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CHAPTER ONE
Seven Days
The first chant reached the commission room through two layers of sealed glass and a ventilation system designed to keep street noise out. Amina Jefferson could not make out the words. She recognized the rhythm anyway: a name, a demand, three claps, then the name again.
On the wall above the launch table, a clock counted down six days, thirteen hours, and forty-one minutes until the first individual reparations payments were scheduled for release. Nobody looked at it directly. They watched it in the black reflection of the disabled presentation screen while Director Samuel Pike moved through a list of failures they were still permitted to imagine.
Pike began with the failure politicians understood most easily. “Duplicate disbursement.”
The payment director kept her hand beside the binder holding the exception rules. “Automated hold and human review.”
Pike moved to the next card without acknowledging the answer. “Regional outage.”
This time the payment director glanced at the banking liaison before responding. “Queued release with claimant notice every four hours.”
The card after that belonged partly to Creed Meridian, and Pike read it more slowly. “Coordinated false claims entering through multiple jurisdictions.”
Creed's risk director answered from the second row, where contractors sat without nameplates. “Fraud isolation without suspension of the universal component.”
Pike nodded once after each answer. The repetition had the form of competence and the emotional quality of prayer. Around the table, forty people represented the federal agencies, banks, state archives, tribal liaisons, community institutions, and contractors required to make one national promise arrive as money instead of another report. Their badges rested against dark jackets and careful dresses. Coffee cooled beside encrypted tablets. Nobody had slept enough to be impatient honestly, so they practiced courtesy with the brittle concentration of people handling glass.
Amina sat three chairs from the end, where historical verification met public appeals. Her place card said DR. AMINA JEFFERSON — LINEAGE INTEGRITY, a title broad enough to make strangers believe she controlled more than she did. She controlled no payments. She could not approve an applicant by herself. She could not open a sealed family record without documented purpose and, in most cases, the family's permission. What she could do was explain why one damaged census page belonged beside a church register, a pension affidavit, and the name a grandmother carried across three states. She could also say when those things did not establish enough.
That second function had made her valuable to the commission. It had made her unwelcome in nearly every public room where hope needed a cleaner sentence.
Six months earlier, a family from Arkansas had presented a church roll, two obituaries, and a pension affidavit linking them to a soldier whose service record used three spellings of his surname. Amina found the connection probable but not complete because the affidavit named a daughter the church roll recorded as a niece. The family heard only that she would not approve them. Advocates accused her of making Black kinship obey white paperwork. A county historian accused her of accepting folklore. Both criticisms reached the commission before the missing funeral program did.
The program arrived from a beauty-shop drawer, sent by a cousin nobody had included in the first family tree. It named the girl as a daughter raised publicly as a niece after her mother's death. Amina revised the finding, documented why, and supported approval. The family received the corrected decision without the television cameras that had recorded their anger. The county historian never withdrew his complaint. The advocates cited the reversal as proof that pressure, rather than method, produced justice.
Amina kept the first finding attached to the second. Correction without the original error would make her look wiser than she had been. The family deserved a system capable of changing its answer without pretending the answer had never been wrong.
That habit created enemies who wanted a hero and colleagues who wanted closure. Pike valued it when a disputed case threatened court and resented it when the same discipline delayed a launch metric. Creed Meridian's trainers called her review notes operationally expensive because they preserved too much context for automated reuse. Amina called the expense the price of leaving another person enough information to disagree.
She had accepted the commission position because national scale could turn that discipline into policy. She had also accepted because Leonard's death left her unable to enter his study without feeling that every unsorted page accused her of abandoning work she considered reckless. Building a public method let her remain near his questions while avoiding his papers. She had named the choice professional service and not examined how conveniently it resembled grief.
Pike advanced to civil disturbance. The presentation screen remained dark because no readiness document could be displayed while the external camera feed shared the room's network. A security officer described separate demonstration zones, protected access for employees, and a route for elders who had been invited to witness the launch. He used the same tone for celebration and threat until the legal adviser asked him to distinguish them.
Outside, thousands of people occupied Pennsylvania Avenue in weather too warm for October. Some had arrived in church buses before dawn. Others carried signs calling the program theft, surrender, justice, fraud, a beginning, or four hundred years late. Vendors sold water, flags, printed family trees, and shirts bearing a payment amount Congress had never promised. A brass band from Baltimore played near the east barricade whenever speakers paused. Three blocks west, men in matching gray caps stood beneath a banner that read DEBT ENDS WITH THE DEAD.
The chant sharpened when the ventilation shifted. Amina heard the final word.
The chant sharpened into one word the building could no longer keep outside. “Names.”
She looked down at her tablet.
An intake alert had appeared beneath the launch checklist. The priority field was yellow, not red. No immediate safety concern. No payment deadline failure. No congressional inquiry. The appointment had been reassigned twice in nineteen minutes before arriving in her queue.
Applicant: Bell, Terrence J.
Review reason: sibling inconsistency.
System disposition: historically impossible linkage.
Amina read the final line again.
The phrase belonged to internal training examples, not living applicants. It described a proposed connection that violated fixed chronology or identity: a woman giving birth ten years after her documented death, a child listed as older than both parents, one person joined across records that placed him in separate states on the same date. The system did not use impossible when a courthouse burned, a surname changed, a father disappeared from a census, or a clerk decided a Black child did not require a full name. Those were gaps. Gaps were the ordinary substance of the work.
She opened the protected summary. Terrence Bell was thirty-one, lived in Maryland, and worked for the East Harbor Community Archive. His two older sisters had been provisionally approved through the descendant component three months earlier. All three claimed through their mother. Terrence's application used the same maternal birth certificate, the same grandparents, and the same nineteenth-century lineage package.
His sisters' files showed no chronology conflict.
His did.
A comment from intake appeared beneath the disposition.
Applicant angry. Refuses DNA referral. Demands historian.
Amina pressed her thumb against the edge of the tablet until the case text stopped moving under her eyes. Commercial DNA referral was optional and inappropriate when siblings already shared a documented parent. The commission had written that rule in language clear enough to survive committee review, public comment, three lawsuits, and one cable-news host who kept calling family testimony folklore.
She added a note without opening the underlying records.
Do not repeat DNA referral. Preserve applicant-provided originals in current custody. Schedule direct review.
Pike's voice brought her back to the table. “Dr. Jefferson.”
Pike had stopped speaking.
