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“When the marble stops, so does the sinner.”
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Dedication




To those who believe that truth must never be silenced, That freedom belongs to every citizen, And that power should serve—not suppress—the people. 

This story is not an endorsement of violence, But a warning against the kind of corruption that makes people feel they have no other choice.

May we always defend liberty, uphold justice, and protect the right to speak freely— Even when the system disguises itself as something righteous.

For those who still dare to seek the truth, And awaken us with courage, not fear.
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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Chapter one

First Cut





The Times Square subway platform reeks of bleach and blood, a chemical shroud masking the raw violence beneath. Detective Francesca Bruno ducks under the yellow tape, badge glinting dully in flat fluorescent light. Overhead tubes buzz like dying insects, one flickering, casting twitching shadows across grimy tiles. The air hangs thick with iron and disinfectant, as if the station itself tries to erase the night’s horrors. 

“Secure the scene,” Bruno orders the uniforms, voice steady but edged with fatigue. “No one touches the body until I say so.”

They shuffle to the perimeter. Boots scrape filth. Whispers drift: budget cuts, understaffing, the endless cycle of failure. Bruno ignores them, eyes on the body slumped against the far wall. Black male. Early thirties. Clothes wrinkled, stained, hair unkempt. A life lived on the margins. Now part of them.

Throat slashed wide, crimson blooming across his shirt like a grotesque flower. Skin ashen, jaw slack, eyes staring into nothing. Bruno pauses a pace away, arms folded, face a mask of controlled detachment. Always look twice, her father’s voice echoes: once for what’s there, once for what’s missing. She has seen dozens like this: men discarded by a system that promises justice but delivers indifference. Her brother’s killer slipped through the same cracks years ago, leaving only questions and bitterness that claws deeper with every case.

Behind her, Armstrong mutters, “City’s falling apart. No resources. This is what happens when they gut the department.”

Bruno doesn’t turn. “Focus, Armstrong. We’ve got a body.”

A medic kneels beside the victim, movements too fluid, too practiced. His badge number catches the light oddly—wrong font, maybe, or the stitching off. Face blurred in the harsh light, eyes lingering a beat too long on Bruno. She tries to fix him in her mind, but the image slides away, leaving only unease.

The coroner steps forward as if to intervene, then hesitates, watching in silence. Procedure demands otherwise, and Bruno feels the breach like a splinter under her skin.

He seals something in a bag and hands it straight to Armstrong instead.

Armstrong approaches. “Lost another marble.”

Bruno takes the glass sphere. Perfect orb, red ribbon twisting inside: order wrapped around chaos. Too light for its weight. Not dropped. Placed.

The medic peels off gloves with unnatural care. Glances at her: recognition, not pity.

Cross, the rookie, eyes the marble. “Calling card?”

Armstrong snorts. “Don’t turn it into a comic book, kid.”

Bruno pockets the marble. The city’s failures are etched in every detail: the forgotten life, the ghost medic, the marble’s mocking symmetry. Something is coming. And it isn’t stopping.








  
  

Chapter two

The Weight of Command





The morning paper hits the squad room like a curse. 

Mall Murder: Is ‘Angel’ Real? Red Marble Found in Victim’s Stomach. Police Silent on Key Details.

Bruno reads the headline, then the subhead, then the byline. Her stomach twists. Swallowed? The paper lies. The marble was placed. No one in the department leaked that detail, no press release mentioned it, no evidence log recorded it. Yet here it is, twisted into tabloid poison.

Worse, the myth has a name now: Angel. As if one marble turns a killer into a legend. As if branding him makes him easier to swallow. Bruno remembers her father’s warning: Always look twice. Once for what’s there. Once for what’s missing. The press filled in the gaps, and now the story spreads like poison.

Her jaw tightens. Not swallowed. Placed. The distinction matters. It’s intention, not accident.

Around her, detectives mutter. Phones ring. Radios crackle. The squad room buzzes with panic, the air thick with burnt coffee and ink. One holds up the paper. “They printed the marble detail. How the hell did they get that?”

“Precinct Thirty-Five’s taking the hit,” another replies. “They cover Times Square. Blame lands on them.”

A third voice cuts in, bitter. “Press wants heads. Public’s calling Angel the only one doing real justice. And we’re the ones bleeding for it—no mention of the cuts, the gutted budgets, the politicians who left us exposed.”

Bruno steps into Chief Hart’s office mid-conversation. The police commissioner storms through the front doors, face flushed, jaw clenched. The squad room stills.

He stops inches from Hart, stabbing a finger. “You buried it—and fed it to the press! You want me out!”

Spittle flies. His eyes blaze, veins bulging. Hart doesn’t answer. The room hears every word.

The commissioner straightens. “Hart. Upstairs. My office. You’ll get your reassignment there.”

Hart walks out, silent, shoulders rigid. Now only Bruno and the commissioner remain.

He slams the door. “You’re in charge. Effective immediately.”

Bruno blinks. “Sir—”

“No time.” He yanks the door open and storms out.

