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## The World

The Evaluated Republic conducts an Annual Citizen Contribution Review for every adult resident. The audit measures contribution across five domains:

**Domain 1 - Economic Productivity:** Employment income, business activity, tax contributions. The domain most citizens understand best and most carers, disabled people, and artists score lowest on.

**Domain 2 - Civic Participation:** Registered volunteering, civic body membership, community activity. The domain where calibrated elevation is possible - for those who know how.

**Domain 3 - Dependency Ratio:** Healthcare costs, state support, carer status. Negative scoring: the more support you require or provide, the lower the score.

**Domain 4 - Social Cohesion:** Civil record, dispute history, community standing. Largely invisible until it isn’t.

**Domain 5 - Forward Viability Index:** Algorithmic projection of future contribution. Age-weighted. Brutal after sixty-five.

Maximum score: 1,000 points. Tier 1 citizenship requires 600 or above. Tier 2 is 450-599. Below 450 is Provisional status: a ninety-day remediation window before the formal revocation process opens.

Revocation means loss of the national ID number that governs access to housing registers, health services, legal standing, and the right to work in registered employment. The Republic does not use the word *stateless.* It uses the word *uncitizened,* which it considers more precise.

Vera Moss is a compliance advisor. For twenty years she has helped people navigate the audit. Most of her work is legitimate. Some of it is not.

This is the story of the year the Republic built a machine to find her.
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# ACT 1 - THE AUDIT

*Vera Moss reads the algorithm’s architecture in a press release and understands what it means.*
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## Chapter 1 - The Evaluated Republic

The form was forty-three pages long, which was six pages shorter than the previous version and represented, according to the Office of Civic Assessment's published guidance notes, a significant reduction in citizen burden. Vera had the current version memorized to page thirty-one and knew the remaining twelve pages well enough to navigate them without looking. She kept a copy on her desk anyway - a physical copy, because the OCA updated the digital version without always noting the revision number in the header, and she had learned early in her practice that the most dangerous discrepancy was the one you assumed you'd already found.

She set it beside her client's documents and began to work.

The client was a woman named Helen Marsh, fifty-eight years old, secondary school teacher, Domain 1 score currently declared at 143 out of a possible 200. The teaching contract was full-time and the salary was within the Band 3 range that the audit weighted favorably - this was not the problem. The problem was in Domain 2, the Civic Participation score, and specifically in the gap between what Helen's employer had formally certified and what Helen had actually done.

"They reclassified the mentorship sessions," Vera said. She did not say *your employer made a mistake* or *this is their fault*, because assigning fault was not useful and sometimes created complications. "In April the OCA updated the eligible activities register to move peer mentorship hours from Category B to Category C. Category C activities cap at forty hours of audit credit per cycle. You logged sixty-one hours."

Helen Marsh was sitting across from her in the consultation chair - a decent chair, not deliberately comfortable, chosen because comfortable chairs made some clients reluctant to leave, and Vera ran a tight schedule. Helen had the look of someone who had been managing her anxiety about this appointment by explaining to herself that it was probably fine, and who was now hearing confirmation that it was not entirely fine.

"So I lose credit for twenty-one hours."

"You lose the audit credit for twenty-one hours," Vera said. "The hours themselves still count toward your record in a supplementary capacity. But for scoring purposes, yes. Your Domain 2 as currently declared reads 78. With the reclassification, it should be 62."

She watched Helen process this. Sixty-two in Domain 2 was below the domain average for her occupational band - teachers scored well on Civic Participation as a rule, because the occupation came with built-in eligible activities and most teachers knew it. Sixty-two looked anomalous. An anomalous Domain 2 score combined with a solid Domain 1 would trigger a plausibility check under the new algorithm, which was not a full Enhanced Review but was a delay Vera intended to prevent.

"The correction is straightforward," she said. "We resubmit Domain 2 at 62, we attach a supplementary activities note explaining the reclassification and its effect, and we identify compensating eligible activities in your record that can be formally claimed." She had already identified them; she had identified them before Helen arrived, from the pre-consultation questionnaire she required all clients to complete. "You're a registered member of the district curriculum advisory group."

"I go to three meetings a year."

"Three verified meetings qualifies for eighteen hours of Domain 2 credit under Category A. Category A is uncapped." Vera wrote the figure neatly in the margin of her working copy. "Your corrected Domain 2 is 80. Your total score moves from approximately 621 to 639. You remain comfortably in Tier 1."

Helen was quiet for a moment. Vera knew this particular silence - it was the silence of someone recalibrating from the version of this conversation they had been dreading to the version that was actually happening, and feeling the recalibration as a loosening of something in the chest.

"It seemed like it might not be fine," Helen said.

"It's fine," Vera said. "The reclassification was poorly communicated and it has caught a number of people unprepared. You're not the first teacher I've seen this week."

