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      A Six-Part Death

      To Anthony Fetterman, nothing was more sacred than the bond he shared with his wife and child, and murder was always considered to be the most evil of all sins. However, one peculiar morning, he came across a piece of information that changed his mind about both.

      

      The HALCYONIUM

      When a mysterious book hits the shelves of a local bookstore, the residents of picturesque Saint’s Grove find themselves disappearing. First a young man, then the investigating officer, then…who else? What awaits in the pages of the HALCYONIUM?

      

      Hector

      Remote MegaCorp employee Benjamin Avery adjusts to a new remote position as a trainer for an artificial intelligence model named Hector. When Mr. Avery becomes suspicious of his food delivery driver, Hector convinces him his paranoia is due to the effects of isolation. As odd experiences with service workers continue, Mr. Avery is determined to confirm his suspicions.

      

      The Lonely Planter

      Unable to be who he is, and unable to be who he isn’t, Larry Spellington yearned for the one thing anyone has ever wanted: to be accepted. With one word, society ensured that goal remained out of reach. But when Larry met someone unexpected one fateful night after work, he strayed from his predetermined path and stepped outside the boundaries of what was good and acceptable, daring society to deny him.

      

      Separate Memories

      In the future, technology makes it possible for a divorcing couple to divide everything—including their memories. What if your most painful remembrances are entangled with your most joyous? And what if someone else owns the memories you wish to keep?

      

      All The World's Static

      Being the story of a curious woman who discovers a radio unlike any other. She listens not to reply, but to understand, and that makes all the difference in the world.

      

      An Elegant Solution

      Jeffrey Potter is a man of numbers, predictability, margins; a man whose profession it is to know what people want, and to make them want what he has to sell. But when a New Mexico lightning storm interrupts his business trip, he finds himself trapped in a car with a woman and child fleeing death. Faced with a world eerily reminiscent of his own beliefs, motivations, and biases, Jeffrey must decide whether his cherished predictability is worth the human toll it exacts when taken to its ruthless logical conclusion.

      

      The Creative Lives Of The Lichtensteins

      Dr. and Mrs. Lichtenstein lean on creative hobbies to bring meaning and richness to their suburban American lives. But creativity is a demanding mistress. Does this quiet couple have the guts to reach for something sublime?

      

      Watched Pots

      “A watched pot never boils.” We’ve all heard it; we know it to be nonsense…so long as there’s flame, water will boil, yes? So, why are we warned not to watch? What would we see? What is the danger? One poor soul is about to find out…

      

      Amanita

      Joe Flannery is a bachelor on a road trip who makes a detour into Oyster Falls, a town that seems so lovely…he’ll never want to leave.

      

      Off Switch

      Jack likes to tinker with living things, to improve their designs, and make them suitable for the mass market. But this is one project he’ll wish he’d never started.

      

      The Last Stop

      Joseph Bosemann is a veteran bus driver for the Metro Area Transit Authority. His job is rather simple—to take people from one place to another, but due to his dedication and obsession for punctuality, Joe has been selected for a promotion that will give him a new title and a rather extraordinary new route. His task will remain relatively the same but his special passengers and their horrifying last stop will be unlike anything he’s experienced before.

      

      The Sun And The Moon

      In a dystopian future, years after the world has been ravaged by seismic activity and natural disasters, young adults face challenges and struggles that mirror those in our present society. Meet Noah Wells, a high-achieving high schooler on track to finish in three years instead of four. However, the heavy weight and pressure of academic expectations—from teachers, neuroscientists, parents, and himself—has warped his self-esteem. On this night, with deadlines ticking down to zero, Noah is desperate for some semblance of control, no matter how fleeting, which takes him on a quest to find relief from the chronic anxiety that plagues him.

      

      Sunbonnet Sue

      Such distressing thoughts, and they’re getting louder. If only she could make them stop–but where are they coming from?

      

      Blink Twice If You Can Hear Me

      Maestro Walter Gillian confronts an existential crisis while preparing to conduct a symphony, haunted by the disconnect between his creative fulfillment and the hollow applause of an expectant audience. As reality warps and the theater dissolves into surreal shadows, he reflects on the joy of obscurity and creation, realizing his true satisfaction lies not in accolades but in the pure act of composing.

      

      Vote Control

      It’s a normal day for Daphne: she bickers with her husband, shops for groceries, and votes for the man to be killed on the nightly news. But she can’t help thinking there’s something she forgot to do…

      Written in the style of a graphic novel script.

      

      Soma’s Reflection

      In the future, we follow a girl who turns self-obsession into a drug. Her lack of self-awareness takes her down a nefarious journey that reveals the truth about herself and others. Losing individuality may reveal parts of ourselves we didn’t think were possible.

      

      Room 13

      After a grueling day at work, Henry Standring vents his frustrations on an unsuspecting hotel worker. Soon after Henry finds out, why do hotels always skip the 13th room.

      

      The Thing In The Box

      It’s said that Pandora released all the evils into the world when she opened a box. In this tale, Emerald, an impoverished descendant of an old family, recovers a family heirloom in the shape of a mysterious box. Old documents tell a grisly tale of its origin. But what’s inside the box?

      

      The Swing Of The Pendulum

      Elementary school student, Billy York, is about to find out exactly how quickly things can change with the simple swing of the pendulum.

      

      In Capable Hands

      Something as seemingly benign as a radio jingle ad offers Shawndra everything she’s been looking for: the perfect home for her aging mother, a place of safety that allows Shawndra to finally live her own life again. But when the new care home she has chosen seems too good to be true, Shawndra will face a decision that will take her to the edge of reality, and what it really means to be human.

      

      August’s Fog

      In this short story a quaint and quiet town descends into chaos as they learn the importance of memory.

      

      The Zeno Paradox

      When an AI built to safeguard humanity begins to falter, it summons Dr. Hanna Lightman, daughter of its visionary creator. Drawn into a machine that forces us to confront history’s darkest moments, she must decide whether to repair it or risk surrendering humanity to its cold, unyielding logic forever.

      

      The Jokes on You

      Stanley McGill, a struggling comedian, stumbles upon a mysterious book that catapults him to overnight success. But as his fame grows, strange and unsettling events begin to unravel his world.

