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Prologue
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Zoe sat on the pew, gazing out of the stained glass window, and let her mind drift as she absorbed the church's peaceful atmosphere...

Three years have nearly passed. The world I once knew didn’t just crack; it collapsed—quietly and utterly—and in all the places I thought were safe.

You’d think I’d be used to it. I made a living peeling back glossy lies, digging through the rot beneath the surface of the beauty industry. Fraudulent products, forged lab reports, marketing spun from vapour. I knew how to follow the money, read between the lines, spot the swindle.

But nothing—nothing—prepared me for what was waiting beneath all that.

It started with a death. Annabel. That’s why I’m here today in this place of peace. She wasn’t just a colleague—she was the kind of person you didn’t realise you'd come to depend on until she was gone. A friend. Quiet. Brilliant. Always a step ahead. And then suddenly... not there. No warning. No accident.

Murder.

It was deliberate. Clean. Almost perfect. Except for one thing.

Pink Bobbit.

The words were smeared in pink lipstick across a hotel bathroom mirror. It looked like a joke. It wasn’t. The lipstick is still missing. It’s a message—for me. The last thing Annabel left behind. A flare fired into the dark. And I understood.

That single clue shattered the illusion completely. What we’d both been unknowingly circling was real. Bigger than I had imagined. A hidden empire buried beneath powders and promises—an interconnected network with its hands in every glossy advert and every silent insecurity. Annabel called them the Vainglorious Cartel—the name stuck.

Initially, I thought it was just greed taken too far. But this wasn’t about money. It was about control. The Cartel sold identity. They manipulated desire, fear, and self-worth. They turned science into seduction—addiction to a business model.

Annabel discovered this too late. And I? I thought I was navigating a system. But it isn’t a system. It’s war.

And I’m not alone in it. Max D’Angelo has my back. He always did. Former intelligence officer, unnervingly calm, endlessly capable. He was the first person I trusted when everything else started falling apart. Then there’s the Count—Orpheus Consulting’s mysterious founder. Brilliant. Terrifying. Essential. And Pebble. Goodness me, Pebble. Drag queen, bouncer, unlikely moral compass. With a voice like crushed velvet and fists like sledgehammers, he's somehow become the heart of our mess. Together, we tugged at the edges. We tried to pierce the mask. But we only ever scratched the surface.

The Cartel hasn’t collapsed; it's evolved. Its tactics have become sharper, and its science more subtle. It is an ideology, a system, and a network of men and women who not only sell lies but also engineer them. They control what people buy, how they feel, and what they fear when they look in the mirror. Identity has become the product, and addiction, the currency.

They were reprogramming truth at a microbial level, reconfiguring what people craved and what they feared—creating dependence in a world already saturated with it.

And what about me? I’m still searching for the truth. I’m heading to Tokyo under the pretence of attending a conference, trying to understand what they really are—and what they’re becoming.

It’s like standing on the edge of something vast and alive. I can feel it shifting beneath me—the tension in the air, the hum of data, the ghostly traces of obsession mapped across every click, every scroll. This isn’t about beauty any longer. It’s about control.

And whatever I thought was the conclusion? That was just the opening move...

The taxi horn blared outside, jolting her back to her senses. She grabbed her bag, made the sign of the cross as she genuflected, and swiftly headed out, impatient for the airport driver...
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Chapter 1: Tokyo Shadows
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Zoe stood at the polished mahogany table, her fingers lightly tapping the surface in time with the hum of the overhead air conditioning. The room was bright, modern, and silent, save for the occasional shuffle of papers and the quiet murmur of translators. In front of her sat a sea of executives in sharp suits, their expressions carefully composed, but their eyes revealing everything—calculating, expectant, assessing her every word. The presentation flashing across the screen behind her was packed with statistics, financial trends, and industry projections, but none of this mattered.

They weren’t here for numbers. They were here to see her—to see if she could be trusted, to see if she could help them.

The conference room, situated within Tokyo’s gleaming skyline, seemed a world away from the chaos of the last few months. Sleek and minimalist in true Japanese style, with a hint of traditional culture evident in the large wall screen at the back of the room, featuring a ukiyo-e depiction of old Edo. A reminder that even the most modern industries were built upon the bones of something far older.

After the unsettling conclusion of the ‘Pink Bobbit’ case, Zoe thought she might finally find some semblance of closure, even some peace—an illusion she quickly realised was both naïve and foolish. Nearly three years had passed, and despite the demise of Bernice Bianchi, the Vainglorious Cartel hadn’t disappeared. If anything, they had simply... adjusted. And if they were regrouping, so was she. The weight of the events that had led her here was never far from her mind.

