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- - - -
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Introduction
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HUMOR IS MORE THAN a double-edged sword. It probably cuts an infinite variety of ways.

And entertainment is what we consume in order to learn how to deal with reality.

So it should be no surprise that when our world becomes intensely violent and destructive, that the wee little muses on our shoulders (called by some as “imagination”) then start to develop attitudes of their own.

And so the beginning of the core piece of this anthology – Riot Wall. 

Because it just happened to fall into place as holding the data a particular set of future history stories were missing. 

You may see players and elements in this set of stories that are perhaps a little too close to reality. 

But that is the lure, the siren call of satire. Where you can make fun of the most deadly of all serious activities – just in order to proof up your faith that everything will turn out all right. 

So please don't take any of these stories seriously. 

Or you just might meet some very ordinary people in real life who could completely change your world – but would prefer not to. 

The idea, then, is to enjoy the fantastic for just a little while – however close it gets to our own current reality meanwhile.

Have fun with reading these. They sure were fun to transcribe from those muses that came to shoulder-sit and prattle on for awhile. 

Cheers!

Robert C. Worstell

Sept. 11, 2020
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Riot Wall
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BY S. H. MARPEL & R. L. Saunders


It's sometimes hard to remove reality from fantasy. But it's often easier to deal with harsh reality through a fantastic alternate universe. And a little satire goes a long ways...



​

- - - -   
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SHE COULD STILL REMEMBER the look on his face when they closed the Riot Wall for the final time. 

She could barely find him at first beyond the chain-link fence a few hundred yards away. If not for that red-plaid shirt he always wore when he visited her. Standing in the closed “visitor” queue on his side of that wall.

After this day, there would be no more visits. Because this wall was the long-overdue solution to the long-running riots. 

Riots meant businesses closed, meant tax payments dropped, meant fewer jobs - even if you worked for the government. And the government jobs were the safest, as they only really depended on sucking up to whoever was in charge at the time.

It was a coward’s way of surviving. But at least you survived.

Beyond the walls were more jobs, but lower wages for them. Still, those people seemed to like it out there. They liked working for themselves.

Rob had promised he was going to take her there. And one thing after another kept making him break his promise. 

When the Riot Walls shut for good - that was the final straw.

It didn’t mean her heart wasn’t breaking. And she knew his was, too.

But she had to turn away. Because everyone had to turn away. Someone in power was addressing their “citizens” over the city’s PA system. And they had to listen “attentively” - If they wanted to keep their jobs, their housing, and what they considered a life here inside these walls...

​I


HE TOLD ME I SHOULD shut my eyes. But when I opened them at last, it was still worse than I expected. 

Of course, his warning was about the effects of time-space transmogrification, not what we would find when we arrived at wherever “there” was.

“They call this ‘Cagga.” Joe was concerned about the way my face looked back at him. He’d let go of my hand, but I missed its reassurance. “You’d know it as Chicago in your own time-space.”

“Wow. What a wreck.”

Joe nodded. “Yes, Carol, but people still live here.”

“You can’t be serious?”

He shrugged. “You wouldn’t probably call this a life.”

“And yet you say I’m here to avert a tragedy? It looks like that already happened.”

Joe stayed silent, letting the city speak to that question. 

The noises of a quiet city loomed in my ears. Sounds of some traffic, but distant. The elevated train rolled through overhead, on a clattering track, echoing off the high rises to its sides, but loudly. 

Some pneumatic piston machines were running in the background, distant. Out of sync, one faster than the other, and only occasionally striking near the other’s beat. 

What I didn’t hear was the people. These streets were empty. 

A quick look around showed no reason for people to be here. The storefronts at street level were either boarded up or burnt-out shells. No sidewalk diners, no newspaper kiosks, not even street vendors. 

In this “Windy City”, there was no one here to complain about papers being blown about, or the grit arriving unwanted in your eye. 

A post-apocalyptic mess. Only without the gunshots and sirens.

I had to ask, “Where are...”

