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PROLOGUE

[image: ]




THE RAIN FELL RELENTLESSLY that night, as if the sky were trying to wash away the sins poisoning the city. The streets of São Paulo were nearly deserted; only a few cars crossed the wet asphalt, and the streetlights cast golden reflections in the forming puddles.

From the top of an abandoned building downtown, a shadowy figure watched it all. Gloved hands gripped the rusted parapet tightly as his eyes scanned the alleys and lanes below. Every detail seemed a piece of a puzzle he himself had assembled.

He was waiting.

It didn’t take long for the sound of hurried footsteps to echo in the narrow alley. A woman appeared, running, her heavy breathing betraying her desperation. Her clothes were soaked, plastered to her body, and her wide eyes reflected pure terror. She kept looking back, as if something invisible were on her heels.

She knew there was no way out.

“Running won’t help,” his voice cut through the silence like a blade, echoing off the alley walls.

She stopped suddenly, panting, and spun around, searching for the source of the voice. He wasn’t in sight, but she could feel his presence.

“Please...” she whispered, the words trembling on her lips. “You don’t have to do this.”

“Don’t I?” he replied, closer now, emerging from the darkness like a predator. “This is exactly what I have to do.”

And then, her scream was lost in the sound of thunder, swallowed by the storm.

The next day, every newspaper headline was the same:

“Another Body Found in São Paulo. The Same Pattern. The Same Killer.”

Caleb held the newspaper tightly as he read the case details. Another victim. Another puzzle that seemed impossible to solve. He took a deep breath, feeling the weight of another life lost.

Beside him, Thomas, his best friend and a detective, crossed his arms and said:

“We need to solve this before anyone else dies.”

Caleb just nodded. For him, this wasn’t just an investigation. There was something personal in this case, something he couldn’t explain.

What he didn’t yet know was that this investigation would change his life forever.

And that the truth he sought would bring more danger—and more revelations—than he could ever imagine.
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A Significant Crime

THE RAIN WAS FALLING hard on São Paulo when Thomas’s call came. It was the dead of night, and the ringtone echoed in my empty kitchen. I was used to the solitude and the urgencies my job brought, but something in the voice of my best friend, who also happened to be my boss, felt different.

“Caleb, we’ve got another one. Paulista Avenue. You’d better come down personally.”

I didn’t need any more explanation. I grabbed my badge and my gun, already thinking about what awaited me. When I arrived, the area was cordoned off, camera flashes illuminating the curious faces of the press and passersby.

The crime scene was a carefully staged set, almost theatrical. A man’s body lay on the ground, arms outstretched as if on a cross. Beside him, a note: “You only see what I want you to see.”

My mind started working. What did it mean? It was a provocation, of course, but also a challenge. In the distance, I saw Thomas, his expression grim, waving me over.

“Another one for your list, Caleb. But this one’s different. He wants us to find him, but on his own terms.”

I observed every detail. The way the blood had trickled, the pattern of marks on the body. There was something calculated there, a message that still needed deciphering.

As I analyzed the scene, I heard murmuring in the distance. I looked back and saw a tall woman, holding a notepad and staring at everything with eyes that were far too curious. She seemed out of place in that chaos.

“Who is she?” I asked Thomas.

“Reporter. Júlia something-or-other. Goes around sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong.”

I ignored it, but not for long. She was going to be a problem.

Two Worlds Collide

JÚLIA WAS NERVOUS, but that had never stopped her before. Her job was to investigate, and a crime scene like that was the perfect opportunity for a front-page story. She had her sources and had managed to get there before many of the other reporters. Now, all she needed was an opening.

However, the man in the dark suit who seemed to be running the show wasn’t making things easy. He had an intimidating presence, and the look he shot her was clear: You don’t belong here.

Júlia wasn’t intimidated. She took a few steps toward the police tape, trying to catch details.

“Hey, you!” The deep voice called out, and when she looked, she saw the man coming toward her. “Who authorized you to be here?”

“No one, but last I checked, this was a public place,” she replied with a smile, unflinching.

“Public, but also a crime scene. One step over that line and you’ll be arrested for obstruction of justice.”

