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​Chapter 1: The Artist
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The problem with shooting a man in the throat while he is drinking a vintage Pinot Noir is the spray. It creates a fine, misty nebula of red that is impossible to distinguish from the wine until it settles, dries, and starts to smell like copper instead of fermented grapes.

Silas stood in the dead center of the penthouse living room and surveyed the damage. It was, objectively, a disaster.

He checked his cuffs first. He was wearing the charcoal grey suit, the Italian one with the silk lining that felt like cool water against his skin. It was his favorite suit, tailored to accommodate the holster under his left arm without ruining the silhouette of his shoulders, and he would be remarkably upset if he had to burn it. He lifted his left arm, rotating the wrist to catch the ambient light from the floor-to-ceiling windows. Clean. He checked the right. Clean.

He looked down at his shoes, polished oxfords that cost more than his first car. A single, tiny droplet of red sat on the toe of the left shoe, mocking him.

Silas sighed, a long, weary sound that seemed too loud in the sudden silence of the room. He reached into his breast pocket, retrieved a monogrammed silk handkerchief, and dabbed the spot away with the gentle precision of a mother wiping a child’s face. He folded the handkerchief so the stain was hidden and placed it in a sealed plastic bag he kept in his pocket for exactly this purpose.

"You really made a mess of this, Arthur," Silas said.

Arthur did not reply. Arthur was currently draped over a white leather sectional sofa that looked like a cloud and probably cost as much as a small island. Arthur’s contribution to the conversation was a wet, gurgling sound that was slowly fading into a heavy, permanent silence.

Silas didn't enjoy the conversation part anyway. He holstered the suppressor-equipped 9mm beneath his jacket, feeling the familiar weight settle against his ribs. He needed to assess the perimeter before he left; that was the rule. Always check the work. Always leave the site secure.

He stepped carefully over a puddle that was expanding across the hardwood floor, moving with the unnatural stillness of a predator who knows the jungle is listening.

He walked to the window. The view of the city was spectacular from fifty stories up. The lights of the skyline were a blurred galaxy of gold and white, indifferent to the violence happening behind the glass. It was a cold night, and the glass was cool to the touch. Silas liked the indifference of the city. It made him feel small, and feeling small made the job easier. If you were just a speck of dust in the universe, then the man on the couch was just a smaller speck of dust, and the gun was just a tool for moving dust around. Physics, not morality.

He turned back to the room, letting his eyes drag over the details.

The penthouse was a testament to new money and old vices. There were sculptures that looked like twisted metal wrecks, paintings that were just canvases painted black, and enough crystal decanters to intoxicate a battalion. But now, the aesthetic was ruined.

The white sofa was a total loss. The wall behind it, which had been covered in a tasteful beige wallpaper with a subtle bamboo texture, was now an abstract art piece of high-velocity splatter. But the real tragedy, the thing that actually made Silas wince, was the rug.

It was an antique Persian. Silk and wool. Intricate geometric patterns in deep indigo and saffron. It anchored the room. It tied the whole aesthetic together. And now, Arthur’s Pinot Noir and Arthur’s jugular vein had conspired to turn the center of the masterpiece into a dark, soaking marsh.

"Damn," Silas whispered.

He felt a genuine pang of guilt. Not for Arthur; Arthur had been laundering money for the Albanian cartel and skimming off the top, which was a breach of contract that came with a very specific, non-negotiable termination clause. Arthur had known the risks. You don't steal from people who solve problems with hacksaws unless you are prepared to become a problem yourself.

No, Silas felt guilt for the Cleaner.

He didn't know the Cleaner’s name. He didn't know if the Cleaner was a man or a woman, a team or a solo artist. In five years of working for the Don, Silas had never seen the person who came in after him. They were ghosts. Silas created the void, and the Cleaner filled it with nothingness. They were two halves of the same equation, orbiting each other but never touching.

