbled furiously in their notebooks, documenting the unfolding drama.

Felicity's pulse drummed against her ribs, insistent and unrelenting, a furious rhythm that threatened to betray her outward calm. How dare he dismiss her so callously, so publicly? She had sacrificed everything for this company, for the chance to prove herself worthy of the Ashford name.

But as she looked into her father's eyes, she saw the truth that had always lurked beneath the surface. To him, she would never be more than a pawn, a piece to be moved and manipulated in his eternal game of power. And with that realisation, something inside her broke, a fragile hope shattered by unbearable gravity his disdain.

*
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THE BOARDROOM DOOR swung shut with a resounding thud, leaving Felicity alone with the shattered remnants of her ambition. She stared at the polished mahogany, her reflection distorted in its gleaming surface, a twisted mockery of the confident woman she had been mere moments ago.

Her father's words echoed in her mind, each syllable a poisoned dart that found its mark with unerring precision. She clenched her fists, her perfectly manicured nails digging crescents into her palms, the pain a welcome distraction from the ache in her chest.

How long had she toiled in his shadow, striving to prove herself worthy of his approval, his respect? And yet, with a few carefully chosen phrases, he had reduced her to nothing more than a petulant child, a pretender to the throne she had been groomed to inherit.

Felicity drew a shuddering breath, willing the tears that burned behind her eyes to remain unshed. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her break, of knowing the depth of the wounds he had inflicted.

With a final glance at the empty boardroom, she gathered the tattered remnants of her pride and strode from the room, her heels clicking a staccato rhythm on the marble floor.

*
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IN THE SANCTUARY OF his office, Charles Ashford leaned back in his leather chair, a pensive expression on his chiselled features. The muted sounds of the city drifted through the floor-to-ceiling windows, a distant hum that seemed to belong to another world entirely.

A soft knock at the door drew his attention, and he looked up to see Camille Favre, his personal assistant, enter the room with a stack of files in her hands. She moved with a grace that belied her efficiency, each step purposeful and precise.

"The quarterly reports, sir," she said, placing the files on his desk with a practised motion. "I've taken the liberty of highlighting the key points for your review."

Charles nodded, a faint smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Thank you, Camille. Your diligence never ceases to impress me."

She inclined her head, a slight flush colouring her cheeks at the rare praise. "It's my pleasure, sir. Is there anything else you require?"

For a moment, Charles regarded her in silence, his eyes tracing the delicate lines of her face. In Camille, he saw a reflection of the woman her mother had once been - poised, intelligent, and utterly devoted to her work.

But where Camille’s mother had been a flame, burning bright and fierce, Camille herself was a steady glow, a constant presence that illuminated the darkest corners of his life. And in that moment, he felt a surge of gratitude for her unwavering loyalty.

"Actually, there is one more thing," he said, his tone softening. "I'd like your thoughts on the Annecy project. Your insights have always been invaluable to me."

Camille's eyes widened, surprise mingling with a flicker of pleasure at the unexpected request. She took a seat opposite him, her posture relaxing almost imperceptibly as she leaned forward to discuss the intricacies of the project.

As they talked, the tension that had coiled in Charles's gut began to ease, the heavy mantle of his responsibilities lifting ever so slightly in Camille's calming presence. And for a fleeting instant, he allowed himself to imagine a different life, one where the shadows of the past did not loom quite so large, and the future held the promise of something more than the endless pursuit of power.

But the moment passed, and reality reasserted itself with a vengeance. There were secrets to be kept, loyalties to be tested, and a legacy to be protected at all costs. And Charles Ashford would stop at nothing to ensure that the Ashford name endured, no matter the price.

The tranquillity of Charles's office shattered like a fragile crystal as the door burst open, revealing a seething Felicity. Her dark hair, once perfectly coiffed, now hung in disarray around her face, a physical manifestation of the chaos that roiled within her. She stalked into the room, her heels clicking against the polished floor with the staccato rhythm of a ticking bomb.

"How dare you?" Felicity hissed, her voice trembling with barely contained fury. "How dare you humiliate me like that in front of the entire board?"

Charles regarded his daughter with a cool, assessing gaze, his lips pressed into a thin line. "I merely pointed out the flaws in your presentation, Felicity. If you can't handle constructive criticism, perhaps you're not ready for the responsibilities you so eagerly seek."

Felicity's eyes flashed with indignation, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. "Constructive criticism? You call that public evisceration constructive? You're just threatened by my ideas, by the fact that I might actually have something valuable to contribute to this company."

Felicity's gaze shifted to Camille, who sat silently in the corner, her hands folded primly in her lap. A cruel smile twisted Felicity's lips, her voice dripping with venom as she turned her attention to the assistant.

"And you, Camille. Always so eager to please, aren't you? The perfect little lapdog, hanging on my father's every word. Tell me, what exactly are your qualifications, beyond being a pretty face and a convenient distraction?"