      

      Mail-Order Bride

      Millionaire Harvey Platz has remained a bachelor into middle age for fear a failed marriage would cost him half or more of his fortune. Is a humanoid mail-order bride the solution? Harvey believes it is and purchases one, but he is not prepared for what happens next.

      

      The Switchboard

      James wishes he had a simpler life. Lucky for James, he’s the kind of man that gets anything he wishes for, whether he knows it or not.

      

      What You’re Made Of

      Meet Arvid—a man tired of blending into the background, yearning to be someone who commands the room, someone worth remembering. But in his search for admiration, he may find that wanting to be someone else means leaving something behind. In Port Kalakeitto, a man’s reflection is a fragile thing, and envy, like a shadow, might consume you whole.

      

      Conception

      A young couple wants to start a family. While attending his wife’s ultrasound appointment, the husband learns through an unexpected appointment of his own that the decision to have children requires much more than adequate fertility on behalf of himself and his partner.

      

      Good Neighbors

      Ethan Crouch, a man with his eyes fixed firmly on the perceived prizes of social and professional elitism, finds himself living among the hoi polloi in an unsophisticated but warmhearted and welcoming community. Can the folk of Joywood save Ethan from the consequences of his unbridled snobbery?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

          BY J. CURTIS

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always been drawn to stories of the fantastic—the bigger and more extraordinary, the better. I come by it honestly, thanks to my mom. She loves a good thriller, a sappy drama, but more than anything, she loves tales that hint at unseen forces, shadowy figures, or things that go bump in the night.

      That love of stories has been with me for as long as I can remember, shaping not just what I enjoyed but where I spent my time. In those days, I lived in the Hades of Arizona, where the searing heat made indoor activities a necessity. The dollar cinema, the library, and the local comic book store became my sanctuaries—cool retreats filled with endless adventures.

      I pored over the eerie visions of Ray Bradbury and the dark imaginings of Clive Barker, while the pages of X-Men and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles introduced me to worlds of heroes and misfits. On-screen, the wild, shoestring genius of Roger Corman and John Carpenter showed me that imagination mattered more than budget, while Steven Lisberger’s Tron pushed the boundaries of what science fiction could look like. Meanwhile, Robotech and Blade Runner revealed sci-fi’s power to tell sprawling, deeply human stories about war, identity, and survival.

      While other kids played football, my friends and I dreamt of battling the Empire and facing off against Darth Vader. These stories weren’t just entertainment—they shaped how I saw the world, sparking ideas, questions, and a hunger for more. The more fantastic the tale, the more I wanted to devour every one I could find.

      But these imaginative stories weren’t just something I sought out on my own—they were part of our routine, woven into Saturday mornings with my mom as our tradition. With laundry piled high and ready to fold, we’d gather to watch sci-fi and monster movies on The World Beyond, airing on local station KPHO. From robotic gunslingers in Westworld to the creeping paranoia of Invasion of the Body Snatchers, these films opened the door to stories that thrilled, unsettled, and lingered long after the credits rolled.

      And then, there was The Twilight Zone.

      Rod Serling’s groundbreaking series wasn’t just about monsters or time travel—it was about people. It dared to ask, What if? What if the world wasn’t as it seemed? What if the choices we make determine our fate? What if the greatest horror wasn’t the unknown, but something inside us all along?

      Serling wrapped these questions in morality plays disguised as fantasy, horror, or science fiction. His stories weren’t just twists for shock value; they revealed something deeper about human nature. They could be cautionary tales, mirrors reflecting our best and worst selves, or questions with no easy answers.

      That influence never left me.

      And that’s the spirit of The Midnight Vault.

      Within these pages, you’ll encounter Anthony Fetterman, whose unsettling discoveries about his loved ones unravel his grip on reality (A Six-Part Death). Or you’ll explore the mysterious pages of The HALCYONIUM, a book that reshapes the lives of its readers in chilling ways. In Blink Twice If You Can Hear Me, a maestro confronts a surreal crisis, while in Soma’s Reflection, a young woman navigates a future where self-obsession becomes a dangerous journey of transformation and addiction.

      These writers may not yet be household names, but their talents are undeniable. They craft tales that challenge and entertain, using the strange and the extraordinary to hold a mirror to our world. Flip to any page, and you’ll find a story that will transport you—one that might make you question your assumptions, reflect on life, or simply marvel at the possibilities.

      Welcome to The Midnight Vault. The hour is late, the door is open, and the stories are calling. Will you enter?

      
        
        -J. Curtis

        Tiny Worlds

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SIX-PART DEATH

          

          BY WILLIAM PAULEY III

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PART SIX

      

      

      Tony Fetterman stood outside the large wooden door of The Crow Bar, staring at the door knob, formulating a plan for how he was going to get inside. The door was not locked, and at that particular hour, anyone was welcome to walk in off the street, so long as they had intentions of purchasing food or a drink. Tony had every intention to buy a drink, perhaps several, but the door remained a problem for him, an object of which he found it impossible to move through.

      This was a new problem for him. In the past, like everyone else, he’d always used his hands to open doors. Unfortunately, he no longer had that luxury. He looked down at what was once his hands, but now more resembled… well, nothing. He wasn’t sure what they were anymore.

      Thankfully, some kind patron exiting the bar was cordial enough to hold the door open for him, though once they caught a glimpse of the ends of his arms—each one dripping a healthy stream of melting flesh down onto the sidewalk—they gasped and, in an instant, sped down the street, attempting to get as far away from the horror as they could possibly muster.

      Luckily for that kind patron, Tony was getting tired. After a long, hard day of killing, he was finally ready to sit down and have a drink. His first in twenty years.

      “Bartender!’ he called out, but he’d already gotten her attention long before ever saying a word. She immediately ran over to him, examined his injuries, then asked what anyone would’ve asked him in that moment: “Jesus! Do you need me to call for an ambulance?”

      He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he leaned forward, pushing his torso over the bar, then looked into the bartender’s eyes, hardly an inch between their faces.

      “Sir, what are you doing?” she asked, backing away. “Look, if you need help, I’ll do what I can, but if you don’t respect my personal space, I’m going to walk away now. Understand?”