The two stared at each other for a moment. Júlia wasn’t one to back down, but she realized confronting him there would get her nowhere. Still, she’d managed to capture enough: the note, the position of the body, and, more importantly, the investigator’s face. He was intriguing.

Back at the newspaper, Júlia began connecting the dots. This crime wasn’t the first, and something about the previous cases seemed to have slipped past the police. As she typed up her notes, she promised herself she’d get back to the scene. After all, this case wasn’t just a story; it was a way to prove something.

Meanwhile, Caleb was in the police lab, analyzing the note that had been found. The words echoed in his mind. He didn’t know that, across the city, a reporter with more determination than sense was about to dig even deeper into the case—and into his life.
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The First Connection

SÃO PAULO NEVER SLEPT, but I was exhausted. The note was still in my mind, echoing like an irritating melody. After hours in the lab, Thomas called me into his office.

“We’ve got something. The writing pattern is peculiar. Letters cut from different magazines and newspapers. Recognize anything?”

I took the transparent evidence bag with the note and examined it again. Nothing obvious came to mind. Only one detail bothered me: the choice of words seemed personal, as if the killer had a target beyond the victims.

“We’re going to need the profiling team,” I murmured.

“Already thought of that, but there’s something else. A reporter called the precinct claiming to have information about the previous cases. Guess who?”

My expression hardened.

“Júlia?”

“The very one. She wants a meeting.”

My first instinct was to refuse, but something told me ignoring her would be worse.

Meanwhile, Júlia was in a café, reviewing her notes. The crimes followed a pattern: the victims had different professions, but they were all known for a specific “moral failing.” A corrupt official, a con artist, now a financial fraudster. This hadn’t been made public yet, but her reliable sources had confirmed it.

“It’s no coincidence,” she murmured to herself.

Ana Paula, her best friend and editor, sat down beside her, holding a coffee cup.

“Do I need to remind you we have lawyers, but they’re not magicians?”

Júlia smiled.

“I know what I’m doing, Paula. Trust me.”

“I always have. But I’ve known cops with sensitive egos. Don’t poke the bear too much, okay?”

Júlia arrived at the precinct with firm steps, but inside she was anxious. Her face, however, was confident as she waited in Thomas’s office. When Caleb entered, she felt the weight of his presence. He was even more imposing up close.

“You said you have information,” he began, straight to the point.

“I do. Information you might have missed,” she replied in the same tone.

Thomas watched from the corner, clearly trying not to laugh at the tension between them.

“Are you going to tell me you’ve discovered something the police couldn’t?”

Júlia tilted her head, a challenging smile on her lips.

“Yes. And I believe we can help each other, Caleb.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“First, it’s Detective Caleb to you. Second, if you have something useful, I’m listening.”

She didn’t let herself be intimidated. She pulled some photocopies of newspaper clippings about the previous victims from her bag and handed them to him.

“All the victims have something in common: their names appeared in the last few years in cases of corruption, fraud, and public scandals. Maybe the killer is carrying out his own brand of ‘justice.’”

Caleb leafed through the papers, silent. It was a relevant lead, but he didn’t like that it came from a reporter.

“Did you break into a crime scene to get this?”

“Of course not,” she answered with a smile. “I have reliable sources.”

Caleb took a deep breath, still skeptical.

“Fine. I’ll look into it. But if this is some trick to publish before we solve it, I can guarantee you’ll have problems, Júlia.”

“Then we have a deal. I give you information, you give me access.”

Caleb laughed humorlessly.

“This isn’t a negotiation.”

But she was already standing up, tossing out one last jab:

“You never know, Caleb. See you around.”

He watched her leave, feeling a mix of frustration and... something harder to define.

Another Murder

THE NEXT MORNING ARRIVED faster than I would have liked. I was still processing the encounter with Júlia when I got another call from Thomas. This time, the urgency in his voice was unmistakable.

“Caleb, we’ve got another body.”

The crime scene was in an abandoned warehouse in the Mooca district. Unlike the first location, this one seemed more improvised, but equally disturbing. The victim, a woman in her forties, was tied to a chair, with a piece of paper pinned to her chest. The message read: “Sometimes the system needs a cleaning.”

While I was analyzing the scene, Clara called me. My sister rarely did that during work hours, but her voice seemed heavy with worry.

