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“Let the mirror crack... 

Let them see what beauty truly hides.”

(Alessia Cara, Scars to your Beautiful)
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Chapter 1: Blazing Barnes
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The smell of roasted barley clung to the air like an overcooked apology. Zoe stood at the entrance of Blazing Barns, watching in mild horror as the delivery truck backed into the wrong bay—again. It wasn’t that she hated the place. There was something oddly therapeutic about the green fields, the uneven cobbled paths, and the distant sound of the Welsh coast. But running a microbrewery had never been part of the plan. 

“Oi, Zoe! Help or stand clear, love!” Gethin, one of her brother’s ‘misfit geniuses,’ was waving wildly, trying to stop the driver from smashing into the fermenting tanks. 

Zoe sighed and jogged forward, slamming her palm against the metal frame. “Wrong bay, mate. Unless you want a new special edition—‘Diesel-Infused Lager’?” 

The driver grumbled, adjusted his trajectory, and—after some minor swearing—finally parked correctly. Gethin, all tattoos and muscle, grinned. “You’re a natural, Blaise. Ever think about quitting the whole ‘toppling corrupt corporate overlords’ gig and brewing full-time?” 

Zoe smirked. “Tempting. But I think I’d miss the near-death experiences.” 

As Gethin laughed, a familiar sensation stirred at the back of her mind. It had been six months. Six months since Sanctuary. Since the Cartel. Since... No. No, she wasn’t going to do this. Not here. Instead, she centred herself on the chaotic energy of Blazing Barns. A few workers were inside, stacking casks and arguing over labels. The air buzzed with warmth, yeast, and new beginnings. Barnes had left her in charge while he was away in Silicon Valley, and she was managing fine. Fine. 

Except for the unshakable feeling that something was about to go very, very wrong... 

Zoe shoved a stray wisp of hair behind her ear and forced herself to focus on the mundane. The morning delivery had finally been sorted, the fermenting tanks were intact, and no one had accidentally burned the place down—yet. 

But there was still the issue of the pub. She stepped inside, bracing for the usual chaos. It had been converted from one of the surviving barns—exposed beams, mismatched furniture, and a polished oak bar that Barnes had painstakingly built himself. It should have been a picture of rustic perfection. Instead, it was bedlam. 

“Why is there a goat?” Zoe shouted, flailing her arms as Owain, the so-called ‘distribution expert’ (who had never actually managed to distribute anything), struggled with a small, obstinate-looking Welsh goat by the entrance. 

“It’s a long story,” Owain muttered, gripping the animal’s collar as it tried to climb onto a barstool. 

“I have time!” 

Owain hesitated. “I lost a bet.” 

Zoe exhaled through her nose. “And the forfeit was...livestock?” 

“Blame Gethin. He said I wouldn’t last five minutes playing darts 

against the old boys at The Black Lion.” 

Zoe pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose, adjusting her glasses. This wasn’t a job; it felt more like glorified babysitting. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she had confronted Cartel financial fraud, dealt with assassins, and survived psychological torture. If she could endure all that, she could certainly manage a pub full of lunatics. 

“Fine. Get the goat out of here. I don’t care how. Just...” 

The phone at the bar rang, drawing a frown from her. Who even uses landlines these days? 

Zoe grabbed the receiver. “Blazing Barns.” 

There was a pause. Then, a voice she hadn’t heard in months. “Zoe... It’s me.” 

The Count, her enigmatic superior. She gripped the receiver more firmly.

“We need to have a discussion. Barnes isn’t the sole attendee at this technology conference.”

Zoe’s heart rate quickened. The chaos of Blazing Barns faded from her mind. She recognised, with profound certainty, that this marked the start of something more significant. Zoe hesitated before replying, unable to speak at first. Her fingers clutched the receiver as her thoughts sped up. The Count. Silicon Valley. Barnes. A technology conference that had suddenly transformed into something more than just a technology conference. 

She forced herself to sound normal. “What’s going on?” 

The Count’s voice was measured but urgent. “I’m not saying much over the phone. But let’s just say that Barnes and Naval Intelligence aren’t the only ones watching the future unfold.” 

Zoe swallowed. She knew what that meant. Bellini. The Cartel. Something bigger moving beneath the surface. She turned away from the bar’s chaos, lowering her voice. “I’m not exactly in a position to drop everything.” 

“I know,” the Count said. “But you might want to start considering it. This isn’t just about the Cartel anymore. Someone else is playing a game, and we need to know how deep it goes.” 

Zoe exhaled sharply. Her grip on normality was already thin enough. Six months of relative peace—Barnes’ ridiculous brewery, the misfit team, the absurdity of betting on goats—all of it had been a necessary distraction. But deep down, she had always known it wouldn’t last. 

She pressed her fingers against her temple. “How bad?” 