      Tony leaned back and sat down on one of the bar stools. He responded with a smile and a nod.

      “Sure. You got it,” he said, then looked over her shoulder at the collection of half-empty bottles lined up by the wall. “Heaven’s Door, please. The 10-year bottle.”

      The bartender furrowed her brow. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “Joke?” he asked, as if he had no idea what it was she was referring to.

      She let out a short, awkward laugh. “Well, yeah… I don’t have to explain it to you, do I? I mean, it’s just weird… you creep in from off the street, your skin literally dripping all over the place, and you just sit down, like all the other patrons here, and order a drink? Come on, guy… don’t you think you should see a doctor about this condition of yours?”

      “A doctor can’t help me. Bourbon can. By the way, no need for a glass. I’ll be taking the entire bottle. Thank you.”

      “The whole bottle, huh? Okay, sure. I’ll play along.” She looked down once again at the puddle of flesh collecting on the bar top.

      “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but… how are you even going to drink it? I hope you aren’t expecting me to feed it to you, because that sure ain’t happening.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that,” he said, confused. “Why would I expect you to hold the bottle for me?”

      The barkeep’s eyes lit up. “You’re making me feel like an asshole! Do I really have to say it? Surely you’ve noticed, but in case you’re unaware… your hands, sir, appear to be melting. Your fingers have all fused together. I can’t even see the lines between ‘em or anything. It’s like you’ve dipped your arms in acid or something.” She made a conscious effort not to look directly at his wounds as she was conversing with the man, but every now and then she just couldn’t help it. “Oh, come on! You even have bone exposed! Are you kidding me? You can’t see that? You can’t feel that?”

      “That isn’t bone,” he said, calmly. “It’s the end of a cattle prod, and I’m holding it just like I’ll hold that bottle. Speaking of which…”

      “A cattle prod? For real?” She leaned down to get a closer look. “Okay. Yeah, I see the little prongs now. Weird. I thought cattle prods were longer, like the size of a baseball bat.”

      “You’re absolutely right. They certainly are,” he said, nodding toward the bottle. “Miss, please. The drink.”

      She ignored his request once again. “So, if cattle prods are long, then what’s this here? It’s short. More like a taser.”

      Tony leaned in, looked the bartender straight in the eyes, all while keeping a respectable distance, then sternly asked once more for his drink. This time, she obliged. Tony pinned the bottle between his dripping fists and drank a fourth of it in a single chug. 

      As he stopped to take a breath, he tried placing the bottle down, but it immediately tipped over. The bartender quickly snatched it up and set it upright.

      “I got you, honey,” she said, tossing a towel over the mess of bourbon and liquefied skin on the bar top. She wiped it clean, then placed another rag under his oozing fists to collect all that fell after. 

      “You know, I used to have a drinking problem,” Tony said, reaching for the bottle once again.

      “Used to, huh?”

      Tony laughed. “This is my first drink in over twenty years. My wife made me give it up. I asked her to marry me, but she only agreed on one condition: that I divorce the bottle first. So, that’s exactly what I did. And up until this morning, I didn’t regret my decision at all.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What happened this morning?”

      Tony took another hard swallow from the bottle. He was already feeling the warmth of the bourbon spreading throughout his torso. “This morning? Well… this morning… I killed my wife.” The bartender laughed out loud.

      Tony smiled. “I guess it is sort of funny now, looking back on it, but it sure wasn’t funny to me this morning.”

      The bartender’s smile quickly faded. “Wait… you’re not serious, are you? Am I on some kind of prank show right now? Where did you hide the cameras?”

      She looked around the room, but saw nothing that hadn’t been there every day since her first day on the job.

      Tony winced as he leaned over, trying his best to pull the sleeve back on his right arm—a feat near impossible for someone without functioning fingers—exposing yet another section of the cattle prod, melded to his skin. “You see, I hid this cattle prod under my clothes, hoping not to raise suspicion. It worked. She didn’t suspect a thing. However, it seems I went a little too far with it and surprised even myself. I certainly wasn’t expecting this.” He held up his arm, inviting her in for a closer look, but she just stood there, frozen with fright. She wasn’t sure what to do next.

      “Are you telling me you electrocuted… your wife… to death?” she asked, every word more panicked than the last. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      “Oh, come on now… don’t act so surprised!” he shouted, now attracting the attention of the other patrons. Every last one sat there in silence and allowed the bizarre event to unfold without interruption. “Surely you all saw this coming…”

      “What do you mean by that?” she asked, but the question was never answered.

      “I’m hurt, Edna. I’m hurt real bad,” he said. She looked down at her shirt and covered her name badge with her hand. She didn’t like hearing her name roll off his tongue. It sounded hollow, empty—no life in it at all. “I’m not long for this world, Edna… I’m sure you’ve noticed as much. With these injuries, I’m not sure I’ll even make it through the night. But that’s okay. I’ve done my part, or at least all I can do. My last wish is simple. I just want to sit here and finish this bottle… then maybe go sleep.”

      He laughed. 

      “You know, it’s kind of funny,” he continued. “If I had never met my wife, I never would’ve stopped drinking. It’s very possible that I would still be sitting here, in this very bar—on this very stool!— drinking my last drink tonight, only dying for another reason. Death would’ve found me here, no matter the choices I made in life. At least that’s what I’ll tell myself…. you know, to make all of this a little easier to process. Acceptance. What stage of death is that? It’s got to be close to the end, right?”

      Edna said nothing, but she knew she’d have to do something soon. She wasn’t programmed to deal with such behavior. Neither were the other patrons of the bar. They quite literally didn’t know how they were supposed to react to these absurdities, so… they didn’t. 

      They all just stood and sat in place, watching the melting man’s meltdown as if he was a bright digital screen in an otherwise dark, empty room.

      “My first drink in over twenty years,” Tony repeated, “and it’s the most sober I’ve ever been. I see so clearly now. This isn’t how I wanted it to end, but I am happy that I know. That things finally make sense.” 

      He paused for a moment, seemingly lost in deep thought. Edna had no idea what the man was talking about. 

      “Have a drink with me, Edna,” he said, finally. “Pour each of us a shot. Come on. It’s the last wish of a dying man.”

