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CHAPTER 1- THE FIRST LIE
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Miami smelled like salt, gasoline, and money you didn’t earn.

Alex Calderón sat in the passenger seat of a blacked-out Mercedes, sweat crawling down his spine despite the AC blasting cold enough to hurt. Ocean Drive slid past outside the tinted windows—neon, tourists, skin, noise. A city pretending nothing ugly ever happened in daylight.

The gun under Alex’s shirt was not department issue.

That mattered.

Raúl Vélez drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting casually near the center console. He wore a white linen shirt, open at the collar, no chain, no flash. His watch alone could buy a house in Hialeah.

“You nervous?” Raúl asked without looking over.

Alex smiled. He’d practiced this smile in mirrors. “Nah. Just hot.”

Raúl chuckled softly. “Everyone says that the first time.”

They turned off the main drag and into a parking garage beneath a luxury condo. The gate lifted without Raúl slowing down.

Alex’s pulse picked up.

“You ever kill anyone, Alex?” Raúl asked, conversational.

Alex didn’t answer right away. That was important too.

“Not personally,” he said finally.

Raúl nodded. “Good answer.”

They parked on the third level. The air smelled like oil and concrete. Two SUVs idled nearby. Men leaned against them, relaxed, alert, armed. No uniforms. No masks. Just confidence.

Raúl stepped out first.

Alex followed.

A man was already on his knees between the cars.

Mid-thirties. Athletic. Hands zip-tied behind his back. Blood leaking from his nose onto the concrete in slow, steady drops. He was breathing hard, trying not to panic.

Raúl crouched in front of him.

“You stole,” Raúl said calmly.

“I was gonna bring it back,” the man said quickly. “I swear—”

Raúl stood and looked at Alex.

“Show me you can be trusted,” he said.

Alex’s mouth went dry.

This wasn’t in the briefing. This wasn’t surveillance. This wasn’t a buy-bust waiting to happen.

This was a test.

Alex felt the weight of the gun against his ribs. Felt the badge that wasn’t there anymore. Felt Miami watching him from every direction at once.

“What happens if I don’t?” Alex asked.

Raúl tilted his head, almost curious.

“Then you don’t get in the car again.”

One of the men behind them chambered a round. Loud. Deliberate.

The man on his knees started crying.

Alex pulled the gun.

The sound echoed longer than he expected.

When it was over, no one spoke.

Raúl clapped Alex once on the shoulder.

“Welcome,” he said, smiling, “to Miami.”

Alex stared at the body, ears ringing, something inside him slipping loose.

His first report would be a lie.

It would not be the last.
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CHAPTER 2- DAY TWO: PAYROLL
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Alex Calderón woke up with blood under his fingernails.

Not his.

He knew that immediately.

The condo Raúl had put him in sat above Biscayne Bay, glass walls, concrete floors, art that looked expensive and empty. The kind of place built to make violence feel abstract.

Alex stood under the shower until the water went cold, scrubbing his hands until the skin burned. It didn’t help. The sound stayed with him—the way the shot had cracked inside the garage, louder than it should’ve been. Final.

His phone buzzed.

RAÚL: Car downstairs. Five minutes.

Alex dressed fast. Plain clothes. No wires. No badge. He checked himself in the mirror and practiced the face again—the one that said I belong.

Downstairs, the Mercedes wasn’t alone.

Two Miami-Dade cruisers idled at the curb.

Alex’s heart kicked.

Raúl leaned against the hood, talking casually with the officers like they were neighbors. Laughter. Familiarity. One of the cops sipped café con leche from a paper cup.

Raúl opened the passenger door for Alex.

“Relax,” he said softly. “These are coworkers.”

Alex slid in, eyes forward.

As they pulled away, one of the officers tapped the roof twice—friendly, proprietary.

Alex swallowed. “You pay them?”

Raúl smiled. “I employ them.”
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CHAPTER 3- THE PIPELINE
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The first stop was a strip mall west of Little Havana.

No signage. No security cameras. Just a dented steel door behind a nail salon that reeked of acetone and regret.

Inside, the air was cold and dry. A dozen men worked silently at folding tables, repackaging product with surgical precision. Cocaine. Pills. Cash stacked in neat, disciplined towers.

Alex clocked exits. Counted weapons. Old habits refused to die.

A man stepped out of the back office wearing a badge.

Detective Luis Moreno

Major Narcotics.

Moreno grinned when he saw Alex. “This him?”

Raúl nodded. “He’s the one.”

Moreno extended a hand. “Welcome to the pipeline.”

Alex shook it. The grip was firm. Confident. Clean.

Moreno gestured toward the operation. “Here’s how it works. You sell weight, we steer traffic. We kill warrants. We lose evidence. When someone gets loud, we make them disappear into paperwork.”

“And if someone doesn’t play?” Alex asked.

Moreno’s smile didn’t fade. “Then they get real police work.”

He opened a side door.

A man hung from a chair inside. Duct tape. Swollen face. Bare feet barely touching the floor.

“He was skimming,” Moreno said calmly. “Thought because he wore blue once, he was untouchable.”

The man moaned.

Raúl handed Alex a pair of gloves.

“Your turn,” Raúl said.

Alex stared at them. “To do what?”

“To understand,” Raúl replied.

Alex put the gloves on.

He stepped inside the room and closed the door behind him
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