The chair of the meeting, a severe-looking man in his sixties, adjusted his glasses before speaking. "Miss Blaise," he said in precise, mellow, accented English, "your financial analysis on the consumer shift in skincare ingredients, particularly the rise of overt anti-ageing claims, has raised several concerns. Could you elaborate further?"

Zoe’s mind briefly returned to the case she had not entirely left behind—the unanswered questions that still ate at her, the sinister figures she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. But she pushed those thoughts aside, forcing herself to focus. Now was not the time for distractions. Not when she had been invited here to represent something far greater than herself, to sway these industry titans. She took a slow, deliberate breath, steadying herself before answering.

"Certainly," she began, her voice cool and sharp, slicing through the room with the authority she had cultivated over years of financial fraud investigations within the cosmetics industry. 

"As the market becomes more saturated, brands increasingly focus on claims of long-term efficacy and transparency. But here’s the problem—there’s a disconnect between what’s promised and what’s actually being delivered. The regulatory frameworks, especially in the USA, haven’t kept up with growing concerns about harmful ingredients, and people are starting to notice. This also affects businesses in the EU, where regulations are viewed as the gold standard. The rise of social media and self-proclaimed dermatology and toxicology experts complicates things. Just because someone wears a white coat doesn’t mean they’re an expert."

Her eyes scanned the room, picking out the expressions of interest—an executive in the back taking notes, a marketing head nodding, but one face lingered in her memory. A face she hadn’t expected to see again.

Luca. Luca Morelli. Why was he here?

The sight of him sent a brief, unsettling jolt right through her, causing her to tremble slightly. His presence was a ghost she hadn’t been able to shake, and though he sat perfectly still, something about him spoke of danger—unseen, but always there. The echoes of their last encounter, his dark spiral into the underworld of the beauty industry, reverberated in her mind. That confrontation, the one she’d tried to bury, had left deep scars, each one slowly reopening. She forced herself to focus on the conversation, pushing Luca’s memory into the background where it belonged. But his shadow stretched long, dark, and impossible to ignore.

"Are we at risk of losing credibility?" another voice interrupted, a sharp contrast to the mellow tone of the first. 

Zoe nodded, forcing herself back into the present.

"Potentially," she replied, her eyes narrowing with a hint of resolve. "But it’s not just about credibility. This goes beyond simple market positioning. There’s a seismic shift happening in consumer attitudes. People are waking up to the manipulation, to the hollow promises that have been fed to them for years. They remember the industry implosion and the scandal it unearthed. Consumers do not forgive easily. And now there are others, more dangerous players, already positioning themselves and exploiting this reality. The next phase won't just be about transparency—it will be about survival."

A sudden, heavy silence descended upon the room, the tension evident. Zoe wasn’t just talking about the industry anymore. She wasn’t just discussing consumers, marketing, or the latest claims. She was talking about something much darker—something she could feel closing in on her with the tightening of a vice.

The ‘Vainglorious Cartel’ was still lurking, its influence sprawling across borders, entwining itself in places she never thought it could. Each connection, each lead, was a thread in a web she wasn’t sure she was prepared to unravel. These suits in the room were the best of what was left of a collapsed industry trying to rebuild, and they needed help from real experts, not the Cartel.

Outside the room, in an adjacent meeting space, Max and the Count sat together, their expressions more subdued than usual as they listened to Zoe’s words, a soft murmur of concern between them.

They weren’t eavesdropping out of distrust—far from it. Max and the Count had always stood by Zoe, their bond forged through years of shared work, their loyalty unwavering. But the subtle tension in her voice, the edges of her words, told them that she was holding something back—something more profound, darker than even the scope of her current analysis.

They exchanged a look, an unspoken understanding passing between them. Max shifted slightly, 

as though preparing to intervene if needed, though neither intended to interrupt her flow. Zoe was more than capable in these situations. The Count’s brow furrowed, a rare moment of unease. He had known Zoe long enough to sense when something wasn’t quite right.

“She’s walking a fine line,” the Count muttered softly, more to himself than Max. “Whatever she’s digging into now, it’s bigger than we think.”

Max didn’t answer at first, his gaze fixed on the meeting room ahead, his mind racing. The last few months had been riddled with questions—unanswered, unspoken. The ‘Pink Bobbit’ case had rattled them all, but it seemed that was only the beginning. Whatever Zoe was uncovering now, they would be right there with her, whether she wanted them to be or not.

He leant forward, voice hushed but firm. "We’ll have to stay close. She won’t be able to do this alone."

