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Welcome to San Celeste … Where the Stars Always Shine.
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Capricorn
Earth
	22 December – 19 January

They may be the smallest group in the city, but True Capricorns are its brightest stars, controlling most of its wealth and institutions. The ‘Neo-Caps’ – born to parents of other signs – are rightly despised by True Capricorns.
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Aquarius
Air
	20 January – 18 February

Liberal hipster types: creative professionals, designers, architects, freelancers with laptop bags and vinyl collections. Despite being gainful members of society, they consider themselves separate from the mainstream.
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Pisces
Water
	19 February – 20 March

Hippies and intermittently productive ‘free-spirits’. Many of them are artists, addicts or self-professed psychics. They are not widely considered employable, but have strong family networks for support.
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Aries
Fire
	21 March – 19 April

The city’s underclass: violent, uncontrollable and unemployable. They mostly live in the large, dangerous slum area known as Ariesville.
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Taurus
Earth
	20 April – 20 May

Loyal, reliable and down-to-earth – they keep the city moving. A very large number of them work for public sector institutions such as the police force.
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Gemini
Air
	21 May – 20 June

The fast-talking, fast-living yuppies of San Celeste. With their silver tongues and moral flexibility, many of these city-slickers have made a killing in advertising and sales.
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Cancer
Water
	21 June – 22 July

Society’s largest group. Sensible folk that uphold the status quo and fill many different management positions as they are considered naturally trustworthy.
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Leo
Fire
	23 July – 22 August

Hear them roar! A small but highly vocal group closely aligned with the Cancers. Also conservative, they often fill the role of entertainers, politicians and pundits.
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Virgo
Earth
	23 August – 22 September

Tend to be introverted and obsessive. Typical jobs include engineers and system administrators, and they have an extensive science fiction and fantasy culture.
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Libra
Air
	23 September – 22 October

Known to be ‘people’ people. They are employed largely in the service industry. Any job that requires a smile without a hard-sell is given to a Libra.
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Scorpio
Water
	23 October – 21 November

Could Scorpios be the new elite? Sharper and hungrier than the Capricorns, and well known for being control freaks, they are fast accumulating status and power.
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Sagittarius
Fire
	22 November – 21 December

Along with the Aquarians, they form the other half of the left-leaning middle-class. Often found in the education or charity sectors, they claim to have hearts of gold.




‘True Signs in Harmony’ ®
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CHAPTER ONE

Rachel was going to be late for her first day of work, but it wasn’t her fault. The laundromat on Gull Street didn’t open until eight in the morning, and the manager at Jiffyclean Maid Service always insisted that their uniforms should be spotless, even though each of the maids had only one set each. She’d worked late the night before at a fortieth birthday party at a Sagittarius house in West Skye, and a drunken straggler had accidentally tipped some guacamole down the front of her white apron while making a half-hearted attempt to hit on her.

‘Lucky you’re wearing that,’ he had said to cover his embarrassment. He didn’t know that she couldn’t show up the next day at a new client’s house with a soiled uniform. After four hours’ fretful sleep she had woken just before the laundromat opened and raced to clean the uniform. She sat in front of the washing machine and watched the clothes slosh around inside as the time ticked down to nine a.m., when she was meant to be at the new client’s house.

She waited as long as she could bear, then cancelled the drying cycle early and went to the laundromat’s bathroom to put on the uniform. She didn’t realize how damp her clothes were until the heat faded, leaving her checked blue dress sticking to her legs, clammy and cold. She bundled up her warm morning clothes into a plastic bag and got on a bus heading to Conway Heights. Every few minutes throughout the trip she double-checked the time. When it got to nine and she still hadn’t arrived, her heart sank. She didn’t like letting people down. She was a Libra.

Conway Heights was a fancy district out in the southern suburbs of San Celeste. Rachel stared distractedly out of the window at tennis courts, trimmed trees and fake Tuscan villas. Everything was clean and expensive. She felt like an interloper.

The bus stopped on the corner of Morin Road. Rachel’s plastic bag full of dry clothes bounced against her leg as she ran three blocks uphill to Eden Drive. The houses she passed all had front yards with palm trees and manicured flower beds.

Her client’s home was a wide, single-storey building with beige walls and a low-sloped roof. She mentally prepared her apology as she walked up the brick path to the front-door alcove. Her finger was on the intercom button when she saw that the door was already open a crack.

She tapped it with her knuckles, opening it a little more.

‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Jiffyclean Maid Service!’

There was no answer.

A splinter of wood was sticking out halfway up the door frame. She touched it experimentally. It was the length of her finger, torn off opposite the lock. The door had been kicked in.

‘Hello?’ she called again, and pressed the intercom button. A speaker buzzed somewhere deep in the house, but there was no reply.

Rachel shivered in her damp dress. She stepped backwards into the sunshine and looked up, then down the road. There was no sign of life and no sound except distant traffic and barking dogs.

She clenched her jaw and took her pink and purple phone out of the plastic bag.

It connected after two rings.

‘911. What is the nature of your emergency?’

‘Hello?’ said Rachel uncertainly. ‘I’m outside … um … 36 Eden Drive in Conway Heights. I just got here and the door’s kicked in, and no one’s answering when I call inside.’

There was the faint sound of fingers clicking on a keyboard and the operator spoke again. Her voice was warm and calm. There was a Libra lilt to it, which was reassuring.

‘All right, I’m sending a patrol car to you. Can I have your name, please?’

‘Rachel Wells.’

‘And is it your home?’

‘No,’ said Rachel. ‘I work for Jiffyclean. I’m a maid.’

‘All right, Rachel. It’ll be about eight minutes until the officers get there. I just need to ask you a few more questions, OK, hon?’

