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The motel off the highway didn’t even bother with a name, just a flickering VACANCY and a sun-faded picture of a palm tree that had never grown within a hundred miles. Tractor-trailers sighed in the lot. Sodium lights buzzed. Rooms in a line, all the same, all smelling like old AC and day workers. The clerk said, “Only one left,” without looking up from her phone.

“One’s fine,” Sloane said.

Colder didn’t argue. Arguing got remembered.

Room 12 had: one queen, one chair, one table bolted to the wall, one Bible drawer, one TV with half the channels fuzzed, one bathroom with a shower that whined like a tired dog. Carpet damp from the humidity. Thin curtains.

Sloane dumped her bag on the table. “I’m showering,” she said. “I smell like dock and diesel.”

“You do,” Colder said, dropping his own bag in the corner.

She shot him a look over her shoulder. Not offended. Measuring. He met it. She smirked and disappeared into the bathroom, door closing with a soft, cheap click.

Water on.

He heard her moving, boots off, jacket, then the thunk of her gun on counter. She didn’t lock the door. That was trust, or a test. Maybe both.

He sat in the chair.

He didn’t turn on the TV. He slid his own pistol out, checked it, holstered, and pulled the second piece, the one he kept flatter, and slid it under the motel pillow in the exact center of the bed. He tested the reach from the floor. Easy. Fast.

Steam began to creep under the bathroom door.

He replayed the night.

Kozlov had seen them. Kozlov had chased them. Kozlov had failed to catch them. That meant Kozlov would not sleep. Men like that did not like being seen, filmed, or shown up by a blonde and an American PI. He would send someone to find out: did she still have the girl, did she have the money, did the American die. You didn’t get second chances with importers.

Water cut off.

Sloane came out barefoot, hair wet, towel wrapped once and knotted over her chest. Not tight. Not modest. Just functional. She carried her clothes under one arm.

She didn’t look at him.

She walked past him, cool air from the AC lifting the ends of her hair. The motel lamp made her skin look gold. She put her clothes on the dresser, pulled a long, dark T-shirt from her bag, and stepped into it. The towel dropped for two seconds, enough for him to register muscle, knife scar on hip, no hesitation, then the shirt fell and it was gone.

“You’re up,” she said, sitting on the bed.

“I’ll hit it later.”

“You should do it now,” she said. “They track road sweat. You smell like Sausalito. You smell like harbor. If they come, I don’t want them following their noses.”

“You think they’ll come.”

“I would,” she said, sliding onto her side of the bed, the far side, near the wall. She pulled the thin blanket up, not tucking, just throwing. Back to him. Weapon within reach. “He saw us. He knows my tell. He knows I don’t go home.”

“You gave him my name.”

“I gave him a man’s name,” she said into the pillow. “Same thing.”

He watched her for a beat.

Then he went to the shower.

It was small, plastic, hot when it wanted to be. He washed off rain and gasoline and Sloane’s shampoo that had gotten on him in the boat. He didn’t linger. He dried, pulled on a fresh shirt, jeans, came back out.

Lights were off.

Sloane was already “asleep”, breathing slow, even, like someone who believed in eight hours. He didn’t buy it. People who’d run double for five years didn’t drop off in a highway motel with a man they’d met five hours ago.

He didn’t take the bed.

He took the chair by the window, the hard plastic one with the cracked seat, and sat angled so he could see door, bed, and bathroom mirror. He pulled the curtain back a finger’s width and watched the lot.

Pickup. Sedan with fogged windows. Long-haul. No black BMW. No Audi.

He set his phone to vibrate. He kept his hand loose.

Time slid.

The AC kicked on, off, on. Trucks came and went. The clerk’s TV in the office got louder, then quieter.

At 1:10, Sloane rolled once, sighed, and settled. At 2:05, she sat up, drank water, lay back down.

At 3:00 a.m., she whispered, “I was watching you sleep.”

He didn’t move. “I wasn’t sleeping.”

“In the chair, before you showered,” she said. Her voice was low, soft, but not sleepy. Awake. “Your eyes were closed.”

“I was listening.”

“You don’t twitch,” she said. “Most men twitch. They flinch when I move. You don’t.”

“You checking for tells or for dreams,” he asked in the dark.

“Both,” she said, rolling toward him, the mattress dipping. “I wanted to know if I could ever walk up on you and not get shot.”

Answer was no. But she was already moving, sliding across the bed, shirt riding higher, eyes locked on his. “Guess we find out.”