Everyone at the table was looking toward her. The legal adviser had asked a question Amina had not heard.
Amina set the tablet flat so she could not pretend to be listening to two records at once. “I apologize. Repeat it.”
The adviser, a patient woman named Corinne Wu, did not soften the question for her. “If a county challenges the commission's acceptance of non-governmental lineage evidence after payments begin, what is the response sequence?”
Amina knew the answer because she had written most of it. “The county does not hold a veto. We preserve the challenge and its stated basis. We notify the claimant without disclosing another family's protected material. The regional panel reviews source provenance, linkage method, and any conflicting record. If the challenge raises a material fact, payment may be provisional, but community investment is unaffected.”
Corinne kept her pen above the response field. “And if the challenge is political rather than evidentiary?”
Amina felt the room waiting for something sharper and denied it. “We document that too.”
A few people smiled. Pike did not. He had been appointed because he could move a large institution without making every internal disagreement public. Amina respected the skill until she found herself inside the disagreement.
“The record has to show why we acted,” she added. “Not only that somebody with authority acted.”
Across the table, Jonah Creed lifted his eyes from a legal pad.
He was the only contractor principal allowed in the readiness room. Creed Meridian administered verification analytics, identity protection, and insurance-risk reconciliation through three subsidiaries whose logos appeared nowhere in the building. Creed himself wore no company pin. His suit was charcoal, his tie almost black, his expression attentive without inviting conversation. He had spent the morning asking questions that made his company sound smaller than its contract.
Creed rested the pen across his legal pad before entering the exchange. “Authority still matters.”
His voice was low enough that people leaned toward him. Amina had watched senators mistake that effect for agreement.
Amina kept her answer narrow enough to survive quotation. “Custody matters. Authority is part of custody.”
Creed turned one page without consulting it. “And scale? Seven million individual applications create a different evidentiary problem than seven thousand.”
Amina heard two staff members stop typing. “A larger problem is not a different standard.”
Pike placed both hands on the table. “This is a readiness review, not a methods hearing.”
Creed inclined his head, accepting a correction that cost him nothing. Amina closed the applicant summary but did not dismiss the alert.
The review continued through bank fraud, claimant impersonation, data poisoning, foreign disinformation, employee threats, and the possibility that a court would stop the individual component after the universal community funds had already begun moving. Each scenario had an owner. Each owner had a prepared sequence. The readiness staff recorded every answer beside the policy version that authorized it.
At 11:20, an operations analyst entered through the rear door and gave Pike a folded note. Paper had become unusual enough in the building that the room watched it travel.
Pike read the note, then glanced at Amina.
“Five-minute recess.”
Chairs moved back. Conversations began at half volume. Amina remained seated while Pike spoke with Creed and the operations analyst near the dark screen. Creed read the note without taking it. His face did not change, but he asked one question and looked at the countdown clock afterward.
Corinne stopped beside Amina. “What came into your queue?”
“An impossible-code rejection involving approved siblings.”
“Impossible how?”
“I haven't opened the record.”
“That restraint sounded painful.”
“It was survivable.”
Corinne waited. She had served as ethics counsel during the commission's first year and knew that Amina used precision most aggressively when she wanted not to answer.
“Intake referred him to DNA,” Amina said. “He refused.”
“Good.”
“His note says angry.”
“Was he?”
“I haven't met him.”
“Then the note describes intake.”
Amina turned the tablet so Corinne could see the limited summary without the applicant's protected documents. Corinne read the sibling result twice.
“Could one sister have a different father?” she asked.
“The claim runs through their mother.”
“Adoption?”
“Would not make the maternal birth record disappear.”
“Identity collision?”
“Possible. It should produce a conflict review, not historically impossible.”
At the front, Pike handed the paper back to the analyst. Creed said something Amina could not hear. Pike answered without looking at him.
Corinne followed her attention. “They know?”
“They know something.”
The room settled before the recess ended. Pike waited until the door sealed.
“A verification inconsistency affecting one applicant has been escalated,” he said. “The applicant has requested specialist review. Dr. Jefferson will handle it under ordinary procedure. No one is to characterize an unresolved record as a system event.”
Amina looked at him. “Why would anyone characterize it that way?”
The operations analyst stared down at her hands.
Pike's pause lasted less than a second. “Because we are seven days from launch and ordinary anomalies acquire extraordinary interpretations.”
“Did the vendor identify the inconsistency before intake assigned it to me?”
Creed answered. “My team received an automated quality notice.”
“What triggered the notice?”
“A rare disposition code in a high-documentation file.”
“How rare?”
Pike said her name quietly.
Amina kept her eyes on Creed. “The code is not supposed to reach a living applicant.”
“Then your review should establish whether the file was misclassified.”
He made the task sound both necessary and small. The people around the table needed it to be small. In six days, thirteen hours, and now twelve minutes, the government would attempt something it had postponed, studied, narrowed, renamed, and declared impossible across generations. Nobody wanted the machinery endangered by one wrong word in one file.
Amina wanted that too.
The desire frightened her more than the code.
She requested permission to leave the readiness review and meet Terrence Bell. Pike approved it with instructions to report to him before creating any cross-case query. Corinne asked to be copied on scope. Creed offered a senior analyst from his verification team.
“No,” Amina said.
“The analyst can explain the model behavior.”
“After I establish what happened to the record.”
Creed capped his pen. “Those may be the same question.”
“That is what I do not know yet.”
She left through the interior corridor rather than the public lobby. The building's oldest section had marble floors and brass elevator doors preserved from an agency that no longer existed. Temporary launch signs covered the directory recesses. At every turn, arrows directed applicants toward intake, press toward briefing, staff toward secure workrooms, and invited families toward the ceremonial hall.
Nobody had printed an arrow for a person whose history had been declared impossible.
The applicant suite occupied the second floor behind frosted glass. A security officer checked Amina's badge and opened the consultation wing. Through a narrow window in the final door, she saw a man sitting alone at a table meant for six.
Terrence Bell wore a brown jacket with rain darkening the shoulders, though the morning had been clear when Amina arrived. A canvas document bag stood upright beside his chair. He held a commission paper cup between both hands. The cup was still full.
On the scheduling sheet clipped outside, somebody had written ANGRY in blue ink beneath his name.
Amina removed the sheet from the clip, drew one line through the word, and wrote beneath it:
Applicant disputes an internally inconsistent decision.
She initialed the correction, recorded the time, and entered the room.