Hon? Definitely a Libra.

‘Yeah, sure,’ said Rachel.

‘OK. Can you tell me what you look like, so the officers will recognize you when they get there?’

‘Sure. I’m about five-eight, five-nine, I’ve got blonde hair and I’m in a blue checked dress with a white apron. Is that enough?’

She waited, but there was no response.

‘Hello?’ she said.

For a moment she thought she’d been cut off, but she could hear a distant voice. She lowered the phone and could still hear it. A man was speaking nearby.

On the left side of the house was a garden wall covered with climbing flowers and an ornate cast-iron gate with peeling white paint. She heard the man’s voice again coming from behind it and felt a flood of relief. Of course. The client was in the backyard, which is why he hadn’t answered when she called. Everything was fine. She pushed down on the gate’s latch and went through, touching her hair to make sure her ponytail hadn’t come loose.

‘Hello?’ she called again. ‘Mr Williams?’

She followed a path around the side of the house, through a wicker arch covered in dying vines. The house was built on a hillside and the lawn sloped down to give a view across the city, all the way to the WSCR Tower.

Behind the house was an empty swimming pool. There was a trench dug into the ground next to it, and the paving slabs on one side had been pulled up and stacked against the back wall of the house.

‘Hello? Rachel?’ said the operator on her phone.

Rachel brought it back up to her ear. ‘Hey, sorry, I thought I heard something.’

‘From the house?’

‘No, from the backyard, but there’s no one here.’

‘Rachel, listen to me,’ said the operator. ‘I need you to go to the front of the house so the officers know they’re at the right place.’ Her voice was firm and Rachel was good enough with people to detect something else. It was fear.

As Rachel turned back to the gate she heard a new noise. It was a straining, choking sound just on the edge of her hearing. She froze and listened. After a few seconds it came again, from the trench by the pool.

‘There’s someone here,’ she said.

‘Rachel,’ said the operator sharply. ‘Please go back to the road.’

But Rachel was already running to the side of the trench.

‘Oh, God,’ she said. ‘Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.’

‘Rachel?’ said the operator.

The man at the bottom was about fifty years old. He had short white hair and was wearing black trousers and a long-sleeved white shirt that was stained with mud at the back and blood at the front. His eyes were able to focus on her for only a second before they rolled back in his head. His mouth was taped closed and one of his nostrils ran with blood. Rachel dropped her plastic bag and ran to the side of the trench, looking for some way to help.

‘Ambulance!’ she shouted into the phone. ‘Oh, God. Ambulance!’

The operator’s voice stayed calm. ‘Who’s injured, Rachel?’

‘He’s an old man. He’s been cut open across the belly. His guts … oh, God, I can see his guts. I thought they were a hosepipe or something. They’re in the mud –’

Rachel caught the smell of it and gagged. The intestines were punctured. She took a step back from the trench and took a deep breath. She’d always told herself that she would be able to handle herself in an emergency. She knew her priorities. People first. She breathed in the clean air and stepped forward again. The man was squirming and his breaths were short and shallow. His wrists and ankles were bound in duct tape.

‘Hon! I need you to stay with me, OK?’ said the operator.

‘It’s OK, I’m here. He’s been bound and gagged. There’s so much blood.’

‘OK. Keep talking to me. I’m going to help you through this. I need you to slow the bleeding until the paramedics arrive.’

‘I’ve got a bag of clothes here.’

‘Are they clean?’

‘No, but I just washed my apron. I’m wearing it now –’

‘Perfect. Take it off and fold it into a long strip. I’ll tell you where to hold it. The ambulance won’t be long, but you’re going to have to stop that blood.’

Rachel untied her apron and unhooked the strap from over her head. As she was folding it, a movement caught her eye. It was dark inside the house, but it looked as if someone was standing behind the cream-coloured curtains behind the sliding door. She froze.

‘Oh, God.’

‘What is it, Rachel?’

‘I think there’s someone in the house.’

The operator was silent. The only sound was the warbling static of cellular reception.

‘Hello?’ said Rachel.

The line clicked, as if the operator was switching back from talking to someone else.

‘Rachel, I need you to go back to the street.’

‘But the man –’

‘Now, Rachel!’

There was a rumbling from the direction of the house. A man in a tan jacket was pulling open the sliding glass doors. He was wearing a baseball cap and a black scarf hid the lower half of his face. Rachel dropped her folded apron and ran.

‘He’s coming!’ she shouted into the phone. ‘Oh, God!’

The side gate had swung closed while she was in the garden. She ran up to it and pulled, but it wouldn’t budge. The man was only a few steps away. She dropped her phone and tugged with both hands, popping the latch open. She ran through the gate and slammed it behind her just as the man caught up. For a moment she was face to face with him. His eyes were bright blue. She turned and ran. Almost immediately, the latch clicked again and the gate swung open again.

A black car was driving down the street ahead. Rachel ran out in front of it with her hands raised. It braked immediately and came to a stop in front of her. The driver, a middle-aged man in an elegant jacket, looked up at her in surprise. She ran round to his window.

‘Help me!’ she shouted. ‘Let me in! Please!’

She could hear the feet of the man who was chasing her getting closer. The driver saw him coming and made a decision. He pressed a button on the door next to him and Rachel heard a clunk as the central locking disengaged.

She opened the back door and threw herself on to the seat. As she tried to slam the door behind her, the man chasing her grabbed it and held tight. Rachel lay on the back seat and kicked at the man’s hand.

‘Drive!’ she shouted. ‘Just drive!’

‘Shhh,’ said the car’s driver. She looked up into the silver barrel of his gun.

‘Stay very still, please,’ he said.

Rachel froze. The man with the scarf over his face pushed her legs off the back seat. He squeezed in next to her and closed the door behind him.