But they had a relationship. It was a professional intimacy born of shared secrets and silent judgments. Silas knew the Cleaner preferred when the bodies were left on tarps (he tried, usually, but Arthur had been skittish). He knew the Cleaner hated it when he used the bathroom towels to wipe his hands (he had stopped doing that three years ago after he found his favorite combat knife bent at a ninety-degree angle, left on his dashboard as a warning).

This rug, though. This was going to be a nightmare. Blood in wool fibers was chemistry’s way of saying screw you.

Silas checked his watch. 11:42 PM. He had eighteen minutes before the building security made their rounds on this floor. He had hacked the camera loop, freezing the hallway feed on an empty corridor, but physical patrols were a variable he couldn't control with a keyboard.

He needed to leave, but the ritual wasn't complete.

He walked over to the kitchen island, which was a slab of marble pristine enough to perform surgery on. He opened the drawers, the soft shhh of the glides the only sound in the room. He was looking for something to write with. He found a block of yellow sticky notes next to the sub-zero refrigerator. Arthur had been organized; Silas appreciated that. A disorganized victim was always harder to process.

He took a pen from his inside pocket. It was a Montblanc, heavy and black. He liked the weight of it; it felt substantial, like a weapon in its own right. He peeled off a single yellow square and placed it on the cool marble.

He hesitated. The pen hovered over the paper. What do you say to the person who has to scrub a gallon of biohazard out of a ten-thousand-dollar antique?

Sorry about the mess, he wrote first.

He looked at it. He frowned. It felt insincere. Of course it was a mess; it was a murder scene. It was like apologizing to a firefighter for the fire or a surgeon for the tumor. It stated the obvious and offered nothing. He crumpled the note and put it in his pocket. He never left trash. Trash was DNA, and DNA was prison. He was very clear on that progression.

He peeled off a second note.

The rug is a tragedy, he wrote. I tried to get him to move to the tile.

Too chatty. It sounded defensive. The Cleaner didn't care about his tactical difficulties or the fact that Arthur had bolted for the panic button instead of the kitchen. The Cleaner cared about the stain. The Cleaner cared about the hours of scrubbing required to erase the evidence.

He peeled off a third note. He kept it simple. Professional. Acknowledging the difficulty of the task ahead without making excuses for his own failure to contain the spray.

Sorry about the rug.

He stared at the words. It was polite. It was succinct. It conveyed the necessary regret without drifting into familiarity.

He walked back over to Arthur. The gurgling had stopped completely. Arthur was gone, leaving behind only a shell in a ruined suit. Silas leaned down, careful to keep his weight on his heels, ensuring his shoes didn't touch the expanding pool of blood. He pressed the yellow sticky note onto Arthur’s forehead. The adhesive stuck instantly to the cooling skin.

The bright yellow square looked ridiculous against the carnage. It was a pop of absurdity in a landscape of grey moral compromise. It was a flag planted on a conquered peak, but a flag that said I apologize for the inconvenience.

"Sleep well, Arthur," Silas said. "I hope the money was worth it."

Silas exited through the service elevator. He had cloned the key card three days ago when he bumped into a catering staff member in the lobby, a simple brush of shoulders that allowed the scanner in his briefcase to capture the RFID signal. Technology had made the job easier in some ways, harder in others. Cameras were everywhere, peering from every cornice and smoke detector, but cameras could be looped. Digital locks were convenient, but they left digital footprints that had to be wiped.

Silas preferred the analog parts of the job. The waiting. The breathing. The silence. The mechanics of a slide racking back.

He walked out of the service entrance and into the alleyway behind the building. The air was cold and smelled of wet asphalt, old garbage, and the briny scent of the harbor miles away. It was a sharp, aggressive contrast to the lavender-scented, filtered air of the penthouse, and Silas took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the reality of the city.

He checked the alley. Clear.

He walked three blocks north, moving with the steady, purposeful stride of a man who was late for a business meeting, or perhaps a lover. He didn't run. Running attracted attention. Running implied guilt. Silas walked like he owned the sidewalk, his chin up, his eyes scanning the periphery without turning his head.

