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Kunar Province, Afghanistan — Twelve Years Ago

Forward Operating Base Blessing, Kunar Province

The intelligence had been solid for weeks and the authorization had been missing for all of them, and Colonel Garrett Voss had reached the point in the geography of his patience where he had stopped being frustrated and started being dangerous.

Voss was standing at the map table in the tactical operations center, also known as the TOC, with a coffee that had gone cold an hour ago and a set of imagery that showed, for the third consecutive surveillance cycle, a Pakistani ISI logistics convoy staging in the tribal territories on the Afghan side of the Durand Line. The convoy had been there before. It had crossed before. It would cross again tonight if the pattern held, which it had held for six weeks, and when it crossed it would deliver weapons and IED components and a financial transfer to an ISIS-K cell operating out of a village in the Pech River valley that had killed eleven American soldiers in the past four months.

The authorization request had gone to Kabul. Kabul had gone to Washington. Washington had said not yet, which was what Washington always said when Pakistan was the other party in the conversation, because the diplomatic relationship with Islamabad was complicated, which it was always, which had been true for twenty years and would be true for twenty more and which did not change the arithmetic of what happened to American soldiers when the convoy got through.

Voss had filed the request. He had filed the follow-up. He had filed the follow-up to the follow-up. He had received, in response, a sequence of communications that said not yet in progressively more diplomatic language.

Chief Warrant Officer Mike Salizar was in the team room when the call came. He was cleaning his M4 Carbine with the focused inattention of a man performing a familiar task while his mind was somewhere else — specifically on the imagery from the previous night's drone pass that he had been looking at for the past hour and that confirmed what he'd been telling his chain of command for two weeks.

He picked up on the second ring. "Sir."

"Meet me in the TOC." Voss ended the call.

Salizar reassembled the rifle with the speed of someone who had done it ten thousand times, slung it, and walked across the base to the TOC. Sergeant Barry Thomas — Biggs — looked up from his bunk as he passed. Salizar gave him the small nod that meant stay available. Biggs put his boots on.

The TOC was lit almost entirely by screens. Maps of the district covered one wall, live drone video another. Radios crackled continuously, operators acknowledging reports in clipped phrases while a battle captain stood over a digital map moving colored icons with the tip of a pen. Someone had been brewing coffee for so long that the smell had become part of the room itself. 

The office was a plywood room off the main TOC floor. Voss was at his desk with the imagery spread across it and the quality of stillness he had when he had already made a decision and was working out the sequence.

"Close the door," Voss said pointing.

Salizar stepped back a couple of paces and closed it.

"The convoy moves tonight. The pattern has held six times. It'll hold tonight." Voss looked at the imagery. "I've been waiting two weeks for an authorization that isn't coming because Islamabad has friends in Washington who think the relationship is more important than what's moving across that line of control." He looked up at Salizar. "I'm done waiting."

Salizar stood at ease and said nothing. He was late twenties, clean cut, a special forces operator.  He had been in Afghanistan for the four years and had been watching the ISI logistics network supply people who killed his colleagues for three in that time, his men, his team. Other teams has similar outcomes. He had his own accounting of what the not-yet policy had cost.

"We hit them as soon as they're on our side of the line," Voss said. "Full interdiction. No survivors, no material. I want it done and I want it done clean and I want it done before anyone in Kabul or Washington has time to tell me not to." He held Salizar's gaze. "This conversation didn't happen. The mission is a routine interdiction of a confirmed hostile logistics element operating in Afghan territory. The origin of that element's support is not in the after-action report."

"Understood, sir." 

"Who do you need?"

"Thomas and Woods. Four more from second platoon." Salizar paused. "Martinez."

Voss looked at him. Danny Martinez was twenty-five and had been in Kunar for eight months and had a quality in firefights that Salizar recognized as rare and that he had been deliberately protecting by keeping Martinez on the lower-risk rotations.

"The ambush position is a tight approach," Salizar said. "I need someone who can move fast and quiet and make good decisions in the dark. That's Martinez."

"Your call," The colonel said.

Salizar nodded. He turned to go.

"Angel."

He stopped.

"The authorization," Voss said. "It may come through tonight after all. Through a different channel than the standard request. If it does, that simplifies the paperwork."

Salizar asked reservedly. "What channel, sir?"

Voss held his gaze for a moment. "Don't worry about it. Move your team."

Outside the TOC, on the FOB's small flight pad, a Black Hawk sat with its rotors already turning — not warming up, already at speed, the crew chief at the door and the cockpit lit, the aircraft in the specific state of readiness that meant it had been positioned before the call had been made. Salizar looked at it for a moment as he crossed the gravel. He thought about the route Voss hadn't explained. Then he picked up his pace and crossed to the team room and said nothing about it to anyone.
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Pech River Valley — 0215 Hours

The ambush position was a narrow draw above the track, two hundred meters of elevation, good cover in the rock and the scrub oak that grew at that altitude in the Hindu Kush. Salizar had walked the ground two days earlier under cover of a routine patrol, which was not routine, and had placed his team in a configuration that gave them three angles and two exfil routes and no margin for the convoy arriving with more security than the intel suggested.

He saw it on the thermal scope at zero-two-twelve — six vehicles instead of four, the additional two trailing the main element by three hundred meters, the specific positioning of a protective detail rather than additional logistics. Someone had added security at the last staging point, which meant either the ISI had changed the protocol or the ISI had been told to change the protocol, and either way it meant his team was outnumbered by a factor that exceeded the planning parameters.

He had scant seconds to decide.

He keyed his radio. "Execute."

The first four vehicles did not survive the initial contact — the RPG teams from the left flank, the direct fire from the right, the convoy's lead element catching the full weight of the ambush simultaneously and having no time to respond to any of it. Whatever supplies it held was now burning. The ISI logistics chain, for this delivery at least, was broken.

The trailing vehicles element was a different matter.

They were professionals. Salizar would think about this afterward, in the specific way that you thought about the qualities of people who were trying to kill you — that they were professionals, that they had done this before, that they had been given good equipment and reasonable training and a specific mission, which was to protect the convoy, and they executed that mission with a competence that he would have respected in any other context.

They flanked left toward the primary exfil route.