“Everyone?” Joe took my arm and started us walking. “Oh, they’re around. Anyone who is able to work is at the factories. Anyone who isn’t, knows better than to come out in the day time. Which is why we need to move. Dusk is coming.”

His pace quickened slightly, but not faster than I could keep up.

“I suppose it’s not too much to ask for a short version?”

“Of this city’s history? Or just the recent set, I imagine – the actions that made it diverge from the crowded, active mess it was in your time-space?”

He looked around quickly then pushed me into a narrow alleyway on my right as he followed. “Here, we’ll be safe inside in a few steps.”

Then Joe stopped, touched a closed and soot-streaked door to his left. While it had no knob or lever to activate, it simply opened on its own at his pressure.

I knew to hold my questions until later. Not that I had much time to think, as he pulled me through after him.

- - - - 
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LIGHTS CAME ON AS WE entered, the door shut firmly, and its interior lock clicked as it did. Then some other locking mechanism thudded into place, making the door shudder.

“Like I said, safe inside.” Joe took off his outer coat and hung it on a nearby coat rack, then held out his hand to me at eye level. As I shrugged out of my own coat and handed it to him, I started to look around. The dim lights exposed an outer reception to the building beyond. Dull browns and grays were the predominant colors. Bookshelves lined the walls to shoulder height. Some obscure photos and lithographs were framed and placed in orderly intervals. Obscure because the lighting stopped at the top of the shelves.

A small desk lamp, with its classic green shade, illuminated the blotter below it, and that light spilled over onto some of the wood desk with its patina of dust. The blotter itself was empty, blank. The only other item on that desk top was a small desk sign that read “Reception”. Even the chair behind that desk was missing. 

The floor seemed to be concrete, but was either painted or stained dark gray. No reflection meant there probably used to be carpeting here. That it was clear of any fibers, carpet glue, or padding meant that it was specifically removed for some reason. 

On the shelves were books. Crammed into the available spaces, few were uniform in height or thickness to their neighbors. No books lay sideways, though. The room was neat and precise. 

This made sense if you knew Joe. Even though I couldn’t imagine him in a city office. But Joe’s outlook was precise, exact, and cataloged with scraps of information he shouldn’t know. 

Like he how knew so many precise details of my life. 

- - - -   
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I‘D LEARNED A WHILE back to mostly quit asking him how he knew details about my family and what I studied in school. He’d only shrug and smile.

Joe had appeared several times in that year since we first met. At least the times I knew he was there. On several occasions it was when I was about to get hurt or worse. There’d be that touch inside my elbow and a firm grasp to get me to stop – or get me moving. And I’d hear some whoosh or clunk where something was trying to occupy the same space as me. 

But he always kept that thing and me separate. So I’d thank him. And since I’d met him earlier when he had his Projector Medicine Wagon, I knew that he had some interesting abilities to show up and disappear when he needed. 

Not that we got to talk much. Because he’d smile and suggest I watch my step, or something polite, and then would usually distract me so he could vanish. 

One time I did see something out of the corner of my eye – like he folded up on himself. But as I did start to “watch my step”, I began to see potentials around me. Where things could change or not change. Cars could be there or not be there – right where I was walking, in spite of the lights and crosswalk signs. Or runaway pets. And learned to trust my insight. A knowing idea or hunch that if I put my hand out at a certain level, at a certain time, at a certain street curb location, then I’d snag a pet collar trying to run by me – and prevent a gruesome four-legged accident.

Of course, there were the good times, too – where by hurrying a few steps and stopping, I’d see a coincidental break in the clouds and a marvelous sunset that was only available to a split second, then the golden sunlight would be gone again. Reds and oranges smothered in blue-gray clouds once more.

Those were the moments I learned to look for. 

Joe had become my teacher in something I couldn’t learn in school. 

But knowing that I could know – slightly ahead of anything happening, seeing the choices and alternates available – schooling became a lot easier. Parroting back the answers they wanted was simple. I just had to take my time on tests. And get enough wrong so that my B+/A- grade average would hold up and not get suspicious eyes wondering in my direction. (Like looking over the test and filling in a certain percentage wrong in various places, then going back to the beginning to fill out the answers just slow enough to burn the time alloted for the test.) 

