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642

Rain needled the glass of Civic Crimes District 7 and turned the street below into a smear of sodium and blue. Detective Ada Hain stood alone in the dark of the monitoring alcove, hood of her coat still up from the walk in, watching a live feed that had already gone cold in every way that mattered.

CAM 07-A. Harborline Sector Nine, pier approach. Timestamp locked forty-one minutes earlier. On the overlay, a hooded figure moved through the frame with the careful gait of someone who knew the angles. City lights bloomed behind them in wet tiers, stacked housing and freight cranes cut into fog. Across the upper right corner of the HUD, a Soft Score floated in pale amber: 642. Her own. The system always put yours where you could see it, a quiet reminder that the watcher was watched.

Ada did not smile at the coincidence. She never did.

She scrubbed the feed back twelve seconds and let it run again. The hooded shape paused under a canopy of rusted signage. Rain sheeted off the metal in a hard sheet that the camera handled poorly, blooming white along the edges. Somewhere out of frame, a tram horn dragged itself through the fog. The figure's face stayed in shadow. Then the score tag on the street itself flickered: a public readout on a lamp post, the kind Harborline bolted to everything after Citizen Ranking Protocol A7X-19 went live. For a blink it showed a number Ada knew from the case file. Then it blanked to a hard null.

Lio Voss. Forty-one. Data-rights advocate. Soft Score nullified one hour before the body.

Ada tapped the alcove console. The room smelled of old coffee and wet wool. Fluorescent tubes hummed above the desks outside, a thin white noise that never quite covered the building's complaints about age and overtime. She pulled up the preliminary report Jules had dumped into her queue on the way over from the pier call.

Victim located at 02:14 on the pier approach, north of the old container yards. No confirmed weapon on scene. Cause listed pending. Soft Score history: mid-high band until 01:12, when the Protocol logged a collapse to null. No appeal window. No staged warning. Just the drop, then the silence of a man who could no longer prove he belonged on any board that mattered.

She closed the file and walked out into the bullpen. Jules was at the far desk, jacket draped over a chair, scrolling a tablet with one thumb. Mid-thirties, quiet in the way partners got when the night had already decided its shape. He looked up once when her boots hit the wet tile.

"Moss wants you," Jules said. "And the pier's still taped. Rain's chewing the tape."

"I'm going out," Ada said. "Come if you can leave the console."

Jules stood without argument. They took the service stairs because the elevator had been coughing for a week and nobody in Facilities had a Soft Score high enough to jump the repair queue. Outside, Harborline pressed close: stacked housing with laundry wires sagging under rain, freight stacks beyond the yards, the harbor itself a black strip under storm light. Cameras blinked on every corner, small red eyes in metal housings. Soft Score boards glowed on transit shelters, updating in stuttered pulses as citizens passed beneath them. A woman with a 711 hurried past without looking up. A courier drone dipped low, scored itself green on a rooftop pad, and vanished into the rain toward the inland corridors.

The pier approach smelled of salt and diesel. Yellow tape sagged between two posts like it had given up. A uniform from District 7 nodded them through and muttered something about the tide line creeping higher than the maps liked. Lio Voss lay under a temporary canopy someone had dragged over the body to keep the rain from rewriting evidence. Ada crouched until her knees complained.

Clinical, short. Male, mid-forties by the face, forty-one by the file. No obvious blade work. No powder burn she could see under the lamp the techs had set. A dark stain at the collar, small, almost tidy, as if the body had decided to fail without drama. The medical tech on scene said the vitals had stopped around 02:10. Hands empty. Phone bagged already, screen locked behind a civic encryption that would take a warrant and a morning. On the lamp post ten meters away, the Soft Score board still showed null where a living citizen's number should have been, a blank that felt louder than any alarm.

"Score went null at 01:12," Ada said, more to the rain than to Jules. "He walked for almost an hour as a non-person."

Jules crouched opposite her, coat collar turned up. "Harborline doesn't like non-persons on the pier. Cameras should've flagged a null for pickup. Civic Patrol usually rolls on a null within fifteen minutes in Sector Nine."