‘Do you have the tape?’ said the driver, keeping the gun on Rachel. His hair was flecked with silver. To Rachel, he looked like a bank manager or an actor playing a CEO on television.

‘Yeah,’ said the other man.

‘Tie her wrists.’

Sirens wailed in the distance, getting closer. Rachel felt a moment of hope.

‘Shit,’ said the driver. ‘Take this.’

He gave the gun to the man with the scarf. As he passed it, Rachel kicked again, trying to knock it out of his hands. The man next to her was quick, though. He grabbed the gun and brought it up to her head in a single swift motion.

‘Uh-uh,’ he said.

The car pulled off and the man in the back kept the gun on her. Slowly, with his other hand, he took a roll of metallic duct tape out of his jacket pocket. He pulled up his scarf to just over his mouth and tore off a two-foot length of tape with his teeth.

‘Wrists,’ he said.

Rachel didn’t move. The man dropped the tape. He leaned in to her and with blinding speed punched her on the side of her jaw. Her eyes watered in shock.

I’ve got to get out of this.

She held her arms forward with her wrists together. The man grabbed them firmly with one hand. He dropped the gun in his lap and bound her hands with the tape.

The sirens outside the car grew louder and the tone dropped as an ambulance passed by. Rachel looked after it, but it showed no sign of slowing down. They hadn’t seen her. The 911 operator was probably still on the line, on her dropped phone. No one was coming for her.

Rachel was on her own.
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CHAPTER TWO

Chief of Police Peter Williams’s face was thinner than Burton remembered it, with fine wrinkles radiating out from the corners of his eyes. Burton hadn’t noticed them any of the times Williams had stood on a podium in front of a room full of cops. A long strip of silver tape was stuck over his mouth, wrapping around on one side of his head and sticking to the fine hairs at the back of his neck. The same brand of tape bound his wrists and ankles. There was one cut on his abdomen, horizontal, through the navel. The Chief’s intestines spilled out through the laceration.

‘Shit, that’s messy,’ said Detective Kolacny.

Burton looked up and shielded his eyes from the morning sun. Kolacny was standing at the edge of the trench, biting the side of his lip. He was wearing sunglasses.

‘Have you found anything?’

‘Not yet,’ said Burton. ‘There might be some DNA if the killer tore this tape with his teeth.’

Kolacny winced. The stench was bad. The Chief’s large intestine had been punctured and was spilling its contents into the bottom of the trench. Whoever had cut him open had gone out of their way to make sure he wouldn’t be stitched up again.

‘Don’t forget to wipe your feet,’ said Kolacny.

Burton looked at him coldly. Morbid humour was a regular feature of most murder scenes when there weren’t any civilians present. It made the job bearable. But this was the goddam Chief of Police.

‘Sorry,’ said Kolacny. He took off his shades and looked ashamed.

‘It’s fine. You’re new. Did you get a photo of the soil?’

‘What soil?’

Burton climbed out of the hole and pointed. There was a circle of soil scattered on the grass, about five feet in diameter. A lot of it had fallen between and under the blades of grass. It wasn’t easily visible.

Kolacny knelt down for a closer look. ‘Who made this? Did it spill out of a wheelbarrow or something?’

‘I don’t think so.’

Burton went to the middle of the lawn and stretched out his right arm. He turned around, miming scattering soil and matching the pattern on the ground.

‘Weird,’ said Kolacny, and frowned. He leaned in closer. ‘It looks like there’s some more scattered here … and here.’

There were another two lines, a foot or so long, extending from the circle at about forty-five degrees from each other. Burton hadn’t seen them.

‘Significant?’ said Kolacny.

‘I don’t know,’ said Burton. ‘They could have just been kicked up when someone walked over the circle. Point it out to the photographic unit anyway. Any sign of the maid yet?’

‘Nothing,’ said Kolacny. ‘I called the cleaning company. They gave me her mother’s address and phone number.’

‘You call her?’

‘Haven’t had a chance.’

‘You’d better do it quick, before she finds out from the TV.’

The media were gathering at the front of the house and the cops guarding the crime scene were starting to bristle at them. None of the cops liked reporters poking their noses into police business. A lot of them, including Burton, had known Williams personally.

‘Hey,’ said Kolacny. ‘There’s something inside you should see.’

He took Burton through the sliding glass doors at the back of the house and into the sunken living room, three steps lower than the rest of the house. It took a moment for Burton’s eyes to adjust to the darkness. There was less furniture than he remembered since the one time he had visited, back before the Chief’s divorce.

Kolacny led him up the steps and along a short corridor to the front door. He pointed out the splintered wood where the door had been kicked in.

‘It must have been loud,’ he said.

‘Have we spoken to the neighbours yet?’ said Burton.

‘Kallis and McGill are on it now.’

Burton pushed open the door with a gloved hand and looked outside. Vans from the major networks were setting up out front and reporters were talking into cameras, using the building as their backdrop. On the other side of the road Burton could see one of the uniformed cops, McGill, talking to a group of gawping neighbours. A zoom lens pointed at Burton from next to the news vans.

As Burton turned away, he spotted a small plastic rectangle at the top of the door frame. It was a magnetic strip, part of the home security system. He pointed it out to Kolacny.

‘Why do you reckon the alarm didn’t go off?’

‘Maybe Williams only turned it on at night.’

Burton followed the wires up from the strip and along the top of the corridor wall. In a recess around the corner was the hub of the security system – a number pad with an UrSec logo and a metal box containing a battery on the floor underneath it. The wire between the two was cut. Kolacny craned in over Burton’s shoulder.

‘Oh, shit,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ said Burton.