She did not add: *and you won't be the last,* because this kind of reassurance sounded like salesmanship and Vera did not sell. She advised. She was precise. She prepared the supplementary activities note herself, checked Helen's curriculum advisory membership against the group's registered status on the OCA community registry, confirmed the meeting dates against the district minutes - which were publicly available and which she had already downloaded - and printed the corrected submission package before Helen left.

The session had taken twenty-two minutes. She logged it in the main system: H. Marsh, consultation complete, Domain 2 amendment, Civic Participation reclassification note, resubmission package prepared. Outcome: compliant.

Then she went through to the back room and made herself a coffee.
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Moss Compliance Associates occupied the upper floor of a converted Victorian terrace above a dry-cleaning shop on Lenfield Road. The ground-floor smell - industrial solvent, warm fabric - drifted up through the floorboards in cold weather and Vera had ceased to notice it entirely. The office was three rooms: the consultation room at the front, her working room at the back, and a narrow filing room in between that contained six color-coded filing cabinets and a fireproof safe. The color coding corresponded to the five audit domains plus a sixth color - a deep slate blue - for administrative materials, fee records, and documents that didn't belong anywhere else.

It was the first office space she had rented on Lenfield Road. She had taken it because the previous tenant had left it already divided into rooms, which saved her the cost of partition walls, and because the rent was within her projected overhead for the first three years of practice. She had renewed the lease five times since. The neighborhood had declined slightly, improved slightly, declined again in ways the Contribution Board at the end of the street reflected with a fidelity she found professionally interesting. District average was currently 618. Her personal score had not fallen below 671 in eleven years.

She sat at the back room desk and reviewed the afternoon's schedule.

She had three more consultations this week - a legitimate client whose Forward Viability Index had taken a knock following voluntary redundancy, a new client referred by the district housing association, and a third she had blocked out in her paper diary as *M.O.* with a small star beside it.

She did not put shadow client appointments in the main system.

The appointment notebook was a black A5 spiral-bound, purchased in sets of four from the stationery supply on Cord Street. She kept the current one in the locked desk drawer and the previous year's on the shelf behind her chair, behind a row of OCA technical guidance volumes from the last decade. The shorthand in it was not a deliberate code, just the compression of twenty years of working at speed: initials, score projections, domain flags, action items. A fluency that had never been shared with anyone.

She flipped it open to the current week. Beneath the legitimate appointments, entered in blue pen, were two entries in pencil - she always used pencil for shadow work, old habit, the eraseability of it a comfort even though she knew that erasing pencil was not the same as the record not existing.

*N.O.* with tomorrow's date. Domain 1 nil, Domain 3 compound. Forward Viability Index 34. The star that meant: bring updated CP registration confirmation.

*T.W.* the following week. Respiratory. Domain 3 elevated. Civic registration renewal pending.

She closed the notebook.

Clio called at twelve forty, while Vera was eating lunch at her desk.

"The new algorithm specification came out," Clio said. "Did you see it?"

"I read the press release this morning," Vera said. "I'll look at the full document tonight."

"Maya's brother is freaking out. His consulting firm changed their employment classification last year - he's worried about Domain 1 consistency checks."

"His concern is probably legitimate," Vera said. "What year is his review?"

"This cycle. He opened the portal last week and his preliminary projection is showing amber."

"Amber is a warning, not a determination. Tell Maya he should get his employment contract reviewed by someone who knows the Domain 1 reclassification rules for consulting structures. The 2019 changes are what catches people. Does he have an accountant?"

"I think so."

"The accountant may not know the audit implications of the contract structure. That's a different skill set." She pulled her working copy of the Domain 1 guidance toward her. "Actually - tell Maya I can see him for a preliminary consultation if he wants to bring his contract documents. I have a slot Wednesday afternoon."

"That's so Mum of you," Clio said, warmly.

"It's so useful of me," Vera said. "Which is, at this point, the same thing."

Clio laughed, and for a moment the sound of it filled the back room and Vera let it.

She had spent considerable careful effort ensuring that Clio did not understand the full shape of her mother's practice. Not to deceive her - Clio knew Vera helped people with their audit scores, knew the office on Lenfield Road, knew approximately what a compliance consultant did. She didn't know the dimension underneath. Vera had made sure of that partly out of protection and partly because Clio's citizenship record was maintained under her father's surname and his address in the north of the city, and the further that record was from Vera's in every documentable way, the better. Felix had been cooperative about this without being told exactly why. He understood Vera's work in the same incomplete way Clio did, and trusted her judgment about the rest.

She had arranged Clio's audit profile when Clio was seventeen, before her first independent review. She had made it clean and self-sustaining - a profile that would score well without intervention, because the intervention had been built into its foundations. It was the most careful thing she had ever done.

"Are you eating?" Clio asked.

"Yes."

"What?"

"Leftover pasta."

"That's not a meal."