Camille's eyes widened, a flicker of hurt passing across her features before she schooled her expression into one of calm professionalism. She rose to her feet, smoothing the wrinkles from her skirt as she met Felicity's gaze head-on.

"Miss Ashford," Camille began, her voice soft but firm, "I understand that you're upset, but I assure you that my role here is purely professional. I have the utmost respect for your father and for this company, and I work hard every day to ensure that Ashford International continues to thrive."

Felicity scoffed, tossing her hair over her shoulder with a dismissive flick of her wrist. "Respect? Is that what you call it? I've seen the way you look at him, the way you hang on his every word. It's pathetic, really. You're nothing more than a glorified secretary, and you'll never be anything more than that."

As the words left Felicity's lips, a palpable tension filled the room, the air thick with simmering resentments. Camille stood her ground, her chin lifted in silent defiance, even as a hint of colour rose to her cheeks.

"I think we're done here," Charles said, his voice cutting through the charged atmosphere like a knife. "Felicity, you're dismissed. And Camille, I apologise for my daughter's behaviour. Please, take the rest of the day off. I'll handle things from here."

Felicity's eyes narrowed, her lips parting as if to argue, but something in her father's expression stopped her. She spun on her heel, storming from the office in a whirlwind of fury and wounded pride, leaving Charles and Camille alone once more.

In the silence that followed, Charles regarded Camille with a searching gaze, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes. "I'm sorry you had to endure that," he said quietly, his voice tinged with a weariness that seemed to seep into his very bones. "Felicity can be... difficult, at times."

Camille nodded, a sad smile playing at the corners of her lips. "It's alright, sir. I understand. Family can be... complicated."

Charles watched as Camille quietly left his office, the soft click of the door echoing in the stillness that followed. He sighed, his broad shoulders sagging under the weight of the day's events, the confrontation with Felicity leaving a bitter taste in his mouth. With a weary hand, he reached for the stack of mail on his desk, his mind already turning to the countless tasks that demanded his attention.

But as he sifted through the envelopes, a single letter caught his eye, the plain white paper and nondescript handwriting seeming to pulse with an ominous energy. His brow furrowed, a sense of unease coiling in the pit of his stomach as he slid a silver letter opener along the seal, the sharp blade gleaming in the muted light.

As he unfolded the letter, his eyes widened, a cold sweat breaking out along his temples. The words seemed to blur before him, a tangle of accusations and demands that struck at the very heart of his carefully constructed world. A subtle hint about his affair lingered between the lines, like a shadow creeping over his conscience.

––––––––
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THE LETTER WENT ON to ask:

...How much do you think your reputation is worth, Mr. Ashford?

How much would you pay to keep your secrets safe?...

Charles's thoughts were a tumultuous storm as he set down the letter, his hands quivering with the gravity of his affair. The spectre of his clandestine liaisons and whispered assurances now cast a foreboding shadow over his once serene bond with Victoria. He grappled with the realization that the forbidden flames of passion he had nurtured could incinerate not just his marriage but also tarnish his reputation, besmirch the esteemed Ashford family name, and jeopardize the very foundation of Ashford International. The perilous dance he had indulged in with his secret paramour now threatened to unravel the delicate tapestry of his meticulously crafted life.

What choice do I have? he thought bitterly, his jaw clenching as he crumpled the letter in his fist. If this gets out, it will destroy everything. My company, my family, my legacy...

But even as despair threatened to engulf him, a flicker of determination sparked to life in his chest. He was Charles Ashford, the patriarch of an empire, a man who had faced down countless challenges and emerged victorious. He would not be cowed by some nameless blackmailer, would not let his life's work be reduced to ashes.

No, he thought, his eyes hardening with resolve. I will find a way to deal with this. I will protect what is mine, no matter the cost.

And with that thought, he tucked the letter into his suit pocket, his mind already racing with possibilities, with plans and schemes that would keep his secrets safe. For in the game of power and ambition, there could be no surrender, no retreat.

With a deep, steadying breath, Charles reached for the phone on his desk, his fingers hovering over the buttons as he contemplated his next move. He needed help, that much was certain, but he couldn't risk involving just anyone. This matter required discretion, a delicate touch that few possessed.

His mind settled on a name, a contact he had hoped never to call upon again. But desperate times called for desperate measures, and Charles knew that this was a man who could navigate the shadowy world of secrets and lies with ease.

He dialled the number, each digit feeling like a step closer to the edge of a precipice. The line clicked, and a voice, smooth as silk, answered on the other end.

"Charles," the man greeted, his tone equal parts surprise and amusement. "It's been a long time."

"I need your help," Charles said, his voice low and urgent. "A matter of utmost importance and discretion."

There was a pause, a moment of consideration. "I see," the man replied, his words measured and calculated. "And what, pray tell, might this matter entail?"

