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Chapter 1: The Scrape of the Needle
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The rain in the Grey-Zones didn't fall; it hung in the air, a suspended mist of ozone and exhaust that coated the throat and stung the eyes. Jude stood in the doorway of Unit 44, his breath pluming in the hallway’s sub-zero draft. Three hundred feet above, the Gold-Tier districts basked in artificial noon, casting an arrogant, amber wash over the city's smog layer. Down here, the pavement stayed permanently wet, reflecting the halogen flicker of failing streetlamps and the desperate neon of pawn shops. 

Jude tapped the auxiliary drive slotted behind his left ear. A tiny electrical pulse fired into his cortex, feeding him the procedural memory of how he got here. The Underground ride from Charing Cross. The smell of the damp wool coat belonging to the woman sitting opposite him. Without the prosthetic drives, his personal timeline ended abruptly three years ago in a hospital bed. He was a blank slate, operating on rented context, which made him the perfect Memory-Bailiff. He lacked the personal nostalgia necessary to compromise his judgment.

He knocked. The metal door rattled loosely in its frame. 

"Open up, Vance. Consortium Bailiff."

Silence, then the scrape of a deadbolt. Corin Vance looked like every other starving artist in the outer sectors—hollow cheeks, eyes bruised with fatigue, his skin holding the pale translucence of a deep-sea fish. His apartment was an icebox. Frost feathered the inside of the single window pane. The heat meter on the wall blinked a steady, terminal red. Three months in arrears.

"I have until midnight," Vance rasped, pulling a ragged synthetic blanket tighter around his shoulders.

"You had until yesterday. The grace period is a courtesy, not a right." Jude stepped inside. The air smelled of turpentine, stale breath, and cold dust. "We can do this fast, Vance. You know the drill. A Tier-3 extraction covers the utility debt."

Vance stared at the scuffed linoleum floor. "I don't have much left that's worth anything. I sold my first kiss to pay rent in October. My graduation party went to the grocer."

Jude opened his trench coat and unclipped the extraction rig from his belt. It was a heavy, utilitarian piece of brass and surgical steel. "Childhood is reliable. Warmth, perceived innocence. The Gold-Tier executives pay a premium to feel like they grew up with a mother who actually baked bread. Got anything like that?"

"A day at Brighton," Vance whispered. He sank onto a wooden chair, defeated. "I was eight. My dad bought me a lemon ice. We built a sandcastle. The sun was hot. It burned my shoulders."

"That'll cover the heat. Might even leave you a surplus for the water bill." Jude stepped behind the chair. "Lean forward. Expose the port."

Vance bowed his head, brushing aside limp, unwashed hair. At the base of his skull sat a standard-issue neural port, the metal rim crusted with a thin ring of neglected scar tissue. Jude prepped the rig, swabbing the port with an alcohol pad.

"Count backward from ten," Jude said.

"Ten. Nine. Eight..."

Jude engaged the piston. The scrape of the needle sliding into the cervical housing was loud in the quiet room—a harsh, metallic grind followed by a soft mechanical click as it locked onto the spinal column. Vance gasped, his hands gripping his kneecaps. The glass vial on Jude's rig filled with a swirling, viscous blue vapor. The physical manifestation of a summer day in 2061. It took less than a minute to drain the emotion, the sensory data, the context.

Vance slumped forward, breathing heavily. "Is it gone?" he asked, his voice entirely hollow. "I know I was at the beach. I know the words. But I can't feel the sun anymore. I don't remember the lemon."

"Extraction complete." Jude capped the vial. "Before I can zero your ledger, I need to run a QC sync. Consortium policy. Making sure it’s not corrupted or artificially spliced."

Vance just nodded, staring blankly at the frost on his window. 

Jude detached the quality-control cable from the rig. He found the secondary port behind his right ear, took a breath, and jammed the jack into his own neck. 

The sync hit him like a physical blow. The cold spike at the base of his skull was immediate, driving the breath from his lungs. He braced for the grainy, low-res wash of a cheap Grey-Zone childhood. He expected the grit of sand, the synthetic sweetness of citrus.

Instead, he tasted copper. Blood. 

The sensory input crashed over his cortex in brutal, high-definition clarity. This wasn't a degraded, twenty-year-old memory of a beach. The resolution was flawless, hyper-real, possessing the absolute fidelity reserved for Gold-Tier implants. 

He was standing in a room that smelled of expensive synthetic pine and polished oak. A private study. The air was perfectly climate-controlled. Through a floor-to-ceiling window, he saw the Thames, but the water was filtered and clear, reflecting an impossible, unpolluted skyline. An executive enclave. 