Being bored was usual for me, until I started learning what Joe showed up to teach me.

A touch on the inside of my arm brought me out of my reverie. 

We had somewhere to be. 

Now.

- - - - 
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DOWN SOME HALLWAYS, through other locked doors – which mostly just responded to Joe’s touch, and then clicked shut behind us – our trip was exact, and a maze I couldn’t follow in my mind. 

Joe’s grip on my arm kept me moving, but not running into walls or doorways. At least there was no furniture in these halls. 

At times, I seemed to hear quiet muffled conversations, and one time caught the patter of typing, but too soon I was away in another direction.

Brown and gray walls, doors, floors. Different patterns, different turns. So I started to relax and see what I could predict. 

That action started to sync me with Joe – which was a freaky concept at first. 

It wasn’t that I was reading his mind, it was that I was reading his actions. And our fast pace became more of a choreographed dance. Joe was leading. My steps became complimentary to his, and the motions became fluid. I didn’t hear the tune, didn’t know when the dance would be over, but I could feel the tempo. 

That was something I had been close to recognizing before – there was a tempo to life and living. And once you understood that, then your thoughts and choices could be found between the beats. 

At last, the dance did stop. Joe relaxed his grip. 

We were standing on a platform of sorts. More like a windowed hallway that went along the top of a wall that overlooked some factory floor.

And the tempo of that dance didn’t quit because the two of us had stopped. We were still on the dance floor, but the people below were doing their own synchronized motions – and we were just observers.

“There.” Joe pointed to a girl moving between the workstations far below us. “Recognize her?”

The brown-haired girl was familiar somehow. She was delivering notes to people at the work stations, even leaving some at empty stations – just before its occupant returned. 

About half way across the floor, she stopped cold and looked up.

It only took a split second. And she had to peer against the overhead lights to try to make out who was looking from above. So, no, she couldn’t make out my face. 

But I saw hers clearly. 

It was me.

- - - - 
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JOE EASED ME INTO A cushioned side chair, and handed me a bottled water.

He sat on the cushioned seat-edge of a matching chair, which was separated from mine by a small tea table. Brown wood, gray cushions, indirect lighting. 

We were now in some sort of anteroom again. It held a few other chairs like ours, but no couch or anything comfortable for long waits. Walls only had prints and photos on them. Doors at each end, a pattern of scuff-marks ran through the center, which disturbed a light layer of gray dust – only slightly lighter than the gray floor beneath.

I sipped the water in relief. “She looked like me.”

Joe gave me a wry smile. “Think again. Think closely about what you felt when your eyes connected.”

I thought. And almost lost myself. Or thought I did. “It’s like she’s me. Diving into a pool of water the same temperature as the air – only the thickness tells you that it’s not.”

“That’s because she is you.”

My jaw went slack as I looked into his eyes to see if he was teasing. He wasn’t. 

“And so you’ve brought me here to meet my other me? Isn’t that some sort of law we’re trying to break, like I go crazy or do something stupid like killing my own grandfather?”

Joe smiled. “Like the old ploy of telling people that dragons existed at the edges of maps, or that the earth was flat and so you just sailed off into oblivion...”

“You’re not saying that this is an everyday normal occurrence?”

“No, just that the fiction you’ve read was created by writers who tend to mirror the world around them, and explain those worlds according to their own habitual mental paradigms. Like most people, they want to keep their mental habits stable and build more reality on what they are told the way the world works – instead of testing and finding out for themselves.”

“So she and I could have a nice little chat, find out everything about each other and nothing happens.”

“Other than you meet a very close friend who you can trust implicitly with your own life.”

“Makes it sound so inviting. Wait – so there must be some infinite amount of these other me’s around.”

Joe nodded. “But most people can’t access them, so they continue thinking they only live one life at a time. In a single time-frame. One day, one moment after the next.”

“Linear.”

“While the world really operates on simultaneous time – where infinities of things happen all at the same moment. It’s only an individual’s personal interface which catalogs the events surrounding them all ‘cause-and-effect’. But you already know that there are a vast multitude of choices any person makes from any given moment.”

