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Rain followed them to the car.
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Rain made the alley shine like spilled oil.

It was the kind of shine that showed every mistake. Footprints. Brass. Blood if it came to that. Colder liked alleys that told on people. Tonight he needed this one to tell on Kozlov. 

Club out front was all bass and red light, a Friday crowd that didn’t know an arms broker was doing business ten feet from where they were posting reels. Out back was the opposite: metal door, dumpster, steam vent, flickering security camera pointed at the wrong angle, and a single cone of yellow over wet asphalt.

Jack Colder stood under the overhang of a fire escape, jacket dark, pistol darker, silencer on. He watched the mouth of the alley through thin rain. His car was three buildings down, engine warm. Sloane had thirty seconds to make this look easy.

She came in from the street side, hood up, denim darkened by water, one hand on the girl’s shoulder.

The sister,  Alina,  was smaller up close than in the photo, pale, pupils still blown from whatever Kozlov’s guys had used to keep her docile. Wrists zip-tied in front, mouth free now but lips cracked. She walked because Sloane made her walk.

“You good,” Colder said under his breath, barely moving his mouth.

“Hold for five,” Sloane said. “He’ll be on time.”

“Who’s ‘he’ tonight.”

“Kozlov’s third,” she said. “Not the showman. The accountant. Means he’s carrying.”

“Means he’s jumpy.”

“Means we can take him,” she said, and patted Alina’s arm. “Stay behind me, Lini.”

Alina nodded, dazed.

Headlights washed the alley mouth, then cut. A dark Mercedes nosed in, slow, tires hissing on wet pavement. It stopped halfway down. Back door opened.

Not Kozlov.

Tall man, shaved head, beard neat, umbrella already up,  the kind of lieutenant who kept suits dry. Behind him, another man got out, bulkier, eyes moving, hand inside coat.

“Ms. Langford,” the tall one said in accented, bored English. “You make much noise.”

“You make much mess,” Sloane said. “Let’s trade.”

He looked at Alina, at her wrists, at her face.

“Proof,” he said.

Sloane reached in her jacket and pulled what she’d shown Colder back in the motel: her and Alina in uniform, younger, dusty, laughing. “You know she’s mine,” she said. “You took her. I want her back.”

He waved the big man.

The big man opened the Mercedes rear and pulled out a hard-sided briefcase, matte black, two latches, no logo. Money weight. He carried it like he’d carried many.

“Here,” tall man said. “Payment for interruption. Payment for silence.”

“Payment for me looking the other way on your warehouse,” Sloane said. “And for you making a mistake on family.”

The tall man’s mouth twitched. “You call him yourself,” he said. “You can tell him that.”

“He’ll hear it,” she said.

They started the walk: Sloane and Alina in, tall man and briefcase out, each measuring the other, counting footsteps, looking for the tells.

Colder watched everything.

Tall man’s eyes never quite met Sloane’s,  they kept flicking to the fire escape. Good. He’d clocked a second. The big man’s coat bulged heavy on the right. Gun. The Mercedes engine idled. No other doors opened. Just the three.

Sloane stopped at the yellow light.

“Drop it,” she said.

“Release her,” tall man said.

“Same time.”

They moved.

Sloane pushed Alina forward.

Tall man let the big man set the case down and reach for the girl.

That was the second Sloane chose.

She “dropped” it.

Not the girl. The keys.

They’d been hooked to her belt,  club keys, car keys, the sat phone key on a ring. She let them fall with a noisy clatter that sounded like a shot in the alley’s echo.

Everyone went for something.

Big man looked down.

Tall man’s umbrella dipped.

Colder stepped out.

Gunfire cracked narrow and sharp, not the loud slap of street pistols but suppressed, firecracker in a tunnel. One of Kozlov’s men yelped and hit the car door. Sloane grabbed Alina’s arm and yanked her backward, pivoted, and the three of them went to slick asphalt.

Colder crossed the distance in three strides. “Up,” he barked.

Sloane shoved the sister toward the wall. “Stay,” she snapped. “Don’t. Move.”

Colder put two into the tall man’s umbrella arm. Fabric snapped, metal clattered. Tall man went down to a knee, cursing in Russian, scrambling for his own gun.

Big man fired wild, too close to Sloane. Brick chipped.

Colder grabbed Sloane by the back of her jacket, spun her to the wall, bodies slamming together hard enough to knock rain from the brick. He covered her with his shoulder, tracking with his arm outside hers, muzzle on target, giving them both a thin shield.

Her breath was on his throat, fast, hot. Her eyes were bright, not scared.

“Left,” she said.

He shot left.

Big man screamed, gun flew.

Tall man rolled, hand for his own weapon.

Sloane shot once, clean, through the meat of his forearm. His pistol spun off into the puddle.

“Enough,” she called. “Your boss said buyback, not funeral.”

