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The night air in Rome was thick with the mingled scents of aged stone, distant exhaust fumes, and the ever-present aroma of simmering garlic from the trattoria below. Leo Maxwell stood at the narrow window of his small office, a cigarette smoldering between his fingers. He rarely smoked, but tonight called for an exception — the kind of night where old memories slipped through the cracks in his armor.

The city stretched out beneath him, golden lights shimmering along the Tiber. His mother's voice echoed in his mind, soft and patient, teaching him how to read people long before he learned how to file a police report. "Everyone is a constellation, Leo. You just have to know how to map them." What she'd called applied psychology, others dismissed as superstition — a shorthand for human nature, hidden in the patterns of the zodiac.

He hadn't believed in it then. He was too young, too proud. The truth had always seemed more black and white — until the truth betrayed him.

Years ago, he'd been a different man — a cop who played by the rules. The kind of man who trusted reports and evidence more than gut feelings. That version of Leo died the day his mother was falsely accused. The system he'd sworn to uphold had turned its back on her, and in doing so, turned its back on him.

Now, he worked alone.

Some called him a private detective. Others called him a rogue. He preferred the label that fit him best — independent. His methods were unorthodox. His tools were observation, intuition, and the tattered notebook of zodiac archetypes he'd inherited from his mother. He didn't claim to read the stars. He read people — their habits, their contradictions, their hidden desires.

It wasn't mysticism. It was pattern recognition — the same patterns police reports and forensic evidence often failed to see.

The shrill ring of his desk phone shattered the silence. He stubbed out his cigarette and crossed the room.

"Maxwell," he answered, his voice low and gravelly.

The woman on the other end hesitated — they always did at first. Desperation clung to every word as she explained her father's death, the suicide that didn't quite add up. Another case where the truth had been swept neatly under the rug.

Leo listened, the familiar weight settling in his chest. People always came to him when they had nowhere else to turn — when the system had failed them.

"I'll take the case," he said at last.

He hung up the phone and reached for his worn leather satchel — notepad, camera, voice recorder, and his mother's notes tucked inside. The stars might not dictate fate, but they offered a map if you knew where to look.

Every case had a pattern. Every person had a sign.

And Leo Maxwell had made it his life's work to read them — one mystery at a time.

​
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The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the worn, wooden floor of Leo Maxwell's office. It wasn't much, really – a single room above a bustling trattoria in a quiet corner of Rome. The aroma of garlic, oregano, and simmering tomatoes drifted upwards, a constant, comforting backdrop to his often-turbulent profession. Leo leaned back in his creaking leather chair, his gaze fixed on a framed photograph on his desk. It showed a younger, more idealistic version of himself, standing beside a smiling woman with kind eyes and a cascade of dark curls. His mother. The memory, bittersweet, tugged at the corners of his mouth.

He'd inherited more than just her sharp features and hazel eyes. He'd inherited her uncanny ability to read people, to dissect their personalities with an almost unsettling accuracy. She'd called it "applied psychology," a practical application of personality types, using, among other things, the framework of the zodiac. Not as some mystical mumbo-jumbo, but as a shorthand, a quick-reference guide to human behavior based on observed patterns, honed over years of her clinical practice. He'd scoffed at it initially, the young, by-the-book police officer he'd once been. But time, and tragedy, had taught him the value of her insights.

He traced the outline of the photo with a calloused finger. It had been her wrongful accusation, the shattering of her reputation, that had finally driven him from the force. The rigid adherence to protocol, the blind faith in authority, it had all failed her. And in failing her, it had failed him. Now, he operated outside the system, a detective for hire, beholden to no one but his own conscience and the pursuit of truth, wherever it might lead. He was, as one disgruntled former colleague had put it, "a rogue operator." Leo preferred "independent." It sounded less...judgmental.

He glanced at the worn leather satchel resting on the floor beside his desk, a constant companion. It contained the tools of his trade: a notepad, a pen, a small digital camera, a voice recorder, and a well-thumbed copy of his mother's notes on personality profiles – his own personal zodiac lexicon.

The insistent ringing of his phone shattered the quiet contemplation. Leo sighed, running a hand through his short, dark hair, the gray at his temples a stark reminder of the years that had passed. He picked up the receiver.

"Maxwell," he answered, his voice a low, gravelly rumble.

