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Chapter 1: A Death in the Vale
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Like a sudden intruder, the storm struck the rugged Welsh coastline with relentless fury. Waves crashed against the jagged cliffs, sending sea spray into the night sky. It was very late, and inside the austere office of Orpheus Consulting, nestled on Cathedral Road on the western edge of Cardiff city centre, Zoe Blaise stared at her oversized computer screen. A spreadsheet of discrepancies from one of the world's largest cosmetic conglomerates flickered before her.

However, Zoe couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off tonight. The rain pounding against the office windows mirrored the unease brewing inside her. She glanced at the wall-mounted clock. It was nearing midnight, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave. 

“You look like you’re trying to solve the secrets of the universe,” said Max, his Italian accent softening the words as he leaned against the doorway. His sharp tailoring seemed out of place in the rain-drenched Welsh City, but Max exuded the kind of effortless style Zoe could never muster. Where Zoe was pragmatic and focused, Max was charismatic and quick-witted, often able to charm his way into places she couldn’t. They made an unlikely but effective team.

After completing her degree in forensic accounting, Zoe worked for a cosmetics company. In the early 2000s, when the cosmetics industry imploded, she joined a multinational auditing firm in London. As a result, she was accustomed to collaborating with the police and other legal entities. The London job was lucrative but soul-crushing, filled with bureaucratic red tape and corporate politics. At her brother ’s

suggestion, it wasn’t until she joined Orpheus Consulting—a boutique firm specialising in uncovering fraud in the cosmetics and pharmaceutical industries—that she truly felt in her element. It was here that she met Max D’Angelo.

"If only it were that simple, Max," Zoe replied, sitting up in her chair, tapping the screen. "This company's numbers fail to add up—now I have to prove whether it's sloppy or dodgy accounting!" 

Zoe had always been detail-oriented, her keen analytical skills sharpened by years of revealing hidden truths. Raised in a Cardiff suburb, she found herself captivated by puzzles. Her father, a mathematics professor, would often present her with riddles and logic challenges. Meanwhile, her mother, a former investigative journalist, inspired her to pose the tough questions that others shied away from. This combination of influences moulded Zoe into a person who could discern patterns amidst the chaos.

Before they could fully process the news, Zoe’s phone rang, the sudden sound breaking the tense silence. She picked it up, her voice professional but wary.

“Zoe Blaise”

The voice on the other end belonged to the Count, their stern yet kindly enigmatic boss, and the head of Orpheus Consulting. His aristocratic accent added a touch of gravitas to every word. The Count, whose real name was a closely guarded secret, had a reputation for being as ruthless as he was brilliant. Despite his mysterious persona, he wasn’t an aristocrat as many assumed but an accountant with a penchant for theatricality and opera. His nickname stemmed from his uncanny ability to calculate risks and opportunities with precision, earning him“the Count” among his peers.

“Zoe, you are working late? I need you and Max to work on an assignment." The Count's unexpected call broke the silence of the night, his tone grave and urgent.

“Assignment?” Max raised an eyebrow as Zoe relayed the message.

“Annabel Trott—our senior analyst—was found dead this evening in her hotel room,” the Count's voice was sombre, his words cryptic. “She was working on a related case to the one you’re investigating. I want you to take over. Cosima will help with Eric. The police are involved, of course, Rhys Morgan, whom you know, but I have faith in your discretion. I know she was a good friend of yours, too. I’m sorry...” his voice trailed.

Zoe and Max exchanged a glance, the news of Annabel's death hitting them like a sudden storm. Annabel, a rising star at Orpheus, known for her tenacity and intelligence, was now gone. Her sudden death set off alarm bells, shrouding the office in a veil of mystery.

“Where?” Zoe gulped, holding back tears.

“The Newton Hotel, Porthcawl,” the Count replied, “Details will be sent to your phones. Keep me updated.”

The line went dead.

Max whistled low. “And so it begins.”

