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CHAPTER 1 — BORN OWNED
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ZA-BL-M-1204 — Birth

Weight: 1.2kg

Distinguishing mark: pale crescent, left ear, posterior. No clinical significance.

The female had been labouring since 03:00 and by 05:40 the sounds she was making had changed from the low, periodic vocalisation that Alina had been monitoring through the maternity building's camera feed to something continuous and lower-pitched, a sound that didn't carry distress so much as effort — the specific, focused effort of a body doing what it had been bred to do.

Alina had been awake since 02:30. She was used to this. Three years at the facility had calibrated her sleep to the breeding schedule the way shift work calibrated people to odd hours — not comfortably, not without cost, but reliably. She had learned to read the camera feed from bed, phone propped on the pillow, and to know from the quality of movement and sound when she needed to dress and go to the building and when she didn't.

At 05:52 she dressed.

The maternity building was the oldest structure on the facility — concrete block construction, metal roof, the walls painted the institutional cream that had been standard for agricultural buildings in the Northern Cape in the 1980s and that had not been repainted since. The paint was peeling in long strips along the eastern wall where the afternoon sun hit it hardest. In February it held the daytime heat until well past midnight and in July it was cold by 04:00 in the way of buildings that had no insulation and no understanding of the landscape they sat in.

It was 14 March. The overnight temperature had dropped to nine degrees.

The water in the maternity building ran cold from the tap. Alina had submitted a maintenance request for the hot water unit three months ago. The folder on Pieter's desk where maintenance requests went had a specific quality — it was always present, always organised, always growing. Nothing came out of it. She filled the bucket from the cold tap and carried it to the pen.

The female was in the corner. She had been turning in circles in the hours before, the nesting behaviour that was the same in lions as in domestic cats and that was, in this context, performed in a space four metres by three metres of concrete floor with a layer of straw that had been changed on Monday and was already compressed and darkened at the edges. She was a young animal — the facility's records listed her as three years old, which was the age at which they started breeding, which was earlier than they would breed in the wild but the facility was not the wild and the schedule was not the wild schedule, it was the facility schedule, which was a different thing governed by different considerations.

She looked at Alina when Alina came in. Not with alarm — she had been born at this facility and had never been outside it and Alina was part of the landscape, a known element in the small geography of her life. She looked at her and then looked away and went back to the effort.

The cub arrived at 06:14.
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He came out hind legs first, which was the orientation that created the most risk, and for forty seconds that felt considerably longer Alina had her hands in the pen and was turning him, carefully, the way the obstetrics training from her second year had shown her, the way she had done it twice before at this facility with results that had gone both ways. The female tolerated this. She was making a sound that was not a sound Alina had heard from her before — not vocalisation, something below vocalisation, a vibration that Alina felt in her sternum before she processed it through her ears.

The cub came free at 06:14 exactly, which was the time Alina noted in the log because that was what you noted — the time, the position, the weight that would follow. He was covered in the birth membrane and he was not moving and for three seconds Alina held the specific quality of stillness that was not calm but its opposite, the stillness before action, and then she cleared his airways with her finger and rubbed the length of him with the towel she had in her other hand and he drew his first breath, which was not a dramatic thing, which was just the chest expanding and then contracting, and he was alive.

1.2 kilograms.

She weighed him on the portable scale before she put him back. The female was cleaning him before he was fully back in the pen — the long, thorough strokes of the tongue that were the first thing a wild-born cub would experience and that were, even here, even in this building with its peeling paint and cold water and compressed straw, the same gesture, carrying the same biological urgency, the same ancient instruction. Clean the cub. Know the cub. Begin.

Alina watched her do it.

She watched for the moment longer than the job required, which she noted without annotating, because she didn't have a framework for it yet.
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The separation happened at 06:40.

This was facility protocol and it was not Alina's protocol to change — the cubs were removed from the mother at between thirty minutes and two hours post-birth and transferred to the nursery building for hand-rearing, because hand-reared cubs were more compliant during the tourist interaction phase, because compliance during the tourist interaction phase was what the tourist phase was for. The logic was complete and self-referential and did not require her input.