He passed a couple arguing in a doorway, their voices shrill and jagged. He passed a homeless man sleeping under a cardboard fortress. He passed a police cruiser idling at a red light. Silas didn't flinch. He didn't look at the officer. He looked through him, focusing on the pedestrian crossing sign on the other side of the street. Invisibility was ninety percent confidence and ten percent wardrobe.

He reached his car, a nondescript black sedan parked legally in a garage that cost forty dollars an hour. He didn't get in immediately. He opened the trunk and placed his briefcase inside. He took off his jacket, folded it carefully lining-side out to protect the fabric, and placed it in a laundry bag. He would have it dry-cleaned at a place in Jersey that didn't ask questions about gunshot residue or the occasional speck of bone.

He rolled up his white shirtsleeves. His forearms were thick, corded with muscle, and covered in faint, pale scars from a life lived violently. He checked his hands again under the harsh fluorescent light of the garage. No blood. He was good at this. Usually.

He got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. The radio came on low; classical music. Chopin’s Nocturnes. It soothed him. The piano notes fell like rain, washing away the noise of the gunshot that was still echoing in his inner ear.

As he pulled out of the garage and merged into the late-night traffic, his mind drifted back to the rug. He hoped the Cleaner had the right enzymes. That rug really was beautiful.

He wondered, for the thousandth time, what the Cleaner looked like.

In his head, he had built a profile over the years. The Cleaner was efficient, so likely older. Experienced. Probably a man, ex-military or ex-medical, someone used to the anatomy of death. Someone grim and humorless who looked at a body and saw only a hazardous waste disposal problem. Silas imagined a guy named "Boris" or "Stan," someone with calloused hands, a heavy smokers cough, and a face like a clenched fist.

He certainly didn't imagine a woman. And he definitely didn't imagine someone who would read his note and roll her eyes.

He imagined the Cleaner finding the note. Would they crumple it up? Would they swear? Or would they appreciate the acknowledgment? The notes were a risk. A massive risk. If the cops ever found one, it would link the crimes. But Silas couldn't stop.

He was efficient, he was wealthy, and he was bored out of his mind. The notes were the only variable. The only conversation he had with a peer. The only time he felt like he was working with someone, rather than just existing in a vacuum of violence.

The drive home was uneventful. Silas lived in a neighborhood that was transitioning; the kind of place where hipster coffee shops selling seven-dollar lattes sat uncomfortably next to generational dive bars and boarded-up storefronts. It was anonymous. He liked anonymous.

He parked on the street and walked up to his apartment. It was on the third floor of a brownstone that had seen better days. He unlocked the door and stepped inside.

His apartment was... spare.

"Minimalist" was the word the interior designer would use, if Silas ever hired one. "Psychopathic" was the word a psychologist might use.

There was a sofa (grey, stiff, uncomfortable). There was a television (mounted, wires hidden, rarely turned on). There was a coffee table (glass, empty, no coasters because there were no drinks). There were no photos. No knick-knacks. No throw pillows. It was a space designed to be left at a moment’s notice. If Silas had to burn the building down and vanish in ten minutes, he would leave behind nothing that couldn't be bought at an IKEA in the next state.

He locked the door and engaged the deadbolt. Then he engaged the secondary lock he had installed himself, a heavy steel bar that dropped into the floor.

He walked to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of tap water. He drank it standing over the sink, staring at the drain.

The adrenaline of the job was fading, replaced by the hollow fatigue that always came after. He had taken a life. It was a transaction, strictly business, but it took a toll. It carved a little piece out of you every time, chipping away at the soul until you were just a smooth, hollow stone. Silas knew that eventually, there would be nothing left of him but the suit and the gun.

He looked at his reflection in the dark kitchen window. Dark hair, slicked back severely. Eyes that looked black in this light but were a startling, cold green in the sun. He looked tired. He looked thirty-five going on fifty.

