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  A Note Before We Begin
❧
This is not a book of prophecy. It will not tell you what Tuesday holds, nor whom you will marry, nor when your luck will turn. It makes no forecasts and reads no futures. What it offers instead is older and, I think, more useful: a portrait.

The twelve signs of the zodiac are, at heart, twelve ways of being human — twelve temperaments that the ancient mind sketched against the stars because the stars held still long enough to be drawn upon. Long before astronomy and astrology parted ways, our ancestors looked up at the same scattered lights we see and did the most human thing imaginable: they joined the dots into stories. A ram here. A bull there. Two twins, a crab — and, blazing across the height of summer, a great lion, its heart marked by one of the brightest stars in the sky. The constellations are not pictures the sky drew of itself; they are pictures we drew upon the sky, and into each we poured a way of being a person.

To call yourself a Leo, then, is not to be governed by a distant arrangement of stars wheeling through the dark. It is to recognise yourself in a very old description of a certain kind of person: the radiant one, the warm one, the one who lights up a room and longs to be seen in it, the generous heart that gives like the sun and needs, in return, to be loved. Whether the stars cause this or merely named it is a question this book leaves politely at the door. What matters is that the description is uncannily useful — that millions of people, across thousands of years, have read the word Leo and felt the small, startled recognition of being seen.

A word, too, on how to read what follows. A sun sign is not a horoscope in full. The sky at the hour of your birth was a crowded and particular thing, and a complete astrological portrait would weigh the Moon and the rising sign and the wandering planets and the angles they struck against one another. This book concerns itself only with the Sun — which, for Leo, is a doubly fitting focus, since the Sun is Leo's own ruler. The Sun is the single most important light in any chart, the one that warms the whole and the core around which the rest arranges itself. If you are a Leo, the Sun was in the sign it rules when you drew your first breath, and that is no small thing: it means the centre of you is Leo ground, lit by Leo's own star, whatever else the sky may have planted there. Read this, therefore, as the description of a centre, not a circumference. It will not be the whole of you. But it will, I suspect, be the part of you that everything else has been arranged around.

Read it, then, as you would read a thoughtful letter from someone who has watched you closely and means you well. Take what rings true. Leave the rest. The aim is not to bind you to a fate but to hand you a mirror — and, near the end, a path.

We began this series with Aries, who goes first, and turned to Taurus, who makes it last, and to Gemini, who connects it all, and to Cancer, who feels it all. We come now to the one who shines — the radiant, generous, warm-hearted lion of the zodiac, the natural king around whom the room arranges itself, whose whole genius is to give light. With Leo, the fifth.

* * *
Chapter One
The Essence
❧
The dates. The Sun moves through Leo from roughly the 23rd of July to the 22nd of August. The exact day shifts a little from year to year, because the calendar we keep and the heavens we watch run on slightly different clocks — the calendar in tidy whole days, the heavens in stubborn fractions — and so the precise hour of the Sun's crossing drifts about within a day or two. Those born in that blazing stretch at the very height of summer, when the Sun is at its hottest and the year at its most golden, carry the mark of the Lion. There is a deep fitness in this: the sign ruled by the Sun falls in the season when the Sun is most fully itself.

If your birthday falls near either edge — around the 23rd of July, or the 22nd and 23rd of August — you sit on what astrologers call the cusp, and you would do well to find the exact moment of the Sun's passage in your particular birth year before you decide which water or which earth sits beside your fire. A great many people have spent their lives believing themselves a Cancer or a Virgo, only to discover, on closer inspection of the almanac, that the Sun had already crossed, or had not yet crossed, the line. The cusp is real, but it is a knife-edge, not a blurred band: at any given instant the Sun is in one sign or the other, never both. The romance of being "a little of each" is just that — romance. Find the hour, and know your ground.

