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  THE NOOSE CLUB




  All the infections that the sun sucks up




  From bogs, fens, flats, on Prosper fall and make him




  By inch-meal a disease! His spirits hear me




  And yet I needs must curse. But they’ll nor pinch,




  Fright me with urchin—shows, pitch me i’ the mire,




  Nor lead me, like a firebrand, in the dark




  Out of my way, unless he bid ’em; but




  For every trifle are they set upon me;




  Sometime like apes that mow and chatter at me




  And after bite me, then like hedgehogs which




  Lie tumbling in my barefoot way and mount




  Their pricks at my footfall; sometime am I




  All wound with adders who with cloven tongues




  Do hiss me into madness.




  William Shakespeare




  The Tempest, Scene II




  PROLOGUE




  The noose.




  It was a hangman’s noose—an old one.




  It had a history, that noose…




  He fingered it. It felt smooth, and yet rough—like the skin of some ancient coiled snake.




  He leaned over his desk and gazed at it.




  As always, it seemed to stare back.




  Jim Norse had discovered the thing in the attic of the house he’d purchased in the Whitaker neighborhood of Eugene, Oregon. It had lain at the bottom of a chest, tucked away deep in the shadows where it had been lost, or forgotten. The noose hadn’t been the only thing in the chest. It had been filled with things his wife was excited to run past the antique shops — German and English knickknacks, and fine China.




  But the noose had called to him, and before she could toss it out with the trash, he’d claimed it and secreted it away.




  Gladys had gleefully gone through the antiques. They were not only of value—far more value than the usual glop you got in Oregon—but some of them were English. She was crazy about English things, and there’d been enough other pieces that she was able to justify keeping the ones she liked. All of the pieces she hadn’t sold rested in various display cabinets throughout the house. She never stopped talking about them, but Jim had quit listening.




  That noose though…




  He knew exactly what it was, because he’d seen its like in a hundred old Western movies. It was a noose with a hangman’s knot, a coil of rope shaped into a tube, designed to be loose enough to be placed around a victim’s neck. When the victim dropped, whether from a horse with the rope tied around the branch of a tree, or more elaborately (and efficiently) from a high scaffold so the neck would break and death would be swifter, the tube would easily slide and allow the rope to tighten around the neck, cutting off the windpipe and suffocating the victim.




  And it was old and frayed. It smelled of mothballs, and the hemp of the rope was of a different quality than used these days, rougher, not as cleanly woven.




  He knew about its age and construction because he’d looked into it. He couldn’t help himself.




  He was fascinated with the damned thing.




  I wonder, he thought often, if this ever executed anyone.




  Some lynching perhaps. Lots of those back in the old days, when townsfolk and posses had taken the law into their own hands.




  Jim Norse was a council member in the city of Eugene, Oregon. He hadn’t always been so upstanding. He’d come to town in the ’80s to see a Grateful Dead show and had stayed. He’d gotten married, started up a successful bike shop. When he’d expanded to a second shop and added a successful food cart business he’d found the time to get into local politics.




  Even in Eugene, a paragon of liberal values, there were fights to be fought against the conservative right, the tea-bag Nazis, and their ilk. Nor was it hard to write letters, then editorials, then to canvass.




  Soon, Norse had been working within the tie-dyed halls of Eugene government.




  It had been a long time since he’d come to town and found the noose. Along the way, something even stranger had happened. At county fairs, in some of the local pubs, sometimes just walking down the street, he saw them. Others wore t-shirts with the logo of a noose silk-screened across the front. Others sported buttons; a few had bumper stickers. All of them sported some form of The Noose.




  That was what he called it. Not “a noose,” but “The Noose.” He found such comfort in the bit of rope when his wife bitched at him, or his children acted up, that often he went up to the attic, sat at his special desk, smoked a joint, and then opened the large file drawer. He pulled the thing out, studied it, smelled it—sometimes he hugged it against his cheek (after a few tokes and maybe a big pull off a twenty-two-ounce bottle of Ninkasi Terminator Stout) and he felt better.




  It wasn’t just a noose, of course. It was attached to a long, thick rope, so there was no way he could carry it around with him. After a while, not wanting to be parted from it, he bought paper and pens and created a symbol—a special sketch of his noose, which he’d had printed up as patches to be embroidered on shirts and embossed on buttons. Like the others. It was his noose, but when he saw the others, he knew theirs were the same.