He placed the glass in the sink. He didn't wash it. He just left it there, a singular act of rebellion against his own rigid discipline.

He walked into his bedroom, stripped off his clothes, and folded them into a neat pile on the chair. He walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower, making it as hot as he could stand.

He scrubbed. He used a stiff-bristled brush and unscented soap. He scrubbed his hands, his arms, his chest. He scrubbed until his skin was pink and raw. He washed the invisible blood off his hands. He washed the memory of Arthur’s gurgle out of his ears. He washed the smell of the Pinot Noir out of his nose.

When he stepped out, he was steaming and clean, but he didn't feel clean. He never did. That was the Cleaner's job.

He lay down in his bed. The sheets were white, high thread count, crisp. The room was silent.

He closed his eyes, but sleep didn't come. It never did, not right away. Instead, he lay there in the dark, watching the shadows of passing cars move across the ceiling. He thought about the rug. He thought about the blood soaking into the wool.

He waited for the ghost to come and wipe it all away.

He hoped the Cleaner was having a better night than he was.
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​Chapter 2: The Maid
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Ruby hated penthouses.

Rich people always assumed that living in the sky made them untouchable, but all it really did was make the cleanup logistics a nightmare. Gravity was not a friend when you had to move two hundred pounds of dead weight without alerting the doorman who was currently watching a rerun of Friends in the lobby.

She parked the van three blocks away. It was a white Ford Transit, the kind used by plumbers, electricians, and serial killers everywhere. On the side, in magnetic decal letters that were peeling slightly at the corners, it read Spick & Span Industrial Cleaning. It was a terrible name, aggressive in its cheerfulness, but it rendered her invisible. No one looked twice at a cleaning van at midnight. It was just the invisible labor of the city, the nocturnal immune system flushing out the toxins.

Ruby checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She looked tired.

Her dark hair, which had a reddish tint that only showed up under direct sunlight, was pulled back into a severe bun that pulled at her scalp. Her eyes, so dark they often looked like holes in a mask, were rimmed with red. She rubbed them with the heel of her hand. She smelled like bleach. She always smelled like bleach. It had seeped into her pores, settled into the marrow of her bones. To combat it, she wore a heavy vanilla body spray that she bought in bulk from a discount pharmacy. The combination didn't cancel out the chemical tang; it just layered a heavy, sugary sweetness over it. She smelled like a cupcake that had been murdered in a swimming pool.

"Okay," she said to the empty van. "Let's go scrub a floor."

She climbed out and went to the back doors. She opened them to reveal the tools of her trade.

There were no mops or buckets here. Mops were for amateurs. Mops just pushed the dirt around. Ruby had a wet-dry vacuum with a HEPA filter rated for asbestos removal. She had jugs of enzymatic digesters usually reserved for crime scene remediation teams and slaughterhouses. She had a reciprocating saw with a diamond-tipped blade, just in case the "stain" was too big to fit in the elevator. She had rolls of heavy-duty plastic sheeting, duct tape, and a crate of industrial garbage bags that were guaranteed not to tear under stress.

She loaded the essentials onto a collapsible dolly. It rattled as she pulled it over the cobblestones of the alley.

Getting into the building was easy. The "Artist"—that was what she called the hitman, though she used the term with heavy irony—always left the service entrance unlocked. It was part of the unspoken contract. He broke the toys; she put them away. He left the door open; she locked it behind her.

She took the service elevator up to the fiftieth floor. The hum of the motor was the only sound. She watched the numbers climb, counting down the seconds until she had to deal with whatever horror show waited for her.

She hoped it wasn't a bathroom. Bathrooms were the worst. Tile grout was porous. It drank blood like it was thirsty. Getting a bathroom clean required a toothbrush and a level of patience Ruby simply did not possess on a Tuesday.

The elevator dinged. The doors slid open.

Ruby pulled on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, snapped them at the wrist, and rolled her dolly into the hallway. She moved quickly to the penthouse door. It was unlocked.

She stepped inside.