They both understood that Zoe would never ask for help. They had remained indifferent to her questions following Bernice Bianchi's death. Zoe was desperate for answers about the missing lipstick, but they had none to give her, at least not yet. Anger simmered inside her, and she had retreated into the safety of her mantra, ‘trust no one’, especially after her revelations about ‘Pink Bobbit’ and the Cartel. However, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be willing to offer assistance. The Cartel’s influence was extensive, its power sinister. If Zoe was getting too close to the core of it, she would need every bit of protection they could provide. They knew she was walking into a storm and wouldn’t let her face it alone.

The meeting dragged on for another half-hour, and Zoe’s anxiety about Luca being in the same room was building to a boiling point.

She thanked the attendees as they drifted to the bar at the back of the room and made a beeline for him.

"Mr Morelli," she spoke quietly, "I’m surprised to see you here, so far from Milan."

He grinned, but his eyes were blank. Cecilia Bellini had really done her work on him.

His face was drawn. The atmosphere between them was clouded with unspoken tension. Luca Morelli had changed; that much was obvious. His face, once full of Mediterranean warmth and effortless arrogance, was drawn and hollowed, the sharp planes of his cheekbones accentuated by the stark overhead lighting. Zoe noticed skin bore subtle marks of scarring from what appeared to be spots or lesions, yet she remembered his complexion used to be smooth and clear. She also noticed how his suit, immaculately tailored as always, did little to disguise the weight loss, and the almost mechanical stiffness of his posture was unreal.

But it was his eyes that unsettled Zoe the most.

They lacked their usual Latin fire—empty, hollow, erased.

"Zoe Blaise," he murmured, his voice smooth, almost indifferent, as he adjusted the cuff of his shirt. "It’s been a while."

She studied him carefully. Luca had always been dangerous in his way—ruthless, ambitious, an opportunist who knew how to play the long game. But this? This was different. This wasn’t just a man who had been through hell. This was a man who had been rebuilt.

"You look well," she said carefully.

A brief glimmer of something—amusement, perhaps—passed across his face before vanishing just as quickly.

"Do I?" His fingers drummed idly against his glass. "That’s good to know."

Zoe didn’t smile. "What are you doing here, Luca?"

He briefly allowed the question to hang between them before exhaling, and then he leaned back against the polished bar counter. The room around them buzzed with murmured conversations, the clinking of glasses, and the measured voices of businesspeople trying to make sense of the industry’s chaos. Yet, in that moment, it felt as if the world had narrowed—just the two of them, circling each other like animals who had long since stopped pretending they weren’t predators.

"I’m here on business," he said eventually. "Same as you."

She didn’t believe him — not for a second.

"Really?" She pretended to take a slow sip of her drink, keeping a composed expression. 

"You don’t exactly strike me as someone interested in financial risk analysis. I always knew you as a formulator.”

His lips twitched. "People change."

Not like this, they don’t, thought Zoe.

She set her glass down with deliberate care.

"I read about Cecilia Bellini’s new research," she said lightly, watching his face closely for any reaction. "Groundbreaking. The way she’s... reshaping the industry with her signature brand... Ethereal Beauty?”

She thought she glimpsed it for a fleeting moment, something lurking behind his carefully crafted facade. Not fear, exactly, but something close.

Then, just as quickly, it was gone.

"She’s a visionary," he said smoothly. "But you already knew that, didn’t you?"

Zoe tilted her head slightly. "Did I?"

Luca’s smile was polite, impassive. "You always were ahead of the game, Zoe.”

Zoe could sense the conversation becoming more tense—subtle, shifting, controlled. Luca wasn’t just talking. He was gauging her, measuring how much she already knew, how much she suspected. She had the unsettling feeling that she was being assessed. And Luca, for all his charm, wasn’t the one holding the cards anymore.

A quiet chime interrupted them—a discreet notification on Luca’s phone. He glanced at it briefly, then slid the device back into his pocket with an effortless grace that did nothing to hide the tension in his shoulders.

"Unfortunately," he said, finishing his drink, "I have somewhere to be."

Zoe didn’t try to stop him as he stood, smoothing down his jacket. But just as he turned to leave, she spoke.

“Luca?”

He paused.

She met his gaze, holding it. "Are you in trouble?"

A brief glimmer of something—hesitation, calculation—crossed Luca’s face. It was such a tiny moment of doubt, it might have been imagined. Then, the mask settled back into place.

"You should go home, Zoe," he said softly. "This isn’t your fight anymore."

And with that, he walked away, disappearing into the quiet hum of Tokyo’s elite.

This isn’t your fight anymore. She felt the words squeezing against her ribs, a warning that she didn’t fully comprehend. 

Sighing, Zoe pushed her untouched drink aside. "Like hell it isn’t," she muttered under her breath.