The Count hesitated, “Bad.” That one word, "Bad." 

Zoe glanced back at the bar. Owain continued to struggle with the goat, Rhys was chuckling at something on his phone, and Gethin was attempting—and failing—to stack crates correctly. Normal. Or at least, her new normal. 

Now, she found herself being drawn back in. 

“All right,” she said finally. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Don’t think too long.” A brief pause. Then, a final parting shot, “Bellini’s not the only ghost in Silicon Valley, Zoe.” 

The line went dead. Zoe carefully placed the receiver back in its cradle, her pulse still racing. Not the only ghost? She had spent six months trying to suppress the ghosts of Sanctuary. Suppress what they had done to her. Now they were back. And she had the terrible feeling that this time, they wouldn’t let her go. 

Zoe gazed at the quiet receiver for a moment before exhaling slowly and deliberately. Not the only ghost in Silicon Valley. This ‘ghost’ phrase was one the Count used only sparingly and with intent—a warning cloaked in mystery, and this time in Silicon Valley. She redirected her focus to the bar, smoothly adjusting to the rhythm of Blazing Barns’ afternoon shift. If anyone noticed the slight tension in her shoulders, they chose not to comment. 

Gethin struggled with the stack of crates, failing badly. Meanwhile, Rhys, after finishing the absurd joke that had him laughing, took a crate and started arranging them properly. Owain finally managed to pull Gruff, the stubborn goat, away from the entrance. The goat let out one last defiant bleat before heading back to the fields. 

“Honestly, I think he just enjoys embarrassing you,” Zoe grinned. 

Owain scowled, wiping sweat from his forehead. 

“He’s an evil sod, that one. I swear he plots against me.” 

“He’s a goat, Owain!” 

“A devil goat,” he corrected, reaching for his pint. “And you know it.” 

Zoe gave a faint laugh, though it didn't fully reflect in her eyes. Her thoughts remained in California.

––––––––
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Blazing Barns had become her routine, her refuge. Here, everything was predictable—the brewing process, the accounting, and even the occasional customer who had one too many and needed steering towards the exit. It was worlds away from the nightmares of Sanctuary, from the lingering whispers of the Cartel. But the problem with suppressing the past was that it never lasted long. 

She recalled the phone conversation she had two days ago with her brother, Barnes... 

“You better not be calling to check on me again,” she said, aiming for lightness. 

Barnes chuckled. “What? Am I not allowed to care about my sister?”

“Not when you sound like you’re sitting in a high-end lounge, drinking overpriced whiskey.”

“You know me too well, he laughed.” 

In the background, she heard the hum of conversation and the occasional clink of glasses. 

“Where are you?” she asked, leaning against the counter. 

“Still in Silicon Valley. The conference is wrapping up, but something weird happened today, Zo. I saw someone I wasn’t 

expecting.”

She frowned. “The Count?” 

“Yeah! I didn’t speak to him, but he was in the same seminar as me. Have you ever heard of Martin Jaggery?” 

Zoe’s mind sifted through news articles and corporate reports. “The technology billionaire? Virtual reality and AI junkie?”

“That’s the one. A complete tosser. He was giving a talk on ‘The Evolution of Reality’—arguing that digital immersion will surpass physical existence within the next decade.“

“Sounds like a delightful egomaniac.”

“You’d hate him,” Barnes agreed. “But here’s the thing—the Count wasn’t just attending. He was watching Jaggery like a hawk, as if he was looking for something.” 

Zoe clenched her phone tightly. “Perhaps this is linked to Bellini?” she continued, “Bellini hasn’t made a sound lately, but we’re aware she’s planning something. I can’t help but think that this Jaggery character is either involved or about to get involved. What other reason could there be for the Count’s presence at your conference?”

“I’ll look into it,” he said calmly. 

“Just... be careful, Barnes.”

Barnes’ tone softened, “You too, sis.”

As she hung up, Zoe glanced at the mirror behind the bar. Her re-

flection stared back at her—calm, composed. But deep beneath the surface...

––––––––
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The Count wouldn’t have called her without a reason. Barnes wouldn’t have sounded so rattled unless something genuinely disturbing had occurred. She reflected on Silicon Valley—the artificial glow of the technology elite, the arrogance of men like Martin Jaggery, and the ever-increasing obsession with manipulating reality. 

Jaggery. The name appeared suddenly and unexpectedly. There was something about him, something Barnes had casually mentioned before the conference. Zoe frowned, trying to recall the specifics. He was a Silicon Valley prodigy—someone with more wealth than wisdom, a face that always looked smug, lifeless eyes, and a voice that held no more significance than a mosquito’s buzz. He had been pitching a new VR system, enthusiastically claiming it would change the way people engaged with the world. Now, apparently, the Count was in the same room as him. 