She lifted him from the pen. The female made a sound and stood and Alina was already at the pen door with the cub and the female was at the wire, which she pressed herself against, which was chain-link and which gave under her weight and then held, and Alina walked across the maternity building with the cub against her chest and the female's sound following her and the door of the building opening into the pale orange of the Northern Cape morning.

The female's sound continued for some time after Alina left the building.

Alina heard it until she was twenty metres away. Then the building's metal roof was between them and she couldn't hear it anymore.

She did not look back.

This was not callousness. She had looked back, in the first year, and the looking back had not changed anything and had cost her something she could not specifically name but could feel as an accumulation, a weight that had no useful application. She had stopped looking back. She had found that the stopping did not change the cost either. The cost was the cost. It was simply that looking back added nothing to it.
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The nursery building was warmer than the maternity building — a portable electric heater that actually worked, a recent acquisition that she had requisitioned twice and received on the second attempt. She set the cub on the examination mat under the heat lamp and did the initial assessment with the systematic thoroughness of someone who understood that the first hour of a cub's life was the hour that established everything that followed.

Respiratory rate: normal. The chest expanding and contracting with the slightly rapid rhythm of a neonate, the lungs still learning their function. Abdomen: soft, no distension. Mucous membranes: pink. Reflexes: present — she ran her finger along the spine and he curved toward it, the rooting response, the body already searching for the thing it needed. Temperature: 36.4 degrees, within range.

She noted each one in the log.

Then she turned him once in her hands, systematically, the way she examined every cub — checking for congenital defects, for injuries from the birth, for anything the initial assessment hadn't caught. She checked the ears, both of them, because ear abnormalities could indicate a range of issues that were easier to manage if caught early.

Behind the left ear, posterior aspect, there was a marking she hadn't seen before — a crescent of fur approximately four centimetres long where the pigmentation was lighter than the surrounding coat, the pale cream of a domestic cat's undercoat rather than the warm tawny of a lion cub. Not an injury. Not an abnormality. A marking. The kind of thing that was genetically determined before the first cell divided, carried from somewhere in the mother's lineage or the father's, expressed here on the posterior aspect of this specific animal's left ear.

No clinical significance.

She noted it in the log anyway: pale crescent, left ear, posterior, approx. 4cm. She noted it because she noted everything, because the log was the record and the record was what you had, and because something in the marking's specificity — the precision of its shape, the clarity of its edges — felt like information, though she could not have said what information, in what system.
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The chip went in at 07:20.

Standard implantation site: the scruff of the neck, between the shoulder blades, subcutaneous. She used a 12-gauge needle, which was the correct gauge for this size of animal, and she was fast because fast was kinder than slow and there was no version of this that was kind. The needle went through the skin and he cried out — the high, thin sound of a very young animal experiencing pain without context for it, without any framework for what pain was or why it was happening or when it would stop — and she pressed the plunger and the chip was in, a cylinder of glass and circuitry smaller than a grain of rice, and she withdrew the needle and applied pressure with her thumb.

The crying stopped when the needle came out.

He did not know why it had stopped any more than he had known why it started.

She confirmed the chip with the scanner. The reader returned a number: ZA-BL-M-1204. She entered it in the registry. She typed below it: origin facility, date of birth, registering veterinarian. She typed: Projected Disposition: Future stock.

She had typed this before. She typed it the way she typed everything in the log — accurately, in the correct field, as a record of fact rather than a statement of opinion. Future stock was the facility's designation for male cubs who would be assessed for the walking phase and beyond. It was not her designation. It was the system's designation, and she was the system's veterinarian, and her job was to record what the system required.

She submitted the entry.

The registry returned a confirmation number. She wrote it in the log.

ZA-BL-M-1204 was now, in the sense that the system understood existence, real.
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She gave him the first bottle at 07:45.