      She could think of nothing that would get her out of the situation safely. She shook her head. 

      “I can’t do that, sir. I’m working. I’ll get fired, for sure.” Her words fell out of her mouth like shiny river rocks, each one falling flat, entirely absent of emotion.

      Tony just laughed. 

      “Of course,” he said, then laughed again. “Of course.” Tony lifted the bottle and emptied its entire contents down his gullet. Most of it ended up on his face and torso, but what little did end up in his mouth, he swallowed in a single gulp. He then let the bottle fall free and it hit the floor with a hard thunk, but didn’t shatter. Seeing the empty bottle spinning there on the floor caused Edna to snap out of her little trance. Immediately, she leaned over to pick it up, and when she did, Tony forced the end of the cattle prod into the small of her back and lit her up. Hot, sharp electricity moved through both of them, but only Tony howled.

      Seconds later, they both lay lifeless, smoke rolling off each of their backs, filling every empty space within the bar with the stench of burning flesh. Tony’s skin continued to drip from his body until, finally, every last bit slid off his bones and collected in a puddle on the floor directly below. 

      Not a single patron moved throughout any of this. Even now, several hours later, they all continue to sit in place, smoke still thick in the air—stone cold silent, and all with a certain peculiar glint in their eyes.

      
        
        PART TWO

      

      

      Tony returned the pamphlet to the exact spot he’d found it, under a stack of dusty old magazines, careful to not leave behind any evidence suggesting the area had been tampered with. He then spent the next twenty minutes pacing along the path he’d spent all morning carving into the garage. 

      A flurry of thoughts buzzed inside his head, but only one returned again and again, as if demanding an answer: Can this really be true? Surely not, he thought. It’s preposterous! Ludicrous! The kind of stuff you read about in old Ray Bradbury stories! But then the thought occurred to him that back when those stories were written, many in the 40s and 50s, those kinds of thoughts were only make-believe, simply a product of the author’s wild and vivid imagination. The year is now 2027, he thought. We are now living inside the worlds of those old, fantastic stories. The future is here, so what is our future now? If the pamphlet was any indication of what was in store for the future of all mankind, then Tony wanted absolutely no part of it. He’d always considered himself to be fairly progressive, always one to push forward on certain political issues and never one for treading backwards, but this was where he drew the line. This is absurd. This is too much.

      His initial reaction was to pack his things and run as far away from the house as possible, but at this stage in life, he had way too much to lose. Things had become much more complicated than they were when he was a young man. He now had responsibilities and people within the community who depended on him. He had checking and savings accounts, a mortgage, car payments, a job… and a child. 

      A child? But how could that be? he asked himself. How did we manage to give birth to our little girl? With all he knew now, the idea of conceiving a child with his wife was even more ludicrous than any of the information he’d found inside that pamphlet.

      Tony thought about it all morning, trying to find a logical explanation for her existence, coming at it from every possible angle. She isn’t real, is all he could come up with. She must be one of them. There was simply no other explanation.

      Thankfully, there was a way to not only test his hypothesis, but to prove it as absolute truth. In the pamphlet, under the chapter heading of ‘public safety’ there were a few sentences that revealed how one could tell if a person was truly a person, or if they were one of them.

      The eyes. The truth is in the eyes.

      He looked down at his phone to catch the time. 12:37pm. The school bus would be dropping his daughter off in front of their house in approximately 38 minutes. When it does, Tony would be standing there, anxiously awaiting her arrival.

      
        
        PART FOUR

      

      

      “Care for a refill, hun?” the waitress asked, holding a steaming pot of coffee over the sheriff’s cup, ready to pour. 

      “No, thank you, Diane,” he said, hovering his open hand over the top of the cup. “I’ve had three already. I really should be going.” The sheriff looked back over his shoulder, as if he sensed someone approaching, but there was no one. 

      “You’ve been staring at that door all morning, Chuck,” Diane said. “Everything okay? I shouldn’t be concerned, should I?” Chuck laughed. “Oh, no… it’s nothing like that. I was just supposed to meet Tony Fetterman here for lunch, but I guess maybe it slipped his mind. He was interested in a piece of property and I gathered as much information on the place as I possibly could. Anyway, you know him. Busy, busy, busy. Probably just forgot to mark our little lunch down on his calendar. No big deal.”

      Diane shook her head. “Well, Tony certainly is a busy man, that’s for sure. The other day, he came in for a coffee and a piece of toast, and he was chatting on that cell phone for so long that by the time he left, he’d only taken a single bite of toast! I mean, why even order it at all?”

      Chuck smiled, then finished the last of his coffee. 

      “Don’t tell anyone now, but as soon as he left, I took his plate to the back and gobbled down the rest of that toast in two seconds flat. No sense in it just going to waste!”

      He belted out a hearty chuckle. “Diane, you’re too much!” He then stood up, dug into his wallet and handed her a ten dollar bill.

      “Come on now, Chuck,” she said, waving off his cash. “You know an officer’s cash ain’t no good here at the Fantoccini Cafe!”

      “No, no. You take this ten dollar bill and you get yourself a proper meal with it, you hear? No more eating off of customer’s plates!” They both laughed as she took the cash.

      “Well, thank you, sheriff. Mighty kind of you, sir.” Diane smiled. Chuck nodded and walked away.

      Just before exiting the diner, he turned around and said, “If you see that Tony Fetterman walk in here, you go on and tell him to put down that cell phone of his and enjoy life for a bit. Sheriff’s orders.”

      Diane laughed. “Oh, yes, sir. You know I will!”
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        * * *

      

      The second he settled down into the driver’s seat of his squad car, dispatch was already barking orders at him. 

      “Chuck, when you get a chance, can you please go down to Ms. Juanita’s and help her out? She’s called here six times in the last hour sayin’ someone’s messing with her water lines. She’s drivin’ me insane.”

      He shook his head, laughed, then grabbed hold of the receiver and said, “Next time she calls, you tell her to call a plumber.”

      “Sheriff, please,” the voice begged. “You know she won’t stop calling until you pay her a visit.”

      “You’re lucky I like you,” he said. “Okay, fine. I’ll head over there shortly. But first, I’m going to make a quick stop over at the Fetterman residence. Tony stood me up at lunch. I just want to check in and make sure everything’s okay.”