Somewhat of a dark horse, Max had been an unlikely appointment by the mysterious head of the firm. Max’s background was as eclectic as his personality. Born in Florence to an opera singer mother and a restaurateur father, Max had grown up surrounded by art, music, and fine cuisine. He studied criminology in Rome but spent his early career travelling across Europe, in various jobs, from private security to corporate espionage investigations. His charm and adaptability made him an asset in the murky world of high-stakes investigations.

§§§

The Newton Hotel wasn’t far from the coastline. Zoe remembered its grand facade battered by the elements yet still retaining an air of old-world elegance. As Zoe and Max drove through the winding Welsh roads, the storm intensified, the rain lashing against the car windows. Max kept the mood light with anecdotes from his colourful past, but Zoe’s mind was already racing ahead, piecing together what little they knew about Annabel’s death.

Annabel Trott was Zoe's close friend. They had met twenty-seven years earlier. Annabel’s career background was in chemistry and large-scale manufacturing processing. Before joining Orpheus, she too had worked in the cosmetic industry. Annabel would say she loved how "boring-looking" chemicals could be turned into a thing of beauty. Zoe’s investigative character preferred what the chemicals got up to in the skin and relished the "silence" of biochemistry.

They often laughed and debated about seemingly silly consumers who wanted to have "chemical-free" cosmetics. 

"Life is made up of bloody chemicals!" Annabel used to shout and wail. "Consumers are so thick and gullible at times! Why didn’t they pay attention in school?" she exclaimed, frustrated, over shared coffee one morning.

"Perhaps it’s because they found science too daunting or uncool."

"Maybe they didn’t have the opportunity, or even had teachers who just didn’t care."

"Also, I am sure the lack of common sense is a contributing factor too, Annabel — something to do with today's culture of swiping left?"

"Yeah, you’re probably right, Zoe."

"Let’s have a toast to common sense then!" clunking their coffee mugs together.

§§§

The night storm raged on as Max and Zoe pulled up to the hotel, its imposing silhouette framed by lightning. The old oaks seemed like twisted sentinels, their gnarled branches reaching out skeletal hands, beckoning them into the unknown. The wind howled through the trees, carrying whispers that seemed too deliberate to be natural. As they stepped out of the car, the wind blew with an ancient, restless energy that seemed to pulse in time with the thunder. 

Max glanced at Zoe, her face pale in the dim light, and for a fleeting moment, he wondered if they should turn back. But it was too late, they were expected. As they reached the hotel entrance, the memories of Annabel’s fiery spirit and sharp intellect weighed heavily on her heart. She felt physically sick. For Max, this was just the beginning of another puzzle. For Zoe, it was an investigation with higher stakes than they could have imagined.

Zoe and Max were greeted by Detective Chief Inspector Rhys Morgan, a tall, burly man whose sandy hair seemed to be perpetually windswept, a stark contrast to the sharp precision of his piercing blue-green eyes. His gaze held an intensity that cut through the room, and there was an unmistakable air of authority about him—one that suggested years of tough decisions and unswerving resolve. Morgan had built a reputation for being unyielding and relentless in his pursuit of justice, and it was easy to see why. 

His sceptical eyes lingered on Zoe and Max a moment too long, assessing, weighing them, as if trying to read a story between the lines of their demeanour. Though he had crossed paths with both of them in the past and there was an underlying respect for their abilities, that respect seemed tempered by a wariness, one that hinted at his doubt about whether they truly belonged on this particular case. Despite his trust in their skills, something about how he carried himself made it clear: he was not easily swayed, and they would have to prove themselves all over again.

"You must be the consultants," he said, eyeing them with teasing suspicion, his lips curling into a half-grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

"And you must be the law," Max replied, flashing his most disarming smile. Max’s charm often smoothed over rough introductions, but Morgan’s expression didn’t budge this time. 

"Follow me!”

Annabel’s hotel room was sealed off, but the scene inside was chilling. The contrast between the room's pristine luxury and the tragedy it now held was stark. A large four-poster bed loomed in the centre, the dark mahogany wood carved with intricate Celtic designs. 