The milk replacer was a formula she had used for every hand-reared cub she'd managed — lion-specific, the ratio of fat to protein calibrated for a species whose wild counterpart would be nursing every few hours through a mother whose milk composition changed as the cub's needs changed. The formula did not change. It was optimised for growth and survival and it produced both, reliably, which was its purpose.

He found the teat with the focused single-mindedness that was the first personality trait she observed in every cub — not learned, not practiced, simply present from the first moment, the entire body organised around the getting of milk, the front paws working against her forearm with the kneading motion that was also ancient and also biological and also, she had read somewhere, associated with the stimulation of milk flow in the mother.

There was no mother.

He kneaded anyway.

She held him in the angle of her arm that she had found, through repetition, was the position that calmed them fastest — the head elevated slightly, the body supported along her forearm, the warmth of her transferring through the thin layer of fabric. He weighed 1.2 kilograms. He was twenty-three minutes from the maternity building. In the maternity building, the female was at the chain-link wall of the pen, her nose pressed against the wire where the smell of him still lingered in the straw.

Alina did not know this. She was in the nursery building with the cub and the formula and the log, which she had been keeping since 05:52, which she would keep until the end of her shift and then pass to whoever came on next.

He finished the bottle. He was 1.2 kilograms and he had been alive for one hour and thirty-one minutes and he had been numbered and chipped and registered and designated and his mother was twenty metres away in a building with peeling paint and he was here, in a building with a working heater, in a log that now contained his weight and his markings and his chip number and his projected disposition.

He did not know any of this. He was warm and full and he made a small sound that was not distress and closed his eyes.

Alina watched him for a moment she couldn't explain.

Then she picked up the pen and wrote 1.2kg in the weight column, and below it, in the notes field, the word that she had written for no reason she could name:

Persists. 
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CHAPTER 2 — THE TOURIST PHASE
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ZA-BL-M-1204 — Week 3

Weight: 1.9kg (+0.7kg from birth)

Distinguishing mark: pale crescent, left ear, posterior. Persists.

The tourist phase began the morning the cub's eyes opened.

This was not coincidental. The booking system went live the moment the developmental milestone was logged in the nursery record — Alina entered open at 06:40 on a Tuesday and by 08:00 the first slots had been filled, eighteen people at R350 each, the platform doing in minutes what it had been designed to do. The facility's marketing copy described the experience as an opportunity to connect with nature's most iconic predator at its most vulnerable and most beautiful. The copy had been written by someone in Cape Town who had never been to a lion breeding facility and who understood the product the way people understand products they have not made and will not use: as a transaction that needed language around it.

The language was not wrong, exactly. The cub was vulnerable. The cub was, in the particular way of very young animals that have not yet learned what to be afraid of, beautiful. The connect with nature framing was the part that required the most work to sustain, given that nature, in any meaningful sense, was not present in the nursery building. What was present was a concrete floor, a heat lamp, a formula bottle, and a rotating cast of humans whose hands smelled of sunscreen and whose voices were loud in the frequencies that registered as novel stimuli to a three-week-old lion.

The cub processed them the way he processed everything — as information. He was not distressed. He was not comforted. He was simply present, taking in what arrived, filing what was useful, discarding what wasn't. Alina had watched enough hand-reared cubs to know the difference between an animal that was habituating and an animal that was shutting down, and this one was habituating, which was what the facility needed him to do and which was also, she thought, something particular to him, some quality of attention that was his own rather than the system's.

She noted it without annotating it.

She didn't have a framework for it yet.
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Emma Hayes arrived on a Wednesday in the third week of March.

She came from Melbourne by way of Johannesburg, twenty-three hours of travel that she had spent reading field ecology papers on her laptop and sleeping in the intervals when the papers stopped making sense. She was twenty-three years old and she had a second-class honours degree in environmental science from the University of Melbourne and she had been trying to work out what to do with it for eight months, which was how long she had been waitressing at a restaurant in Fitzroy while the question resolved itself.