Biggs saw it first and called it and repositioned his fire team, which bought the time that Salizar needed to redirect the main element's withdrawal. Sergeant Ed Woods — Tigger — took a grazing round across his left forearm that bled more than it damaged and kept moving. The rock and the darkness and the elevation gave them advantages the enemy forces couldn't fully overcome.

They were out of the draw and moving toward the extraction point at zero-two-forty-seven.

Three men were lost. 

Corporal James Reyes had been twenty-one. PFC David Choi was nineteen. Sergeant Danny Martinez had been twenty-five, and Salizar had chosen him specifically, and Martinez had moved fast and quiet and made good decisions in the dark right up until the moment when the convoy’s guard fire found him in the gap between two rock faces that the planning had marked as covered and that was not covered in the way the planning had marked it.

Salizar carried the accounting of those three names the way he carried everything he needed to carry — without ceremony, without externalizing it, in the specific internal register of a man who understood that grief and operational function were not incompatible and that you could hold both simultaneously if you had done it enough times.

He had done it enough times.

He did not forgive Pakistan for any of it. Not for the convoy, not for the flanking security that shouldn't have been there, not for the eleven soldiers before them that the convoy's material had helped kill, not for the twenty years of ISI double-dealing that had made all of it possible. He did not forgive in the way that some men didn't forgive — not with heat, not with the consuming rage that burned itself out, but with the cold steady weight of a man who had filed it and would carry it forward.

FOB Blessing — 0600 Hours

The authorization had come through at zero-three-fifteen. Colonel Voss showed it to Chief Salizar the next morning — a message through a channel Salizar didn't recognize, from a routing address that didn't match any standard military or intelligence communication protocol, authorizing the interdiction of a hostile logistics element in Kunar Province with grid coordinates of the ambush position and a timestamp that predated the mission by forty minutes.

"Who sent this?" Salizar said.

"Not sure, but I’m going to find out," Voss said. He said it with a flatness of a man who knew the answer and had decided not to share it, which Salizar recognized. He had seen that flatness in senior officers before, the closure that indicated the conversation had reached its boundary.

"They knew the grid," Salizar said. "Before we were in position."

"Intel travels fast at certain levels."

"Danny Martinez traveled slow enough to get killed on that hillside," Salizar said.

The room was quiet. Voss looked at his desk. He did not argue with this because there was no argument to make.

"The after-action report," Voss said finally, "reflects a routine interdiction of a confirmed hostile logistics element. Three KIA in exfil. Enemy contact with unknown hostile force. That's the record."

"That's the record," Salizar confirmed.

He stood. He picked up his cover.

"Sir." He stopped at the door. "The people who sent that authorization, through that channel, forty minutes before we were in position." He looked at Voss. "Are they on our side?"

Voss was quiet for a long moment.

"They think they are," he said.

Salizar put on his cover and walked out into the Afghan morning.

He thought about Danny Martinez. He thought about James Reyes and David Choi. He thought about the convoy's security escorts appearing with no advance warning from two weeks of solid ISI intelligence, and about what that meant, and about the routing address that didn't match any protocol he recognized.

He filed all of it in the accounting and walked back to the team room.

Biggs was at the table with two coffees. He pushed one across without speaking. Salizar sat down and picked it up.

Woods came in a minute later; his left forearm wrapped in clean bandaging and sat down across from them. The three of them drank their coffee in the specific silence of men who had been through something together and did not need to discuss it.

Outside the wire, Afghanistan continued. The Pech River ran down from the mountains as it had run for centuries. The convoy was ash on a mountain track.

Three names were filed in a private accounting that Mike Salizar would carry for the rest of his life.

Pakistan was responsible.

He knew it the way he knew things that had been proven in the dark and confirmed in the morning and that no subsequent diplomatic language was ever going to reclassify.
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Portland, Oregon

The city had been cooking for two weeks.

Portland's public works department had quietly converted a fleet of surplus municipal buses into rolling cooling centers, parking them in the neighborhoods where people had no air conditioning and nowhere to go. The asphalt in the streets would reach 140 degrees before the week was out. Twelve consecutive ninety-degree days had already broken every record in the city's history, and the forecast called for 112 by tomorrow, 117 by Thursday. City officials were recommending that nobody go outside. Keep pets indoors. Don't walk your dogs on the pavement.

The Willamette River was three feet below its seasonal average. The snowpack in the Cascades that fed it had been gone since April — six weeks earlier than any previous year on record. The reservoirs were drawing down. Water officials had asked the city to voluntarily reduce consumption by thirty percent. Voluntary compliance was running at eleven.

On the east side, in the neighborhoods that hadn't gentrified and didn't have trees, a seventy-one-year-old woman named Rosie Malone had been found dead in her apartment on the fourth day of the heat event. Her building had no elevator and no air conditioning, and her upstairs neighbor had a broken window unit running full-time that pushed warm air through the ceiling into her bedroom. The medical examiner listed hyperthermia as the cause. She was the fourteenth death in Portland that week attributed directly to heat.

Nobody was quite sure anymore weather like this one were the new normal or just the beginning of something worse.
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Location undisclosed

The call connected at nine o'clock precisely. It always connected at nine o'clock precisely. The senior member had an institutional allergy to imprecision in any form, and the calls ran to the same template they had run to for twenty years — permanent members only, no staff, no recording, a sixty-minute window that began and ended on schedule regardless of what had or hadn't been resolved in between.

Garrett Voss had retired from the United States Army fourteen months earlier as a Lieutenant General — three stars, thirty-one years, the kind of career that produced men whose institutional knowledge was considered too valuable to simply pension off. The transition from command to advisory had taken six weeks. The White House had called before his retirement papers were fully processed, which was not unusual for men of his profile: the ones who understood both the operational and the political dimensions of national security.

As National Security Adviser to President Prescott, he sat at the intersection of every intelligence and military channel the government operated. He knew what was being planned before it was executed, what was being executed before it was reported, and what was being reported before anyone outside the building understood its significance. It was, for the purposes of the Committee's current operational requirements, an ideal position.

He had not arrived at it by accident.

Seven voices on the line tonight. Tom Reynolds and Voss participated by standing protocol — Reynolds as the operational lead for the technical component, Voss as the Committee's liaison to the government infrastructure the operation required. Both listened more than they spoke, which was the appropriate posture for people who executed decisions rather than made them.

