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First, I wrote my business books in the years before the AI era: Stages of Organizational Life, The Life of a LinkedIn Group Owner, The Missing Link, 4PL: The Book That Never Should Have Been Written, and Invest Like a Pro. Together they form 459 pages of business intelligentia, grounded in real-world practice and hard-earned insight.

	Then I turned to craft, blending those ideas with the principles from James N. Frey’s classic How to Write a Damn Good Novel.

	The result is The Last Manifest 

	A Jason Noble e-thriller that mixes business realism with high-stakes suspense, where boardroom corruption collides with street-level survival.



	




	Lily, 

	Without you, this story would have ended differently. 

	Or might never have begun. 

	Paul



	

Prologue

	The fire started at dawn.

	Sirens hadn’t yet reached the Port of Antwerp when the first plume of black smoke twisted into the sky. Workers scrambled between stacks of containers, shouting names, searching for exits. Steel buckled, alarms wailed, and the smell of burning chemicals rolled over the docks like a poisonous tide.

	Clara, a secretary who had spent her career hidden in paperwork, clutched a folder of memos she wasn’t supposed to have. They proved the fire wasn’t an accident, and now every step she took felt like it might be her last.

	High above, Pieter watched the chaos from his crane. He had seen containers shifted at night, seals broken and welded again, shadows where no shadows should be. He knew what was happening below wasn’t misfortune—it was sabotage, and his notes could expose it.

	By the time Jason Noble arrived with Sarah Mitchel at his side, the yard was already a scar of ash and twisted steel. Fire crews were still dousing embers, but Jason wasn’t looking at the flames. He was watching the workers—faces smeared with soot and fear, eyes that told him one thing.

	Someone wanted this fire. Someone powerful. And they would kill to keep it buried.

	

	The Last Manifest is more than a list of cargo!

	It's the ledger of corruption that Jason Noble will risk everything to expose.



	




	The Assignment

	Jason Noble had been in countless boardrooms over the years, but something about Nordtex’s headquarters put him on edge. It wasn’t the sterile glass walls or the generic art in the corridors; it was the silence. For a building that housed nearly six hundred employees, it was too quiet, as if everyone was waiting for news they didn’t want to hear.

	He adjusted his tie as Sarah Mitchel walked beside him down the long corridor. She was reading the company briefing file on her tablet, lips pressed into a thin line.

	“You’ve seen the staff turnover?” she asked, lowering her voice.

	Jason nodded. “Thirty percent in two years. And those who stay are mostly over fifty. Classic sign of a company in late maturity.”

	Sarah glanced at him. “You always reduce it to stages. Growth, maturity, decline. Neat boxes.”

	“It’s not neat,” Jason said. “It’s a life cycle. The same mistakes repeat if you don’t face the stage you’re in. Nordtex is pretending it’s still in growth while bleeding like it’s already in decline. That tension is why we’re here,” Sarah finished. She tucked her tablet under her arm.

	A receptionist led them into a spacious conference room overlooking the industrial park. The view was of warehouses, trucks moving slowly, the kind of logistics landscape Jason had seen too many times. There was money in movement, but also secrets hidden in containers. He made a mental note.

	The door opened and Philippe DeWitt entered, silver hair slicked back, suit pressed to perfection. He carried the aura of a man trying to project confidence while privately doubting every step.

	“Mr. Noble, Ms. Mitchel.” His voice was smooth but tight. “Welcome to Nordtex. I hope the traffic wasn’t too bad.”

	Jason shook his hand, noting the firm grip. “Not bad at all. Thank you for seeing us.”

	Philippe gestured to the chairs. “Let’s get to the point. Our margins are collapsing. The board is restless. Consultants before you gave us slides and buzzwords. I don’t need theory. I need survival.”

	Sarah slid a set of printouts across the table. “We’ve reviewed your financials. Revenue flat for three years. Operating costs rising. Product line stagnant. You’ve cut marketing but pushed sales harder. That gap, what we call the missing link, is widening.”

	Philippe’s brow furrowed. “Missing link?”

	Jason leaned forward. “Marketing creates promises. Sales tries to deliver. When they’re not aligned, you get disillusioned customers and frustrated staff. At Nordtex, marketing still shouts about innovation, but your sales teams know the truth, you’re selling the same product you sold five years ago.”

	Philippe looked at the papers without touching them. “You make it sound fatal.”

