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CHAPTER ONE
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The clock above Eli Cardez’s desk ticked with a sound that didn’t belong in a place so colorless. It cut through the hum of the air conditioner,and the occasional cough from one of the lifeless bodies around him. Each tick landed like a drip of paint falling onto canvas.He sat hunched in his cubicle, spreadsheet glowed across his monitor, cells of numbers and names he could not care less about. He typed in the values without thinking, his fingers moving in a rhythmless ballet. His mind wasn’t here.It was upstairs, in the attic of his  apartment, where his paintings lived. They leaned against walls, stacked like coffins.The blues too bright. The reds too muddy. Faces that stared back at him with pity or mockery, he could never tell which. He hadn’t touched a brush in six months. Not since the gallery. Not since the laughter. The laughter had teeth.

That night came back like a fever. His painting  “The Split Self” standing under the lights, a piece of him stripped bare. And the gallery owner, a man with softhands and a cruel grin, shaking his head like he’d just found a child’s drawing on a fridge. Others joined in, Soft chuckles at first. Then louder. Massive applause for a different artist across the room, leaving Eli standing in the shadow with his creation abandoned behind him.He’d gone home and stared at the painting for hours. Every stroke seemed pathetic,every layer a failure. He remembered pressing his palms into the wet paint, smearing it, ruining it further  as though the canvas itself had betrayed him. Now, here, trapped in fluorescent light, the memory returned with each tick of the clock.

“Cardez,” 

his manager called from across the aisle, voice flat as the paper on his desk. 

“Numbers on my desk before lunch.”Eli raised his head. Nodded. Went back to typing. The spreadsheet blurred he pressed his fingers harder against the keyboard, each strike echoing in his skull. A little bit of sweat slid down his face.

Tick.

Drip.

Tick.

Drip.

He thought of his paintings again — not stacked, but alive. Not silent, but singing.

He saw a violin. The image didn’t frighten him. It calmed him.Eli leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. For the first time in months, he smiled.The clock ticked Louder,Eli opened his eyes staring at the screen, though none of the numbers meant a thing anymore. His fingers twitched on the keyboard, faster than the rhythm demanded. The spreadsheet rows began to blur into endless gray lines, stretching on forever, He checked the time. 10:12 a.m. He hated how long mornings felt. Each second stretched thin,he wanted the hours to collapse,to just end. A woman in the next cubicle laughed softly at something on her phone. The sound struck him like glass shattering.

“Something funny?”

he said, not loud enough for her to hear. His hands tightened into fists,the laughter went on then she typed again. He imagined reaching over the partition,snapping the phone in half, watching her smile die on her lips. His pulse raced,heforced his eyes back to the monitor.10:18. His breath came sharper. He stood suddenly, the chair wheels squealing against the linoleum, and walked out toward the break room. His manager looked up, eyebrow raised.“Bathroom,” Eli said without stopping. The hallway was empty,he pushed into the break room and leaned against the counter, staring at the stale coffee machine. The hum of the refrigerator filled the silence. He hated the hum. He hated the tick. 

He hated the endless waiting. Impatience burned like acid in his stomach,every second another stroke wasted. Another canvas left blank. He could feel the ghosts of his paintings upstairs, waiting.Begging him to finish them.His hand trembled as he poured coffee, spilling a brown streak down the counter. He didn’t clean it. Just stood there, gripping the styrofoam cup until it bent in his hand. He thought of the gallery again. Of the smirk. Of the laughter. Of how fast they’d forget him. NO, he wouldn’t be forgotten. Not anymore.The cup cracked. Hot liquid splashed his hand. He didn’t flinch.

“Eli?” a coworker asked from the doorway, voice uncertain. He turned slowly, forcing a smile that looked more like a grimace. “Fine,” he said. “Just... spilled a little.”The coworker lingered, then left. Eli set the ruined cup down, coffee dripping over the edge of the counter,he stared at the puddle spreading on the surface, dark and shapeless, It looked almost like...paint. “Not much longer,” he whispered.And for the first time in years, the waiting didn’t feel endless,It felt like a countdown.The rest of the day dragged like a body through wet cement.Eli typed, erased, retyped,The numbers swam. The walls seemed closer than they had in the morning. His knee never stopped bouncing,he checked the time more than thirty times, At 4:52, his manager’s voice cracked the air again

“End of day reports, Cardez.”

Eli handed the printed sheet over without looking. The man skimmed it, nodded once,and walked away. No thank you. No eye contact. No acknowledgment he even existed. By 5:03, Eli was on the street, coat collar up against the bite of wind. The city pressed around him,gray coats,moving without meaning.Nobody looked at him,Nobody ever did. He walked fast, faster than usual,each step had a pulse in it. By the time he climbed the long stairs to his apartment, his breath came sharp and uneven.