Zoe turned back to the bar, forcing herself to concentrate. If she wasn’t careful, she would spiral out of control too quickly. One thing at a time. The Count was involved, and Bellini was probably circling. That meant her six months of quiet distraction was officially over. The ghosts had found her again. 

Outside, the first autumn winds rattled through the damp landscape, tugging at the trees around Blazing Barns, their branches twisting like restless fingers. Inside, the warm glow of the pub lights sparkled against the glassware, the aroma of beer and charred oak thick in the air. Zoe wiped down the bar in slow, deliberate strokes, grounding herself in the mundane. She could feel her mind drifting towards Barnes’ call, towards the Count’s cryptic words, but she wasn’t ready to follow them just yet. Not here. Not now. 

A loud crash made her look up. Gethin had completely lost control of the crates, causing them to spill across the floor. Rhys, arms crossed, looked at him with a look of pure disappointment. 

“Mate, are you even trying?” groaned Rhys 

Gethin winced from where he sat among the wreckage. “It’s sabotage. I swear. These crates have it in for me.” 

Owain, still nursing his pint, snorted. “Same way Gruff has it in for me, yeah?” 

“Exactly!” 

Zoe arched an eyebrow. “Or you’re just both terrible at handling responsibility.” 

That earned her a mock wounded look from Gethin and an exaggerated gasp from Owain. 

“You wound me, boss,” Owain said, pressing a hand to his chest. “Right here.” 

She rolled her eyes but smirked nonetheless. This was what she had been working towards for months—normality, laughter, something stable. Yet, even as she tried to savour the moment, the past hovered just beyond her thoughts, ready to strike. 

The doors suddenly swung open, and a gust of wind swept in a 

man dressed in a battered waxed jacket. His thick, curly hair was tousled by the storm outside, and his sharp eyes locked onto Zoe with pinpoint accuracy. Barnes. He shouldn’t have been here. She stiffened instantly, the cloth in her hands frozen against the bar. The rest of the crew had barely noticed his arrival, caught up in their antics. But Zoe knew he wouldn’t have returned from the USA unless something was seriously wrong.

Barnes walked through the barn, bypassing the counter and heading directly into the back storeroom without a word. The silence he created lingered heavily. 

Zoe glanced at Rhys. “Take over.” He nodded without question. 

She entered the storeroom after her brother, ensuring the door was shut tightly behind her. As soon as they were alone, she quietly asked, “You’re supposed to be in California?” 

Barnes exhaled sharply, rubbing a hand down his face. “Yeah, well, plans changed.” 

Zoe studied him carefully. “What happened? Did you speak with the Count? He called earlier.” 

Her brother hesitated—just for a second. But that was all it took for her stomach to sink. 

“Barnes?” 

He met her gaze. And what she saw there made her blood run cold. 

“There’s something you need to see,” he said quietly. 

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a slim, black memory drive, placing it on the table between them. Zoe knew then; her time at Blazing Barns was over.

Zoe arched a brow. “Max.” 

Barnes gave a slight nod, contemplation visible on his face. 

“He’s currently in Milan, but has sent someone to watch over Bellini. Apparently, she’s formed connections with influential corporate allies, Jaggery being among them.” He crossed his arms. “Max thinks whatever she’s planning is immensely important—greater than Orpheus and the Intelligence services ever expected.” 

Zoe exhaled sharply. She had tried—really tried—to shut the door on all of this: Sanctuary, the Faceless Ones, the Cartel, the bodies. But the past had a way of dragging her back, and Bellini... Bellini had always been the loose end Zoe knew would never remain tied. 

“What else do we know?” she asked, already shifting gears. 

Barnes pulled out his encrypted phone and scrolled through a few files before handing it over. 

“This is where it gets interesting. Max sent it through.” 

Zoe’s eyes narrowed as the images loaded on the screen—blueprints, financial records, patents—all tied to Montague 2. 

Her stomach churned. “Is she really going through with this?” 

“Oh, she’s not just pushing ahead,” Barnes replied grimly. “She’s testing it!” 

Zoe firmly grasped his phone, weighing it in her hand. The implications of his recent words hit her with undeniable force. 

The last time she encountered Montague 2, it was in its prototype stage—a mirror device designed by Bellini to distort perception and influence thought at a level that made traditional psychological manipulation seem like child’s play. This device would learn and evolve with its user, and through a sophisticated network of beauty algorithms, subtly shape reality itself. It would adjust the image—initially in the faintest way—gradually blurring the line between what was real and what vanity desired. The idea was terrifying enough on paper. In practice? It could redefine control as they knew it. 

Now, Bellini had joined forces with a very foolish, vain man whose entire empire was built on virtual reality. 

Zoe’s pulse raced with anticipation. What the hell was Montague 2 capable of now? 