Terrence watched her close the door. His attention went first to her badge, then to the empty chair beside her, confirming she had come alone.
“Dr. Jefferson?”
“Yes.” She sat across from him without reaching for the canvas bag. “Before we discuss your family, I need to explain what I can see, what I cannot change by myself, and what remains yours if you decide to leave.”
He looked through the glass at the corrected scheduling sheet. “You always start there?”
“I should.”
“That wasn't my question.”
The chant outside reached the room faintly through the old window frames. Names. Three claps. Names again.
Amina placed her tablet face down.
“No,” she said. “I don't always start there.”
Terrence opened the canvas bag but kept one hand on the documents inside. “Then maybe we can start with why your system says I can't come from the same mother as my sisters.”
He set three approval notices beside his rejection. The first page of each named the same maternal line. The first two carried provisional approval. His carried the impossible code.
At the bottom of his sisters' older notices, beneath the portion applicants were expected to read, a historical node appeared in small gray type.
Mae Bell, born approximately 1841.
On Terrence's notice, the space where her name should have been was not blank. The line had been closed, as if no branch had ever continued beyond it.
Amina felt the countdown clock six floors above them without seeing it.
“Who else has these copies?” she asked.
Terrence did not answer immediately. The caution reassured her.
“Show me the first record you trust,” she said.
He looked at the federal seal on her badge, then at the bag under his hand.
“Mine or yours?”
The question irritated her because it was professionally imprecise. It stayed with her because she understood it perfectly.
CHAPTER TWO
Terrence Bell
Terrence trusted the commission enough to bring copies and distrusted it enough to number every page before leaving home. He showed Amina the pencil marks along the lower-right corners first: TB-01 through TB-46, written beside a small embossed seal from the East Harbor Community Archive. A one-page custody sheet listed when he printed each image, which repository supplied it, and whether he had compared the image with a physical record.
Terrence pressed his palm against the canvas as he set the first boundary. “The originals stay where they are.”
Amina had not asked for them. The fact that he expected her to mattered more than the refusal. “They should.”
He kept one hand on the open canvas bag while he arranged the three commission notices by date. His sisters, Althea and Robin, had applied during the first enrollment period. Terrence waited until the commission published its appeal rules because he served families who could not afford to surrender their records into a process before knowing how correction worked. The delay should have changed his place in the queue, not his ancestors.
East Harbor employed him as a warehouse records clerk, the title that paid his rent, and called him a community archivist when donors visited. He spent mornings receiving boxes from churches and tenant groups, afternoons describing collections, and evenings helping families scan documents without allowing the archive to claim ownership. His pay stopped at five even when a grandmother arrived at four fifty with forty years of funeral programs inside a grocery bag. Terrence had learned to log the extra hours privately because gratitude did not cover insurance.
Althea wanted him to take a county job with regular shifts. Robin wanted him to apply with her and stop acting as if caution made him the family's designated conscience. Their approval notices had arrived three weeks apart. Terrence had done most of the scanning, source comparison, and cemetery calls behind both applications, then waited because he distrusted a process that asked families to upload documents before publishing how those documents could be corrected or removed.
His sisters did not treat his rejection as proof of conspiracy. Althea thought he had entered one date wrong. Robin suspected a common-name merge. They offered to give him their passwords so he could compare accounts himself. He refused. Their authorizations belonged to them, and desperation did not turn sibling access into consent.
He came to the commission after intake suggested the DNA referral a second time. Before leaving home, he photographed each numbered page beside the morning newspaper, sent the custody sheet to Simone Watts at East Harbor, and told his sisters where he would be without attaching their records to the message. He expected the meeting to fail. Preparation was how he kept failure from owning the only account of what happened.
The consultation room had been designed to make federal authority feel temporary. Nothing was fixed to the table. The walls held no portraits, flags, or historical photographs. A cabinet contained pencils, magnifying sheets, cotton gloves, and paper rulers without advertising any of them. Even the federal seal on the glass door faced the hallway, so applicants saw it while entering and not while deciding what to disclose.
Amina had argued for those choices. She noticed now how quickly one handwritten word on a scheduling sheet had undone them.
She opened a new review record and read the consent scope aloud. Terrence authorized comparison among the three sibling disposition notices and the commission-held files already submitted by each sibling. He did not authorize new copying of his archive materials, release to Creed Meridian, or contact with his sisters until he spoke with them. Amina recorded each limit separately.
Amina left the authorization screen open rather than treating consent as complete. “If the system needs the documents to correct the decision?”
Terrence looked at the camera indicator above the door. It remained dark because the room recorded only when an applicant chose it. “You can tell me what it needs. I can decide whether it gets them.”
She confirmed the point without qualification. “Yes.”
Terrence looked down at the unsigned transfer field. “That's not how intake explained it.”
Amina did not defend intake as a category. “What did they say?”
“That the fastest path was a commercial match.” He removed a printed referral from the back of his rejection packet. “Not commission testing, because you don't require that. A partner discount. Spit in a tube, give a company rights under terms nobody in that lobby had read, and maybe the government would believe I have the same mother whose birth certificate it already accepted.”
The referral carried no commission logo, but the appointment code and applicant number appeared beneath the vendor address. A staff member had generated it from inside the case system.
Amina indicated the referral rather than reaching across the table. “May I preserve this page?”
He placed one finger over the number while deciding. “You can scan the referral. Cover my applicant number in the working copy.”
Amina turned the scanner receipt diagram toward him. “The evidence copy should retain it under seal. The working copy can be redacted.”
Terrence considered the distinction before sliding the page across. “Do both, and put the receipt in front of me.”
Amina used the room scanner rather than her tablet. The machine produced a source image, a redacted derivative, and a receipt showing both file hashes. She turned the monitor so he could watch the process. Terrence compared the printed receipt with the values on-screen before placing it inside his bag.
Nothing about his caution slowed the work. It made the next step possible without argument.
The sibling notices differed in more than outcome. Althea's approval, issued ninety-three days earlier, included a six-generation chain from their mother, Patrice Bell, to Mae Bell through Mae's daughter Esther. Robin's notice carried the same chain and cited twelve supporting sources. Terrence's rejection displayed the first four generations, then ended at their great-great-grandmother Cora Bell. A gray box beneath her name said that further linkage produced a chronological impossibility.
Amina searched the disposition for the mandatory conflict field. “What date?”