	“It’s not fatal if you act,” Jason said. “But you can’t act halfway. Reinvention, or decline. Those are your options.”

	The room was silent. Jason noticed Sarah watching Philippe carefully, her empathy tuned in where his bluntness wasn’t.

	Philippe finally spoke. “What you’re describing… we’ve tried to address it. New campaigns, new partnerships. But every time we move forward, something blocks us.”

	“Blocks you?” Sarah asked. “Internally or externally?”

	Philippe hesitated. He reached into his jacket pocket and placed a plain white envelope on the table. “This arrived last week. No letterhead. No sender. Just one sentence.”

	Jason opened it. The letters were block capitals, typed on an old machine or a cheap printer:

	“END THE RESTRUCTURE OR END IT ALL.”

	Jason exhaled slowly, folded the paper, and put it back.

	Sarah frowned. “Who knows about this?”

	“Only me and the chairman,” Philippe said. “Not the unions, not the investors. And I’d like to keep it that way. If word gets out, the stock will tank, the banks will tighten credit, and we’re finished before we begin.”

	Jason leaned back, arms crossed. “So this isn’t just about financial decline. Someone doesn’t want change.”

	Philippe nodded grimly. “Or someone profits from the way things are.”

	The meeting stretched for another hour. They covered organizational charts, turnover data, and supply contracts. But the note lingered in the air like smoke.

	When they finally left the building, Sarah stopped at the edge of the car park, staring at the trucks that rumbled in and out of the loading bays. “What do you think?”

	Jason unlocked their rental car. “I think Nordtex isn’t just a company in decline. It’s a battleground. The note proves it.”

	“And you think it’s internal?”

	Jason shrugged. “Could be unions resisting layoffs. Could be middle management protecting their turf. Could be external suppliers, competitors. Maybe even someone inside logistics.” He gestured toward the trucks. “You know what 4PL models are like. When you outsource your logistics to someone who outsources to someone else, you lose visibility. And visibility is where crime hides.”

	Sarah gave him a sharp look. “You think this is criminal?”

	“I think it smells like it.”

	They drove toward the city. The afternoon traffic was thick, but Jason’s mind was elsewhere. He’d seen too many companies trying to reinvent themselves stumble not because of strategy, but because someone wanted them to fail.

	His phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number. He opened it.

	“Consultants can’t save Nordtex. Leave now.”

	Jason showed it to Sarah without a word.

	She read it and closed her eyes. “Looks like we just got promoted from advisors to targets.”

	Later that evening, they met at a quiet bistro near the Grand Place. Jason ordered a coffee, Sarah a glass of red wine. She opened her laptop, notes filling the screen.

	“Nordtex’s problems aren’t just about maturity,” she said. “Look at this. Their LinkedIn group. Supposed to be a hub for industry professionals. But half the posts are spam. The other half are angry ex-employees tearing the company apart in public. Their digital reputation is bleeding.”

	Jason sipped his coffee. “So offline they’re bleeding money. Online they’re bleeding credibility. Two fronts of the same war.”

	Sarah nodded. “And the board thinks they can hide behind press releases.”

	A voice interrupted. “Mind if I join you?”

	They looked up. A woman in her thirties stood by the table, trench coat draped over her arm, notebook in hand. She had sharp eyes, the kind that noticed too much.

	Jason didn’t move. “Depends who’s asking.”

	She smiled faintly. “Emma Cole. Investigative journalist. Don’t worry, I’m not here to quote you. Yet.”

	Sarah stiffened. “How did you know we were here?”

	Emma sat down uninvited. “Because Nordtex isn’t just another failing company. It’s a story. And you two are now part of it.”

	Jason studied her, measuring. “What kind of story?”

	“The kind that starts with declining profits,” Emma said, “and ends with hidden networks, offshore accounts, and someone making a fortune while everyone else drowns.”

	Emma Cole sat back in her chair, letting the silence work for her. Jason and Sarah exchanged a glance, consultants didn’t like surprises, and journalists were the ultimate wildcard.

	Jason finally broke the silence. “Nordtex hired us to help restructure. If you’re here to dig into corporate gossip, you’re wasting your time.”

	Emma’s smile was sharp. “I don’t deal in gossip. I deal in what people want buried. And right now, Nordtex is sitting on more than declining margins. They’ve got contracts running through shell companies in Rotterdam and Antwerp. Logistics flows that don’t add up. And a chairman who’s been playing both sides.”