"It has five food groups," Vera said. "Pasta, something green, something orange, something that was once a vegetable in a jar, and olive oil."

"That's four."

"The olive oil is doing a lot of work."

She stayed on the phone until Clio's next lecture, which was at one fifteen, then finished the pasta and went to prepare for the afternoon clients.

—-
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Between the last afternoon client and the walk home, Vera stopped at the civic garden on Answorth Street. It was not a detour she always made - she made it when she needed to think and the back room had started to feel like a container rather than a room. The garden was a small rectangle of municipal maintenance: benches, two plane trees, a Contribution Board mounted on a post at the southeast corner. The board updated in real time and displayed the district rolling average alongside the current tier distribution: percentage of households in Tier 1, Tier 2, Provisional. The Provisional percentage had been climbing for three years. Vera tracked it with professional attention.

It was standing at seven point four percent this month. Up from six point nine in January.

She walked past the board without stopping and sat on one of the benches under the further plane tree. The afternoon was cold and overcast, the light flat. Two pigeons worked the path near her feet.

She had been watching the district numbers because the district numbers told you things the individual cases didn't - they told you the direction of the system, where the pressure was accumulating, which scoring domains were producing the most stress in which demographic bands. Her legitimate clients were mostly in the 580–690 range: professionals, functionaries, people whose scores were solid enough to maintain Tier 1 but not solid enough that they didn't worry. Her shadow clients were lower, most of them - the ones who would have been in the 420–490 range without her help, now kept at 510–560 through careful work.

Seven point four percent Provisional.

If the new algorithm functioned as the press release implied - cross-domain correlation verification, pattern consistency checks against training data - the Provisional number would go up. Not dramatically. Gradually, the way all the numbers moved: procedurally, with appropriate documentation.

She watched a man cross the far corner of the garden. He was carrying a bag with the logo of the district housing assistance office, which was three streets away, and he was walking the way people walked when they had just been told something they had been trying not to know. She recognized the walk. She had watched enough clients arrive at her office in that walk.

She did not follow him. She did not know his case. She had no way to help a stranger she saw in a garden, and offering help to strangers was not something she had ever done - the shadow practice ran on referrals, on careful connection, on the slow accretion of trust. You could not approach someone in a garden.

She stayed on the bench for ten more minutes. Then she walked home.

—-
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Her apartment was on the fourth floor of a building on Carrow Street, fourteen minutes from the office on foot. She had lived there for eleven years; the lease was under her full name, Vera Anne Moss, and attached to her primary citizenship record without complication. The apartment was tidy in the particular way of people who do not allow themselves unnecessary objects - not sparse, just considered. There was furniture in every room, pictures on three walls, a kitchen she used every evening. It did not look like an extension of the office. She had been deliberate about that.

She made dinner properly - she had not been honest with Clio about her eating habits at lunch but evenings she maintained - and sat at the kitchen table with the OCA technical specification that had come through at four that afternoon. The press release had run to six hundred words. The specification ran to two hundred and fourteen pages.

She read with a pen in her hand, annotating as she went.

The first eighty pages were familiar machinery: the five domain weightings, the tier thresholds, the supporting documentation requirements, the processes for Enhanced Review and appeal. She had read versions of this document every year for twenty years and the core had not changed substantially since the 2014 reform. She noted three small changes in the domain calculation formulas - Domain 3 had a new weighting modifier for households containing unregistered dependents, Domain 5's Forward Viability Index had updated its sector stability classifications - and moved on.

Pages eighty-one through one-forty covered the new algorithm's technical implementation. She slowed down here.

The cross-domain correlation weighting was in Section 7. She read it carefully, made a note in the margin, read it again.

The principle was stated plainly: when a citizen's Domain 2 score materially compensated for a shortfall in Domain 1 - that is, when Civic Participation was elevated relative to Economic Productivity - the algorithm would apply a verification multiplier. Both scores would need independent documentation demonstrating that each was genuinely achieved, not one constructed to offset the other. The documentation requirement was new. The concept - that Domain 2 could be inflated to mask a Domain 1 problem - was not new to Vera.

She wrote a small asterisk in the margin and moved to Section 12.

Section 12 covered the algorithm's training methodology. It described, in general terms, the dataset used to calibrate the pattern recognition functions: "a corpus of historical submission data identified as containing non-compliant scoring patterns, curated from Bureau records and supplementary sources." The corpus size was not specified. The sources were not described.

She read the phrase *supplementary sources* three times.

Then she set the document face-down on the kitchen table and sat with the kitchen's small sounds - the refrigerator, the pipes, the muffled television from the flat above - and thought about what *supplementary sources* might mean to a department building a pattern recognition system to identify audit non-compliance.

She did not reach a conclusion that evening. She was missing too many pieces. She picked the document up again, finished the remaining pages - sections 13 through 22, mostly procedural, nothing she hadn't seen before - and stacked it with her other working papers.

