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​Chapter 1: The Call at Dawn
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The call came at 4:27 a.m. — the kind of hour when even the city’s noise had given up trying to fill the silence. Detective Tanya Holt rolled out of bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, half-dressed before the dispatcher finished the address. South Baltimore. Churchyard. Male victim. Gunshot wounds.

She was already cussing under her breath before she reached the car. “Fuck, not another one.”

By the time she pulled up, the sky was a bruised purple and the flashing red-and-blue lights painted the church walls like a warning. Rain had come through earlier, slicking the pavement and leaving the air cold enough to bite. She zipped her leather jacket, flashed her badge, and stepped under the yellow tape.

The crime scene was quiet except for the low hum of generators and the shuffle of uniforms trying not to make eye contact. A kid — maybe early twenties — lay facedown in the mud near the back steps of the church. Bound at the wrists with zip ties, two bullet holes in his back, and one shoe missing.

“ID?” Tanya asked.

Officer Ramirez shook his head. “No wallet. No phone. Just this.” He held out a chain with a small silver cross, half-buried in grime.

Tanya crouched beside the body. “Execution style. Whoever did this wanted him to beg first.”

A rookie across the tape gagged quietly. Tanya shot him a look. “If you can’t handle a little blood, find another job. It’s only gonna get worse.”

The medical examiner, Dr. Kline, knelt opposite her. “Rigor’s just setting in. I’d say three, maybe four hours. Close-range shots, nine mil. The binding suggests torture or intimidation.”

“Someone sending a message,” Tanya muttered.

Kline nodded. “Yeah. And they wanted it found here. Churchyard’s no accident.”

The cross glinted faintly in the floodlight. Tanya stood, scanning the edges of the church — broken bottle near the fence, tire tracks in the mud, faint footprints leading toward the alley. “Lock down that path. Get CSU to photograph every inch. I want ballistics and trace before sunrise.”

Ramirez hesitated. “You think it’s gang-related?”

“Everything’s gang-related until it isn’t,” she said. “But this—” she gestured at the bound hands— “this looks personal.”

A sudden gust of wind carried the smell of rain and copper through the air. The city was waking, sirens faint in the distance, and the bells from the church tower began to toll — slow, mournful, like they were calling the dead home.

Tanya stared at the body one last time before turning away. “Get the pastor out of bed. I want to know who had keys to this yard and who’s been sniffing around.”

As she ducked under the tape, a voice from behind called out, “Detective Holt?”

She turned. The rookie jogged toward her, pale-faced. “We found something by the dumpster.”

She followed him down the narrow alley, flashlight beam cutting through the mist. Behind the dumpster, half-hidden under a tarp, lay a torn protest flyer soaked with blood.

“Justice for DeShawn Lee.”

Her stomach dropped.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “That name’s about to light this whole city on fire.”
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By the time the sky cracked open with the first streak of gray, the vultures had arrived — not the kind that circled the body, but the ones with microphones. News vans idled at the curb, lenses glinting in the early light like scopes.

Detective Mark Ellis leaned against his unmarked car, coffee in one hand, phone in the other, looking like he hadn’t slept in a week. Tanya walked up, tightening her coat against the cold.

“Morning, partner,” he said without looking up. “Heard you beat me here.”

“Yeah, well,” Tanya said. “Someone’s gotta do the work while you flirt with Channel 7.”

He smirked, finally meeting her eyes. “You’re just mad ‘cause they like me better on camera.”

“Keep telling yourself that, white boy,” she shot back, deadpan. “Maybe it’ll warm you up.”

Ellis took a sip of his coffee. “So, what do we have?”

Tanya handed him the evidence bag with the protest flyer. “Name ring a bell?”

He frowned. “DeShawn Lee? Shit. That’s Jerome Lee’s kid.”

“Yeah,” Tanya said. “The same Jerome Lee who’s been calling the department racist every other week on the news.”

Ellis swore under his breath. “Hell, this is gonna blow up faster than a bad raid.”

“Which means,” Tanya said, “we don’t fuck this up. No leaks. No guesses. No cowboy shit.”

Ellis laughed dryly. “You forget who you’re talkin’ to? I’m allergic to cowboy shit.”

But his tone didn’t match the words. Tanya could tell by the way he scanned the scene — too fast, too casual — that something about it was getting under his skin.

She glanced at the crowd gathering near the tape. Locals in hoodies and jackets, some filming on their phones, others just staring. Eyes that didn’t trust, didn’t forgive.

One older woman called out, “You cops gonna solve this one, or just cover it up like the rest?”

Tanya ignored it, but her jaw tightened. Ellis muttered, “Guess they missed your last PR seminar.”

She gave him a cold look. “They remember my face. That’s the problem.”

At the edge of the lot, Captain Ruiz arrived, trench coat billowing, cigarette dangling from his lips. He looked like every cop movie stereotype brought to life — except for the kind of menace that didn’t fade when the cameras left.

He took one glance at the body bag being loaded into the van and exhaled smoke through his nose. “Media’s already calling it political,” he said. “They’re saying it’s a hate crime.”

“Or a setup,” Tanya said. “He was killed somewhere else. No blood trail here.”

Ruiz nodded. “Good catch. Get ahead of this, Holt. Before it turns into another fucking circus.”

He started to walk away, then paused. “Oh, and keep your brother outta this one. Last thing I need is Marcus Holt running his mouth at a rally while you’re on camera.”

Tanya’s expression hardened. “He’s got the right to speak his mind.”

“Yeah, well, so does Internal Affairs,” Ruiz said, flicking his cigarette. “Watch yourself.”

The captain left, leaving a bitter fog of tobacco and warning behind him.

Ellis looked at Tanya. “He’s right, you know. You get too close to this one, and they’ll burn you alive for it.”

She zipped her jacket, eyes locked on the church steeple rising over the fog. “Then I better solve it before they get the chance.”

[image: ]

By 8 a.m., the sun had clawed its way above the skyline, staining the city in a grayish orange that made everything look tired. The crime scene was sealed off, the body gone, but Tanya stayed. She walked the block alone, scanning faces, porches, windows — anywhere eyes might be watching.