––––––––
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Max and the Count sat in silence, watching the city lights shimmer across the dark waters of Tokyo Bay. The restaurant’s rooftop terrace was nearly empty, the last few guests engaged in quiet conversation over their glasses of sake and whiskey—a perfect place for an undisturbed meeting.

With his fingers wrapped around a delicate porcelain teacup, the Count studied Max carefully. "You’ve been quiet since the meeting.”

Max didn’t look up. He stared at his phone, scrolling through something neither of them would like. 

“Clara has just sent me Luca Morelli’s financial records,” he replied flatly.

The Count frowned. “And?"

Max exhaled sharply, turning the screen towards him.

“A series of offshore accounts. All linked to shell corporations. All tied to Cecilia Bellini”.

And then, at the very bottom—buried within layers of misdirection—was a name they hadn’t seen in a very long time.

Eric Harrington. Eric, who had once been the ‘bostik’ of the team at Orpheus, was now under suspicion.

Something unsettling, a cold unease, slowly crept between them.

The Count set his teacup down carefully. "Well, that does complicate things!”

Max nodded grimly. "Yeah. It does.”

––––––––
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The cool night air wrapped around Zoe as she stepped onto the quiet streets of Tokyo’s Minato ward. The neon glow of nearby buildings reflected off the damp pavement, creating an artificial haze that only added to the unease deep inside her. She pulled her coat tighter around her, her mind still replaying the conversation with Luca Morelli.

This isn’t your fight anymore.

That was a lie — a calculated one. Luca had always been economical with the truth, but there was something else in his voice — something she couldn’t quite grasp. It wasn’t mere cold indifference. It was as if he were issuing her a command. He was warning her and threatening her simultaneously. 

She walked at a measured pace, her heels clicking on the pavement as she turned into a quieter street, away from the glass and steel of the commercial district. The hotel where she stayed wasn’t far, but the streets felt unusually empty for this part of the city. Tokyo was safer than most places she had worked, but Zoe knew better than to mistake quietness for security. 

The shadows felt ominous tonight. Her hand slipped into her coat pocket, her fingers brushing the cold edge of her phone. She considered calling Max, telling him about Luca, the strange hollowness in his eyes, and how his words had sounded almost rehearsed. But she didn’t. She needed to think. She needed to understand. 

Up ahead, a vending machine cast a pale glow on the pavement. Towering above it, bright advertisements flickered with shifting images of impossibly flawless faces, each promising eternal youth.

「真の美しさは時代を超越する」「完璧な肌を手に入れよ

う」「スキンケアの新時代が始まる」

"Real beauty is timeless” "Unlock your perfect skin”  

"A new era in skincare begins"

Zoe exhaled sharply, her lips pressing into a thin line. The marketing never changed. The illusion never changed.

She was about to keep walking when she felt a chill run up her spine. A feeling, the kind of feeling that couldn’t be explained, but was instinctively felt—a presence, a movement just outside her field of vision. Zoe had spent years training herself to notice these things. The subtle

inconsistencies, the way the world changed when someone was watching. It wasn’t paranoia.

Casually, she moved towards a vending machine, pretending to browse the drinks on offer, as she let her gaze stare at the reflective surface of the machine’s glass panel. A man was standing at the far end of the street, half-shrouded in shadow. Zoe didn’t turn, and didn’t react. But she knew. She was being followed. Not by a mugger... not a random stalker... someone deliberate... very deliberate.

She selected a bottled green tea from the machine, the clunk of the drink dropping into the slot, masking the quiet shift of her weight as she prepared herself. She had seconds to decide—keep walking, pretend she hadn’t noticed, or force the situation into the open. Her fingers closed around the cold bottle, her grip tightening. Zoe chose the latter. With a measured calm, she turned, stepping away from the vending machine and locking eyes with her shadow.

The man didn’t flinch. Tall, lean, his dark jacket blending seamlessly with the night. The dim lighting partially obscured his face, but she caught enough—a strong jaw, a small scar just below his left eye, a look that spoke of experience. He was a professional, not a common thug. He saw her watching him. He knew that she knew. And then, without hesitation, he started walking towards her. 

Zoe’s muscles coiled in anticipation. She shifted her stance slightly, balancing her weight. An alleyway to her left led to a main road a few blocks down. She could run. But she wouldn’t. She never ran. As he closed the distance, she spoke first.

"If you’re going to follow someone, at least make an effort to be discreet," she said, her voice smooth, unwavering.

The man stopped short of her, tilting his head slightly, as if assessing her reaction. Then, in a low voice, he replied, ”You’re very hard to find, Miss Blaise."