	Sarah leaned forward. “You have evidence of that?”

	Emma tapped her notebook. “I have sources. But sources don’t keep me alive. Facts do. That’s why I wanted to meet you. You two are inside now. You’ll see what the board doesn’t want me to see.”

	Jason frowned. “And what’s in it for us if we help you?”

	Emma’s eyes hardened. “Staying alive. Those threat notes? They’re not just scare tactics. They’re warnings. Nordtex is tied into networks bigger than it admits. People have been silenced before. You think you’re here to talk about organizational stages and missing links. You’re actually standing in the middle of a war.”

	Jason felt the words land heavier than he expected. He’d always prided himself on cutting through corporate illusions, but this sounded like something darker.

	Sarah closed her laptop slowly. “Emma, if what you’re saying is true, then you’ve just dragged us into investigative journalism. That’s not our role.”

	Emma leaned in. “You don’t get to choose anymore. Nordtex chose for you when they hired you. And the people behind those trucks rolling out of their warehouses? They won’t care whether you’re a consultant or a journalist. To them, you’re a threat.”

	Jason studied her. She wasn’t exaggerating. He could see it in her eyes, a kind of fear carefully disguised as resolve.

	He set down his coffee. “Then maybe we start with the basics. You give us what you know. We give you what we see inside. And no one publishes anything until we all agree it’s safe.”

	Emma tilted her head, considering. “Deal. For now.”

	The next morning, Jason and Sarah returned to Nordtex for department briefings. Philippe had arranged a schedule: HR at nine, Sales at ten, Logistics at eleven. Jason always found the first two predictable. HR spoke in euphemisms, Sales in excuses. But logistics… that was where cracks showed.

	They sat across from the logistics director, a man named Rudi Van Acker. He looked nervous before the meeting even began, eyes flicking to the door as though he expected someone to walk in uninvited.

	Sarah began softly. “Rudi, we’d like to understand your outsourcing model. You’ve shifted to 4PL structures in the last decade, correct?”

	Rudi cleared his throat. “Yes. It was the trend. Everyone did it. We use a lead logistics provider, who then manages subcontractors. More efficient.”

	Jason flipped through the contracts. “Efficient for whom? Your lead provider bills you, but you don’t know which subcontractors they use. You lose transparency. That creates room for… creative practices.”

	Rudi’s hands tightened on the table. “Are you accusing us of fraud?”

	“No,” Jason said evenly. “I’m pointing out that you wouldn’t know if fraud was happening. And someone clearly doesn’t want you to restructure those contracts, or we wouldn’t be sitting here talking about anonymous threats.”

	Rudi swallowed hard. “Look, I just run the department. If you want to understand the bigger picture, you should talk to Finance.”

	Sarah caught the deflection immediately. “We will. But before that, has anyone pressured you to keep the current providers?”

	Rudi hesitated too long. Jason noted it. Pressure, yes. The question was from where.

	By lunch, Jason and Sarah sat in the cafeteria, their trays untouched.

	Sarah whispered, “He’s hiding something. Probably scared.”

	Jason stirred his coffee absently. “They all are. That’s the point. Fear keeps the structure intact.”

	His phone buzzed again. Another anonymous text.

	“YOU WERE WARNED. STOP ASKING QUESTIONS.”

	He showed it to Sarah.

	Her face went pale. “Jason, this is escalating fast. Yesterday a note, today texts. What’s next?”

	Jason pocketed the phone. “Next, we find out who’s sending them. Fear works both ways.”

	That evening, Emma Cole called them. “I did some digging. Nordtex’s investment arm, small on paper, but it’s moving money through offshore accounts. Nothing illegal on the surface, but patterns match laundering structures I’ve seen before.”

	Jason asked, “Why would a mid-sized textile company run offshore structures?”

	Emma’s voice was sharp. “Because someone inside wants to use Nordtex as a shell. The decline of the company is the perfect camouflage. Investors blame the market, while insiders siphon value.”

	Sarah frowned. “And the logistics network?”

	“Exactly where it connects,” Emma said. “Money in, goods out. Some legal, some not. The 4PL model hides it all.”

	Jason exhaled. It was the kind of puzzle that was bigger than any lifecycle model. Nordtex wasn’t just dying; it was being used.