South Baltimore didn’t talk to cops. Not anymore. Not after years of broken promises and bruised wrists. Tanya knew that, but she tried anyway.

An old man sweeping the sidewalk froze when she flashed her badge. “Morning, sir. You hear or see anything between two and four?”

He eyed her with a mix of suspicion and fatigue. “I hear shit every night, officer. Screams, tires, gunshots. You gonna fix that too?”

She nodded once. “I’m gonna try.”

He muttered something about “empty words” and went back to sweeping.

A group of teens loitered near a corner store, passing a blunt between them, hoodies pulled tight. Tanya approached slowly, hand near her belt but not on it.

“Morning, fellas,” she said. “I’m not here to bust you. Just need to know if anyone saw a car parked near St. Luke’s around three.”

They exchanged looks. One of them — tall, maybe sixteen — gave a short laugh. “Why? You gonna pin it on us?”

“Not unless you give me a reason,” Tanya said.

He smirked. “You sound like them. But you don’t look like them. You Black, right?”

She tilted her head. “Last time I checked.”

“So why you rockin’ that badge like it makes you special?” another teen asked. “You ain’t one of us. You one of them.”

Tanya exhaled slowly. “You think this badge makes me safe? It just gives me a front-row seat to the same shit you live with — I just see it from the inside.”

For a second, silence. Then the tall one muttered, “Whatever. Ain’t seen nothin’,” and they drifted away, laughing under their breath.

Tanya turned to leave, but a small voice called out from the stoop behind her. A girl, maybe ten, hugging a pink backpack.

“My mama said she heard two pops and a car door slam,” she whispered. “Then someone yell, ‘Run!’”

Tanya crouched. “You remember what kind of car?”

The girl nodded. “Dark one. With the lights off. Like a cop car.”

That hit Tanya like a punch. She forced a smile, wrote it down, and handed the girl a card. “You did good, sweetheart. You tell your mama I said thank you.”

She stood and looked down the block where the church steeple still loomed in the fog. A cop car. That detail twisted in her gut.

Ellis approached from behind, finishing a phone call. “CSU pulled a partial print off the dumpster. Could be something, could be nothing. You find anything?”

“Yeah,” Tanya said. “A ghost car with no lights, no plates, and maybe a badge.”

Ellis frowned. “You saying it was one of ours?”

“I’m saying,” she said, staring into the morning haze, “somebody wanted that kid dead bad enough to make it look clean. And they knew how to do it.”

Ellis cursed softly. “Shit. This ain’t just another murder.”

“No,” Tanya said. “This one’s personal — for somebody. And if it’s who I think it is, we’re about to step knee-deep into the kind of shit we don’t walk back from.”

She turned toward the church one last time before heading for the car. The bells began to toll again — slow, solemn, like a warning from the dead.
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​Chapter 2: A City That Bleeds
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By the time Detective Tanya Holt made it back to the precinct, Baltimore was already bleeding through the airwaves. Every TV in the bullpen flashed the same headline in bold red type:

ACTIVIST’S SON FOUND DEAD — POSSIBLE POLICE CONNECTION.

She didn’t even sit down before the whispers started. Cops hunched over desks, pretending to work while side-eyeing her like she carried a disease.

“Guess we’re famous again,” Ellis said, tossing her a coffee that tasted like burnt oil. “Two hours. That’s how long it took for this thing to go nuclear.”

Tanya took a sip, grimaced. “Two hours is a record. Guess corruption really moves faster than forensics.”

He gave a low whistle. “Careful. You sound like your brother.”

She ignored the jab and flipped open the case file. The photos inside hit her gut harder now that she knew the name. DeShawn Lee, twenty-two, community volunteer, college sophomore, son of Jerome Lee — one of the city’s loudest voices against police brutality.

The picture showed him smiling with his arm around his father, both standing in front of a “Justice Now” banner. Tanya shut the folder, jaw tight.

“Press is camped out front,” Ellis said. “Half the department’s afraid to walk through the lobby. Captain wants you in the conference room in ten.”

“Great,” Tanya muttered. “Time to be the token face again.”

He shot her a look. “Don’t do that, Holt.”

“What? Tell the truth?”

“No. Hang yourself before this case even starts.”

The conference room smelled like cheap coffee and tension. Captain Ruiz stood at the head of the table, sleeves rolled up, cigarette smoldering in an ashtray even though smoking had been banned ten years ago.

“Lee’s family’s lawyering up,” he said without preamble. “Civil rights groups are circling. I just got off the phone with the mayor’s office — they want this wrapped up fast. Clean. No leaks.”

Ellis leaned forward. “You want fast, or you want right? ‘Cause you can’t have both.”

Ruiz shot him a glare sharp enough to cut glass. “I want this department out of the fing spotlight. That means no theories, no speculation, no press comments, and no off-the-record bulls.”

He turned to Tanya. “Especially from you.”

She folded her arms. “Why me?”

“Because your brother’s out there stirring the pot again. He’s already on Twitter saying the police executed DeShawn Lee.”

Tanya clenched her jaw. “Marcus doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Yeah, well, neither do we,” Ruiz snapped. “So find out before this turns into another damn riot.”

The captain left them with that and slammed the door behind him.

Ellis exhaled, leaning back. “You okay?”

Tanya rubbed her temples. “You ever notice how every time a Black kid gets shot, suddenly it’s my fucking responsibility to fix the department’s image?”

He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. There was no right thing to say.

Outside the window, reporters swarmed the precinct steps, shouting questions, cameras flashing like muzzle fire. A helicopter circled overhead, the city’s hum rising to a fever pitch.

Tanya stared out at the chaos. “You feel that?”

Ellis frowned. “What?”

“The city’s heartbeat,” she said quietly. “It’s skipping again.”
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The precinct lobby looked like a damn war zone. Cameras, tripods, flashing lights — the press had packed in tight, pressing against the glass doors while uniformed officers held the line. Tanya could feel the heat of it from halfway down the hall: voices shouting her name, microphones shoved toward her like weapons.

“Detective Holt! Is it true the victim was unarmed?”

“Was this a gang hit or police retaliation?”

