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​Prologue
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The boy couldn’t move.

His breath came in sharp, panicked bursts, his small chest rising and falling too quickly. The ground beneath him was cold—wet grass, slick with rain and something else. Something darker.

Blood.

Not his.

Not yet.

The air smelled of metal and earth, the storm above rumbling low, heavy with unspoken warnings. He tried to turn his head, to look around, but a firm hand pressed against his shoulder, holding him in place.

A voice. Calm. Almost gentle.

“Shhh. It’s alright.”

The boy’s pulse hammered in his ears. He couldn’t see the face. Just the outline of a figure, cloaked in shadows, standing above him.

Then came the blade.

A slow drag of something sharp against his skin. Not cutting—not yet—just enough pressure to make him feel the edge, to let him know what was coming.

“You’re special,” the voice whispered. “You don’t even understand why yet, do you?”

Tears blurred his vision. He tried to scream, but another hand covered his mouth.

The blade moved again, this time tracing a shape. A careful, deliberate carving just above his sternum.

The boy squeezed his eyes shut, but the voice didn’t stop.

“Everything has meaning. The stars. The signs. You.”

Pain bloomed, bright and sharp. The first cut.

The boy’s body convulsed, but the hands held him still.

The rain came harder now, drowning out his muffled cries.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the mark being carved into his skin. A symbol, ancient and precise.

The stars had chosen him.

And the stars never lied.
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The cabin swallowed the sound. Rain drummed against the roof, a steady percussion filling every shadowed corner. The air inside was thick—stale wood, old whiskey, and the lingering ghost of a fire long since burned out. Leo Maxwell sat unmoving, fingers curled loosely around the worn armrest of his chair. His breath came slow, deliberate.

Outside, the knock came again.

A second time.

Leo exhaled through his nose, his jaw tightening. Five years. Five years of silence, of solitude, of keeping the world at arm’s length. He had built his life around that silence, wrapped himself in it like armor.

And now, it was cracking.

The old wooden floor groaned as he stood, boots scuffing against the dust that had settled undisturbed for days. The lamp in the corner flickered, casting restless shadows along the cabin’s walls. His gaze drifted toward the whiskey bottle perched on the counter, the amber liquid catching the dim light.

He considered it. Let the thought settle. Then dismissed it.

Instead, his eyes landed on the corkboard across the room. The mess of red string and yellowed newspaper clippings hadn’t been touched in years, but the stories they told still spoke to him. Ghosts of the past, staring back. A crime scene photo pinned at an angle. The edge of a note curled with age. A single word scrawled in black ink beneath it.

Unsolved.

The knock came a third time. This one sharper. Not impatient—urgent.

Leo’s fingers flexed. His instincts, dulled but not dead, stirred. Whoever stood on the other side of that door wasn’t just lost. They needed something.

He crossed the room, each step measured, controlled. The iron bolt was cold beneath his fingertips as he slid it back. He hesitated only a moment before pulling the door open.

Just enough to see.

A woman stood on the porch, half-drenched from the rain. The hood of her dark coat cast a shadow over her face, but Leo didn’t need to see her eyes to recognize the weight she carried. It wasn’t just in the way she stood—rigid, bracing against more than just the storm—but in how her fingers clutched something tight against her chest.

A folder.

Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Leo’s voice came rough, unused. “Who are you?”

The woman lifted her chin. Green eyes, sharp and searching, locked onto his.

“Mr. Maxwell,” she said, her voice steady despite the tremor beneath it. “My name is Clara Thorne. And I need your help.”

A gust of wind sent a spray of rain against the porch, a cold slap against Leo’s skin. He didn’t move. Neither did she.

Clara Thorne. The name settled uneasily in his mind, unfamiliar yet weighted with purpose. She clutched the manila folder tighter, her knuckles pale beneath the dim glow of the cabin’s porch light.

“I don’t take cases,” he said, voice rough.

Her shoulders squared. “I know.”

That should have been the end of it. The wind howled through the trees, sending a shiver through the wooden beams of the porch. He could just close the door. Let the storm swallow her. Let the silence reclaim the night.

But something held him there.

Not curiosity. No, that was a luxury he had buried long ago. It was the way she stood—rigid, like someone who had already knocked on too many doors. Like someone who had been turned away enough times to expect it again.

Leo exhaled, a slow, measured breath. Then he stepped back.

Clara hesitated for only a second before pushing inside, bringing the rain-drenched scent of the storm with her. She stopped just past the threshold, dripping onto the wooden floor, eyes flicking around the cabin. No hesitation. She was assessing the space, taking it in the way someone with a sharp mind did.

Leo shut the door. The bolt slid back into place with a solid thunk.

Clara turned to face him. She was younger than he’d first thought—mid-thirties, maybe—but the kind of age that came with weight behind the eyes. Her wet hair clung to her temple, a few strands sticking stubbornly to her cheek. She didn’t bother brushing them away.

She extended the manila folder. “You’ll want to see this.”

Leo didn’t reach for it.

Instead, he watched her. The way her fingers pressed against the paper, like whatever was inside had burned its way into her palms. The slight shift of her stance, weight balanced, poised for resistance.

“You think I’ll change my mind just because you brought me a folder?”

A flicker of something—frustration? Desperation?—crossed her face before she schooled it away. “No,” she admitted. “I think you’ll change your mind because of what’s inside it.”

Silence stretched between them.

Leo’s gaze flicked to the corkboard. To the cases left behind. The ones he told himself didn’t matter anymore. The ones that still found their way into his dreams.

His fingers twitched. Then, finally, he took the folder.

It was damp at the edges, warped slightly from the rain. He flipped it open, expecting crime scene photos, maybe a few police reports. He wasn’t expecting the first image.

A body.

