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Chapter One: Zero Trace

	 

	**11:23 PM – Lincoln Park, Chicago**

	 

	The blood had not yet begun to cool.

	 

	Nova had spent seven years learning that time moved differently around the dead. In the first minute, everything was urgent—every drop of red a clock ticking down, every witness a potential catastrophe. By the third hour, urgency became ritual, the kind of automatic movement that required no thought and left no room for error. By the seventh year, ritual became the only language she remembered how to speak. The language of bleach and latex and the unique satisfaction of making something terrible disappear.

	 

	She knelt beside the body with the patience of someone who had stopped asking questions a long time ago. Her gloved fingers hovered two centimeters above the hardwood floor—close enough to feel the residual warmth rising from the spill, not close enough to disturb the pattern. A crime scene was a story written in red. She had trained herself to read it backward, to see the ending before she understood the beginning.

	 

	The man had been wealthy. The gold Rolex told her that—the way it caught the light, the way it had survived the fall. The custom suit, now ruined beyond repair, told her that. The missing loafer—kicked off in his final seconds, perhaps, or knocked loose when he hit the floor—told her that his death had not been dignified. Wealthy men died messily like everyone else. The only difference was the thread count of the fabric they bled onto.

	 

	His eyes were still open, but Nova did not close them. That was not her job. Her job began where other people’s jobs ended. The killers had done their part: put the body down, made it quiet, disappeared into the Chicago night. Now she would do hers. No judgments. No questions. No ghosts. Ghosts were for people who had time to feel things.

	 

	“How long?” she asked, not looking up.

	 

	Behind her, Marcus checked his watch. He did this with the automatic precision of a man who had measured time in crime scenes for two decades. Forty-seven years old, built like a retired linebacker who still lifted weights three mornings a week, silver at the temples, and a scar above his left eyebrow that he had never explained and she had never asked about. His hands were the only part of him that betrayed his age—knuckles swollen from decades of breaking locks and bones, fingernails permanently stained with chemicals that no amount of scrubbing could remove.

	 

	“Extraction team cleared out twelve minutes ago,” he said. “Three blocks west, waiting.”

	 

	“The neighbors?”

	 

	“Building security is running a loop. Cameras are on a cycle that repeats every four hours. The couple next door left for O’Hare at eight. They won’t be back until Monday.”

	 

	Nova nodded. Standard. Efficient. The machine was well-oiled. She had oiled parts of it herself, over the years, without ever asking whose hands had built it in the first place.

	 

	She rose to her feet and began her circuit of the room. Her boots made no sound on the crimson-slicked marble—she had chosen them specifically for that quality seven years ago and had replaced them with the same model four times since. When you found something that worked, you did not experiment. Experimentation was for people who could afford mistakes. Nova could not afford a single one.

	 

	The bullet hole in the drywall. The overturned whiskey glass, still dripping its last amber drops onto the carpet. The fine spray of red across a family photograph on the shelf—mother, two children, a golden retriever with its tongue out, happy in a way that no one in that photograph would ever be again.

	 

	“Marcus,” she said, still moving, still counting exits and variables in the back of her mind. “Who was he?”

	 

	“You know the rules.”

	 

	“I know the rules.” She stopped. Turned to face him. Her expression did not change—it rarely did—but something in her voice shifted. A crack so fine that most people would have missed it. Marcus was not most people. “I’m asking anyway.”

	 

	He held her gaze for a long moment. The heating system clicked on, pushing warm air across the spill, carrying the smell of copper and spilled whiskey and something else—fear, maybe. Fear has a smell, though most people never learned to identify it. Nova had learned in her first year. Fear smelled like sweat and adrenaline and the unmistakable sourness of a body that knew it was about to stop being a body.

	 

	“Alderman,” Marcus said finally. “Victor Crane. Took money from the wrong people. Didn’t deliver.”

	 

	Nova looked at the photograph again. The wife. The children. The dog. The kind of image that people put on holiday cards, the kind that made strangers believe in the possibility of happiness.

	 

	She felt nothing.

	 

	This was not a flex. This was not a wall she had built to protect herself. This was not the result of childhood trauma or a broken heart or any of the convenient explanations that television shows liked to assign to people like her. The absence of feeling was so complete, so natural, so deeply woven into the fabric of who she had become that she could no longer remember a time when it had been different.

	 

	She had searched for her sister once. A twin, the orphanage had told her. Separated at birth, placed with different families, lost to the system before either of them could walk. Nova had spent six months scouring databases, submitting DNA kits, hiring private investigators. She had found nothing. She had spent the seventh month learning to accept that some people are born alone and die alone, and the space between is just a matter of filling time until the lights go out. Eventually, she stopped looking. Eventually, she stopped believing the sister had ever existed. Eventually, she stopped believing that anyone had ever existed except the people she could see and touch and clean up after.

	 

	“Okay,” she said. “Let’s work.”

	 

	–

	 

	Two hours and forty-three minutes later, the penthouse was clean.

	 

	Not clean in the way most people meant the word—wiped down, bleached, good enough. Clean in the way that meant no blood, no fingerprints, no hair, no fiber, no DNA, no memory. The bullet holes had been patched, sanded, and repainted. The couch—soaked beyond salvation—had been replaced with an identical model. Marcus found the receipt in Crane’s email history: purchased online three years ago, delivered in forty-seven minutes by a TaskRabbit named Diego. Diego had accepted three hundred dollars in cash and had not asked why a woman at one in the morning needed a new couch. Diego had probably told himself it was none of his business. Diego was correct.