“Do you deny reports your brother is accusing the department of corruption?”

Tanya kept walking, jaw locked, eyes straight ahead. She’d dealt with reporters before, but this was different. The city had been waiting for another spark, and she could already smell the smoke.

Captain Ruiz’s voice came through her earpiece: “Holt, do not talk to them. I’m handling the press.”

She pushed through the back exit into the narrow parking lot, where Detective Ellis leaned against their unmarked sedan, chain-smoking. “You know they’ve got your face on half the networks already?” he said. “Headline reads: Black Detective Assigned to Activist’s Son Murder. They’re eatin’ it up.”

Tanya snorted. “Of course they are. Makes for a cleaner narrative — the department’s token diversity project cleaning up their mess.”

Ellis flicked ash. “You’re not their pawn, Holt.”

“Tell that to the folks on my block,” she said. “Half of ‘em think I sold out. The other half think I’m the only one dumb enough to still believe this shit can be fixed.”

Before Ellis could respond, her phone buzzed. Marcus. She stared at the name a moment, debating. Then she answered.

“You see the news?” his voice came sharp, angry.

“Yeah,” Tanya said quietly. “I’m on the case.”

“That’s the fuckin’ problem,” he snapped. “They’re gonna bury this, and you know it. DeShawn was one of ours, T. He marched with us last month. He—”

“Marcus, listen—”

“No, you listen. You still think your badge makes you different? You think Ruiz or his boys are gonna back you once this turns ugly? Hell no. You’re just the Black face they throw at the cameras till it blows over.”

Tanya closed her eyes, biting back the sting. “You done?”

“Not till you walk away from them,” Marcus said. “Pick a side, sis. ‘Cause that badge—” his voice broke, “—that ain’t saving nobody who looks like us.”

He hung up.

Tanya stood there in the cold, phone still in her hand, chest tight. The hum of the city filled the silence — sirens in the distance, traffic rolling past, a stray dog barking somewhere down the block.

Ellis watched her carefully. “You okay?”

She pocketed the phone. “You ever get tired of being the good guy in a dirty system?”

He gave a dry laugh. “You’re assuming I’m still one of the good guys.”

She shot him a sidelong look. “You keep telling yourself that.”

Before either could say more, Ruiz stepped outside with a grim face. “Press conference in ten. The mayor’s office wants a statement. You’re both standing behind me — silent. Understand?”

Tanya crossed her arms. “And when they ask who’s leading the case?”

“You let me answer,” Ruiz said. “Last thing we need is you turning this into a fucking morality play.”

He walked off toward the microphones.

Ellis sighed. “Guess we’re just props today.”

“Yeah,” Tanya said softly. “Until the city starts throwing stones.”

They headed inside as the chant from the street began to rise — low at first, then spreading like fire:

“No justice, no peace!”

The sound echoed through the precinct walls, heavy and rhythmic, like the city’s heartbeat pounding in pain.
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By afternoon, the city was pulsing. Helicopters buzzed overhead. Protesters crowded the church steps where DeShawn Lee’s body had been found that morning. Signs waved in the drizzle: “STOP KILLING US”, “JUSTICE FOR DESHAWN”, “NO MORE BLUE LIES.”

Detective Tanya Holt stood at the edge of the crowd, plainclothes now, hood pulled low. She wasn’t here as a cop — not officially. She was here because she needed to see him.

On the steps stood Jerome Lee, DeShawn’s father. His voice cut through the noise, deep and cracked with grief.

“My son was more than a statistic,” he shouted, gripping the mic. “He wasn’t no threat. He was a student, a volunteer, a man who believed in peace. And what did he get? Two bullets in the back — dumped like trash!”

The crowd roared. Cameras flashed. Tanya’s chest tightened as she watched him, every word driving deeper.

“He believed this city could change,” Jerome went on. “But how do you change something that don’t want to be fixed? How do you beg for justice from the same people who keep burying our kids?”

Someone in the crowd shouted, “The cops did it!” Another yelled, “Same old fuckin’ story!”

Jerome raised a hand for silence. “I ain’t pointing fingers yet — not till the truth comes out. But if anyone in that department had a hand in my boy’s death, I swear to God—”

His voice faltered, grief choking him mid-sentence. Reporters leaned forward, smelling blood.

Tanya felt her pulse hammering. She took a step forward, then froze when she saw Marcus standing beside Jerome, holding an umbrella over the grieving father.

Their eyes met across the crowd — brother and sister. His look said everything he didn’t have to: You shouldn’t be here.

She mouthed back, I had to see.

But it was too late.

A reporter noticed her, pointed. “Detective Holt! Detective Holt’s here!”

The crowd turned as one. Cameras swung toward her like gun barrels. Murmurs spread — then shouts.

“That’s her!”

“She’s one of them!”

“Yo, that’s Marcus’s sister!”

Tanya’s stomach dropped. Marcus stepped down from the steps, waving his hands. “Hey, chill! She ain’t—”

But the mob had already decided. Someone hurled a bottle; it shattered near her feet. Another voice yelled, “Get that sellout bullshit outta here!”

The chant started — ugly, fast, gaining volume: “Blue traitor! Blue traitor!”

Tanya backed up, palms raised, keeping her tone calm. “I’m not here on duty! I’m just—”

Something hit her shoulder — a crumpled flyer soaked in rain. Then a second bottle.

Marcus shoved through the crowd, grabbing her arm. “Come on, T, before this turns bad.”

They pushed through the mass of bodies, jeers following them like echoes of the city’s fury.

When they reached the corner, Tanya ripped her arm free. “You could’ve warned me he was speaking!”

Marcus shot her a look. “You could’ve stayed the fuck away!”

They stood there under the weak light of a streetlamp, rain dripping between them, both breathing hard.

“Marcus,” she said finally, voice low, “I’m sorry about DeShawn. But if you think screaming at cops is gonna solve this, you’re wrong. Somebody out there planned this. They knew what killing him here would do.”

He shook his head. “And you still think that somebody ain’t wearing a badge?”

She didn’t answer.