Terrence tapped the gray box once. “It doesn't say.”
She moved to the relationship field and found another omission. “Which person is impossible?”
His answer arrived with less patience because the absence was the same. “It doesn't say.”
Amina checked the source-class line last. “Which record conflicts?”
Terrence let the silence answer before he did. “That would be useful information in an appeal.”
The published procedure required all three. A rejection did not have to expose protected records belonging to another family, but it had to identify the disputed relationship, the nature of the conflict, and the source class. Without them, the applicant could only submit more material to an objection he could not see.
Amina entered a procedural defect. The system responded with a notice that the disposition had been generated under Enhanced Fraud Protection Model 4.2 and that certain explanations were restricted to prevent adversarial manipulation.
She had reviewed the public-impact statement for Model 4.1. Version 4.2 was not in her approved-model list.
Terrence watched her expression. “That's new.”
She chose the boundary she could defend. “The notice is new to me.”
Terrence pointed at the version number instead. “The model?”
Amina opened the registry in a separate pane. “I need to confirm which version is authorized for this case.”
He leaned back without removing his hand from the canvas bag. “That sentence is doing a lot of work.”
She accepted the criticism without broadening the claim. “It is holding the part I know apart from the part I suspect.”
Terrence kept his voice level, which made the demand harder to dismiss. “And when do I get the suspected part?”
Amina watched the registry return no approval record. “When I can tell you what supports it.”
Terrence looked toward the dark camera again. “Turn the recording on.”
Amina activated it and repeated the consent scope. He stated his name, confirmed that he wanted the rest of the appointment preserved, and added that his permission covered his own words and the documents he displayed but not publication of his relatives' personal information. The red indicator became the most honest object in the room. It announced what it was taking.
He removed a family group sheet from the archive folder. The page was not proof by itself. It was a map of claimed relationships, each line keyed to a source. Cora Bell appeared near the bottom, born in 1912. Her mother, Esther's daughter Louisa, had been born in 1888. Louisa's mother Esther appeared in a church baptism register, a county tax list, an 1870 census, an 1892 probate inventory, and two newspaper notices. The dates contained ordinary disagreement. One record made Esther three years older than another. None placed a child outside a possible life.
Amina placed a transparent ruler beneath the three generational lines. “Show me where your work separates from your sisters'.”
Terrence tapped the first page. “It doesn't until me.”
Althea, Robin, and Terrence shared Patrice Bell as their mother. Each file cited the same certified birth record for Patrice and the same marriage record for her parents. The differences began only in applicant-specific identity documents: three separate births, three schools, three addresses, three adult lives. The ancestral spine beneath them remained identical.
The source list contained no genetic-test code, but Amina verified it with him. “Did either sister provide DNA?”
Terrence shook his head. “No.”
She moved to the preparer history. “Did they use a commission researcher?”
“Robin had help from the Baltimore clinic. Althea filed on her own. Both used my source list with my name attached.”
Amina found his archive identifier attached to both older files. “Were you listed as preparer?”
“Community researcher, no compensation.”
Amina requested the internal comparison permitted by Terrence's consent. The system returned a split-screen display with personal information minimized. At first, the three graphs agreed. Patrice connected to Lorraine, Lorraine to Cora, Cora to Louisa. Beyond Louisa, the approved files continued to Esther and Mae.
Terrence's graph did not merely stop. A black closure marker sealed the node after Cora. Amina selected it and received the impossible-linkage notice again.
She opened the decision history.
Althea's graph had been reviewed by two human analysts before provisional approval. Robin's passed through automated comparison and then a community-source specialist. Terrence's application had reached the same specialist queue, remained there eleven minutes, and returned to automated review without a specialist name. Nine seconds later, the black closure marker appeared.
Terrence leaned far enough toward the screen to see the empty specialist field. “Who touched it?”
Amina enlarged the audit event without turning its label into a person. “The history shows a service action.”
He supplied the explanation the interface encouraged. “A machine.”
She drew her finger along the signature chain. “A credential used by a service. That tells us how the action entered the system, not who caused it.”
He nodded reluctantly. Amina saw the archivist in that response. He disliked the limit without pretending it was false.
The action label read EFP-42 RECONCILIATION. It carried a signature chain from Creed Meridian's verification service to the commission's authorized model registry. Amina could verify the signature. She could not find the approval record for the version.
“You said no release to Creed,” she told Terrence. “I can continue examining commission logs without sending them your documents. If I need the contractor to explain its service action, I will come back for scope.”
Terrence's hand returned to the canvas bag. “They already saw my file.”
Amina refused the comfort of pretending processing meant no access. “Their service processed the lineage graph.”
He looked toward the federal seal printed on the consent screen. “That sounds like yes dressed for court.”
Amina opened a task for the contract-access log. “It means I need to see the contract boundary before I tell you what a person at the company could view.”
Terrence took the answer without accepting its comfort. He turned to the family group sheet and pointed at Mae Bell. “My sisters were approved through her. Yesterday, I searched the public descendant index to make sure I hadn't entered something differently. Mae was gone.”
“From your family view?”
“From the historical reference index. I signed out and checked the public terminal at East Harbor. Gone there too.”
The commission's public index did not display living people. It allowed applicants and researchers to locate historical nodes, see broad source citations, and request access through the relevant repository. Removing a node from one applicant's graph should not remove it from the historical index.
Amina searched Mae Bell's name. The result returned twenty-seven people, none born in Maryland and none connected to the Bell land records. She added the estimated birth year. Nineteen results disappeared. She added Esther. The search returned zero.
Terrence removed a screen printout dated two weeks earlier. Mae's historical node appeared with a commission reference number, three repository codes, and a notation that related records required review because the family group extended across former county boundaries.
The reference number now belonged to no record.
Amina requested historical index history. Her role allowed her to see approved edits but not restricted fraud intelligence. The audit panel opened with a red banner.
Prior state unavailable under model-protection rule.
“There,” Terrence said. He did not sound triumphant. “That's the part everybody keeps asking me to prove with the thing that disappeared.”
Amina compared his printout with the current interface. Fonts, spacing, and reference format matched the commission's version from two weeks earlier. That supported authenticity but did not establish it. A skilled fabrication would imitate those details. She asked whether the archive computer retained browser history, print logs, or cached files.
“Yes. We preserve public-research sessions for thirty days if the researcher opts in. I opted in because this was my own claim.”
“Who administers those logs?”