"Where do we stand?" the senior member asked. His voice carried the unhurried authority of someone who had been asking this question in rooms like this one for thirty years and had learned to ask it in a way that made the person being asked feel the full weight of having an answer to give.

Reynolds spoke. "The technical penetration is proceeding. We have access to the relevant networks across the target infrastructure with one exception. That exception is proving more resistant than our initial assessment projected."

"How much more resistant?"

"We've made seven attempts over fourteen months. Each has been detected and closed. The defensive architecture on this particular network is maintained by people who are very good at their jobs and who appear to have been briefed on the general category of approach we've been using." He said it without inflection. The facts were what they were. "Continued frontal attempts risk pattern recognition that could compromise the broader operation."

A silence on the line. Not the silence of surprise — the silence of people who had built operations over long timelines and understood that obstacles were anticipated rather than exceptional.

"Any solutions?" a second voice asked. The oil man, Reynolds thought, though the voice compression made certainty difficult.

"We believe so." Reynolds paused — not for effect, but with the a precision of someone presenting a finding they had vetted thoroughly before bringing to this audience. "We've identified a different avenue. One we hadn't attempted before because it didn't exist before. A person — a singular person — who may be able to accomplish what the technical approaches haven't."

"Recruited?"

"Recruited is the wrong word for what we have in mind," Reynolds said. "The individual wouldn't know they were participating. Their value isn't their willingness — it's a special relationship they have, one that gives them access to a channel we can't reach any other way. We would be using the relationship, not the person's active cooperation."

"And you've identified this individual specifically?"

"We have a candidate. The profiling work is ongoing. If the profile confirms what the preliminary assessment suggests, we move to recruitment of the surrounding infrastructure — the job, the access, the placement that puts the individual in a position where the relationship becomes usable."

"Timeline?"

"Months, not years. The candidate is young — a student, currently finishing a degree. The window is the transition from education to professional life. That's when we move."

Another silence. Shorter.

Garrett Voss spoke for the first time. His voice carried the register of someone translating an operational briefing into the language a room of principals needed to hear it in. "The broader operation is time-sensitive. The diplomatic conditions we need don't hold indefinitely. If this avenue works, it closes the last gap in the technical picture and we move to execution." He paused. "If it doesn't work, we reassess the whole approach."

"Then it needs to work," the senior member said.

"Yes," Voss said.

"Tom." The senior member's voice. "Step it up. Whatever resources you need for the profiling and the placement — you have them. Make sure it happens."

"Understood," Reynolds said.

"Next item," the senior member said, and the call moved on.

Reynolds ended the call at nine thirty-eight. He sat in his home office — the same room he sat in for everything that couldn't happen in a building with other people in it — and looked at the file open on his desk.

The photograph was from a university directory — a young man in his junior year, dark hair, a slight smile that had the quality of someone who hadn't yet learned to compose his face for official photographs. The name below it: Sean North. The notation beside the name, pulled from a contact record and a social media profile and a university housing database: roommate — Raza Rind.

And below that, in Reynolds's own handwriting: Father — Air Marshal Rashid Rind. Commander-in-Chief, Indian Strategic Forces Command.

He looked at the photograph for a moment. He thought about the word the senior member used: “make sure it happens.”

He closed the file.

He picked up his phone and called Lucy Black.
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Wilmington, North Carolina

Sean North had spent the morning polishing his résumé — adding a few embellishments that were at least directionally accurate — and was now losing a battle with his necktie.

He was twenty-two, a week from graduation. His cap and gown hung from the closet door, still in the plastic bag from the rental shop. Five-ten, with brown hair that went its own way in Wilmington's humidity no matter what product he used, and the kind of face his mother described as boyishly handsome and his father described as trouble. He'd done well enough in the campus social scene but had never gotten serious with anyone. He figured there was time for that once he had a job and a life of his own.

His parents, Bill and Chloe North, ran a seafood restaurant on the Intracoastal Waterway, tables right on the pier. When he wasn't tending bar, busing tables, or doing any of the dozen other jobs a family restaurant demanded, Sean had spent his free time on the beach. He'd wanted to leave Wilmington for college — escape the town he'd grown up in, see something different — but in the end he'd enrolled at UNCW and moved into a rental house near campus rather than staying with his parents. Compromise.

His roommate for three of those four years had been Raza Rind, one of the very few Indian nationals at UNCW. They'd met in one of their first classes and hit it off immediately. By sophomore year they were sharing a house near campus. Many of the older homes within a stone's throw that rented almost exclusively to students.

Sean’s mother Chloe had loaded them up with dishes, flatware, and spare kitchen gear. Raza's mother, after a warm phone call with Chloe, had sent an Amazon gift card for an amount that made both women feel it was too much and exactly right at the same time.

Sean and Raza spent breaks exploring the coastal cities — Charleston, Savannah, a Christmas week in Washington, D.C., visiting the various monuments and museums and experiencing the brutal cold that the capital could provide. Sean's parents had always treated Raza like a second son. In a month Raza would be on a plane back to India, accepted to IIT Delhi for the fall — India's equivalent of MIT — and Sean would be on his own for the first time in his life.

He could hear Raza on the phone in his room and peeked in, pointing at his collar. Raza held up a finger — one minute — and waved him off.

"Oh my God." Raza stepped out a few minutes later, his accent carrying the crisp cadence of a British boarding school. He saw Sean's attempt at forming a proper Windsor knot and shook his head with theatrical disgust. "What are you going to do once I'm gone?"

He was dark-complexioned, with thick curly hair grown out longer than he usually kept it. His hands were already at Sean's collar, fixing the knot with a few brisk movements.

"I'll figure it out," Sean said.

"You absolutely will not." Raza stood back, satisfied, then returned to his room and dropped onto the edge of his bed. He scrolled through his contacts and tapped his mother's name. It would be early evening in New Delhi.

The call connected, and Raza was surprised to find his father's face on the screen instead of his mother's.

"Dad. I didn't expect you to be home yet."

It was nearly seven in the evening in New Delhi — his father rarely made it home that early. He was still in his military uniform. Raza's father was Air Marshal Rashid Rind, one of the highest-ranking officers in the Indian Air Force and the Commander-in-Chief of India's Strategic Forces Command — the man with his hand closest to the country's nuclear arsenal.

