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            Chapter One

          

          THE CURTAIN RISES

        

      

    

    
      I never got used to the smell of death. People think it’s blood or decay that gets to you, but it’s not. It’s this sickly-sweet staleness, like rotting flowers, that seeps into everything around a dead body. The longer you’re near it, the harder it is to shake. The scent lingers in your hair, your clothes, and your skin. It follows you home.

      I was standing in the center of an abandoned art gallery, the late afternoon sunlight filtering through cracked and grime-covered windows. The air was thick with dust, stagnant and heavy, but the smell of death still managed to cut through. The corpse hung in the center of the room like a grotesque centerpiece at some macabre banquet.

      Her body was suspended by thin, nearly invisible wires attached to hooks embedded in her flesh. Her arms were stretched out, forming an almost angelic posture, but there was nothing divine about the way her head tilted. It was lifeless, lying to one side. The blood had long since dried, leaving faint trails that crisscrossed her pale skin. Around her, the walls were painted in crimson streaks. Not blood this time, but deliberate strokes of red paint. It was a masterpiece of horror.

      I swallowed hard, forcing myself to move closer. My stomach churned, but I’d been through worse or so I told myself.

      Detective Marcus Cain, my partner, stood off to the side, flipping through the small notebook he always carried. He was a good ten years older than me, with a permanent scowl etched into his face. He always said he’d seen it all, but his silence as he studied the scene told me even this was pushing his limits.

      “What do you think?” he asked, not looking up.

      “I think someone’s making a statement,” I said, keeping my voice steady. The scene was too carefully constructed for it to be anything else. This wasn’t just a murder. It was a performance.

      “It was a statement,” Marcus muttered. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.”

      I crouched down near the base of the installation, careful not to disturb the evidence markers that the forensics team had already placed. There was something carved into the floorboards beneath her feet. Thin, jagged lines crisscrossed into a pattern that looked almost like an hourglass.

      “It’s deliberate,” I said, tracing the edges of the carving with my eyes. “They wanted us to see this.”

      Marcus moved closer, his boots creaking on the old wooden floors. “Are you saying this isn’t just a one-of...?”

      I shook my head. “This kind of setup. The planning, and the execution, no pun intended but this wasn’t someone snapping in the heat of the moment. They’ve done this before, or they’ve been building up to it.”

      I didn’t say the rest aloud, but it hung in the air between us. They weren’t going to stop here.

      The forensics team worked quietly around us, snapping photos and collecting samples while Marcus and I examined the rest of the room. The gallery was empty except for a few broken chairs and the dust-covered remains of what might have once been art supplies. Whoever had used the space for their twisted project had been careful to leave no personal traces behind. There was no hair, no fingerprints, and no scattered tools.

      I stood in front of the victim, studying her face. She was young, in her mid-twenties maybe, and strikingly beautiful, even in death. Her dark hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, and her eyes, though open, stared blankly into nothing. There was something disturbingly serene about the way she’d been posed. It was as if she’d willingly been a part of the creation.

      “What do you make of the wires?” Marcus asked, nodding toward the thin strands that held her suspended.

      “They’re almost invisible,” I said. “Probably fishing wire or something similar. It is strong enough to hold her weight without breaking, but light enough to create this effect.”

      Marcus grunted in agreement. “It takes some skill to pull this off. Someone with a background in rigging maybe, theater or construction?”

      “Maybe,” I said, but my gut told me otherwise. This felt too meticulous, too calculated. Whoever did this wasn’t just skilled; they were meticulous. Obsessed even.

      The medical examiner arrived about an hour later. She was a sharp-faced woman named Dr. Vivian Hart. She was efficient as always, pulling on gloves and snapping commands to her team while barely glancing at Marcus and me.

      “The cause of death looks like exsanguination,” she said after a quick examination. “She had multiple shallow cuts across the torso. It was designed to bleed her out slowly.”

      Marcus cursed under his breath, and I felt a wave of nausea roll up my throat. I’d seen my share of gruesome deaths, but there was something uniquely cruel about this one. The killer hadn’t just taken her life; they’d drawn it out and made it a part of the performance.

      “There’s something else,” Dr. Hart said, straightening up. “I found a small object in her mouth.” She held up a plastic evidence bag containing what looked like a tiny shard of glass. “It’s part of a larger piece. It could be a clue or a calling card.”

      “Calling card,” Marcus muttered. “Fantastic. It’s just what we need, a killer with an ego.”

      By the time we left the gallery, the sun had dipped below the horizon, casting the city in a haze of orange and purple. I leaned against the hood of our squad car, pulling out my notebook to jot down a few preliminary thoughts.

      “What’s your read on this?” Marcus asked, lighting a cigarette and offering me one. I shook my head. Smoking was his vice, not mine.

      “Someone who wants attention,” I said, closing my notebook. “They want us to see them as an artist, not just a killer.”

      “Yeah. Well, they’re still just a killer,” Marcus said, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “And we’re going to find them.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t share his confidence. Whoever this was, they weren’t going to make it easy. And as much as I hated to admit it, a small part of me was already intrigued. Drawn to the puzzle they’d laid out for us.