There was a clatter from the living room. The Crime Scene Investigation unit were coming in with their white coveralls. Kolacny showed them the front door and the severed security system cord, and they dutifully dusted for prints and searched for DNA evidence while Burton scouted through the rest of the house.

It was interesting that Williams had chosen to stay in the same house after being promoted to Chief of Police. It was big, but far from the biggest in the neighbourhood. Then again, Williams was Taurus, like most cops. He didn’t want things to change.

The bedroom was tidy but sparsely furnished. The bed was neatly made, which was a little surprising considering that Williams had called a cleaning service. But the room wasn’t spotless. There was dust under the bed and an old laptop on the bedside table. Maybe Williams was the kind of person to tidy up before the maid came, so he wouldn’t feel judged.

There was a golf club lying on the floor. Burton checked the closets. Half of them had Williams’s uniforms and weekend clothes neatly folded or on hangers, and the rest were empty, as if he was leaving space for his ex-wife to come back. Or maybe he just liked things arranged the way they had always been.

In the corner of the room, behind the bedroom door, Burton found a panic alarm button. There were a few dark red dots on the wall beneath it. Blood. He called the CS team.

While they were busy taking photographs and samples, Burton walked through the rest of the house and checked it methodically. Everything seemed lifeless. The only room with any colour in it was the small second bedroom, which had purple walls and boy band posters. It was Williams’s daughter Ashleigh’s room, whenever she came to visit. She had to be ten or eleven years old now. Burton hadn’t seen her since she was three.

At the time, it had meant a lot to Burton to be invited for supper with the Captain of the Homicide Department. He and Kate were newly married and living in a cramped flat, and Williams’s life had seemed like a promise of the future. But it had been an awkward evening. Williams had asked Kate a lot of questions and stared intently at her while she answered, which was uncomfortable, and a few too many of his jokes were at his wife’s expense. But Burton and Kate had wanted to make a good impression, and Williams plied them with single malt. By the end of the evening they were all talking so loudly that Williams’s daughter had toddled down the corridor rubbing her sleepy eyes and told them to ‘pipe down’, which made them all laugh.

That was years ago.

The house had already been half-dead before Williams was murdered. If this was the future that lay in wait for Burton – if he kept fighting with Kate, or their daughter was born in the wrong sign and their marriage didn’t survive it – he doubted that he would hold things together as well as Williams.
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CHAPTER THREE

The day that Daniel Lapton discovered he had a daughter, he was meant to be in a meeting. The Vice President for Asia and Australia had organized a meeting with potential Korean investors, and although Daniel wasn’t exactly needed there, it had been strongly hinted that having someone with the Lapton name at the table would be good for appearances. Daniel knew that it was high time that he started paying attention to the family business. His father had passed away a year ago and the company had been on autopilot ever since. But on the day of the meeting, he woke up late. He stared at the wooden ceiling for fifteen minutes, then took the phone from the bedside table and called the VP’s secretary to make his excuses, citing an ‘unforeseen medical emergency’. He wasn’t fooling anyone. Everyone in the company knew he wasn’t his father.

He put on a silk dressing gown and went down to the kitchen. Breakfast wasn’t waiting for him. He had told the servants to take paid leave – now he was back home, he didn’t feel like having other people around for a while. He scoured the pantry until he found some reasonably fresh bread, which he dunked into a bowl of taramasalata from one of the refrigerators.

When he’d had as much as he could handle, he went through to the downstairs entertainment room and dropped on to a black leather couch. He turned on the television and watched a few minutes of a war documentary. Guilt built up inside him. If his father had been alive he would’ve told him that the world was full of people hungrier and more desperate than Daniel would ever be, and that they’d gnaw their way through his empire like woodworms through this mansion. True Capricorns didn’t leave their decisions to subordinates. They were wealthy because they deserved to be. They weren’t quitters.

The month after his father died, Daniel left the family home and travelled the world, checking in at all the Lapton hotels. Lapton Europa. Lapton Pacifica. Lapton Afrique. He felt like a prince in a fairy tale, pretending to be a commoner just to see what life was really like in his empire. He wasn’t deluded, though. He knew he was checking into the nicest suites and he wouldn’t have been surprised if the main office had quietly warned the hotels that he was coming.

In truth, he wasn’t inspecting his empire, he was running from it. But escape was impossible. He wasn’t going to be leaving the beaten path at this stage of his life. He wasn’t going to go base-jumping, or do ayahuasca in the jungle, or sleep on the dusty floor of a monastery. And he wasn’t going to connect with anyone or anything new. So after ten months of travel he returned to his nest, middle-aged and flightless. There was no other place for him. He considered talking to an astrotherapist, but he was enough of a Lapton to distrust therapy. His problems were his own and only he had the right to know or fix them.

He wandered through the corridors of the house that he still thought of as his father’s, past a generation’s worth of antiques and trinkets – shelves of leather-bound books, pool tables, astrolabes and oak-framed barometers. On impulse he entered a passageway with a black-and-white tiled floor that led to his father’s private study. As a child the area had been off-limits, although he had explored it in secret many times. The faint feeling of forbidden territory came back to him as he walked in.

The study was the same as it had always been. It wasn’t a big room. There was a desk against the far wall, with shelves above it holding stacks of books and files. An antique swivel chair with a leather seat and wooden armrests sat in front of the desk, with a filing cabinet on the right-hand side. The walls and carpet were dark brown. It was the kind of room that was never meant to be exposed to sunlight. Daniel turned on the desk lamp and noticed a stack of papers that looked as if they hadn’t been touched since his father died. Out of curiosity he started flipping through them, and after a while found himself sorting them into piles of things worth dealing with and things to be shredded. It was the kind of job he might have got a company lawyer to handle, or one of his father’s former assistants, but it felt like an opportunity to get some perspective on the old man.