"My son, good to see you. You look well." The elder Rind's English bore the careful marks of a British boarding school and four years at Oxford. "Finals are over, yes?"

"Not quite yet, but soon. Tell Mom not to worry about missing graduation — she'll see me walk for my master's in a couple of years."

"I'm very proud of you, and I appreciate your understanding." His father lowered his voice. "Leaving the country right now is simply not something I can do. Your mother, however, does not entirely share my view. She is driving me absolutely mad."

General Rind winked. "She just walked in. I'll let you finish with her. We cannot wait to see you. Goodbye, son."

His father's face was replaced by his mother's, smiling and already slightly tearful. Raza spoke with her for a few minutes, promised he was eating properly.

The exchange lasted only a few minutes, discussing details around graduation, the party, and of course packing to come home.  He was shipping the limited about of clothing and mementos via the least expensive method and would likely arrive well after his return. 

He ended the call and yelled through the wall: "Sean."

"I'll text you if anything looks good." Sean grabbed a folder of résumés, his tablet, and the navy blazer his mother had bought him specifically for today and headed for the door.
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Wilmington, North Carolina

The UNCW job fair occupied the dining hall and the two courtyards on either side of it, tables arranged in the specific optimistic geometry of institutional career events — company banners, matching polo shirts, stacks of branded swag that nobody needed and everyone took. Sean had been through it twice already in his junior and senior years, both times as a spectator. This time he had a folder of resumes printed on the good paper his mother had insisted on and a sport coat that mostly fit across the shoulders, and he moved through the tech company tables with the focused attention of someone who had done his research and knew which conversations were worth having. He dropped resumes at four tables — a defense contractor, two cybersecurity firms, and a federal IT consulting group whose recruiter asked sharp questions and seemed genuinely interested in the zero-day work. He noted the names, shook hands, said the right things.

His actual appointment was not in the dining hall. It was across the street at the Hampton Inn, room 108, with a recruiter from a company called APEX Continuity Group that had reached out through his university email weeks earlier and whose online presence was professional, minimal, and told him almost nothing about what they did.

He had one more appointment. APEX Continuity Group — a name he hadn't come across until their recruiter reached out the week before. A quick search had turned up a government contractor headquartered in the Washington, D.C. area with a long roster of open positions, most requiring clearances. The listings were heavier on infrastructure and security roles than most contractors he'd looked at, and the certifications they asked for pointed to large-scale classified network work rather than the development shops that dominated the government contracting space.

A woman opened the door — tall, auburn hair past her shoulders, a fair complexion. She was overdressed for a beach-town job fair: an expensive-looking blouse that moved heavily when she stepped aside, a dark navy skirt fitted to the knee. Which made it easier to notice, once he was inside, that she was in bare feet.

"Sorry — I didn't stop to put on my shoes." She glanced at him for confirmation. "Sean North? Hi, I'm Lucy Black, senior recruiter at APEX Continuity Group. Come in."

The room was a hotel suite configured for interviews — a small kitchenette stocked with water bottles and a coffee machine, a closed door that was probably the bedroom, two armchairs facing each other across a low table. Lucy motioned him toward one and handed him a bottle of water without asking.

"I've found it's easier to just hand people one," she said. "Some people won't ask, and then they spend the whole conversation thirsty and distracted."

She settled into the opposite chair and opened her tablet. "Tell me what you know about APEX."

"What's publicly available. D.C.-based, primarily software engineering and infrastructure. A range of development roles open, a few in networking security and cybersecurity roles. Most positions require government clearances."

"Good for you. Most candidates don't do any homework at all."

"The job listings are worth reading carefully," Sean said. "They tell you more about a company than the website does. The certifications you're asking for, government security frameworks — that's a fingerprint. It tells me you're managing large-scale classified network infrastructure, not building consumer-facing systems. The AI and machine learning roles are newer, posted in the last eighteen months or so, which means you're either standing something up or scaling a capability that's been running in pilot."

A brief pause — not the polite acknowledgment pause, something more attentive. Lucy made a note. 

"We're always looking for network and cybersecurity candidates," she said, scrolling his résumé. "Yours is solid for someone just out of school. The bug bounty is a good signal."

"I don't have the clearance those positions require."

"We sponsor the right candidates. The SF-86 is a long form, but at your age there isn't much to fill in — no complicated history to account for. We'd put you on non-classified work while the background check processes. Our clearances get expedited because the government needs our people working."

They talked for nearly thirty minutes. Lucy asked about the bug bounty — not in detail, just enough to understand how he'd approached it. She asked about the PhD research paper he'd contributed to, and whether the work had been his or the candidate's. He said honestly that it was mostly the candidate's thesis, that he'd written the section on AI-assisted behavioral detection and run the test data, and that it would be misleading to represent it as anything more than that.

She made another note. The pair continued for a few more minutes on typical benefits, occasional travel and other topics. 

When she finally thanked him and said APEX’s Human Resources would be in touch shortly, Sean stepped back into the hotel corridor not entirely sure how it had gone. The conversation had felt less like a screening and more like an assessment — a different thing, with different stakes, and he couldn't quite tell which way it had landed.

He had a lot to figure out. But for now, he just needed a job.
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Wilmington, North Carolina

"Last call," Sean announced to the few people who left at the bar. Several raised their glasses for one more round.

Summer was well underway in Wilmington, and tourists have taken over the pier. Since he'd turned twenty-one, Sean had covered the bar two nights a week — the regular bartender's days off, which were also the slowest nights. Occasionally picking up a busy night or when someone called sick. 

Locals are the worst tippers. But people on vacation spent their money more freely, and he usually walked out with a couple of hundred bucks in his pocket, which he didn't keep track of too carefully since he refused to take a salary from his parents.  It didn't seem right.

A couple at the far end of the bar had been there since eight. The man was sunburned in the way of someone who'd been on the water all day — forehead and forearms deep red, a pale stripe where his sunglasses had sat. The man was working on his third bourbon. The woman beside him, his wife or close enough, had switched to water an hour ago and was watching him with the patient expression of someone who already knew how this ended. 

The man caught Sean wiping down the bar and leaned forward.