  His wife complained. His kids thought he was weird, but then, one of the other buttons Jim Norse always wore read “Keep Eugene Weird,” so they let it slide.




  He saw the others everywhere. One was even a fellow member of the town council. When he approached them and showed them his buttons, or his patch, they did not seem surprised. Soon he stopped thinking in terms of them, and himself — he joined their number. “The Loose Noosers” they called themselves, because they had all found the same kind of nooses, and were fascinated by them. It should have seemed crazy—probably disturbing—but it didn’t.




  It wasn’t like it was some kind of secret society. They just played poker, or went bowling, had a few beers here and there. His wife thought the others were fine, although she never liked his noose much. Out of respect, he never talked about it.




  Things hadn’t been going that well with Gladys lately, with or without the noose. Now that the kids were off to college, she was always on his case about this or that. To top it off, his seat at the council looked iffy for the next election. More and more he’d been taking comfort in the attic, listened to Phish or String Cheese Incident or yes, still the Dead (at that moment the Aug. 6, 1993, show at Autzen Stadium, Eugene, Oregon, was playing on his stereo) and contemplating his noose.




  He gazed up to where he’d hung it from a rafter. Sometimes he put it up there so he could see it in action…waiting. Like a coiled beautiful snake. His favorite scene in any Western had always been the one where evil Henry Fonda had stuck the harmonica in young Charles Bronson’s mouth while the boy’s father balanced on top of his shoulders, a noose around his neck, in the ultimate spaghetti Western, Once Upon a Time in the West.




  Now the noose seemed to call to him. He could almost hear the harmonica.




  “Check it out,” it seemed to say. “There’s the chair. Go ahead. See how I feel around your neck.”




  Chapter One




  Wendell “Mack” Macklemore stared at the screen in front of him. On either side of that screen, data streamed by, images and text, and on larger monitors hung above and beyond the three closest to him, more data passed through filters and search queries, seeking patterns and sluicing away the dreck.




  The story that had caught his eye had appeared when a flag in one of his many search parameters flipped the right trigger three times within a geographic area. The page displayed was a news article from a newspaper in Portland, Oregon, and the image was that of a large old home, crime-scene tape crisscrossing the doors, and a bold headline reading “Third Death by Hanging in Two Months. Police Baffled.”




  He flipped quickly between the three stories, and then rolled his hand across his trackball and opened them on separate screens, side by side. All three deaths had happened within the city limits of Portland. All three were open cases without suspects, other than standard investigations into spouses and associates, all of whom had alibis. Two of three cases involved deaths that took place in the attic, and one in a basement. In all three cases, the door was locked from the inside. Police had to break into the two attics, and in the case of the basement death, a locksmith had been required to replace a key, the only copy being found in the victim’s pocket.




  Remarkably little evidence had been collected. All three victims were law-abiding citizens. All three were in committed relationships with no more than standard personal problems. On the surface, it looked more like the plot for a closed-room mystery novel than a real set of police reports.




  The other thing was, Portland. There is a reason that a television series called Portlandia was created. The city edged into the fringe on many levels, and the addition of a strange series of murders hardly qualified to drive it into public recognition. There was no evidence of foul play. Even the fact that all of the deaths were by hanging, and all of the nooses used in those hangings were very similar and very old, had not really raised the kind of flags the same deaths might have in the heartland, or even in New York.




  Mack hit keys mechanically, saving the files into a folder and almost simultaneously attaching them to emails. He addressed them to Christopher Hayes Reed and Geoffrey Bullfinch. Once he’d clicked SEND, without hesitation, he launched a new set of search algorithms, targeting activity involving nooses, locked rooms, and Portland, Oregon, looking for any sort of correlation.




  He wasn’t surprised that before he was finished the phone beside him buzzed. He picked it up without looking away from the screen.




  “Mack,” he said.




  “I know who it is,” Reed Hayes replied. “I called you—it’s an internal extension.”




  Mack didn’t reply, still scanning the data on the various screens.




  “This thing in Portland,” Reed said. “You think it’s more than local law enforcement can handle?”




  “So far, they have exactly nothing. And they aren’t asking for help, either, so logic indicates there will be more deaths with little response.”