“And yet, they only make one.”

“Well, they make thousands of choices in every moment.”

“Yet...”

“And yet you can see people’s probable choices ahead of them.”

“How did you find out I knew that?”

“Remember that day at the Medicine Show wagon? Your ‘trailer’ that the projector captured?”

I nodded.

“That was a sequential series of decisions you made. And underneath that little video was another stream – it showed what I was looking for. That you have an innate ability to bend time, among other things.”

“And you brought me here to learn how to master this ability?”

“More like, we brought you here. Like how you synced in the way we had to navigate that maze of turns inside here – all so we could wind up where we did.”

“But I’ve always been able to ‘see’ a little ahead of people around me, to figure out what they were going to probably do before they did.”

Joe smiled. “Bingo.”

“So when two ‘me’s’ get together in the same time-space?”

“You can merge if you want.”

I paused. “Meaning, this ‘me’ could get lost in the other ‘me’?”

He shook his head. “No, you can quit the ‘dance’ as you call it at any time.”

“I didn’t say it was a dance.”

“Not out loud. But it’s an accurate metaphor.”

“So, Joe, if I do this – and knowing you can read my mind – what’s the reason I should?”

“Other than being bored to tears in a small town, with small minds around you, and completely infinite untapped abilities at your fingertips all day long?”

I smiled. “Busted. But seriously, what’s the game?”

“Avert a tragedy.”

“Such as?”

“Ever been head over heels in love?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Not yet.”

“Or not in your current existence. This ‘other’ Carol is deeply in love. And her city is in crisis. But they’ve separated her from her lover who is outside.”

“Classic romance. So I’m here to help her get her own ‘happily-ever-after’.”

Joe nodded. “Right. Not without risks. But you’re not one to accept a Romeo-and-Juliet tragic ending.”

“So why can’t the regular Carol that lives here solve it?”

“Because her mental habits are fixed against it. You have a different view of things – particularly now that we’ve had this conversation. Your own ideas of how the universe works are far different now.”

I had nothing to say. But this looked to be a very exciting adventure.

Joe interrupted my musings. “Carol, the other reason is that she has the same abilities as you. And there are a lot more like you that also need to be ‘woken up’ before we lose all of you to mundane, usual lives. The curse of entropy.”

For a second I considered all those unwoken “me’s” out there that were all but doomed to a lifetime of dull boredom. “A fate worse than death.”

Joe stood. “So – are you ready to ‘not go gentle into that good night’?”

I grinned and stood. “Let’s join this dance.”

​

II

I WAS WAITING IN THE visitor queue for a pass into the city when they shut the gate. 

It wasn’t just one of their “pardon our interruption, please try your luck tomorrow”. This time the ticket kiosks were closed, unmanned. The sounds of the massive steel bolts had a more ominous sound of silence afterwards. The booted guards left. Only the crowd stayed – for a time. 

And in that crowd, there were sounds of women weeping and men muttering empty threats. Like they knew that any loved ones they had still inside were now locked away forever from them.

Sure, my own heart sank like a stone. 

But it wasn’t like I didn’t suspect this was going to happen. 

So I turned. And made my feet trudge toward the outer suburbs – following the line of the monorail outward. I knew someone there – who worked for one of the privileged few who still commuted into the city for work. Their secure monorail train was still running. I heard it rattle overhead, passing through that massive wall project without even pausing. 

How long they would be able to keep up that access was unknown. I saw workmen above me installing even tougher physical security barriers to withstand any sort of attempted track-jumping. Electrified barbed wire as well as panic-inducing microwave transmitters – all designed to get you to jump the forty feet to hard surface below.

The price of maintaining all that electrical access was high. They had to pay Flyover Country for the power they used. And with ‘Cagga now isolated from the rest of the country, their access to income built on fair and equitable trade was even more restrained. 

Sure they had all the “city credits” they could generate – but real Fed greenbacks were the only exchange anyone outside of the city wanted to make for their goods. Those or even more rare bitcoin.