After sorting the pile on the table, he went through the documents in the filing cabinet. They were endless. Contracts. Tax forms. Decades-old dot-matrix printouts, faded to near-invisibility. He found a folder of old newspaper clippings and political cartoons featuring his father. He remembered as a child being furious that anyone would dare to mock his family. His father was a hard-working man and deserved no disrespect. It was only when Daniel was in his late teens that he started to question this.

He dropped the folder in a pile that he’d mentally marked ‘keep’ and picked up another. It turned out to be a series of letters between his father and the head of the hotel chain’s security company, back from when Daniel had been about seventeen and living with his mother on the other side of the country. His parents had divorced when he was six, but their lives and businesses were still intertwined. At the time, his mother was trying her hand at being a restaurant owner. The Greenhouse was a converted penthouse suite at the top of one of the family hotels, the Lapton Celestia. It was a glass-fronted lounge that served cocktails and tapas, with a view looking out over the harbour. It was never well attended and had closed in less than a year. His mother had gone on to start a fashion collective.

Daniel was about to put the folder on the ‘shred’ pile when a name at the top of one of the pages caught his eye.


Mr Lapton

Further to our phone call last week regarding the situation with Penny Scarsdale, first we went to the hospital’s obstetrics unit, where they did a paternity test via amniocentesis that confirms her claims. As the predicted birth date is early March, the child will probably be born a Pisces, so the family are turning down your offer and keeping it themselves.

I delivered your subsequent offer and it looks like they’ll accept. I spoke to Dennison directly about this and he’s drawing up the contracts now. He will contact you when they’re ready.

Tyrese B. Coleman

West Coast Regional Manager

UrSec Group



The rest of the folder was filled with medical reports and pages of dense legalese. Daniel skimmed through it, then started again and read every word. Halfway through, his hands began to shake. He barely noticed.

He had a daughter.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Burton tried to call Rachel Wells’s mother, Angela, but she wasn’t answering her cell phone or her landline. Her address was in Westville, which was close to the San Celeste Central Police Station, so on the way back from the crime scene he made a detour to visit her apartment.

The streets in Westville were narrow but clean. The Libras were part of the lower middle class and often lived in the same areas as Cancers, who shared their sense of civic pride. There were no visible gardens and all the ground-floor windows were barred, but for the most part the fronts of the houses and apartment buildings were painted and free of graffiti.

It seemed like a nice enough place to live, Burton thought, if the worst came to the worst and his family were forced to move after his daughter was born. It was just a road away from the Pisces market that Kate sometimes visited on Saturday mornings. It could be worse.

He parked his old brick-coloured station wagon outside Angela Wells’s apartment building and went up to the third floor. Her door was varnished pine. He knocked, and there was a shuffling noise on the other side.

A voice said, ‘Who is it?’

‘Detective Jerome Burton, SCPD,’ said Burton. ‘Are you Angela Wells? I need to speak with you about your daughter.’

The door opened a crack and a woman’s face looked out, marbled with age. Her hair was dyed dark orange and she was wearing a floral-print dress. She eyed Burton.

‘I know you,’ she said to him. ‘I saw you on the news a while ago.’

‘That’s possible,’ Burton admitted.

‘What did you do?’

‘I solved a murder,’ he said. Giving her the details wasn’t a good idea.

But it seemed enough for Angela Wells. She unhooked the chain and opened the door.

‘Come on in.’

He stepped into a small living room that smelled of potpourri. There were two armchairs with crocheted covers facing a small television. An elderly fluffy dog sitting in one of them huffed at Burton as he entered, not having the energy to bark.

‘Humphrey, no,’ said Angela.

The dog looked away and started licking itself.

A reality show was playing on the screen. Members of every sign were being made to live together in the same house, wearing different-coloured T-shirts to make it really obvious who was who. Angela turned it off.

‘What do you want with my daughter?’ she said. ‘She’s at work at the moment, but she said she’ll be back at three.’

Burton searched for the right words. It was hard to thread the needle between despair and false hope.

‘Mrs Wells, I’m afraid your daughter has been involved in an incident.’

He explained the situation as calmly as he could. While he went on, Angela Wells’s eye wandered around the room, looking everywhere but at Burton.

‘We don’t know where she is,’ he said. ‘But we’re doing everything in our power to find her. And if you hear anything on your side – anything at all – please call me. All right?’

He gave her his card. She took it without looking and stared out of the window, absent-mindedly rubbing the top of the dog’s head.

‘Mrs Wells?’

‘Hmm?’ she said. She seemed surprised he was still there. ‘Oh, yes. I’m sorry. It’s a bit of a shock.’

‘I know, ma’am. I’m sorry.’

‘Rachel’s a really good girl,’ she said earnestly. ‘Of course I would say that, but it’s true. I’m on a pension and I get a small grant for my arthritis, but it’s never enough, so she’s always working …’

Her voice petered out. A few years ago, Burton would have offered her the city’s counselling services, but due to cutbacks there were now strict limits on what was considered trauma. All he could do was say, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Well, then,’ said Angela, giving Burton a small, brave smile. ‘Thank you for stopping by.’

‘It’s my job, ma’am,’ he said. ‘And if you need anything, call that number. I’ll do whatever I can to help.’

‘Thank you.’

She showed him out, then slid the bolt and chain in place behind him. He waited for a moment in the corridor, but there was no more sound from inside the apartment. The television wasn’t turned back on.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Central Police Station was one of the oldest buildings in San Celeste. Over the years it had expanded to fill a city block, with brutalist concrete wings bursting out from the original stone-faced structure. The traffic around it was always bad, and as Burton’s car crawled the last few blocks he called up the home security company on his hands-free set.