The volunteer placement had been the resolution. She had found the facility through a conservation travel aggregator that listed it as a five-star experience with exceptional wildlife interaction opportunities, which was accurate in the sense that you did interact with wildlife and the interaction was exceptional in a way the aggregator's rating system wasn't designed to capture. She had paid the placement fee from her savings. She had packed her field kit — the notebooks, the waterproof case for the camera, the boots she had broken in on two fieldwork placements in her second year — and she had come.

Sune processed her intake at the reception desk with the efficient warmth of a woman who did this frequently and had developed a rhythm for it. Welcome to the facility. Here is the orientation packet. Here is your accommodation key. The nursery sessions run at 08:00 and 14:00. Please do not use flash photography. Please support the animals' heads when holding them. Please remember that these are wild animals even if they appear domesticated.

Emma read the orientation packet in her room that evening. She read it the way she read everything — completely, noting the things that were present and the things that were absent, which was a habit from fieldwork, the understanding that what a document chose not to say was as informative as what it chose to say.

The map on page four showed the facility layout. She looked at it for a long time.

Then she went to sleep.
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The 08:00 session on Thursday was sixteen people and a man named Johan who delivered the conservation script with the practiced fluency of someone who had said the same words so many times they had become detached from their meaning. Population decline. Habitat fragmentation. Captive breeding as a bridge. Reintroduction programmes. The words were not lies — all of it was true in the way that accurate individual sentences can constitute a misleading picture. The lions at this facility were not part of a reintroduction programme. They had never been part of a reintroduction programme. The word reintroduction appeared twice in Johan's script and both times it was deployed at a remove, as something that happened somewhere, to some lions, under some conditions that were not precisely specified.

Emma noted this in her field notebook during the script. She noted it in the shorthand she had developed in her second year, the system that looked like personal notes to anyone who saw it and functioned as systematic observation record to her.

Then Kezia brought the cub out and Emma stopped writing.

He was three weeks old and 1.9 kilograms and his eyes had been open for two days. He was carried in the crook of Kezia's arm with his head elevated and his legs hanging in the loose, unconsidered way of a very young animal that had not yet developed a relationship with gravity. His coat was the pale, slightly greyish tawny of a lion before the adult colouration came in. His ears were large relative to his head.

Kezia placed him in Emma's arms.

The weight of him was the first thing. Not heavy — 1.9 kilograms was a bag of rice, less than a bag of rice — but concentrated in a way that was different from what she had expected. Warm and specific and entirely present in her arms, the weight of a living thing that was living with the full commitment that very young animals brought to being alive. He shifted against her and she felt the small muscles working under the fur, the front paws moving against her forearm in the kneading motion that had no milk to stimulate and no mother to press against and that happened anyway, the body performing its ancient instruction into the void it had found itself in.

She looked at his face. He looked at hers with the unfocused attention of a three-week-old whose visual acuity was still developing, the eyes not yet able to fully resolve what they were pointed at. He was looking at her and not seeing her and this did not prevent him from making what she could only describe as an assessment — a quality of attention that was directed and deliberate even at three weeks, even before the neural architecture that would later make it useful was fully in place.

She looked at his ears. Both of them, the way she looked at everything — systematically, without knowing quite why.

Behind the left ear, posterior aspect, there was a pale crescent. Four centimetres, approximately. Lighter than the surrounding coat, the colour of dry grass in winter. It had the precision of a marking that had been placed rather than accumulated — clear edges, consistent pigmentation, the look of something that had been decided before the animal existed.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she looked at his face.

"Mango," she said. She didn't know why she said it. She said it the way you said things that arrived already finished, already right.

He looked in the approximate direction of her voice.
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She stayed for the afternoon session as well.

Fourteen people this time, two slots unfilled — a Wednesday afternoon pattern, Kezia told her, the midweek sessions ran slightly lighter. Emma sat in the corner of the nursery that gave her the longest sight line — to the playpen, to the interaction enclosure, to the door that led to the corridor that led to the eastern wing of the building that the orientation map showed as storage and maintenance — and she watched.