She noted, before she slept, the message that had come in from one of her shadow clients at three that afternoon. Tomasz Wielki, flagging that his preliminary score projection had come up odd - a number lower than he'd expected. She marked it for follow-up. Probably a processing anomaly. She would look at it after Niamh's appointment.

—-
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Niamh Okafor arrived the following morning at nine. She had been coming to the office on Lenfield Road for six years, and she moved through the space with the familiarity of somewhere she had decided to trust - not entirely relaxed, because Niamh did not entirely relax in any professional context, but present in it. She was sixty-eight, tall, with close-cropped gray hair and the very specific competence of someone who had spent a career in healthcare administration before spending nine years not being paid to do something more demanding.

"The civic committee paperwork came through," she said, before she sat down. "The new quarter's registration. Davi's care review is the fourteenth, so I'll have the updated schedule by the fifteenth."

"Good," Vera said. "Sit down. Let me show you where we are."

She spread Niamh's current working file on the desk. It was organized by domain, each section tabbed. Niamh could have read it herself - she was sharp, meticulous, had been in the audit system long enough to understand its architecture - but Vera talked her through it anyway, because the talking-through was part of the service and also because Vera believed, practically, that people made better decisions when they understood the specificity of their situation rather than just its broad outline.

"Domain 1," Vera said. "Nil. You have no earned income and you have correctly declared nil. The retirement classification is properly documented. No issues."

"No issues," Niamh agreed. This was not a surprise; they both knew Domain 1 was not where the problems were.

"Domain 2 is 71. Your civic committee registration gives you Category A credit. The volunteer coordination hours at St. Bride's are Category B, which caps at forty hours. You're at the cap. That's correct and verified."

"I logged more than forty. I always log more than forty."

"I know. The ones above forty are in your supplementary record. They demonstrate consistent contribution, which is relevant to an appeal if it comes to one, but they don't affect the Domain 2 score." She had made this exact clarification every year. Niamh knew it. She liked to have it confirmed.

"Domain 3." Vera paused here, not for effect but because Domain 3 - the Dependency Ratio - required the most careful handling in Niamh's file. "The joint household assessment covers you and Davi. His healthcare costs are correctly declared under the registered carer's exemption, which reduces their weighting from full to forty percent in the Domain 3 calculation. Without the exemption, your Domain 3 would be 41. With it, it's 68."

"And if the exemption ever-"

"The exemption is registered through the Healthcare Administration Board and renewed every three years. Davi's next renewal is in fourteen months. I have it flagged. We'll begin the renewal preparation eight months out." Vera looked at Niamh steadily. "It is not going to lapse."

Niamh nodded once. This was the thing she feared most - not her own precarity, which she could manage in the abstract, but the precarity of the administrative structure that kept Davi's healthcare costs from swallowing her score entirely. Vera knew this because Niamh had said it once, three years ago, in an unguarded moment at the end of a session. She had not said it again and had not needed to. Vera had noted it and built the renewal calendar accordingly.

"Domain 4 is 88. No civil complaints, no flagged disputes. Domain 5 is 34."

There it was. The Forward Viability Index. Thirty-four out of two hundred, because Niamh was sixty-eight years old and the algorithm that projected future civic and economic contribution applied a steep age gradient after sixty-five and a steeper one after seventy, as though the Republic had decided that the social value of a person followed a predictable decline curve. Which it had decided. That was what the Index was.

"Same as last year," Niamh said.

"It will continue to decline. The age modifier increases annually. By the time you're seventy-three, it will be in the low twenties."

"And my total?"

Vera added the columns. "Currently: Domain 1 nil, Domain 2 seventy-one, Domain 3 sixty-eight, Domain 4 eighty-eight, Domain 5 thirty-four. Total: 261 out of a possible 1,000."

She let this sit. They both knew what it meant and what it didn't mean.

"Without the civic committee and the volunteer registration," Vera said, "your Domain 2 would be approximately forty-five. Your total would be 235. The floor for Provisional status is 450. Without careful management you are-"

"I know what I am," Niamh said. Not sharply. Matter-of-factly, the way you'd say *I know where the turning is.*

"You are 189 points below the Provisional threshold," Vera said, "and you have been maintained above it for six years. That is the situation. The management of it is our joint project. It is manageable."

She watched Niamh hear this - the precision of it, the way it refused both false comfort and catastrophizing.

Then she pulled up the Domain 2 action items. The new civic committee quarter's registration, which Niamh had already mentioned. The St. Bride's volunteer log, which needed the next period's dates confirmed with the coordinator by the end of the month. A minor adjustment to the care coordination record, which Niamh kept herself in a format that was thorough but not audit-optimized - Vera would help her reformat it before the review opened.

They worked through the items methodically. Vera liked this part of the work. The work itself, the actual detailed problem-solving, the satisfaction of a correctly prepared file. She had liked it from the beginning, when she was twenty-six and doing it for the first time for Felix, charting a course through a system that had looked simple from the outside and proven, up close, to be intricate and unforgiving and navigable if you paid sufficient attention.