	By midnight, Jason sat alone in his hotel room, notes scattered across the desk. He wrote in his notebook:

	
	● Decline stage confirmed
 

	● Marketing/sales misaligned
 

	● LinkedIn group toxic → reputation collapse
 

	● 4PL model opaque → possible smuggling/fraud
 

	● Offshore accounts → laundering suspicion
 

	● Threats escalating → intimidation strategy
 



	He closed the notebook. Tomorrow, they’d confront Finance. And tomorrow, he suspected, the real danger would reveal itself.

	For now, he turned off the light, but sleep didn’t come easy.

	 


The Missing Link

	Jason Noble arrived early the next morning, the Nordtex building still half asleep. Security guards checked badges at the front desk with unusual attentiveness. Jason noticed a new clipboard, a hastily added sign-in sheet for visitors. Fear had trickled down overnight.

	Sarah joined him near the elevators, coffee in hand. “You look like you didn’t sleep,” she said.

	“I didn’t,” Jason admitted. “Too many pieces don’t fit.”

	She smiled faintly. “That’s why you like puzzles.”

	The elevator opened to the fifth floor, Finance and Sales. Their first meeting was with CFO Hans Kessler, a tall, gaunt man who looked as if spreadsheets had drained the color from his skin. His office smelled faintly of stale tobacco despite the no-smoking signs.

	“Consultants,” Hans said, barely disguising his disdain. “Another expense line.”

	Jason ignored the jab. “We’re here to understand Nordtex’s financial flows. Decline isn’t just about revenue. It’s about what the numbers hide.”

	Hans folded his arms. “You have the reports. What more do you need?”

	Sarah placed a chart on the desk. “Your cash reserves are dropping faster than your profit margin. That suggests leakage. We want to understand where.”

	Hans’s eyes flickered. A tiny tell, but enough. “Leakage? Bold word.”

	Jason leaned forward. “We’re not here to polish reports. We’re here to find the missing link between what your marketing promises, what sales delivers, and what Finance records. Right now, those links don’t match.”

	Hans tapped his pen. “You’re implying fraud.”

	“I’m implying inconsistency,” Jason replied calmly. “Fraud is your word.”

	The silence stretched. Finally Hans exhaled. “There are… anomalies. Payments routed through subsidiaries. Logistics invoices higher than market rates. But this is Belgium. Paperwork buries everything. Good luck finding clarity.”

	Sarah caught the nuance. “Anomalies you’ve noticed but not reported?”

	Hans looked at her, his eyes tired. “You think I haven’t tried? The chairman overrules. Every time.”

	Jason and Sarah exchanged a glance. The chairman. That name kept surfacing.

	Their next stop was Sales. The director, Claire Moreau, was energetic, too energetic. The kind of energy that masked panic. Her office walls were plastered with old campaign posters, slogans about “Innovation You Can Trust.”

	Sarah started gently. “Claire, tell us about the sales team.”

	Claire laughed nervously. “What’s to tell? They’re exhausted. Marketing keeps pushing shiny campaigns. We can’t deliver half the promises. Customers walk away. My people burn out.”

	Jason asked, “Have you raised this with the board?”

	Claire’s smile vanished. “And lose my job? They don’t want reality. They want numbers. I give them numbers, even if I bleed to get them.”

	She opened a drawer and tossed a folder on the desk. “Here. Customer complaints. Hundreds. Marketing promised next-gen textiles with sustainability certifications. We don’t have them. The factories aren’t upgraded. But the ads are already out.”

	Sarah leafed through the papers. “This is the missing link, Jason. The gap is deliberate. They’re selling an image they know they can’t deliver.”

	Jason closed the folder. “Which means trust is eroding from the outside just as fast as the inside. No wonder your LinkedIn group looks like a battlefield.”

	Claire looked startled. “You’ve seen it?”

	“Everyone’s seen it,” Jason said. “And once your reputation collapses online, it doesn’t matter how glossy your brochures look.”

	Claire’s voice dropped. “You don’t understand. The LinkedIn group isn’t just ex-employees. It’s… coordinated. Bots, fake profiles. Someone wants Nordtex to look worse than it is.”

	Sarah stiffened. “Deliberate sabotage.”

	Claire nodded. “And the timing matches every restructuring attempt. Announce a change, and within twenty-four hours, the group floods with negativity. Like clockwork.”