She watched the way the cub responded to different handlers. Some held him too tightly, the hands gripping rather than supporting, and he would stiffen against the pressure — not struggle, not cry out, simply stiffen, the body's first language for this is wrong. Most held him inadequately, the support distributed incorrectly so that his hindquarters dropped and he had to work to compensate, which he did, without complaint, the small muscles in his back and haunches engaged in the constant micro adjustment of an animal doing the work that the person holding him should have been doing.

Kezia corrected the worst of it. She moved through the group with quiet efficiency, adjusting hands, redirecting cameras, managing the experience with the practised ease of someone who had been doing this long enough to have developed a kind of triage — catch the things that would injure the animal, let go the things that were merely uncomfortable. The things that were merely uncomfortable happened constantly. Kezia could not catch all of them and she did not try.

Emma wrote in her notebook: habituation is the point. Not the conservation story. The habituation.

She underlined it. She did not annotate it. She didn't yet have the framework.
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She found the eastern fence line on her fourth day.

She had not gone looking for it. She had been walking the perimeter that the orientation packet described as the visitor boundary — the path that ran from the main car park along the western side of the nursery building and curved south toward the breeding pen observation deck. She had walked it twice before. On the fourth day she kept walking past the point where the path curved and found that the path continued, narrowing to a service road, the gravel giving way to compacted earth, the landscaping giving way to the functional scrub clearance of a working facility.

She walked it because the path was there and she was a field ecologist and field ecologists walked paths.

The eastern fence was chain-link, three metres high, topped with a single strand of barbed wire that leaned inward rather than outward — designed to keep things in rather than out, which was what it was designed to do. The fence ran parallel to the service road for approximately 800 metres from the nursery building to a maintenance shed at the far end. Three security cameras: one at the maintenance access gate, one at the midpoint junction mounted on a pole, one at the corner where the fence turned south.

The midpoint camera pole leaned three degrees west.

Emma looked at it. She took out her phone and photographed it from two angles, in the way she photographed anything that registered as potentially significant data, which was everything, which was the field ecologist's fundamental orientation to the world: everything is data until demonstrated otherwise.

She kept walking.

At the end of the service road, past the maintenance shed, there was a stand of thorn scrub that was denser and more established than the surrounding vegetation — the specific density of planted screening rather than natural growth, the species composition slightly wrong for this section of the Northern Cape, the spacing too even at the edges. She stood at the edge of it and looked at it.

She did not go through it.

She walked back to the accommodation block and made tea and sat on her bunk and wrote in her notebook: eastern sector. Thorn scrub screening — planted, not natural. Approx. 200m past maintenance shed. Camera blind spot at midpoint junction — pole lean 3 degrees west. Orientation map shows storage and maintenance. Checking tomorrow.

She photographed the page and uploaded it to the cloud storage account she had created on her first night, on her phone's data rather than the facility Wi-Fi, which she had not connected to and did not intend to.

Then she went to the evening supplementary feed and held the cub again and felt the weight of him and the kneading of his front paws and looked at the pale crescent and wrote nothing more that night.
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She extended her booking on the fifth day.

One additional week, then two. She paid from her savings account, the same one the placement fee had come from, the one she had been building for three years of waitressing. She noted the cost in her notebook under the heading: field research expenses, which was what it was.

Sune processed the extensions with the same efficient warmth she brought to everything administrative. She said they were glad to have Emma, that her ecology background was an asset, that the current cohort of volunteers was excellent. Emma said thank you and went back to the nursery.

She was counting things by then. The roster patterns — she had established by day five that the operations staff ran extended hours on Tuesdays and Thursdays, the eastern section active until at least 18:30 on those days, sometimes later. She had counted the vehicles in the eastern car park: two facility bakkies during regular hours, a white double-cab with Northern Cape plates and no facility markings on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She had counted the number of tourist sessions per day, the number of animals in the interaction rotation, the number of permits that arrived in the batch on Monday mornings in Pieter's hand.

She had not yet counted what was behind the thorn scrub screening.

She was getting there.

In the nursery, ZA-BL-M-1204 was 1.9 kilograms and he had been alive for three weeks and his eyes were fully open now and he looked at Emma when she came into the room with the specific attention that she had noted on day one and that she still didn't have a framework for and that she kept noting anyway, because you noted what you saw and you found the framework later.