The key jammed in the lock,he shoved it, teeth bared, until it turned. The door creaked open,the smell hit him first. Dust, turpentine,The attic air always carried it, thick as mildew. He climbed the narrow stairs, flicked the light. They were waiting. Dozens of them, Propped against the walls, stacked two and three deep.Faces and shapes twisted in colors he had once believed were brilliant. Now they stared at him like ghosts of failures past. He walked among them, fingertips brushing rough edges of canvases, flaking dried paint. His throat tightened.

“You weren’t enough,” he whispered. The words came out broken. He stopped in front of “The Split Self”. The painting that had been laughed at, the one he had tried to destroy with his palms, streaks of smeared color frozen in violent ruin. He stared into the figure’s eyes one bright, one shadowed,they seemed to look back at him. Accusing. Demanding. He pressed his hand flat against the canvas, feeling the uneven texture beneath his skin. He whispered again, but the words were different now.

“Not much longer.”

A sound slipped out of him  part laugh, part sob. He dragged a stool into the middle of the attic and sat, surrounded by his ghosts. The paintings loomed like an audience. He felt their pressure, their hunger. The clock downstairs ticked faintly.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Eli leaned forward, hands clasped between his knees, a smile forming where there should have been nothing but despair. The waiting was almost over, the attic was quiet except for the clock’s muffled tick from below. The stillness pressed against Eli’s ears until it almost rang,he dragged a battered sketchbook from under a pile of canvases and laid it across his knees. The paper was warped, the edges curled from years of sweat and neglect. He flipped past pages of abandoned ideas, half-faces, twisted forms that had never found a place on canvas. A pencil rolled from the spine’s fold. He caught it between trembling fingers. The first line was shaky.He cursed under his breath, pressed harder. 

The second wassmoother. The third curved, rising like a wing. He drew with speed he hadn’t felt inyears, hand moving as if guided. A figure took shape. Not a self-portrait, not some abstract blur. It was a woman. The tilt of her head was familiar, though he couldn’t place it. Strings stretched from her mouth, pulling the lips closed. Behind her, faint outlines of wings spread wide.The Angel. He stared at the unfinished sketch,The pencil hovered above the paper, and in his mind he could already see the colors. red, white, black. A mural behind her. A silent hymn spilling into the air,his breath slowed.He whispered into the attic, voice low and reverent.

“They’ll see now.”

His hand moved again, darker strokes outlining the ribcage, the tilt of the chin,

the folds of a dress. Each line landed heavier, faster, until the paper nearly tore.

The paintings around him seemed to lean closer, watching. Approving.

The tick of the clock below grew louder.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

––––––––
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ELI DROPPED THE PENCIL, clutching the paper with both hands. His lips curved into a

smile sharp enough to cut. Tomorrow, the canvas would breathe. The sketch lay on the floor where Eli had dropped it, the pencil still rolling faintly back and forth across the boards. He hadn’t slept. He didn’t need to.

The attic was colder now, though no windows were open. It didn’t matter. His chest buzzed with heat that burned hotter than any furnace,every painting around him seemed to whisper the same word: Begin. He pulled a plastic sheet from under an old canvas, shook off the dust, and folded it carefully. The knife came next ,not from the kitchen, but from a box in the corner. A box he hadn’t opened in years. The blade caught the weak light, gleaming,eager. The city outside was waking,he dressed plainly black shirt, black jeans, jacket zipped to the throat. Just enough to disappear into the faceless sea of commuters. 

He slid the folded plastic into his bag, the knife wrapped in cloth, and walked out the door without a glance back.The train rattled beneath him. Strangers surrounded him, their faces bowed toward their glowing screens. None of them looked up. None of them noticed him. He stared at their eyes, their hands, their throats. He could almost hear the brushstrokes already, the lines and colors they would become if he chose. But today was not about chance. Today was deliberate.

She lived near the theater district. He had seen her once before, violin case at her side, her hair tied back in a neat braid. She moved with quiet grace, a note of music in a world of static. He followed her after rehearsal. At first, only curiosity. But when she stepped into the narrow alley to take a shortcut home, Eli saw the frame close around her.

“Perfect”.

He waited, patient, as she fumbled with her phone. When she looked up, he was already there. The knife glinted once. She gasped, but the sound was swallowed by the city’s hum, the alley became his studio.Plastic laid smooth over the damp bricks. Her body placed gently at the center. He worked with reverence, as if painting. The violin strings came last, drawn from her instrument and threaded through lips now closed forever. Her head tilted just so, wings painted in quick, furious strokes behind her, red and white blending in the dim light. When it was done, Eli stepped back. The first piece,his chest ached with a strange joy. The silence around him felt like applause, for the first time in his life, his work was complete. He whispered to the figure on the wall.“You’re free now.”

And as he slipped into the night, leaving the Angel to be discovered, the cityticked on unaware a gallery had just opened. Eli slept that night like a child. Notossing, no shadows clawing at his walls.When the alarm screamed at six, he woke smiling. He checked the news before work.Nothing.No reports.No discovery.On the train, he scanned faces, waiting for whispers, glances, gasps.

