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​Prologue
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Some detectives followed footprints. Leo Maxwell followed patterns.

The dead didn’t talk, but they left messages. A turned-over chair, a locked phone, the scent of cigarette smoke lingering too long in an apartment where no one smoked. Clues were never just objects. They were choices. And choices were written in the stars.

Leo stood over the body, hands in his pockets, eyes scanning everything. Adrian Varga. Libra.

The signs were all there. Neat. Orderly. A man who valued balance. The crime scene was anything but.

Furniture overturned. Papers scattered. A crushed red rose on the floor. Deliberate chaos.

It wasn’t random. It was a message.

“Looks like a break-in,” the officer behind him muttered.

“No.” Leo crouched, studying the positioning of Adrian’s hands. Still controlled, even in death. He reached out, carefully prying open Adrian’s fingers. A crumpled piece of paper was clenched in his grip.

Leo unfolded it.

Justice will find its way.

His pulse ticked up. A Libra’s obsession.

This wasn’t just a murder. It was about balance. And whoever did this? They understood the game.

Leo smirked to himself. Finally. A worthy opponent.

And he was going to read them like a damn horoscope.

​
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The morning sun filtered weakly through the heavy curtains of Adrian Varga’s high-rise apartment in Prague’s Malá Strana district. It was the kind of light that seemed hesitant, as though reluctant to illuminate what lay within. Detective Leo Maxwell stepped inside, his leather shoes clicking softly against the hardwood floor. He paused just beyond the threshold, taking in the scene before him.

It wasn’t chaos—it was calculated destruction. Furniture had been overturned, papers scattered across the room like fallen leaves. A single chair lay on its side near the shattered remains of a coffee table, one leg splintered as if kicked violently. The faint smell of smoke lingered in the air, mingling with the metallic tang of blood.

Adrian’s body was slumped against the far wall, his head tilted at an unnatural angle. His once-pristine white shirt was now stained crimson, and his glasses rested askew on his face, lenses cracked. There was no sign of forced entry; whoever had done this had been invited in—or known how to bypass security.

Leo crouched beside the body, examining the position of Adrian’s hands. They were clenched tightly around something small—a crumpled piece of paper. Carefully, he pried it loose, unfolding it to reveal a hastily scrawled message: “Justice will find its way.”

He frowned, tucking the note into an evidence bag. Justice? What did that mean? Revenge? Retribution? Or something else entirely?

As he stood, his gaze swept over the room again. Something felt off—not about the violence itself, but about the absence of noise. No screams, no struggle audible enough for neighbors to hear. Whoever had killed Adrian knew exactly what they were doing.

And then there was the rose.

A single red rose lay crushed beneath a toppled vase, its petals scattered like drops of blood across the floor. Leo knelt again, brushing his fingers lightly over the delicate fragments. Why leave a flower? Was it symbolic? A taunt? Or simply a detail meant to distract?

His thoughts drifted momentarily to another crime scene—one from years ago. His sister’s lifeless body sprawled in an alley, her killer never caught. Back then, the police had missed crucial clues because they didn’t fit their rigid profiles. Not this time. This time, he would make sure nothing slipped through the cracks.



The sound of heels clicking against the floor broke Leo’s concentration. He turned to see a woman standing in the doorway, her notebook clutched tightly in one hand. Her dark hair framed sharp features, and her eyes scanned the room with a mix of curiosity and determination.

“Maggie Hart,” she said briskly, extending her free hand. “I’m with Prague Daily . I heard you’re working this case.”

Leo ignored her outstretched hand, instead crossing his arms over his chest. “Private investigation,” he corrected. “Not looking for press coverage.”

Maggie raised an eyebrow, unfazed by his cold demeanor. “Funny, considering who hired you. Adrian’s sister practically begged me to write about this. She thinks you’re her last hope.”

Leo stiffened. “Then maybe you should focus on writing obituaries instead of interfering.”