Barnes continued, watching her closely. “Max thinks Bellini is running live experiments.” 

“On who?” she exclaimed. 

Barnes paused briefly before moving on to the next file. The screen showed names—faces that she immediately recognised. The Face less Ones. The survivors. 

Zoe felt a tightening sensation in her throat. She had assumed—hoped—that after Sanctuary fell, the remaining members had disappeared, slipping through the cracks to rebuild their fractured lives. Now, staring at their names in connection to Montague 2, she realised how naïve that had been.  

Bellini wasn’t just experimenting. She was reclaiming her lost assets. 

“So, she is actually using them?” Zoe asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 

Barnes nodded. “Testing the limits of Montague 2. Seeing how far she can stretch perception before reality shifts.” 

Zoe shut her eyes for half a second, then handed the phone back. “Where?” 

“Milan. That’s where our investigation begins. Max is on the ground, following leads.” Barnes tucked his phone away. “As for Bellini? She’s already in New York. If she’s gearing up for a launch, we suspect that’s where it will take place.”

Zoe exhaled slowly as everything clicked into place: Bellini, Jaggery, Montague 2, and the Faceless Ones. Her world shifted once more. She felt utterly unprepared for this moment—completely unready. But it was immaterial; whether she was prepared or not, it was happening. This time, Zoe was resolved to participate rather than just observe. 

She felt the weight of the past pressing down on her, a slow, deliberate tightening in her chest that told her she was on the verge of something inevitable. She had spent the past six months trying to convince herself she could step back from it all—that she could leave the past behind, let the scars heal, and create something that resembled normal. But Bellini was still playing the long game. And now, she had found new pieces for the board. 

Zoe pushed herself away from the crates in the storeroom. “I need to talk to Max.” 

Barnes was already dialling before she finished speaking. He put the phone on speaker and set it down between them. It rang twice before Max answered. 

“Tell me you’re calling with good news,” came the Italian’s hushed, soft voice, lined with exhaustion. 

Barnes glanced at Zoe. “Depends on how you define ‘good.’” 

There was a pause. Then, “She knows, doesn’t she?” 

Zoe replied, her voice steady. “Hello, Max. Yes, I know.” 

Max sighed, the sound heavy through the speaker. “I was hoping to give you a few more weeks before dragging you back into this.” 

“You know that it was never going to happen, Max.” 

“No,” Max admitted. “But I could hope!”

Barnes leaned forward. “Where are you now?” 

“Milan, following a trail Bellini left behind—though calling it a ‘trail’ is generous. It’s more like a phantom footprint."

“And the Faceless Ones?” Zoe queried.

Max hesitated. “Some are in Milan. I’m sure of it. But they’re not moving on their own. Someone is pulling the strings.”

Zoe exchanged a glance with Barnes. “Bellini?” 

“Possibly,” he replied. “But she’s not the one keeping them hidden. I don’t think they even realise they’re being monitored. Someone else is tidying up after her.”

That sent a fresh ripple of unease through Zoe. Bellini had always been methodical, but this level of precision was unprecedented. It indicated she wasn’t working alone. Someone else was involved in Montague 2’s development, someone with the resources and reach to keep its testing concealed. 

Zoe pulled a chair forward and sat, elbows on her knees. 

“Max, how much do we know about this project? We assumed Montague 2 was just a mind-conditioning tool, an evolution of the technology she was already experimenting with at Sanctuary. But what if it’s more?” 

Max was silent for a moment. “I’ve been asking myself the same thing. Whatever this is, Bellini isn’t just trying to influence perception—she’s trying to redefine it.”

Zoe absorbed that. Redefine perception. 

Her mind flashed back to the files Barnes had shown her—the patent applications, the development logs, and all the references to "immersive psychological restructuring" and "neurological adaptation to synthetic stimulus." 

It wasn’t just about mind control. It was about altering reality itself. 

Barnes rubbed his forehead. “And then there’s Jaggery.” 

Max expressed his disgust. “That man is a parasite. He’s been posturing for years, trying to present himself as the next great visionary of our time. But he’s reckless, and worse—he’s desperate to be recognised as something more than just another technology billionaire.”

“And Bellini saw that weakness,” Zoe murmured. 

“She played him,” Max confirmed. “I don’t think he even realises it yet. He thinks he’s in control.” 

Barnes snorted. “A petulant teenager—that won’t last long!” 

Zoe sat back, tapping her fingers against her arm. “So what’s next?” 

"I need more time in Milan,” Max said. “I’m almost on the verge of a breakthrough, but I don’t want to rush things. If we alert the wrong people, we risk losing the limited insight we have at the moment.” 

“And me?” Zoe sighed resignedly.

Max hesitated, then said, “You should go to New York.” 

Zoe tensed. 