Male. Mid-twenties. Sprawled across wet grass, limbs carefully arranged, like a grotesque form of performance art. The blood had dried dark against his shirt, seeping into the earth beneath him.

But it wasn’t the body that made Leo’s breath slow.

It was the symbol.

Carved deep into the man’s chest, just above the sternum. Jagged, but precise. A familiar shape.

A ram’s head.

The breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding escaped through his teeth.

Aries.

He turned the next page. Another body. Different victim, different setting. A woman this time, slumped over a desk, her fingers still curled around a coffee mug. Her forehead bore the mark.

Libra. The scales.

The next page. A child. No older than ten. Eyes vacant. Small chest carved with the symbol of Gemini—the twins.

Leo shut the folder.

The air inside the cabin had shifted. The silence wasn’t empty anymore. It was filled with something taut, something unseen pressing at the edges.

Clara watched him. Not eager. Not expectant. Just... waiting.

He ran a hand through his hair, the silver strands catching the dim light. The heaviness in his chest wasn’t new. It was an old companion, the same one that had followed him into every unsolved case, every failure, every dead end.

But this wasn’t just another case.

This was something else.

Leo exhaled slowly, forcing the tension from his shoulders. His fingers flexed against the folder’s damp edges, but he didn’t reopen it. He didn’t need to. The images were already burned into his mind.

Clara shifted, the wooden floor creaking beneath her boots. She wasn’t fidgeting—no wasted movement, no nervous glances—but Leo still caught it. A small, unconscious shift of weight. A tell.

She was waiting for him to speak.

Instead, he studied her.

Her coat was still dripping from the rain, but she hadn’t pulled back the hood completely. Her hair was damp, strands clinging to her forehead. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath her green eyes—not the kind you get from one bad night’s sleep, but from too many in a row.

The folder hadn’t just been burning into her palms. This case had been burning into her mind.

Leo sighed, tossing the folder onto the coffee table. The pages splayed open, crime scene photos peeking from beneath the cover. He ignored them.

“Where did you get this?” he asked.

Clara crossed her arms, a flicker of hesitation passing through her expression. “That depends,” she said. “Are you taking the case?”

Leo let out a short, humorless laugh. “No.”

Her jaw tightened. She didn’t look surprised—just resigned.

“Then it doesn’t matter where I got it.”

Leo arched a brow. “It does if you want me to believe it’s real.”

Clara held his gaze for a beat, then slowly reached for the folder. Not to take it back, but to flip through the pages. She stopped on the second victim—the woman at the desk, Libra carved into her skin.

“Her name was Evelyn Grant,” Clara said. “Thirty-four. Defense attorney. Worked on high-profile cases, mostly corporate fraud and whistleblower lawsuits.” Her fingers traced the edges of the page, but she didn’t look at Leo. “She had a daughter. Nine years old.”

Leo frowned. “The police release that?”

“No,” Clara admitted. “But I had... sources.”

Leo’s lips pressed into a thin line. That explained a few things. The tension in her shoulders. The exhaustion behind her eyes. She’d been doing the legwork on this herself.

He gestured to the third victim—the child. “And him?”

Clara’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “No ID yet. No missing person report filed.” She hesitated, then added, “But I think I know who he is.”

Leo waited.

Clara’s hands curled into fists at her sides, like she was fighting some internal debate. Finally, she exhaled sharply. “Last year, I worked on a missing persons case. A foster kid, ten years old, vanished without a trace. His name was Alex Porter.”

She tapped the crime scene photo with her knuckle. “I don’t have proof, but... this boy looks exactly like him.”

Leo studied her. There it was. The crack in the armor. This case wasn’t just a puzzle to her—it was personal.

She wasn’t here because she wanted Leo’s help. She was here because she needed it.

Still, he wasn’t ready to jump back in.

“You’re making a leap,” he said. “It could be a coincidence.”

Clara’s head snapped up. Her eyes flashed—not anger, but something sharper. “Do you believe in coincidences, Mr. Maxwell?”

Leo said nothing.

She scoffed. “Yeah. Me neither.”

She pushed the folder toward him again. A challenge.

Leo glanced at it, then back at her. Clara was watching him closely, like she was waiting for him to react to something specific.

Like she already knew what was coming.

He reached for the next page, flipping it over. Another victim. Another symbol. The same meticulous carving, the same staged positioning of the body.

But there was something else.

A newspaper clipping, folded and tucked behind the photograph. An old case file.

Leo’s breath stilled.

He knew this case.

His fingers clenched around the page before he could stop himself. A name stood out in bold print. A name from his past.

Clara didn’t move. “I was hoping you’d recognize it.”

Leo closed the folder abruptly. He stood, moving toward the window, staring out into the rain. His pulse had picked up, but he forced his expression into neutrality.

Clara didn’t push. She just waited.

Smart.

Finally, Leo turned back to her. His voice was quiet, but edged with something dangerous.

“How did you find this?”

Clara didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she stepped forward, reaching into her coat pocket. Leo tensed on instinct, but all she pulled out was a folded piece of paper.

She placed it on the table and slid it toward him.

He hesitated. Then picked it up.

One look at the handwriting and the breath locked in his throat.

It was his.

His notes. His case file. His words, written years ago. A personal analysis of the connections between astrology and behavioral psychology. He had never published it. Never shared it.

And yet, here it was.

Leo’s stomach went cold.

Clara watched him carefully. “I don’t think this is just a message for the world, Mr. Maxwell.” She gestured to the folder. “I think this is a message for you.”

The air in the cabin felt thinner. Suffocating.

Leo looked at the pages in his hands, then back at the corkboard on the wall. The red strings, the photographs, the echoes of a past he had sworn not to touch again.

This was a line he had promised never to cross.

But the door had already been knocked on.

And now, it was open.