She smirked, stepping further into the room despite his clear disapproval. “Interfering implies I don’t belong here. But since we both want answers...”

Leo sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. He didn’t have time for reporters—especially ones as persistent as Maggie Hart—but arguing with her wouldn’t change anything. Besides, she might prove useful. For now.

“What do you know?” he asked finally, keeping his tone clipped.

Maggie flipped open her notebook. “Adrian Varga, thirty-four, software engineer. Brilliant guy, but kept to himself. Rumors suggest he’d been working on some big project lately—something secretive. People close to him say he seemed... distracted.”

Leo nodded slowly, filing away the information. Distracted could mean many things, especially for someone born under Libra. Balance was everything to them. Losing equilibrium—even temporarily—could make them vulnerable.

“Libras hate conflict,” Leo murmured, more to himself than to Maggie. “If Adrian was stressed, it means someone pushed him too far.”

Maggie tilted her head, intrigued. “You really believe all that Zodiac stuff works?”

“It’s not ‘stuff,’” Leo shot back. “It’s behavioral analysis based on patterns. You’d be surprised how often personality traits align with certain signs.”

“And yet,” Maggie countered, “you’re still standing here trying to solve a murder. Patterns won’t give us a name.”

“They’ll give us motive,” Leo replied sharply. “Which is more than most investigators bother with.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a uniformed officer carrying a plastic bag. Inside was a small object wrapped in tissue paper.

“We found this in the trash chute downstairs,” the officer explained, handing it over.

Leo unwrapped it carefully, revealing a silver lighter engraved with the initials AV . Beneath the initials was a tiny etching of scales—a symbol unmistakably tied to Libra.

Maggie leaned closer, frowning. “Why throw away something so personal?”

“Because whoever did this wanted us to think Adrian threw it away himself,” Leo said grimly. “They’re playing games.”



By the time the forensic team arrived, Leo and Maggie had pieced together several oddities: the cryptic note, the misplaced rose, the discarded lighter. Each clue hinted at a larger pattern—but none pointed directly to a suspect.

As they left the apartment, Maggie glanced at Leo. “So where do we start?”

Leo hesitated, staring out at the rain-slicked streets of Prague. Somewhere in this labyrinth of cobblestones and shadows, a killer waited. And they weren’t going to stop until justice—or vengeance—was served.

“We start with the people
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Leo and Maggie stepped into the sleek, glass-walled conference room of the tech firm where Adrian had worked. Evan Whitmore sat at the head of the table, impeccably dressed in a charcoal suit. His fingers were steepled, his expression composed—too composed.

“Thank you for meeting us,” Maggie began. “We’re trying to understand what happened to Adrian.”

Evan exhaled through his nose, gaze sharp. “It’s still hard to believe. Adrian was... complicated, but he didn’t deserve this.”

Leo studied him. “Complicated how?”

Evan hesitated. “He was brilliant but distant. Always working late, caught up in something. It was like he had one foot in the real world, the other in—” He stopped, reconsidering his words. “Let’s just say he had a lot on his mind.”

“You mean his project,” Maggie interjected. “Something high-stakes.”

Evan’s lips pressed into a thin line. “If you’re suggesting Adrian was involved in something illegal, you’re mistaken. But... he was under pressure. He wasn’t himself these past few months.”

Leo noted the shift in Evan’s tone. “Pressure from whom?”

Evan’s fingers tapped lightly against the table—a sign of agitation. “I don’t know. He didn’t talk about it, but I could tell. It was like he was looking over his shoulder.”

Maggie leaned in. “Could that have been related to the project?”

Evan hesitated again, then shrugged. “Maybe. He was obsessed with it. Wouldn’t shut up about how it could change everything.”

“Change everything how?” Leo asked.

Evan forced a tight smile. “I’m not an engineer, Detective. I just know it had potential.”

Leo let the silence stretch. Evan was hiding something. Scorpios didn’t like to be caught off guard, and right now, Evan looked like a man who had just realized he’d slipped.