"CAM 07-A caught him," Ada said. "I watched it upstairs. The system watched too. Nobody came. That's the first thing that doesn't fit."

She stood. Water ran off her hood in a thin line and found her collar anyway. Her own Soft Score pulsed once at the edge of her vision, the precinct glasses syncing to the public board behind Jules. 642. Mid-tier. Enough to keep a badge and a desk. Not enough to argue with captains who lived above 800.

Captain Rhee Moss arrived in a coat that had never learned humility. Forty-eight, shoulders square, Soft Score high enough that the boards brightened when she passed under them, as if the Protocol wanted to be seen agreeing with her. She looked at the body once, then at Ada, then at the null on the lamp post without lingering.

"Resistance violence," Moss said. "Lio Voss spent three years telling people the Protocol was a leash. Someone on his side decided a martyr was cheaper than a hearing. Close it clean. District 7 does not need a circus in Sector Nine while the harbor contracts are renegotiating."

Ada kept her voice level. The rain filled the pause for her. "His score went to null an hour before death. Resistance doesn't usually write itself into Civic Ranking first. They leave slogans. They don't scrub a man's citizenship before they leave him on a pier."

Moss's mouth tightened. A drop of water clung to her cuff and refused to fall. "Scores glitch. Scores get scrubbed when people poke the wrong nodes. Voss poked. The drop is noise. The body is the story, and the story is faction work. Write it that way before morning briefings invent something worse."

"I want the full A7X-19 log for the hour before 01:12," Ada said. "And the CAM 07-A archive without the precinct weather scrub. The gaps on that feed are soft. Soft gaps hide timing."

"You'll get what records allow," Moss said. "Curiosity is not a mandate. Finish the scene. File by morning. Jules, keep her from chasing ghosts."

Moss left the way she arrived: like the rain owed her a path and the uniforms owed her silence. Jules exhaled through his nose and did not comment on the order. Ada stayed with the body until the techs loaded Lio Voss into the van. The null on the lamp post did not change. A second camera on a crane mast above the yards kept its red light steady, as if it had opinions it would never share.

Back at District 7, the fluorescents felt harsher after the outdoor dark. Ada sat at her desk and opened the Soft Score interface through her badge glass. Citizen Ranking Protocol A7X-19. Public-facing where it wanted to be. Cold everywhere else. The system spoke in alerts, never in a voice you could argue with across a table.

ALERT: Subject VOSS, LIO — Soft Score: NULL. Timestamp 01:12:07. Reason code: RESTRICTED.

ALERT: Null-state duration at time of death: 00:58:41.

ALERT: Civic Patrol null-response: NO UNIT DISPATCHED. Exception logged. Review pending.

She pulled the street camera again. CAM 07-A. The hooded figure on the feed was Lio, she was nearly sure of it now: same coat cut from the advocacy clips Jules had queued, same limp in the left step after an old injury he had never bothered to score-correct. He had walked under the score board at 01:14, two minutes after the drop, and the board had already gone blank. He had looked up at it. Once. Rain on his hood. Then he had kept walking toward the pier as if the null were a weather report he could outpace.

Ada scrubbed forward frame by frame where the interface allowed. Between 01:14 and 02:10 the feed showed gaps. Not full blackouts. Soft gaps, the kind that happened when a camera "optimized" for weather and traffic density and forgot a man who no longer registered as a citizen with rights to bandwidth. Jules brought her a print of the medical note, still warm from the precinct printer that jammed on wet nights.

Still no confirmed weapon. Trauma consistent with sudden systemic failure, pending full autopsy. The tech had written "possible remote induction" in a margin and then scratched it half out, as if even the note knew Moss would dislike the phrase.

"Moss will call that speculation," Jules said.

"Moss will call everything speculation that isn't a riot with a banner," Ada said. She folded the print and slid it under her keyboard. "Remote or not, the weapon is not confirmed. We write what we have: null first, body second, cause pending."