Davi was in the main room when Vera arrived - Niamh had apartment access to him, the living arrangement was carefully documented in the care exemption file - and he had come to the kitchen doorway when he heard voices. He was forty-one, slightly taller than Niamh, with a round face and a direct gaze. He and Vera had a standing greeting, established over the years of these visits.

"Morning, Davi."

"Morning." He held up a small ceramic figure of a dog, which was new. "From the market."

"It's good," Vera said. "I like the ears."

He smiled and went back to the main room and they heard the television resume.

Niamh looked at the door he'd gone through, then back at her documents.

"He found three of them," she said. "He's been collecting them. He's got them on the windowsill."

"Good," Vera said. She wrote the last action item in the working file and added the Niamh Okafor notation to her appointment record. She noted the civic committee registration, the St. Bride's log, the care coordination reformatting, the fourteen-month flag for the Healthcare Board renewal.

She stayed longer than the appointment required. She did not note this.

When she got back to the office, there were two more clients' preliminary projection anomalies in her inbox. Different clients, different scoring domains, different issues - but she sat at her desk for a moment after reading them and thought again about *supplementary sources,* and felt the word settle into her like something with weight.

She set the thought aside. She had work.

## Chapter 2 - The Algorithm

The press release arrived in her professional inbox at seven forty-eight on a Tuesday morning, flagged with the OCA's automated priority marker, which it applied to all outgoing communications regardless of their actual urgency. Vera had been in the office since seven fifteen. She read it with her coffee, which had gone lukewarm.

*The Office of Civic Assessment is pleased to announce the deployment of the Enhanced Contribution Verification System (ECVS), Version 7.2, for the current annual review cycle. The ECVS represents a significant investment in audit quality and citizen equity, incorporating advanced pattern recognition technology to ensure that the Annual Citizen Contribution Review accurately reflects each citizen's true contribution profile.*

*Key enhancements in Version 7.2 include:*

*- Enhanced Pattern Recognition Capacity, enabling the system to identify and flag submission patterns that may not accurately represent citizen activity*

*- Machine-Verified Consistency Scoring, cross-referencing declaration data across all five domains to identify and investigate implausible consistency patterns*

*- A fairer audit for all contributing citizens, with improved accuracy in Tier determinations*

She read *implausible consistency patterns* and felt something register.

The phrase was audit language, which meant it had a specific meaning underneath the generality. *Implausible* was a calibrated word in compliance documentation. It did not mean unlikely. It meant: a declared value or pattern that falls outside the expected range for a citizen's profile cohort. Implausibility was a function of comparison - this submission measured against the mean of similar submissions - which meant the system had to have a mean to compare against. That was what the new algorithm represented: a mean derived from something more than aggregate statistics. A mean that had been learned.

It was not alarm. Alarm was premature and imprecise. It was the kind of professional attention she brought to anything in OCA language that was new - a sharper focus, a note made at the back of the mind. She set the press release aside, opened her morning's client schedule, and worked through three appointments before she allowed herself to think about it again.

*Implausible consistency patterns.* What made a pattern implausible? In audit terms, implausibility was a function of correlation - a domain score that did not cohere with the other four, a year-on-year declaration that moved in ways the system had not learned to expect. The new algorithm was described as identifying these patterns rather than simply flagging mathematical anomalies, which was what the previous version had done. Identifying implied something more than threshold-checking. It implied learned expectation.

That was in the press release. The press release was six hundred words. She needed the specification.

—-
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The full specification was published on the OCA's public portal at one fifteen in the afternoon. It was two hundred and fourteen pages, including appendices. She downloaded it and printed the technical sections - pages eighty-one through one-sixty - at the office printer, which took seven minutes and used most of the spare paper tray. She had to refill the tray halfway through and stood watching the printer work, listening to the dry thud of each sheet.

She took the printout home and read it at the kitchen table with a pen, a glass of water, and the particular quality of attention she reserved for documents that might require her to change something fundamental.

Most of it was familiar. The five domains, their weightings, the tier thresholds - unchanged. The Forward Viability Index's new sector classifications, the Domain 3 modifier for unregistered dependents, the three small formula adjustments she had noted the previous evening. None of this was new work; it was maintenance. She read it carefully and annotated it without alarm.

She reached Section 7 at half past nine.

*7.4 - Cross-Domain Correlation Verification*

The section opened with a statement of principle: the five scoring domains were not independent; they formed a coherent picture of a citizen's contribution profile, and anomalous relationships between domains were a legitimate area of audit inquiry. This had always been true in theory. What was new was the mechanism for acting on it.