  “Anyone in the area?”




  “Not really, but I sent the files to Bullfinch. He’s got a particular interest in the closed-room mysteries, and he has nothing pending. I am cross-referencing local investigators and police now, looking for a connection that will get us in the door.”




  “Keep me informed,” Reed said. “And Mack?”




  “Yeah?”




  “Any thoughts on what we might be up against?”




  “Not so far. There seems to be no link to local folklore or legends. Considering the method of death, and the locked rooms, a spirit of some kind seems likely. Another reason for Bullfinch. If anyone knows how to track down local hauntings, it’s him.”




  “Right, well, notify Isabella, and tell her to stay on call just in case. Bullfinch can take care of himself. Something tells me he’s been doing so a lot longer even than he lets on, but it never hurts to be prepared.”




  “Old Boy Scout habits die hard,” Max said. When Reed didn’t laugh, he added, “On it, of course. I’ll keep the scans running, and I’ll get a preliminary file out to Bullfinch.”




  “Do we have any kind of contact in the area?”




  “There’s an investigator there, a Madrigal Harper. She has a gifted, semi-autistic son named Skylar, and her love interest is a local police captain. Search just returned her. I’ll send her information to Bullfinch. He’ll be able to make official contact, and once that’s done, if I can help I’ll do so by the usual methods.”




  “Anonymous emails, helpful files…”




  “Of course, and answers for any questions will be made available, through Bullfinch if possible, but by any means necessary if things get hairy.”




  “Keep me informed,” Reed said.




  The phone went dead, and Mack, who always wore a headset, killed the line and returned his attention to the data on screen. He was tracking multiple threads, incidents in three other countries and four in the United States alone. It crossed the screen so quickly that it seemed impossible anyone could keep track, but Wendell Macklemore was far from an average hacker.




  He ran security protocols and firewalls for half the countries in the free world, and many large businesses, while devoting the lion’s share of his efforts to his work with the O.C.L.T. (Orphic Crisis Liaison Taskforce). It was his network—the web that connected governments, world leaders, and an unending flow of data, seeking anomalies—things beyond normal explanation that required special attention—and assigning that attention to taskforce members.




  He considered ignoring the order to call in Isabella and hitting the road himself. Mack, along with his hacking skills, was an avid extreme sports enthusiast, and a visit to Portland could provide some interesting diversions, not to mention a shot at actually interfacing with an otherworldly entity. He and Bullfinch had worked together in the past—solving a bizarre spree of beheadings along the Mexican border1. He’d also worked with another O.C.L.T. agent, Rebecca York, on a truly incredible adventure in Israel.2




  An alarm went off on the left-most screen, and he returned his focus to the moment. There would be other times and other cases. He studied the screen while, at the same time, typing an email to Isabella and sending it out through their secure server. He knew she’d just gotten back to the States after an extended trip to South America. A recent case in North Carolina had left her in the mood to hunt… and he was eager to hear what she’d found.


  




  1 The Temple of Camazotz by David Niall Wilson




  2 The Parting – by David Niall Wilson




  Chapter Two




  The face leered from the shadows. The moon was blood and the sea was alive with snakes. The stench was old horse piss.




  She knew she had to find Sky before It found him.




  “No, no, Madrigal. I’m coming for you.”




  The whole universe cackled and crowed.




  “You okay, Mom?” asked Madrigal Harper’s son Skylar. They were playing a board game with their friend Hildy. Maddy had been a thousand miles away.




  “Yeah. You’ve been looking like me all day,” said Hildy.




  “Thanks,” Maddy replied. “I couldn’t sleep last night.”




  Nightmares. Horrible nightmares and premonitions.




  Sky ignored them both, as was his habit.




  “Hey, Mom, guess what?




  “What?”




  “I joined a cool new club at school.”




  “Oh?”




  “Yep. It rocks. They like me! I think, anyway.”




  “Uh huh.”




  His words slipped in and out of her thoughts without really registering. What Maddy was focused on now was getting her mind off bad dreams and into strategy. Should she go for this…or go for that?




  Madrigal “Maddy” Harper was an attractive, thirtyish brunette and a former parole officer turned private investigator. She lived in a big, well-kept trailer in Eugene, cheek to jowl with the ugliest Airstream ever to rust. That was Hildy’s trailer. What she was used to was dreaming about chasing criminals and solving problems, not monsters and Armageddon.