Now twisted and disturbed, the bedspread revealed a starkly pale, slim body, almost child-like in its repose. Annabel’s face was still, her long, wavy fair hair strewn across the pillow, pale lips slightly parted as though she had been in mid-breath when death took her. She was wearing her favourite navy blue suit and matching shoes, though one, the left, had slipped off onto the floor at the edge of the bed.

The walls, adorned with framed watercolour prints of coastal landscapes—gentle waves crashing against rocky cliffs, the soft pastel hues of distant sunsets—now seemed to intrude, their once serene images unsettlingly distorted in the dim light. It was as if the room were closing in on its occupants, with an unspoken tension, each print amplifying a suffocating feeling. 

An open laptop rested on the desk, the screen displaying files that mirrored those Zoe had studied earlier—details so strikingly similar they couldn’t simply be brushed off as coincidence. The resemblance felt almost intentional, as if someone, or something, had been monitoring her every action.

“Your colleague was found by Housekeeping. Preliminary cause of death is heart attack," Morgan explained, his voice low but firm. "But we won’t know more until the post-mortem."

Zoe stared at the laptop, her tearful eyes filled with swirling thoughts. 

"May I?" she asked, her voice steady but laced with curiosity and grief.

Morgan hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "Just don’t touch anything.” He was about to ask why Annabel was at the hotel when his mobile phone buzzed, and, walking away, answered the caller.

As Zoe carefully examined the screen, Max's gaze wandered across the room, searching for anything that seemed out of place. His eyes landed on a business card resting on the bedside table. It bore the name of an exclusive nightclub in Cardiff: Velvet Rouge, printed in elegant gold lettering on a jet-black and dark red background, and a name scrawled in one corner — ‘Lola’. The club’s upscale reputation immediately roused his interest. A place like that might hold answers or lead them down more troubling paths.

Zoe remained focused on her laptop, but she noticed a slight chill in the air. As her eyes scanned the room, they were drawn to the bathroom door, which was slightly open. Proceeding carefully across the soft, plush carpet, she approached it. Inside, the bathroom mirrored the meticulous design of the rest of the space, featuring marble countertops that shone under the gentle lighting. The air was infused with a faint lavender scent, complemented by a sharper note of cologne, possibly from one of Annabel’s premium beauty products.

Her eyes gazed across the marble sink where an array of expensive beauty products was neatly arranged. A gold-trimmed mirror hung above the sink, its surface slightly fogged from use. She noted a high-end cleanser, a jar of luxurious eye cream with the scent of rose, and a compact of blush in the shape of a delicate rose. However, the lipstick caught her attention—a pearlescent, almost garish shade of pink, smeared on the edge of a towel, as though Annabel had hurriedly blotted her lips, possibly moments before her death.

Zoe frowned, her brow furrowing in confusion. Pink was never a colour Annabel would choose, not in a thousand years. She knew her friend well enough to recognise that the very thought of pink seemed to bother her, like a faint but constant niggle in the back of her mind. 

It wasn’t just a passing preference—there was something deeper, something unsettling about it. Annabel had never fully explained why, but Zoe had pieced together fragments of her past from quiet conversations and half-formed confessions. Once, in a rare moment of vulnerability, Annabel had mentioned that pink reminded her of a chapter in her life she’d rather keep buried. Zoe couldn't remember the specifics—the words had slipped away as easily as they had been spoken—but the sentiment lingered, a shadow that refused to leave. 

Now, as Zoe looked at the bright pink smear on the towel, a wave of unease swept over her. The sight disturbed her, not just for its colour but also because it seemed entirely out of place, as if it didn’t belong in the meticulously crafted world Annabel had created. It felt wrong in a way that penetrated Zoe's thoughts, as though it were a message intentionally left for her, one she wasn’t meant to decipher but couldn’t ignore. And then there was the missing lipstick—why wasn’t it there? 

Zoe’s eyes scanned the room, her mind racing. Was it a clue, an unspoken cry for help, or something more personal, a fragment of something Zoe had overlooked in the past? The absence of the lipstick was more troubling than its presence. Something wasn’t right, and Zoe could feel it in her bones.