Charles hesitated, the burden of unspoken truths settled over him. "Blackmail," he finally said, the word bitter on his tongue. "Someone knows things, things that could ruin me if they came to light."

"Ah," the man said, understanding colouring his tone. "A precarious situation indeed. But fear not, old friend. I have a particular set of skills that may prove useful in this regard."

Relief, tinged with apprehension, flooded through Charles. He knew that this path was fraught with danger, that he was entering into a world of shadows and deceit. But what choice did he have? His empire, his very life, hung in the balance.

"Good," Charles said, his resolve hardening. "I'll send you the details. And remember, discretion is of the utmost importance."

"Of course," the man replied, a hint of amusement in his voice. "Discretion is my speciality, after all."

With that, the call ended, and Charles leaned back in his chair, his heart racing with a mixture of fear and anticipation. He had set events in motion, a chain reaction that could either save him or damn him. But one thing was certain: he would not go down without a fight.

I will find a way, he thought, his gaze drifting to the snow-capped peaks visible through his office window. I will protect my legacy, my family, no matter the cost.
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Chapter 2
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The rhythmic tapping of Elena's fingers against the keyboard echoed through the Chief Financial Officer’s glass-walled office, a metronome keeping time with the ghosts of numbers flickering across the screen. Rimless glasses perched upon her nose, reflecting the cold glow of financial reports that seemed to whisper dark secrets of their own. A sudden trill shattered the mechanical symphony - her phone, flashing with the name of David Chen, an ominous harbinger of ill tidings from across the sea.

"Elena Fischer," she answered, her voice a cool facade belying the unease stirring within.

"I've come across some strange stuff in the accounts. It's been messing with our LA operations, and that's what tipped me off." David's voice echoed through the room, carrying a sense of urgency that lingered in the air of Ashford International's prestigious headquarters.

“What activity?”

“Transfers between accounts for no obvious reason and all initiated and approved from Geneva.”

"David, are you absolutely certain about this?"

"I've gone through it multiple times, Elena. Unexplained transfers, large sums moving through shell corporations. It's unprecedented." His tone carried a weight of concern that echoed through the grand office space.

As Elena listened, a sense of dread began to coil in the pit of her stomach, a serpent awakening from slumber. The intricate web of financial deceit unfurling before her eyes painted a grim picture of betrayal and deception within the heart of the prestigious Ashford empire.

Her mind raced, trying to fathom the unfathomable - what sins had been committed under the guise of luxury and prestige? What dark machinations lurked beneath the gilded veneer that Charles Ashford had meticulously crafted over the years?

"Send me everything you have," she replied after a moment of contemplation, her tone as crisp as the Geneva air beyond the window. The tranquil view belied the storm brewing within their midst. "Every transaction, every name. We need to delve deeper into this mystery and unearth the truth hidden in these financial shadows."

The gravity of her task loomed large as Elena prepared to unravel a tangled web of deceit at Ashford International.

She glanced out at the serene waters of Lake Geneva, a view that had once brought solace, but now only served as a mocking reminder of the darkness that lurked beneath the surface.

The call ended with an ominous click, leaving Elena alone in the suffocating silence of her office. She leaned back in her chair, the leather creaking beneath her weight, as if protesting the burden of the secrets it now bore. Her mind raced, possibilities and implications swirling like the eddies of the Rhône, each thought more treacherous than the last.

With a sigh that seemed to come from the depths of her soul, Elena turned her attention to the computer screen before her. The glow cast an eerie pallor across her face, transforming her features into a mask of determination tinged with dread. Her fingers danced across the keyboard, a macabre ballet of precision and purpose, as she delved deeper into the labyrinth of financial records.

Spreadsheets and databases flashed before her eyes, a kaleidoscope of numbers and names that held the key to the problem at hand. Elena's gaze darted from one entry to the next, her analytical mind searching for the elusive patterns that would reveal the answers she was seeking. Each click of the mouse echoed like a gunshot in the stillness, a reminder of the high stakes at play.

As the minutes ticked by, the irregularities began to emerge, a sinister tapestry woven from the threads of greed and corruption. Elena's eyes narrowed, the lines of concentration etching themselves into her brow as she pieced together the puzzle with a methodical determination. The transactions seemed to mock her, their very existence a testament to the rot that had taken hold within the company.

"How could this have happened?" she whispered, her voice a ghost in the emptiness of the room. "How could I have been so blind?"

Elena's pen hovered over the notepad, frozen in a moment of indecision. The inescapable weight of her discoveries pressed down upon her, the irregularities in the financial records a damning testament to the depths of deceit that had taken root within Ashford International. She could feel the eyes of Charles and Felicity Ashford upon her, their gazes piercing through the very walls of her office, demanding answers that she was not yet prepared to give.