  “You have plenty of cards, kiddo,” said Hildy. “Play them!”




  Maddy squinted. “Yes. But I want to win this time.”




  “Look. It’s not like we’re playing some complicated extension. It’s plain old plain old.” Hildy got a weird look on her broad homely face, as though she was scratching at her memory. “And wait a minute, babe. Didn’t you beat me and Bill last year?”




  Maddy smiled at that. Especially at beating her boyfriend Bill in a game. He’d sulked for days.




  “I did.”




  “And so?”




  Maddy looked over at her teenage son, looking serene and angelic.




  “I’ve never beaten him.”




  “So, Mom? Whatever. You will, you will. Some century. Listen to me, though. I just remembered this. And so the thing is, that we gotta stay up late sometimes for this club. They call it a society.”




  They were seated around a card table set up in the middle of Hildy’s living room. Hildy’s trailer was furnished in late twentieth-century Goodwill. An overstuffed sofa bed sat side by side with a tattered Barcalounger. Posters of Gloria Steinem and Joan Baez were pasted to the walls. Everything was arranged about a large entertainment center featuring a 1999 Sylvania TV set, a combo VCR/DVD player and cheap boom box. Huge stolid black RCA speakers stood to either side like the Indigo Girls frozen in concert. From all this spilled an ooze of video tapes and DVDs.




  The place had that faintly sour thrift shop smell, combined with this week’s batch of cool incense and a soupçon of cannabis. It was a scent that felt like home and comfy Mickey Mouse slippers.




  “Late?” said Maddy. “If this involves girls…yes, yes, yes.”




  “Oh mom, get off it.”




  “Shut up, Maddy. The kid wants to say something important. So what’s going on?” Hildy cut in.




  “I guess what it is…” Sky looked sort of troubled now and subdued. “Well, it’s a ghost hunting society.




  “No shit. That’s kind of awesome,” said Hildy.




  “What?” said Maddy.




  The next words rushed out quickly. “Yes. It’s called APP. Amalgamated Paranormal Police.”




  “That…that is a name,” Hildy said, clapping him on the back.




  What Maddy and her son and her best friend Hilda Bukowski were playing was the board game called The Settlers of Catan.




  The Settlers of Catan was the first of the “nerd board games”— or “geek games.” It had started in Germany, (board game freaks, those Germans) and spread. The guys on The Big Bang Theory played it, but it was really simple enough even for their dumb-blonde neighbor Penny.




  Anyway, it was also simple enough for Maddy to play.




  “Okay. I’m going to use these cards here,” she said, giving the cards back to the ‘Bank,’ “and buy myself a road.”




  “Cool,” said Hildy. “Cool.”




  “Oh. I see,” said Maddy, frowning. “You say cool, because your mission in this game is to screw me over!”




  That’s what Maddy thought, even though there was that “thief” she was guilty of planting as close to Hildy as she could when she got control. All’s fair…




  “Did Bill say he was coming by tonight?” asked Hildy.




  “Yep. But he’s just stopping by to say hi and isn’t going to stick around. Lots of extra work to clear up downtown.” Maddy shook her head. “If the taxpayers knew how hard policemen have to work on limited funds these days…”




  “You mean the ‘pigs’?” asked Skylar.




  He seemed all innocent about the term.




  That was the thing about Sky. Maddy knew he was a low-level autistic (used to be called Asperger’s Syndrome) but still it shocked her sometimes the stuff he came out with.




  “Yeah,” said Sky. “Off the pigs! Right on!”




  “Inappropriate, Sky,” she said. “‘Pigs’ is a negative term for police officers created by protesters at rallies in the nineteen-sixties.”




  “Oh. Back when you were in college, right, Mom?”




  Hildy laughed. “Yep. Getting tear-gassed.”




  Maddy glared at Hildy. “Skylar. Your mother graduated from Oregon State University in nineteen ninety-three. She’s not that old. During the Democratic convention of nineteen sixty-eight—a famous confrontation between rebellious youth of the time—she was very, very young.”




  “Yep. The kid can do math. Don’t get too literal,” Hildy chuckled.




  Maddy was still only half paying attention.




  “Excellent,” said Skylar. “I shall have to research that.”