Moving further into the bathroom, Zoe’s gaze shifted to the glass shower cubicle, where a series of bottles lined up on the shelf—shampoo, conditioner, and a clear liquid shower gel with a label that read ‘Botanical Revive.’ It was a brand known for its anti-ageing claims, one that Annabel had reportedly been passionate about promoting when she wasn’t elbow-deep in analytical spreadsheets. A new line, recently launched, had been gaining traction in the cosmetics market. But Zoe was too distracted by the other details to give them more than a cursory glance.

What stood out was the wall next to the shower. Scrawled in what appeared to be a hasty, almost frantic manner was a single phrase, written in the same pink lipstick:  

Pink-Bobbit

The words appeared slanted, uneven, and half-formed, as if the writer had been interrupted or hurried. Zoe gazed at them, a chill running through her. At first, the phrase felt nonsensical, yet something about it felt eerily familiar. She could almost hear Annabel’s voice in her head, teasing her with a cryptic riddle that now seemed to hold far more significance than mere wordplay.

Max joined her in the doorway, looking over her shoulder. 

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, but it feels like it’s meant to be a clue,” Zoe 

muttered, a sense of urgency building within her.

Max leaned over, inspecting the scrawl. “You think it’s related? Or maybe something else?”

Before Zoe had a chance to reply, the door creaked open, revealing Rhys Morgan, who entered the room with his mobile phone in hand. Although he typically appeared relaxed, there was now a noticeable edge to him—a quiet intensity in his movements as his sharp eyes scanned the scrawl on the wall and then moved around the bathroom, seemingly evaluating the situation. His glance returned to the wall before shifting to Zoe, his expression calculating yet not unkind. 

“That was your boss on the phone,” he said, a hint of amusement in his voice that softened the otherwise professional tone. “I’m led to believe your colleague was here, following up on some information about that case you've been working on?”

Zoe glanced at him briefly, a faint nod of acknowledgement, but her focus remained on the table. She didn't need to say anything—Rhys was good at reading between the lines, especially regarding their group. Though he was a police officer, he’d been a friend of the Count’s for a long time, and there was a certain comfort in knowing that despite his job, he always seemed to find a way to balance the professional and the personal.

"Yes," Zoe said, her voice quiet but softening at his familiar, reassuring sound. “It’s been... complicated.”

“What do we have here?” he continued.

Zoe stood up, turning to face him. “Annabel may have left us something. A clue, but it's cryptic.”

Morgan eyed the word again, his brow furrowing as he processed it. ‘Pink-Bobbit,’ he murmured, testing the phrase's meaning. “I’ve heard something like that before... But where?”

Zoe’s mind raced, the connection hovering just out of reach. The word ‘Bobbit’ seemed to resonate, but it didn’t immediately come to her. She’d heard it mentioned in a different context, but was there any connection here?

Max leaned in closer to her, voice low. “Maybe this is more than just a warning. It could also be a message from someone Annabel was involved with. Someone who knew more than they let on?”

Zoe nodded slowly, her thoughts already shifting into investigation mode. They had more than just a death on their hands; they had a tangled web with more players than they knew. But there were more details to discover—hidden things in plain sight, such as the small travel-sized perfume bottle on the vanity counter, a favourite of Annabel’s. Its scent—a rich, crisp blend of bergamot and orange blossom—was almost intoxicating, but Zoe noticed a faint stain on the back of the bottle, something dark. Had Annabel been carrying it with her, or had it been placed there afterwards? With every moment, the room seemed to reveal another clue, another thread to pull at. This wasn’t just a simple tragedy—it was a message, and Annabel’s secrets were still buried somewhere.