He took a step closer, eyes hard. “I love you, T. But if you’re protecting them again—if you’re doing that shit you did back when Darius got shot—you’re no sister of mine.”

Then he walked away, leaving her standing in the rain, heartbeat loud as the sirens rolling in the distance.

She stared up at the church steeple — crime scene tape still fluttering in the wind — and whispered to no one, “What the fuck have you started, DeShawn?”
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​Chapter 3: Lines in the Sand
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The rain hadn’t stopped by the time Tanya dragged herself back into the precinct. The whole place buzzed with tension — phones ringing, voices raised, the sound of boots echoing on tile. Every cop in the building had that same look: like they knew shit was about to explode and were hoping someone else would take the hit first.

Ellis was waiting by her desk, arms folded. “You went to the protest,” he said flatly.

Tanya hung up her soaked jacket, met his stare. “You got a problem with that?”

“Yeah,” he said. “It was a fuckin’ circus, and you’re all over the news standing in the middle of it.”

She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t there for a photo op, Mark. I was there to see Jerome Lee’s statement, same as half the press corps.”

He slammed a folder onto the desk. “Yeah? ‘Cause it looked like you were there to make a damn statement of your own.”

Tanya took a slow breath, fighting the urge to curse him out right there. “You think I planned that? You think I wanted to get cornered in the street by a crowd calling me a sellout?”

“I think you walked into a live fire zone without backup,” he said, voice rising. “You’re a detective, not an activist. You don’t get to play both sides.”

She stepped closer, her tone cutting. “Both sides? You mean the side that gets shot and the side that writes the fuckin’ report?”

For a second, neither spoke. The bullpen went quiet around them. Ellis’s jaw tightened. “Don’t make this personal.”

“It is personal,” Tanya snapped. “That kid in the ground looks like my nephew. He looks like half the kids I grew up with. You get to treat this like a puzzle; I have to live with it.”

Ellis exhaled, eyes softening just a little. “You think I don’t care?”

“I think you don’t get it,” she said. “You go home to quiet. I go home to my brother screaming that I’m part of the problem.”

He hesitated, then said quietly, “Maybe he’s right.”

That did it. Tanya shoved the folder back at him, papers scattering. “You wanna talk shit about my family, do it outside.”

Ellis didn’t flinch. “You’re letting this case eat you alive. You’re too close.”

“Too close?” Tanya said, voice low and dangerous. “You mean I actually give a damn. That’s the difference between us.”

They stood there, inches apart, until Captain Ruiz’s door slammed open.

“Both of you — my office. Now.”

Ruiz looked like hell: dark circles under his eyes, a half-burned cigarette hanging from his lips. “You two wanna air your soap opera, do it on your own time. Meanwhile, the press is spinning a ‘rogue cop’ theory, and half the city thinks we pulled the trigger ourselves.”

Ellis muttered, “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Ruiz glared at him. “You’re not helping, Ellis.” Then to Tanya: “You either rein in your damn emotions, or I’ll bench you. You got me?”

Tanya said nothing. Just stared back, jaw clenched.

Ruiz leaned forward. “The mayor wants this over. Find a suspect. Fast. Doesn’t have to be the right one — just one that sticks.”

Ellis started to protest, but Tanya cut him off. “You want a name, Captain? I’ll find the right one. Whether you like it or not.”

She turned and walked out before Ruiz could reply, leaving the door wide open behind her.

Ellis caught up halfway down the hall. “Where are you going?”

She looked back over her shoulder. “To find the truth — the kind you don’t have to script for a press release.”
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The streets of South Baltimore were slick with rain and lies. Tanya drove in silence, the wipers slapping in rhythm with her pulse. Ellis sat in the passenger seat, scrolling through his tablet, pretending not to notice how hard she was gripping the wheel.

Finally, he broke the silence. “Captain wasn’t wrong, you know. We need to get out in front of this before it turns into a full-blown riot.”

Tanya snorted. “Oh, yeah? Maybe if we frame the right guy fast enough, everyone will forget about the truth.”

“Don’t twist it,” Ellis said. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

She gave him a cold glance. “Then what did you mean? Because what I heard was: ‘Shut up and play along.’”

Ellis sighed, rubbed his temples. “You’re impossible when you’re pissed.”

“I’m impossible when people start treating human lives like fuckin’ headlines.”

The car fell silent again. Rain pattered harder.

They turned down a narrow alley near Monroe Street — one of the last places DeShawn Lee had been seen. Tanya killed the engine and stepped out, flashlight cutting through the damp air.

A liquor store loomed at the corner, its neon sign flickering. A man stood outside, bundled in a hoodie, cigarette glowing faintly.

Tanya flashed her badge. “Baltimore PD. Got a minute?”

The man took a drag, blew smoke slow. “Depends who’s askin’.”

“I just told you who’s askin’.”

He gave a crooked grin. “You sound like my parole officer.”

Ellis joined her, staying back a few feet. “You know DeShawn Lee?”

“Everybody knew DeShawn,” the man said. “Kid had fire. Too much of it, maybe.”

Tanya stepped closer. “You see him last night?”

He hesitated. “Yeah. He was arguin’ with somebody. White dude, short hair, nice car — one of those black Crown Vics. Looked like a cop.”

Tanya’s stomach tightened. “You sure?”

“Hell yeah, I’m sure. Only cops and dealers drive those.” He smirked. “And he wasn’t no dealer.”

“Did you get a plate?” Ellis asked.

The man shook his head. “Nah. But the dude had a limp. Walked funny, like his hip was messed up.”

Tanya exchanged a look with Ellis — that subtle shift that said we’re in deep now.

“Thanks,” she said, handing him her card. “If you remember anything else, call me.”

As they walked back to the car, Ellis finally said it: “You think it’s one of ours.”

“I think whoever it was knew how to make it look clean,” Tanya replied. “Knew the timing, the streets, the blind spots. That’s not random.”

Ellis stared out the windshield. “You’re talking about cops. You’re talking about us.”

Tanya met his eyes. “If the badge fits.”

He looked away, voice low. “You’re treading on dangerous ground, Holt. The kind that gets people buried under paperwork or worse.”