"Hey. You know anything about deep sea charters out of here?"

"A little," Sean said. "What are you after?"

"Mahi, maybe some wahoo if we get lucky. My buddy says there's a guy who runs a good boat out of Carolina Beach. Forty-footer, half-day trips."

"Captain Jerry Taft," Sean said. "Yeah, he's good. Knows the Gulf Stream, knows where the weed lines are going to be this time of year." He set the cloth down. "What's your buddy telling you for price?"

"That's the thing. He said maybe six, seven hundred for a half day. I found it online and I'm seeing numbers closer to twelve hundred."

"Twelve to fourteen for a private charter half day, this time of year," Sean said. "If your buddy got it for seven, he either knows the captain personally or he's misremembering."

"Fourteen hundred dollars." The man glanced at his wife. She wasn’t surprised.

"Split six ways on a shared trip it's a lot more reasonable," Sean said. "Jerry runs those too. You'd go out with whoever else books that morning — could be two other couples, could be a bachelor party, depending on the day. Same fishing, same boat, you just share the deck."

"How much for the shared?"

"Couple hundred a head. He supplies all the gear, bait, everything. Tips the mate out of that."

The man picked up his bourbon and considered this. "You fish?"

"Grew up doing it. Haven't had much time lately." Sean reached under the bar for a business card holder his dad kept and flipped through it. He pulled out a card and set it in front of the man. "Jerry's number. Tell him you're coming from Bill North's place, he'll take care of you."

The man picked up the card and examined it. "Bill North — that's the owner?"

"My dad."

The man laughed — a short, genuine sound. He held up his glass. "All right. One more and then she's going to make me go to bed."

"She's right," Sean said, and poured it.

The woman smiled for the first time all evening.

Sean got the last bottles into the recycling bin, the dirty glasses into the dishwasher under the bar, and took out the trash. The couple signed their tab, tucked a twenty under the receipt and headed out — the man holding the door, the card already in his shirt pocket. Usually it was just him and his dad at this point in the night, but one of the servers was still hanging around at the end of the bar, sipping something through a straw. She was a blond UNCW student who'd stayed in town for the summer and worked full-time for his folks. He'd seen her on the beach once in a two-piece that had made him look twice. Tonight she was in the restaurant uniform — white polo, black jeans — with what appeared to be marinara near her waist, because there was no such thing as a completely white shirt working in a restaurant.

"Hey, Terry," Sean said. "Want me to walk you to your car?"

"If you don't mind," she said, without lifting her straw.

Sean glanced at his dad, who had an expression of a man trying not to grin.

"I'll be right back," Sean told him.

"I got it," Bill said, shaking his head.

The employees parked at the far end of the building, three cars: Sean’s, his dad's, and Terry's. She unlocked hers, turned around, and leaned back against the door with her arms crossed and a look that was either relaxed or deliberate — Sean wasn't sure which.

"I'm off Thursday. I thought maybe you'd want to hang out. Go to the beach."

"I'd like that," Sean said.

He heard the restaurant door and glanced back to see his dad pulling it shut behind him, trying to look like he wasn't watching.

"Text me around eleven?" Terry said.

"My very last final starts at nine, so pretty close. So after that?"

She nodded and smiled and got in the car. Sean stepped back as she reversed out, watched her taillights disappear onto the street, and turned to find his dad standing next to his own car with an expression that said everything.

"She's a cutie," Bill said. "You coming home?"

"Yeah, I'm tired," Sean said, unlocking his car. He followed his dad back to the house just past Snow’s Cut.
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Wilmington, North Carolina

Even though it was very late, he wasn’t sleepy. Sean nudged the mouse to wake his laptop. Two weeks of job sites every night, applications that went nowhere, an inbox that stayed empty. He knew it was a numbers game. It didn't make the waiting any easier.

He had the TV on low when the news cut to India. The National Investigation Agency had broken up a terrorist cell — fourteen arrests, suspected plots against religious sites in New Delhi. Al-Qaeda-affiliated. An early-morning raid in Kashmir had killed a senior leader, triggering protests in the disputed region.

Sean swiveled and watched for a moment. He thought of Raza, packing up his room a few miles away, getting ready to go back to a country in a permanent state of controlled tension.

He turned back to the laptop, narrowed to cybersecurity on the federal jobs portal, and spent the next few minutes submitting applications. 

A soft knock. His mom, still in her restaurant clothes.

"Interviews went okay today," he said. "There was one where the recruiter talked to me for a long time. She asked about moving, whether I'd consider leaving Wilmington."

"And would you?"

"Depends on what they offer."

His mother studied him. Then: "Your dad says Terry was flirting with you tonight."

"We're just going to the beach. It's not a thing."

"I'm sure she just wants to use me and throw me away," he added. "I feel so objectified."

"Men," his mother said, pulling the door mostly closed. "Good night."
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Wilmington, North Carolina

He slept until eight-thirty, which was later than he'd intended, and woke up to the kind of morning Wilmington produced in late May when everything was cooperating — clear sky, low humidity, a southeast breeze off the Atlantic that cut the heat before it could establish itself. The light through his bedroom window came in at a low angle and made the hardwood floor look like something out of a furniture catalog.

He lay still for a moment, listening. The house was quiet. His parents had already left for the restaurant — he could tell from the absence of coffee smell, which meant the pot had finished its automatic cycle and gone cold. He could hear the neighbors' wind chimes two houses over and, further off, the low throttle of a fishing boat heading out through the cut.

He'd been up past two am on job searches. Five submissions, two more bookmarked for the morning when he had the energy to fill in the longer forms. He didn't feel as tired as he expected. There was something about having a plan, even a modest one, that made sleep come easier.

He showered, put on shorts and a t-shirt, and went to the kitchen. The coffee was cold as expected. He put a mug in the microwave, found half a box of cereal, and stood at the kitchen window eating it and looking at the backyard while the microwave ran. The azaleas his mother maintained with religious dedication were still in their late bloom. A mockingbird was working through its repertoire in the oak tree at the property line, cycling through cardinal, blue jay, something that sounded almost like a car alarm.

His phone was on the counter where he'd left it charging. He checked his email out of habit — nothing from any of the applications he'd submitted the night before, which was expected since it was barely nine in the morning, but the habit was the habit. He put the phone back down and finished his cereal.