It was well past three o’clock in the morning when Zoe finally returned home. Exhausted and drained, she stumbled through the front door, locking it behind her, her body heavy with the weight of the night. She didn’t bother turning on any lights as she made her way to her bedroom, feeling numb and disconnected from everything around her. Once she climbed into bed, the floodgates opened. Her sobs echoed in the quiet room, raw and uncontrollable, as she buried her face in the pillow, unable to hold back the grief any longer. Eventually, the tears subsided, but her mind was a storm of unease as she slipped into a restless sleep. The night's revelations left her torn between understanding and disbelief.
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Chapter 2: Orpheus
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The Victorian building, Orpheus Consulting, exuded an enigmatic charm. Its grey and white stone façade, a stark contrast to the South Wales winter skies, hinted at the secrets it held. The name, etched in gold on the front door, was deceptively simple, belying the firm's complex and clandestine nature. Orpheus was a rare gem, known to few but commanding respect from all who crossed its path.

Inside Orpheus, the environment was crisp, the silence pervasive and austere. Each team member, working in their own private 'office' within the open-plan layout, was dedicated to unravelling the hidden world within the systems they were hired to investigate. Orpheus's reputation for discretion was legendary, growing with every case they solved, and just as importantly, with the ones they left unresolved. Clients, whether desperate or with their agendas, always left with answers.

The Count, an authority figure at Orpheus Consulting, was a man of mystery. His real name, Giovanni Jones, was known to few, as he had long abandoned it in favour of the nickname that suited his enigmatic persona. His aristocratic accent, tinged with a hint of Welsh, added a weight of gravitas to every word, as though each utterance could shift the balance of power.

Despite his reputation for brilliance and ruthlessness, most knew little of the man behind the name. Many assumed he hailed from old money, a forgotten scion of some storied European family, yet the truth was far less glamorous. Beneath the veneer of high society lay a mind trained in the precise calculations of accountancy. This profession honed his ability to assess risk and reward with almost uncanny accuracy. The world of finance had been his first love, but his penchant for the dramatic gave rise to his nickname. The Count was a title he had earned not through inheritance, but through his tenacious hard work, flair for theatricality and his deep, abiding love for opera—a passion that he channelled into every strategic move, every negotiation, with the precision of a maestro conducting a symphony. To his peers, he was a master of hidden depths, a man whose exterior of cold calculation masked a mind that saw beyond the ordinary, navigating the complexities of the corporate world, a grand performance, each act carefully orchestrated for maximum impact. Those who crossed him learned quickly that the line between brilliance and danger was often razor-thin. As someone who radiated control, he had an unsettling quietness; he didn’t just listen to the people in his office—he saw them. 

Most of his team were well-versed in discretion, and no one knew more about that than Max. No one knew the absolute truth about Max, except for the Count himself. The others considered him a senior analyst, a charming professional with an aura of mystery, always lurking just behind the scenes. But in reality, Max was not who he appeared to be—not by a long shot. 

Max’s past was a tangled web that few could begin to understand, but one thing was certain: his loyalty was beyond question. Unknown to the rest of his team, the Count had known him as a former operative in Italy’s intelligence services, whose personal history was like a shadow that followed him wherever he went. His role at Orpheus was to oversee the team’s operations and safeguard specific individuals from the dangers they often attracted. What they didn’t know, and what Zoe Blaise never reasonably suspected, 

was that Max’s eyes were never truly off her.

Zoe—insightful, determined, and intensely focused—craved justice and possessed an intuition often missing in her peers. Although she carried a quiet confidence, she grappled with the lingering issues of the cosmetic and pharmaceutical sectors—industries that had undergone significant turmoil following the global collapse of cosmetics in the early 2000s. Poor-quality products, misleading marketing, and deceit had severely damaged the industry’s credibility.

"New case," the Count said one day, his voice cutting through the silence, as smooth and calm as always.

Zoe looked up, momentarily distracted from the files in front of her. The Count stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, a shadow framed by the soft light of the winter afternoon.

"Someone in the cosmetics industry is moving faster than the regulators can keep up with," he continued, his voice detached but with a clear edge. "We need to find the source of these counterfeit beauty products that are flooding the market in Central Europe."

Zoe nodded, already gathering the information in her mind. The web of counterfeit goods was like a hydra—you cut off one head, and two more would grow in its place. 

"What’s the motive...greed, control, money?” she asked, rising from her desk to join him.