  “Just don’t call Bill a pig,” she said.




  “No. That’s your mom’s job when she’s mad at him.” Hildy said.




  She could have really gone off on Hildy then, but that actually got a smile out of Skylar. Sky got a joke! Hope once more bloomed in her breast.




  Skylar didn’t get jokes that often. He didn’t make jokes, with a few rare and feeble exceptions. Every day of her life she thanked Providence that he wasn’t highly autistic. He had friends and enjoyed speaking with people, but he simply didn’t experience the full range of human emotion.




  He had his passions, but they often seemed more like obsessions. He was into cards and comic books, which he collected. He enjoyed stamps and coins, which he also collected. He didn’t read regular fiction, but he liked sci-fi TV shows and movies. He didn’t need to collect those, they were bloody everywhere these days.




  Maddy sighed.




  It was now, it seemed, a low-level autistic world.




  The full range of human emotions.




  Hmm.




  Maybe Sky was the lucky one. He would have to deal on an emotional level with people like Bill.




  “Bill tells me mom’s always yelling at him,” said Skylar.




  “Only when he deserves it!” she said, feeling self-righteous.




  “Okay, okay,” said Hildy. “Enough with True Romance. Let’s back to some serious Settling!”




  Maddy was a Victory Point shy of winning (by her calculations) when Bill showed up. There was a knock at the door, then the police captain entered the room, gave her a brief smack on the lips, and settled down in the spare seat at the table.




  “Gee, Maddy, “Bill said. “You look tired. There are bags under the bags under your eyes.”




  “Fuck you. I told you I couldn’t sleep last night,” she retorted.




  “Hey you,” Bill said to Sky.




  Sky looked up, nodded and returned his focus to the game.




  “Howdy, Bully,” Bill said, turning to Hildy and allowing a mild Texas twang into his voice.




  “Howdy, Baldy,” she answered. “You hungry? I’ve got some old meatloaf and bean salad somewhere in the back of the fridge.”




  “Hmmm. Tempting as roadkill fresh off of a Springfield mill road, but I’ll pass. I could use a cold one though. Gotta get back to work.”




  Maddy laid down her cards, rose, and went to the fridge. She pulled out a Pabst Blue Ribbon. PBR. You had great beer up here in the Pacific Northwest now and what did he always want? PBR. Well, he was a cheap date, anyway.




  “Drinking on duty, Baldy?” Hildy teased.




  “PBR ain’t drinking, Bully. And as I’m on my own time, I can do what I want.”




  “What are you doing?”




  “Sorry. Right now that’s way classified. Let’s just say, damned important stuff.” He chortled and rolled his eyes. “Oh man! This game. You beat the hell out me in this one, Junior.”




  Sky seemed smug about that. “I did, didn’t I?”




  “Wish I could stay to have another go. But remember—we have to play poker sometime. Your ass is mine, kid. Just bring those pennies.”




  “I am currently studying the game,” Sky said, trying not to smile.




  He focused.




  Maddy handed Bill his beer. He took a drink but suddenly seemed remote. His eyes kind of glassed over, like he was thinking about something. Maddy knew the look. He was full of small talk, but his mind was miles away. It had to be another big case at headquarters.




  She tried to ignore him, but his expression put her off her game. She didn’t know what was getting to him, but she wanted to pull him out of it. She wanted some more of his attention. She got precious little of it as it was.




  “So guess what,” she said. “Sky has joined a ghost hunting group. And there are girls in it!”




  Bill looked up. “What? What did you say, Maddy?” He was a handsome brute with a low brow and a big chin, but with eyes that twinkled like emeralds sometimes. He had big, strong shoulders and sometimes when she looked at him, Maddy still got a little weak in her knees.




  “I said, there are girls in it.”




  “No. The first part.”




  “Sky has joined a Ghost Hunting Group.”




  “That true, Sky King?”




  “Yes! It looks to be a remarkable adventure.”




  She thought he was going to say something like, Son, girls are the adventure.




  Instead, he said, “Hmm. Well…Hmm.”




  He watched the rest of the game thoughtfully, sipping at his beer.




  When they were finished, so was his beer.




  And somehow, despite Maddy’s concentration, Sky had won again.




  Well, at least Hildy didn’t win, she thought, amused.