Jude tried to turn his head, but he couldn't. He was a passenger. He was locked into the perspective of the memory’s author. 

The killer.

A man was on his knees before him, bleeding profusely from a shattered jaw. Jude recognized the face from the precinct watch-boards. Julian Vane. A known Memory Forger, a man who built counterfeit pasts for the desperate. Vane was weeping, his hands raised in a futile gesture of surrender. He tried to speak, but the ruined jaw made it a wet, formless gargle.

Jude felt his own arm—no, the killer's arm—raise. The muscles were thick, coiled with adrenaline. In the killer's right hand was a heavy, kinetic driver, its steel flat-head slick with gore. 

As the arm drew back for the fatal strike, Jude’s locked perspective caught the hand gripping the weapon. On the killer’s ring finger sat a heavy silver signet. The detail was microscopic but perfect. An ivy-wreathed portcullis. The ancestral crest of Elias Thorne, Chief of Police. 

The driver swung down. The impact crushed Vane’s skull with a sickening, wet crunch. Brain matter and bone fragments sprayed across the polished oak floor. The tactile feedback of the skull collapsing under the weapon vibrated right up the killer’s forearm, transmitting directly into Jude’s nervous system. 

Jude screamed. 

He ripped the jack from his neck, tearing a layer of skin off his collar in the panic. He stumbled backward, hitting the freezing plaster of Vance's wall, gasping for air that tasted of ozone and rot. He clutched his own chest, his heart hammering against his ribs in a lethal rhythm. 

The room was exactly as he had left it. The frost on the window. The blinking red meter. Vance sitting in the chair, staring at his empty hands, entirely unaware of the atrocity his brain had just been harboring. 

Jude looked at the glass vial in his hand. The blue vapor swirled lazily. He pulled up his retinal display, scanning the vial's embedded metadata. 

SUBJECT: Corin Vance. CONTENT: Brighton Beach, 2061. ASSET CLASS: E-Minus. VALUE: 42 Credits.

It was a lie. Neural Overlay. Someone with high-level clearance had taken a pristine, Gold-Tier murder and buried it inside the digital wrapper of a worthless debtor's transaction, effectively scrubbing the evidence from the grid. Nobody audits the Grey-Zones. Nobody checks the garbage. The Chief of Police had dumped a corpse in an innocent man's head. 

Jude swallowed hard, his throat dry. He queried his terminal and wiped the ledger green. "Debt settled," he managed to say, his voice tight. 

Vance didn't look up. 

Jude shoved the vial into his reinforced pocket and stepped out into the damp hallway. He needed to get to a secure terminal, needed to isolate the drive before the Consortium network auto-synced and uploaded the memory to the central vault. If Thorne's algorithms flagged the file, Jude would be dead by morning. 

He turned toward the stairwell. From the floor below, the unmistakable sound of a wet boot scuffing against concrete echoed up the shaft. 

Jude froze. His hand drifted to the stun-baton on his hip. He wasn't alone. Through the gap in the rusted railing, a shadow detached itself from the gloom of the landing. Heavy-set. Purposeful. Moving with the calculated, silent gait of another bailiff. Sloane. 

Jude backed away from the stairs, the cold spike of the sync still throbbing in his spine. The past was supposed to be a dead thing. But what he was carrying in his pocket was very much alive, and someone had come to collect it.
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Chapter 2: Static in the Soul
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Jude did not run. Running was an admission of guilt, a disruption in the rigid hierarchy of the Grey-Zones that invited predators. Instead, he simply stopped existing in Sloane’s line of sight. He slipped backward, his boots entirely silent on the damp concrete, and let the heavy fire door of the stairwell close with a soft, magnetic click. 

Through the frosted wire-glass, he watched Sloane’s silhouette halt on the landing. The rival bailiff didn't rush the door. He merely turned his heavy, blunt head toward the glass, a slow pan that suggested he had all the time in the world. Three measured, terrifyingly polite knocks rattled the reinforced pane. A promise, not a pursuit. 

Jude turned and descended into the lung of the city. 

The air down here was heavy, thick with the smell of ozone and wet pavement. Above, the Gold-Tier districts hoarded the sky, their massive undercarriages projecting synthetic, perpetual afternoon sunlight that cut through the smog in solid, dust-choked beams. Up there, citizens breathed filtered oxygen and traded pure, unblemished memories of summer holidays that never belonged to them. Down here, the rain was a chemical drizzle that tasted faintly of copper, bleeding neon into the gutters. 

Jude pulled his collar up and kept a hand buried in his coat pocket, his thumb running over the smooth casing of the neural-drive. His own past was a blank slate—a void wiped clean by retrograde amnesia, leaving him dependent on the very tech he repossessed from
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