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Room numbers that wanted to fall off. That was the first thing Colder thought.

The Blue Star Motor Lodge sat two streets off the docks where the city forgot to repaint. Blue paint on cinderblock, rain clinging to it in dark streaks, neon from the office window humming like a fly caught in a jar. Every door had a number that looked like it had been hammered on in 1963 and never corrected. Cars in the lot were the kind men paid cash for. Nobody in the office window looked out to see who pulled in. That was why he liked it. Nobody remembered faces. Only bills.

Room 14 smelled like citrus cleaner losing to old smoke. He had dragged the round table to the window and had the blinds at half so he could watch through a narrow river of light without showing his own face. On the sill he had binoculars. On the table he had a thermos of black coffee that had gone from hot to stubborn. On the bed he had a folder, a Glock, a second shirt laid out in case this one got wet. On the dresser he had the cheap burner Elena had used two nights ago when she had decided to test if he still answered when trouble sounded pretty. He had not decided yet if he was going to answer her latest wet message. Right now it was work.

Kozlov.

Importer. Exporter. Too polite to be only one of those things. Ran out of a warehouse near the river that showed pallets of machine parts and in reality handled whatever would buy him newer cars and European shoes. Guns. Short knives. Once a shipment of knockoff diabetes meds that had put three people in the ER and still got him paid. Tonight, according to the female voice that had asked for Colder by name, he would be unloading something dirtier. Midnight. Side gate. No cops.

The voice had belonged to a blonde.

Call me Sloane, she had said.

Is that your name, he had said.

Tonight it is, she had said.

Colder had done what he always did. He had looked. Sloane did not show up on local rosters or DEA briefs. But an S. Langford showed up on an old military intel sheet. Five years in, then private. Photo in desert gear holding a file thicker than her arm. Same eyes. Different hair. A woman who had learned how to be several people in the same week. The photo looked like it was taken before she decided expensive was a personality.

It was five minutes to midnight when she knocked.

Not cop knock. Not nervous knock. No triplets. One knuckle. One beat. Like code.

He opened.

She came in sideways, shoulder first, clearing the hallway with a look before she even let the door close. Blonde hair low in a knot under a dark cap. Black jeans. Leather jacket that had seen foreign rain. She had two coffees in a cardboard tray in her left hand and a small canvas bag in the right that clinked like devices.

“You work ugly,” she said, taking in the table, the guns, the open blinds, the stain in the carpet he had put his boot over.

“You showed up,” he said.

“I like ugly,” she said. “Pretty is where people get caught.”

She set the tray on the table, kicked the door closed with the heel of her boot, and went straight to the window like it was her room. She lifted the slat with two fingers.

“Still there?” she asked.

Colder handed her the binoculars. Across the wide street and the car wash with the broken vacuum sat the warehouse. Corrugated steel. Yellow sodium light over the side gate. One white van already inside. A sedan parked crooked. Three men smoking under the overhang. No Kozlov.

“Nothing is moving,” he said. “Too quiet for an off book transfer.”

She hummed in her throat.

“He is late sometimes,” she said. “He likes to make girls wait.”

“He is bringing girls?”

“One,” Sloane said. “They will think it is a gun buy. It is. But one of the cases is a girl.”

He looked at her.

She looked back with eyes that did not blink easy. Gray green. Clean. “Buyer’s sister,” she said. “They grabbed her two days ago across the border. Told the buyer she is part of the package. That is how you make a man pay sticker. You threaten his blood.”

“And you know this because.”

“Because the buyer is me,” she said. “And I am not a man.”

He did not buy it yet. Not fully.

“You have proof.”

She nodded toward the canvas bag.

“Pictures. Docs. Coffee,” she said.

He picked up one of the cups. Smelled. Only coffee.

“I figured you would check,” she said, amused. “You smell like women who do not have your best interest at heart.”

“You tracked perfume through the phone,” he said.

“It was on your voice,” she said. “Also, you blocked a very high level scrub this morning that looked like yacht PR. I pay attention.”

She did not take the photo from the bag. She took it from inside the jacket. Inner pocket. Close to the body. Where people keep the real things. She unfolded it and handed it to him.