“You said Adrian wasn’t himself,” Leo pressed. “What exactly did you mean?”

Evan’s jaw clenched. “He wasn’t sleeping. He was paranoid. Told me once that if anything happened to him, the truth would come out anyway.”

Leo exchanged a glance with Maggie. “Did he tell you what that truth was?”

Evan’s gaze flickered. “No.”

The lie was obvious, but pressing too hard now would make him shut down completely. Leo leaned back, changing tactics. “Did Adrian have enemies here? Someone who might have wanted to harm him?”

Evan exhaled sharply. “Clara Novak. Their history was... complicated.”

Maggie’s eyebrows lifted. “Complicated how?”

Evan hesitated. “She knew how to hold a grudge.”

Leo stood, sliding his card across the table. “If you think of anything else, call me.”

Evan didn’t move to take it. “I already told you everything I know.”

Leo didn’t believe him.



​

THE CAFÉ NEAR CHARLES Bridge smelled of fresh espresso and pastries, a stark contrast to the weight in Clara Novak’s expression. She arrived late, her dark eyes shadowed, her fingers tightening around the strap of her bag as she slid into the seat opposite Leo and Maggie.

“Thank you for meeting us,” Maggie said, offering a small, disarming smile. “We know this isn’t easy.”

Clara nodded, wrapping her hands around her coffee cup as if drawing warmth from it. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. Adrian was...” She trailed off, pressing her lips together.

Leo watched her closely. “How close were you?”

A pause. “We had history.”

“History?” Maggie echoed.

Clara inhaled slowly. “We worked together. And for a time, we were... involved. But Adrian changed. He started pulling away.”

Leo tilted his head. “Why?”

Clara’s gaze flickered. “He wouldn’t say. Just that it was ‘safer this way.’ I thought he meant for me, but now...” She exhaled shakily.

Leo noted the tension in her posture. “Did you argue recently?”

Clara flinched—small, but noticeable. “Not exactly.”

“Then what?” Maggie pressed gently.

Clara hesitated before speaking. “He was keeping secrets. Not just from me—from everyone. I confronted him about it. He brushed me off.”

“Secrets about what?” Leo asked.

Clara shook her head. “His work. The last time we spoke, he told me he’d made a mistake. That he’d trusted the wrong people.”

Leo’s fingers drummed lightly against the table. “Did he name them?”

“No,” Clara whispered. “But I know he was scared.”

Maggie glanced at Leo. That matched what Evan had said.

“Clara,” Maggie said, keeping her tone gentle, “when we first met, you were hiding something.”

Clara’s shoulders tensed. “I—”

“The bruise on your wrist,” Leo interrupted. “It wasn’t from an accident, was it?”

Clara’s breath hitched. “I can’t—”

“Clara.” Leo’s voice was quiet but firm. “If someone hurt you, we need to know.”

Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them away. “The night before Adrian died, I saw someone outside his apartment. A man. He was watching the building.”

Maggie leaned forward. “Did you recognize him?”

Clara hesitated. “No... but I think Adrian did.”

Leo exhaled slowly. Another piece of the puzzle.

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Maggie asked.

Clara’s voice was barely a whisper. “Because I think he saw me too.”

Back at Leo's office, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the cluttered space. Stacks of files threatened to topple from every surface, astrological charts covered one wall, and a corkboard, a chaotic web of photos, notes, and red string, dominated another. Maggie paced restlessly, the energy of the city outside a stark contrast to the focused intensity within the room. Leo sat at his desk, his gaze fixed on the corkboard, a half-empty cup of cold coffee forgotten beside him.

"So," Maggie began, breaking the silence, "Evan and Clara. Two very different individuals, both connected to Adrian in... complicated ways. What's your assessment, Leo? Beyond the Zodiac, what's your gut telling you?"

