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Colder had been hunting Sloane for four hours before he found the car.

She’d gone dark the way only people who’ve sat in real intel rooms know how to go dark, one number powered down, second number answering with a lag that said “forwarding,” location pings bouncing between two towers like she wanted him to waste time. It would’ve thrown a normal tail. It just annoyed him.

He worked the pattern she’d been using since the motel: she always ran parallel to the water, never straight away from it. She liked exits. She liked things that floated. That knocked out the inland motels and left the line of forgotten buildings along the old spur: fish processors, rusted cranes, half-leased warehouse space.

Half a mile from the pier with the broken light he saw it, the plain, city-gray sedan she’d been driving since Sausalito. Parked too fast, nose a little crooked, front wheel kissing a parking stop, engine still settling from heat. No Sloane. No Kozlov. No backup car.

He cut his own lights a block back and rolled behind a stack of shipping containers. Rain ticked on the roof. Night smelled like metal, old salt, and wet wood. There were no street cameras he could see, which meant if Kozlov had eyes here, they were inside.

He checked his pistol, screwed the can on. He slid out.

The warehouse sat twenty yards off the street, big and low, corrugated skin streaked with rust. One huge roll-up door was chained from the inside. A side personnel door hung open on a broken padlock, the “NO TRESPASSING” sign bent. That wasn’t Sloane’s usual signature. She didn’t break things she didn’t have to. Someone inside wanted the message “this door was forced.”

He moved in.

The air changed at the threshold, cold, hollow, echoing. Water from a roof leak plinked in a metal bucket somewhere in the dark. Sodium light from high windows painted orange bars across concrete. Dust motes hung. Old pallets. A forklift that looked like it hadn’t moved since May. And dead center, in a hard circle of light from a single work lamp dangling on an extension cord, was the scene.

Kozlov.

On his back. Arms wide. Eyes open and already dull. Throat opened clean from jawline to jawline, so clean it didn’t even gape. His coat was pushed back like he’d been reaching for something when the cut landed. His expression was almost surprised, like he hadn’t believed someone would get that close.

There were two more bodies in the shadows behind him, propped against pallets, his men. Each had a small, neat, close-range hole in the side of the neck. Subsonic work. No panic shots. No overturned crates. Whoever did this came in, stayed calm, and worked down the line.

Sloane was on her knees beside him.

Sleeves pushed to the elbow. Jeans dark with rain. Hair damp, not from a shower but from running in a storm. She had a compact fixed-blade in her right hand and a dirty shop rag in her left and was wiping the blood off in means-it strokes, not the dabs of someone shaken. Her face was flushed. Her eyes were wet, not grief, not fear. That shine people get when the pressure finally vents.

She didn’t look up.

“He knew about you,” she said. “Wanted your head.”

Colder let the door ease shut behind him. The click sounded loud.

“He sent you to take it?” he said.

Now she looked. “He said, ‘You want your sister off the board, you want me to stop using her name, you bring me proof you can reach the American,’” Sloane said, voice lilting just enough to mock Kozlov’s accent. “‘Bring me his hand. Bring me something he bled on. Bring me leverage.’”

“You brought him the wrong throat,” Colder said.

She shrugged, slow. “Sometimes the assignment changes.”

He stepped into the light.

Up close, the cut on her forearm, the one she’d gotten in the alley on the hand-off, had a twin just above it, fresh, red, slicing across her skin at an angle. New fight. She’d bled more than she liked, and it annoyed her.

“He got you?” Colder said.

“He was faster than I wanted him to be,” she said. “Men get fast when they realize they’re about to lose a decade of work.”

“He set this place,” Colder said, scanning. No open laptops. No other bags. No second lamp. One table. One body. “He pick it?”

“He texted me coordinates,” Sloane said. “Same number he used to send the note to your motel. He said, ‘I pay you. You come. No Americans.’ I said, ‘I bring him or you get nothing.’ He said, ‘You don’t need him. He already works for me.’”

“Yeah,” Colder said, deadpan. “We had a talk about that.”

She tossed the rag onto Kozlov’s chest.

“He said you’d call him at fourteen hundred,” she said. “He was going to do the whole ‘now we are partners’ bit. He was so proud.”

“He tell you what the leverage was,” Colder said.

She reached behind her, to the cold metal table under the lamp.

The table looked like it had been used to cut cable, not people, gouges in the top, oil scars, a rusted vise still bolted to one corner. On it sat a single gray flash drive, rubberized, the kind you could drop in a puddle. No Russian stickers. No show.

She picked it up between two fingers and held it out.

“This,” she said. “He said, ‘You give him this, he will do anything. He will kill for you. He will die for you.’ I said, ‘Why would he do that?’ He said, ‘Because this says who belongs to me in every place he likes to walk.’”

Colder took it.

It was warm, like it had been sitting under the lamp a while.

“You look,” he said.

“I’m not you,” she said. “Of course I looked.”

“What is it.”

“A list of mouths,” she said. “People in your federal three-letters, people in border, people in port control, people in foreign liaison shops. Some are real. Some are decoys. Some are people he wanted to say he owned.”

“He had you on it.”

“He always has me on it,” she said. “Half the people who pay me make fake lists with my name at the top. They think it buys them time.”

“Why hand it to me.”