He explained the situation to the call desk and asked to talk to someone with technical knowledge of Chief Williams’s home security alarm system. They bounced him from person to person in the company, and he could hear the fear in the voices as they realized their involvement in a high-profile murder. But Burton was patient and they eventually put him through to a Virgo-sounding engineer, who had clearly been briefed to admit nothing.

‘If the cord’s cut, then the system won’t work,’ said the engineer. ‘But you have to be in the house to cut the cord. So it’s probably the house owner’s responsibility.’

‘Are you saying that the Chief of Police deliberately broke his own security system?’

‘Uh, sorry,’ said the engineer. ‘I don’t know what to say. No one could cut that cable unless they were already in the house.’

‘Call me back if you figure out how it happened,’ said Burton, and hung up on the engineer, who was probably scared for his job.

He parked in the underground garage, took the elevator up to the third floor and followed the corridors through the Personal Crimes Division to the Homicide Department. It was a long room with tall glass windows that reminded Burton of a train station, and which constantly smelled of coffee and cleaning products. He walked between the rows of white-painted desks to the door of his office, where Kolacny was waiting for him with a manila folder.

‘Hey,’ said Burton. ‘Have you informed Williams’s ex?’

‘Not yet,’ said Kolacny. ‘We called his brother, though. He’s the official next of kin. She’s probably seen the news by now anyway.’

‘Come on, Lloyd,’ said Burton. ‘She deserves a proper call. She’s the mother of his child.’

‘I’ll do it, I’ll do it,’ said Kolacny. He handed Burton the envelope.

‘What’s this?’

‘It’s from CS. They say the blood in the bedroom is almost definitely from Williams, and it was fresh. Oh, and Mendez says he wants to see you.’

‘Mendez? What does he want?’

Neither of them got on with Captain Ernesto Mendez, the head of homicide. He was in his late forties, with pockmarked skin and black hair sculpted like a politician’s. He was a good policeman in many ways – fit, efficient and motivated – but he constantly shat on the officers below him, just because he could. Every cop needed to blow off steam once in a while, but Mendez wasn’t exorcizing anything. He revelled in it.

Burton went back through to the central hub of the station and up to the top floor. The door to Mendez’s office was closed and guarded by a plain-clothes policeman, who looked Burton up and down.

‘Name?’

‘Detective Jerome Burton. Homicide. And you?’

‘Special Investigation Services. What do you want?’

‘Captain Mendez sent for me. What’s happening in there?’

The plain-clothes cop opened the door for Burton. Inside, Mendez was in the middle of a conversation with two other men. One was Deputy Chief Killeen, head of the Personal Crimes Division. The other was Bruce Redfield, the mayor of San Celeste.

Burton had only ever seen the Mayor on television. He was taller than Burton, whippet-thin, with medium-length hair brushed back at the temples. He looked the way Burton imagined a violinist or an art dealer to look, elegant and a little oily. Mendez saw Burton and waved him into the room, interrupting the conversation.

‘Burton!’ Mendez said cheerfully. ‘How’s my star detective?’

‘Good, thank you,’ said Burton warily. Mendez’s compliments always sounded close to sarcasm.

‘Mr Mayor,’ said Mendez, ‘this is the detective I was telling you about. Burton spearheaded the investigation into Senator Cronin’s murder. He’s the one who caught the culprit.’

‘I heard about that,’ said Mayor Redfield, offering Burton a thin hand and smiling. ‘Well done.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

They shook. The Mayor’s grip was firm and cool.

‘I hear that you knew Williams personally.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Burton. ‘He was my first captain when I made detective.’

The Mayor nodded. ‘I knew him too. He was a good man. A servant to the city and a friend to me. If there’s anything in my power that I can do to help your investigation, let me know.’

‘We’re taking this one personally,’ said the Deputy Chief, cutting in. ‘We can’t allow people to think the SCPD is an easy target.’

‘Exactly,’ said the Mayor. ‘Let’s show the city how swiftly and effectively we can deliver justice.’

‘We’ve already found a promising lead,’ Mendez said, taking the opportunity to look good in front of his superiors. ‘Burton found a symbol drawn on the grass next to the body. A Taurus sign.’

‘Is that true?’ the Mayor said to Burton.

Burton frowned. The symbol had been barely visible, if it was a symbol at all. It could easily have been a random scattering of dirt. But this wasn’t the time to appear uncertain.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘A circle with two lines coming out of it.’

The Mayor looked at Mendez. ‘It’s sign-related violence?’

Mendez nodded. ‘That’s what we’re investigating, sir. I’d say it’s almost certain that whoever killed Chief Williams is a member of Aries Rising, drawing that sign to taunt us.’

Aries Rising was a militant Aries rights group. It was fighting what it claimed was rampant signism in the justice system. Ninety per cent of police officers were Taurus and the people they arrested were disproportionately from the ‘lower’ signs, mainly Aries and Pisces. The group had been around for decades, but it had become a lot more prominent in the last few months after a spate of alleged police brutality. Their leader, Solomon Mahout, was becoming a regular face on television, and an irritation to everyone in the room.

‘Bastards,’ said the Mayor. His political mask dropped for a moment, revealing surprising vitriol. ‘They’re fucking animals. What can we do to tie them down?’

‘We’re already giving Burton the full support of Personal Crimes,’ said Mendez.

‘That’s right,’ said the Deputy Chief. ‘This investigation takes priority. And I’m getting a trusted astrologer to assist in the case.’

Burton wanted to protest. He didn’t have much experience with astrologers, and it didn’t seem like a good time to be bringing in anyone new.

Mendez must have seen his expression because he said, ‘We need to guarantee a conviction, Burton. Having an astrologer as a state witness could fill some important gaps in the case.’

