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Chapter 1

	Reflections of Perfection

	The alarm chimed at 5:30 AM, not with a jarring buzz, but with the gentle sound of waves lapping against a shore. Barry Cummins had read somewhere that waking naturally to pleasant sounds reduced cortisol and prevented premature aging. He couldn't have that. Not now, not ever.

	He opened his eyes and immediately reached for his phone, thumbing past the usual notifications to the camera app. Reversing it to selfie mode, he examined his face in the screen's glow. Still there. Still perfect. The jawline, sharp enough to cut glass thanks to Dr. Özdemir's expert work two years ago. The teeth, luminous white veneers that had cost him three grand in that Antalya clinic. The skin, taut, clear, moisturized with a seventeen-step routine he followed religiously.

	Barry swung his legs out of bed and padded across the hardwood floor of his one-bedroom apartment in Ranelagh. The main mirror awaited him.

	It dominated the wall opposite his bed, eight feet tall, five feet wide, framed in brushed chrome. This wasn't just any mirror. This was a smart mirror with adjustable lighting that simulated everything from harsh office fluorescents to romantic candlelight. Barry needed to know how he looked in every possible scenario.

	He stood before it now, completely naked, and smiled.

	"Still got it," he murmured, running his hands down his torso.

	The abs were magnificent. Six distinct blocks of definition that caught the light perfectly. Never mind that they were implants, high-density silicone inserted beneath his abdominal muscles during a week-long trip to Istanbul last year. The surgeon, Dr. Yilmaz, had shown him the before-and-after photos of dozens of other men. "You will have the body of a Greek god," he'd promised in accented English. "The ladies, they will not be able to resist."

	Barry had paid €8,000 for that promise, and it had been worth every cent. Or so he told himself each morning.

	He turned to the side, examining his profile. Pecs, still firm. Shoulders, broad enough. Waist, trim. He'd never had to work for this body in a gym, sweating among the common masses. That would have required effort, dedication, and the building of actual character. Barry had simply bought his perfection, and he saw nothing wrong with that.

	The bathroom continued his shrine to self-worship. Three mirrors here, one above the sink, one full-length on the back of the door, and a magnifying mirror on an extendable arm for detailed inspection. The counter groaned under the weight of products, serums, toners, exfoliants, creams, gels, and oils, each promising to maintain or enhance some aspect of his appearance.

	Barry began his routine.

	First, the face wash, a Japanese charcoal-based formula that cost forty euros a bottle. He massaged it into his skin in gentle circular motions, exactly sixty seconds, no more, no less. Consistency was key. Then the toner, patted in with his fingertips. Then the vitamin C serum. Then the hyaluronic acid. Then the eye cream, dabbed carefully around the orbital bone. Then the moisturizer with SPF 50, because sun damage was the enemy.

	The whole process took twenty-three minutes. He'd timed it.

	His teeth came next. He smiled at his reflection, admiring the perfect white rectangles. They'd replaced his natural teeth, slightly crooked, a bit yellow despite his best efforts. These veneers were flawless. Ultra-thin porcelain shells that Dr. Acar had fitted during the same trip where he'd gotten the ab implants. Barry had spent a week in Turkey, checked into a five-star hotel, and emerged transformed.

	He brushed for exactly two minutes with an electric toothbrush that cost €200. Then he flossed. Then he used mouthwash. Then he applied a whitening gel just for good measure. One couldn't be too careful. A man's smile was his calling card, especially with the ladies.

	Hair was next. Barry spent fifteen minutes on his hair, blow-drying, applying product, styling it into the perfect swept-back look that he'd copied from a men's fashion magazine. Not too much product, or it looked greasy. Not too little, or it fell flat. The balance had to be perfect. Each strand had its place.

	He examined the results from multiple angles, using a handheld mirror to check the back. Satisfied, he moved to the bedroom and the main event, selecting his outfit.

	His wardrobe took up an entire wall, a custom-built system of shelves, drawers, and hanging space that had cost more than most people's cars. Everything was organized by color, by season, by occasion. Designer labels lined up like soldiers, Hugo Boss, Armani, Ted Baker, Reiss. The suits alone represented thousands of euros.

	Barry didn't smoke. He didn't drink. He didn't eat processed food or sugar. All of that would damage his appearance, and his appearance was everything. Every cent he earned at his mid-level position in an insurance firm went toward maintaining his image. Who needed savings when you looked this good?

	Today he selected a navy blue suit with a subtle pinstripe—Armani, naturally. A crisp white shirt with French cuffs. A burgundy silk tie. Brown Oxford shoes polished to a mirror shine. He dressed slowly, reverently, checking himself in the mirror after each item was added.

	The final product was immaculate. He looked like he'd stepped out of a magazine spread. Better than those models, actually. They were just pretty boys. Barry was a man, sculpted, refined, perfect.

	He turned back to the large mirror for one final inspection. From every angle, he was flawless. The face, the body, the clothes, it all came together in a symphony of masculine perfection. The ladies at work wouldn't know what hit them.