She smirked bitterly. “You afraid of getting your hands dirty?”

He turned to her sharply. “I’ve been dirty since the day I joined this job. Don’t act like you’re clean either.”

That hit deeper than she expected. For a heartbeat, she saw the reflection of herself in the window — the uniform, the badge, the weight of compromises she’d made just to survive here.

She started the car, voice steady but cold. “Then maybe it’s time one of us remembered what the fuck we joined for.”

They drove off through the rain, city lights warping through the windshield — red, blue, and somewhere between them, the faint line of gray they were both crossing.
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The precinct’s hum had quieted to a low, uneasy drone by the time Tanya returned. Most of the desks were empty — just the night shift and a few detectives hunched over paperwork that didn’t matter. Rain tapped on the windows, rhythmic, like the city itself was keeping count.

Tanya carried a folder under her arm — one she wasn’t supposed to have. She’d pulled it from the old evidence room using a key she’d never returned years ago. A forgotten access code for a forgotten part of the building.

Inside were three documents stamped CONFIDENTIAL – INTERNAL USE ONLY.

Each had one name circled in red ink: Sergeant Daniel Doyle.

She flipped the pages open under the dim desk lamp. Doyle. White male, late forties. Shot in the line of duty five years ago. Declared dead after a botched raid on Greenmount. But the death report looked... wrong. Missing signatures. No ballistic follow-up. The coroner’s report wasn’t even signed by the M.E. on record.

She frowned, scribbling notes. Something about the report felt off — rushed. Like someone needed Doyle buried faster than the truth.

Footsteps echoed behind her. She didn’t look up. “You ever knock, Ellis?”

He leaned on the doorway, arms crossed. “Didn’t think I had to. You’re acting like you’re breaking into Fort Knox, so I figured I’d save you the trouble.”

Tanya sighed. “You couldn’t sleep, huh?”

He shrugged. “You either.”

Ellis stepped closer, eyes falling on the open folder. “Doyle? Why the hell are you digging up him?”

She closed the file halfway. “You tell me. You’ve been here longer than me. What do you know about him?”

He hesitated, jaw flexing. “Good cop. Old-school. Hard-ass, but fair. Took a bullet in a raid. Case closed.”

“Bullshit,” Tanya said. “This report’s cleaner than a rookie’s conscience. You see this?” She pointed to the line marked Witness Signatures. “All blank. Like the guy disappeared before anyone even looked at his body.”

Ellis leaned closer, his voice low. “You’re reaching, Holt.”

“Am I?” she shot back. “Because a witness saw a white male, limp, driving a black Crown Vic the night DeShawn Lee was killed — the same kind Doyle used to drive. You think that’s coincidence?”

Ellis didn’t answer right away. When he finally did, his voice was tight. “You think a dead cop came back from the grave to start executing people?”

She met his stare. “I think somebody faked his death. Somebody inside.”

He let out a slow breath. “You realize what you’re saying could blow this whole department apart.”

Tanya’s tone was ice. “Maybe it needs to.”

Ellis ran a hand over his face. “Christ, Tanya, you’re walking a line that’ll get you buried.”

She stood, snapping the folder shut. “Then start digging, partner — because I’m not stopping.”

He stepped in front of her as she moved for the door. “You really don’t trust me, do you?”

She paused. The silence between them stretched long and thin.

“I want to,” she said finally. “But I’ve seen what loyalty costs in this job. And every time a body hits the ground, the ones in uniform start closing ranks.”

Ellis swallowed hard. “You think I’m part of that?”

Tanya looked him dead in the eye. “I think you’re hiding something.”

For a heartbeat, the air between them crackled — tension, anger, something almost like betrayal. Then Ellis stepped aside.

“Do what you gotta do,” he muttered. “But when this turns ugly, don’t expect anyone to come running.”

Tanya brushed past him, file clutched tight. “I’m not expecting anyone. I’m just expecting the truth.”

She walked down the corridor, her footsteps echoing through the hollow hall, past the faded plaques and the smell of cold coffee — back into a city that was about to start bleeding all over again.
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​Chapter 4: Community Eyes
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The neighborhood looked like it was holding its breath.

Rowhouses lined the block like broken teeth, and the corners were already busy — morning dealers, corner preachers, the usual watchers who saw everything but swore they saw nothing.

Detective Tanya Holt stepped out of her car and zipped up her jacket, eyes scanning the street. She’d grown up just six blocks from here, back when the stoops still had kids on them and the corner stores didn’t need bulletproof glass. Now, the place felt colder, quieter, angrier.

She flashed her badge at two uniforms standing near the curb. “Who’s been talking?”

One shrugged. “No one. Soon as they see the badge, it’s all heads down, lips shut.”

Tanya sighed. “Then maybe they need a different face.”

She crossed the street toward a small market where a few older women were gossiping under an awning. She recognized one — Miss Clarice, a church volunteer who’d handed out food during lockdown. Tanya forced a smile.

“Morning, Miss Clarice.”

The woman’s expression shifted from polite to guarded in a heartbeat. “Detective Holt. Been a while.”

“Too long,” Tanya said. “I’m here about DeShawn Lee. Thought maybe somebody saw something.”

Clarice’s jaw tightened. “You police always ‘thought maybe.’ Then you come asking, and when people talk, bad things happen. Houses get searched. Kids get picked up. Nobody wants that.”

“I’m not here to hassle anybody,” Tanya said gently. “I’m just trying to stop whoever did this before it happens again.”

Another woman muttered, “That’s what y’all said last time.”

Tanya bit back frustration. “I can’t fix what other cops did, but I can do my job.”

Clarice crossed her arms. “And what’s that? Keeping the peace or keeping the truth quiet?”

The words stung. Tanya’s voice dropped. “You really think I’d protect the kind of people who killed that boy?”

Clarice met her eyes. “You wear their colors, don’t you?”

For a second, Tanya couldn’t answer. Rain started again, soft and steady. A young man walking by slowed when he heard the exchange.

“Yo,” he said loudly, pointing at her, “ain’t that the cop from the protest? The one they was yellin’ ‘traitor’ at?”