Their internalized economy could only last so long. The solution to their interminable rioting had set them behind a siege wall.

I puzzled this out as I kept a steady pace along the deserted streets. At least the monorail transit company maintained the shrubbery around these rails. Not high enough to climb on, but something pleasant to look at from the windows when you got tired of looking over the mostly deserted suburbs that surrounded the city. 

The buildings that still stood, anyway. And “mostly” meant “except for the squatters trying to eke out an existence there – between what they could raise behind walled yards, and the rainwater they could catch.

“Rico and pobre” ruled out here between the Riot Wall and where the rural small towns existed.

These burnt-out suburbs were a long way from where I came from. Where farmlands and small villages helped everyone get along and help each other improve their lot. Everything was green and lush and growing. People worked for themselves and prospered by their honest labor and exchange.

The wrecked suburbs were a desert ring around the formerly “great” city of ‘Cagga. A sort of no-man’s land.

As I walked along, there were more and more buildings that not just stood, but looked in halfway decent repair. A few miles now, and I started closing in on one of the posh and protected compounds that denoted where the monorail ended – or started. 

The walls were even higher around this compound – almost as high as ‘Cagga proper. But here, there were still guards manning the gates. Ones that I knew by name. Because I visited here often. Mostly with crates of fruits and vegetables we raised. But also just to talk with some friends I knew who were service staff here.

And that was my ticket back inside to see Carol again. So I could figure out how to finally extract her from that prison that had been built around her.

- - - - 
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“HEY ROB, HOW’S THINGS? No boxes of fruit today?”

It was Bo. He’d worked himself up from a gardener to staff supervisor of the grounds, which included trading in foodstuffs they couldn’t raise inside. 

I shrugged back at him. “Sorry Bo, but I was just here the other day – our trees don’t produce that much or that fast. Besides, your bosses quit holding parties out here like the old days.”

Bo put his hand on my shoulder. “Things are changing. How’s Carol?”

“They shut the gate today. Looks like for the last time.”

“Sorry about that. It’s what I heard, too. Did you get to see her?”

“I thought I saw her face in the crowd on that side, but it might have been wishful thinking.”

Bo shook his head. “No, don’t go there. Carol would have made it. You two are like magnets – nothing can keep you apart.”

“Except huge steel gates and armed guards.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Bo peered into my eyes and his face went serious as well. He then looked around to see if anyone else could see us. His arm went around my shoulders and he pulled me under the shade of a tree that stood next to a very solid, high wall. Another final look around, then in a low voice, “You know I’d do anything I could – but even my position has limits.”

“That’s what I’m counting on. You know people. People who have wants and needs. Maybe we can make a deal.”

“Just so you could go see Carol one last time?”

“Just to I could get her out of there for good.”

“She’s never left even once.”

“First time’s the charm.”

Bo shook his head. “Ever the eternal optimist.”

I smiled. “More like you set a goal and move heaven and earth until you get it.”

My friend stopped and looked in my eyes for a while. “You’re serious.” Then he whistled. “Well, who am I to get in the way of Love?”

“Thanks.”

“For you, anything. But there’s two things I have to remind you. One – it’s probably a one-way trip unless you’re incredibly lucky. And two, if you’re caught, I’ll have to say that you must have stolen the outfit and the ID – and that’s not going to help your family any.”

I shrugged. “Figures. And I don’t blame you.”

Bo then went all smiles again. “OK, lets get you set up – and someplace where we can plan the details out and not get overheard by accident...”

- - - - 
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THE TRIP BY MONORAIL was uneventful, even boring. The scenery was tragic. As I said, the further out it got the more normal and every day. The closer you got to the city and the more wreckage and destruction. 

You could still see where the earliest version of the Riot Wall had started. Long streaks of pushed-up mounds of slabbed concrete from wrecked suburban homes and strip malls – all pushed up to block the streets. Not even the biggest 4WD trucks could maneuver their way across. And rioters didn’t use anything indiscreet like monster trucks. They needed to blend in with other vehicles on the remaining streets. 

But most all regular traffic stopped. And that mostly slowed the rioters.