The smell hit her first. It was the heavy, metallic scent of iron, mixed with the sharp, acidic tang of voided bowels. Underneath that was the smell of expensive leather and something fruity. Wine.

"Great," Ruby muttered. "A party."

She flicked on the lights. She didn't care about being seen from the street. At this height, the only people who could see in were God and the window washers, and neither of them worked the night shift.

She surveyed the room.

"Oh, for the love of..."

She stopped. She stared. She let the handle of the dolly drop, the metal clanging against the floor.

The room was a wreck. The white sofa was ruined. The wallpaper was ruined. But the rug. The rug was a tragedy.

It was a Persian. Ruby knew rugs. She knew that the knot count on this one was probably higher than her credit score. It was a beautiful, intricate thing, a masterpiece of craftsmanship that had survived wars and revolutions, only to meet its end at the hands of a hitman with poor spatial awareness.

A dark, spreading stain dominated the center of the pattern, turning the indigo wool into a black, sticky mess.

Ruby walked over to the corpse. He was a middle-aged man in a suit that looked like it cost more than her van. He was sprawled on the couch, head lolled back, throat opened in a smile that was far too wide.

She looked at him without flinching. She had seen worse. She had seen bodies that had been in rivers for weeks. She had seen bodies that had been introduced to wood chippers. This guy was fresh. Intact. That was a bonus. No saw tonight.

Then she saw it.

A bright yellow sticky note was plastered to the dead man’s forehead.

Ruby blinked. She leaned closer, squinting to read the neat, blocky handwriting.

Sorry about the rug.

She stared at the note. A sound escaped her throat, halfway between a laugh and a growl.

"You have got to be kidding me," she said.

She peeled the note off the dead man’s skin. The adhesive made a small thwip sound. She held it up to the light.

Sorry about the rug.

"Sorry?" she asked the empty room. "Sorry doesn't get hemoglobin out of silk, buddy. Sorry doesn't stop the proteins from bonding to the fibers if I don't get the temperature exactly right."

She shook her head. The Artist. He was arrogant. He was clean, usually. He didn't leave footprints. He didn't leave fingerprints. But he left notes. It was his little quirk. His signature. It started a few years ago with a simple Watch your step on a floor covered in ball bearings. Since then, it had evolved into a weird, one-sided conversation.

She looked at the corpse again. "Arthur," she decided to name him. She always named them. It made it easier to yell at them when they were heavy. "Arthur, your friend is a jerk."

Arthur didn't argue.

Ruby sighed and tucked the sticky note into the pocket of her coveralls. She would add it to the collection. She had a shoebox full of them at home. It was the only evidence she kept, her one rebellion against the rules.

She went back to the dolly and started to work.

Step one: The body.

She rolled out a sheet of heavy plastic, measuring it with her eyes. She cut it with a utility knife, the sound of the blade slicing through the polyethylene loud in the quiet room. She laid it out on the floor next to the sofa.

She grabbed Arthur by the shoulders. "Okay, big guy. On three. One. Two. Three."

She heaved. Ruby wasn't large; she was five-foot-four on a good day, but she was dense with muscle. She spent her nights lifting dead weight and her days doing CrossFit because she was a masochist. She hauled Arthur off the sofa and onto the plastic. He landed with a wet thud.

She stripped him. Clothes were heavy and they held liquid. She used trauma shears to cut the suit off, wincing as she ruined the fabric. Into a biohazard bag it went. The shoes followed. The watch—a Patek Philippe—she hesitated over. It was worth fifty grand. She could pawn it in the Heights and retire for a year.

She dropped it into the bag. The Don counted the jewelry. Stealing from the dead was a good way to join them.

She wrapped Arthur in the plastic, folding the edges with the precision of an origami artist. She used duct tape to seal the seams, creating a watertight cocoon. She worked efficiently, her movements practiced and rhythmic. Wrap. Tape. Fold. Tape.

When Arthur was a neat, grey package, she rolled him onto the dolly and strapped him down.