The tall man panted, blood hot on wet asphalt. “You make this hard,” he spat.

“You took my sister,” she spat back. “You got off cheap.”

Colder kept his pistol on him. “Hands where I see them.”

The man lifted both, slow, hissing when the wounded one moved. “We have case,” he said through teeth. “You have girl. Done.”

“Done,” Sloane said. “Get in the car.”

“You shot me.”

“You’ll live.”

“You shot him.”

“He’ll limp.”

“We tell him.”

“Tell him we didn’t kill you,” Sloane said. “Tell him he still has a line.”

The men backed to the Mercedes, dragging the big one by his coat. Doors slammed. Engine revved. The car reversed, wheels splashing, and was gone, taillights a red smear in the rain.

Silence snapped back.

Club bass on the other side of brick. Rain. Three people breathing.

Colder lowered his pistol a hair.

Sloane didn’t lower anything.

She was still pinned between him and the wall, jacket half off one shoulder from the spin, hair wet and stuck to her cheek. He could see the graze on her arm where a round had shaved skin. It bled bright against pale.

“You okay,” he said, close.

“I’m fine,” she said, but her voice was a shade rougher. “You good.”

“I’m good.”

Alina made a small, choked sound.

Sloane looked past him. “It’s me, Lini,” she said, softer. “Look at me.”

The girl did. Sloane gave her the don’t-you-dare-fall-apart look older sisters learn. It worked. Alina straightened, wiped at her face with zip-tied hands.

“Keys,” Sloane said.

Colder bent, still half covering her, and scooped them out of the puddle. Cold, wet, clattering in his palm.

When he straightened, she caught his wrist.

Not to stop him.

To drag his hand in.

Between them.

Between her legs, through wet denim, hard, fast, just long enough for him to feel the heat there,  adrenaline, survival, want,  and to know it was deliberate.

Then she let go like it had never happened.

“Cut her,” she said, already reaching for the briefcase.

He flicked open his pocket knife and sliced through Alina’s ties. The girl gasped, rubbed her wrists, looked from him to Sloane like she didn’t know which of them to thank and which to fear.

“Car,” Colder said to her. “Run, straight, door open. Don’t stop.”

Alina ran.

Sloane snapped the case open on the dumpster lid.

Cash.

Strapped, neat, tight, Russian bank bands, and under it a single clear box with a flash drive in it, blood-red plastic, arrogant.

“Of course,” she muttered.

“Let me see.”

She handed it to him.

He popped it, slid the drive into the little field reader clipped inside his jacket. It chirped. Tiny screen came alive.

Audio file.

Timestamp: last week.

He hit play.

Static, then a room, then a voice.

Sloane’s voice.

“...I can get you movement schedules, but you do not touch the sister. You take the friend, I don’t care. You take the driver, I don’t care. She is the one thing off limits. You want Langford, I want Kozlov. We both eat.”

Colder stared at the tiny screen.

It wasn’t just proof; it was her voice cut, labeled, stored like hardware. Kozlov had turned her into inventory. If one copy made it to a wet alley in San Francisco, there were others on desks he hadn’t seen. That meant Sloane wasn’t only dirty; she was exposed. 

Nobody kisses the person who owns clean tape on them. 

He kissed her anyway. Hard. Teeth clashing, gunpowder on tongues. Rain hammered the dumpster like applause. She shoved him back into brick, knife flashing to his throat. "Slow, Colder," she hissed, blade kissing skin without cutting. He growled, yanking her jacket open, fingers digging into wet heat under her T-shirt. "Talk less, Sloane—good girl, take what you want." 

She gasped, grinding against his thigh, nails raking bloody lines down his neck. "Fuck me like you own the intel," she demanded, knife pressing harder as she freed his belt with frantic tugs. 

He spun her, slamming her chest to brick, thrusting deep in one brutal stroke—rain-slick, desperate, alley echoing with skin slapping wet denim. 

"So tight after the fight," he rasped, pinning her wrists overhead, pounding rhythmic waves that shattered her. Eyes locked over her shoulder, raw vulnerability in the storm—she clenched around him, moaning guttural, "Jack... make me yours..." shuddering in explosive release, knife clattering forgotten. He followed with a roar, spilling hot as thunder cracked. 

They stayed locked, panting, adrenaline burning out. No soft after. Just two agents who fucked the betrayal raw. Then it was over. They dressed like nothing happened, jackets yanked on, hair shoved back, knife wiped on denim. Her graze had bled through the sleeve; she ignored it.

She dropped the drive into his palm.

“You’re slow,” she said again. “You should have guessed I was already in his house.”

“I did,” he said. “I just wanted to hear you say it.”

She smirked.

Alina’s head popped around the alley mouth. “Sloane?”

“Car,” Sloane said, voice back to business. “Now.”

The girl ran for it.

Sloane looked back at him once, rain
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