      I told myself it was just the job. But deep down, I knew it was more than that.

      This felt personal, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d seen their work before.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep that night. It wasn’t unusual; sleep and I hadn’t been on good terms for years. But tonight, the crime scene replayed itself on a loop in my head. The crimson strokes on the walls, the lifeless body hanging in that grotesque pose, and the deliberate precision of it all. Every detail clawed at my brain, demanding to be solved.

      I sat at my kitchen table, a cup of cold coffee in front of me and my notebook open to a blank page. It stared back, daring me to make sense of what I’d seen. The hourglass symbol, the shard of glass, and the message painted in blood. The world must see.

      What did they want us to see?

      My phone buzzed on the counter, startling me. I glanced at the screen: Marcus.

      “It’s midnight,” I said by way of greeting.

      “I didn’t think you’d be asleep,” he replied. “Did you see the news yet?”

      “No. What’s up?”

      He sighed, the sound static through the line. “They’re running with it. The media’s already calling this guy ‘The Art Killer.’”

      I closed my eyes, leaning back in my chair. “That’s the last thing we need.”

      

      “Yeah, well, it’s done now. You know how this works once the media’s got a name, they’re not going to let it go. It’s going to feed the killer’s ego.”

      “They always have names.” I tried to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “It’s just one more way to make them legends.”

      Marcus was quiet for a moment. “Are you sure you’re good to handle this one?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, sharper than I intended.

      “You don’t sound good.”

      “I’m fine, Marcus.” I ran a hand through my hair, already regretting my tone. “Look, I’m going to dig into the case files tomorrow, and see if there’s anything similar to this crime in the system. Maybe this isn’t his first.”

      “Good idea,” Marcus said, though he didn’t sound convinced. “Get some rest if you can.”

      “I’ll try.” It was a lie, but he didn’t call me on it.

      The line went dead, and I sat there in the dark for a long time, staring at the empty page.

      The next morning, I walked into the precinct armed with caffeine and a faint headache from the few hours of restless sleep I’d managed to steal. The bullpen was buzzing, the way it always was after a high-profile murder. Uniformed officers darted between desks, phones rang incessantly, and every screen seemed to be tuned to the same news broadcast: Breaking News: The Art Killer Strikes Again.

      I ignored the chatter and made my way to my desk. Marcus was already there with a box of files stacked beside him.

      “I thought I’d save you a trip to the archives,” he said, sliding the top file toward me. “I pulled everything remotely similar to our case from the last ten years. I figured we’d start with local cases and work our way out.”

      “Thanks,” I said, flipping open the first file. It didn’t take long to see this one wasn’t a match. A mugging gone wrong, no artistry involved.

      We worked in silence, sifting through files and setting aside the ones that didn’t fit. Hours passed, and the pile of potential leads grew smaller and smaller. By lunchtime, it was down to one thin folder.

      “This one’s a stretch,” Marcus said, handing it to me. “It happened five years ago. A woman found posed in a hotel room. There was some kind of weird floral arrangement around her body. There were no suspects, and no motive.”

      I flipped through the photos, my pulse quickening. The scene wasn’t as elaborate as the gallery, but the attention to detail was there. The same sense of performance. And, on the nightstand beside the body was a small, broken hourglass.

      “This is it,” I said, tapping the photo. “This is the same guy.”

      “Are you sure?” Marcus leaned over my shoulder, squinting at the image.

      “Positive.” I grabbed a sticky note and jotted down the case number. “I need to see the full file. If this is connected, it might give us a starting point.”

      Marcus sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’s a cold case, Cora. It’s five years old. Whoever did it slipped through the cracks.”

      “Not anymore,” I said, my voice hard. “If it’s the same guy, he’s escalated. We don’t have time to wait for him to slip up again.”

      Marcus studied me for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll put in the request. In the meantime, maybe you should eat something. You’re starting to look like one of your suspects.”

      I waved him off, already halfway to the captain’s office. I didn’t care about food. I cared about the connections. If this was the same killer, he’d been perfecting his craft for years. And now, he was ready to show the world.

      I spent the rest of the day buried in the cold case file. The victim’s name was Laura Evans, a twenty-eight-year-old teacher who had been staying at the hotel for a conference. Her colleagues reported nothing unusual about her behavior in the days leading up to her death. She was last seen at dinner with a group of friends, laughing and chatting like any other night.

      And then she was found dead, posed like a flower blooming in the middle of her sterile hotel room.

      The report mentioned nothing about suspects. No fingerprints, no DNA, and no witnesses. Just a broken hourglass and a room full of questions.

      I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples. The connections were there, but they weren’t enough. I needed more.

      A knock on my desk snapped me out of my thoughts. I looked up to see Marcus holding a cup of coffee.

      “Thought you could use a refill,” he said, setting it down in front of me.

      “Thanks.” I took a sip, the bitter liquid waking me up a little. “I’m hitting a brick wall. There must be something we’re missing.”

      “Well,” Marcus said, pulling up a chair, “if this guy’s been at it for years, maybe he’s left other breadcrumbs. You said it yourself this isn’t his first rodeo.”