“Yes, follow the money. As always," he replied, his eyes not quite meeting hers. "And watch your back. This one’s big. And it’s dangerous. I’ve tasked Annabel Trott to follow a tangential

lead.”

She caught the slight pause in his tone. He’d said it before—more times than she cared to count—but the warning never lost its weight. 

Across the room, Max’s gaze flickered toward them. He didn’t speak, but his presence made Zoe feel the unspoken words: Keep your guard up, and your wits about you. There’s more at play than you know.

Max had been part of Orpheus from the very beginning—his motivations for joining were concealed beneath layers even thicker than the Count’s secrets. Few realised how closely his history was linked to the fields Orpheus aimed to investigate. To those unaware, Max’s cheerful professionalism was all that met the eye, yet the Count knew more. Max served as the steadfast support, the quiet guardian. Unbeknownst to Zoe, he was consistently a few steps ahead of her, despite his outward demeanour.

While the dust had settled on various all-consuming business scandals, remnants remained—evidence of those who had escaped justice. This is where Orpheus excelled—locating the criminals who had evaded capture. However, for every case they cracked, a murkier one appeared on the horizon.

The Count turned away from the window and faced them. 

"Zoe, you’re leading this one. Max will be your backup. Stay close. And remember—we’re not just after criminals. We’re after the truth."

Zoe nodded, swallowing her unease. She wasn’t sure whether

the growing tension or the unspoken gravitas of the Count’s

words made her feel this way. There were no simple answers in their work, and sometimes the deeper they dug, the more dangerous things became.

"Understood," she said, shifting her mind into investigation mode. "I’ll start with the supply chain accounts. We need to know where the counterfeit products are being made and the sources."

The Count nodded, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Good. But don’t underestimate the people you’re up against. They have resources you can’t begin to imagine."

As Zoe turned to leave, Max stepped forward, his presence quietly authoritative.

"Be careful," he said in his low, almost inaudible voice. 

Zoe paused, locking eyes with him. His gaze was usually inscrutable, yet something about it now made her uneasy. She sensed that his concerns went beyond just the case. 

"I will," she replied. Then, more to herself than anyone else, 

"We all will."

But what she didn’t know—what none of them could have known—was that this case would reveal more than just the murky depths of a corrupt industry. It would unveil truths and murderous lies that none of them were prepared to confront. 

The game was changing.

§§§

Eric Harrington was the kind of person who could make chaos seem to bend to his will. As the office manager at Orpheus, his role was far more nuanced than it appeared on paper. While his official duties included scheduling, logistics, and ensuring the smooth running of the office, Eric’s true value lay in his discretion and unwavering patience. He had a knack for diffusing tension and keeping the team grounded, even during the most tumultuous investigations. 

Eric transitioned to civilian life after two decades as a logistics officer in the British Army. His military experience provided him with an unmatched ability to plan and execute under pressure, a skill that had proven invaluable at Orpheus. He could manage a dozen priorities effortlessly, and his calm demeanour earned him the unofficial title of “Bostik,” the team's glue.

For Eric, however, loyalty and integrity were non-negotiable. He had joined Orpheus at the Count’s request after crossing paths during a high-profile investigation involving military procurement fraud. The Count, impressed by his efficiency and integrity, had offered him the role without hesitation. “You’re wasted in the corporate world, Eric,” the Count had said. “Come work with me. You’ll be doing something that matters.”

Eric had taken the job and never looked back. He had a quiet admiration for the Count’s unorthodox methods and an even more profound respect for the team the Count had assembled. Although Eric preferred to stay behind the scenes, ensuring the investigators had everything they needed, he was far from a passive observer. His insight and organisational prowess often provided the missing piece to a puzzle, and his ability to maintain confidentiality made him a trusted confidant for 

everyone on the team.

When Zoe entered the conference room, Eric was already seated at the long oak table with Cosima Ellis-Owens, his quietly attentive assistant, and a steaming cup of tea in front of him. His well-worn leather notebook lay open, filled with meticulous notes and to-do lists written in his neat, military script. His chestnut hair, now streaked with grey, was combed back, and his warm brown eyes carried a level of empathy that made people feel at ease. He rose to greet Zoe, extending a firm handshake.