The ticking of the clock on the wall echoed through the room, each second a reminder of the urgency that now drove her actions. Elena's mind raced, the consequences of her next move playing out in a dizzying array of possibilities. To reveal her findings now, without fully understanding the scope of the irregularities, could spell disaster for the company, and for her own position within it. And yet, to remain silent, to allow the rot to fester and spread, would be a betrayal of everything she believed in.

Elena's pen began to move, the scratching of ink on paper a haunting melody that filled the air. She jotted down notes, her hand trembling slightly as she committed her thoughts to the page. The names of shell corporations and offshore accounts stared back at her, their very existence a mockery of the principles upon which Ashford International had been built.

But even as she wrote, Elena knew that her investigation could not end here. The irregularities were but the tip of the iceberg, the surface of a much deeper and more insidious problem that threaded its way through the very heart of the company. She would need to dig deeper, to follow the trail of deceit wherever it led, no matter the cost.

The shadows in the room seemed to lengthen, the late afternoon sun casting an eerie glow through the windows. Elena's eyes narrowed, her resolve hardening with each passing moment. She would not rest until she had uncovered the truth, no matter how ugly or damning it might be. The pen scratched on, a relentless chorus of determination, as Elena Fischer set herself on a path from which there could be no turning back.

Elena rose from her desk, her movements precise and purposeful as she tucked her notes away in a locked drawer. She straightened her suit jacket, the fabric a sleek armour against the turmoil that churned within her. With a deep breath, she stepped out of her office and into the hallway, her footsteps echoing against the polished marble floor.

Elena approached a group of colleagues gathered near the water cooler, their laughter a jarring contrast to the weight that pressed upon her shoulders. She forced a smile, her lips curving into a practised expression of nonchalance.

"Quite the day, isn't it?" she remarked, her voice laced with a hint of dry humour. "I've been buried in financial reports all morning. Tell me, have any of you noticed anything unusual in your departments lately?"

Her question hung in the air, a seemingly innocent inquiry that belied the urgency of her investigation. Elena's gaze flitted from face to face, searching for any flicker of recognition or unease.

"Nothing out of the ordinary," replied a young man from the accounting team, his shrug a study in indifference. "Just the usual deadlines and budget constraints."

Elena nodded, her smile never wavering even as disappointment coiled in her gut. She turned to a woman from the human resources department, her head tilted in a gesture of casual interest.

"And you, Margot? How’s everything in Personnel?"

Margot shook her head, her perfectly coiffed hair barely moving with the motion. "Fine, everything has been running smoothly. We haven't had any unexpected departures or complaints."

Elena's fingers twitched, itching to jot down notes, to document every word and nuance of the conversation. But she restrained herself, maintaining the facade of normalcy even as her mind whirred with the implications of their responses.

As the conversation shifted to more mundane topics, Elena found herself once again glancing out the nearby window. The sunlight danced across the surface of the vast lake, a dazzling display of nature's beauty that stood in stark contrast to the shadows that lurked within the company.

Elena's throat tightened, a sudden wave of unease washing over her. The irregularities she had uncovered were but the first thread in a tapestry of deceit, and she knew that pulling on that thread could unravel everything she had worked so hard to build.

With a final nod to her colleagues, Elena excused herself from the conversation, her steps measured and purposeful as she made her way back to her office.

As Elena settled back into her office, her eyes fell upon a framed photograph on her desk—a portrait of herself alongside Charles and Felicity Ashford at a company gala. The smiling faces stared back at her, a stark reminder of the trust they had placed in her and the responsibility she bore to protect the company's integrity.

A knock at the door startled Elena from her thoughts. "Come in," she called out, her voice steady despite the turmoil within.

The door opened to reveal James Thompson, a junior analyst from the accounting department. He stepped inside, a folder clutched in his hand. "Elena, I hope I'm not interrupting. Chris mentioned that you were asking about unusual activity. I was reviewing some financial statements and noticed something odd. I thought you might want to take a look."

Elena gestured for him to take a seat, her curiosity piqued. "Of course, James. What did you find?"

As James laid out the documents on her desk, Elena's eyes narrowed, her mind already racing to connect the dots. The numbers aligned with the irregularities David had discovered earlier, painting a picture of a far more extensive network of deception than she had initially suspected or a more high level one.

"Thank you for bringing this to my attention, James," Elena said, her tone measured. "I'll look into it further. For now, let's keep this between us."

James nodded, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his face. "Is everything alright, Elena? I mean, these discrepancies..."

Elena forced a smile, her eyes betraying none of the apprehension that gripped her heart. "I'm sure it's just a misunderstanding. You know how complex these financial matters can be. I'll get to the bottom of it."

James gave one last nod before exiting the office, leaving Elena to ponder in solitude. She leaned back in her chair, her gaze drifting to the window where the sun was beginning to set over Lake Geneva.
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