"Mr. Maxwell? Leo Maxwell?" The voice on the other end was female, hesitant, tinged with a nervous energy that crackled through the line.

"Speaking."

"My name is Clara Reeves. I... I was given your number by a mutual acquaintance. They said you were... discreet." The hesitation was palpable.

Leo leaned forward, his interest piqued. Discreet was often code for "complicated" and "expensive." He was both. "Discreet is my middle name," he said, a hint of wry amusement in his tone. "What can I do for you, Ms. Reeves?"

"It's about my father. Arthur Reeves. He... he died a week ago." The voice caught, a brief, choked sob escaping.

Leo waited, letting the silence hang heavy. He'd learned that silence was often more revealing than words.

"The police ruled it a suicide," Clara continued, her voice regaining a fragile composure. "But I don't believe it. I think... I think he was murdered."

There it was. The complication. And, very likely, the expense. Leo felt a familiar tightening in his chest, a mixture of anticipation and dread. He was drawn to these cases, the ones where the official narrative didn't quite fit, where the powerless were brushed aside. It was a compulsion, a need to find the truth, even when it was buried deep.

"Why do you think that, Ms. Reeves?" he asked, his voice softening.

"He wouldn't... he just wouldn't do that. He had his flaws, certainly, but he wasn't suicidal. And there were... things. Things that didn't add up."

"Things?" Leo prompted gently.

"The way the scene was... arranged. The note. It all felt... staged."

They arranged to meet the following day at a small, unassuming café near Clara's apartment in London. Leo booked a flight, the familiar routine of travel a welcome distraction. He preferred to meet clients on neutral ground, away from the emotional weight of the situation.

Clara Reeves was younger than he'd expected, barely out of her twenties, with her father's sharp, intelligent eyes, but her mother's softer, more vulnerable mouth. She was dressed simply, in jeans and a dark sweater, her hands clasped tightly around a steaming mug of coffee. Her nervousness was evident, a subtle tremor in her hands, a slight flicker in her gaze.

"Thank you for meeting me, Mr. Maxwell," she said, her voice still carrying that undercurrent of anxiety.

"Leo, please," he corrected gently. "Tell me about your father."

Clara took a deep breath, launching into a detailed account of Arthur Reeves's life. He was a self-made millionaire, a titan in the world of finance, known for his ruthless ambition and his equally ruthless business practices. He'd accumulated wealth, power, and a considerable number of enemies along the way. He'd also accumulated a family: a second wife, Eleanor, considerably younger than himself; a son, Julian, from his first marriage, who worked alongside him in the family business; and Clara, the estranged daughter, who had chosen a different path, working as a social worker, a far cry from the cutthroat world of high finance.

As Clara spoke, Leo observed her, subtly assessing her body language, her tone of voice, the nuances of her expressions. He needed to understand her, to gauge her reliability, her motivations. And, almost instinctively, he asked, "When is your birthday, Clara?"

She blinked, surprised by the seemingly unrelated question. "May 28th," she replied.

Gemini, Leo thought, filing the information away. Adaptable, communicative, curious... but also prone to inconsistency and indecisiveness. He'd need to tread carefully.

Clara continued to outline her suspicions. The police, she explained, had been quick to dismiss the case as a suicide. Arthur had been found in his locked study, a single gunshot wound to the head, a seemingly self-inflicted injury. A typed suicide note had been found on his desk, expressing weariness with life and regret for past mistakes.

But Clara pointed out inconsistencies. The angle of the gunshot, the lack of gunpowder residue on her father's hands, the strangely impersonal tone of the note – it all felt wrong. She'd tried to raise these concerns with the police, but they'd brushed her off, treating her as a grieving, irrational daughter.

Leo listened patiently, making mental notes. He could see why the police had reached their conclusion. On the surface, it appeared to be a classic case of suicide. But Leo had learned that appearances could be deceiving. And Clara's genuine distress, her unwavering belief in her father's innocence, resonated with him.

"I need you to find out what really happened, Mr. Maxwell... Leo," Clara pleaded, her eyes locking with his. "I need to know the truth."

Leo looked at her, the raw emotion in her eyes mirroring the pain he'd felt years ago. He saw the desperation, the need for answers, the refusal to accept the easy, convenient explanation. He saw a reflection of his own past.

"I'll take the case," he said, his voice firm. "But I need you to be completely honest with me, Clara. About everything. Your father, your family, your suspicions... everything. The truth is often hidden in the details, and I need all the details I can get."