Step two: The room.

She turned her attention to the rug. She knelt beside it, opening her kit. She pulled out a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and a bottle of ammonia. She pulled out a small, stiff brush and a wet-vac.

"This is going to smell terrible," she warned the room.

She started to blot. You never rubbed blood; rubbing drove it deeper. You had to lift it out, coax it from the fibers like a shy animal. She poured the solution onto the stain, watching it foam as the chemicals reacted with the biological matter. It bubbled pink and white.

She waited. Patience was the cleaner’s primary weapon.

While the enzymes ate the blood, she tackled the wallpaper. This was easier. The wallpaper was vinyl-coated. She sprayed it with a broad-spectrum disinfectant and wiped it down with a microfiber cloth. The red streaks vanished, leaving the beige bamboo pattern pristine. She checked for splatter on the ceiling, on the lampshades, on the baseboards. The Artist had been messy tonight. The spray was wide.

She found a droplet on a glass sculpture of a horse. She wiped it away. She found a smear on the leather armrest. She used a leather conditioner to remove it, buffing the spot until it blended perfectly with the rest of the hide.

She went back to the rug. The foam had turned a dirty brown. She used the wet-vac to suck the liquid out. The machine roared, a harsh mechanical scream that filled the penthouse.

She inspected the spot. It was lighter, but still visible. A shadow of the violence.

"Stubborn," she muttered.

She applied a second round of solution. This one was stronger, a custom mix she made herself. It smelled like lemons and swimming pools. She worked it in with the brush, moving in small circles.

Her back ached. Her knees popped. She had been doing this for five years. Five years of cleaning up other people’s messes. Five years of erasing the evidence of the city's sins. She was tired.

She thought about the Artist. Where was he now? Probably home. Probably sleeping in a bed with high-thread-count sheets, dreaming of electric sheep. He got the glory. He got the fear. He was the shark. She was the remora, feeding on the scraps.

But without her, he was nothing. Without her, he was just a murderer with a messy trail. She was the one who made him a ghost. She was the one who kept him free.

"You owe me for this one," she whispered.

She vac’d the spot again.

Gone.

The indigo was indigo. The saffron was saffron. The rug was clean.

She stood up and stretched, her spine cracking audibly. She checked the time. 1:15 AM. She was making good time.

She did a final sweep. She wiped down the marble counter where the Artist had left his note. She wiped down the door handles. She sprayed an ozone neutralizer into the air to kill the smell of bleach and death, replacing it with the scent of "Fresh Rain," which actually smelled like wet static.

She was done. The room was perfect. It was as if Arthur had never existed.

She rolled the dolly toward the door. She stopped at the kitchen island. She looked at the marble surface. It was empty. Clean.

She felt a sudden, childish urge.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out her own pad of sticky notes. They weren't generic yellow like his. Hers were neon pink. She liked the aggression of the color.

She took a Sharpie from her belt.

It’s coming out of your tip jar, she wrote.

She stuck the pink square exactly where he had left the yellow one.

She looked at it. It was petty. It was unprofessional. It was dangerous.

She smiled.

"Your move, spooky," she said.

She grabbed the handle of the dolly and wheeled Arthur out of the apartment. She locked the door behind her.

The hardest part was always the van. Getting the package into the back without being seen required a blend of speed and nonchalance that took years to master. Ruby waited for the street to be empty. She scanned the windows of the neighboring buildings. No lights. No faces.

She opened the back doors, extended the ramp, and shoved Arthur inside. He slid in next to the vacuum. She slammed the doors and locked them.

She climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine. The van rumbled to life, shaking slightly. It needed a tune-up. It needed new shocks. It needed a driver who didn't carry dead bodies for a living.

She pulled away from the curb, merging into the traffic. She drove carefully. Getting pulled over for a broken taillight while hauling a corpse was the classic blunder. It was how the amateurs got caught. Ruby checked her lights every week. She used her turn signals. She stopped completely at stop signs. She was the safest driver in the city.