Leo leaned back in his chair, the springs groaning in protest. He rubbed his chin, his eyes still fixed on the board. "Evan... he's a puzzle. Classic Scorpio traits, no doubt. The intensity, the guardedness, the potential for... decisive action, if provoked. He was careful, controlled, almost too polished. Like he was playing a role."

"But?" Maggie prompted, sensing his hesitation. She knew Leo's silences often held as much meaning as his words.

"But," Leo continued, "the crime scene... it felt raw, chaotic. Scorpios, they're planners. They're meticulous. Unless... unless that chaos was a carefully constructed facade. A way to throw us off, to make us look everywhere but at him." He tapped a finger against Evan's photo. "Or, to make us look at him, but for the wrong reasons."

Maggie nodded, considering this. "And Clara? She's almost the opposite. Openly emotional, seemingly vulnerable..."

"Seemingly," Leo agreed, turning his attention to Clara's photo. "Cancers... they feel deeply. They're protective, intuitive, fiercely loyal to those they care about. But that loyalty... it can be a double-edged sword. If she felt betrayed, abandoned... if Adrian had hurt her..." He didn't need to finish the sentence.

Maggie frowned. "You think she could have been driven to... that? Out of jealousy, or revenge?"

"It's a possibility we can't ignore," Leo admitted. "The emotional intensity is certainly there. But Cancers... they also internalize pain. Killing someone they loved... that would leave deep, visible scars. Her grief seemed genuine, almost overwhelming. But then there's that bruise on her wrist... a small detail, easily dismissed, but..."

"But it doesn't fit," Maggie finished, her journalistic instincts kicking in. "She was hiding something. Maybe not the murder itself, but... something connected to it. Knowledge? Fear? Guilt?"

Leo stood and walked towards the corkboard, his gaze sweeping over the photos, the notes, the connecting threads. "We need to consider all the angles. Evan's potential for calculated misdirection. Clara's emotional depth and possible hidden knowledge. And Adrian... a Libra, caught in the middle, seeking balance, perhaps trusting the wrong person." He tapped Adrian's photo. "The killer exploited that trust, that inherent need for harmony."

Maggie studied the board, the complex web of relationships starting to take shape. "So, we're looking for someone who could manipulate Adrian's desire for peace, someone he wouldn't suspect. Someone close enough to get past his guard."

"Exactly," Leo confirmed. "And both Evan and Clara, in their own ways, fit that profile. But there's something else... something both of them mentioned: Adrian's project. 'Something big,' 'something dangerous.' What if the motive isn't personal at all? What if this is about something far larger? Corporate espionage? The theft of valuable intellectual property?" He paused, a new thought forming. "What if Adrian stumbled onto something he shouldn't have? Something someone was willing to kill to protect?"

Maggie's eyes widened. "We need to understand what Adrian was working on. We need to see what he saw."

As if on cue, Leo's phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen. An anonymous text message:

"Check Adrian's encrypted files. Start with his cloud storage. Password: 'Balance.'"

Leo stared at the message, a mixture of apprehension and anticipation swirling within him. "Someone wants to help us... or lead us into a trap."

Maggie leaned closer, reading the message over his shoulder. "It could be a setup. A way to distract us, or worse."

"Or," Leo countered, a glimmer of determination in his eyes, "it could be the key to unlocking this entire case. We have to follow it. We have to see where it leads." He met Maggie's gaze, a silent understanding passing between them. "We have to be careful."
This expanded version:
*Adds back description.
*Adds internal dialougue and feelings.
*Subtly foreshadows future events.
*Keeps the improvements in dialogue flow from the previous revision.
This should give you a better sense of how to balance streamlining with enriching the narrative. I'll await your feedback before proceeding.
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The café was empty except for the sound of Leo’s fingers tapping against the table. His coffee had gone cold, untouched. Across from him, Maggie sat hunched over her laptop, eyes scanning endless lines of code.

Adrian’s encrypted files. The last things he tried to protect.

Leo exhaled. “Tell me you’ve got something.”

Maggie didn’t look up. “I cracked the first layer of encryption.”