Her stomach tightened—not a coincidence. "That depends on who’s looking," she said, guarding her expression. The man didn’t smile, but there was something in his eyes—an acknowledgement.

"You need to leave Tokyo," he said.

Zoe raised an eyebrow. "And why’s that?"

He studied her for a long moment before speaking again. 

"Because if you don’t, you won’t be leaving at all."

The words were calm, factual. They were not a threat, but a certainty. Zoe inhaled slowly, her mind working through the implications. Someone knew she was here. Someone wanted her gone.

"Who sent you?" she asked.

The man said nothing. Instead, he reached into his coat pocket, his fingers brushing against something hidden within, and slowly pulled out an object. With a steady hand, he extended it toward her. She hesitated, uncertainty clouding her thoughts, before she carefully accepted it. It was a card, its surface cool to the touch. The paper felt unusually smooth, soft as fine silk against her fingertips. It was crafted from high-quality material, and the embossed lettering on its surface shimmered in the light, written in elegant silver ink that seemed almost ethereal. Her eyes scanned the card, expecting some form of introduction, name, or address. But there was nothing of the sort: no title, no contact details, no indication of who might have given it to her. The only thing printed on the card was two cryptic words: 

Sanctuary Awaits 

A mix of curiosity and apprehension rose within her. What did it mean? Why was this stranger handing her such an enigmatic piece of paper? The silence between them deepened, and she wondered if something was far greater at play, something beyond her understanding. Zoe’s grip on the card tightened. She looked up, ready to demand an explanation—But the man was already walking away. She watched as he disappeared into the night, his footsteps fading into the silence. Her fingers brushed against the raised lettering on the card. And she knew—it was a warning.

––––––––
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The room was dimly lit, the scents of expensive cologne and aged whisky lingering. Eric Harrington sat with perfect ease, one arm draped over the back of his chair, watching as Cecilia Bellini poured herself a glass of wine.

"You should have let me handle it," he murmured, swirling the liquid in his glass.

Cecilia’s smile was slow and measured. "And yet, here we are."

Eric exhaled through his nose, watching her carefully. "She’s not as stupid as you think."

"Of course not," she said softly. Cecilia took a slow sip of her wine, her expression sly. "That’s what makes her useful."

Eric tensed. "And if she digs too deep?"

Cecilia’s lips twisted into a cruel smile. 

"Then she’ll find exactly what we want her to find."
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Chapter 2: The Second Card
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Returning hastily to her hotel, Zoe felt the weight of the card burn in the palm of her hand.

Sanctuary Awaits

She had read those words before, buried in obscure financial reports, whispered in the corridors of the industry’s elite circles. Sanctuary had always been a rumour—a myth: a place, a programme, a reconditioning process. No one knew for sure. The one certain thing? No one ever came back from it the same. Zoe’s mind worked through the implications. If the Cartel was using this Sanctuary, it meant one thing: their power structure had shifted, but their methods had not. And if they were going to warn her, it meant they considered her a risk. More than anything, that sent a fresh wave of adrenaline through her. She entered the Shiori Grand Hotel, nodding briefly with relief to the receptionist before taking the lift up to her floor. As the doors slid shut, she leaned against the cool metal panel and let herself think.

Luca Morelli... Cecilia Bellini... who else? Each one is a piece of the puzzle, and each one is connected to something larger. She needed more information. As soon as she reached her room, she locked the door and pulled the curtains shut before placing the card on the table under the warm glow of the bedside lamp. The embossing was perfect—pristine. The kind of perfection that wasn’t handmade, but engineered.

She took a photo and sent it to Max with a single message. 

“Ever heard of this?”

A response came almost immediately. “Where did you get it?”

Zoe smirked. “Nice to hear from you, too, Max.” Three dots appeared, then vanished. 

Then he wrote, “Meet me in thirty minutes at the Forgotten Lantern.”

Zoe arrived at a small, unassuming café tucked between two tall buildings—its dim yet pleasant interior illuminated only by soft, flickering lanterns. She scanned the room, noting how it seemed frozen in time, almost too quiet for a busy city like Tokyo. A corner booth caught her eye, where Max sat, hunched over a cup of tea, his gaze sharp but careful.

"That was quick," she murmured as she slid into the booth across from him.

"You should have called me sooner, Zoe,” Max replied, his voice full of concern and impatience.

"Didn’t realise I needed to," she replied, pulling the card from her pocket and holding it up. 

"So, tell me. What exactly am I dealing with here?"

Max didn’t take the card. Instead, he exhaled sharply and ran a hand through his hair. "I’ve heard 

whispers, but nothing concrete. Sanctuary isn’t just a place, Zoe. It’s a “process”. A conditioning programme for people the Cartel either can’t kill or won’t kill."