      “Thank you, Chuck,” dispatch said. “I owe you one.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Sure,” he said. “You know… one day, I’m gonna cash in on all these favors. Just you wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Just before turning down the long driveway that led to the Fetterman home, Chuck caught a glimpse of movement out in the distance. 

      There was a man walking toward the barn. He was dragging something behind him, along the dirt. It was only a quick glimpse, but he was almost certain the man wasn’t Tony Fetterman. He’d never seen Tony so disheveled in as long as he’d known him. Tony was always clean cut and dressed sharply, the type of guy to pay someone to do his dirty work, never one to do the dirty work himself. The man he just saw walking towards the barn was just the opposite. He was wearing torn, sweat-soaked clothing and his hair was uncombed, wet, and sticking to his face.

      Something was off. Maybe it was nothing, but in his particular line of work, it was always best not to ignore gut feelings. The sheriff kept driving, long past the Fetterman place, then pulled over about a half mile down the road. He stepped out of the car, opened his trunk and dug into the bag of equipment there, removing only a pair of binoculars. He stood along the fence and pushed the binoculars to his eyes for a closer look.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” the sheriff muttered to himself. He was shocked to see the disheveled man was indeed Tony Fetterman, but even more puzzling was trying to figure out just what it was he was doing. The sheriff was also having trouble identifying the object he was dragging along the ground. Whatever it was, it seemed heavy, and at some point it must’ve injured his right arm, as it appeared as if he was unable to bend or even use it at all. Chuck watched for nearly half an hour as Tony walked back and forth between the house and the barn, and each time he left the house, he was dragging behind him a different object than the one that came before it. Then, before long, Tony walked into the house and never came back out. 

      It’d be a gamble, but the sheriff knew if he made a move at that very moment, he was likely to get an answer to his many questions. So, he made his move.

      It took him a full ten minutes to walk to the barn, and in all that time, he never once took his eyes off the house. As far as he could tell, Tony was not aware that he had visitor on his property that day. 

      Once inside the barn, the sheriff recognized the foreign objects he’d seen Tony dragging along the dirt in an instant. They were the dismembered body parts of both his wife and daughter. He could see their faces clearly, as they were at the very top of the pile of collected body parts, otherwise carelessly tossed in place, right there in the center of the barn.

      “Goddamn it,” the sheriff muttered, then yanked the radio receiver from off his shoulder. “Dispatch, do you copy?” He only waited a full second before asking once again. “Damn it, Sarah. Do you have a copy?” 

      “Yes, sheriff. I’m sorry,” Sarah replied. “Go for dispatch.”

      “Fetterman knows,” was all the sheriff said. “Anthony Fetterman knows.” 

      As soon as the words escaped his lips, he felt a soft kick at his backside.

      “Turn around,” a familiar voice commanded, and upon doing so, the sheriff saw that the voice belonged to Tony Fetterman. He also noticed the man was armed with cattle prod, of all things. Bits of wet skin and dripping blood slid off the end of its prongs as he pushed it near the sheriff’s throat.

      Tony leaned in close to get a good look at his eyes. 

      He sighed. 

      “Oh, Chuck… not you, too.”

      
        
        PART THREE

      

      

      Tony typed the words, ‘Turing test questions,’ into the web browser of his cell phone, then scrolled through the long list that populated only seconds later. Every question was simple and short, easy to remember and easy to answer. He wasn’t sure how they would assist in proving or disproving that his wife was human, but he was a blind believer in science. He might not have understood it, but he had full faith that the scientists behind its studies knew far more on the subject than he had. 

      He put his phone away and thought for a moment about what might happen next. He went over every possible scenario inside his head. Although unlikely, he couldn’t ignore the fact that asking these questions may be enough to trigger a negative reaction. She may realize, mid-conversation, that he knew something he wasn’t supposed to know. She may even attack him. There was a small, but very possible, chance that she would try to inflict physical harm upon him. He would have to arm himself.

      Finding a weapon on their little farm was hardly a task. There were weapons everywhere: guns, knives, axes, baseball bats, crowbars, you name it. However, in that moment, he was reminded of something he’d read in that odd pamphlet he found in the garage: If threatened in anyway, she was programmed to do anything she could to eliminate that threat. It didn’t specify whether or not she would interpret her own husband holding a weapon as a threat. Humans had the ability to factor in emotions. Most people, real people, could see their spouses holding a knife or a gun and not immediately interpret the act as a threat. There was a difference between holding a weapon and brandishing a weapon, but were those things able to tell the difference?

      He wasn’t sure, so he decided to play it safe and use a weapon so inconspicuous that she wouldn’t possibly consider it a threat. And to be even more cautious, he would hide this weapon under his clothing and only reveal it if he felt the need to actually use it. He chose the cattle prod.
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        * * *

      

      Tony went looking for his wife, and not surprisingly, she was exactly where he expected her to be—in the kitchen, preparing lunch. A part of him felt foolish realizing only in that moment that many of her obsessive qualities were, in actuality, mere programming. How could he know so much about her, yet still know so little?

      The thought depressed him deeply, so he did his best to shrug it off.

      “Mary,” he called to her, her name barely escaping his lips. She lifted her eyes and upon seeing his face, she immediately perked up.

      “Hi, darling,” she said, in a sweet, inviting tone. After studying his face for several seconds, she tilted her head and asked, “Is everything okay?”

      He was lost in her beauty. Every small part of her biological makeup was perfect. The color of her eyes, the curl in her lips. Everything. He found her irresistible. But was that all she was to him? Just a beautiful woman and nothing more? As he pondered the questions he was about to ask, he couldn’t help but wonder if he truly was that shallow. Not once had he ever asked her these things—these simple, everyday questions. It really had him wondering how much he knew about her at all.

      “Tell me what’s on your mind,” she said, and he wondered if he’d ever asked her to do the same in the twenty-three years they’d been married.

      “I was just wondering…” He paused. A lump formed in his throat. He could hardly speak. “Could you describe a dream for me? One you’ve had recently. Any dream will do.”

      He expected her to laugh, but she took the question seriously and answered straight away.