She drove to the disposal site. It was an old industrial park in Queens, a wasteland of rusted warehouses and chemical storage tanks. The Don owned a crematorium there, disguised as a pet funeral home. Paws to Heaven. It was grimly hilarious.

She punched the code into the gate. It opened with a groan of rusted metal. She drove around the back.

The furnace was already hot. It was always hot.

She unloaded Arthur. She didn't say a prayer. She wasn't religious. In her line of work, God was just another spectator who didn't intervene. She put him on the conveyor. She pushed the button.

The fire roared.

Ruby watched for a moment, the orange light reflecting in her dark eyes. It was clean. Fire was the ultimate cleaner. It took the mess and turned it into ash and smoke. It was pure.

She turned away. She was done.

She got back into the van. She sprayed herself with the vanilla scent, drowning out the smell of the smoke. She drove home.

Her apartment was in Astoria. It was small, cluttered, and alive. Unlike the Artist’s sterile box, Ruby’s place was a riot of color. There were throw blankets on every surface. There were books stacked in precarious towers against the walls—romance novels, thrillers, biographies of serial killers. There were plants that she struggled to keep alive.

And there was the cat.

"Barnaby," she called out as she unlocked the door.

A massive, one-eared orange tabby jumped off the refrigerator and landed with a heavy thump. He meowed, a sound that was more of a demand than a greeting.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm late. The traffic was murder."

She fed him. She watched him eat. It grounded her. It reminded her that she was a person, not just a machine that erased people.

She went into her bedroom and stripped off her coveralls. She put them in a dedicated hamper that she bleached once a week. She took a shower, scrubbing her skin until it was red. She washed her hair, trying to get the smell of the ozone spray out of it.

She put on an oversized t-shirt that said NASA on the front. She made herself a cup of tea. Chamomile.

She sat on her windowsill, looking out at the streetlights. She held the yellow sticky note in her hand.

Sorry about the rug.

She traced the letters with her thumb. His handwriting was precise. Controlled. Sharp angles. No loops. A man who kept everything tight.

She wondered what he looked like.

She had a picture in her head. She imagined he was slick. Corporate. Probably wore those expensive suits that looked like they were painted on. He probably had cold eyes. Dead eyes. He probably looked like a shark in human skin.

She bet he was ugly. She hoped he was ugly. If he was handsome, it would be annoying.

She looked at the note again.

"You owe me a rug cleaning fee, you bastard," she whispered.

She opened the shoebox on her nightstand. It was full of yellow squares.

Watch your step. Left you some mulch. Door is jammed. Nice work on the carpet last time.

She added the new one to the pile. She closed the lid.

She finished her tea. She crawled into bed, pulling the heavy duvet up to her chin. Barnaby jumped up and curled into a ball behind her knees, a warm, vibrating weight.

Ruby closed her eyes. She thought about the pink note sitting on the marble counter in the empty penthouse. She wondered if he would go back. He never went back. That was the rule.

But maybe.

She fell asleep to the sound of the city breathing outside her window, dreaming of stains that wouldn't come out.
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​Chapter 3: The Routine
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Time in the underworld did not move in hours or minutes. It moved in contracts.

Spring was defined not by the blooming of cherry blossoms in the park, but by a sudden uptick in "spring cleaning" orders from the Don, who usually decided to liquidate his underperforming assets before the fiscal quarter ended. Summer was the season of short tempers and heat-induced crimes of passion, which meant messy, chaotic scenes that required extra bleach. Winter was slow, cold, and calculated.

For Silas and the Cleaner, the months bled into a strange, disjointed rhythm. They were a two-person waltz performed in the dark, separated by time but connected by the friction of pen on paper.

​August: The Greenhouse

THE HUMIDITY IN THE botanical garden was one hundred percent. It was a suffocating, wet blanket of heat that made the air feel like soup.

Silas hated it.