      I nodded, flipping back through the photos. “If he’s been planning this long, he’s methodical. And if he’s methodical, he’s careful. But careful doesn’t mean perfect. Everyone slips up eventually.”

      Marcus smirked. “That’s the spirit.”

      I returned his smirk, but my mind was already racing ahead. There was a pattern here, I just had to find it. When I did, I’d be one step closer to stopping him.

      Whoever he was, he’d been playing this game for years. But now he’d stepped into the spotlight. And that was his first mistake.
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          THE CURTAIN RISES

        

      

    

    
      After a murder like this, the precinct felt different. There was always a buzz in the air, but today it was sharper, more frantic. People moved faster, spoke in clipped tones, their eyes darting toward the clock or the door, as if the killer might stroll in at any moment. Murder did that to people. It was a reminder of how fragile we all were, even in a city where violence was as common as rush-hour traffic.

      I sat at my desk, staring at the file spread out in front of me. The cold case from five years ago, the one Marcus had dug up, was practically whispering to me. It wasn’t just the details, though those were damning enough. It was the feeling. The same sense of deliberate cruelty, of someone treating a human life like a canvas. I’d seen it before, but back then, I hadn’t recognized it for what it was.

      Now, I couldn’t unsee it.

      The victim, Laura Evans, had been posed in a hotel room surrounded by flowers. Not real ones—cutouts, painted and arranged with the precision of a wedding planner on speed. Her face had been carefully made up, her lips painted a vivid red. It wasn’t just murder. It was theater. And the broken hourglass on the nightstand was the final touch, like a signature scrawled in blood.

      I flipped through the pages, rereading the details for the fifth time. There was no mention of suspects, no leads, and no follow-up interviews. The case had been filed and forgotten, lost in the shuffle of newer, louder tragedies.

      But it wasn’t forgotten anymore. Not by me.

      Marcus dropped a steaming cup of coffee onto my desk, the ceramic mug hitting the wood with a dull thud. He leaned on the edge of my desk, his face lined with fatigue. I couldn’t remember the last time either of us had slept properly.

      “Do we have any breakthroughs?” he asked, nodding toward the file.

      “Maybe.” I tapped the photo of the hourglass. “Same symbol, same sense of performance. It’s got to be connected.”

      He sipped his coffee, his eyes narrowing as he studied the image. “Could be a coincidence.”

      “You don’t believe that.”

      “No, I don’t” he admitted, “but I’d like to. The last thing we need is a killer with a five-year head start on us”

      “Six, maybe more,” I said. “We don’t know how far back this goes.”

      Marcus grunted, a sound somewhere between agreement and resignation. “You think he’s escalating?”

      “I don’t think he stopped. I think we missed him.”

      That was the part that gnawed at me the most. If this was the same killer, he’d been operating under our nose for years, honing his craft, and perfecting his method. Now, he was ready to show the world what he’d been working on.

      “We’ll dig deeper,” Marcus said, pushing off the desk. “There’s always a trail. We just have to find it.”

      I nodded, though his optimism felt thin. Trails went cold. Evidence got lost. And killers like this? They thrived on the chaos we left behind.

      By the time the sun set, I’d gone through every page of the cold case file twice. The details were sparse. Laura Evans, a schoolteacher from a small town, had been in the city for a conference. She’d been last seen at dinner with colleagues, chatting and laughing like any other night. Her body had been discovered the next morning by a housekeeper who thought she was asleep.

      There were no signs of forced entry, and no signs of struggle. Just the careful, grotesque tableau that had taken hours to construct. The report mentioned traces of paint on her skin, but nothing that could be linked to a specific brand or store. The hourglass was shattered, its shards scattered across the carpet. Forensics had ruled it a common decoration, the kind you could buy at any gift shop.

      It wasn’t much, but it was something. I scribbled a few notes in my notebook, circling the word hourglass three times. If it was a signature, there had to be a reason behind it. Killers like this didn’t do anything by accident.

      The next morning, I dragged myself back to the gallery. I needed to see the scene again, to let it settle into my brain in a way that photos couldn’t replicate. The forensics team was gone, but the scent of blood still lingered in the air, faint and cloying. The victim’s absence made the room feel emptier than it should have, like the air had been sucked out of it.

      I walked slowly, tracing the edges of the room with my eyes. The red paint on the walls was darker now, dried to a deep, sticky maroon. The hourglass symbol carved into the floor stood out starkly against the faded wood. I crouched down, running my fingers along the grooves. The lines were clean, deliberate, like they’d been cut with a steady hand and a sharp blade.

      “What are you trying to say?” I muttered under my breath.

      The killer wanted us to see this. That much was clear. But what did it mean? Was the hourglass a warning? A countdown? Or was it just another layer of the performance, something to keep us guessing while they planned their next act?

      I stood and walked to the center of the room, where the victim had been suspended. The wires were gone, but the hooks were still there, embedded in the ceiling like tiny, glinting stars. I followed their trajectory with my eyes, trying to imagine the process. The time, the effort, the precision. This wasn’t just about killing. This was about control.

      “You look like hell.”

      I turned to see Marcus leaning against the doorway, his arms crossed. He was holding two cups of coffee, one of which
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