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Chapter 1: Biohazard
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Blood has a temperature. Most people never know this, but Nora Voss did. Blood exits the body at ninety-eight point six degrees. It cools at roughly one degree per hour depending on the room. After ten hours on a concrete floor, it reaches the temperature of the room itself. After that, it becomes part of the room. It seeps into grout and settles into wood grain and bonds with the concrete in ways that no amount of ordinary cleaning can touch.

Nora knew this because she had been cleaning it for five years.

Her van was loaded by five in the morning. She kept it organized the way a surgeon keeps an operating theater. Enzymatic cleaners on the left shelf. Biohazard bags in the center. Vapor masks, goggles, and disposable suits on the right. UV lights in a padded case beneath the back seat. Each item had a place. Each place had a reason. She had learned early that chaos in your equipment meant chaos in your work, and chaos in this work meant mistakes that could make you sick or worse.

She pulled out of the lot behind her apartment building and drove east through Portland in the dark. The streets were empty except for delivery trucks and the occasional taxi. She liked this hour. The city felt honest before dawn, stripped of its performance, just concrete and glass and the yellow glow of streetlights on wet pavement.

Today's job was routine. An unattended death in a subsidized apartment on the east side. A sixty-even-year-old man named Walter had died alone in his recliner and had not been found for ten days. The landlord discovered him when the smell penetrated the hallway. Nora had done a hundred of these. Maybe more. She had stopped counting after seventy.

She parked on the street and sat for a moment with the engine running. She looked at her hands on the steering wheel. They were steady and clean and unremarkable. The kind of hands that could belong to a schoolteacher or a librarian. Not the kind of hands you would associate with what she did for a living. She liked that about herself. She liked that the world could not read her work on her skin.

She put on her suit in the van. Blue disposable coveralls. Boot covers. Two pairs of nitrile gloves. She taped the cuffs to make the seal tight. She clipped her badge to her chest: Voss Biohazard Remediation, Licensed and Insured. Then she pulled on her mask and stepped out into the cold morning air.

The apartment smelled the way these apartments always smelled. Sweet and heavy and layered, like fruit left too long in a warm room. Neighbors had gathered in the hallway, some crying, some just staring at the door with the expression people wear when they are trying to imagine what is on the other side. Nora moved through them without speaking. She had learned that silence was better than comfort in these moments. People did not want a stranger telling them it would be alright.

Inside, Walter was still in his recliner. He had been a small man. Thin wrists. White hair. A crossword book lay open on his lap, a pen still clutched in his fingers. The decomposition had progressed past the early stages. The fluids had migrated. The carpet beneath the chair was dark and saturated. Flies had found their way in through a crack in the bathroom window.

Nora set up her lights and began to photograph the scene before she touched anything. This was her rule. Photograph first, clean second, document always. She had developed the system in her first year and had never deviated from it. The photographs served no official purpose in cases like this. There was no crime to investigate. But she took them anyway, partly out of discipline and partly because she understood that death left a record, and someone should keep it.

She worked for four hours. She removed the carpet pad and the affected section of subfloor. She treated the concrete with enzymatic cleaner and let it sit. She wiped down every surface in the room. She bagged the recliner and the crossword book and the pen and tagged them for disposal. When she was finished, the apartment smelled like chemicals and clean cotton. It looked like a room waiting for a new tenant, which it was.

She loaded her waste into the van and sealed it. The biohazard tags were dated and signed. Everything was accounted for. She peeled off her suit and gloves and mask and placed them in the disposal bag. Her hands were clean again. They always were when she finished.

She drove home through morning traffic. The sun was up now and the city had put on its face again. Coffee shops were open. People walked dogs on leashes. Children in uniforms waited at bus stops. She stopped at a light and caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. She looked tired. She always looked tired. But her eyes were clear and focused, the way they got after a job, as if the work burned away whatever fog had been accumulating between her thoughts.

She had not always done this. Five years ago she was a nurse in the emergency room at Providence Medical Center. She was good at it. Calm under pressure, precise with her hands, comfortable with blood in a way that made other nurses uncomfortable. Then Michael was killed, and the quiet machinery of her life broke down, and she emerged on the other side of grief wearing a different set of clothes and carrying a different set of tools.

Michael had been a history teacher at Lincoln High. He was forty-one when three men broke into their house on a Tuesday night in October. Nora was at a nursing conference in Seattle. She came home to yellow tape and a detective who looked at her with the specific exhaustion reserved for people who deliver bad news to the innocent. The case collapsed within three months. Contaminated evidence. Unreliable witnesses. No arrests. The detectives moved on. Nora did not.

She became a cleaner for reasons she did not fully explain to anyone, including herself. The practical reasons were true enough. Good money. Flexible hours. Her nursing background made the certification straightforward. But the real reason was simpler and less admirable. She wanted to be close to violent death in a way that mattered. She wanted to understand what happened in a room when someone died, the physics and biology of it, the way blood behaved and bodies cooled and scenes told stories if you knew how to read them. She wanted to understand what the detectives in her husband's case had failed to see.

She had one real ally in the world outside her work. Raj Patel was a forensic analyst at the county medical examiner's office. They had met at a conference two years after Michael's death, when Nora was just starting her business and Raj was a junior analyst looking to build professional connections. He started sending her occasional freelance work, reviewing cleanup photographs to check whether evidence might have been missed or disturbed during the remediation process. It was legitimate work that paid modestly and kept Nora connected to the investigative world without requiring her to call herself an investigator.

She showered when she got home. She made coffee. She sat at her kitchen table and looked at the wedding ring she still wore on a chain around her neck. She did not wear it on her finger anymore because gloves and biohazard gel made it impractical, but she had not stopped wearing it entirely. She was not ready for that, and she was not sure she ever would be.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She picked it up. A text from a number she did not recognize.

"This is Patrice Melton, estate coordinator. We need a cleanup at 4217 Harrow Street. Suicide. Family-requested expedited service. Can you start tomorrow?"

Nora stared at the address. She knew that street. She knew that block. It was three houses down from the house where she and Michael had lived before everything changed. She had not been back to that street in five years.

She typed her reply with steady fingers.

"I can be there at six."

She set the phone down and looked out the window at the gray Portland sky. Somewhere on Harrow Street, a person had decided to die, and Nora was going to clean up what they left behind. It was just another job. She told herself it was just another job.

She did not believe it for a second.
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Chapter 2: The Wrong Knot
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Nora turned onto Harrow Street at five fifty-five in the morning and drove past her old house without looking at it. She kept her eyes on the road and her hands at ten and two and her breathing even. She had practiced this discipline for five years. The house was three doors down on the left. She knew its shape, its color, the way the porch light cast a yellow square on the sidewalk at night. She did not need to look.

4217 was a single-story ranch with beige siding and a two-car garage. The garage door was closed. Yellow police tape had been strung across the front gate and then removed, leaving behind small staples in the wooden posts. A woman in a dark coat stood on the porch holding a clipboard.

Nora parked and got out. The morning air was cold and carried the faint chemical residue that always lingered after a body had been removed. Formaldehyde and transport gel and the particular sterile smell of a body bag sealing shut.

"You're Ms. Voss?" The woman extended her hand. "Patrice Melton. I'm the estate coordinator."

They shook hands. Patrice was young, maybe twenty-eight, with a firm grip and a controlled expression. The kind of face that had learned to arrange itself professionally before the person wearing it had enough experience to back it up. She walked Nora through the house, pointing out what the family wanted saved and what could be disposed of. Photographs on the mantel. A wallet
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