Burton didn’t like the implication that he couldn’t be trusted to make a watertight case, but he understood. He’d seen guilty suspects go free because of partisan juries. Astrologers were a great way to swing them. Decades of TV shows about astrological profilers and forensic astrologers had convinced the public that they were the most trustworthy agents in the war on crime.

‘Do you have anyone in mind?’ the Mayor asked the Deputy Chief.

‘Yes, sir. Her name is Lindiwe Childs. She’s worked around the world training different security agencies how to profile travellers based on their birth date. Right now, we’ve got her in San Celeste working for the Airport Bureau. I’ll send Burton her details.’

‘Great,’ said the Mayor, and offered his hand to Burton again. As Burton shook it, the Mayor gripped his upper arm for emphasis.

‘Catch this bastard, Detective,’ he said. ‘We’re counting on you.’
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CHAPTER SIX

Lindi was making coffee in her kitchenette when the doorbell to her apartment rang. She went to answer it, tightening the cord of her dressing gown. In the hallway outside was a serious-looking man, tall and clean-shaven, with short blond hair. He was wearing a suit and shirt with no tie.

‘Good morning. Lindiwe Childs?’

‘Lindi, please. And you are?’

‘Detective Burton.’

‘Of course! Hi.’

Lindi shook hands with the man, letting go of the cord around her waist. She worried that her gown might come loose. She wasn’t naked beneath it – she had on a pair of shorts and a white tank top that she’d bought at a duty-free shop in Spain – but it was a question of vulnerability.

‘Is this an OK time?’ said Burton. ‘You said after ten o’clock.’

I did, didn’t I? thought Lindi. Shit.

‘Yeah, no problem, come in,’ she said, standing aside to let him past.

She was still feeling fuzzy from the night before. Megan, her only friend in San Celeste, had taken her out to meet new people and show her around the gay scene. She’d met a couple of interesting girls, but overall she’d found it a lot more segregated than most other cities she’d been to. Even in Cape Town, sexuality had trumped race, religion or sign, but the clubs Megan had taken her to in San Celeste were exclusively filled with the professional creative signs – Aquarius, Sagittarius and Gemini – and they tended to stay in cliques of their own kind. Lindi had begged Megan to take her somewhere a little different, and they’d ended up at a hard-core Leo dyke bar. One game of pool later, the regulars were making fun of Megan’s hipster tattoos and Lindi agreed to call it a night. After it all, Lindi had completely forgotten about the policeman.

‘I hope I didn’t wake you,’ he said.

‘Not really,’ said Lindi, and pointed at her dressing gown. ‘Sorry about this. It’s what I wear when I’m writing. I lost track of the time.’

Her apartment wasn’t ready for visitors. There were piles of research books and loose notes scattered around the living room, a stack of dishes next to the sink in the kitchenette, and a rumpled blanket on the couch after a binge-watching session from earlier in the week. She had moved in recently and had only just put out her books and collectible toys on to the shelves. On the desk next to her laptop were a plastic astrolabe and a deck of cards called the Emoji Tarot. The only paintings she had managed to put up were of cartoon characters doing dark, inappropriate things, like begging on the street or queuing in a government office. She loved them because they reminded her of her graffiti artist friends in Barcelona. Burton would probably think they were childish. She cleared a pile of papers off a chair for him.

‘Coffee?’ she said. ‘I’ve just boiled the kettle.’

‘No thanks.’

‘OK. I won’t be long.’

She went to the kitchenette and poured herself a mug, topping it up with milk and two sugars. When she got back to the living room she saw Burton looking over the shelves of Japanese plastic figurines that she had collected in her twenties. As she’d expected, his expression was deadpan.

‘All right, Detective,’ she said, sitting on the sofa. ‘What’s this about?’

He sat down on the wooden chair and put his hands on his knees. He seemed like a bit of an odd Taurus. He was very focused, and repressed. She wouldn’t have been surprised if his ascendant was in Virgo.

‘I’m heading a murder investigation,’ said Burton, ‘and it has an astrological angle. I was told that you’d be a useful person to have on the case but that you wouldn’t do it unless we met in person. Can I ask why?’

‘Yeah, sure, sorry,’ said Lindi. ‘I wanted to see if we’re compatible. What’s your date and time of birth?’

Burton told her. She turned the laptop on her desk to face her and opened her main astrology app.

‘And what do you need me to do?’ she said.

‘Help with the investigation,’ said Burton. ‘You’ll get an enhanced consultancy fee. We think we know who did it, but we need you to back us up with astrological evidence, and testify in court, when it comes to it.’

Lindi typed the details in and loaded her own information for a synastry reading. She checked the resulting chart, going over the important areas one by one. It didn’t look good. There were a lot of negative aspects and planets in detriment. She closed her laptop and shook her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I can’t right now. I have to finish this manual. The Airport Bureau wants a standardized way to screen travellers as possible terrorists.’

She picked up the draft contents page from the top of a printed stack and showed it to him.


	Introduction

	Indicators of violence

	The Sun or the ascendant in Aries

	The position of Mars in a birth chart

	Negative aspects with Jupiter




	Saturn as a positive or negative indicator

	Houses

	Death: The eighth house

	Hidden secrets: The twelfth house




	Horary prediction of violent events



‘It’s pretty intense,’ she said. ‘They want me to turn complicated astrological readings into a checklist that a computer could follow, which is ridiculous. There are too many variables. At some point, a human has to step in and make a judgement.’

‘So you’re too busy?’ said Burton, obviously controlling his irritation.

‘For the next month or so. I’m sorry. I’ll be free again from early June.’

‘OK,’ said Burton. ‘Fine. Sorry to have wasted your time.’

‘Wait,’ she said as he stood up. ‘I have to ask. What case is it?’