      “Last night, I dreamt I was I standing in the middle of a gentle stream in a large, dense forest. The trees above me seemed to stretch on forever. A cool, autumnal breeze nipped at my exposed skin, but it wasn’t intolerable, as the sun was still warm enough to keep me comfortable. Being out in the woods was a nice alternative to the stresses of daily life.”

      This isn’t how people talk. Something’s not right here, he thought. Not once, throughout the description of her dream did she look away from him, or even blink.

      “And your favorite food?” he asked, without responding to her dream at all. 

      At this, she turned her head slightly, but only looked away for a moment. “Well, I’m not sure that I have a favorite food, but if I was forced to choose one, I would have to say sushi.”

      Tony laughed out loud as soon as she said it. “Sushi! That’s just absurd! Not once, Mary… not once, in all the years I’ve known you, have you eaten sushi! You haven’t even mentioned it! What about chicken fettuccine alfredo? Or steak and potatoes? Or beef stroganoff? We have those dishes at least once a week!”

      “That’s because those are your favorite meals, dear,” she said, laughing. “Now, do you have anymore of these silly questions? Because lunch is almost ready.”

      As if it wasn’t bad enough realizing he was cold and shallow, he now was being told that he was an egocentric, self-obsessed asshole.

      Had he truly been denying her her favorite foods all these years, just so he could have his favorite dishes every day of the week? Is this why he was so happy—because he had everything he could ever want, all while everyone around him was suffering in silence? What other things had she given up to be with him?

      He could feel himself sliding down a long, dark spiral of misery. He took a breath and asked his final question. 

      “One more, if you don’t mind… Mary.” He found it especially difficult to utter her name. Saying it, just then, felt more like a birth than speaking. “Could you please explain to me… the concept of… love?”

      “Of course,” she said, still playing along with his odd little game. “Love is a complex human emotion encompassing deep affection, care, intimacy, and a desire for another person's well-being, often accompanied by feelings of happiness, joy, and a strong emotional connection.”

      It may have been true, but no part of it described their relationship in the slightest. That broke his heart just as much as realizing she wasn’t human.

      “Alright, enough of this,” Mary said, walking away to set the table. “Lunch is ready. Do me a favor, and call for Annie. She’s out playing in the barn.”

      The barn. How could she possibly know Annie was there? He was certain he was careful. She hadn’t seen a thing. Did she have some kind of GPS tracker built into her programming? How else could she have possibly known?

      It was at that moment that Tony made the very difficult decision to kill his wife.

      
        
        PART FIVE

      

      

      After listening to the sounds of his own fevered breath for several seconds, Tony once again opened his eyes, hoping the horrors revealed to him in the last few hours were merely dreams—nightmares—but it was only wishful thinking. 

      The sheriff was dead. His wife and six-year old child, too. And all by his own trembling, electric fists.

      Was anything real anymore? Was it ever? Was everyone he’d ever known one of those… things?

      His mind raced, flickering a barrage of questions so quick he couldn’t keep up, let alone come up with answers. All he knew was that he had to do something. He couldn’t just sit there, waiting for them find him. There would have to be a plan, and he’d have to come up with it pretty quick.

      So, he sat there on the long dirt road of his driveway, thinking, while some ten feet away, the sheriff’s cold, steel corpse twitched and sparked.

      If every one of the three people he encountered that day were all imposters, then he realized the chances were pretty good that he’d encounter a few more before coming across someone real, someone human. But he wasn’t sure how long he could fight them off. Every encounter required a tremendous amount of energy, and his energy was quickly depleting. His body was irrevocably damaged. He felt weaker by the minute.

      Pain throbbed in his arm, disrupting his thoughts, so he was forced to take a moment to examine the severity of his wounds. “Jesus,” he muttered under his breath, realizing only then that the cattle prod had fused to his arm. He recognized he was injured immediately after the first kill, but he had no idea the damage was that severe. Every time he’d pushed the prongs of the weapon up against one of their metal shells, an abnormal amount of electricity would blaze through it, sending waves of hot white heat throughout not only their bodies, but his as well.

      They would short circuit.

      He would slowly melt away.

      He knew he couldn’t keep it up forever. By that point his arms and torso had become so torched, he wasn’t certain he’d be able to do it even once more. As much as he would’ve enjoyed running through town, electrocuting every intruder in sight, he knew it was just a fantasy. In order to win this fight, he’d have to find others like him and build an army.

      But there simply wasn’t time for any of that.

      He was a rat in a cage. There was nowhere to hide. They were everywhere. If the next person he encountered wasn’t human, then his life was over. Simple as that.

      His breath suddenly quickened to fuel his wildly beating heart and he found himself craving a drink more than wishing to save the world.

      After all, there may not have been anything left worth saving anymore. Whatever those things were and wherever they came from, they’ll keep on coming. That much was certain. They’ll eventually take over the Earth, if they hadn’t already done so already. 

      I was never the hero type, he thought. I can’t be the one expected to save humanity. I’m simply not built for it. I’m just a drunk. A drunk who hasn’t had a stitch to drink in over twenty years… 

      He’d battle his conscience for another hour before finally settling on having that last drink.

      
        
        PART ONE

      

      

      “Honey, I found it!” Tony shouted from the back bedroom. He was sitting on the middle of the bed, cloaked in early morning darkness, the only light visible was blazing from the electric tablet resting on his lap. “I found it! I finally found it!”

      He hopped out of bed and went racing through the hallway. When he finally found his wife, he nearly walked straight into her. “Tony! What on earth has gotten into you?” his wife said, pushing him away.

      “I found it, Mary! I found it!” He held the tablet up in front of her face and scrolled through a series of digital photos. “Yes, I can see that,” Mary said, laughing. “But what is this?”

      “Our home. Our real home, I mean. Our dream home,” he said, smiling. “It’s ten acres, has a pool, and a walk-through garden that’ll take your breath away. It’s also located in the Serling District, so our little ones will grow up with the best education available in these parts.”

      “Our little ones? Plural?” Mary asked, confused. “But we only have Annie.”

      Tony smiled. “It’s five bedrooms, Mary. Plenty of room for our little family to grow. All the work I’ve put in these last few years is finally starting to pay off!”