The air inside the cabin had shifted. The silence wasn’t empty anymore. It was heavy, filled with something unseen pressing at the edges.

Leo sat back in his chair, the weight of the folder still in his hands. He ran his fingers over the pages, feeling the damp texture, the ridges where ink had bled. His own words, staring back at him.

His throat felt dry. He needed a drink.

Instead, he leveled his gaze at Clara. “Where did you get this?”

She hesitated for half a second—just long enough for Leo to know she was deciding how much to tell him.

“Someone sent it to me.”

Leo’s jaw tightened. “Who?”

“I don’t know.”

He scoffed. “Convenient.”

Clara didn’t flinch. “It came in the mail two weeks ago. No return address. No note. Just this file and your notes. I started digging into the murders, following the connections, trying to piece it together. And everything led me here.”

“Why me?”

Clara exhaled slowly, shaking her head. “Because whoever sent this thought you’d understand it.” She tapped the folder. “And they were right.”

Leo didn’t answer.

Because she wasn’t wrong.

The symbols. The patterns. The way the victims were chosen—it wasn’t random. It wasn’t meaningless. Someone was sending a message, and that message was aimed directly at him.

The part that unsettled him the most?

He wasn’t sure if it was a challenge.

Or an invitation.

Clara shifted, stepping closer. The rain outside had softened to a drizzle, the storm retreating. But inside, the tension between them only grew thicker.

“You were a profiler,” she said. “One of the best. You saw things others didn’t.” Her voice dipped slightly, the edge of something raw bleeding through. “And then one day, you just... disappeared. You walked away.”

Leo’s fingers twitched. He didn’t like the way she said it.

Like he had run.

Like he was hiding.

“I had my reasons,” he said, voice flat.

Clara’s gaze flicked to the corkboard across the room. The newspaper clippings. The unsolved cases. The ones he told himself didn’t matter anymore.

“You never really left,” she murmured.

Leo clenched his jaw, but didn’t respond.

Clara watched him for another moment, then stepped back. She reached into her coat pocket again, this time pulling out a second, smaller envelope. She placed it on the table beside the folder.

“No return address on this one, either,” she said.

Leo hesitated, then flipped it open. A single sheet of paper. A printed message.

You know the stars, but do you see the pattern?

Leo’s pulse slowed.

The ink had smudged slightly, the paper warped from moisture. But it wasn’t the words that got to him.

It was the symbol printed at the bottom.

A lion.

Not stylized. Not artistic.

Just three jagged claw marks, slashed through the page.

Leo stared at it.

His name wasn’t on the letter. No direct threat. No instructions.

But the meaning was clear.

He wasn’t just supposed to look at the pattern.

He was part of it.

Clara folded her arms, watching him. “This isn’t going away, Maxwell. You can shut the door, pretend you don’t care—but that’s not gonna change anything.” She nodded toward the letter. “Whoever sent that? They’re waiting for you.”

Leo inhaled deeply through his nose. Exhaled slowly.

The air in the room felt different.

The silence wasn’t a shield anymore.

It was a warning.

Finally, he stood. He grabbed the envelope, the folder, and moved to the corkboard. He pinned the letter dead center, the clawed lion staring back at him.

Clara’s shoulders relaxed just slightly. “So you’re in?”

Leo didn’t look at her. He just reached for the nearest piece of red string and stretched it across the board.

Connecting the past.

To the present.

To himself.

He pulled it tight.

Then he let go.

The hunt had begun.
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"What have you gotten yourself into?" Miller's voice was a mix of suspicion and something else...weariness? Annoyance? Leo couldn't quite decipher it over the crackle of the phone line. It had been years, after all. Years since they'd last spoken, since he'd abruptly cut ties with everyone and everything connected to his former life.

"It's... complicated," Leo repeated, realizing how inadequate the word sounded. "I wouldn't be calling you if it wasn't important, Sarah."

He heard a sigh on the other end, a sound that spoke volumes about their shared history, about the cases they'd worked, the late nights, the frustrations, the occasional, hard-won victories. He remembered her sharp mind, her relentless determination, her unwavering commitment to justice. He also remembered her impatience with his... unconventional methods.

"Meet me," he said, finally. "The Blue Moon Diner. Highway 17. Thirty minutes."

He didn't wait for her to agree or disagree. He ended the call, the silence of the cabin suddenly amplified, pressing in on him. He knew the Blue Moon Diner. It was a greasy spoon, a relic from a bygone era, halfway between his cabin and the city. It was neutral ground. A place where they could talk without attracting unwanted attention.

He grabbed his keys, his wallet, and a small notepad. He hesitated for a moment, then picked up the manila folder containing the crime scene photos. He might need them.

As he stepped out into the rain, he felt a flicker of something he hadn't felt in years. Purpose. A sense of urgency. A feeling that, despite his best efforts to escape it, he was being drawn back into the world he'd left behind.

The drive to the diner was a blur of rain-streaked windshields and blurred headlights. He kept replaying the conversation with Miller in his head, analyzing her tone, her words, searching for any clue that might reveal her willingness to help him.

He parked his truck in the nearly empty lot, the neon sign of the Blue Moon Diner flickering weakly in the darkness. He saw her car, a beat-up, unmarked sedan, parked near the entrance. She was already there.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the encounter. He knew this wouldn't be easy. He was asking her to trust him, to take a leap of faith, after years of silence and a history of... friction.

Leo hadn’t left the cabin in months.

Not for town. Not for supplies. Not for anything that required him to interact with people.

That was about to change.

He pulled on his coat, ignoring the stiffness in his shoulders. His body wasn’t as quick to adjust as it used to be. Too many years chasing ghosts, too many cases where the weight of the dead sat heavier than any gun in a holster.

Clara stood by the door, arms crossed. She hadn’t spoken since he pinned the letter on the board, but she didn’t need to. She knew what it meant.