He was rinsing the bowl when it buzzed. Unknown number, 703 area code — Northern Virginia. He dried his hands on his shorts and answered it.

"Sean North, this is Lucy Black — we met at the job fair. How are you this morning?"

He straightened without meaning to. "I'm well, thank you." He was already moving toward his room, phone pressed to his ear, not entirely sure why he needed privacy from an empty house but wanting it anyway.

"Good. I'll get right to it — we'd like to bring you to D.C. for a full day of interviews at our Crystal City office. Our team was impressed with your background, and we don't want to lose you to another offer while we go through the formalities. Are you available next week?"

He sat down on the edge of his bed. Outside his window the mockingbird was still running through its material, indifferent to the fact that everything had just shifted slightly.

"Any day works," he said, and heard himself say it and immediately wanted to dial it back — too eager, too available, the opposite of the composed professional he'd been coaching himself to be since the job fair yesterday. "I mean — Tuesday through Thursday are all open. Whatever works best for your team."

Lucy laughed, which helped. "Thursday works perfectly. A woman named Trish Wells will reach out this afternoon to arrange the details — hotel for Thursday night, so you can be fresh for an early start Friday morning. Plan for a full day. One-on-ones, a group technical session, sometimes with our department heads. Business casual, jacket but no tie."

"Okay. Yes. Thank you." He stopped himself from saying thank you a third time. "I'll watch for Trish's call."

"Perfect. We'll be in touch shortly, Sean. Enjoy the rest of your day."

He sat with the phone in his hand after she hung up, looking at the wall of his bedroom — the UNCW pennant he'd hung on the first day of freshman year and never taken down, the corkboard with its graduated sediment of concert tickets and takeout menus and a parking citation from 2025 he'd paid and kept for some reason. The cap and gown still in its plastic bag from the rental place. Graduation on Saturday. A full-day interview in Washington the week after.

He went back to the kitchen.

His mother was coming through the back door with a bag of produce from the farmers market two blocks over, which she did every Wednesday morning before the lunch prep started. She looked at his face before she'd set the bag down.

"What happened?"

"APEX Continuity Group called. They want me to come to D.C. next week for a full-day interview."

Chloe set the bag on the counter. She was still in her going-out clothes — a light blue blouse, linen pants — and she looked at him with the particular expression she reserved for moments she didn't want to make too big a deal of and couldn't quite help herself.

"The one from yesterday? The recruiter with — "

"The bare feet, yes."

"I liked her already." She started unloading tomatoes. "A full day. That's significant. They don't fly people up for a day if they're not serious."

"I'm driving. They offered the hotel, but I said I could drive."

"Seven hours," his mother said with a look.

"I know."

"Sean."

"They're paying for the hotel, Mom. I just didn't want to seem like I expected them to."

She set down a zucchini and said at him. "Let them pay for the hotel. That's not accepting charity, that's accepting a professional courtesy. You're going to be a professional. Start acting like one."

He poured himself a fresh cup from the pot she'd started when she came in and took it out to the back steps. The mockingbird had moved on. The southeast breeze was still running, carrying the faint salt smell off the water. Graduation Saturday. Washington next Thursday, it’s going to be a busy week. 

He sat in the sun and drank his coffee and tried to feel the size of it without letting it make him nervous, which was harder than it sounded.

Within an hour Trish called, efficient and warm, already three steps ahead — hotel confirmation for Thursday night, address for the APEX offices, a note to bring three copies of his résumé and a government-issued ID for the registration desk. She told him to eat breakfast before he came in. "The morning sessions run long," she said, "and the coffee on our floor is terrible." She confessed. 

He wrote it all down on a notepad from the kitchen drawer, the same notepad his mother used for grocery lists, and stuck it to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like a lighthouse.

He wasn't hungry anymore. But it was a good kind of not hungry.

***
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Chloe North had been in the kitchen when Sean came back to tell her about the latest call. She had been listening from the hallway — not eavesdropping exactly, more that the house was small and her son's nervous excitement was not a quiet thing — and she had heard the words business casual, bring a jacket, and her mind had gone immediately to the sport coat hanging in Sean's closet that he had worn to his cousin's wedding two years ago and that she was fairly certain no longer buttoned across the shoulders.

She waited until he'd finished telling her. She let him have his moment — the animation in his face, the joy of a twenty-two-year-old who had done the right things and was watching them pay off. She hugged him. She told him she was proud of him. She meant both things completely.

Then she said: "We're going shopping."

"Mom —"

"You need a sport coat that fits. And dress shoes." She was already reaching for her keys. "You can't walk into a government contractor in Washington in the shoes you wore to Dylan's wedding."

"Those are perfectly good shoes."

"They're perfectly good shoes for a wedding in 2022. This is a job interview in Washington DC." She jangled the keys. "Come on. It won't take long."

Sean knew better but relented. 

The first store didn't have the right fit in the shoulders. The second store had the right fit but the wrong color — a brown that Chloe vetoed immediately on grounds she explained at length while Sean stood on the fitting room platform trying to look interested. The third store was Belk, which had been her plan all along, because it had always been her plan all along, and she had simply needed to give Sean the experience of discovering it himself.

A navy sport coat. Two buttons. The kind of jacket that worked with khakis or gray trousers and that could be worn to a business casual interview or a graduation or a first day at a job without looking like it had been purchased just for any of those occasions. The salesman — a young man about Sean's age who understood immediately from the dynamic in the room that his job was to agree with the mother — confirmed that it fit beautifully across the shoulders.

"It does fit well, but the buttons are gold." Sean admitted, looking at himself in the three-way mirror.

"Of course it does. That’s normal, blazers have gold buttons. Suits have flat buttons." Chloe was already looking at dress shirts on the adjacent rack. "Gray trousers. You have gray trousers?"

"I have khakis."

"You need gray trousers."

"Mom, the woman said business casual."

"Business casual in Wilmington and business casual in Washington are totally different things." She pulled a pair of slim gray trousers from the rack without looking at the size because she knew his size. "Try these on. " As she pointed toward the dressing rooms. 

He tried them and confessed they did fit well. She did not say I told you so, which cost her something.