He continued, ”Bellini won’t be hiding in the shadows for long. If she’s preparing to launch Montague 2, she’ll need media coverage, investors, and most importantly, a public demonstration. That’s 

where she'll be vulnerable.” 

Zoe considered her options. After months of avoiding anything that resembled an operation, she finally felt a shift— moving from a passive passenger to an active participant.

“All right,” she said finally. “I’ll go to New York.”

Max’s tone softened. “Zoe, are you ready for this?" 

She took her time before responding. Eventually, she replied, “I don’t think that matters any more.” 

And they all knew she was right...
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Chapter 2: Silicon Shadows
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The wind had strengthened, whipping the coastline with sharp gusts of salt spray, a torrent of oceanic fury smashing against the jagged rocks below. The darkened sky pressed low against the earth, suffocating it beneath its weight, as if even the heavens were conspiring against the land. Zoe stood at the edge of Blazing Barns, her gaze fixed on the restless, tumultuous sea. She shivered, though the cold didn’t fully explain the chill deep in her bones. There was something else—a gnawing emptiness inside her, a weight in her chest that had never quite vanished.

Her woollen cardigan offered little protection against both the elements and the darker thoughts creeping into her mind, thoughts that had once again begun to worm their way in like an infection. She inhaled deeply, hoping the biting Welsh air would clear her head. It was a futile wish—one that had never been granted, not even in the months since she’d stepped away from the shadows. The sting of the wind served as a reminder of who she had been, what she had done, and of the choices she thought she’d outrun.

It had been six months since Zoe had stepped away from the shadows of her past. She’d traded the pulse of adrenaline for the steady rhythm of brewing—seeking peace in the mundane. But peace had always been a lie. The ghosts of her former life lingered like the salt in the air—impossible to wash away. Blazing Barns, with its quaint charm, had promised salvation. But Zoe knew the truth: there was no salvation for someone like her. Instead of covert operations and high-stakes intrigue, she fought against the unpredictable nature of brewing. Temperamental fermentation tanks, unreliable suppliers, and the constant grumbling of Owain, the perpetually disgruntled head brewer, had replaced the tension of international operations.

Yet, despite its mediocrity, this new life still carried risks. The brewing process, like any covert operation, could fail at any moment, and the fallout would be much worse than just sour beer. There was no mission brief here. No Max or the Count watching in the shadows. No exit plan.

Zoe had thrown herself into the work, hoping the monotony would help her forget. But distractions only worked if you weren’t already lost inside your own head.

A sudden sound of gravel crunching behind her broke through her thoughts. Zoe’s body stiffened, every nerve firing at once. She didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Her twin brother, Barnes. The only person who had ever truly understood the weight of her decisions—and the cost of them.

“Still brooding?” he asked, his voice clipped and dry. Zoe didn’t need to look at him to sense the familiar edge in his tone. It had always been that way, even when they were children. Always the one who pointed out what was wrong, what wasn’t said, and what lurked beneath the surface.

Her fingers tightened around the cold iron railing, as though it might hold her in place, in this life, in this moment. As though it might stop the tide from pulling her back into the currents of her past.

“I’m not brooding,” she muttered, her voice distant, barely above the wind. Her eyes remained fixed on the restless waves, though she no longer saw them. She saw only memories she wasn’t ready to face.

Barnes exhaled sharply, unimpressed. “If you’re going to lie, at least put some effort into it.”

Zoe let out a soft, bitter laugh at that, the smallest hint of amusement flickering across her face, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. There was no place for laughter here. Not anymore.

“What do you want, Barnes?”

His boots scuffed against the gravel as he moved closer, and she could hear him shifting, always too composed, too measured. It was the kind of movement that suggested he was ready for something he didn’t want to face. His hand slipped into the deep pocket of his coat and retrieved a small, unassuming envelope—thick, cream-coloured paper that looked almost too pristine for the worn environment of the brewery. Zoe’s heart missed a beat, though she was careful to mask her reaction.

She recognised the handwriting on the front at once—spidery, elegant, and unmistakably deliberate. A shiver ran through her, and her stomach dropped like a stone. She didn’t need to see the sender’s name to know what it was.

She took the envelope from Barnes, handling it carefully as though it might burst at any moment. She turned it over, but there was no sender’s name. Instead, her own name was scrawled in jagged handwriting, the kind that always sent a chill down her spine.

Her voice lowered. “Who gave this to you?”

He shifted, barely moving at all, and the subtle gesture sent a shiver of suspicion through her. His jaw clenched, and his eyes darted away, revealing a brief moment of hesitation. She felt the air around her chill.

“I didn’t ask, Zo,” he said, kindly.