The women went silent. People nearby turned. Tanya felt the air shift — eyes locking on her like crosshairs.

“Man, why you even comin’ ‘round here?” the young man said, stepping closer. “You roll with the same motherfuckers that killed DeShawn, then show up actin’ like you care?”

Tanya held her ground. “I grew up here. I care more than you know.”

He sneered. “Then you should’ve stayed one of us — not one of them.”

“Back off,” she said evenly. “I’m not here to argue.”

He spat near her boots. “Nah, you here to clean up for your bosses. You ain’t no hero. You just another fuckin’ traitor in blue.”

The words hit harder than the spit. For a second, Tanya’s badge felt like a brand burning against her chest.

Clarice stepped between them, voice firm. “That’s enough, Darnell.”

The kid snorted and walked off, muttering, “Traitor.”

Tanya swallowed hard. “Miss Clarice, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause—”

Clarice shook her head. “You mean well, baby. But folks here don’t trust no badge — even when it’s worn by one of our own. Too much pain. Too many lies.”

Tanya nodded, eyes lowering. “I get it. But I’m still gonna keep coming back until someone talks.”

Clarice looked at her for a long moment. “Then be careful, child. The street don’t care who you used to be — it only remembers what you are now.”
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By late afternoon, the rain had turned to mist — that cold, gray drizzle Baltimore was famous for. Tanya sat in her unmarked car, parked across from a boarded-up barbershop, watching the neighborhood breathe like a wounded animal.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown Number.

She hesitated, then answered. “Holt.”

A rough voice came through the static. “You wanna know who killed that kid? Check the old shipyard on Haven Street. Tonight. Come alone.”

Then — click.

Tanya stared at the screen. No callback. No trace. Just the familiar chill that came before something bad.

Ellis would tell her not to go. Ruiz would threaten to pull her off the case. But she was already turning the ignition.
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The shipyard sat half-dead at the edge of the harbor — rusted cranes, broken fences, puddles reflecting the city lights like oil slicks. Tanya killed her headlights and stepped out, her Glock holstered but ready. The air smelled like salt and steel and something older — fear maybe.

“Alright,” she murmured, “let’s see what the hell this is.”

She moved between stacks of old shipping containers, flashlight low, scanning for movement.

Then she heard it — footsteps. Slow, deliberate.

“Baltimore PD!” she called out. “If you wanted to talk, I’m here. Step out!”

Nothing. Just the sound of wind rattling metal.

She edged around a corner, heart hammering, when a shadow flickered in the dark — tall, male, hoodie pulled low.

“Stop right there!” Tanya shouted, weapon drawn.

The figure froze... then bolted.

“Fuck!”

She gave chase, boots splashing through puddles, breath coming fast. The man darted between two containers, and she caught a flash of something metallic — a gun, or maybe a badge — before he vanished again.

Then came the sound — a loud clang, followed by the grind of metal behind her. She spun around. The container gate was sliding shut.

She lunged, but it was too late — it slammed with a deafening bang, locking her inside.

“Hey!” she yelled, pounding the steel. “Open the fuckin’ door!”

No answer. Just the echo of footsteps fading away.

Her flashlight flickered. She was boxed in — surrounded by shadows and the steady drip of rain leaking through a seam above her. She clicked her radio, but it only hissed.

“Great,” she muttered. “Real smooth, Holt.”

Then something caught her eye — markings on the inside wall, carved deep into the metal.

She stepped closer, light trembling slightly as it illuminated the words:

“BLUE BLEEDS TOO.”

Her breath hitched. Whoever set this up wasn’t just threatening her. They were making a promise.

From outside, she heard the distant rumble of an engine — a car speeding away.

Tanya exhaled slowly, forcing her pulse to steady. “Okay,” she whispered. “Game on, motherfucker.”

She holstered her weapon, found a rusted latch near the corner, and started prying her way out, one angry breath at a time.

[image: ]The rain had stopped, but Tanya’s pulse hadn’t. Her hands were raw by the time the rusted latch gave way with a screech. The metal door slammed open, the sound echoing across the empty shipyard like thunder.

She stumbled out, breathing hard, flashlight trembling in her grip. Her coat was streaked with grime and rust, hair damp, eyes scanning the shadows for whoever had locked her in. Nothing but the hiss of water draining through cracked concrete and the distant groan of the harbor cranes.

“Coward,” she muttered, spitting rain from her lips.

Then something caught her beam — a small metal box resting on a crate about twenty feet away. Perfectly placed, dry despite the storm. Too deliberate.

Tanya approached cautiously, weapon drawn. The box was labeled in black marker: “FOR THE DETECTIVE WHO WON’T QUIT.”

Her throat tightened. “Oh, you gotta be fuckin’ kidding me.”

She knelt, flipped the latch, and opened it. Inside: a manila envelope, a half-burned cigarette still smoldering, and a photograph.

The photo showed DeShawn Lee, sitting on the hood of a car — the same black Crown Vic her witness had described. Beside him stood a man with his face turned away from the camera. But even blurred, Tanya could see the limp in his stance.

“Doyle,” she whispered.

Her fingers tightened around the picture. The bastard was supposed to be dead.

She slid the photo and envelope into an evidence bag, scanning the shadows again. Whoever had set this up wasn’t trying to kill her. They were feeding her — baiting her — one breadcrumb at a time.

A drop of water hit her wrist. Then another. She looked up and froze.

Above her, spray-painted across the rusted siding of a cargo crate, were five words in bold black paint:

“TRUST NO ONE IN BLUE.”

Her stomach turned. This wasn’t a threat — it was a warning.

She turned toward the harbor, wind cutting cold against her face. Somewhere out there, someone was pulling strings, playing both sides of the line — cop and killer.

She keyed her radio. “Dispatch, this is Detective Holt, badge 4317. I need CSU down to the Haven Street shipyard. And send a fucking tow — someone tried to make me disappear.”

Static. Then: “Copy that, Detective. You okay?”

Tanya gave a humorless laugh. “Define ‘okay.’”

She holstered her weapon and lit a cigarette, staring at the graffiti one last time.

“Trust no one in blue,” she whispered. “Yeah... story of my life.”