Leo leaned in. “And?”

She frowned. “Most of it’s technical data—blueprints, security protocols—but there’s one file labeled ‘Last Chance.’”

Leo’s pulse quickened. “Open it.”

Maggie clicked. The screen filled with a series of numbers and symbols.

Leo’s brow furrowed. “What is that?”

Maggie shook her head. “It’s not a document. It’s a location.”

She typed furiously, cross-referencing coordinates. A map appeared.

A red marker blinked over an address in Žižkov.

Leo’s stomach twisted. Žižkov.

The district where Adrian had no reason to be.

Maggie sat back. “Looks like Adrian was hiding more than files.”

Leo grabbed his coat. “Let’s go find out why.”

––––––––
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DVORAK TECHNOLOGIES' headquarters was a statement – a gleaming tower of glass and steel that dominated the Prague skyline. The lobby was all polished chrome and minimalist design, a space designed to intimidate and impress. As Leo and Maggie stepped inside, they felt a palpable shift in atmosphere, a sense of controlled power.

Maggie, flashing her press credentials, explained they were investigating Adrian Varga's death and needed to speak with Alexander Dvorak. The receptionist, after a moment's hesitation, directed them to the top floor.

Dvorak's corner office was a panoramic vista of the city. The man himself rose from behind a massive desk as they entered, a practiced smile on his face. He exuded charisma, a natural magnetism that Leo immediately associated with Leos. But there was also a calculation in his eyes, a sense of someone who was always several steps ahead.

"Detective Maxwell," Dvorak said, his voice smooth and resonant, extending a hand. "And Ms. Hart, I presume? What brings you to my office?"

Leo bypassed the handshake, getting straight to the point. "We're investigating Adrian Varga's murder. Your name has come up repeatedly."

Dvorak's smile didn't falter, but a subtle shift in his expression betrayed a flicker of... something. Annoyance? Concern? Leo couldn't quite place it. "Adrian's death is a tragedy, of course. But I'm not sure how I can be of assistance."

Maggie stepped forward, notebook in hand. "You and Mr. Varga had a... falling out, years ago. Can you elaborate on that?"

Dvorak sighed dramatically, leaning back in his expensive leather chair. "Ah, yes, the 'infamous split,' as some have called it. It's not uncommon in business. Creative differences, conflicting visions... nothing personal."

"Except it was personal," Leo countered, his voice sharp. "From what we understand, Adrian's star was rising, while yours... perhaps not so much. That must have stung." He was probing, testing Dvorak's Leo pride.

Dvorak's jaw tightened, almost imperceptibly, but the smile remained fixed. "Jealousy is not a motivating factor for me, Detective. I've built something far more substantial since then."

Leo studied him, assessing. Prideful, ambitious, a need to be in control. Classic Leo traits. If Adrian had threatened Dvorak's position, his reputation... the reaction could have been extreme.

"Tell us about 'Project Phoenix'," Maggie interjected, watching his face closely for any reaction.

Dvorak's composure flickered, just for a fraction of a second, before he regained control. "I assume you're referring to Adrian's work. We parted ways long before he embarked on that particular venture, so I wouldn't be familiar with the details."

"But you were aware of it," Leo pressed. "His encrypted files mention you specifically. Something about exposing vulnerabilities in your systems."

Dvorak let out a low chuckle, a dismissive sound, but his eyes had hardened. "If Adrian believed he could somehow undermine me, he was sorely mistaken. I don't respond well to threats."

Maggie and Leo exchanged a quick, meaningful glance. Dvorak wasn't denying involvement; he was deflecting, asserting his dominance.

Before they could push further, Dvorak stood abruptly, signaling the end of the interview. "I sympathize with your efforts, but I have nothing further to add. Now, if you'll excuse me..."

As they were escorted out, Maggie turned to Leo. "Did he do it?"