A word on why Leo falls at the height of summer rather than behind the actual constellation of the Lion, which precession has long since carried elsewhere. Western astrology uses what is called the tropical zodiac — a zodiac anchored not to the drifting stars but to the seasons, to the turning of the Earth toward and away from its Sun. In this scheme Leo is not a patch of distant sky but a season of the year, and the most solar one of all: the peak of summer, when the Sun blazes longest and strongest and the world is at its most abundant and golden. This is no accident but the deep key to the sign. Leo is the Sun's own season, the time of greatest light and heat, of ripeness and display, of the year showing off everything it has grown. To be born under the Lion, in the tradition this book follows, is to carry that solar fullness in the bone — a soul made of warmth and light and the summer's own generous, radiant confidence.

Why "Leo." The name is simply the Latin for lion, and the lion is the most fitting emblem the zodiac has to offer this sign. To understand it, it repays the effort to know its founding story, for the myth is the temperament told as a tale.

The Greeks told of the Nemean Lion, a monstrous beast that terrorised the region of Nemea and whose golden hide was so tough that no weapon could pierce it. The first of the twelve labours of Heracles was to slay it. Arrows bounced off the creature; blades would not cut it; and so the hero, finding no weapon equal to the task, finally wrestled the lion and strangled it with his bare hands, matching his strength against the king of beasts and prevailing. Afterward he wore the invulnerable pelt as a cloak and helm, and Zeus set the lion among the stars in honour of the contest, where it shines as the constellation Leo.

Read the tale and you have read the Leonine heart. Notice first what the lion is: the king of beasts, the proud and golden sovereign of its domain, courageous, magnificent, impossible to ignore. There is the sign's essence — the regal bearing, the natural assumption of centrality, the magnificent presence that fills a space. Notice, too, the invulnerable golden hide: the splendid outer coat that no blade can pierce, the glorious armour of confidence and pride that the Lion shows the world. And notice the secret the myth half-hides: that the lion, for all its golden invincibility, could be brought down — that beneath the impenetrable hide was a creature that could, in the end, be overcome. This is the deep truth of the sign that the rest of this book will keep returning to: that behind Leo's magnificent, golden, unbreakable-seeming confidence often beats a heart far more tender and more easily wounded than the splendid hide would ever let you guess.

The season, and the heat of summer. It is worth dwelling a moment on Leo's season, for the sign and its time of year explain each other. Leo falls in the deep heat of high summer — late July into August — when the Sun is at its most powerful, the days long and golden, the world ripe and abundant and ablaze with light. This is the most solar stretch of the whole year, the season when the Sun's nature is most fully on display, and the sign takes its character directly from it: the warmth, the abundance, the confident fullness, the sheer radiant generosity of a world at the height of its powers. There is nothing tentative or wintry in Leo; it is born of the year's most golden, generous, sun-drenched weeks, and it carries that high-summer fullness as its birthright — the warmth that gives freely because it has so much to give, the confidence of a season that has nothing left to prove.

The glyph. The written symbol for Leo is a small rounded shape trailing a long upward-sweeping curl, and it is most often read as the Lion itself — the curve of the great cat's mane, or the sweep of its tail rising in pride. Some see in it a flame curling upward, the fixed fire of the sign made into a single line; some see the heart and its great artery, the organ Leo rules, looping up and out. Whichever reading one prefers, the meanings rhyme: the mane, the flame, the proud upward sweep, the radiant heart. There is nothing small or downward in the figure — it rises and curls outward, like a thing showing itself, like warmth thrown off from a centre. The very sign written for Leo is a small picture of the proud, radiant, upward-flaming heart.

The lion's heart, and the king's star. When you look up for Leo among the constellations, you will find it without much trouble, for it is one of the great recognisable patterns of the sky — a curving "sickle" of stars that forms the Lion's head and mane (it looks like a backwards question mark), trailing back to a bright triangle that marks the haunches and tail. And at the base of that sickle, where the Lion's heart would be, blazes Regulus — one of the brightest stars in all the heavens, whose very name means "the little king," and which the ancients knew as Cor Leonis, "the Heart of the Lion." Regulus was one of the four "royal stars" of antiquity, a star of kings and majesty. There is no better emblem for the sign anywhere in the sky: at the heart of the Lion sits a king-star, blazing. To be a Leo is to have, quite literally, a royal star where the heart should be — and to feel, always, that one is meant for something bright and central and grand.
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