"Conditioning?" Zoe’s stomach twisted.

He nodded. “Have you ever wondered why some of the biggest figures in the beauty industry just... change? They go from fierce critics to die-hard supporters of certain brands overnight. They vanish for a few months, only to return with different habits, opinions, allegiances?"

Zoe’s blood ran cold. "So what are they? Brainwashed...Drugged?”

Max’s expression darkened. "Something like that... to be honest though, I’m not sure... and we need to find out... all of us... together.”

Zoe massaged her forehead. The implications were horrifying. 

"And Luca?" she asked.

Max hesitated. "I don’t know. But if he’s been through it... this ‘processing’... then he’s not the same man you knew."

She swallowed hard. The Luca Morelli she had seen tonight had been different, eerily different. If he had been through Sanctuary, whatever that was, what part of him was still real? More importantly... what part of him had been rewritten? 

Max leaned closer, lowering his voice. "You’re on a clock, Zoe. If they gave you that card, they’re testing you. Watching to see if you’ll back off."

"Not a chance!”

Max grinned. "That’s what I thought. But if you’re going after them, you’ll need more than gut instinct and your incredible grey cells."

Zoe folded her arms. "What do you suggest?"

He pulled something from his pocket and placed it in her hand. It was a small earpiece. “For now, this, if anything happens, if you get in too deep, I’ll be listening."

She turned the device over in her fingers. "Since when are you my guardian angel?"

Max gave her a pointed, concerned look. "Since you started pissing-off the people who erase identities for fun." He then gave a soft grin. “And ever since the Count first introduced us, remember?”

But there was something else in his eyes—something wary. He took a deep breath, as if considering how to phrase his next words. "Just promise me one thing," he said quietly.

Zoe raised an eyebrow, sensing the gravity in his tone. "What?"

His gaze flickered to the card in her hand. It wasn’t just a card; it was an object with a weight that felt as if it were alive. "If you get another card, don’t open it."

She frowned, the weight of his words sinking in. "Why?"

"Because that means they’ve already decided to take you."

They were enveloped in an uncomfortable silence. It wasn’t the kind of silence that was filled with unspoken words; it was the kind that made everything feel too loud and stark. Zoe could sense his warning spreading beneath her skin. Her fingers clenched tighter around the card's edges, a sense of unease creeping over her.

Max’s eyes were fixed on her, his expression pleading with her. "Promise me!”

Zoe was lost for words. What had once been a simple card now felt like a burden. She nodded once, her mind clouded with unspoken questions. Turning away, she took slow, measured steps, the gravity of his warning echoing in her mind, each stride more uncertain than the last.

––––––––
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Cecilia Bellini ran a perfectly manicured finger along the rim of her wine glass, the faint sound of the crystal tingling in the silence of the dimly lit penthouse. She gazed out at the Milanese skyline, the lights below flickering like distant stars, as though the city was holding its breath.

"She’s resisting," Eric Harrington said, his voice low, almost too calm. He lounged at the far end of the room, his eyes never entirely leaving her, watching her, a predator.

Cecilia’s lips curled into a slow, deliberate smile, but there was something cruel in her gaze as she turned slightly to face him. 

"Oh, she’s predictable," she replied, her voice soft, almost as though her words were a secret she was sharing with the night. "She always has been."

Eric leaned forward slightly, a trace of frustration creeping into his demeanour. "Then why isn’t she running?"

The smile on Cecilia’s lips deepened, but there was something darker behind it now. She lifted the glass to her lips and took a long, measured sip, her eyes never leaving the shifting cityscape. For a moment, she seemed lost in it, as though she could see something beyond the glass and steel, something no one else could.

"Because, dear Eric," she murmured, her voice soft and silky, sliding over the tension between them. “Some people don’t run from the fire." She paused, savouring the words. They run towards it."

Eric’s gaze sharpened, his lips pressing into a thin, controlled line. "And if she gets too close?"

Cecilia’s smile widened, a glint of something cold and calculating flickering in her eyes. She set the wine glass down with a soft clink, the sound oddly final. 

"Then, we’ll show her," she said, her voice a low cackle that seemed to echo in the room, "what happens to people who can’t be rewritten.”

––––––––
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The rain began, a soft but insistent tapping against the windows of the Shiori Grand Hotel. Thin rivulets of water traced down the glass, distorting the city lights outside into fragmented halos. Zoe sat at the small desk in her room, the weight of the Sanctuary Awaits card in her hands heavier than it should have been. She turned it over, slowly, her fingers tracing the smooth, almost unnatural surface. Expensive. Too expensive. It wasn’t just a card—it was a message. A symbol. 