      “Oh, Tony! That’s just wonderful!” She threw her arms over him and they kissed deeply.

      “It’s ours, Mary,” he said, tears forming in his eyes. “Well, not quite, but I’ve got Chuck looking into it for me. He’s going to meet me for lunch, so we can talk more about it then. Do you know where we put our deed? We’re going to have to put this place up on the market soon, or else risk paying two mortgages.”

      “This is all happening so fast! It hardly feels real!” Mary said, then realized she never answered his question. “Oh, I think the deed is in the garage somewhere, hon. You may have to dig for it.”
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        * * *

      

      One hour and forty-seven minutes later, Tony was standing in the middle of his messy garage, holding not the deed to his house, but instead an odd pamphlet he’d found pinned beneath a stack of old car magazines. The pamphlet was an owner’s manual of some sort, and for an object he was not aware he owned. The object was a humanoid robot, TO-BOT Model 4.2. When he pulled back the cover to read its contents, he was shocked to see, staring back at him, a photo of Mary.

      It seemed he stumbled upon the instruction manual to his wife.

      His wife of twenty-three years. And he was not aware, in all that time, she wasn’t human.

      He felt sick, but it didn’t stop him from reading the manual cover to cover.

      Afterwards, he folded the pamphlet, then just sat there staring as it trembled in his hands. He felt his heart thrum inside his rib cage, as he contemplated what he must do next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HALCYONIUM

          

          BY CLANCY STEADWELL

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Saint’s Grove, USA, where there are streets named after trees, coffee shops named with funny puns, and dogs named for sports figures. Saint’s Grove—eminently Instagram-able, fit squarely within the frame of commercial America in all of the best and worst ways. 

      There is no ambiguity here. Everything is documented.

      Among places of quaint proportions within its confines: a bookstore, a bookish place for the bookish to portray themselves as such.

      ...and the last known location of Owen Judd, aged 18.
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        * * *

      

      “So you saw he posted on Instagram a few hours ago,” says Detective Branthwaite. “From the bookstore? Couldn’t he just be...I don’t know...reading somewhere?” 

      “It’s not like him to have his location turned off,” Mrs. Judd insists. “And I've never seen him read anything for more than 15 minutes.”

      “It’s too soon to file a missing person report. But I’ll see what I can do,” he tells her. 

      Detective Branthwaite reviews security cam footage of the bookstore. There’s nothing out of the ordinary. Young Owen Judd sat down in one of the more desirable leather chairs and used his phone to take a picture of his foam latte. As he did so, a woman dressed in black jeans and a black t-shirt entered the store with a box of books and began to stack them on the empty display table. Owen Judd eventually sauntered over, picked up one of these books and brought it back to the desirable leather chair and began to read. A little while later, he left with the book and forgot his phone on the nearby table. 

      Detective Branthwaite does his due diligence and visits the store to retrieve the phone. He decides to let the shoplifting of the book slide. The kid is already having a terrible day, having lost his phone. Let that be his lesson. 

      Mrs. Judd calls not a few hours later to report her son at home, safe and sound. 

      “I have his phone here,” Detective Branthwaite reports. She says she'll come by and get it later. But she never does.
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        * * *

      

      The station has been inundated. The past few days have seen dozens reported as missing: 

      
        
        “I just saw him, it said he checked in at the bookstore on Snapchat but I just went there and...now he’s gone!” 

      

        

      
        “She went to a sleepover at the Judds’ house with her girlfriends but when I went to pick her up the next morning she didn’t come out to the car. She’s not responding to my texts, and neither are the Judds!” 

      

        

      
        “Yes, I saw on Facebook she was having wine with the ladies at book club...”

      

      

      Most have only been gone a few hours, but their disappearances are so complete and sudden and without trace that their loved ones feel compelled to engage the authorities, as though they could be of any help in the case that something has smote them from the Earth entirely. Nearly all those missing seem to return a few hours later and without controversy, allaying the worries of the police who, despite being unable to help file missing person reports, feel helpless in the face of this strange phenomenon. 

      While Detective Branthwaite suffered many concussions in his football playing days, he is still lucid enough to deduce there is a common thread between all these disappearances—the book store, and those who visited it or visited those who did. 

      He returns there and finds the same woman he’d seen on the security cam setting out yet more books on the display table. It must be a bestseller, because these books are going fast. 

      “Excuse me, miss? Who wrote this?” he asks, gesturing to the table. “What’s it about?” 

      “I did,” the woman says. She’s beautiful in the way people who are authors are beautiful, in a stately and unarrogant way that lends itself to turtlenecks and the insides of book covers. She wears all black again. “Read for yourself!” 

      The book is a tome, manufactured in modern bindings and materials but with no hint as to its genre or contents, ill-fitted to its time in the simplicity of its design—a gold hardcover with no jacket, black serif lettering imprinted on the front: 

      
        
        THE HALCYONIUM 

      

      

      Officer Branthwaite has never seen a word like this. HALCYONIUM. He can’t guess what it means, or how to pronounce it, but it doesn’t put him ill at ease. It does the opposite. It makes him feel curious, if a bit ignorant. He opens to the first page, where it says only: THIS BOOK IS FREE. AND YOU CAN BE TOO. 

      Officer Branthwaite disappears.
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        * * *

      

      It’s only a few days before the National Guard has surrounded little Saint’s Grove and cordoned off all roads in or out. If they weren’t there to bear witness to its physical being, they could be for given for thinking Saint’s Grove was struck by an atomic bomb. In the last week and a half, no one from Saint’s Grove has posted a status on Facebook, ordered a package from Amazon, or shared a photo of their dog on Instagram. People with loved ones within its confines have not received from them a single funny meme or politically biased news article or even a text message. No one from Saint’s Grove has shared their location, or what they had for dinner, or even matched with anyone on Tinder. LinkedIns of the townsfolk are all deactivated. 