Burton frowned. ‘I’m not allowed to tell you more than our official statement.’

‘Which is?’

‘The Chief of Police was killed in his own backyard.’

‘That’s the case? Chief Williams?’

Lindi had heard about the murder, but hadn’t thought about it much. It was just one of those events that got people riled on social media.

She looked Burton up and down again. His chart had been inauspicious, but …

‘OK,’ said Lindi. ‘Listen. If I do this, I’d like to do it properly. I’ll need access to the case files.’

‘Under the standard restrictions of privileged information and confidentiality,’ said Burton.

‘Agreed.’

‘So you’re in?’

Lindi bit her lower lip. Damn it. She had promised a draft of the document in twenty days. But for the murder of the Chief of Police? The Airport Bureau couldn’t object. And there was that missing girl they were looking for. She was good with missing people. And, although she tried to avoid jobs based on the prestige, she had to admit to herself that this one could be big.

‘OK.’

She opened the laptop again and created a new chart showing an abstract representation of the sky. It was a spoked circle, with glyphs around the outside standing in for the planets and constellations. Lines connected them in a way that seemed haphazard and messy to the uninitiated. To Lindi, they held a great and beautiful significance.

‘Tell me everything you know,’ she said.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Penny Scarsdale had been the youngest of Daniel’s mother’s waitstaff, the one who took away the wooden boards that the food was served on after the customers were done. Daniel had met her while he was working at the restaurant, before he went off to university. He could have gone anywhere and done anything in the world, but he had decided that he needed to work for a living, the way people were meant to. So his mother had given him a bullshit ‘supply management’ position to keep him busy, and he spent his summer months living a parody of responsibility.

He was meant to order resupplies. On his first day the call to the wholesalers took him less than five minutes, followed by five hours of sitting in an office with nothing to do. Since no one was keeping an eye on him, he went wandering through the hotel. It was the kind of thing he used to do as a small child when his parents were in meetings. The back corridors were a maze for him to explore, filled with monsters like the cleaning staff and hotel security, whom he had to hide from for fear of terrible punishments from his father. As a young adult, there was no danger or wonder any more. He knew what every corridor and room was for and what every sign meant. He went to a back stairwell, intending to make his way down to the hotel foyer and find a magazine to read. On impulse he went up the stairs instead, and found a fire door that led on to the rooftop.

The top of the building was both loud and beautiful. The surface of the roof was dark grey and slightly spongy, criss-crossed by strips of metallic tape. Huge silver air vents stood up out of it, roaring like aircraft engines. Between them were blocky structures which Daniel guessed held elevator motors and air conditioning. The sky above was the bright orange of a seaside sunset.

Daniel explored and found a makeshift cage extending from the side of one of the blocky structures. It was made from four large squares of black-painted metal grating and contained all sorts of whimsical things – Christmas trees, sun-bleached plastic banners, the remains of a giant styrofoam turkey that had been displayed in the hotel foyer for Thanksgiving. Nearly everything in the cage was covered in glitter. It was the kind of discovery that would have overjoyed him as a kid, but in his late teens all he could see was waste and decay.

He walked around the cage, letting his fingers flick as they ran over the grating. On the other side he saw Penny Scarsdale.

She was sitting on the ledge at the edge of the roof, looking out across the sea with a half-smoked cigarette between her fingers. She had blonde hair dyed with streaks of red, a round face and high cheekbones. He had never seen her before, but he recognized her waitress uniform: black trousers and a dark green blouse to match the restaurant decor.

She must have seen him coming out of the corner of her eye, because she quickly stubbed out the cigarette. She shouldn’t have been on the roof. He could have scored points with his mother by telling Penny to get back to work. It would have been the expected thing to do. But Daniel sat down a few feet further down the ledge, letting his legs dangle over the terrifying drop. He gave her a quick smile and looked out across the sea.

They didn’t talk. The roar of the hotel’s air conditioning made it impossible. Despite the noise, it was a strangely peaceful moment. They watched the sun set together. When it was gone a cold wind picked up and Penny stubbed out her second cigarette. She returned to the kitchen, giving Daniel a smile as she went.

For the rest of the night, Daniel couldn’t think of anything else.

He made sure he was sitting on the ledge the next evening, and after an embarrassing half-hour wait, she came up to join him. When she had finished her cigarette, they went back down to the restaurant together, and they finally talked.

She was a Pisces. He knew what everyone knew about the Pisces – hippies, spiritualists, layabouts. He’d seen Pisces movies on TV and they always seemed to be about stoned, bearded idiots and spaced-out ladies, with dumb jokes and non sequiturs and no kind of plot. Penny wasn’t dumb, though, and when Daniel got over her Pisces drawl he realized that she was surprisingly insightful.

One evening after work, while she was doing the final clean-up of the restaurant and he was counting the takings, he questioned her choice of career and advised her on how to get trained up for a job in banking or the housing market. The kinds of jobs that made Capricorns rich.

‘What makes you think I want to be a Cappy?’ she said, resting her hands on the top of her broom.

‘Everyone wants to be a Capricorn,’ he replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

She looked at him, amused.

‘You’re full of yourself, aren’t you? We don’t all want to spend our lives on stress medication and dying of a heart attack on the stock exchange floor. Most of us just want to be happy in the lives we’ve chosen.’

Daniel thought that she wasn’t taking him seriously and his cheeks burned. He hadn’t yet learned that there was no maliciousness to her smile. Pisces didn’t care about status the way Capricorns did.

‘You’d rather spend your life clearing plates off tables?’ he said.

She laughed.

‘There’s a middle ground between that and this, you know,’ she said. ‘I’m doing this because I have to. It’s not a career.’

He was
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