And the kind of thing you didn’t just toss aside.

She exhaled sharply and set it down, the faint sound tapping against the wood too loud in the room's quiet. Her temples throbbed as she rubbed them, trying to force her mind into focus. Think, Zoe.

Max’s words echoed in her head, louder than she wanted them to be. If Sanctuary wasn’t just a place but a "process," a form of reprogramming, she was deep in something far darker than she had imagined. Something bigger. The question wasn’t just what Sanctuary was—it was who it was for. Who was chosen? Who was sent there? And more importantly, how many of them even knew what was happening to them?

Her eyes looked at the card once more, the embossed writing almost taunting her doubt. She reached for her laptop, fingers brushing the keys with a practised touch. The screen's glow reflected in her eyes, but her mind was elsewhere, somewhere in the past. She had spent years deconstructing the lies of the beauty industry, exposing the twisted underground of corporate greed that had manipulated every inch of it. She had torn apart financial systems built on the suffering of others—illegal testing, human trials, black-market aesthetic enhancements. But this, this was something else entirely. This wasn’t just about selling a lie. This was about rewriting the very fabric of reality.

And as the rain tapped its unrelenting rhythm against the window, Zoe knew one thing for sure: whatever Sanctuary was, it wasn’t just waiting for her to find it. It was already hunting her.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her train of thought, sharp and deliberate—two taps, quick and calculated. For a heartbeat, Zoe froze. Something about it didn’t sit right. Her hand instinctively slid into her bag, fingers curling around her compact travel knife's cool, reassuring steel. She didn’t open the door immediately. Her heart raced.

“Yes?” Her voice was steady, betraying none of the uncertainty she felt. “Who is it?”

A silence lingered, stretching on far longer than anticipated. Just as the tension peaked, when it felt as though the world held its breath, a voice slipped through the stillness, quiet yet unmistakable.

“It’s me.”

Zoe exhaled, the relief sharp enough to make her gasp. She unlocked the door but kept a cautious distance between them. Max stepped inside, shaking off the rain that clung to his jacket. His face was blank, impossible to read, but his body language betrayed him. He was tense, with urgency.

“You need to see this,” he said, gruffly. 

He handed her his phone. Zoe took it without a word, her gaze narrowing as she scanned the screen. Her heart skipped a beat.

There it was again—the Sanctuary Awaits card. But this time, it wasn’t meant for her. It had been left outside Pebble’s dressing room at the Velvet Rouge.

“When did he get this Max?" she demanded.

"About an hour ago,” he said grimly. 

"I called the Count. He’s already sent people to watch him, but Zoe, if the Cartel is moving in on Pebble, it means they’re cleaning house. They don’t just send out warnings.”

Zoe already knew what he meant. They were collecting. And Pebble, for all his flamboyant resilience, was about to be taken.

She set the phone down. "We need to move.”

“Already ahead of you, Zoe,“ he replied. “The Count’s got a jet ready to leave for Cardiff in four hours, and we should be back in Cardiff at around 7.00 AM local time. But I need to know something before we do this...

Zoe raised an eyebrow. "What?"

Max pulled a poker face. “Do you still trust Eric Harrington?"

Her breath gasped softly. Eric. A friend. A colleague. A man they had trusted with classified information for years. And now... a man whose name had appeared on Luca Morelli’s financial records, buried beneath layers of shell corporations, all tied to Cecilia Bellini and the late Bernice Bianchi.

Zoe forced her voice to stay steady. “Why, he died...?”

Max rubbed his forehead. "Because if Eric’s not dead and has been compromised—if he’s the reason Pebble is being targeted—then he’s already made his choice."

Zoe clenched her fists, a familiar habit. She had spent so long questioning. Questioning her work, her cases, and her ability to trust after the chaos of the ‘Pink Bobbit’ case. And now? Now she had to question the people closest to her. 

"We’ll find out," she said softly. "One way or another.”

Max nodded. "Then pack fast. We’re running out of time.”

––––––––
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Cecilia Bellini drummed her fingers slowly against the polished glass of her desk. The sound was soft yet foreboding in the room's silence. Her gaze stayed fixed on the latest reports, but her mind was elsewhere—sharp, calculating, always a step ahead. She heard the subtle footsteps as Eric Harrington entered, the barely audible intake of his breath as he hesitated in the doorway. It was a sound she knew all too well.

“Is something on your mind, Eric?” Her voice was smooth and measured, as if she knew the answer.

A long pause lingered between them. Eric finally spoke, his words quiet, barely above a whisper. “It’s Blaise.”