Still nothing. By noon, sitting at his desk, his leg was bouncing so hard the whole cubicle rattled,he forced his eyes to the spreadsheet, but all he saw were frames – empty frames, waiting for recognition. Why hadn’t they found her?

The answer came three days later. A neighbor, an old woman with cataracts, complained of a smell drifting through the alley. She told the landlord, He sent a janitor. The janitor returned pale, shaking, retching into a trash bin. By evening, the radio stations had it. The Angel had been found. Eli sat in the break room at work when the announcement crackled through a coworker’s pocket radio.The man had tuned in only to check the traffic, but the news anchor’s grim voice carried instead:

“...authorities have discovered the body of a young woman near the theater district. Police say the scene was... unusual, staged with paint and other materials. No suspects yet...”

The coworker clicked the radio louder. A few others leaned in. They frowned, whis-

pered, speculated. Eli didn’t move.

The coffee in his cup had gone cold, but his hands gripped it so tightly his knuck-

les bleached. The voice on the radio went on about the gruesome details,the violin, the strings, the wings on the wall. One woman gasped softly and muttered, “God help us.”

Inside, Eli nearly laughed.God had nothing to do with this.It was art...his art. And finally, the city had seen it. He left the break room quietly, heart hammering with a pulse that wasn’t panic it was triumph. The waiting was over. 

The gallery had opened its doors. But even as he returned to his cubicle, a new itch began behind his ribs. The frame was filled And yet...Another frame waited.The spreadsheet on his screen blurred into red strokes, his vision already reaching toward the next subject. The Angel was only the beginning.

That night, the city air was sharp with rain. Detective Naomi Raves drove home with the wipers beating time across her windshield,the world outside reduced to streaks of red and white light. her phone buzzed on the passenger seat, she answered without looking. “Raves.” “Turn on the news,” her captain’s voice ordered. Grim. Heavy. Her gut tightened. She flicked the radio dial. The announcer’s voice spilled into the car: “...body discovered earlier today near the theater district. Sources describe the scene as disturbingly staged. 

The victim, a young woman, appeared to have been posed with painted wings behind her. Authorities are withholding the name until the family is notified...” Raves’s hands clenched the wheel. The wipers thudded harder, matching her pulse. “Painted wings, Mouth sewn shut” She swallowed, throat dry. “Send me the location,” she said. “You’re not on call tonight,” the captain replied. “Send me the location,” she repeated

Silence. Then a sigh. “Check your messages.” The line went dead.Raves pulled to the curb, grabbing her phone as the message came through. Theater district, An alley she knew well. She sat there in the rain, staring at the address glowing on her screen, while something old and poisonous stirred inside her chest. Painted wings.Her sister had been posed, too. Different, yes but posed. A frame around a death no one had been able to explain. Raves closed her eyes, the memory flashing Isabel’s body under the coroner’s harsh light, her face tilted into an unnatural, almost theatrical angle. She shoved the memory down

. Turned the key. The engine roared back to life.The Angel was waiting, and Raves was already  walking back into a gallery she thought she’d left years ago.The rain hadn’t stopped. It fell in thin, cold sheets that blurred the street lights into hazy halos. Naomi Raves pulled her car to the theater district, the wipers thudding to a stop as she killed the engine. A line of yellow tape flapped weakly in the wind, stretched across a narrow alley like a warning in a language only the broken could understand. A uniformed officer stood under an umbrella, shifting from foot to foot. Raves stepped out, the wet air immediately clinging to her hair and coat. She flipped her badge open without a word. The officer barely glanced before lifting the tape for her to duck under.

The alley smelled wrong. Not just rot though that was there, sharp and sour but paint. Chemical and metallic, a scent that dragged her back years in a single breath. Her boots splashed through puddles as she moved deeper in. Flashlights cut through the darkness,.The shape came into view. The girl lay slumped against the wall, her violin case broken beside her. Thin strings stitched her lips shut. Behind her, painted wings spread across the bricks, the colors bleeding where rainwater had seeped down. Raves stopped. The sound of her own heartbeat filled her ears.

For a moment, she wasn’t here. She was sixteen again, standing in another room,

staring at another body posed in a way no one could explain. Isabel’s face – pale,still, framed like a painting. “Detective?” a voice murmured behind her. One of the forensics team. She blinked, forced her throat to loosen. “What’s the time of death?” “Best estimate, three days ago. Weather slowed decomposition, but the smell...” The tech trailed off. His eyes flicked toward the wings. 

“Never seen anything like it.” Neither had she. Not exactly. But close enough, Too close. Her gaze moved over the paint strokes, the precision of the strings, the care in the arrangement. This wasn’t random. This was deliberate. This was art. And she hated that a part of her — the part that remembered Isabel’s still, staged body could see the beauty in it. Raves crouched, her gloved hand brushing the damp edge of the violin case.
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