*Where a citizen's Domain 2 (Civic Participation) score exceeds the 90th percentile for their Domain 1 (Economic Productivity) band - that is, where civic participation is demonstrably elevated relative to economic contribution - the ECVS will apply a Cross-Domain Verification Flag (CDVF) requiring independent documentation of both scores.*

*Independent documentation is defined as evidence sourced from parties other than the submitting citizen: employer verification, registered community group records, third-party civic activity certificates. Self-reported documentation will not satisfy the verification requirement.*

She put the pen down.

This was not, on its face, directed at her. Plenty of citizens had elevated Civic Participation relative to Economic Productivity for entirely legitimate reasons: part-time workers who volunteered heavily, retirees who remained civically active, people who had reduced their working hours to care for family members. They would need to document more carefully.

But the effect on her shadow clients would not be the same as the effect on those legitimate cases. A shadow client's Domain 2 score was elevated relative to their Domain 1 because she had elevated it - because she had found and registered eligible civic activities specifically to offset Domain 1 shortfalls. The activities themselves were often genuine: Tomasz Wielki really did go to the food bank. Adaeze Cole really did run a registered parent-community group at her children's school. But the *structure* - the way those activities had been presented, registered, and calibrated to produce the offset - was hers.

The documentation existed. That was the point: she had always ensured the documentation existed. But independent documentation scrutinized at verification level would reveal the pattern of the offset. A Domain 2 elevated precisely enough to keep a client above threshold. Repeatedly. Across years.

She thought about the mechanics. The Cross-Domain Verification Flag applied specifically to the 90th-percentile relationship - Civic Participation elevated relative to Economic Productivity, not absolutely high but elevated in proportion. It was a relational check, not a threshold check. The distinction mattered. A threshold check would flag anyone whose Domain 2 score exceeded a fixed value; citizens with genuinely high civic participation would be swept up alongside anyone who had inflated their Domain 2. A relational check was more surgical. It targeted the specific pattern of Domain 2 being high relative to Domain 1 - which was the pattern that appeared when Domain 2 had been used to offset Domain 1, rather than when Domain 2 was high because the citizen was simply an active volunteer.

This was not sloppily designed. Someone had understood the structure of the problem they were trying to detect.

She made a small, careful asterisk in the margin and moved to Section 12.

*12.1 - Historical Pattern Flagging*

*The ECVS pattern recognition functions have been calibrated against a training dataset comprising historical submission data identified as containing non-compliant scoring patterns. This dataset has been curated from Bureau records and supplementary sources and encompasses the full range of documented non-compliant methodologies.*

*The ECVS is therefore equipped to identify submissions that structurally resemble documented non-compliant patterns, even where individual declaration values fall within acceptable ranges.*

She read this paragraph four times. The fourth time she read it aloud, quietly, to the kitchen.

*Even where individual declaration values fall within acceptable ranges.*

Not mathematical anomalies. Structural resemblance to documented patterns. The difference was significant. A threshold check caught values that were wrong. A pattern-recognition system caught structures that resembled wrongness - even correctly-valued structures that resembled, in their shape, the shape of something that had been documented as non-compliant.

For the system to identify structural resemblance, it needed to have been trained on structural examples. Which the press release confirmed: a training dataset curated from Bureau records and supplementary sources.

*Supplementary sources.* She had annotated this phrase the night before and hadn't resolved it. Now she looked at it in the context of Section 12.1 and felt the resolution forming, not with certainty but with the particular weight of a piece that was beginning to fit.

She needed to know what was in the training dataset. Not to confirm her fears precisely - that level of certainty might not be available - but to understand the scope of what she was looking at. The specification would not tell her. The Bureau was not obliged to detail its training corpus in a public document.

But the algorithm would tell her, if she knew what to look for. The algorithm's flagging behavior was the training data's signature. If she ran her shadow clients' profiles through a projection model and observed the flagging patterns, she could work backward. Not to a definitive answer, but to a hypothesis strong enough to act on.

She set the printed specification on the kitchen table and sat with the information she had.

Then she opened her laptop, loaded her own projection model - a custom spreadsheet she had built over years and updated with every algorithm revision - and began to input the first shadow client's current data.

—-
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She worked until one in the morning.

The projection model took each client's five domain values, applied the current algorithm's formula, and returned an expected score alongside a set of flags - potential review triggers, documentation gaps, verification requirements. She had run all eighteen shadow clients through it at the start of every review cycle for the last eight years. Usually the session took a couple of hours and produced a list of adjustments.

Tonight it produced something different.

Of her eighteen current shadow clients, fourteen showed the Cross-Domain Verification Flag. Fourteen cases where Civic Participation was elevated relative to Economic Productivity in the ratio range that triggered verification. She had known this was coming - had felt it forming since she read Section 7.4 - but seeing it in the column of flags, fourteen out of eighteen, was a different thing from anticipating it.