Leo grabbed his truck keys from the counter, stuffing them into his pocket. “I need to talk to someone.”

Clara arched a brow. “Who?”

Leo exhaled. “Detective Sarah Miller.”

Clara tilted her head slightly, like she recognized the name. “You trust her?”

Leo smirked faintly. “I trust that she doesn’t trust me.”

Clara didn’t press for more, but Leo could tell she wanted to. Instead, she followed him outside, where the rain had settled into a cold mist.

The truck’s engine rumbled to life, the sound breaking the quiet forest air. He shifted into gear, the gravel crunching beneath the tires as they pulled onto the road.

He hadn’t spoken to Miller in five years.

Hadn’t needed to.

She was one of the few people who had seen him at his worst and still expected him to be better.

And he wasn’t sure if that made her a good detective.

Or a fool.

The Blue Moon Diner was exactly the same. Greasy booths, cheap coffee, a neon sign that flickered when the wind hit just right. The kind of place where the food wasn’t great, but the people watching made up for it.

Leo pushed open the door, the bell overhead jingling as warm air hit his face. The smell of burnt toast and over brewed coffee curled around him.

She was already there.

Miller sat in a booth near the back, her dark hair pulled into the same tight bun she’d worn since the academy. No nonsense, no wasted movement. Even in a diner, she looked like she was running an interrogation.

She didn’t wave him over. Didn’t even acknowledge him at first. Just took a slow sip of coffee, watching as he approached.

Leo slid into the seat across from her.

Miller finally looked up. “Well, well. The dead man walks.”

Leo smirked. “Good to see you too, Miller.”

She set her coffee down, fingers drumming against the ceramic. “You know, I figured if I ever saw you again, it’d be because someone found your body in a ditch. Or because I was arresting you.”

Leo leaned back, arms crossing over his chest. “Still might be one of those.”

Miller studied him. Not just his face, but his posture, his eyes, the way he carried himself. She had always been good at that. Reading people.

Finally, she sighed, shaking her head. “So. What the hell do you want, Maxwell?”

Leo reached into his coat, pulling out the folded letter. He slid it across the table. “This.”

Miller’s gaze flicked to the page. Then back to him.

She didn’t touch it. Not right away.

Instead, she gave him a long, measured look.

Then she exhaled and picked it up.

As she read, her fingers curled around the edge, tightening slightly. By the time she reached the claw-marked lion at the bottom, her jaw had clenched.

Leo watched her reaction carefully.

When she finally set the letter down, her expression had shifted. Less sarcastic. Less guarded.

More serious.

“You’re not joking.”

“Never was.”

Miller tapped the paper with one finger. “You realize this is insane, right?”

Leo smirked. “Since when did that stop me?”

She huffed out a breath, rubbing her temples. “Alright, let’s cut through the bullshit. Why are you bringing this to me?”

“Because someone wants me on this case,” Leo said. “And if I’m getting dragged back in, I need someone watching my back.”

Miller arched a brow. “And you think that’s me?”

Leo shrugged. “Unless you finally learned to say no to a good mystery.”

Miller sighed again, but there was something else in it this time. A resignation. A knowing.

She didn’t want to be involved.

But she was already in.

She picked up her coffee, took another long sip, and set it down with a thunk.

“Alright, Maxwell,” she muttered. “Let’s hear it.”

"Three murders," he said, ignoring the sarcasm. "Three victims. Each marked with a zodiac symbol."

He watched her carefully, looking for any sign of recognition, of understanding. He saw it immediately. A subtle shift in her expression, a tightening of her jaw, a flicker of something that might have been... concern.

"Show me," she said, her voice losing some of its sharpness.

He opened the folder, revealing the first photograph. The young man. The ram's head. He saw Miller's eyes widen slightly, her gaze fixed on the image. She didn't speak, didn't look away. She just stared, absorbing the details, processing the information.

He slid the second photograph across the table. The woman. The scales. Then the third. The boy. The twins.

Miller leaned back in her booth, her expression grim. She took a slow sip of her coffee, her hand surprisingly steady. He knew she was affected, despite her attempts to maintain her professional detachment.

"The local PD thinks it's random," Leo said, breaking the silence. "A copycat killer. They haven't connected the symbols."

"And you have?" Miller asked, her voice sharp, challenging.

"I think so," Leo said. "I think someone's sending a message. Using a language... I understand."

He saw the doubt in her eyes, the skepticism. But he also saw something else. Curiosity. A flicker of the same instinct that had driven him to call her in the first place. The lure of the unknown. The pull of the unsolved.

"And what does this message say, Maxwell?" she asked, her voice laced with a hint of sarcasm, but also... something else. A reluctant willingness to listen.
A good tense start.
Leo leaned forward, lowering his voice, even though the diner was nearly empty. "I don't know the full message yet," he admitted. "But I know it's deliberate. The choice of symbols, the placement on the bodies... it's all significant. It's a pattern."

Miller studied him for a long moment, her gaze intense, probing. He could almost feel her weighing his words, assessing his credibility. He knew she remembered his... eccentricities. His unconventional methods. His obsession with astrology.

"You always did see patterns where others saw chaos, Maxwell," she said finally, a hint of grudging respect in her voice. "Sometimes you were right. Sometimes..." She let the sentence trail off, the unspoken implication hanging in the air. Sometimes you were wrong.

He knew she was thinking about the case. The one that had broken him. The one that had driven him into self-imposed exile. He saw the memory flicker in her eyes, a shadow of the past that still haunted them both.

"This is different, Sarah," he said, his voice firm, unwavering. "I know it."

"How?" she challenged, her skepticism still evident. "Because your star charts told you so?"