	Jason sat back. The pattern was too clean to be coincidence. Someone was orchestrating the fall, inside and out.

	By late afternoon, Jason and Sarah regrouped in a small café near the station. Emma Cole joined them, trench coat draped over her chair.

	Jason summarized: “Finance has anomalies. Sales is burning out. Marketing promises what doesn’t exist. And someone is weaponizing social media against Nordtex.”

	Emma scribbled notes. “Classic playbook. Create chaos, hide the siphoning. While everyone argues about campaigns and complaints, money moves offshore.”

	Sarah asked, “Have you found anything new on the accounts?”

	Emma nodded. “Yes. Two shell companies in Luxembourg. Both invoice Nordtex Logistics for ‘consultancy services.’ No staff, no offices. Just paper entities.”

	Jason frowned. “How much money?”

	“Millions,” Emma said. “Small enough per invoice to avoid scrutiny. Large enough in total to matter.”

	Jason exhaled. “And the chairman signs off?”

	Emma’s expression darkened. “Every single one.”

	That evening, Jason’s phone buzzed again. Another anonymous text.

	“YOU DIG, YOU DIE.”

	He showed it to Sarah. She whispered, “Jason, this isn’t just business. It’s criminal.”

	He looked at her, calm but resolved. “Then it’s time we treated it that way.”

	The following morning, Jason and Sarah were escorted into a smaller boardroom. Philippe DeWitt was already waiting, looking older than he had two days earlier. His tie was loosened, and his eyes darted to the door as if he expected intruders.

	“You’ve spoken with Finance and Sales,” he said without preamble. “So tell me, what’s your verdict?”

	Jason didn’t sugarcoat it. “Nordtex is being hollowed out. Finance is leaking money through offshore structures. Sales is forced to deliver on marketing lies. Your social media presence is a weapon being used against you. Someone is orchestrating your decline.”

	Philippe rubbed his forehead. “I thought as much.”

	Sarah leaned forward. “Then why haven’t you stopped it?”

	“Because the chairman doesn’t want it stopped,” Philippe said bitterly. “He insists on the 4PL contracts, the shell entities, the campaigns we can’t deliver. He tells us it’s the only way to survive. But every decision bleeds us further.”

	Jason asked quietly, “Have you considered he isn’t trying to save Nordtex? He’s trying to use it?”

	Philippe’s eyes widened. “Use it… for what?”

	“Money laundering,” Jason said flatly. “Shell companies. Logistics routes. False campaigns to attract cash flow. It all points the same way.”

	Philippe slumped back in his chair. “If that’s true… then Nordtex is finished.”

	“No,” Jason said. “Not finished. Hijacked.”

	Later, in the cafeteria, Sarah whispered, “If Philippe knows this much, why hasn’t he gone to the authorities?”

	Jason stirred his coffee. “Fear. Loyalty. Or complicity. Pick one.”

	Emma joined them at the table, sliding her notebook across. “I’ve got something new. Customer complaints? Some of them never reached Sales. They were intercepted. Guess where they ended up?”

	Sarah scanned the papers. “Finance?”

	Emma shook her head. “Legal. A tiny office that signs NDAs and pays settlements. All hush money. Hundreds of thousands spent silencing clients who noticed ‘irregularities’ in their orders.”

	Jason’s jaw tightened. “Irregularities like what?”

	“Orders billed for materials that never arrived. Or arrived but weren’t what was promised. Classic bait and switch.”

	Sarah closed the file. “So Sales is burning out selling lies, customers are paid off to keep quiet, and the money trail vanishes offshore. This isn’t decline. It’s deliberate extraction.”

	Emma leaned closer. “And whoever’s behind it won’t let you fix Nordtex. If you restructure, the siphon collapses. That’s why you’re getting threats.”

	Jason exhaled slowly. The puzzle was no longer academic. It was survival.

	That night, Jason returned to his hotel to find his door ajar. He froze in the hallway. Sarah, standing beside him, whispered, “Jason…”

	He pushed the door open cautiously. The room was dark, but he didn’t need light to see the message. On the desk, scrawled across his open notebook, were three words in thick black marker:

	“LEAVE OR DIE.”

	Sarah flicked on the lamp. The rest of the room looked untouched, but Jason knew better. His files, his notes, someone had read everything.

	He closed the notebook calmly. “They’re watching us.”