“Because if I walk out with it, I look like I killed him for it,” she said. “If I walk out with nothing, I look like I killed him for me.” She jabbed her thumb at his chest. “If you walk out with it, it looks like you killed him for you. You’re better camouflage.”

“Maybe I did.”

“You didn’t,” she said. “You don’t slit throats like that. You break bones.”

He glanced at the other two bodies. “Those yours too?”

She nodded. “He brought two because he thought I was going to cry about my sister,” she said. “They were listening. They’re not listening now.”

Colder slid the drive into his inside pocket.

“You know what you just did,” he said. “You didn’t just clear a debt. You made a hole. People like him don’t die quiet.”

“I know,” Sloane said. “I came early so I could decide how loud it was.”

“How are you going to explain to his people.”

“I’m not,” she said. “You are.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“He was going to tell them you worked for him,” she said. “Now you get to call his number and say, ‘He’s gone. I have his insurance. Stand still.’”

“You want me to pretend he owned me,” he said.

“I want you to use what he built,” she said. “You don’t have to like it.”

He looked down at Kozlov.

The man didn’t look like a boss now. He looked like any middle-aged operator who’d finally bet too big. Jaw slack. Shirt soaked. Hand still half-closed like he’d been reaching for the pistol that was now under his hip. Years of being the man people called when they needed guns, leverage, or girls, all of it flat on concrete.

“He say how he knew about me,” Colder asked.

Sloane’s jaw went tight.

“He said the yacht woman bragged,” she said. “He said, ‘She was very loud about you. She likes to make men jealous.’”

“Elena,” he said.

Sloane’s eyes flicked to the side. “I told you,” she said. “Women talk. Even when they shouldn’t.”

“You jealous.”

“I don’t do jealous,” she said. “I do annoyed.”

He stepped closer.

Water dripped from somewhere high. The lamp swung a little on its cord, making Kozlov’s shadow sway.

“Why didn’t you just walk,” he said. “You could’ve let him think I’d call. You could’ve gotten your sister protected. You could’ve stayed on both sides.”

She stared at him like the question offended her.

“Because he called me a door,” she said. “Because he said I was ‘the American door.’ Because he said, ‘Through her, I own him. Through her, I can get to that yacht woman. Through her, I can get to whoever he loves next.’”

“You don’t like being a door.”

“I like being the hand that closes it,” she said.

She was still holding the knife.

She slid it into the sheath at the small of her back, slow, eyes on him the whole time, telegraphing: No blade now. If something happens, it’s because I want it to.

Then she reached for him.

Not hesitating, not testing, just fingers around his wrist, a tug, and his hip hit the cold steel table.

It shocked heat into him.

The table was freezing. The room was big and empty and smelled like blood. Kozlov was right there. It should have killed anything human.

It didn’t.

She stepped in, between his knees, close enough that water from her hair dotted his shirt.

“You’re running hot,” he said.

“I just cut the man I’ve been pretending to serve,” she said. “You think I want to go journal about it?”

He didn’t answer.

She pulled him down.

It wasn’t the alley kind of violent. It was slower, hungrier, threaded with I’m still alive and we just killed a piece off the board that thought it owned us. Her mouth was hard, then softer. Her fingers bit into his shoulders, then slid under his shirt. He kept one hand on her back, one bracing on the table so he didn’t crush her against steel, careful around the fresh cut on her arm. His pistol dug into his side; he shifted it without breaking contact.

They didn’t talk.

The rain and the high roof and the dead man made a kind of muffled world around them. The lamp swayed, throwing them in and out of light, two shadows locked, then faces, then shadows again. She tasted like rain and adrenaline and the coffee she’d stolen earlier. He tasted like gun oil and harbor.

He didn’t go graphic with it. He didn’t need to. It was heat, pressed close, clothes half-off, breath breaking, the raw, messy way two field people take from each other when they don’t know when they’re going to see another person they can trust to hold that much charge. When it peaked, it was hard and quiet, her gasp in his neck, his jaw set, both of them still for a long moment like they didn’t want to fall back into the room with the body.

Then it was over.

They dressed fast, like people who knew this wasn’t a place to linger. She pulled her shirt down, winced at the tug on the bandage, rolled her sleeves to hide the blood. He straightened his jacket, checked the drive in his pocket, re-settled the pistol.

“This is goodbye,” she said.

He looked up from Kozlov. “Why.”

She gave him that sideways, I-already-know smile.

“You could have waited,” he said. “Let me make the call, clean it.”
“If I waited, it became your story,” she said. “I need it to be mine for a minute.”
“You just killed your buyer.”
“I killed the man who thought I was a door,” she said. “The buyers will still buy.” 
“Because this was the part where we were both pointing in the same direction,” she said. “Now we’re not.”

“You think I’m coming after you.”

“I think somebody is going to pay you to come after me,” she said. “Or somebody is going to pay me to take something off you. And I don’t like doing that with the smell of you still on me.”

“You could just not take the job.”

“You could,” she said, “just not answer Elena.”

He had no comeback.

She walked to the side door.

Rain light came in around her, making a frame.

“Sloane.”

She paused.

“You sure that list is real,” he said, tapping his pocket.

“It’s real enough to get you killed,” she said. “Real enough to make people call you instead of shooting you. Same thing.”

“You didn’t keep a copy.”

She actually laughed at that. “Jack Colder,” she said, “you
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