He ignored the jab. "Because of the victims," he said. "Because of the way they were killed. Because of the symbols themselves. It's... a language. A twisted, violent language, but a language nonetheless. And I think I can learn to speak it."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his worn leather notebook. He opened it to the pages where he'd sketched the three zodiac symbols, his notes潦草 around them, a jumble of keywords and observations.

He slid the notebook across the table to her. "Look at these," he said. "Aries. Libra. Gemini. Fire, Air, Air. There's a connection. A pattern. I just haven't figured it out yet."

Miller picked up the notebook, her fingers tracing the lines of his sketches. She flipped through the pages, her brow furrowed in concentration. He watched her, waiting for her reaction, hoping she'd see what he saw, that she'd feel the same pull, the same urgency.

"You think the killer is targeting people based on their astrological signs?" she asked, her voice still skeptical, but also... intrigued.

"Not just their signs," Leo said. "Their personalities. The traits associated with those signs. Or... the lack thereof."

He saw a flicker of understanding in her eyes. He knew she was starting to see it, to grasp the potential significance of the symbols.

"So, what?" Miller said. "We dust off our astrology books, figure out who is next on the list."

"We start by identifying the first one," Leo said and gestured toward the folder. "Find out who he is, and why, then we follow the trail."

Miller looked from the folder, to the notebook, and finally back at Leo. The waitress came and refilled their mugs with the strong smelling coffee.

"Alright, Maxwell" she said, "I'm listening."

Miller closed the notebook, her expression thoughtful. "Okay, Maxwell," she said, her voice still laced with skepticism, but also a grudging respect. "Let's say you're right. Let's say this is more than just a random series of murders. Where do we start?"

"The first victim," Leo said, tapping the photograph of the young man with the ram's head. "We need to identify him. Find out everything we can about him. His life, his work, his relationships. His... personality."

"And you think his personality will match the Aries profile?" Miller asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It's a starting point," Leo said. "A hypothesis. We need to see if it holds up. If it does, it might give us a clue about the killer's selection process, about his motives, about his... message."

"Alright," Miller said, taking a deep breath. "I'll run the photo through facial recognition, see if we get a hit. I'll also check missing persons reports, see if anything matches."

She paused, her gaze sharpening. "But I'm doing this off the books, Maxwell. Officially, I'm not involved. You understand?"

He nodded. He knew the risks she was taking. She was putting her career on the line, trusting him, despite their history, despite his... unconventional methods.

"I appreciate it, Sarah," he said, his voice sincere.

"Don't thank me yet," she said, a hint of her old cynicism returning. "We haven't found anything yet. And even if we do, it might not be connected to your... zodiac theory."

"It's a start," Leo repeated, his gaze fixed on the photograph. He felt a familiar sense of determination, a renewed sense of purpose. He was back in the game, whether he liked it or not.

Miller pulled out her phone, snapping a quick picture of the victim's face. She started typing, her fingers moving দ্রুত over the screen. He watched her, admiring her efficiency, her professionalism. He'd forgotten how good she was.

"While I'm doing that," Miller said, without looking up, "you can tell me more about this 'zodiac killer' theory of yours. Lay it all out for me. The whole... astrological shebang."

Leo hesitated. He knew she was still skeptical, still wary of his methods. But he also knew that he needed her to understand, to see the patterns he saw, if they were going to have any chance of stopping this killer.

He took a deep breath and began to explain. He talked about the history of astrology, not as a mystical art, but as a system for understanding human behavior. He talked about the twelve signs of the zodiac, about their associated traits, about the ways those traits could manifest in both positive and negative ways.

He talked about the ram, the scales, and the twins. About fire, air, and air. About aggression, balance, and duality.

He talked, and Miller listened. And as he talked, he felt the pieces of the puzzle starting to fall into place, the first faint glimmer of understanding emerging from the darkness. The first victim will be identified, and they will get a clue.

Leo continued his explanation, delving deeper into the nuances of astrological profiling. He emphasized that it wasn't about predicting the future or believing in mystical forces. It was about understanding patterns of behavior, about recognizing the ways personality traits, shaped by a complex interplay of genetics and environment, could manifest in predictable ways.

"Think of it like a psychological framework," he explained, "a lens through which to view human behavior. It's not perfect, of course. No system is. But it can provide insights, clues, that might otherwise be missed."

Miller listened intently, her expression unreadable. He could tell she was still skeptical, but she was also engaged, her sharp mind processing the information, weighing the possibilities.

"So, you're saying this killer is choosing his victims based on their astrological signs?" she asked, her voice laced with a hint of challenge.

"Not necessarily their signs, per se," Leo clarified. "But based on their personalities, on whether they embody the traits associated with those signs. Or, conversely, on whether they lack those traits."

He paused, considering his words carefully. "It could be a form of... symbolic justice. The killer could be targeting people who represent the negative aspects of those signs. Or, he could be targeting people who fail to live up to the positive aspects."

"It's a stretch, Maxwell," Miller said, shaking her head. "But..." She hesitated, her gaze flickering to the photographs on the table. "But it's something. And right now, we don't have much else."

Her phone buzzed, interrupting the conversation. She glanced at the screen, her expression shifting. "We've got a hit," she said, her voice suddenly sharper, more focused. "Facial recognition. Michael Davies. Twenty-seven years old. Lived in the city. Worked as a... software developer."

Michael Davies. The first victim had a name. A life. A history. He was no longer just a photograph, a symbol. He was a person.

"Run a background check," Leo said, his mind already racing. "Everything. Family, friends, coworkers, social media. Anything that might give us a clue about his personality, his connections, his... vulnerabilities."

Miller nodded, her fingers flying over the keyboard of her phone. He watched her, feeling a familiar surge of adrenaline, the thrill of the chase, the pull of the unknown.

He was back in the game. And he had a feeling it was going to be a dangerous one. The first victim's information starts to paint a picture.