The distant sound of sirens grew louder, flashing lights cutting through the dark — but Tanya already knew the truth. Whoever was behind this wasn’t scared of her.

They wanted her to keep digging.
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​Chapter 5: Family Ties
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The smell of fried onions and bleach hit Tanya the second she opened the screen door. Her mother’s rowhouse was exactly the same as it had been since she was a kid — clean, cluttered, and soaked in gospel music. Aretha was on the stereo, humming through old speakers like a prayer that refused to die.

“’Bout damn time you came by,” Mrs. Holt called from the kitchen. “You forget your mama lives five blocks away?”

Tanya managed a small smile. “Been busy, Ma.”

“That what you call it? Lookin’ tired, eatin’ gas-station food, gettin’ shot at for a city that don’t give a damn?”

“Pretty much,” Tanya said, hanging her coat on the same hook she used in high school.

Mrs. Holt appeared in the doorway — still sharp-eyed, silver hair wrapped in a scarf, house slippers squeaking on tile. She looked Tanya up and down like a nurse checking vitals.

“You losin’ weight again.”

“I’m fine.”

“You always ‘fine’ till you ain’t.”

Tanya tried to laugh it off, but her mother’s eyes softened. “Come here.”

She pulled Tanya into a hug that smelled of cocoa butter and peppermint tea. For a moment, Tanya let herself breathe. The tension, the shipyard, the city’s noise — all of it blurred under her mother’s hand rubbing small circles on her back.

Then the moment broke.

Footsteps thudded down the stairs. Marcus entered, hoodie half-zipped, phone in hand, face tight. “Well, look who finally remembers she’s got a family.”

Tanya sighed. “Hey, little brother.”

“Don’t ‘little brother’ me,” he snapped. “I saw the news. You out here workin’ for the same people that killed DeShawn, and you think you can just show up for Sunday dinner?”

Mrs. Holt’s tone sharpened. “Marcus.”

He ignored her. “You see what’s happening out there? Cops circlin’ our block like they lookin’ for a reason. And you sittin’ on their payroll.”

Tanya folded her arms. “You think I don’t know what’s happening? You think I don’t see it every damn day?”

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “From behind a badge.”

She stepped forward, voice low. “You really think I’m one of them?”

He stared at her for a long moment. “I think you forgot who you were before you put that uniform on.”

The words hit like a punch.

Mrs. Holt clapped her hands, sharp enough to make both of them flinch. “That’s enough. Y’all sound like strangers. Not my kids.”

Marcus looked away. “I got a meeting tonight. Youth Center’s holding a vigil for DeShawn. You can come — if you remember which side you’re on.”

“Marcus—”

He brushed past her, grabbing his jacket. “Nah. You good. Go solve another murder nobody’ll ever get justice for.”

The door slammed behind him, leaving a silence that burned.

Mrs. Holt sighed. “He hurts, baby. You both do.”

Tanya sat at the kitchen table, rubbing her temples. “Every time I try to do right, Ma, somebody calls me a traitor. Out there, I’m not Black enough. In here, I’m too blue. I don’t fit nowhere.”

Her mother poured tea into a chipped mug, sliding it across the table. “You fit where God puts you, Tanya. And maybe He put you right between both worlds ‘cause that’s where the fight needs you most.”

Tanya looked down at the rising steam, jaw tight. “Then He better send reinforcements.”

Mrs. Holt smiled faintly. “He already did, baby. You just too stubborn to ask for ‘em.”
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By nightfall, the city had gone from restless to raw. The vigil for DeShawn Lee stretched across the basketball court behind the old youth center — candles, posters, and faces carved out of grief and fury. The air smelled like rain, wax, and protest.

Tanya parked two blocks away and walked the rest. She wore plain clothes, badge tucked deep in her jacket pocket. She wasn’t here as Detective Holt tonight. She was here as the woman who’d known this community long before it learned to hate her.

But the second she stepped through the gate, heads started turning. Whispers rippled through the crowd like wind through dry leaves.

“That’s her.”

“The cop sister.”

“Thought she had some nerve showin’ her face here.”

Tanya ignored it, moving through the crowd until she spotted Marcus near the front, microphone in hand, standing beside Jerome Lee. They were under the flickering court lights, the makeshift stage glowing like a pulpit.

“...and if we stay silent,” Marcus was saying, “we tell ‘em it’s okay. We tell ‘em they can keep killing us, keep covering it up, keep spinning lies in the name of justice!”

Applause and shouts filled the air. Tanya froze halfway up the steps.

Then Marcus saw her. His voice faltered just a bit, enough for Jerome to notice too.

Jerome leaned into the mic. “That’s her, ain’t it? Detective Holt.”

All eyes turned.

Marcus started, “Yo, let’s not—” but Jerome raised a hand.

“No, the people deserve to hear it. You here for answers, Detective?” His tone wasn’t angry — it was worse. It was calm, cutting, heavy with the weight of a father’s grief.

Tanya took a breath. “I came to pay my respects. That’s all.”

“Respects?” Jerome said, stepping closer. “You work for the same department that killed my son, and you think candles make that right?”

“I don’t work for them,” Tanya said quietly. “I work for the truth.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd — skepticism, disbelief. Someone yelled, “Then tell us the truth, Officer!” Another voice followed: “Yeah, tell us why y’all keep getting away with murder!”

Tanya felt the air closing in. Her chest tightened, but she kept her tone steady. “I can’t undo what happened, but I can make sure whoever did it pays. That’s my word.”

A woman in the front row shouted, “We done heard that before!”

Marcus grabbed the mic, trying to defuse it. “Hey, hey, calm down—”

“Let her talk!” someone yelled.

“No,” Marcus said, glaring at Tanya. “She shouldn’t be here.”

That hit harder than any heckle. Tanya stepped back, nodding slowly. “You got it, little brother.”

She turned and walked away, ignoring the rising voices behind her.

As she passed the edge of the crowd, something caught her eye — a man standing apart from everyone else, no candle, no phone, hood pulled low. He was watching her, not the vigil.

When she met his gaze, he turned and slipped between the parked cars.