"He certainly fits a profile," Leo admitted. "A Leo scorned, a reputation threatened... it's a potent combination. But Leos are also careful. The mess at Adrian's apartment... that doesn't feel like his style. It's too... overt."

Maggie nodded thoughtfully. "So, who else benefits from Adrian's death?"

Leo's gaze darkened. "Let's pay Mr. Novotny a visit. Capricorns are less concerned with appearances and more concerned with results."

––––––––
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GREGOR NOVOTNY'S OFFICE was a stark contrast to Dvorak's opulent lair. Located in a quieter district of Prague, it occupied the top floor of an unassuming building, the exterior devoid of any flashy branding. It was a space that reflected practicality and discretion – a Capricorn's domain.

Leo and Maggie were met by a stern-faced receptionist who scrutinized them before allowing them access. Moments later, Novotny himself appeared – a tall, wiry man with sharp features and piercing gray eyes that seemed to assess everything they touched. He exuded a calm, controlled energy, the very embodiment of Capricorn discipline.

"Detective Maxwell," Novotny said, his voice clipped and precise, gesturing for them to enter. "And Ms. Hart. What can I do for you?"

Leo didn't waste time with pleasantries. "We're investigating Adrian Varga's murder. Your name came up in connection with his project."

Novotny raised an eyebrow, settling into his chair behind a minimalist desk. "Indeed. And what exactly have you uncovered?"

Maggie opened her notebook. "We found emails suggesting Adrian offered you exclusive rights to his work – 'Project Phoenix.' Negotiations seem to have stalled. Why?"

Novotny steepled his fingers, his expression unreadable. "Mr. Varga did approach me with a proposal. It was... intriguing, on the surface. However, after careful consideration, I determined the risks outweighed the potential rewards. I advised him to seek funding elsewhere."

Leo leaned forward slightly, studying Novotny's body language. Capricorns... long-term planners. Methodical. Ruthless when necessary. "So you declined his offer. Did Adrian take the rejection well?"

Novotny's lips curved into a faint, humorless smile. "Mr. Varga understood my position. He wasn't pleased, naturally, but he respected my decision. Business is business, Detective."

Maggie tapped her pen against her notebook. "We also found a draft email, mentioning a 'final offer.' It suggests negotiations weren't entirely closed."

Novotny glanced at the printout Maggie slid across the desk, then pushed it aside dismissively. "A last-ditch effort on Mr. Varga's part. As I said, I declined."

Leo narrowed his eyes. Evasion. "Capricorns value control above all else. If Adrian's project – or Adrian himself – jeopardized that control, you wouldn't hesitate to act."

Novotny's smile vanished, replaced by a steely gaze. "Are you accusing me of something, Detective?"

"Not yet," Leo replied evenly. "But we will need to verify your whereabouts on the night of Adrian's death."

Novotny stood abruptly, signaling the end of the interview. "You'll find I have nothing to hide. Good day."

As they left the office, Maggie turned to Leo. "Is he our guy?"

"He fits a certain profile," Leo admitted. "Capricorns are pragmatic, efficient. They don't act on impulse, but they do plan. If Novotny saw Adrian as a liability... he'd remove him. Quietly. Efficiently."

"But?" Maggie pressed, sensing his hesitation.

"But," Leo continued, "something feels... off. Both Dvorak and Novotny had potential motives. But neither of them strikes me as the type to leave behind such a... theatrical crime scene. Whoever killed Adrian wanted us to notice. To question everyone, to suspect everyone."

Maggie frowned. "So we're missing something. A piece of the puzzle that doesn't quite fit."

Leo nodded grimly. "We need to go back to Adrian's files. There's more to uncover."
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Leo’s office was cluttered with case files, astrological charts, and half-empty coffee cups, the scent of stale caffeine hanging in the air. Maggie sat at his desk, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she sifted through Adrian’s encrypted files. The tension between them was palpable—less from argument, more from exhaustion.

“We need to think like Adrian,” Leo muttered, rubbing his temples. “If he hid something, he did it in plain sight.”