Miller continued to work on her phone, her brow furrowed in concentration. The diner was quiet, the only sounds were the hum of the refrigerator and the occasional clatter of dishes from the kitchen. Leo watched her, his mind racing, trying to anticipate what they might find.

"Okay," Miller said finally, looking up from her phone. "Michael Davies. Twenty-seven. Software developer, as I said. Worked for a small tech company downtown. No criminal record. No known enemies. Seems... pretty ordinary."

"Ordinary?" Leo repeated, raising an eyebrow. "No one is truly ordinary, Sarah. Everyone has secrets. Everyone has... complexities."

"True," Miller conceded. "But on the surface, at least, he doesn't seem like the kind of guy who'd end up with a ram's head carved into his chest."

"Dig deeper," Leo said. "Look at his social media. His online activity. His emails, if you can access them. His friends, his family, his coworkers. We need to build a picture of his personality. We need to see if he fits the Aries profile."

Miller nodded, returning to her phone. "I'm already on it. His social media is mostly public. Lots of pictures of him... hiking, biking, hanging out with friends. Seems like a pretty active, outgoing guy."

"What about his posts?" Leo asked. "What did he talk about? What were his interests? His opinions?"

"Let's see..." Miller scrolled through the screen. "Lots of stuff about technology, coding, software development. Some political posts, mostly liberal. Some memes, some jokes... nothing that really stands out."

Leo frowned. There wasn't much to go on. He'd hoped for something more... revealing. Something that would confirm his hypothesis, that would link Michael Davies to the Aries profile.

"Keep digging," he said. "Look for any signs of impulsiveness, aggression, leadership. Or, conversely, any signs of insecurity, frustration, a lack of those qualities."

Miller continued to scroll, her eyes scanning the screen intently. Leo watched her, his patience wearing thin. He felt a growing sense of urgency, a feeling that they were running out of time.

"Wait a minute," Miller said suddenly, her voice sharper now. "Here's something. A few weeks ago, he posted a link to an article about... Proyecto Genesis."

Proyecto Génesis. The name, dropped so casually, sent a jolt of electricity through Leo. He'd almost forgotten about that detail, the brief mention in Clara Thorne's initial plea.

"What did he say about it?" Leo asked, his voice tight with anticipation.

Miller read the post aloud. "'Proyecto Génesis: The future of technology, or a dangerous game?' Interesting..."

A connection. A tenuous one, perhaps, but a connection nonetheless. Michael Davies had been interested in Proyecto Genesis. And now, he is dead. With a zodiac symbol carved into his chest.

The puzzle was starting to take shape. And it was darker, and more complex, than he'd initially imagined.

Leo leaned forward, his gaze fixed on Miller. "Proyecto Génesis," he repeated, the name tasting like ash in his mouth. "What do we know about them?"

Miller shrugged. "Not much, officially. They're a tech company, fairly new, but making waves. Lots of buzz about their research, their innovations. They're secretive, though. Very protective of their intellectual property."

"And unofficially?" Leo pressed.

Miller hesitated, glancing around the nearly empty diner. "There are rumors," she said, lowering her voice. "Whispers about unethical practices, about experiments that push the boundaries of... well, everything."

"Experiments?" Leo asked, his pulse quickening.

"Genetic engineering, mostly," Miller said. "Human enhancement. That kind of thing. It's all very hush-hush, though. No one's been able to prove anything."

Leo felt a chill crawl up his spine. Genetic engineering. Human enhancement. It fits. It fits with the killer's meticulousness, with the symbolic language of the zodiac, with the... precision of the murders.

"We need to dig deeper into this, Sarah," he said, his voice urgent. "We need to find out everything we can about Proyecto Genesis. Their research, their funding, their... connections."

"I agree," Miller said, nodding. "But it won't be easy. They're powerful, well-connected. They'll have layers of security, legal and otherwise."

"We'll find a way," Leo said, his determination hardening. He felt a familiar sense of purpose, a drive he hadn't felt in years. He was back in the hunt, and he wouldn't rest until he'd found the truth.

He looked back at the photograph of Michael Davies. A young man, with a seemingly ordinary life, cut short by a brutal, symbolic murder. He was just the first piece of the puzzle. But he was the key.

"Let's start with his connections to Proyecto Genesis," Leo said. "See if he had any friends, family, coworkers who worked there. Anyone who might have known about his interest in the company."
"There is something strange about his friends, check that out" Miller said.
Leo nodded, his mind already racing, piecing together the fragments of information, searching for the hidden patterns, the connections that would lead them to the killer.
They are on the right path.
Miller tapped her phone screen, zooming in on a group photo from Michael Davies's social media. "Look at this," she said, her voice tinged with suspicion. "His friends. Or, rather, his lack of consistent friends."

Leo leaned closer, studying the image. It showed Davies with a group of people, smiling and laughing, at what looked like a party. But as Miller scrolled through other photos, a pattern emerged.

"He's with different people in almost every picture," Leo observed. "Different groups, different settings. Not consistent... circle."

"Exactly," Miller said. "Most people have a core group of friends, people they see regularly, people they're close to. But Davies... he seems to float between different social circles. No real close connections."

"Or," Leo said, his mind working, "he did have close connections, but he kept them hidden. He compartmentalizes his life."

"Why would he do that?" Miller asked.

Leo shrugged. "Maybe he had something to hide. Maybe he was involved in something... dangerous. Something he didn't want his other friends to know about."

He thought of Proyecto Génesis, of the rumors of unethical experiments, of the killer's meticulousness, of the symbolic language of the zodiac. It all pointed to something... secretive. Something hidden beneath the surface.

"Check his friend lists," Leo said. "See if there's any overlap, any common names that appear across different groups. See if any of them have connections to Proyecto Genesis."