She stood and walked the bullpen once, because sitting made the rain in her coat smell louder and the fluorescents buzz behind her eyes. District 7 at 03:40 was a machine that pretended to sleep. Soft Score boards above the booking desk refreshed every thirty seconds with a soft click the night staff no longer heard. A detainee with 388 sat handcuffed to a bench and watched his number like it might apologize or climb if he sat still enough. Ada's 642 held steady in her peripheral HUD, a small amber constant she had lived with for years without loving.

She thought about Lio Voss's work without romanticizing it. He had filed suits against scoring opacity in Harborline courts that preferred closed sessions. He had published lists of people whose Soft Scores fell after they spoke at harbor assemblies about data rights and the right to see the math that governed them. He had lived in a walk-up two sectors inland with a desk full of paper because paper, he said in one archived clip Ada had watched twice, still refused to update itself behind your back while you slept. None of that made him a saint on a pier. It made him a man the Protocol had reasons to watch, and reasons to punish if the watching ever turned into something sharper.

Ada requested the restricted reason code through channels that required her badge and a typed justification. The system returned a soft refusal almost before she finished the sentence.

ALERT: Access level insufficient. Soft Score threshold for RESTRICTED reason codes: 700+. Current: 642. Alternate: escalate to ranking officer.

She was 642. The math was simple. The insult was quieter than that, and it lived in the same amber font as everything else the Protocol said.

Jules leaned in the doorway of her alcove with two cups that claimed to be coffee. "You going home before Moss checks the file?"

"Not yet."

"She'll check at six. She always checks at six when she smells resistance in a report."

"Then the file will say what the pier said. Null first. Body second. Weapon unconfirmed. Patrol no-show on a null. Soft gaps on CAM 07-A." Ada took the cup. It tasted like burnt grounds and precinct water. "If she wants resistance, she can write her own paragraph. Mine stays with the timestamps."

Jules nodded once, the kind of nod that meant he would stand near the truth without shouting it, and left her to the alcove. Ada pulled a second feed: a transit cam three blocks inland that had caught Lio at 00:58 under a shelter board still reading 704. Alive. Ranked. Moving with a bag under his arm and rain on his shoulders. Fourteen minutes later he was a null on CAM 07-A, looking up at a blank board like it had stolen something he could not name. Somewhere in that narrow dark the Protocol had decided he was no longer a citizen in the only way Harborline counted citizenship: a number that opened doors, hailed trams, and kept Civic Patrol from treating you as weather.

She wrote the scene notes in plain language. Rain. Pier approach. Temporary canopy. Body position. Null duration nearly one hour. CAM 07-A gaps after 01:14. Civic Patrol exception with no unit. Moss directive noted without endorsement, because notes that lied for captains got people killed twice. She did not write theories she could not yet carry across a courtroom. She did not name a killer she did not have. The Soft Score itself remained a system of alerts and thresholds, a weather she worked under, not a person in the room with a face she could arrest.

At 04:12 her badge glass chimed with a tone she had heard on other people's nights and never liked for herself.

ALERT: Soft Score adjustment — HAIN, ADA. Previous: 642. Current: 641. Reason: curiosity flag / procedural overreach (minor). Review available in 72 hours if threshold recovers.

Ada sat very still. The rain against the precinct windows kept its same thin rhythm. On the wall board above booking, her public tag refreshed a second later and showed the new number in the same pale amber she had worn all night. 641. One point for looking too long at a null that Moss wanted treated as noise.

She looked once more at CAM 07-A, frozen on the hooded figure under the city lights with a score overlay that no longer matched her own. Then she closed the feed, saved the file under the case number Moss would hate by morning, and let the fluorescent hum take the last of the hour.

Harborline did not sleep. It only ranked. Ada Hain pulled her wet hood back up and walked the corridor toward coffee that would not help, still mid-tier and tenacious in a city that scored curiosity like a crime, carrying a case that had already begun to mark her for looking.
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