Zoe’s pulse quickened, but she remained silent as they headed back inside. She didn’t need to speak. There was only one person who would send a letter like this: The Count. Her employer. The one man who had taught her that there were no second chances, that the past never truly lets you go. And Zoe? She had made the mistake of thinking she could escape. But no one who had ever worked for The Count had ever truly escaped. Not really.

Her hand trembled as she tore open the envelope. The single sheet of paper inside fluttered onto the desk like the distant murmur of a storm. She grabbed it, her eyes scanning the brief, direct words.

Zoe,

Florence can be chilly this time of year. Milan, on the other hand, is warm with possibilities. You ought to take a look.

G.J.

The simplicity of the message sent a shiver through her. There were no pleasantries, no formalities—just a directive, cold and blunt. Milan. The city burned in her mind like a brand, hot and searing. She had tried so hard to forget it. To forget what she had left behind. But it was never that straightforward. The Count had always known how to find the cracks, how to pull at the threads of her life, unravelling it until there was nothing left but his call. 

She swallowed hard, fighting the rising panic in her chest. Milan. The word carried a weight, like a curse whispered in the darkness. The Count never wasted words; every syllable was a command. And this command? It signified trouble—of a kind Zoe wasn’t prepared for.

Before she could fully process it, the sound of boots on wood pierced the room. The Count himself appeared in the doorway, bathed in the muted light of the barn. He didn’t belong here—his tailored clothes, crisp, immaculate appearance, and scent of expensive cologne seemed out of place amid the yeast-scented air and half-finished brewing equipment.

"Ah, Zoe," he said, his voice smooth yet friendly. Like something polished until it gleamed, yet with sharp edges lurking beneath. 

“Still hiding away in the shadows, I see.”

She didn’t flinch. “You being here means trouble.”

The Count’s smile was gentle, yet warm. “I thought you’d be pleased to see an old friend.”

Zoe’s eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed together. “Yes, but you didn’t travel all this way from California just to leave a note, did you? This isn’t a mere coincidence.”

His eyes flashed—thoughtful and calculating. “Clever as ever.”

He scanned the room with a casual air, taking in the unremarkable surroundings with a sense of detached curiosity. 

“Max is in Milan.”

Zoe replied softly, “Yeah, he called earlier.”

The Count’s expression darkened, his voice deepening to a low whisper that made her skin prickle. “Max is following leads on Bellini. She didn’t just leave Italy, Zoe. She disappeared. No media, no coverage, no public trace. She vanished. And everything she was working on... it’s far worse than we thought!”

“What was she involved in?” she asked, her voice quieter now, as if afraid to hear the answer.

The Count’s face tightened. “She believe she is personally experimenting on the surviving Faceless Ones.”

The Faceless Ones. Survivors of Sanctuary, twisted remnants of humanity, victims of the Cartel’s darkest experiments. The thought of them was enough to make Zoe want to turn and run—but she couldn’t. Not now. Not when the stakes had escalated to something far worse than a ruined life.

“How?” she whispered, “What kind of experiments?”

The Count’s lips pressed together. “We don’t have the full picture yet. Max intercepted an encrypted report. Rafael’s working on decoding it. But what we know is... it’s bad, Zoe. Worse than we ever imagined. Bellini didn’t disappear by accident. She left behind a trail. A trail that leads us straight into something far more dangerous than we anticipated.”

Zoe’s heart skipped a beat, “And Jaggery? The VR guy Barnes mentioned?”

The Count’s dry laugh sounded more like a rasp. “Martin Jaggery. The self-proclaimed ‘architect of the future.’ Arrogant, insufferable,

and utterly naïve. He’s playing with fire, and he doesn’t even re-

alise it.” 

His eyes darkened, and his voice dipped to a near whisper. “He’s in New York Zoe. And he’s about to burn everything to the ground.”

Zoe’s mind raced as the pieces clicked into place—each more menacing than the last. The storm was approaching, and she was right in its path.

The Count’s gaze narrowed, and he moved closer, his voice now low, nearly urgent. “Max wants us in Milan. He says we need to see something ourselves. Something critical. Please Zoe, you can’t hide anymore.”

Zoe’s eyes darted around the barn, the warmth from the fire flickering like a fragile illusion. This was her life now—the quiet, steady rhythm of brewing. But she knew, with a sickening certainty, that this was just a lull. A temporary reprieve before everything came crashing back down.

She took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. “I’ll pack a bag.”

––––––––
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Zoe looked up sharply. Barnes was already watching her, arms folded, his face unreadable. He didn’t need to ask; he already knew what this meant. He always did.

“You’re leaving, aren’t you?” His voice was quiet but sure, its steady certainty prickling her like a needle.

Zoe gulped. She had promised herself she wouldn’t be drawn back into that world. She had sworn to stay away from a life filled with deceit, danger, and manipulation. She had built something here—a life, a fragile semblance of peace. But she had come to understand that promises are fragile things, easily broken. And the Count? He shattered promises with a single word.