Where some few streets were open, you could see the burnt vehicles at their edges. Mostly those were State and Federal roads that couldn’t be permanently blocked by local militia. They did allow checkpoints. If the wannabe rioters didn’t turn around, they’d get fired on. And anyone who left their vehicle there would find it burnt if they came back. Usually by the same Molotov cocktails and filled fuel cans that the “peaceful protesters” had brought with them.

After a few of these incidents, the Feds and State Police didn’t even bother to tow them off – they just pushed them out of the way to keep at least one lane open for vital traffic. And then those same burnt hulks on each side just created more cover for the armed militias – which made every attempted trip into running the gauntlet – unless you could answer the questions right and didn’t mind being interrogated through scopes mounted on high-powered rifles. 

Of course, I didn’t blame them for the extra scrutiny. Their businesses and their family’s lives were at risk. 

Complaints to the authorities didn’t go far. Few of those spoiled-kid rioters seriously wanted to talk to the Feds. And the State Police were too spread thin and too overworked to spend much time on investigating why some kid’s car caught fire and blew up after they abandoned it with weapons and accelerants inside. Official law enforcement soon found other, safer things to investigate – all far from the Riot Wall, where people were more pleasant and violent crimes almost non-existent.

Every burnt vehicle slowed down the rioting for another reason. Their parents could only afford so many vehicles in that family, no matter how much they supported their children’s “cause”. 

And as the riots quit “spreading” to smaller nearby cities and suburbs, their finances dried up. The hydra of organized rioting quit re-growing heads.

Meanwhile, lobbying and petitions of the militia survivors mounted. The government budgets and public donations started to flow into making a proper wall. 

Which only proved the unstated quiet part – that the riots were organized crime and tended to flow over state lines. They started and sourced from mis-run big cities where the leaders were elected to rubber-stamp populist causes, not effectively defend the laws and statutes they had taken an oath to serve.

I’d heard that there were still nightly riots inside the cities. But those were only rumors to us on the outside of that Riot Wall.

And that last and first line of defense loomed every larger in front of me as I kept riding the luxurious monorail. A concrete and steel wall some forty feet high, topped with electrified razor wire and swept by spotlights on the inside. 

More like a prison than any defense against outside attack. 

Because the walls were meant to hold in the population. Once anyone was able to get out, they seldom or never came back. And like the plantation compound I’d just come from, good help was hard to find – or replace.

Once those expat’s got to the small rural towns at the edges of the suburbs, they had to become honest and contribute to that local society. Just because everyone wanted to live and let live didn’t mean they’d put up with mouthy slackers who couldn’t keep a real job. 

There were lots of jobs available. And a person could find rooms to rent in the small towns and villages. But if you weren’t used to working with your hands and working your way up, then you soon wouldn’t have anything to pay your rent or buy food with.

And that was where the “in-betweeners” would start squatting out in the concrete and asphalt no-man’s-land between the city’s Riot Wall and where the concreted-over suburbia gave way again to fields, trees, and people working their land to supply a living for their families. 

In-betweeners were a rough lot. And didn’t figure to get much out of life than a grave just deep enough or piled high enough with scrap rock to keep the wild dogs from ripping up your carcass. The point of that decency was to simply keep disease down, not to honor your life. 

If you called that “living”.

- - - -   
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SOON THE STREAMLINED train on its single track swooshed through a form-fitting tunnel inside the city. And almost the reverse scene unfolded.

Nearest the wall was a cleared-out area that was watched over by watch-towers and sharpshooters. As you traveled deeper inside the city, burned out single and two-story buildings got replaced by taller structures that were walled up against attack by roving gangs of “protesters”. 

A few blocks deeper and you found that the ground floors were reinforced with masonry and the gun-site peepholes were replaced with protected surveillance cameras and remote-controlled automatic weapons that swept the streets. 

In the far distance, central to the city, the lights still burned in the high-rises. Here were the richer inhabitants, who still had enough spare income to preserve their standard of living in some fairy-tale existence. These were the people who made up the government and controlled everything about everyone else’s existence.
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