“I do, with a second custodian required for export.”
“Who is the second?”
“Our director, Simone Watts. She is not family.”
“Do not export anything yet.”
Terrence's jaw tightened. “Why?”
“Because we need to preserve the original system and document the request before creating a new copy. If the federal index and your local session disagree, both sides need custody that cannot be blamed on you alone.”
For the first time since she entered, his grip loosened on the canvas bag. “That's the first thing you've said that sounds like you believe me.”
“I believe the three notices disagree.”
“Careful.”
“Yes.”
“You ever get tired of that word?”
Amina thought of the people outside asking for names, of Pike calling one applicant an ordinary anomaly, and of Creed receiving a quality notice before she had seen the case. “I get tired of people using it when they mean quiet.”
Terrence considered her again, adjusting whatever category he had placed her in. “Mae Bell owned land near Patuxent after emancipation. Not a grant. Not a story about forty acres somebody promised. She bought parcels. Paid taxes. Lent money. Helped start burial and sickness societies. When a court put her under guardianship, men who owed her money helped decide she was incompetent.”
“What records support the guardianship challenge?”
“Probate petitions, tax receipts after the date they said she couldn't manage property, a newspaper notice, and letters quoted in a church history. Some originals are missing. Some county images are bad. The church register ties her to Esther.”
“And the register?”
“You don't get that today.”
“I didn't ask for it.”
“You were about to.”
He was right. Amina let the unasked request remain visible between them.
Terrence explained that the register stayed at New Covenant Baptist under shared custody with two descendant families and the East Harbor archive. Researchers viewed it by appointment. No single custodian could authorize removal. A conservation photograph existed on an offline drive, with three checksum copies held separately. The procedure had sounded excessive when the church adopted it. Then a county digitization project misplaced two deed volumes and returned a third with pages cut from the binding.
“People call us paranoid after the record disappears,” he said. “Before that, they call us difficult.”
Amina created a preservation request limited to the public session log and the commission reference shown on the printout. She named East Harbor and its second custodian, required no transfer until counsel supplied a method, and prohibited access to unrelated research sessions. Terrence read every line before signing.
Her tablet displayed a conflict warning when she submitted it.
Reviewer-associated lineage intersects historical node. Refer for recusal assessment.
The room seemed to contract around the sentence.
Terrence read it upside down. “Jefferson?”
Amina did not close the warning. “My mother's family papers may mention the Bell community. I learned that this morning.”
“Before or after you took my case?”
“After it entered my queue. Before I opened your source documents.”
“Do you have a claim through Mae?”
“I don't know.”
“Does your mother?”
“I don't know.”
The repetition sounded less disciplined when it concerned her own family.
Terrence gathered the loose pages but left the three notices aligned. “If they remove you, who gets this?”
“An independent reviewer should receive the preserved comparison, your consent limits, and the conflict notice. You choose whether the appointment continues.”
“Should.”
“I will ask counsel to document the transfer before anyone opens another source.”
He returned the notices to their sleeves. “I came here because my sisters got approved from the work I did, and the government told me that same work makes me impossible. Now the historian they sent has family in the record.”
“Possibly in the record.”
“You hear yourself?”
“Constantly.”
Amina ended the recording only after Terrence confirmed he had nothing more to add. The system produced a receipt, but the case banner changed before she could print it.
Specialist review suspended. Model integrity referral initiated.
The referral time was 11:47.
Amina looked at the wall clock. It was 11:46.
Terrence saw the discrepancy. “Your system referred us before now.”
“The displayed time could be wrong.”
“Is it?”
Amina photographed the screen through the room's evidence function, preserving device time and server time in the same frame. Then she printed the receipt and placed it between them.
“That is the next thing we establish,” she said.
CHAPTER THREE
The Vanishing Branch
At 12:08, Amina placed Terrence's consultation room under a preservation hold and discovered that someone had already preserved the wrong thing.
The case system showed a complete snapshot taken at 11:47, one minute before the clock above the consultation-room door reached that time and twelve minutes before Amina submitted the model-integrity referral. The snapshot included Terrence's rejection, the three-notice comparison, and the conflict warning attached to Amina's name. It did not include the public-index history, the DNA referral, or the screen photograph showing the timestamp discrepancy. Whoever or whatever requested preservation had selected the version most useful for proving that an applicant's conflicted reviewer triggered an ordinary integrity process.
Amina remained in the room after Terrence left because moving to her office would change which systems touched the record. Corinne joined her with a commission laptop sealed inside a gray evidence sleeve. She photographed the wall clock, the consultation tablet, and the printed receipt in one frame, then asked Amina to describe the discrepancy without interpreting it.
“The referral displays an event time of 11:47,” Amina said. She kept both hands visible on the table although nobody had accused her of altering anything. “The room clock and tablet showed 11:46 when the banner appeared. The receipt printed after the banner shows a submission time of 11:59. I cannot determine whether one clock was wrong, the event was queued, or the displayed referral predates my action.”
Corinne entered each possibility as a separate line. “Did you open a cross-case query?”
Amina answered the first boundary without explanation. “No.”
Corinne moved from system action to personal access. “Did you access your mother's file or any Jefferson lineage through the commission?”
The answer carried the same certainty. “No.”
Corinne checked the recorded scope against the evidence list. “Did Terrence disclose records beyond the authorized sibling comparison?”
“He showed me his archive group sheet and the three notices. He permitted recording after the Model 4.2 notice appeared. He did not transfer the register or local session log.”
Corinne ended the factual interview before asking what Amina thought. The order mattered. It prevented the theory from reaching backward and editing the observation.
They carried the sealed laptop to a small technical review room across the corridor. No network cable entered the room without passing through a recorder that displayed the direction and volume of traffic. Malik Ross had argued for the design during the commission's second year, after a contractor insisted encrypted logs made physical separation obsolete. He had lost the first vote, brought a demonstration to the second, and made three deputy directors watch a privileged support tool read data no user had knowingly exposed. The room existed because he had been willing to embarrass the people whose signatures he needed.
It was the quality Amina had loved first and learned to distrust later.
Malik arrived carrying no device. Security had taken his phone at the entrance and placed it in a locker whose number he did not choose. He wore a navy shirt with the sleeves rolled once and a visitor badge clipped exactly where a federal employee would have worn permanent credentials. The gray at his temples had widened since Amina last saw him in person. His face gave no sign that they had once selected an apartment by measuring which kitchen allowed two people to pass without touching.