Bruno stands alone in the office. The silence presses in, heavy with expectation. She straightens her coat, squares her shoulders, and walks back into the squad room.

“Everyone,” she says. “Inside. Now.”

They file in. Cross. The rest. The air feels brittle.

Bruno stands at the head of the table, calm, measured. “I want to know who leaked the marble detail.”

No one speaks.

Her eyes scan the room, landing on Armstrong. He shifts, arms folded. “It was already circulating. Coroner said too much. I didn’t file anything.”

Bruno waits.

He presses on. “Look, it wasn’t official. I didn’t go on record.”

Her voice is quiet. “But you did.”

Armstrong stands. “So what? We’re supposed to bury it? Pretend it’s not strange?”

Bruno doesn’t blink. “We’re supposed to investigate. Not feed the fire.”

He gestures wildly. “You think they don’t agree with me? You think they don’t want the public to know?”

“You leaked it,” Bruno says. “You undermined this squad.”

Armstrong’s fists clench. “This is political.”

“It’s procedural,” she replies. “You’re off the team. Back in uniform.”

He stiffens. “You can’t—”

“You’re free to contest it.” Her voice is final.

Armstrong walks out, the door clicking shut behind him.

Bruno turns to the rest. “We move forward. No more leaks. Catch this killer, or we burn with the city.”

The room exhales, tension lingering. Cross meets her eyes. Resolve. Fear. One silent question: How far will this go?








  
  

Chapter three

The Ledger and the Marble





Bruno sits alone in her office. Her office now. 

The blinds hang half-drawn, slicing the room into bars of light and shadow. Dust motes drift in the beams. The squad room hums beyond the glass—phones ringing, chairs scraping, voices clipped and low—but in here, silence reigns.

She hasn’t touched the desk yet. The drawers remain as Hart left them, arranged with his meticulous order. The chair leans slightly to the left, as if echoing his absence. Cheap cologne lingers—citrusy, over-applied—like a ghost of authority.

Outside, the squad room pulses with quiet urgency. Armstrong’s desk sits empty, the whiteboard half-erased, his notes sprawled and abandoned. The absence feels louder than his presence, a void that draws uneasy glances from the others. Detectives huddle over monitors, replaying footage, movements sharp.

Cross appears at the door, holding a small cardboard box. Plain. No label.

“Toy store,” he says. “Six bucks. Bag of twenty.”

He sets the box on her desk and opens it.

Inside: marbles. Glass. Smooth. Red, blue, green, yellow. A child’s game. A killer’s signature.

Bruno says nothing.

Cross shrugs. “Easy to mythologise something ordinary.”

She picks up a red one, rolls it between her fingers. Warm from sunlight, lighter than expected.

Not the one from the victim. That marble is sealed in evidence, logged and locked. This one is nothing. And everything.

“You’re pulling the Ledger?” she asks, meaning the archive of cold cases, the ones with symbols and patterns.

Cross nods. “Yeah. See if it echoes anything.”

Bruno studies him. “It won’t match. But check anyway.”

Cross gives a half-smile. “I need to see it not match.”

He hesitates at the door. “One marble isn’t ritual. If it shows again…”

Bruno’s jaw tightens. “Then it’s deliberate.”

He leaves. The door clicks shut.


      ***She sits for a moment longer. Then reaches into her coat pocket.

The loupe is small—brass, circular, no larger than a coin. Her father used it in his workshop to inspect engraving flaws, thread spacing, the way light caught a beveled edge. He believed truth lived in the margins—in scratches, tolerances, the things no one else bothered to see.

She remembers the first time he handed it to her. Twelve years old. A copper plate etched so fine it looked blank. “Tell me what’s wrong with it,” he said. She squinted. Tilted it. Nothing. He handed her the loupe. She looked again. There it was—a flaw in the curve, a hesitation in the line.

“Always look twice,” he had said.

Truth lives in the margins. So does myth.

She sets the loupe on the desk. Places the red marble beside it.

She doesn’t look through it. Not yet. She just lets them sit. Side by side. Weight and witness.


      ***And then, unbidden, the memory of her brother surfaces. The hospital corridor. The sterile light. The moment she realises she’s too late. She looks once—at the chart, the vitals, the official record. And then again—at the silence in the room, the absence in his eyes.

She blames the system that failed him—the gutted services, the hollowed-out protections—and herself for trusting it. That betrayal is the scar she carries into every case.

The marble gleams back at her, smooth and unmarked. Ordinary. But she knows better. Symbols are never ordinary. They are wounds disguised as toys.


      ***Outside, a chair scrapes. A laugh dies halfway. Then a coffee mug slips and shatters on the tile, ceramic cracking sharp against the silence. The sound jolts Bruno, pulling her back from memory, back from the loupe and the marble, back into the squad room’s brittle present.

The room breathes in fragments. Armstrong’s absence is felt in every pause, every sidelong glance.

Bruno leans back in her chair. The marble catches the light. Red. Smooth. Unmarked.

She watches it. Not as evidence. As myth in motion.
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