Chloe laid out an array of shirts next to the jacket and slacks. Comparing an assortment of solids and small stripes.  The final selection was a white shirt with a faint vertical burgundy stripe. 

The dress shoes took another fifteen minutes.  Sean had opinions about dress shoes that Chloe respected in principle and overrode in practice, and they arrived eventually at a pair of plain-toe oxfords in dark black leather that the salesman confirmed were appropriate for both a job interview and a graduation ceremony and that Sean admitted, when pressed, looked good.

"You need to break them in before Friday," Chloe said, at the register. "Wear them around the house."

"I'm not wearing dress shoes around the house."

"Then wear them to graduation."

"I'll be in a robe."

"You'll have them on under the robe and you'll be glad you broke them in when you're standing for hours on a football field."

Chloe handed her credit card to the cashier without looking at the total, which was a thing she did when she had already decided the amount was acceptable regardless of what it turned out to be.

They had lunch at the place on the beach front that had been there since Sean was a child — the kind of restaurant that existed in Wilmington in comfortable defiance of the tourist economy, where the menu hadn't changed in fifteen years and the staff knew Chloe by name. They ordered shrimp and two bowls of the conch chowder.  They always ordered the conch chowder.

Sean had the shopping bags under his chair and was looking at his phone with the distracted attention of a young man whose mind was already in Washington, running ahead to the interview, to the hotel room on Thursday night, to the Friday morning when he would walk into a building he'd never been in and try to become a person he hadn't quite been yet.

Chloe watched him.

She was not a sentimental woman by nature — sentiment, in her experience, was something you managed rather than surrendered to, because the restaurant needed managing and the payroll needed managing and raising a child that and none of that got done by sitting in your feelings. But she was a mother, and her son was twenty-two years old, and in three days he was going to walk across a stage and in six days he was going to a city two states away with a navy sport coat in a garment bag on the back seat, and the space that would leave in the house was not something she was going to discuss with him over shrimp.

He caught her watching him.

"What?"

"Nothing," she said. "You just look nice in the jacket."

"I'm not wearing the jacket. It's in the car."

"I know." She picked up her fork. "I'm picturing it."

He gave her the look he had been giving her since he was about fourteen — the fond, slightly exasperated look of a child who understood his mother completely and found her endlessly unreasonable. She had always loved that look. She was going to miss it when it was only available by phone.

"Mom. I'm just going for an interview. I haven't even gotten the job yet."

"You'll get it," she said.

"You don't know that."

"I know you." She said it simply, the way she said things she had thought about enough not to need to qualify. "I've known you for twenty-two years. You'll get it."

Sean looked at her for a moment. Then he went back to his phone, the way he always did when she had said something he didn't know how to respond to and had decided not to try.

Chloe ate her shrimp and took in the view of the water and let herself have five minutes of it — the quiet grief of a mother watching her child become the person he was always going to be, which was wonderful, which was the whole point, which didn't make the leaving any smaller.

Five minutes. Then she put it away.

"You'll need a belt," she said. "For the gray trousers. The one you have is too casual."

"Mom."

"It won't take ten minutes."

He put his phone down with the resignation of a man who understood that the belt was going to happen regardless and that resistance was a cost-benefit question he had never won.

"Fine," he said.

She signaled for the check, quietly satisfied, and tried not to let him see that her eyes were doing the thing she had specifically decided they were not going to do today.

She mostly succeeded.
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Wilmington, North Carolina

Late May in North Carolina ran cool that year, and the university had been lucky — clear skies and a light breeze that made the gowns bearable. The athletic field had been set with hundreds of folding chairs, and the stands were filling steadily with families, many of them carrying the particular combination of pride and mild sunburn that came from arriving early to get good seats.

Sean's parents were somewhere up there. He didn't look. He was in the staging area with his classmates, the gown making everyone look the same, the caps sitting at slightly different angles depending on how seriously each person had read the instructions. The nervous energy in the group was palpable — four years of effort compressed into one final ceremony. Beside him a woman he barely knew was crying quietly and apparently had been for some time. Nobody commented on it.

When the band started, the line began to move. He fell in behind the woman in front of him and walked out onto the field.

The commencement speaker was Secretary of State Cynthia Ballard — a real coup for the university, everyone agreed, a sitting Cabinet member. She was younger than Sean had expected, blond hair pulled back, composed in a way that appeared natural rather than practiced. University President Thatcher introduced her with the slightly starstruck formality of a man who still couldn't quite believe she'd accepted the invitation.

Secretary Ballard thanked him and faced the graduating class and the crowd of parents, siblings, and grandparents. 

"I know we say this with every generation — that the world is different now, that the stakes are higher, that what comes next is unlike anything before it. When President Prescott asked me to become Secretary of State, I was only forty one years old at the time. I questioned everything: my knowledge, my experience, whether I was equal to it."

"But I felt it was my duty. Many of you know my husband was killed in Afghanistan nearly twenty years ago, just after I graduated college. We shared the same belief: that to serve your country is the highest calling there is. He understood the risks and accepted them as the price of the freedom you and I wake up to every day."

"That freedom has been purchased by countless men and women, serving at home and abroad, since this country's founding. I pray you never take it for granted. I pray you never have to."

Sean’s mind wandered momentarily. The field was still damp from the morning. He felt the sun on his back and his mind drifted — the drive to Washington, the hotel, the full-day interview next week. He thought about his parents in the stands and everything they'd put into getting him here. He thought about Raza somewhere in the rows behind him, heading home in a month to a life Sean couldn't fully picture.

Then Ballard said something that pulled him back.

"Your government needs you. If you don't like how it's being run, run for office. If you're looking for your path, there are thousands of openings across every discipline in public service. We need people like you — your energy, your skills, your generation's perspective. The work of keeping this country intact falls to all of us. Only together can we make sure it endures for the next two centuries."

Sean had noticed the agency recruiters at campus events — CIA, NSA, DHS, tables interspersed with the tech companies and the financial companies. He'd walked past them without stopping, assuming the pay would be low and the work bureaucratic. A cybersecurity degree felt wasted on a government salary.

He wasn't sure he felt that way anymore.

The applause broke out, and then it was logistics — faculty announcements, the long alphabetical call of names. After about twenty minutes the woman at the end of his row stood, and the whole row rose with her. He stood, straightened his gown, and began moving toward the stage.