Leo outlined his initial plan. He would travel to the Reeves mansion, examine the scene of Arthur's death, and interview the key players: Eleanor, the widow; Julian, the son; and Victor Sterling, Arthur's long-time business partner. He would also need access to the police report, any relevant documents, and anything else Clara could provide that might shed light on Arthur's life and death.

"Discretion is paramount," Leo emphasized. "I'll need to operate under the radar, at least initially. The fewer people who know I'm involved, the better."

Clara nodded, her expression a mixture of relief and apprehension. "I understand. I've already... made arrangements. You'll have access to the house. Mrs. Gable, the housekeeper, she's... expecting you."

Leo raised an eyebrow. "Expecting me?"

"She was very fond of my father," Clara explained. "She doesn't believe it was suicide either. She'll help you."

Leo appreciated the inside contact. A loyal housekeeper could be an invaluable source of information, privy to the secrets and dynamics of the household. He made a mental note to get Mrs. Gable's birthdate as soon as possible.

He explained his fees, a substantial sum, but Clara didn't flinch. She was clearly prepared to pay whatever it took to uncover the truth. They agreed on a payment schedule, and Leo assured her he would keep her informed of his progress every step of the way.

As Leo walked back to his hotel, his mind was already racing, piecing together the fragmented information he'd gathered. He had a client, a case, and a starting point. He had a grieving daughter, convinced of foul play, and a seemingly straightforward suicide that reeked of something more sinister.

He pulled out his small notebook, the one he always carried, and jotted down some initial thoughts.


●  Arthur Reeves: Capricorn (assuming a late December or early January birthdate, based on Clara's description of him as a "self-made man" and "ruthless"). Driven, ambitious, disciplined... but also prone to rigidity and a controlling nature. Possible enemies? Business rivals? Disgruntled employees?
●  Clara Reeves: Gemini. Intelligent, articulate, but potentially unreliable. Motive for hiring him? Genuine grief? Or something else?


●  Eleanor Reeves: Unknown. Need to ascertain birthdate. Relationship with Arthur? Potential financial motive?


●  Julian Reeves: Unknown. Need to ascertain birthdate. Relationship with father? Inheritance? Business rivalry?


●  Victor Sterling: Unknown. Need to ascertain birthdate. Business partner – ally or rival?


●  Mrs. Gable: Unknown. Need to ascertain birthdate. Housekeeper – potential inside source. Loyalty to Arthur?



The zodiac signs, once he confirmed them, would provide a framework, a starting point for understanding the personalities involved. But they were just one piece of the puzzle. He needed to gather evidence, follow the leads, and uncover the secrets that lay hidden beneath the surface.

He knew this case would be challenging. Wealthy families were adept at concealing their dirty laundry. But Leo Maxwell was equally adept at uncovering it. He had a feeling this was going to be a long and complicated investigation. And he was ready.
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The taxi crunched to a halt on the gravel driveway, the sound jarringly loud in the otherwise silent expanse surrounding Reeves Manor. Leo paid the driver and stepped out, taking a moment to absorb the imposing structure before him. It was a classic English country house, all sprawling lawns, manicured gardens, and imposing stone walls. A sense of oppressive stillness hung in the air, a heavy blanket of quiet that seemed to stifle even the birdsong. This was a place of wealth, of privilege, but also, Leo sensed, a place of secrets. He could almost feel the weight of unspoken words, of carefully guarded truths, pressing down on him.

He walked towards the main entrance, a massive oak door that looked like it could withstand a siege. Before he could reach for the heavy brass knocker, the door swung inward, revealing a woman in a crisp, black uniform. Her face was lined and weathered, her eyes – a sharp, penetrating gray – were both watchful and filled with a deep, abiding sadness. This had to be Mrs. Gable, the housekeeper.

"Mr. Maxwell?" she asked, her voice surprisingly soft, with a faint trace of a local accent that Leo couldn't quite place.

"Yes," Leo replied, extending his hand. "Leo Maxwell. You must be Mrs. Gable."

She nodded, her grip firm but brief. "Miss Reeves called. I've been expecting you." She stepped aside, allowing him to enter the house, a silent invitation into a world steeped in unspoken grief.

The interior was as grand




































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
{'&:"i ’S
< —

DANIEL SAN]UR]O





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