She held him in her lap during the afternoon session. He kneaded against her thigh with the front paws, the ancient instruction performing itself into the absence of the thing it was designed for, and he was warm and alive and 1.9 kilograms and he did not know anything about the thorn scrub screening or the extended Tuesday-Thursday roster or the orientation map that showed storage and maintenance in a section that was not storage and maintenance.

He knew her smell now. She could feel the difference — the way he settled against her more quickly on the fifth day than on the first, the thirty-second assessment compressing toward something briefer. Not recognition in the human sense. In the sense that mattered to a three-week-old lion in a nursery building: the categorisation of a known element. Safe. Known. Warm.

She looked at the pale crescent.

She thought: I am going to find out what is behind that thorn scrub.

She thought: and then what.

***
[image: ]


LI — INTERLUDE 1

London. 23:11.

The email arrived while she was still at her desk, which was where she was at 23:11 most evenings, the city below the window doing its city thing, indifferent to the screen in front of her and what was on it.

She read the manifest. She read the routing note attached to it. She cross-referenced the seven chip numbers against the registry in the way she cross-referenced everything — quickly, without ceremony, because efficiency was the only thing that made the volume manageable.

Seven numbers. Seven results. All active. All correctly registered. All appearing exactly as they should in a system designed to ensure that an animal's provenance was traceable from birth to disposition.

She forwarded the manifest to the receiving address and typed one line in the body of the email:

Confirm the Rietfontein capacity and advise.

She sent it. She went back to the next document in the queue.

Outside, London continued.
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CHAPTER 3 — THE HORMONE ORDER
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ZA-BL-M-1204 — Week 5

Weight: 2.1kg (+0.2kg from last week)

Distinguishing mark: pale crescent, left ear, posterior. Persists.

The pharmaceutical delivery arrived on a Tuesday, which was when it always arrived — the same driver, the same white refrigerated van with the same company name on the side, the same clipboard with the same delivery manifest that Alina signed with the same pen she kept in the left breast pocket of her coat for exactly this purpose. Routine was the texture of the job. She had been here long enough that most of what she did existed inside routine the way a river exists inside its banks — shaped by it, contained by it, the shape so familiar that the occasional deviation registered as information precisely because the routine itself had become invisible.

The delivery was one case of GnRH analogue, which was the routine order.

And one additional case, also GnRH analogue, which was not.

She looked at the second case on the receiving dock. She looked at the delivery manifest. The manifest listed both cases under a single line item: GnRH analogue, 2x case, as ordered. The signature line at the bottom was Pieter's, dated three weeks ago, which meant the order had been placed three weeks ago and she had not been told about it and was finding out now, in the way you found out about things at this facility — not through communication but through contact with the physical fact of them.

She signed for both cases.

She carried them to the medication storage unit in the dispensary and entered both into the inventory log, which she kept with the same systematic thoroughness she brought to every log — not because she expected anyone to read it, but because the log was what you had when everything else was managed around you. She noted the quantities, the batch numbers, the expiry dates, the discrepancy between the order she had been aware of and the order that had been placed.

She did not note the discrepancy in the shared log.

She noted it in the small personal notebook she kept in the same coat pocket as the pen, the one that had been there for six months, filling slowly with the class of observation that did not belong in the official record because the official record was Pieter's record and some things needed to exist somewhere else.

She wrote: GnRH analogue. Double order. Not in my requisition. Pieter's signature, 3 weeks prior. Purpose not specified.

She put the notebook away. She finished the medication round.
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GnRH analogue was a gonadotropin-releasing hormone agonist. Its primary use in captive lion management was reproductive synchronisation — bringing multiple females into oestrus simultaneously so that breeding could be scheduled, which was useful when you needed to manage multiple breeding pairs across a facility and wanted to control the timing of births relative to the tourist season. The tourist phase ran most profitably when cubs were between six and twenty weeks old. Working backward from that window, you needed
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