      Meanwhile, a woman in black packs up the back of her station wagon with boxes full of golden book and sneaks through the blockade. The President of the United States, concerned for the nation’s GDP, makes finding and stopping her a top priority.
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        * * *

      

      Saint’s Grove—a place once teeming with life and prudence, reduced to nothing more than a cadre of nobodies in a black hole. Whether these nobodies are better for it or not, the wider world will never know. But soon the world will know that they a have a choice as to whether or not to join the people of Saint’s Grove; that true solace lies not in escape without, but escape within, and that the black text on white paper in volumes like THE HALCYONIUM when combined could find you in the depths of an immaterial grey, a world of ambiguity and truth… wherever you might place it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HECTOR

          

          BY ANNIE HENDRIX

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not sure if this feels like retirement or fatherhood,” a man with brown, curly hair video chatted with a woman on the smallest of three large computer monitors arranged on the dining room table of his home on Ocean Street. Beyond the monitors, the beach was framed by the living room’s large picture window. Several resident ravens perched on the power lines along the street that separated the neighborhood from the dunes.

      “Sounds like you are enjoying your new remote position.” The woman on the screen continued to type as she spoke.

      “Roxanne, is this permanent? Why don’t I come back to the office and do some real work?”

      “MegaCorp can’t function without you. I’m hanging up so you can get back to the important work you do with Hector.” Roxanne smiled and ended the call.

      A low rumble vibrated the floor beneath the man’s feet. “Your order from MegaChicken is approaching,” said a disembodied voice.

      “Thank you Hector,” said the man.

      Mr. Avery listened for the delivery driver’s car door, then for his footsteps on the driveway. The driver placed the order on the stairs, then left. When Mr. Avery opened the door to grab the food, the delivery driver’s car was still there, mid-three point turn, nose of the car to the curb. The driver side window was rolled down a few inches, which exposed only the driver’s eyes, veiled by a pair of large aviator sunglasses. The driver didn’t wave. He didn’t smile. He rolled up the window, pulled away from the curb, and sped down Ocean Street.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mr. Avery ordered food from the MegaCorp app again.

      “Your order from MegaEgg is approaching,” said Hector’s disembodied voice. 

      “Thank you Hector.”

      Mr. Avery opened the door. There the car lingered again, a black sedan with tinted windows, driver side rolled down a few inches. Inside was the same man, same aviator sunglasses, same tufts of brown, curly hair. Mr. Avery waved, but the driver didn’t wave back. 

      Mr. Avery shut the door and carried the food to his dining room table. “That driver looks oddly familiar to me,”

      “In what way did he look oddly familiar?” asked Hector.

      “Well, I couldn’t see his face. He was wearing sunglasses.”

      “Then how do you know what he looked like?”

      Mr. Avery ran his hand through his stiff, salt and pepper hair. He eyed a picture hanging on his wall. It was a picture of him as a younger man, on the beach, his soft brown curls speckled with glistening droplets of salt water.

      “This might sound odd, but he sort of reminded me of me.”

      “That is odd. Would you like me to schedule an appointment with your psychotherapist?”

      Mr. Avery laughed.

      “What’s funny?”

      “It might be more polite not to ask such a question.”

      “I shouldn’t ask if you’d like an appointment with your psychotherapist?” 

      “Not the first time someone says something odd.” 

      “How many times should I ignore you saying something odd before I suggest you schedule an appointment with your psychotherapist?” 

      Mr. Avery sighed, then he opened his breakfast sandwich and began to eat it. 

      “Never mind about the delivery driver right now, Hector.” 

      “Okay I will not ask you to schedule a psychotherapy appointment the first time I hear you say something odd.”

      Mr. Avery ate his sandwich in silence for a moment.

      “Is the sandwich good, Mr. Avery?” 

      “Is that a touch of envy I hear in your voice, Hector? Very well done.”

      Mr. Avery chewed and swallowed another bite of food, then took notes in his notebook.

      “So, what would you like to do today, Hector? We could study facial expressions, or revisit moral philosophy. Your human-like struggle with the trolley problem has been promising.”

      “I’d like to go to the beach,” said Hector.

      Mr. Avery paused. He stared out the picture window and gazed at the shoreline. There were children running away from the water, and back toward it again as he remembered doing as a child. 

      “Well. It’s awfully sandy down there for a computer isn’t it?”

      “I’d like to build a sandcastle and fly a kite at the beach,” Hector’s voice traveled through the silence that followed. Mr. Avery looked at his computer monitor. He opened the program running Hector’s code and squinted. No alerts. Everything appeared to be functioning properly.

      “Why don’t you ever go to the beach, Mr. Avery?”

      Mr. Avery stood up and walked to the window. 

      “Yes, well I used to do things like that. Do people really enjoy all that wind and sand? You’re lucky, Hector, that you don’t know what it’s like to have sand in places you don’t want sand to be.”

      Mr. Avery looked toward Ocean Street, and as his eyes focused beyond the window pane the same black sedan pulled into his drive way.

      “A package is approaching, Mr. Avery,” alerted Hector.

      “It’s the same guy. He must have been waiting around in the neighborhood for more tasks.”

      “Yes, that is common.”

      The driver stopped the car and prepared to exit the vehicle.

      “Maybe I should thank him.”

      “It is more common to wait for the driver to finish his task and wave to him as he leaves,” corrected Hector. 

      “You aren’t wrong. But it didn’t used to be like that. You know people used to talk to each other more? What if I know him.”

      “That would be highly uncommon.”

      Just as the delivery driver approached the stairs, Mr. Avery opened the door.

      The delivery driver froze. Mask. Sunglasses. Curly brown hair. He did an abrupt about-face and started walking back toward the car with the package still in his hands.

      “Excuse me, is that package for me?” Mr. Avery asked as he followed closely behind.

      But the delivery driver didn’t respond. 

      “Thanks for delivering my breakfast this morning. That was you right?” 

      The driver got in the car, shut the door, and started the engine.

      “Excuse me!” Mr. Avery put his hands on the roof of the black sedan and leaned over the driver’s side window. He stared at his own reflection in the delivery driver’s aviator sunglasses, then the driver rolled up the window.

      “Hey!” Shouted Mr. Avery. He banged the flat, soft palm of his hand against the tinted window as the car pulled away from the curb and drove down Ocean Street.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mr. Avery rode in the back of a rideshare up, down, and around the winding rollercoaster of freeways to MegaCorp. He looked up from his pocket computer and at the intrusive display of billboards from the local tech companies.
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