He passed Raza in the row behind. Their eyes met for exactly a second — Raza gave him a small nod, the kind that carries more weight than it appears to. Sean returned it and kept moving.

At the edge of the stage, he waited. Then: "Sean Thomas North."

He crossed, shook University President Thatcher's hand, took the diploma. Secretary Ballard was seated to the left, watching each graduate come through. She saw the young man give a small nod before he turned to the crowd and raised both arms.
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After the ceremony his parents found him on the field. His mother hugged him first, hard, and he could tell she'd been crying.

"Are you okay, Mom?"

"My baby's all grown up," she said, pressing a tissue to her eyes. "Off to face the world."

He shook his head and shook his dad's hand, which made Bill North well up a little too — something Sean couldn’t recall seeing before, which made him feel it more than he expected.

"I liked the speech," Chloe said, recovering herself.

"The part about service," Sean said. "I'm thinking of joining the Marines."

His mother's jaw dropped. For a full two seconds she couldn't form a sentence. His father blinked.

"Just kidding, Mom."

"That's not funny," she said, pressing the tissue to her eyes again, which suggested it was at least a little funny.

A strong arm came around his shoulders from behind. He knew it was Raza without looking — the weight of it, the timing. He turned and the two of them shook hands and then pulled each other into the kind of embrace that men give each other at moments they haven't quite rehearsed for.

"Finally," Raza said, stepping back and looking at him with the expression of a man completing a long transaction. "Four years. I cannot believe we survived."

"I carried you through three semesters of network architecture," Sean said.

"You did not."

"Second year, Tuesdays and Thursdays, Professor Wiley. I absolutely did."

"I was helping you," Raza said. "I was helping you help me." He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. We're done. It's over." He was genuinely relieved, which made Sean laugh.

"You know you're starting a master's program in a few months," Sean said.

"That is completely different and I don't want to discuss it."

Chloe appeared at Sean's elbow, phone already raised. "Raza, come here."

"Mrs. North." He stepped over and she hugged him before he'd finished saying her name, which he accepted with the practiced grace of someone who had learned that this was simply how Chloe North operated.

"I got you both walking across the stage on video," she said, pulling back and looking at him. "Your mother is going to cry when she sees it."

"My mother cries when she sees the weather forecast," Raza said. "But she will love it. Thank you, Mrs. North."

"How many times have I told you to call me Chloe."

"Many times. And yet here we are."

Bill North arrived and shook Raza's hand with both of his. "We're proud of you. Both of you."

Raza held Bill's handshake a moment longer than necessary. "Thank you, Mr. North. For everything. These four years — your house, your restaurant, your family." He paused. "It has meant more than I know how to say properly."

Bill nodded. He didn't say anything, which for Bill North meant he was moved.

Sean watched this exchange from a step away, his diploma in one hand and his cap in the other, the sun on the back of his gown, his family and his best friend all in the same twenty feet of grass on a May afternoon that felt, for a moment, like something he would want to remember precisely — not the broad strokes of it but the texture of it all. His mother's tissue. His father's silence. Raza using the formal handshake because he didn't know what else to do with how much he meant it.

He tucked the diploma under his arm and put his cap back on at a deliberately wrong angle.

"Pictures," his mother announced.

Raza leaned over to Sean. "How long do you think this takes?"

"You might miss your flight." He said with a grin.

"I can hear you," Chloe said, already positioning them.

She took dozens — Sean alone, Sean with Raza, Sean with his parents, then Raza alone, then Raza with Sean's parents, then she asked someone walking by to take a picture of all of them with two graduates in the middle. She moved them around the frame with the cheerful efficiency of a woman who had decided she was entitled to as many photographs as she wanted and was correct about this.

Before they left the field she turned to Raza. "I'm going to send your mother everything. Give me her email again — I want to make sure I have the right one."

He typed it into her phone. She read it back. She was already composing the message as they walked toward the parking area, and by the time they reached the cars she had sent twelve photographs to New Delhi.

It was the middle of the afternoon in North Carolina and the middle of the night in India, but Raza's mother replied within ten minutes. A single line: "My heart is full."

Chloe showed it to Raza without saying anything. He took her phone, reading the response, and handed the phone back.

"Thank you," he said quietly.

"Of course," she said.
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North's Restaurant — Wilmington, North Carolina

Bill North had reserved the private dining room three months in advance, which was not something he normally did for his own restaurant, and which Chloe had noted was evidence of how seriously he was taking this. The room could hold twenty-four people comfortably and had been used for rehearsal dinners and retirement parties and the occasional wake, and today it held balloons.

Blue and gold balloons restrained from the ceiling by kite strings tied to fishing weights. A banner across the far wall that read CONGRATULATIONS GRADUATES that Chloe hung after the restaurant had closed last night. Plastic graduation cap centerpieces on each table, filled with wrapped candies. A small stack of gifts on the credenza by the door, building steadily as people arrived.

Sean surveyed the room, looking at the decorations and then at his mother.

"Mom."

"Don't," she said, and straightened his collar for the second time that day.

Raza, standing beside him in the tie he had been wearing since the ceremony, looked at the room with the expression of someone who had attended precisely this kind of event in a different country and found the American version simultaneously excessive and completely correct. "This is wonderful, Mrs. North," he said.

"You're going to make me cry again," Chloe said, and went to check on the kitchen.

Sean leaned closer to Raza, “Sorry dude, I’m sure my mom tried to get elephants?”

“That’s only for weddings.” Raza said with a big grin, “But it would have been a nice touch.”

The guests arrived in clusters. The Hendersons from two streets over — Dave and Patricia, who had known Sean since he was six and who brought an envelope that Sean suspected contained a check and which he would open later and discover contained three hundred dollars and a handwritten note about character and perseverance that made the amount feel larger than it was. The Garcias, who ran the a boutique bed and breakfast near the marina and whose son had gone to Duke two years earlier and who treated Sean with the warmth of parents watching someone else's kid become what they hoped their own kid was becoming. Three of Sean's high school friends, showing up together, having coordinated nothing, who greeted Raza with the exuberant overcompensation of people who had heard a great deal about him for three years and were determined not to seem as curious as they were.

And Raza's mother, video-calling from New Delhi
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