He was wearing a linen suit, a concession to the season, but even the breathable fabric was failing against the tropical microclimate of the orchid pavilion. The target was a man named Julian, a black-market exotic animal smuggler who had made the mistake of trying to sell the Don a tiger that turned out to be a painted large dog. The Don did not appreciate farce.

Julian was currently lying in a bed of rare carnivorous pitcher plants. The irony was not lost on Silas.

Silas wiped sweat from his brow. The condensation on the glass walls blurred the city lights outside into smears of luminescent paint. He checked his perimeter. The misting system hissed every sixty seconds, layering a fresh coat of moisture over everything, including the body.

This was going to be a problem for the cleanup. Moisture meant dilution. It meant fluids would run, seep into the soil, and feed the roots of prize-winning orchids that would effectively become evidence.

Silas walked to a potting bench. He found a plastic plant marker, the kind used to label begonias. He took out his pen. The ink struggled to bite into the slick plastic, but he managed.

High humidity, he wrote. Fluids will migrate. Check the soil pH.

He stuck the marker into the dirt right next to Julian’s ear. It looked like he was labeling the corpse as a new species of pest.

Ruby arrived two hours later. Her hair was frizzed to twice its normal volume within three seconds of entering the pavilion.

"Gross," she said, peeling her shirt away from her back.

She saw the body. She saw the plants. She saw the mud.

"You have got to be kidding me," she muttered. "Dirt work."

She hated dirt work. You couldn't scrub dirt. You had to excavate it. She was going to have to dig up half the flowerbed and haul it out in buckets.

She saw the plant marker. She leaned down, squinting through her fogged-up safety goggles to read it.

Check the soil pH.

She snorted. It was a sound of genuine amusement. He was trying to be helpful. It was adorable, in a sociopathic sort of way.

She spent the next four hours sweating through her coveralls. She dug up the contaminated soil. She replaced it with fresh potting mix she had brought from the van. She pruned the blood-spattered leaves of a massive fern with the tenderness of a gardener, bagging the clippings.

When she was done, she wiped the sweat from her eyes. She grabbed a fresh plant marker from the bench.

I’m charging you for the sauna session, she wrote. Next time, pick a walk-in freezer.

She stuck it in the fresh soil, right where the body had been.

​October: The Masquerade

THE HALLOWEEN PARTY was in a converted warehouse in Bushwick. It was a rave, the kind with thumping bass that vibrated your teeth and lights that induced seizures.

Silas walked through the crowd. He was wearing his usual suit, but he had added a porcelain Venetian mask. He fit right in. Everyone assumed he was in costume as "The Corporate Shill" or "The Fed."

The target was a DJ who was selling more than just beats from the booth.

The job was quick. A needle in the neck during a bass drop. The DJ slumped over his mixer, the music continuing on a loop. It looked like an overdose. It was clean, precise, and entirely public.

Silas didn't have much time. The crowd was a shifting ocean of bodies. He couldn't leave a note on the forehead; someone would see.

He slipped a sticky note onto the spinning vinyl record on the turntable next to the dead man’s head. As the record spun, the yellow blur was hypnotic.

He’s heavy, the note read. Bring a dolly. And earplugs.

Ruby arrived after the club had cleared out. The police had come and gone, ruling it an OD, but the Don’s people had paid off the coroner to release the "scene" to a private cleaning crew before the official investigation started.

The warehouse smelled of stale beer, sweat, and cheap cologne.

Ruby found the booth. She found the DJ. She found the note stuck to the record, which was still spinning, the needle clicking rhythmically at the end of the groove.

Bring a dolly.

"I always bring a dolly, you amateur," she said.

She turned off the turntable. The silence was deafening.

Getting the DJ down the narrow spiral staircase of the booth was a physics problem that required leverage and a lot of swearing. Ruby managed it, but she chipped a nail and tore the sleeve of her favorite flannel shirt.

She sat on the edge of the stage, catching her breath. She looked at the empty dance floor. A few balloons drifted aimlessly.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JESSICA FORD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