Three of the flagged clients showed projected score drops significant enough to affect their tier. With verification scrutiny on their Domain 2, the documentation would hold - the activities were real - but the *calibration* of the scores, the precise adjustment of hours to produce the right offset, would be visible. Visible was not the same as illegal, but visible to an enhanced review meant explanation, and explanation meant exposure of the method.

One client, the flag outcomes, when she modeled them through worst-case parameters, would not hold at all.

She ran it again, adjusting the parameters. She got the same result.

She closed the laptop without saving the session - force of habit, she always closed without saving the shadow work - and sat in the kitchen with the lights on and the sound of Carrow Street through the window.

Then she called Sable.

—-
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It was past one when she called, and Sable picked up on the third ring, which meant she had been awake. Sable was almost always awake at one in the morning; she kept a schedule that Vera had categorized, privately, as a moderate institutional risk. Not because Sable was reckless but because her relationship with standard hours, standard addresses, and standard billing arrangements was approximate in ways that made her useful and also slightly precarious. She had maintained a Tier-2 citizenship record for four years with Vera's help, which was not shadow practice exactly - Sable genuinely qualified for Tier 2 - but required careful management of the Forward Viability Index, which did not respond well to the freelance creative sector.

She used a secondary phone for calls that were not for the official record. Sable knew this and used the corresponding number without comment.

"I have a projection model issue," Vera said.

"Okay." A pause; the sound of Sable moving from wherever she was to wherever her working setup was. "New algorithm?"

"I need someone to look at the Section 12 technical annex. The pattern recognition training methodology."

"Do you have a specific question?"

Vera thought about how to phrase it. She had been doing this since she put the specification down - calibrating what she could say, what she needed to know, how much information to release in any given direction. It was the same calculation she made with clients, with the Bureau, with everyone. How much does this person need to know to help me, and what does telling them cost?

"I want to understand the statistical properties of the training dataset," she said. "Whether there's any way to infer, from the algorithm's flagging behavior, something about the scale and source of the corpus it was trained on."

Silence on Sable's end. Not uncertainty - Sable was processing, which she did quickly but quietly.

"That's a reverse-engineering problem," Sable said. "You'd need a set of test cases with known properties."

"I have test cases."

"What kind?"

"Submissions with specific structural properties. I know what the structures are. I want to know whether the algorithm flags them at a rate consistent with a broad fraud-detection training set or a narrow-source one."

Another silence. Vera looked at the kitchen window. The building across the street was dark.

"Send me the technical annex," Sable said. "I'll need a few days."

"I'll send it tonight."

"Vera." Sable's voice was careful. "This is about your practice."

It was not a question. Vera did not confirm or deny it.

"Look at the annex," she said. "Tell me what you find."

After she hung up, she sat for a while longer, not moving. The question she had been turning over was not yet answerable: whether the algorithm's training data was sourced broadly - a corpus of many practices, many non-compliant methodologies - or narrowly. The answer to that question determined everything else. A broad corpus meant she was caught in general improvement of the audit system's detection capacity, along with however many other people had found similar methods. A narrow corpus meant something more specific.

She was not ready to think past the question yet. She needed Sable's analysis first.

She sent the technical annex files and went to bed.

She did not sleep well, which was information. She lay in the dark and ran numbers in her head: fourteen flagged, three tier-risk, one worst-case. She thought about Niamh, whose case was not among the fourteen - the structure of Niamh's offset was different, more distributed across domains, the result of six years of careful layering. She thought about the food bank volunteer log she'd filed for Tomasz Wielki eighteen months ago, the specific category registration she'd used, the ratio.

The ratio. One to one point four - a point four compensatory elevation in Domain 2 for every point of Domain 1 shortfall. She had developed this ratio empirically, over years, because below it the offset was insufficient and above it it started to look like construction rather than contribution. It was her ratio. She had calibrated it through trial and error across dozens of cases.

If someone had looked at enough of her cases to identify that ratio as a signature, they would not need to find a single fraudulent document. They would just need to find the ratio, repeating across submissions, precise and consistent.

She thought about the word *pattern* as she lay there. In audit language, a pattern was a finding. It was what reviewers were trained to look for when no single document was wrong - the recurrence, the shape, the way things were arranged in relation to each other. Pattern-finding was the difference between a threshold check and an investigation. Threshold checks were mechanical; they ran the formula and returned a value. Investigations were interpretive; they assembled information across time and asked what it resembled. The ECVS was not a threshold check. It was an investigation engine, deployed at scale.

She slept eventually, briefly, badly, and woke at six with the ratio still running in her head.

She got up and went to work.

—-
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The new client that morning was Harlan Stace, forty-three, infrastructure project manager for the district utilities board. He had been referred by a colleague whose audit Vera had handled two years ago and he arrived with the slightly prepared manner of someone who had rehearsed what to say on the way over.