Miller nodded, her fingers flying over the keyboard. He watched her, admiring her efficiency, her skill. He'd forgotten how good she was at this, how quickly she could sift through information, identify patterns, and draw connections.

"Okay," she said after a few minutes. "There's a few names that pop up more than once. A couple of guys he seems to have gone hiking with a few times. And... one name that appears in several different groups: Elena Vargas."

Elena Vargas. The name rang a bell. He'd heard it before, recently.

"The doctor," he said, remembering. "The one Clara Thorne mentioned. The one who was advising David Sterling, the second victim."

Miller's eyes widened. "You think there's a connection?"

"It's too early to say," Leo said. "But it's definitely worth looking into. Find out everything you can about Elena Vargas. Her background, her work, her... connections to Proyecto Genesis."

"I'm on it," Miller said, already typing.

The pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together, forming a picture that was both intriguing and terrifying. A young man with a hidden life. A secretive tech company with rumored unethical practices. A killer who used the zodiac as his calling card.

And now, a name. Elena Vargas. A potential link between the victims, and between the victims and Proyecto Genesis. A name with connection with other victims.

Miller continued her research, her fingers dancing across the screen of her phone, pulling up information on Elena Vargas. Leo watched her, his mind racing, trying to fit the new piece into the puzzle.

"Elena Vargas," Miller said, reading from her phone. "Thirty-eight years old. PhD in genetics. Works at... you guessed it, Proyecto Genesis. Senior researcher. Specializes in... gene editing."

Gene editing. The phrase sent a shiver down Leo's spine. It confirmed his suspicions, his growing fear that this case was about something far more sinister than just a series of random murders.

"What's her connection to Michael Davies?" Leo asked.

Miller scrolled through the information. "Not much, officially. No direct link. But... I found her name mentioned in a few of his online forums. Discussions about genetic engineering, bioethics, that kind of thing. He seems to have been... interested in her work."

"Interested, or... involved?" Leo pressed.

Miller shrugged. "Hard to say. Most of the discussions are pretty general. Nothing that explicitly links them."

"But it's enough," Leo said, his voice firm. "It's enough to warrant a closer look. We need to talk to her. See what she knows about Michael Davies, about David Sterling, about... Proyecto Genesis."

"Agreed," Miller said, nodding. "But we need to be careful. If she is involved, she'll be on guard. We need to approach her strategically."

"We'll go together," Leo said. "Tomorrow morning. I'll... do the talking."

Miller raised an eyebrow, a hint of amusement in her eyes. "You think you can charm the secrets out of her, Maxwell?"

"I'll use my... methods," Leo said, a faint smile playing on his lips. He knew she was still skeptical about his astrological profiling, but he also knew she respected his instincts, his ability to read people.

"Just try not to scare her off with your zodiac talk," Miller said, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

"I'll be on my best behavior," Leo promised, though he knew he couldn't guarantee it. When he was deep in a case, when he was chasing a lead, he tended to... get carried away.
They are going to see her.
"We'll meet at her office," Leo said, thinking aloud. "Tomorrow morning. Early. Catch her off guard, before she has a chance to... prepare."

Miller nodded in agreement. "I'll get her address, work schedule, everything I can find. We'll go in with a plan, a strategy. We'll be... professional." She emphasized the last word, giving Leo a pointed look.

He knew what she meant. She was reminding him to stay grounded, to stick to the facts, to avoid getting lost in his... theoretical speculations. He appreciated her concern, even if he didn't always agree with her methods.

"We'll play it by ear," he said, a compromise. "See how she reacts. See what she reveals. And then... we'll adapt."

Miller sighed, but she didn't argue. She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn't be completely controlled, that he'd follow his instincts, even if they led him down unconventional paths.

They spent the next few minutes finalizing their plan, discussing logistics, and sharing information. Leo felt a familiar sense of camaraderie, of partnership, a feeling he hadn't realized he'd missed so much.

As they were about to leave, Miller paused, her hand on the door. "Maxwell," she said, her voice softer now, more serious. "Be careful. This... this feels different. This feels... dangerous."

"I know," Leo said, meeting her gaze. He felt it too. The weight of the case, the darkness of the puzzle, the chilling precision of the killer.

"Just... watch your back," Miller said. "And... don't get lost in the stars."

He nodded, a silent acknowledgment of her concern. He knew the risks. He knew the dangers. But he also knew that he couldn't turn back. He was in this now, for better or for worse.

They left the diner, stepping out into the cool night air. The rain had stopped, and the clouds had parted, revealing a sliver of moon, a faint, silver crescent in the vast, dark sky.

Leo looked up at the stars, feeling a familiar pull, a connection to the ancient patterns, the celestial rhythms. He knew they weren't guiding his destiny, weren't dictating his actions. But they were a reminder of the order that existed within chaos, of the patterns that could be found, even in the darkest of mysteries.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. The hunt had begun.
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​Chapter 3
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Morning light slanted across the dashboard as Leo’s truck rolled into the city, a stark contrast to the quiet solitude he had left behind. The skyline loomed ahead, steel and glass standing in defiance of time. Sleep had eluded him. Images from the crime scene photos clung to his mind—twisted bodies, symbols carved with precision, a message written in blood. The puzzle had set its hooks deep, and no amount of tossing and turning had shaken it loose.

He pulled up in front of Michael Davies’s apartment building, a modest structure that seemed to shrink under the weight of the city surrounding it. A place where life moved on in orderly patterns—except for the one that had been violently interrupted.

Inside the lobby, a bored security guard barely looked up from his newspaper. The stale scent of coffee and disinfectant clung to the air.

Leo flashed the consultant badge Miller had provided. “I need access to apartment 3B. Preliminary investigation.”

The guard peered at him over the paper’s edge. “You got a warrant?”