  “So, Skylar. Congrats. I think we’ve got a rematch comin’ up, right?” Bill said.




  “Excellent!”




  “As long as these other fine players will join us.”




  “Sounds good to me,” said Maddy.




  “Now though, about this ghost hunter’s club. At your school?”




  “Yes. It’s informal. Just a bunch of us got interested, is all.”




  “You don’t seem to be…uhm…the kind?”




  “Oh, but I’m the skeptic of the group! It’s just for fun. But I must say, wouldn’t it be a scientific breakthrough to discover the real cause of ghostly manifestations and other psychic phenomena?”




  “That it would, son. Say—if we at the Eugene Police have a ghost problem—we could consult with you?”




  “I would need supervision from my mother. I’m sure that would induce a fee.”




  He looked at his mother.




  It was her turn to smile.




  Chapter Three




  He stood up on the chair.




  He fitted the noose around his neck.




  It felt so good. Like a sweet lover’s caress.




  Don’t you feel better now? said the voice from nowhere. Don’t you feel like you are under control? Don’t you remember that you can take the noose off or leave it on—and you are close to your departed loved ones?




  “Yes,” said the man. “Yes.”




  Good, said the voice, suddenly assuming an edge like the Demon Barber’s razor. Because you’re wrong!




  A sudden force struck both the man and his chair.




  The force was stronger than his balance; the chair was just a rickety antique. It was knocked free and flung several feet away.




  He dropped like a stone.




  Only a short distance.




  The noose tightened like a tourniquet and he started to swing, kicking and spasming, caught in a slow-motion strangle.




  “Sir?”




  Bill turned to the dispatcher and hesitated.




  “There’s a man waiting in your office,” she said.




  Bill frowned.




  “I’m not expecting anyone. Who is it?”




  “I’ve never seen him before, sir. I told him you weren’t here, but he asked to wait. I hope you don’t mind my letting him into your office…”




  He did, actually, but he decided to let it pass. He was tired, and the sooner he got in, found out who was looking for him, and got them back out, the sooner he could return to work. He smiled thinly.




  “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll sort it out.”




  He headed down the hall, trying not to let his face twist into a scowl. The last thing he needed was some new crackpot wasting his time. Portland was full of every sort of oddball the world had to offer, and far too often they found their way to his office with their theories, complaints, strange ideas, and stranger stories. Normally, he took that as part of the job, but with bodies piling up, and any real progress eluding him, his patience had worn thin.




  As he entered his office, a tall, slender man rose from where he was seated by the door. The stranger had hair gone gray, a neatly trimmed beard, and held a worn fedora in one hand. He wore khakis, a plain white shirt, no tie, and a pair of worn boots that looked to have traveled more than a few miles. The hand without the hat in it extended, and almost without thought, Bill held out his own and shook it.




  “Captain Bill Edmonds?” the man said. His accent was strange, hinting of European heritage, but oddly generic and a little formal.




  “Guilty,” Bill said. “And you are?”




  “Bullfinch,” the man replied. “Geoffrey Bullfinch. I’ve come a very long way to see you—I hope it’s not a bad time.”




  Bill remembered his scowl, but for some reason it seemed inappropriate.




  “It’s never a good time around here,” he said. “What can I do for you, Mr. Bullfinch?”




  “I’m hoping you have that question backward,” Bullfinch said. “I’ve come to offer my assistance.”




  Bill studied the man, found nothing crazy or ambiguous, and replied. “With? If you are looking for a consulting position, I’m afraid we have no current funding for anything like that.”




  “I’m more of a subject matter expert,” Bullfinch said. “I understand that you have a rash of very strange deaths here—suicides, according to news reports, but I have my doubts.”




  The scowl finally found Bill’s face.




  “Have a seat, Mr. Bullfinch,” he said. “I’m going to give you a couple of minutes of my time because, frankly, all of the ways I’ve spent it on this case so far have resulted in wasting it. We have released very little information to the press, or the public… I’m a bit surprised to see it register on anyone’s radar so quickly.”




  “The organization that I represent is uniquely locked into a variety of sources,” Bullfinch said. “The number of similar cases and the small geographic footprint set off triggers. As I understand it, each of these ‘suicides’ took place behind a locked door. No way in, and yet, at this point there have to be questions of murder…”
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