They had signed the lease and never moved in.
Three weeks before the wedding, Malik received a federal contract offer that required an overseas rotation he had not mentioned while applying. He called it a possibility he had been protecting her from until it became real. Amina called it a future he had negotiated with strangers before offering her a vote. The argument exposed older concealments: her refusal to read Leonard's worsening research, Malik's habit of treating information as dangerous until he could present a solution, the months both had mistaken efficient scheduling for agreement.
They postponed the ceremony without announcing an end. Invitations remained stacked in Lila's dining room while Malik left for six months and Amina took the commission position. He wrote careful messages from abroad. She answered every factual question and none of the personal ones. By the time he returned, the apartment had been rented to somebody else and their deposits divided through email.
No betrayal dramatic enough for friends to condemn had occurred. Malik had loved her and made a consequential decision around her. Amina had loved him and used precision to punish every imperfect attempt at repair. Each could describe the other accurately enough to avoid describing themselves.
Their work had crossed since then through memoranda and architecture reviews. Malik wrote systems that assumed authorized people could become threats. Amina wrote methods that assumed official records could become lies. They agreed most often where trust failed and least often about what intimacy required before failure.
Seeing him inside the room he had forced the commission to build made their history feel less accidental. He had designed a place where no one entered with an unrecorded device. He had never learned how to enter a relationship without keeping one decision outside it.
He read the room log before he looked at her. “Corinne said one applicant, three clocks, and a model version nobody can place.”
Amina refused to fill the technical gaps with the history between them. “That is what we can establish.”
Malik set the scope order on the table without crossing the marked line. “Good. I was afraid she had made it sound interesting.”
Corinne handed him a printed scope order. He read the exclusions first. No access to Terrence's underlying family sources. No search of unrelated applicant narratives. No external vendor query. He could compare event clocks, model-registry history, service actions, and the public historical index. Any expansion required a new order and, where applicable, Terrence's consent.
Malik signed the acknowledgement. Only then did Corinne unlock the laptop.
The three system clocks disagreed by less than a second. Malik compared them with the commission's independent time source and two external references stored by the network recorder. The wall clock ran four seconds slow, not one minute. The tablet and referral service agreed within two hundred milliseconds.
“The event did not occur at 11:47 today,” he said after twenty minutes. “That field is not an event timestamp.”
Amina stood behind the marked floor line that kept observers from the keyboard. “The interface labels it initiated.”
“The interface is wrong.” Malik enlarged the event schema. “This service writes three times. Package creation, eligibility activation, and case display. The user screen is showing package creation and calling it initiation.”
Corinne asked who chose that mapping.
Malik traced the interface component to a vendor update installed five days earlier. “Creed Meridian. Approved through routine accessibility maintenance.”
The displayed time no longer suggested that someone predicted Amina's referral by a minute. It established something more durable: the package that would receive her referral had been created before Terrence entered the building.
Amina looked from the label to the wall clock that had seemed accusatory minutes earlier. “When?”
Malik converted the stored time through the documented zone setting rather than doing it in his head. “11:47 last night.”
The evidence snapshot had not been taken in advance. A container for selected evidence had been waiting.
He opened the package manifest. Most fields remained empty until the morning. At 9:13, the system added Terrence's applicant identifier. At 10:58, it added Amina's staff identifier. At 11:31, before she opened the case, it added the conflict category REVIEWER-ASSOCIATED LINEAGE. The package did not contain evidence that Amina was related to Mae Bell. It contained a route prepared for that possibility.
The prepared conflict route made Amina's next question personal despite her effort to keep it evidentiary. “Who knew my mother's papers intersected Mae's community?”
Corinne did not answer on behalf of an investigation. “Who did you tell?”
“My mother. This morning, in her house.”
“Anybody else present?”
“No.”
“Devices?”
Amina remembered her commission phone on Lila's kitchen table, face down beneath a folded newspaper. She remembered Lila's old tablet propped beside the sugar bowl because its battery no longer held a charge. The family Bible had rested between them, its cracked spine supported by a linen towel. “My issued phone was in the room. My mother's tablet was plugged in. I did not photograph or search the Bible.”
Malik remained turned toward the screen. Their old life had trained him not to look at her when privacy became shame. “The package might not depend on that conversation. Your father's name appears in public estate petitions. Your commission disclosure lists family research as a possible future conflict.”
“Not Mae Bell.”
“Then we preserve devices before we decide what listened.”
Corinne wrote the recommendation without making it an order. Amina consented to narrow capture of commission-device network and microphone access for the relevant period. She would ask Lila rather than authorize anyone to seize or search her property. The distinction created delay. It also kept Amina from using professional urgency to take a choice away from her mother.
Malik returned to the model registry. Model 4.2 carried a valid commission signature chain. The chain began with an emergency anti-fraud waiver approved three weeks earlier, when a coordinated group had submitted thousands of synthetic courthouse images. The waiver permitted accelerated model updates if the change affected document-risk scoring without altering eligibility rules. Version 4.2 was labeled a risk-scoring adjustment.
Its actual package contained a lineage-closure table.
Malik displayed the table structure without opening its entries. It could mark a historical node as restricted, redirect a linkage to human review, or close a branch from downstream inference. Those functions had legitimate uses. A record might expose an adoption sealed by court order, identify a living person who had not consented, or combine two families through a mistaken identity. A closed node prevented the public index and automated system from continuing through material that required protection.
What the function could not legitimately do was remove the reason from the applicant's appeal.
“Can we query the closure table for Mae?” Amina asked.
“Not under this scope.” Malik pointed to the restriction banner. “The entries count as fraud intelligence and may include other applicants.”
“Terrence authorized review of his lineage.”
“His authorization does not expose everyone linked to the same table.”
Amina disliked the answer and trusted him more for giving it. Corinne drafted a request for a blinded query: return whether the Mae Bell node appeared, the date of its first closure, the rule category, and the number of affected applicant paths without returning names or narratives. Pike would have to approve emergency internal access or seek a court order.
While Corinne routed the request, Malik examined the public index. Mae's reference number returned no current object, but deletion in the public layer should have left a tombstone stating that the entry was withdrawn, merged, restricted, or corrected. The tombstone was absent. He queried the index transaction log and received a complete history beginning forty-eight hours earlier.
“How old is the index?” Amina asked.
“The public service is six years old.”
“Then where are the other six years?”