Tanya’s instincts kicked in. She followed, hand near her hip. The man moved fast, cutting down an alley that opened toward Pratt Street.

“Hey!” she called out. “Stop!”

He didn’t.

She reached the corner — and froze. The alley was empty. The only thing left behind was a folded paper on the ground, weighed down by a spent candle.

She crouched and picked it up. Inside was a photo — grainy, black-and-white, taken from a distance.

It showed her standing outside her mother’s house.

She looked around, pulse spiking. Someone had been following her — close enough to know where she lived, where her family lived.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown Number.

She didn’t answer. She already knew whoever it was wouldn’t talk — not yet.

She crumpled the photo in her fist, whispering to herself, “You wanna play dirty? Fine. Let’s play.”

The crowd behind her began to sing softly — “We Shall Overcome” — their voices trembling under the cold night air. But Tanya’s face was hard, eyes scanning every shadow.

The line between family, duty, and survival had never felt thinner.
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Tanya waited until most of the candles had burned out before she went looking for him. Marcus was in the back lot behind the youth center, hoodie up, leaning against his old Chevy, scrolling through his phone like he hadn’t just thrown her under a bus in front of half the city.

“You always this brave when there’s a crowd to back you up?” she said quietly.

He didn’t look up. “You shouldn’t have come.”

“Yeah, I got that message loud and fuckin’ clear.”

She stepped closer, holding up the photo she’d found. “Recognize this?”

Marcus took it, frowning. The blood drained from his face. “What the hell... that’s your place.”

“Our place,” Tanya corrected. “Someone took this tonight — while we were here.”

He stared at it for a long moment, then glanced around the lot. “You think it’s cops?”

“I think whoever it is knows where we live, where Ma lives, and they’re watching both of us.”

He swallowed. “You pissed off the wrong people, T.”

“Story of my life,” she muttered.

Marcus shook his head. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

Tanya gave a humorless laugh. “You just spent an hour telling the city not to trust me, and now you wanna play protective brother?”

He sighed. “That was politics. This is blood.”

“Funny,” she said. “I thought you didn’t believe in that when it came with a badge.”

Marcus shoved the photo back into her hand. “You can keep makin’ jokes, or you can start thinkin’ smart. Somebody’s warning you. Maybe warning me too.”

Tanya’s phone buzzed — again, Unknown Number. This time she hit record before answering.

“Holt.”

A male voice, low and distorted, came through the static. “You’re in deep, Detective. Back off. Or the next photo won’t be of your house.”

Tanya’s jaw tightened. “You think threats scare me?”

The line went dead.

Marcus’s eyes widened. “You record that?”

“Yeah,” she said. “But they’re smart. No trace. Masked number.”

He leaned against the car, running a hand over his face. “Jesus, T. This shit is bigger than your case. Whoever’s behind this — they’re not just covering their tracks, they’re pulling strings.”

“Yeah,” Tanya said, sliding her phone back into her pocket. “And the worst part? I think they’re inside the department.”

Marcus stared at her. “You serious?”

“Remember that raid five years ago — the one where that cop Doyle supposedly died?”

“Vaguely. Why?”

“His death record’s fake. And now his name’s popping up in the background of this case. I got a witness who saw someone matching his description with DeShawn before he died.”

Marcus let out a low whistle. “So a dead cop’s back from the grave, and you’re on his radar. Shit.”

Tanya nodded. “Which means if I’m right, he’s not working alone. Somebody’s feeding him info — and whoever called me from that ‘unknown number’? They’ve got access to police channels.”

Marcus rubbed his chin. “You think Ellis—”

“Don’t.” Her voice was sharp. “Not yet. He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s not dirty. I’d know.”

Marcus gave a small, bitter smile. “You said that about your last partner too, didn’t you?”

That hit deeper than he meant it to. Tanya looked away, rain glinting on her lashes. “Get Ma to stay with you for a few days. Keep the lights on. Lock the doors.”

“You expectin’ company?”

Tanya turned toward the dark street. “No. But they’re expectin’ me to run scared.”

Marcus stepped forward. “You ain’t really gonna face this alone.”

She looked at him — tired, defiant. “That’s the thing about lines, Marcus. Once you cross ‘em, you can’t go back. And I crossed mine the day I put on this badge.”

She climbed into her car, engine rumbling low, the city lights reflecting off wet asphalt. Marcus stood in the rearview mirror, smaller and smaller as she drove away — just another silhouette swallowed by Baltimore’s dark.
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​Chapter 6: The Captain’s Pressure
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Detective Tanya Holt sat in the single chair opposite the desk of Captain Ruiz. The office felt smaller than she remembered — the walls closing in, the air heavy with stale coffee and forced civility. The blinds were half-drawn, leaving streaks of gray light across the cluttered desktop.

Captain Ruiz didn’t look up immediately. He tapped a folder in front of him, then exhaled. “You walk into that shipyard without authorization, Holt. You got pictures of your house taken. You’ve got unknown calls. And now the press is breathing down my neck.”

Tanya leaned forward, voice even. “I told you — the call came in. I followed it. I found a box with evidence in it.”

Ruiz’s eyes sharpened. “You found it. Or somebody planted it for you to find.”

She bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He opened the folder and slid a photo across the desk. It was the scrap of graffiti: “TRUST NO ONE IN BLUE.” Her handwriting from last night, captured on CSU’s pick up.

“Symbolic,” he said quietly. “But also public now. The mayor sees it. The media sees it. And my job is to keep this precinct from turning into a national embarrassment.”

Tanya stared at the photo. She felt the noose tighten around her throat. “So you want quick results,” she said. “A suspect, charges, a ticker-tape moment.”

Ruiz leaned back. “You don’t have to think you do. You just have to deliver.”

“Yeah?” Tanya’s voice was flat. “And if delivering means framing a guy who didn’t do it?”

Ruiz’s tone shifted. “Don’t play that game with me. You know the rules. Someone’s watching. Someone inside this building may be playing for keeps. If you don’t stay within the lane, the lane becomes your coffin.”

Tanya’s heart hammered. She’d anticipated this — but hearing it felt like being pushed under water. “So what do I do?”
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