“Zoe, it’s good to see you,” he said, his voice steady but tinged with sadness. 

“It’s good to see you, too, Eric,” Zoe replied softly. “Thank you for keeping everything running smoothly.”

Eric gave a small, self-deprecating smile. “It’s what I’m here for. I wish it weren’t under these circumstances.”

As Zoe took her seat, Eric handed her a folder containing the preliminary police report from the previous night. “I’ve highlighted the key details,” he said. “There’s something unusual about the timeline of events leading up to Annabel’s death. I think you’ll want to take a closer look.”

Eric’s ability to anticipate the team’s needs often bordered on the uncanny, and Zoe found herself silently grateful for his presence. Despite the emotional burden of the situation, Eric exuded a quiet strength that steadied her nerves.

Eric listened intently as the conversation turned to the case details, occasionally interjecting with practical suggestions. He was not one to seek the spotlight, but his contributions were always insightful and to the point. Knowing that Eric was in their corner reassured Zoe and Max that no amount of preparation could replicate.

“Anything stand out?” Zoe asked, opening the folder and scanning its contents.

Eric cleared his throat, the sound cutting through the silence in the room. He shifted uncomfortably, “The timeline feels... odd,” he said, his voice carrying a note of uncertainty that he couldn’t quite hide. His gaze moved to the report in front of him, but it was clear that his mind was elsewhere, trying to piece together the fragments of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit. 

“Annabel’s body was discovered last night, but the estimated time of death doesn’t line up with the activity on her work laptop. She sent an email just hours before the coroner believes she died. Who does that, right? If she was already... gone, why would she have been working?”

He paused, rubbing a hand over his face, as though the thought of it unsettled him. The room was still and heavy, and some questions had no answers. “She’d been to see the hotel receptionist that evening, around eight o’clock. Told him she was feeling tired, had a lot of work to get through, and wanted to know about room service. The kind of thing anyone might do when working away on business. Then... nothing. They think she got back to her room, sat on the bed, and... just died. No struggle, no signs of distress—just like that. It doesn’t make sense. It feels wrong...” His voice trailed off, but the doubt in his eyes said everything.

“Was the email related to our investigation?” Zoe’s voice 

sharp, hiding her emotion. Her mind shifted into analytical mode.

“It’s too early to say,” Eric replied, his tone measured. “But she was working late, reviewing something tied to the case. Her laptop is with the police now.”

“Annabel didn’t leave things half-finished,” Zoe said, more to herself than the others. “If she were working on something important, she’d have flagged it.”

“She did,” Max interjected, his fingers rhythmically tapping the table's edge. “A few weeks ago, she mentioned uncovering something significant. At the time, I assumed it was just another example of her usual thoroughness and attention to detail, but now...?” His voice faded into silence, his eyes distant and contemplative.

The room fell silent, and the quiet seemed to stretch endlessly. She forced herself to focus, her fingers moving automatically as she flipped through the report, her eyes scanning the cold, detached details of the scene where Annabel’s life had been ripped away. Each line felt like a raw wound, exposing the brutal finality of what had happened. The more she read, the more the words blurred before her eyes, but it wasn't the report that overwhelmed her—it was the haunting reminder of everything left unsaid, of the pieces of Annabel’s life that Zoe had never known.

A sudden pang of guilt struck her, sharp and unexpected. She hadn’t been there for Annabel in the way she should have. Her best friend. She had been so consumed by her work and her responsibilities that she hadn’t checked with her as often as she could have. She hadn’t taken the time to reach out, offer support, or be present. Now, staring at the sterile words in front of her, Zoe felt the crushing guilt of her neglect. It was too late for second chances, too late to make things right. And no amount of time would ever erase the sharp sting of regret in her heart.

“And the cause of death?” Zoe pressed.

“Preliminary report suggests an overdose,” Eric said carefully, watching Zoe’s reaction. “Of what, we—they—don’t know, but they are saying prescribed medicine for now.”