Two young women in desert camo. Dust on them. Visors up. Arms slung around each other like it was the only good picture they would get on the whole deployment. One was Sloane, hair darker, younger, rounder in the cheek, smiling toward the camera. The other was smaller. Softer. Same eyes. Same mouth.

“My sister,” Sloane said. “Alina. She married a contractor, got bored, came to visit, I told her not to. Kozlov’s people were picking up a defecting driver that day. She got in the way.”

“And now he is using her to make you pay.”

“He still thinks I am in,” Sloane said. “He thinks I am buying on behalf of someone who does not want to be seen. He thinks I will bring the money to him because he waves her in front of me.”

She smiled a little, full of hard pride.

“He does not know I brought you.”

“You just met me.”

“You have a reputation with women in trouble,” she said. “You go where it is wet.”

“Everybody is funny tonight,” Colder said.

He took a drink of the coffee. Bitter. Strong. No tricks.

“You said he was unloading at midnight,” he said.

“It is midnight,” she said. “Look.”

She parted the blind again.

Headlights swept the far corner of the yard. Big. Slow. Like something that did not expect to stop. A black SUV. Then a second. Then a covered truck. The gate rolled. Men straightened. Cigarettes flicked. Weapons were brought to shoulders in a way that said habit, not terror.

Kozlov climbed out.

Thick coat. Hat. Gloves. Pale face. Narrow eyes. The permanent squint of a man who never felt quite safe. He spoke to his men with short cuts of his hand. One man opened the back of the first SUV.

A girl got pushed out.

Not a child. Early twenties. Rope on the wrists. Tape on the mouth. Eyes wide in a way Colder knew from a hundred bad rooms. Hair cropped to keep hands from grabbing it. Clothes wrong for the weather. She was shivering even under the coat they had thrown over her.

Sloane went very still. Like a rifle when the wind drops.

“That is her,” she said.

“Or someone he wants you to think is her,” Colder said. “Men like him buy decoys.”

Sloane’s jaw ticked.

“That is her,” she said. “I watched her birth. Do not test me.”

That part rang true. The way her shoulders set was not performance. It was muscle remembering commands. Operators do not freeze over product. They freeze over kin. That told him she would burn a whole route to get the girl back. It also told him what Kozlov would aim at next.

That made tonight not a favor. It made it an operation. Operations were the things Colder did not walk away from.

Colder lifted the binoculars again. Kozlov stood too close to the girl, talking at the buyer crew, showing them what they were buying. A crate came off the truck. Guns. Clean. Oiled. But Kozlov kept the girl in the frame, like she was another asset on the manifest.

“He is showing off,” Colder said. “He thinks no one is watching.”

“He is about to think wrong,” Sloane said.

“You said they watch from a van,” Colder said. “This is the part where you tell me there is a van.”

“In the lot,” she said. “I did not want to bring it up until I made sure we were still aligned.”

“You were seeing if I was going to run it solo.”

“I was seeing if you were going to call the cops from the bathroom and leave me hanging,” she said. “I have been hung enough.”

She was too calm. Too ready. He looked her over again.

“Where did you really work,” he said.

“Signal, then HUMINT, then quiet programs,” she said, still watching the gate. “Got good at being one thing to one room and something else to another. Got sick of men in suits taking credit. Went private.”

“Why not call in your old friends.”

“Because some of those old friends buy from Kozlov,” she said. “And some sell to him. This is not a flag case. It is a market case.”

He nodded. That was a world he knew. Men like Davos lived there. Everyone talking out of two sides of the mouth. Everyone selling the same girl twice.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“You said midnight.”

“It is midnight,” she said.

They left the room without talking. Outside stair wet with rain. Boots giving small squeaks. The parking lot smelled of oil and cold fries from the diner on the corner. The van was a gray panel Ford parked in the back corner under a dead light. She unlocked it with a chirp. He took the driver seat. She took passenger.

The back was set up right. Two fold down seats. Compact surveillance rig. Camera on a swivel. Small monitor. Headphones. A case with CARBINE stenciled on it. She had not lied about being prepared. She handed him a headset. He took it. Audio from the yard crackled into his
























































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
K.G. GROVES





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