	Barry had worked at Brennan & Associates Insurance for seven years. He'd started as a claims processor and had somehow managed to claw his way up to junior account manager, not through any particular skill or dedication, but through sheer persistence and a few lucky breaks. He wasn't good at his job. He lacked the focus for detailed work and the personality for client relations. But he showed up, he looked sharp, and he believed, truly believed that his appearance compensated for everything else.

	He grabbed his keys, his phone, and his leather messenger bag, also designer, also expensive. One last glance in the mirror by the door. Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

	Barry Cummins stepped out of his apartment at 7:15 AM, ready to grace the world with his presence. In his mind, he was irresistible, magnetic, the kind of man women dreamed about. He had no idea that most people who encountered him found him insufferable. He had no idea that his coworkers mocked him behind his back. He had no idea that his obsession with his appearance had left him hollow inside, a beautiful shell with nothing underneath.

	And he had no idea that in forty-eight hours, a single email would set in motion events that would destroy everything he held dear.

	But for now, in this moment, walking down the street with the morning sun catching his perfect hair just right, Barry Cummins was content. He caught his reflection in a shop window and smiled.

	Still got it.

	

	 


Chapter 2

	The Invisible Man

	Barry swept into the office at 8:45 AM, fifteen minutes late as usual. Punctuality was for people who needed to prove themselves. When you looked like Barry Cummins, you could make an entrance.

	The open-plan office of Brennan & Associates occupied the third floor of a Georgian building on Merrion Square. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting their unflattering glow on the rows of desks where thirty-odd employees processed claims, managed accounts, and quietly resented their lives. Barry, however, had checked his appearance in four different reflective surfaces between the building entrance and his desk. The lighting wasn't ideal, but he still looked exceptional.

	"Morning, ladies," he announced as he passed the cluster of desks near the kitchen area where three of his female colleagues were making their morning coffee.

	Sarah, a claims supervisor in her early thirties, glanced up briefly. "Morning, Barry."

	"Looking particularly lovely today, Sarah," Barry said, leaning against the counter with what he believed was a devastating smile. "New haircut?"

	"No." Sarah poured her coffee and turned away.

	"Well, whatever you're doing, it's working." He winked. She didn't see it, she was already walking back to her desk.

	Undeterred, Barry turned his attention to Michelle and Aoife, who were studiously focused on the coffee machine. "How are my two favorite colleagues this fine morning?"

	"Grand, Barry," Michelle said without looking at him. "Fierce busy, actually."

	"Too busy for a chat with Barry Cummins? I'm wounded." He placed a hand over his heart, over his magnificent fake abs in mock pain.

	Aoife grabbed her mug and moved toward the door. "Lots to do, Barry. That's why some of us get here on time."

	"Ah, but you see, Aoife, when you look this good, people are willing to wait." He gestured to himself with both hands, like a game show host revealing a prize.

	Michelle followed Aoife out without responding. Barry watched them go, convinced that their quick departure was because his presence was simply too overwhelming. They were probably intimidated by him. That happened a lot. When you were this attractive, people didn't know how to act naturally around you.

	He made his way to his desk, stopping briefly at the men's room to check his hair. Still perfect. The product was holding up nicely despite the morning commute.

	His desk was in the middle of the account management section, surrounded by colleagues who actually did their jobs. Barry's computer monitor was angled just slightly so he could see his reflection in it when the screen was dark. He'd discovered this by accident six months ago and now considered it one of the best features of his workspace.

	He logged into his computer and immediately opened a browser to check his social media. Three new followers on Instagram overnight. Excellent. He posted a photo every morning, usually a selfie with some inspirational caption about success and determination, though Barry had never actually experienced much of either through his own efforts.

	"Barry, did you finish the Harper account report?"

	He looked up to see Tom Brennan, the owner's son and his direct supervisor, standing by his desk. Tom was thirty-eight, balding, with a slight paunch and an earnest demeanor. Everything Barry pitied.

	"Almost done, Tom. Just putting the final touches on it."

	"It was due yesterday."

	"Great things take time." Barry flashed his thousand-euro smile.

	Tom sighed, a sound Barry had heard from him many times before. "End of day, Barry. No excuses."

	As Tom walked away, Barry caught Sarah watching from across the room. He threw her a roguish smile and a little salute. She immediately looked back at her screen, but Barry took this as a positive sign. She'd been watching him. They all watched him.

	The morning crawled by. Barry managed to open the Harper account file twice but got distracted by his reflection in his monitor, then by Instagram, then by a detailed examination of his fingernails under his desk lamp. He'd had a manicure two days ago and wanted to make sure it was holding up. Appearances were everything in business. How could anyone expect him to impress clients if his cuticles weren't perfect?

	At 11:30, he wandered over to where Jennifer and Lisa sat. Jennifer was forty-two, competent, and completely unimpressed by Barry. Lisa was twenty-six and new to the office, fresh prey, as far as Barry was concerned.

	"Ladies, I couldn't help but notice you both from across the room," Barry said, perching on the edge of Jennifer's desk despite her visible annoyance. "Absolutely radiant

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