Maggie glanced up. “We already cracked his cloud storage with ‘Balance.’ What else would he use?”

Leo leaned against the desk, scanning Adrian’s notes. “Libras crave symmetry. Harmony. What’s a synonym for balance?”

Maggie tapped a few keys, muttering, “Equilibrium.”

Nothing.

Leo’s jaw tightened. “What about... Justice?”

Maggie typed. The screen blinked—access granted.

She exhaled sharply. “Damn. He was that predictable?”

Leo allowed himself a grim smirk. “Not predictable. Consistent.”

Inside the folder, dozens of files appeared—technical blueprints, financial reports, email transcripts. But one file stood out: a video, simply labeled Final Message.

Maggie hesitated. “You sure about this?”

Leo clicked play.

Adrian appeared on the screen, the dim light casting deep shadows over his face. His expression was tight, his voice steady but laced with something beneath it. Fear.

“If you’re watching this, I’m probably dead.”

Maggie’s breath hitched.

Adrian continued, his words clipped. “Project Phoenix... it was supposed to protect people. Instead, I built something that can be weaponized. Someone close to me—someone I trusted—leaked my research. They wanted control, not security.”

Leo leaned in, heart pounding.

“I tried to stop them. I tried to back out. But it was too late. If anything happens to me, look at my last transactions. Follow the money.”

The video cut out. The silence that followed was deafening.

Maggie exhaled. “He knew. He knew someone was going to kill him.”

Leo’s eyes darkened. “And he left us a trail.”



Maggie sifted through Adrian’s financial records, her mind racing. She had spent years tracing money trails—dirty deals, off-the-books payouts—but this was different. This was personal.

Leo paced the office behind her, his hands shoved into his pockets. “He said to follow the money. What are we missing?”

Maggie’s fingers danced across the keyboard. “Most of his transactions are clean—salaries, research expenses, the usual. But here...” She pointed at the screen. “These withdrawals. Large sums, transferred in increments over several weeks. All to an account under the name Equilibrium Holdings.”

Leo’s pulse quickened. “Equilibrium. There’s that word again.”

Maggie frowned. “It’s a shell company, registered offshore. No real owner listed.”

Leo ran a hand over his face. “Someone’s laundering money through it. But for what?”

Maggie scrolled further, then stiffened. “Wait. These payments—some of them are linked to another company. Novotny Solutions.”

Leo stilled. “Gregor Novotny.”

Maggie nodded. “Adrian’s ‘final offer’—the deal he was pushing? Novotny was involved.”

Leo exhaled slowly. A Capricorn. Pragmatic. Ruthless when necessary.

“He wasn’t just a rival,” Leo murmured. “He was part of this from the beginning.”

Maggie sat back, rubbing her temples. “So did he kill Adrian? Or did he just pay for it?”

Leo’s gaze flicked to the corkboard, the web of red string connecting suspects, motives, and lies. “Novotny wouldn’t get his hands dirty. He’d hire someone.”

Maggie’s jaw tightened. “Then we need to find his killer.”

A sharp knock at the door made them both freeze.

Leo exchanged a glance with Maggie before stepping forward. He opened the door—

—and found a single envelope taped to the outside.

Inside was a note, written in perfect, precise script.

“The scales tip soon. Choose wisely.”

Leo’s blood ran cold.

––––––––
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THE WEIGHT OF ADRIAN'S final message, the chilling reality of an insider betraying him, settled heavily upon Leo and Maggie. They knew they were no longer just investigating a murder; they were unraveling a conspiracy, a web of deceit that reached far beyond the confines of Adrian's apartment.

Before they could delve further into the potential motives of Evan and Clara, Maggie's phone buzzed. It was a text message from one of her contacts, a source she'd cultivated over years of investigative journalism, someone with access to information that wasn't readily available to the public.

"Check Adrian's recent call logs," the message read. "There's a number that appears repeatedly in the days leading up to his death. It's unlisted, but I can trace
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