Malik checked the archive reference. The historical log had been compacted during the Model 4.2 deployment. Compaction ordinarily combined repetitive transactions while preserving signed checkpoints. Here, the first surviving checkpoint declared itself complete without referencing the prior one.
“A broken chain,” Corinne said.
“A new chain pretending it was first,” Malik corrected. “Broken implies damage. This was signed.”
The signature again traced through Creed Meridian's service to the commission registry. Valid credentials had approved a false beginning.
Amina requested the county repository through its public research portal. The Mae Bell deed citation from Terrence's printout returned an error. She searched the book and page rather than the name. The repository found the volume but displayed no image at that page. Adjacent pages loaded normally. Its change notice said the image was unavailable because of a quality-control rescan.
“That could be ordinary,” Corinne said.
“Yes.” Amina recorded it as such. County archives rescanned blurred pages, corrected metadata, withdrew images containing protected information, and lost files for reasons that required no conspiracy. “The question is whether the timing and selection connect.”
Terrence's printout cited two additional county objects: a tax assessment and a guardianship petition. The assessment returned a thumbnail with no full image. The petition's index remained but its party names had been replaced with UNKNOWN.
Malik compared the public requests from his isolated station. Each county response passed through the state's consolidated digital-archive service. Creed Meridian did not operate that service. A subcontractor called Meridian Civic Data did.
“Same parent?” Corinne asked.
“Creed Meridian acquired it eighteen months ago.”
Amina thought of the vendor notice reaching Creed before she opened Terrence's case. One contractor sat between the federal lineage graph and the county images used to challenge it. That was access. Motive remained elsewhere.
The county pages might still exist in undigitized volumes, microfilm, backup images, researchers' citations, local computers, or family copies. A public index could make a record difficult to find. It could not make every version cease to exist unless all custody had already been surrendered to one system.
Terrence had not surrendered his.
At 1:36, Corinne received Pike's response to the blinded query. Denied pending director review. The note instructed Amina to document the matter as an isolated applicant inconsistency and complete recusal assessment before any systemic inquiry.
Three minutes later, the commission's media office issued a statement about routine final-week quality checks. It did not name Terrence or Amina. It said no evidence suggested unauthorized system access or broad eligibility impact.
Nobody in the review room had alleged unauthorized access. The statement answered the more comforting question before the commission had examined the authorized one.
Malik read it from the internal feed. “They're saying it wasn't hacked.”
“Was it?” Amina asked.
He rotated the screen so both women could see the valid signature chain, the prebuilt referral package, and the public index checkpoint with no parent. “Not from outside.”
The phrase changed the room. An outside breach offered a clean enemy, a repaired perimeter, and a story in which the institution remained itself after removing an intruder. Authorized alteration meant the danger could arrive wearing the same permissions as maintenance.
Corinne preserved the media statement beside the denial and the technical findings. “We need independent copies before the next update.”
Malik created no secret export. He generated a preservation request through the inspector general's established channel, listed the exact logs, hashes, and registry objects, and allowed the system to record his identity. The request could be denied. It could not later be described as a private extraction.
Amina called Terrence through the number he had authorized for process updates. He answered from the archive but did not confirm the building's address until she stated the purpose of the call.
She told him the commission had found a preexisting model-integrity package, an undisclosed version, and unavailable public-index history. She did not tell him his claim had been proved. She asked him to preserve the East Harbor workstation without exporting its session log and to involve Simone Watts as second custodian.
Terrence listened without interrupting. When she finished, paper moved near his phone.
“Mae's county pages are disappearing,” he said.
Amina looked at the three failed repository results on her screen. “Which one did you check?”
“Not online. I called the annex. The deed volume was pulled for imaging yesterday. Nobody can find the transfer slip.”
“Who did you speak with?”
He gave her the archivist's name, desk number, and the time of the call. He had already written them into his custody sheet.
Amina asked him not to travel to the county until they established access and preservation. Terrence breathed once through his nose before answering. “That's my community's record.”
“Yes.”
“The commission loses a file and tells me not to look. The county loses a volume and tells me to wait. At what point does caution become the method for keeping everybody else in control?”
Amina watched the denied query remain unopened in Pike's queue. “When it asks you to surrender your copy or your decision. I am asking you not to walk into a custody dispute before we document what moved.”
“How long?”
She refused to give him a comforting time she did not control. “I will call the county now, request a hold through counsel, and update you within one hour even if nothing changes.”
Terrence agreed to that boundary, not to patience in general.
After the call, Amina found a voicemail waiting on her issued phone. Her mother had left it nine minutes earlier.
Lila did not greet her. “Two men came to the door asking whether your father's Bible belonged to the commission. They had badges. I did not open the door, and I did not tell them which Bible we own. Call me from a number you trust.”
The message ended. Amina replayed only the first sentence before stopping herself. Repetition would not add facts. It might alter what she believed she heard in Lila's breath.
Malik saw her place the phone on the table. “What happened?”
Amina wrote the time, the exact words she could remember, and the action she was about to take before answering him. Then she asked Corinne for a clean line and the number for the agency that had supposedly sent the men.
On the public screen, Mae Bell still returned zero results.
In the room's preserved audit, the erased node had begun to acquire a different kind of record: the names of everyone who had been told not to look for it.
CHAPTER FOUR
Malik's Alarm
Malik knew the system had not been breached from outside because the locks had greeted the intruder by name.
At 2:14, the inspector general accepted his preservation request and assigned two examiners to the isolated review room. The acceptance did not authorize investigation of every Model 4.2 action. It froze five objects: the package manifest prepared for Terrence Bell, the lineage-closure service call, the public-index checkpoint, the model-registry signature chain, and the vendor interface update that mislabeled creation as initiation. Malik read the order twice before touching the keyboard again. What it excluded mattered as much as what it held.
One examiner, Celia Park, sat beside the network recorder with a notebook whose pages produced pressure copies. The other, Omar Reyes, stood behind Malik and watched the hashes appear on a separate display. Neither examiner asked what Malik expected to find. They asked which command he would run, what it could return, and whether a narrower command could answer the same question.
For years, Malik had taught engineers that restraint was not slowness. A system changed merely because an authorized person looked at it. Caches warmed. Access times moved. Alerts fired. Copies acquired new custodians. If a reviewer began with everything, every later limit became a promise rather than a fact.
He started with the signature chain.