	Sarah’s hands trembled slightly. “Jason, we can’t keep doing this without protection. We need to go to the police.”

	Jason shook his head. “And say what? That consultants found anomalies in logistics invoices? They’ll laugh us out of the station. No. We need proof first. Solid, irrefutable proof.”

	Sarah stared at him. “And what if we don’t live long enough to find it?”

	Jason didn’t answer.

	The next morning, they met with Logistics again. Rudi Van Acker looked worse than before, sweat on his forehead despite the cool air.

	Jason placed a folder on the table. “Rudi, these are invoices from your lead provider. They’re billing you double market rate for container shipments. Do you know where the margin goes?”

	Rudi shook his head quickly. “We don’t track subcontractors. That’s the provider’s responsibility.”

	Sarah pressed. “Have you ever asked?”

	Rudi hesitated, then whispered, “Once. I was told to drop it. That the contracts were untouchable.”

	“By whom?” Jason asked.

	Rudi swallowed. “The chairman’s office.”

	Jason and Sarah exchanged a glance. The pattern was complete. Every road led to the same door.

	That evening, Emma called again. Her voice was tense. “I cross-checked Nordtex’s shell companies with shipping manifests. Guess what? Containers routed through Antwerp disappear off the record for twelve hours. When they reappear, the manifests are altered. Someone’s moving goods off-book.”

	Jason asked, “What kind of goods?”

	Emma’s voice lowered. “Could be anything. Textiles, drugs, weapons. I don’t know. But the concealment is deliberate. And Nordtex’s name is the cover.”

	Sarah’s voice was tight. “If this is true, it’s beyond corporate fraud. It’s international crime.”

	Emma didn’t disagree. “And you two are sitting in the middle of it.”

	Jason stood at the hotel window later, staring at the city lights. The assignment had started as a consultancy job, a classic late-cycle diagnosis. Now it was something else entirely.

	He spoke softly, almost to himself. “Stages of organizational life. Marketing and sales gaps. Logistics opacity. Offshore finance. It’s all connected. But it’s not a business model. It’s a crime model.”

	Sarah joined him at the window, her voice quiet but firm. “And we just became the only people who can prove it.”

	Jason nodded slowly. “Which means we’re also the only targets worth eliminating.”

	The city lights flickered outside. The war for Nordtex had only just begun.




	




	Shadows in the Numbers

	The boardroom was colder than usual, though the air-conditioning had not changed. Jason Noble sat at the long polished table, watching the executives trickle in one by one. Sarah Mitchel sat beside him, quietly adjusting her notes. The atmosphere was heavy, like a storm waiting to break.

	Philippe DeWitt entered last, his face pale and drawn. He gave no greeting, just lowered himself into the chair at the head of the table. His silence was louder than words.

	Jason leaned toward Sarah. “Notice how no one looks at him,” he whispered. “They know he’s finished.”

	Sarah’s eyes flicked across the room. None of the managers dared meet Philippe’s gaze. They were avoiding him like a sinking ship.

	Philippe finally spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, you all know why we’re here. Nordtex is at a crossroads. These consultants”, he gestured to Jason and Sarah without enthusiasm, “have been analyzing our position. They’ll share their findings.”

	Jason rose, walking slowly to the screen. “Nordtex has three problems. One, your product line is stagnant, stuck in maturity while your competitors innovate. Two, your sales and marketing are misaligned. Marketing promises what sales cannot deliver. Three, your financial and logistical systems are leaking, bleeding money into shadows you no longer control.”

	A murmur spread across the room. Jason raised a hand for silence. “These are not small cracks. They are fractures. If you do not act, Nordtex will collapse. And worse, it will collapse in scandal.”

	An older manager spoke up. “Scandal? What are you implying?”

	Jason fixed him with a steady look. “That money is being funneled through shell companies. That logistics contracts are priced at double market rate. That containers disappear and reappear with altered manifests. This is not inefficiency. It is exploitation.”

	The room went dead silent. Eyes darted nervously to Philippe, then to each other.

	Philippe cleared his throat. “We… we are looking into these matters.”

	Sarah stood, voice calm but firm. “Looking into them is not enough. The company is being used. If you restructure, you threaten the scheme. That’s why you’re receiving threats. Someone profits from Nordtex’s decline.”