Cecilia smirked, but she didn’t look up. “Of course it is.”

“She’s moving,” Eric said, stepping closer, his voice tinged with unease. “She’s leaving Tokyo within the next few hours.”

“And?” Cecilia’s fingers never stopped their rhythmic drumming, but a darker flicker shimmered in her eyes.

Eric exhaled sharply, his expression clouded with apprehension. “She won’t let this go. She’s already probing into Sanctuary. If she gets too close...” His voice trailed off, the warning clear in his tone.

Cecilia finally met his gaze, her eyes gleaming with a quiet, unsettling amusement. She leaned back in her chair, the leather creaking beneath her, and a shadow of something dangerous passed over her face. 

“If she gets too close,” she murmured, the words almost playful, “perhaps it’s time she was welcomed inside.”

Eric trembled at the coldness in her tone, the casual cruelty that seeped into her words.

Cecilia’s smile widened, slow and deliberate, as though she were relishing a private joke. “Oh, Eric,” she sighed, setting her pen down with a soft, deliberate clink that felt far too final. “Zoe Blaise has always been one of us. She just doesn’t know it yet.”

Her eyes never left his as she leaned back further, the chair squeaking beneath her, and she folded her hands with unsettling calm. “Let her come. Let her chase her ghosts. Let her think she’s in control.”

Her voice dipped to a whisper, but the words struck like a cold wind. “But when the time is right?” Her smile sharpened, as if it were a blade sliding into place. “We’ll show her what it really means to belong.”

––––––––
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The moment Zoe stepped off the private jet at Cardiff Airport, the wind hit her—cold and sharp, carrying the smell of salt and damp jet fuel. It felt heavy, as if the atmosphere itself was pressing down on her with an unseen presence. It was seven o’clock; the early morning served as a stark reminder that she was jet-lagged. The rain had stopped, but the tarmac still shimmered, reflecting the bright overhead lights in liquid silver, with lingering humidity hanging in the cool air.

Max walked beside her, his pace steady, his silence loud in the stillness. The usual rhythm of their partnership had shifted—there was something tense about him, something strained. The Count trailed a few steps behind, his phone pressed to his ear, his voice low and measured, the clipped tones of someone giving orders but feeling little urgency. Zoe’s gaze swept across the quiet expanse of the small airport, the hum of distant conversations muffled by the wind, and a creeping sense of unease settled deep within her. It wasn’t just the cold that made her shiver. Everything felt wrong. Ahead, Cardiff—at this hour, it seemed as if a trap was closing around them, the city’s shadows longer than they should be, the empty spaces too still.

Max broke the silence with a muttered, "Car’s waiting," nodding towards a sleek, black vehicle parked near the terminal. Zoe nodded, but her mind was already racing ahead, turning over the endless variables in her head. The Velvet Rouge was where they were headed, straight into the heart of a storm. She glanced back at Max, who didn’t look at her, his mind elsewhere. 

Getting into the back of the car, the Count’s voice interrupted, ”We head straight to the Velvet Rouge.”

Zoe slid into the back seat behind him, the door closing with a soft click. Max took the driver's seat silently, his hands gripping the steering wheel. The Count finished his call, his demeanour tense despite the casual tone of his words.

“We’ll be at the Velvet Rouge in twenty minutes," he said, with a forced humour in his voice that didn’t reach his eyes — it meant they were in a hurry. ”I’ve already had our team and the staff check on Pebble. He’s fine — for now." 

He glanced at Zoe, as if gauging her reaction. "But he’s shaken. Someone got into his dressing room without tripping any security alarms."

Zoe’s mind was clear. The Cartel wasn’t just sending a message—they were playing a game. Letting them know they could reach anyone, anywhere. That they could get Pebble at any time. 

She turned to Max, her mind working faster now, the pieces snapping into place."Are we sure Eric’s in Cardiff?"

Max clenched his teeth, his fingers tightening on the steering wheel without a word. His silence wasn’t reassuring—it was confirmation.

So Eric wasn’t in Cardiff. Which meant...

Someone else had sent that warning in Tokyo. And whoever they were, they had known exactly where this was leading. They weren’t just being watched; they were being manoeuvred. Someone had a plan that was far more complex and deadly than she had ever imagined.

––––––––
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The club was closed, but the neon Velvet Rouge sign still flickered against the damp Welsh morning skyline, casting an eerie red glow on the rain-soaked pavement below. The city felt as if it was holding its breath, quiet, and waiting. Zoe stepped out of the car, the chill of the morning wind biting at her skin, her gaze sweeping over the empty street. Something was unsettling about the emptiness. She moved towards the side entrance, her shoes clicking softly on the wet ground.
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