His situation was, genuinely, straightforward. Domain 1 was solid - public sector employment, Band 4, full contract, correctly declared. Domain 4 was clean; he had no disputes on his civic record. Domain 5, the Forward Viability Index, was 89, which was good for his age and sector because public utility employment was one of the Index's high-stability classifications. He had a slight Domain 2 gap - not enough civic participation registered to sit comfortably above the 90th percentile for his employment band, which was now the threshold that triggered the Cross-Domain Verification Flag - but the gap was minor and the fix was straightforward.

"You're a member of the district infrastructure consultative committee?" she asked.

"I go to the meetings. They meet quarterly."

"Is the committee OCA-registered as a civic participation body?"

"I'd assume so. It's a formal district body."

"I'll verify. If it's registered at Category A, your committee attendance credit is enough to clear the CDVF threshold without any other changes." She wrote the verification note. "You should also have employment-related continuing development hours - training courses, professional certifications."

"A few. I don't know if I declared them."

"They're declarable. They go into Domain 2 under Category D, professional development. Cap of twenty hours. If you can send me your training records for the last cycle I'll identify the eligible ones."

He sent them before she'd finished the session; he had them on his phone, organized in a folder. Vera scanned through and found sixteen declarable hours. Between the committee credit and the Category D addition, his Domain 2 would be comfortably clear of the verification threshold.

She prepared his documentation package while he was still sitting across from her, which she did not always do but which was sometimes more efficient than sending it afterward. He was the kind of client she could work in front of without difficulty - his presence was neutral, incurious, not the kind that required management. The room felt clean. There was nothing in it that needed to be hidden from him. He watched her work with the mild interest of someone who found the process slightly mysterious.

The form she was completing was a Category D professional development declaration, which required a certification reference number for each training course, the delivery organization's OCA registration status, and a declaration of relevance to civic domain contribution. She filled in the fields without pausing. The form was one she had completed hundreds of times. The hours were genuine. The certification numbers checked against the OCA's public registry. There was no calibration here, no offset structure - only the straightforward translation of real activity into the system's required format. This was the practice at its most ordinary, which was also most of the practice, most of the time.

"You're very fast," he said.

"I've done it before," she said. She said this without irony. It was simply true.

When he left she made a note in the main system and then sat for a moment, looking at her pen in her hand. She had been thinking, while she worked through Harlan Stace's straightforward case, about Section 7.4. About the Cross-Domain Verification Flag. About a client whose Domain 2 had been elevated by sixteen hours of declarable professional development versus a client whose Domain 2 had been elevated by calibrated civic participation hours to maintain a specific offset ratio.

One was transparent. The other was legible, to her, as a structure.

She thought about how many cases like Harlan Stace's she had done in twenty years - legitimate structure, correct documentation, the ordinary work of helping people understand the system's requirements. Hundreds. She thought about how many like her shadow clients she had done. Fewer. But enough to constitute a pattern, if someone had assembled them and looked.

She opened her drawer and took out the appointment notebook. Turned to the page where the shadow client entries were logged in pencil.

Eighteen names. Eighteen current cases, plus the closed historical ones: clients from five years ago, eight years, twelve. People she had helped and who had stabilized and who no longer needed regular intervention because she had built their documentation well enough to be self-sustaining. She thought about those closed cases. Where their records were. What they contained.

She had closed each one with a summary note in the appointment notebook and moved on. The notebook entries from eight years ago were in a previous year's volume on the shelf behind her chair. The volume from twelve years ago was in a storage box at her apartment.

She had been careful. She had always been careful. Her shadow practice left no digital trace and the physical records were in her custody.

But custody was not the only vector.

She was thinking about clients. About whether any of them, in eight or twelve or fifteen years of occasional contact, had said something to someone, shown a document to someone, been interviewed by someone. It was not the kind of thought she usually allowed herself because it was not the kind of thought that was useful until it became specific. You could not operate a practice on the assumption that every client was a potential source of disclosure; that kind of thinking made the practice impossible and also made you cruel, suspicious of people who had come to you because they had nowhere else to go.

She closed the appointment notebook and put it back in the drawer.

She locked the drawer.

She went to make more coffee, because the morning was not going to get simpler and she needed to be functional for the rest of it.

She poured the coffee and stood at the window while it cooled slightly, looking at Lenfield Road. A woman she didn't recognize was crossing the street carrying two shopping bags. A man in a grey jacket was talking into his phone outside the hardware supplier. The Contribution Board at the far end of the block was running its morning cycle: *District 7 Civic Average: 614. A contribution economy is a fair economy.* The slogan had changed three months ago; she still registered it with the mild cognitive friction of a new version number, a format update.

She thought about the appointment notebook in the drawer. Eighteen current shadow clients. Behind them, a longer list of closed cases going back twelve years. Each of those cases was a set of documents, a series of structural choices, a year-on-year submission shaped by a particular method. The documents were in her custody. The structural choices were in her memory and her margin notes. But the patterns those choices had produced - the ratios, the domain
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