	For a moment no one moved. Then Hans Kessler, the CFO, spoke with a bitter laugh. “So it’s true. I told you, Philippe. I told you the numbers didn’t add up.”

	Claire Moreau from Sales slammed a folder on the table. “And my team takes the blame while Finance signs off contracts no one explains. I’m done being the scapegoat.”

	The meeting descended into accusations. Voices rose, fingers pointed. Jason and Sarah let the storm rage, watching the fractures widen.

	When the noise reached its peak, Jason spoke again, quiet but cutting through the chaos. “All of you are arguing while someone else pulls the strings. If you don’t face that truth, Nordtex won’t survive the year.”

	The room fell silent once more.

	After the meeting, Sarah and Jason walked through the parking lot. Sarah’s voice was tense. “We just painted targets on our backs in front of half the company.”

	Jason shrugged. “Better they know. The more light, the harder it is for shadows to hide.”

	As they reached their car, a black SUV pulled up fast, too close. The window rolled down. A man inside, face obscured by a cap, tossed a small package onto the ground. Then the SUV sped off, tires screeching.

	Sarah froze. Jason bent down carefully. The package was wrapped in brown paper, no markings. He peeled it open. Inside was a single torn piece of fabric stained dark red. Attached was a note:

	“Next time it won’t be cloth.”

	Sarah’s face drained of color. “They’re escalating.”

	Jason folded the fabric back into the paper, voice steady. “And they’re running out of patience.”

	That night, Emma Cole joined them in the hotel bar. She looked tired, hair pulled back, eyes sharp as ever. She slid a USB stick across the table.

	“I pulled customs data from Antwerp. Cross-referenced Nordtex’s shipments. Here’s the pattern: containers leave the factory labeled as textiles, arrive at port, then vanish from the record for twelve hours. When they reappear, manifests have changed. Always in the same categories: high-value goods, small volume, easy to conceal.”

	Sarah asked, “Drugs?”

	Emma shook her head. “Could be. Or weapons. Or restricted tech. Whatever it is, it’s big enough that someone is willing to threaten consultants over it.”

	Jason pocketed the USB. “And the money trail?”

	Emma sighed. “Worse. The shell companies are tied to a private equity fund in Luxembourg. The fund invests in small firms, but the returns are… unrealistically high. Classic laundering vehicle. And guess who sits on the advisory board?”

	Sarah’s voice was barely a whisper. “The chairman.”

	Emma nodded. “Exactly. He’s not saving Nordtex. He’s stripping it clean, using its decline as cover.”

	Jason leaned back, processing the weight of it. “Which means Nordtex isn’t just failing. It’s a front.”

	Emma looked at him hard. “And now you’ve said it out loud, you’re in deeper than ever.”

	Jason couldn’t sleep that night. He paced the hotel room, mind racing. Every thread connected: the organizational decline, the sales and marketing lies, the manipulated LinkedIn group, the inflated logistics contracts, the offshore finance. It was a perfect scheme, elegant in its cruelty. A company dying on the surface while feeding an invisible empire beneath.

	At three in the morning, he sat down and wrote in his notebook:

	
	● Nordtex as shell
 

	● Chairman central to scheme
 

	● Threat escalation confirmed
 

	● Next step: proof from inside Finance systems
 



	He closed the notebook. Tomorrow they would dig into the numbers themselves. And tomorrow, someone would try to stop them.

	




	




	The Break Point

	The Finance floor was unusually quiet. Jason Noble walked with measured steps, Sarah Mitchel at his side. The morning sunlight spilled through the tall windows, but the atmosphere was anything but bright. Employees kept their heads down, typing quickly, avoiding eye contact. Fear had seeped into the walls.

	Hans Kessler, the CFO, greeted them with a grim nod. He looked worse than before, eyes ringed with sleeplessness. He motioned them into his office and closed the door.

	“You want proof,” Hans said without preamble. “Proof that the chairman is using Nordtex as a front. You won’t find it in the reports. Those are scrubbed clean before anyone sees them.”

	Jason replied, “Then we need access to the raw systems. The ledgers, the invoice databases, the contracts before they’re sanitized.”

	Hans hesitated, fingers drumming on his desk. “You realize if I let you in, I’m finished. He’ll know it was me.”

	Sarah leaned forward. “Hans, if you don’t, Nordtex is finished. You know it. You’ve known it for years. Do you want to go down as the man who signed off on the theft of your own company?”