“I have to go,” Zoe said, her voice trembling as she spoke. The weight of her admission bearing down on her. A deep pang of regret caught in her throat, a bitter reminder of what she was leaving behind.

Barnes’ gaze flickered, and she could see the familiar struggle in his eyes. The anger, frustration, and helplessness. He took a step forward, as if trying to bridge the gap between them, but the distance felt insurmountable. 

“You don’t have to,” he said, his voice strained and gentle, though it was clear he was holding back something deeper. 

“You’ve got a life here, Zoe. A real one. I thought... I thought after Sanctuary, you were done with all this. Done with Orpheus. Done with the past.”

Zoe locked eyes with him, her expression steely. She didn’t look away. “You know better than anyone that I can’t just walk away from this. Not now. You were the one who contacted me in California about this chaos, remember? Besides, why is Naval Intelligence involved?” she added, her voice filled with confusion. “But naturally, you can’t tell me, especially when it concerns him.” 

She nodded towards the barns but quickly turned away, as if the words stung her. “I don’t have a choice.”

Barnes’s face hardened. His voice hushed, quieter, but no less intense. “Is this really about you not having a choice? Or is it because you think you owe them?” His words were sharp, cutting through the air between them. “That’s what it always comes down to with you, isn’t it? You think you owe them all.” 

His voice cracked, just for a moment, before he steadied himself once more. “But Zoe... I owe you too. I didn’t choose this life to watch you go down that road again. Not after everything you’ve been through.”

She turned away, briefly closing her eyes as she tried to steady herself against the ache in her chest. Bitterness and regret swirled inside her. “I never asked you to do any of this. Not then, not now.”

“No,” Barnes said quietly, his voice hardening. “You didn’t. But I’m your brother. Your only family. I’m the one who has to pick up the pieces every time you think you can throw yourself into the fire and walk out unscathed. And you think you can walk away from it this time? You think you can walk away from the Count?” 

His tone grew sharper, desperate. “I saw the way he looked at you in the hospital when you were shot. Like you were nothing more than a tool. A pawn to be used and discarded. And I’m angry I even recommended you join his team!”

Her breath caught in her throat, but she remained still. She wouldn’t let him see how much his words had hurt her. Not now. Not when the ache inside felt like it might tear her apart.

“Barnes, please,” she whispered, barely audible. “I didn’t want this. I didn’t want any of it. But it’s him. And when it’s him, the team, there’s no stopping it. Not for me. Not for anyone. Not even for 

Max.”

He stepped back, visibly shaking with frustration, his body tense from the effort of holding it all in. “Then why do you think it’s always you, Zoe? Why does it always have to be you?”

Zoe swallowed hard, trying to suppress the pain burning inside her. “Because I’m the one they can trust. I’m the one who gets things done.”

A tense silence lingered between them. Then, Barnes let out a soft, bitter laugh. “You think that’s why? You think the Count trusts you?” He shook his head, his gaze still fixed on her. “Or maybe it’s because you’re the one he can control. The one who lets him. The only one willing to do his dirty work without question. You can lie to yourself, Zoe. You can pretend all you want. But this...? This is you running straight back into the fire. And I don’t know if I can watch you do it again.”

Zoe turned away, her throat tightening, but she wouldn't let the tears fall. Not now. Not when she was on the verge of losing everything.

“I’ll be back,” she said, her voice so quiet she could barely hear it herself. It sounded hollow, even to her own ears.

Barnes’ expression faltered, and for a brief moment, she saw the brother she had known before everything had fractured. Before the chaos. Before the lies.

“Yeah,” he said, voice cracking with emotion. 

“Sure, you’ll be back. But what happens when you do? Will you 

still be you?” His words were a whisper, a question neither of them wanted to hear.

After a long pause, he breathed out sharply, running a hand over his face. “Just... be careful, all right...I’ll keep my eyes out for you?”

She nodded, barely able to maintain her composure. “I will. Thank you” Neither of them truly believed it.

Outside, the Count was already waiting by the car, the engine quietly idling in the darkness. The night air was crisp, carrying the scent of salt from the sea, with the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore. Barnes stood at the doorway, watching her go.

“Barnes,” Zoe said softly, her voice nearly a whisper.

He gave Zoe a warm hug, one that required no words.

She got into the car, feeling the weight of the moment. As the Count drove off, leaving the brewery behind, Zoe gazed out the window, watching the lights fade into the distance.

Normal life had been good while it lasted. But normality was never meant to be hers.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The First Step Back 
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The car journey was silent. Not an uncomfortable silence, but a heavy one, filled with what wasn't being said. Zoe sat beside the Count, gazing out at the hazy landscape as they made their way through the countryside. She hadn’t asked where they were headed—not yet. He would tell her when the time was right. That was how he worked.