He didn’t stop her. She straddled his lap in the chair, knees pinning his thighs, nails scraping his stubbled jaw as she whispered, “Take me like you own the night, Colder.”

He growled, hands gripping her ass, yanking her down hard. “So wet already, Sloane—good girl, ride me.” She gasped, grinding against him, pulling his shirt open, teeth on his throat.

“Harder,” she demanded, nails raking his back bloody. He flipped her onto the bed, thrusting deep in one stroke, the frame slamming the wall with each brutal rhythm. “Fuck, yes—make me forget him.”

Eyes locked, raw vulnerability in the dark, she shattered—clenching around him, moaning his name, “Jack... Colder...” He followed with a guttural roar, spilling hot as trucks rumbled outside.

Rain on the roof. They stayed tangled, panting. No soft after. Just two spies who fucked the tension out.

He turned fully, slow, like a man who had all the time in the world, and in the same motion, his hand went under the motel pillow and came up with the pistol.

Safety already off.

He leveled it at the floor beside her, not at her, but the message was there.

Her smile widened.

“I’ve done worse too,” she said.

He believed her.

He was about to tell her to get some real sleep when the door handle jiggled.

Not a knock.

Not the wrong room.

A key.

Colder pivoted. Sloane rolled off the bed, low, hand going under it where she’d stashed her own gun.

The door opened on a wedge of gray light from the parking lot.

Two men came in.

Not Kozlov.

Kozlov’s men.

You could tell by the coats, too new, too Eastern, wrong for this climate, and by the way they led with shoulders, not eyes. Both had pistols, muzzles down, not up. Not here to spray.

“American,” the first said, accent thick. “You are awake.”

“Unfortunately,” Colder said. “Door was locked.”

“Clerk was friendly,” the second said, holding up a master card he must have charmed off the night girl.

Sloane was on the far side of the bed now, gun on them.

They didn’t flinch.

“We are not here to kill,” the first said, watching Colder, not her. “We are here to talk.”

“You brought guns to talk.”

“Is what you people understand.”

Sloane’s eyes cut to Colder. Her face said, I can drop them. Her finger said, Now?

Colder shook his head once. Not yet.

“Say it,” he said.

The first man reached into his coat, slow, telegraphed, and pulled out a folded piece of plastic-wrapped paper.

He tossed it to the bed.

It landed on the motel blanket, slid to Sloane’s knee.

She kept her gun up with one hand and opened it with the other.

Four words, block-printed in black marker, Russian-style capitals, English letters:

JACK COLDER WORKS FOR ME NOW.

Under it:, K

Sloane snorted.

“Kozlov has jokes,” she said.

Colder didn’t smile.

He looked at the two men. “He send money, too.”

“He sends message,” the first said. “And offer.”

“What offer.”

“You bring the girl you stole,” the second said. “We pay for her mistake. We take her back to him. For sister. For buyer. Everyone happy.”

“You don’t have her,” Sloane said.

“We know,” the first said. “We watch. We listen. We know you had decoy. We know you run.”

“So what are you buying,” Colder said.

“You,” the man said, nodding at the note. “He likes men who make him work.”

“Tell him no,” Colder said.

The man smiled, showing gold. “He say you will not say no,” he said. “He say you like puzzle. He say you like woman with lies. He say he has both.”

Sloane’s eyes flickered, she knew that was true.

Colder kept the gun steady.

“You walk in on a PI and a blonde at three in the morning and tell him he works for you now,” he said. “That takes confidence.”

“Is storm on water?” the first man said. “You dragged her? You took boat? You made Coast Guard dance?”

Colder didn’t answer.

The man took that as yes.

“He say you understand,” the man said. “He say, ‘He will come.’”

“We’re not coming anywhere,” Sloane said. “Get out.”

The second man nodded. “We go,” he said. “You have number now.”

He pointed at the bottom of the note.

There was a sat phone number scrawled there, international code, and a time: 14:00.

“Call,” the first said. “He waits.”

Then, as if they were delivering a package and not walking into an armed room at an armed hour, they turned and left.

Door shut.

Silence came back, except for trucks on the highway and the AC’s tired whine.

Sloane lowered her gun.

“So,” she said. “Congratulations. You’re drafted.”

Colder picked up the note. Looked at it. Looked at the signature again.

“Jack Colder works for me now,” he read out, deadpan.

She grinned, hair still damp, motel shirt slipping off one shoulder.

“You going to call him,” she said.

“Yeah,” Colder said, folding the note and sliding it into his pocket. “I
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