	Hans’s lips trembled slightly. He opened a drawer and slid a keycard across the desk. “Basement level. Archive servers. You’ll have two hours before the system logs my override.”

	Jason pocketed the card. “Thank you.”

	Hans looked away. “Don’t thank me. Just don’t let him win.”

	The basement archive was a world apart from the glossy boardrooms. Dusty shelves, humming servers, dim fluorescent lights. Jason swiped the card and the heavy door clicked open.

	Inside, Sarah booted up a terminal. She typed quickly, bypassing login screens with the credentials Hans had provided. Rows of numbers filled the screen, raw and unfiltered.

	“Here we go,” she murmured. “Direct invoice feeds, pre-report.”

	Jason leaned over her shoulder. “Sort by vendor. Show me the logistics invoices.”

	She pulled up a table. The numbers told the story instantly: inflated charges, irregular dates, amounts just below reporting thresholds. And always the same lead provider, the same shell companies behind them.

	Sarah’s voice was tight. “It’s worse than we thought. The overbilling alone is draining millions a quarter. And the offshore transfers… they’re structured to look like consultancy fees. Classic laundering.”

	Jason nodded slowly. “We need copies. Everything. Full audit trail.”

	Sarah began downloading files onto an encrypted drive.

	A sudden noise made them both freeze. The sound of footsteps in the corridor outside.

	Jason whispered, “We weren’t supposed to be found here.”

	The footsteps stopped outside the door. A key rattled in the lock.

	Sarah yanked the drive free and slipped it into her pocket. Jason stood, positioning himself between her and the door.

	The handle turned.

	The door swung open. Two men in security uniforms stepped inside, faces blank, movements too precise. These weren’t ordinary guards.

	“Basement’s off-limits,” one said flatly. “You need to come with us.”

	Jason kept his tone calm. “We have authorization. CFO override.”

	The guard didn’t blink. “Not anymore.”

	Sarah’s heart raced. She glanced at Jason. His eyes told her everything: stall, but be ready to run.

	Jason stepped forward, close enough to make the guard pause. “Do you know who I am?” he asked quietly.

	The guard hesitated. Just long enough.

	Jason shoved him hard, sending him stumbling back into the corridor. Sarah darted past the second guard before he could react. Jason followed, slamming the door behind them.

	They sprinted down the dim hallway, footsteps echoing. Alarms began to blare.

	“Stairs!” Jason shouted.

	They burst into the stairwell, racing upward. Voices shouted below, radios crackled. Whoever had sent those guards knew exactly what Jason and Sarah had found.

	They reached the ground floor, breathless. Jason pushed through a side exit into the parking lot. The sun was blinding after the basement gloom. Sarah clutched her pocket, where the drive pressed against her palm like a lifeline.

	“Jason, they’ll be looking for us,” she gasped.

	He scanned the lot. A familiar figure stood by a small car: Emma Cole, waving them over urgently.

	They sprinted to her. She opened the back door. “Get in, now!”

	As soon as they slammed the doors shut, Emma hit the accelerator. The car lurched forward, weaving into traffic.

	“What happened?” she demanded.

	Jason caught his breath. “We have proof. Logistics fraud, offshore laundering, the whole trail. But someone tried to stop us.”

	Emma’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. “Then we don’t have much time. If they know you’ve got the files, they won’t stop at threats.”

	Sarah pressed a hand to her temple, adrenaline still surging. “We need to duplicate this drive. Secure it somewhere safe.”

	Emma nodded. “I know a place. But you need to understand, once this leaks, you’re not just fighting Nordtex. You’re fighting whoever they’re tied to. And from what I’ve seen, those ties go deep.”

	Jason looked out the window, watching the city blur past. “Then we’ll fight. But first, we survive.”

	That night, in a safe apartment Emma had arranged, they gathered around a small table. Jason set the encrypted drive on the surface like it was made of glass.

	Sarah whispered, “This could bring the whole company down.”

	Emma’s eyes gleamed. “And more. If the laundering connects to external networks, this is bigger than Nordtex. Much bigger.”

	Jason folded his arms. “Then tomorrow we go deeper. Tomorrow we trace the money to the top.”

	The room was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator.

	Outside, the city slept, unaware that a company’s final secrets had just been stolen, and that three people had become the most dangerous targets in Brussels.
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