	 

	The whiskey glass had been wiped, dried, and returned to its exact position, the angle of its condensation preserved. The family photograph had been rehung—slightly crooked, the way it had been before. Nova had noted the original tilt. She always noted everything. This was not a skill she had learned. This was a compulsion, a sickness, a way of moving through the world that made normal life impossible and her current life indispensable.

	 

	Even the smell was gone. The ozone machine had run for seventy-two minutes. Then she had dabbed vanilla extract on a lightbulb and let it burn for fifteen seconds. Human noses remembered vanilla as home, not as crime scene. The brain filled in the gaps. The brain wanted to believe that nothing terrible had ever happened in a room that smelled like cookies.

	 

	Marcus stood in the doorway, arms crossed, his gaze moving across the room with the methodical attention of an air traffic controller scanning a runway. He had been doing this for twenty years. He had seen teams fail, cleaners get sloppy, cleaners get caught, cleaners get killed. Nova had been with him for three years. She had never made a mistake.

	 

	Not one.

	 

	“You’re getting faster,” he said.

	 

	“I’m getting bored.”

	 

	“That’s dangerous.”

	 

	She pulled off her gloves. Her hands were small, unremarkable, free of scars or tattoos or rings. The hands of a woman you would not look at twice in a coffee shop. The hands of a woman you would never remember. This was not an accident. This was the entire point.

	 

	“You pay me to be dangerous,” she said. “You don’t pay me to feel bad.”

	 

	Marcus almost smiled. Almost. “You feel anything tonight?”

	 

	She thought about it. Not because she needed to—the answer was no—but because the question itself was strange. Marcus never asked that. Marcus knew better. Or had thought he did.

	 

	“Just tired,” she said.

	 

	He nodded. Did not believe her. Did not push.

	 

	She turned off the lights. The penthouse went dark. Behind her, the room looked exactly as it had looked before anyone died in it.

	 

	Because no one had died in it.

	 

	Not according to any record, anyway. Not according to any memory that would survive the night. Nova had made sure of that. Nova always made sure.

	 

	–

	 

	Outside, the Chicago wind cut through her jacket with the unique viciousness of a city that had never been designed for human comfort. The street was quiet. Lincoln Park at two in the morning was all sleeping millionaires and silent electric vehicles, the wealthy tucked behind their security systems, dreaming of nothing in particular.

	 

	Marcus opened the passenger door of the black SUV. Nova climbed inside. The heat was on. The radio was off. The silence between them was comfortable in the way that silence between people who had seen each other at their worst could sometimes be.

	 

	As they pulled away, she watched the building shrink in the side mirror. Somewhere up there, Victor Crane’s body was already in a van, heading to a crematorium in Gary, Indiana, that did not ask for identification. By sunrise, ash. By noon, his wife would call a dozen times, wondering. By dinner, a missing person report. By next week, a private investigator. She would never find anything.

	 

	*That is what I do,* Nova thought. *I make sure no one ever finds anything.*

	 

	She closed her eyes and, for the seventh year in a row, did not dream.

	 


Chapter Two: The Cost of Clean

	 

	**8:15 AM – Wicker Park, Chicago**

	 

	Six hours earlier, Nova had been kneeling in a dead man’s blood. Now she was standing at her kitchen sink, brushing her teeth, trying to remember whether the world had ever made sense or whether she had simply stopped expecting it to.

	 

	Her apartment occupied the third floor of a building that officially did not exist. The address—1823 West Cortland Street—appeared on no maps that mattered. The buzzer did not bear her name. The mail slot received only junk addressed to “Resident” or “Current Occupant,” which she burned in the kitchen sink once a week. On paper, the unit belonged to a shell company that belonged to another shell company that belonged to a lawyer in Delaware who had never met Nova in person and never would.

	 

	She liked it this way. In her line of work, being untraceable was not a preference. It was a survival mechanism, like camouflage on a hunting animal or a poker face on a gambler. The people who got caught were the people who left trails. Nova had spent seven years making sure she left nothing behind. No fingerprints, no paper trail, no photographs, no friends. Friends were just witnesses who hadn’t been subpoenaed yet.

	 

	The unit itself was deliberately small. One bedroom, one bathroom, a kitchen you could not turn around in without brushing against the refrigerator door. The furniture had come from IKEA—not the nice IKEA with the solid wood and the clean lines, but the cheaper IKEA, the kind you bought because you needed something to sit on and you did not care whether it broke in a year. No photographs hung on the walls. No art interrupted the blank white surfaces. No plants struggled toward the gray Chicago light filtering through the single window. No pets scratched at the door or demanded attention at inconvenient hours.

	 

	Nothing personal could be used against her. Nothing personal could be taken away. She had learned this lesson in foster care, where every belonging was borrowed and every attachment was a weapon someone else could wield. The fewer strings attached to her, the fewer people could pull them.

	 

	She woke at 8:15 AM every morning without an alarm. Her body had trained itself to this schedule years ago, and like most things her body had trained itself to do—holding perfectly still for hours, sleeping sitting up, ignoring hunger—it had become automatic, something she did not think about any more than she thought about breathing.

	 

	The first thing she did was check her phone.

	 

	Three messages waited for her.

	 

	**Marcus (6:42 AM):** *Crane is ash. Payment incoming. Same account.*

	 

	**Marcus (7:03 AM):** *New job tomorrow night. Details at noon.*

	 

	**Unknown Number (7:58 AM):** *You left something behind.*

	 

	Nova sat up straighter. No racing heart. No trembling hands. Seven years of this work had burned the reflex out of her. But something stirred in her chest anyway—a faint flutter she had not felt in years. Not since she stopped
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