The Model 4.2 package carried four approvals. Creed Meridian signed the build. A commission automated service confirmed malware screening and schema compatibility. A security delegate approved emergency deployment. The registry sealed the result. Every signature validated against the certificates active that day. No key appeared stolen. No certificate had expired. No outsider had forced a door.
The security delegate was not a person. It was a role credential named RJVC-EMERG-VERIFIER, issued under the anti-fraud waiver and available to five approved staff devices. Malik had designed the role after synthetic courthouse images overwhelmed human review during a pilot. Its purpose was narrow: allow a verified document-risk update to move without waiting for the monthly model board. It could adjust how the system evaluated an image. It could not change who qualified.
Model 4.2 changed who qualified.
Malik compared the package's declared behavior with its executable rule manifest. The declaration listed image duplication, metadata inconsistency, and synthetic-text probability. The manifest included those features plus a historical-node closure table, successor-asset flag, and explanation-suppression rule. The additional components were not hidden in encrypted code. They were labeled clearly enough for any reviewer who opened the expanded manifest.
Nobody in the accelerated route had been required to open it.
The automated service confirmed that the package matched its own declared schema. The security delegate confirmed that an authorized vendor had signed. The registry confirmed that both confirmations existed. Three valid checks circled one false description without examining it.
Celia asked Malik to identify which fact proved misconduct. He hated the question because the answer was none of them.
“The package exceeds the waiver,” he said. “That establishes unauthorized scope under commission policy. It does not establish who knew, why it was deployed, or whether a person intentionally misdescribed it.”
She wrote the qualification beside the finding. “Could the extra components have been carried accidentally from another build?”
“Yes. We need build history and deployment behavior.”
Omar asked whether examining build history required Creed's environment. Malik explained that the federal registry retained source-package hashes, component names, and vendor attestations but not the contractor's internal development record. They could prove what arrived. They could not yet prove how it was assembled.
The first deployment behavior was Terrence's closure. Malik queried the preserved service call without opening the closure table itself. The request contained Terrence's applicant graph, a model version, and a feature vector made from non-narrative attributes. Most fields described record quality: source classes, date ranges, name variation, repository independence, and whether a human specialist had reviewed the path. One field did not belong.
successor_exposure: 0.94
The published eligibility method did not score successor exposure. It evaluated descent. A family could connect to valuable land or no land, a patent or no patent, a corporation or a church debt; those facts were outside the individual payment determination.
Malik requested the field dictionary from the preserved package. Its description read: *probability that accepted linkage creates material third-party historical asset association.
The number did not say Creed Meridian. It did not say liability. It was a probability created by a model whose training sources remained outside the preserved scope. But it established that the closure decision considered a question the program had promised not to ask.
Celia stopped him before the next query. “Does Dr. Jefferson know this field exists?”
“She saw the closure behavior, not the feature vector.”
“Do you need her historical interpretation now?”
Malik wanted Amina in the room because she would understand immediately why an asset association belonged outside descendant verification. He also knew that bringing her into a newly discovered field before her recusal assessment could compromise both her and the review. “Not to establish that the field exceeds published scope.”
Celia recorded the decision to defer. The discipline irritated him in the way good architecture often irritated people who wanted the system to recognize their intentions.
He moved to the model package's origin. The vendor signature identified a Creed Meridian production key held inside a hardware security module. A signed attestation said the build was created by an automated release pipeline after two engineers approved the change. Their names were replaced in the commission record by employee tokens. The contract allowed pseudonymous staff identifiers to reduce retaliation and protect personnel from public targeting. A separate escrow service could resolve them under inspector-general demand.
Malik requested resolution of only the two tokens attached to Model 4.2. The escrow service returned a legal-review hold imposed that morning by Creed Meridian. The stated reason was suspected compromise of commission systems.
The contractor was using an outside-breach theory to prevent the commission from learning which authorized employees signed a package Malik had already shown entered through authorized channels.
Omar preserved the hold notice. “Can they do that?”
“The contract lets them pause identity release if disclosure could expose staff during an active security incident,” Malik said. “It also requires them to notify the commission security officer and the inspector general.”
“Did they?”
Celia checked the notification ledger. Creed had notified commission security at 12:03, seven minutes after Amina's referral receipt and more than two hours after the model-integrity package attached Terrence and Amina to its route. The inspector general received no notice until the escrow service generated one in response to Malik's demand.
Late notice could be negligence, strategy, or confusion inside a launch-week crisis. Malik added no adjective to the finding.
The examiner authorized one step outward: determine whether Model 4.2 had acted on other lineage graphs, returning counts without applicant identities. Malik built the query in front of both examiners. It requested the number of closure actions, the dates, the distribution of successor-exposure scores, and whether a human reviewer had reopened any branch. It did not request names, source descriptions, historical nodes, or dispositions.
The system estimated three minutes.
At twenty seconds, the estimate disappeared. The query status changed from running to policy review. At forty-four seconds, Pike's office denied it.
The denial cited Amina's unresolved conflict and the risk that a cross-case search could contaminate launch operations.
Malik read the sentence slowly. Amina had not authored the query, approved it, or entered the room after preservation began. Her conflict could justify removing her from decisions about Mae Bell. It could not change whether the same model had closed other branches.
“The director may be protecting launch stability,” Celia said.
“Then he should state that reason.”
“He did.”
“He attached it to her.”
The distinction mattered to Malik because systems made moral choices easiest to hide when every action appeared as a response to another person's risk. Amina's conflict became the reason not to count closures. Applicant privacy became the reason not to explain rejection. Staff protection became the reason not to identify approvers. Launch stability became the reason not to name any of those tradeoffs directly.
He requested that the denial be preserved as a policy decision rather than technical necessity. Celia approved the annotation.
The wording returned him to the meeting in which the emergency verifier role had been approved. The pilot was then failing for a reason everyone could photograph. County clerks had begun uploading synthetic reconstructions of damaged certificates when original scans were too faint for the intake engine. Some reconstructions were careful aids, plainly labeled and paired with source images. Others arrived without labels because a volunteer, a commercial genealogy service, or a desperate applicant believed legibility mattered more than provenance. By the time human reviewers separated assistance from substitution, the queue was eighteen thousand objects deep.
Malik's team proposed a limited credential that could update document-risk features without waiting for the monthly model board. He wrote three restrictions into the design: no eligibility field, no applicant disposition, and no persistent change to a lineage graph. Nathan had praised the
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