“Are you okay, Caleb? I saw on the news about another murder.”

“I’m fine, Clara. Just working.”

She sighed but didn’t press. After hanging up, I kept thinking about how my profession always affected our relationship. I lost our parents young, and I’d always felt responsible for her. Clara was my weak spot, something I couldn’t let anyone discover.

Thomas interrupted me, bringing a new report.

“Forensics found traces of an unusual chemical at the scene. Could be a signature. And guess what? The victim was a lawyer for a company involved in a bribery scandal.”

My mind was racing. Everything indicated Júlia was right: the killer seemed to choose his victims based on public “sins.”
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The Journalist And The Investigator

MEANWHILE, JÚLIA WAS at the newspaper, going over the details she’d already uncovered. When she saw the news report about the latest murder, her reporter’s instinct took over. She called one of her sources, a forensics technician with whom she had an arrangement, and managed to get details about the crime scene.

“‘Cleaning up the system,’ huh?” she murmured to herself. It reinforced the idea that the killer had a larger purpose.

She decided she needed to speak with Caleb again, whether he liked it or not.

Arriving at the precinct, she was met with suspicious looks. It wasn’t common for journalists to hang around so frequently. Thomas was the one who found her in the hallway.

“Back again, Júlia? What do you want now?”

“I need to speak with Investigator Caleb. I have something important.”

“Of course you do. And who am I to stand in the way of a good show?” he said with an ironic smile before notifying Caleb.

When I walked into the interrogation room and saw Júlia waiting, I felt a stab of irritation. But, to be honest, I was also curious.

“More far-fetched theories?” I asked, closing the door.

“Not exactly. I want to know about the new victim.”

“That’s confidential.”

She crossed her arms, defiant.

“Fine. Then let me guess. Lawyer involved in scandals? The killer seems to have a list, and the police are still trying to figure it out while he keeps on acting.”

She was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it so easily.

“This isn’t a game, Júlia. These people are really dying.”

“I know, Caleb. That’s why I want to help. You may like it or not, but we both have the same goal: to find this killer before he strikes again.”

As much as I resisted, I realized she might actually be useful.

“Alright. But if this hits the papers before we solve it, it’ll be your last story.”

She smiled, clearly satisfied.

“Deal.”

The partnership didn’t start off easy. Júlia kept bringing information I considered irrelevant, while I refused to share important details of the investigation. But gradually, I realized her way of thinking was different and, at times, even complementary.

We spent hours in a 24-hour diner, analyzing documents and cross-referencing information. It was almost midnight when Júlia found something curious: a connection between the victims and a specific event from a few years back.

“Look at this. They were all linked to a corporate ethics and transparency forum that took place in São Paulo three years ago. Coincidence?”

“Doubt it. That could be the killer’s starting point, a way to justify his actions.”

As we were discussing it, Júlia’s phone rang. The call came from an unknown number, but the voice on the other end made her blood run cold.

“You’re poking your nose where it doesn’t belong, Júlia. Back off now, or you’ll be next.”

After the threatening call, Júlia was still shaken, but she tried not to show it. She put her phone back in her bag and looked at me, trying to disguise the tremor in her hands.

“Something wrong?” I asked, noticing the shift in her expression.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” she lied, forcing a smile.

I was skeptical, but decided not to press her. For now.

The next day, Thomas suggested I take a few hours off.

“You’re starting to look like a zombie, Caleb. You won’t solve the case with a tired head. Go home, sleep, or do whatever normal people do on the weekend.”

Reluctantly, I agreed. I stopped by the market before heading to my apartment. Clara had texted asking me to come over for dinner. Even though our relationship was good, I usually avoided these invitations. I didn’t want her to see the weight the job put on me.

That night, I finally gave in.

“Do you really have to walk around with that grim look on your face?” Clara asked as she poured two glasses of wine.

“It’s my face, Clara. I can’t change it.”

She rolled her eyes, like she always did when I tried to be funny.

“How’s the case going? Any leads?”

“We’re making progress. Slower than I’d like.”

Clara paused, looking at me with concern.

“You always throw yourself into these cases like you have something to prove. You don’t have to carry it all alone, Caleb.”
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