“That doesn’t make sense!” Zoe said firmly. “Annabel was meticulous about her health—she barely touched alcohol, let alone anything weird. And what about the supposed heart attack theory of DCI Morgan?”

Eric nodded. “It doesn’t add up to me either. But until we have more information, we’re working with many unknowns.”

“Then we need to start filling in the gaps,” Zoe said, her voice resolute. She glanced at Max. “Do we have access to her case notes?”

“Not yet,” Max replied. “The police sealed her office and confiscated her files. But I’ve made some calls, as has the Count—DCI Morgan might be willing to share, given our history of collaboration.”

“We can’t wait for them to hand us crumbs, even if DCI Morgan is generous about sharing. He is, after all, the cop in this case. We are not!” Zoe said, standing abruptly. “If Annabel was on to something, we need to find out what it was before it’s buried—or worse, covered up!”

Eric closed his notebook, handed it to Cosima, and stood. “I’ll reach out to some of her case contacts to see if anyone noticed anything unusual in the past few weeks.”

“Thanks, Eric,” Zoe said, grateful for his steady competence. 

“And Max and I will go and see her Mother. They were close. Max, can you also follow up with DCI Morgan about the laptop?”

“Already on it,” Max said with a faint smile, his confidence returning. “Don’t worry, Zoe. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

As they prepared to leave the room, Eric hesitated. “Zoe,” he said quietly, “if you need to step back at any point... just say the word. Annabel was your friend, and this won’t be easy.”

Zoe turned to him, her expression softening. “Thanks, Eric. But stepping back isn’t an option. Annabel would’ve done the same for me.”

Eric nodded, his respect for Zoe evident. “Then let’s get to work.”

The four exited the conference room, their resolve hardening with each step. Outside, the rain had slowed to a drizzle, but the clouds overhead remained heavy. The world of cosmetics often prided itself on creating illusions—perfect skin, eternal youth, effortless beauty. But beneath that polished surface, darker truths lay hidden, and now they were about to confront one of those truths head-on.

§§§

The Count, his usual air of authority replaced by an evident sense of vulnerability, eventually arrived at the office. Formally hugging Zoe, he removed his grey cashmere overcoat and matching scarf, hanging them carefully on the back of his office door. As he pushed back his silver hair, he gently yet sternly requested that she join him and Max in his office. 

The pale cream walls of the office were neatly covered with black-framed posters of La Scala in Milan, a series of photos of the Count smiling with various divas, and a small collector's photo of the great Caruso. Despite Caruso being long deceased, the Count remained a fervent admirer. His favourite opera was Mozart’s Magic Flute, and Zoe often wondered if this had a hidden meaning. The tall floor-to-ceiling windows of his office provided a commanding view over the trees below, which helped inspire him to name Orpheus. Yet the view this morning, despite the sun beginning to creep through the drizzle, seemed heavily overcast with the sudden, tragic loss of Annabel Trott.

The Count sat behind his sprawling, tidy, black-lacquered French art deco desk, loudly drumming his fingers. 

"Count?" said Max.

"Ah, yes, you two, sit down please," he replied.

"Let’s get to the point," he went on. “Rhys Morgan and I went to see Annabel’s mother this morning, after I called him last night while you were all at the hotel. Believe me when I say that there is more to her death than a simple heart attack. It is true, at least for now, that she died of heart failure, but it doesn’t add up, and Morgan doesn’t think so either!"

"Oh!" gasped Zoe.

"Zoe, I need you to use your skills, tenacity, discretion, and that brain of yours to find out exactly what did happen, and above all, who and why!" he exclaimed, looking at her intently and severely. "We are counting on you... I am counting on you. I trust you to unravel this mystery.”

"Very well," Zoe said blankly. "So there is to be a more detailed toxicological post-mortem?" interrupted Max.

"Yes, and Mrs. Trott insists as well, and rightly so in my opinion," the Count replied.

"Understood," said Zoe quietly. "I’ll go and see Rhys first, on my way
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