“It’s just a routine follow-up. Gathering information.”

A skeptical grunt, followed by a slow reach for the key. “Don’t touch anything. And don’t take all day.”

The elevator hummed as it carried him up, its interior lined with smudged fingerprints and a lingering trace of someone’s cheap cologne. The doors opened with a ding, spilling him into a quiet hallway. Apartment 3B waited at the end, its brass number dulled with age.

Leo hesitated. Not out of fear, but respect. This was more than a scene. It was someone’s life, frozen in time.

The lock clicked open, and the door swung inward. Stale air greeted him, laced with the faintest trace of citrus. A manufactured freshness, now failing against the passage of time.

Minimalist furniture arranged itself neatly in the living room—sofa, coffee table, television. No personal photographs. No clutter. The kind of space that belonged to someone who spent little time at home, or someone who preferred to keep the world at arm’s length.

A small bookshelf stood in the corner, its contents meticulously arranged. Technical manuals. Sci-fi novels. A few books on genetics and bioethics. One spine bore heavy creases, as if frequently revisited. He pulled it out, flipping through pages lined with annotations and circled passages. The words ‘human evolution’ and ‘genetic potential’ repeated often, underlined with steady precision.

Setting the book aside, he moved to the bedroom. Just as orderly. The bed was made, the dresser uncluttered. Clothes hung in the closet, arranged by type and color. Casual wear dominated—jeans, t-shirts, a few button-downs. Suits, tucked away in the back, suggested a rare need for formality.

Back in the living room, something caught his eye. A desk, partially hidden in the shadows near the window.

Approaching, he traced a hand over the surface, brushing aside a cold, half-empty coffee mug. A notepad lay open, filled with hurried scribbles. At first glance, a jumble of programming notes, reminders, sketches. But beneath the clutter, something else—symbols. Familiar ones.

The ram’s head. The scales. The twins.

Each zodiac sign is carefully drawn, some merely outlined, others shaded with intricate detail. Beneath each, a single word:

Aries – Courage

Libra – Justice

Gemini – Truth

Leo exhaled slowly. This wasn’t just casual interest. This was an obsession.

Fingers grazing the notepad’s edges, he turned to the laptop resting at the center of the desk. The screen’s black void reflected his face as he flipped it open. A prompt blinked insistently.

Password protected.

Of course.

Reaching for his phone, he dialed Miller. The line rang twice before she picked up.

“Miller.”

“It’s Leo. I need you at Davies’s place.”

“What’d you find?”

“His laptop. It’s locked. I need you to get in.”

A pause. Then, a sigh. “I’m on my way.”

Ending the call, Leo leaned against the desk, gaze shifting back to the notebook. The weight of the words beneath each symbol pressed down on him. Courage. Justice. Truth.

Michael Davies had been searching for something.

And whatever it was, it had gotten him killed.

Miller arrived in just under twenty minutes, the creak of the apartment door announcing her presence. She stepped inside, shaking off the damp chill of the morning air.

“Place feels like a damn model home,” she muttered, scanning the room. “Guy had no personality.”

Leo gestured toward the desk. “His laptop’s locked. Think you can crack it?”

Miller dropped her bag on the chair, pulling out a sleek device and a mess of cables. “Give me ten minutes.”

While she worked, Leo drifted back to the bookshelf. One title stood out—Celestial Patterns and Human Behavior. He flipped through its pages, stopping at a highlighted passage:

The alignment of stars does not dictate fate but rather offers a blueprint of potential.

A cold unease settled over him. Michael Davies hadn’t been just curious about astrology. He had been searching for something—guidance, answers. Maybe even a pattern.

Miller’s voice cut through his thoughts. “We’re in.”

Leo turned back to the desk as the laptop screen flickered to life. Folders lined the desktop—work files, personal photos, a handful of documents with cryptic titles.

Miller opened the email client first. Most messages were standard—tech updates, event invites. Then she clicked on a thread labeled RE: Your Inquiry.

The sender: EVargas@proyectogenesis.com.

Leo’s pulse quickened. “Elena Vargas.”

Miller scanned the message aloud. “Davies reached out to her three weeks ago. Wanted to be part of their research. She turned him down.”

“Three weeks,” Leo murmured. “Just before he was murdered.”

Miller clicked through more files, her fingers moving fast. “There’s something else.”

She pulled up a hidden folder. Encrypted. She cracked it open, revealing a set of images. Crime scene photos.

Not police files. Not media leaks. Personal photographs.

Leo stiffened. “Where the hell did he get these?”

Miller zoomed in. One image showed a body. Another, a symbol carved into flesh. A perfect match to the crime scene.

Davies hadn’t just been a victim. He had been watching the killer.

And the killer had been watching him.

Miller’s fingers hovered over the trackpad. “There’s more,” she murmured, clicking into another folder.

A series of emails, drafts unsent. The subject line repeated over and over: I know who you are.

Leo inhaled sharply. “He was close.”

Miller nodded grimly. “And it got him killed.”

Leo stared at the screen, mind racing. Davies had found something, something worth dying for. And if they weren’t careful, they might be next.

The Aries Trail - Part 3: The Mark of the Killer

Leo leaned closer to the laptop screen, eyes narrowing at the drafts left unsent. The subject line—I know who you are—stared back at him, an unfinished confrontation frozen in time. His fingers hovered over the trackpad, as if pressing too hard might shatter whatever fragile truth was waiting to be uncovered.

Miller, arms crossed, exhaled sharply. “He knew. Or at least, he thought he did.”

Leo scrolled through the unsent messages. Each was identical, copied and pasted, but with no recipient filled in. “Who was he planning to send these to?”

“Maybe he got spooked before he could hit send,” Miller suggested. “Or maybe he did send one, and it didn’t go the way he expected.”

A cold weight settled in
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