It had been less than a day since Barnes returned from California with his revelation. Bellini was on the move again. This time, she wasn’t just hiding—she was setting the stage for something much bigger. The Count had come to Blazing Barns not just to see Zoe but to take her away from it all. He hadn’t ordered her to go. He hadn’t persuaded her. He had simply been there, waiting.

And she had gone along. 

Now, she adjusted her seatbelt and cleared her throat. “I thought I was still on leave.”

The Count absentmindedly tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “You are.”

She turned her head towards him. “This feels an awful lot like work.”

He looked at her with that mysterious expression of his, then back at the road. “It’s whatever you want it to be.”

Zoe exhaled softly, drumming her fingers on her knee.

“So, where exactly are we headed?” 

“A safe house.” 

That didn’t surprise her. Orpheus had properties scattered across the globe, with assets hidden in plain sight. Their safe houses ranged from dingy one-room apartments to luxurious penthouses that served as embassies for people who no longer officially existed.

Zoe looked at him. “Milan, not New York?”

The Count smiled faintly. “Like I said, Milan.”

“What’s in Milan?” she asked dryly, fully aware that Max was there.

“A man with answers.”

Zoe considered that. “Of course, Max.”

The Count nodded once. “And Rafael.”

That caught her attention. “Rafael? As in our Rafael? Hacker of all hackers? He’s actually left London to join us...?”

He smirked. “I wasn’t aware we had another.” 

That was unexpected. Rafael was their digital ghost, their hacker and information expert. He hardly ever appeared in person unless something was truly serious. And if he was in Milan, that meant the situation was worse than she’d thought. Zoe shifted in her seat, watching the trees whizz past the window. She felt it again—that creeping sensation, the awareness at the back of her mind that had never quite gone away since Sanctuary. She was being watched. She glanced in the side mirror. Just countryside. No cars tailing them. No drones hovering above. But that didn’t mean anything. 

Suppressing her feelings, she focused on the conversation.

“What’s Rafael found?”

The Count’s fingers tapped the wheel again. “Something big.”

Zoe exhaled slowly. “I hate vague answers.”

His smile was fleeting. “Then you’ll love Milan.”

They continued their drive. The road ahead stretched long and uncertain, much like everything else. 

––––––––
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The private jet’s engines droned beneath Zoe’s feet as she sat opposite the Count. She gazed into the darkness beyond the oval windows. Hours had passed since they left Wales, with the coastline now concealed beneath thick layers of clouds. The only view was the vast night, occasionally broken by distant city lights shimmering below.

The Count was absorbed in his laptop, his brow furrowed in concentration. Occasionally, his fingers danced across the keyboard, retrieving reports, surveillance images, and scrolling through blocks of text in languages that Zoe only partially understood. 

She shifted her position in her seat. “So, are you going to tell me where we’re actually going?”

The Count didn’t look up. “As I mentioned in the car, Milan first. Max is handling the primary surveillance there. Then, if needed, we move to New York.”

Zoe exhaled. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

Now he glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. “You don’t want to see Max?”

“It’s not that,” she admitted, rubbing her forehead. “It’s just...” She hesitated. “Bellini always seems three steps ahead. We’re chasing a ghost.”

A small smirk tugged at the corner of the Count’s mouth. 

“And yet, ghosts always leave shadows.”

He set the computer down, fixing her with a knowing look. 

“She’s planning something bigger than Montague 2. You know it. I know it. And we’re going to stop her. Once and for all. And you, Zoe Blaise, are vital to this operation. We need you!” 

Zoe wasn’t sure if it was confidence or sheer arrogance, but it was typical of him.

“As I mentioned in the pub, she’s using the Faceless Ones,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “You saw the reports. At least six of them have vanished. Bellini is experimenting on them, refining the system before the official launch.”

Zoe nodded. “And Jaggery?” 

The Count scoffed. “Arrogant, smug, utterly convinced of his genius. He thinks he’s untouchable. But he’s just another pawn in her game.”

Zoe’s eyes sparkled with an ambiguous emotion. “Good! He won’t expect it when the board turns.”

The Count glanced at the screen in front of him, a live feed of Milan’s central districts. Max was already moving, tracking Bellini’s last known contacts. He wasn’t waiting for them to land.

The jet jolted slightly, adjusting its course.

“An hour until Milan,” the pilot’s voice crackled through the intercom.

Zoe drew a breath, bracing herself. This was the start. Once again. 

––––––––
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The landing in Milan was calm, but Zoe felt a faint unease as the city’s golden lights spread out beneath them. Although she had visited before, it had always seemed unwelcoming—just another battleground amid a conflict fought in boardrooms, back alleys, and the grey areas between perception and reality. 
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