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Advance praise for Monstrum


‘A magical and haunting collection of captivating stories. Lottie Mills’ writing manages to tread the fine line between the grotesque and the exquisite with seemingly effortless ease. An utterly beguiling debut. I look forward to seeing what Lottie does next.’


Jan Carson, author of Quickly, While They Still Have Horses


‘I can’t remember the last time I sat down to read a book and became so captivated that I forgot everything else until I came to the end. Lottie Mills writes with great humaneness. Each story in this collection is so startling, so unique. There is a sweetness to her stories that’s never sentimental. There is a sadness that’s never bitter. There is anger here, too, but it’s never purposeless. I was continuously amazed at how these stories ended, often with a turn toward hope. Toward human connection. Toward love. Lottie’s stories reminded me of what matters.’


Claire Oshetsky, author of Chouette


‘We were blown away by “The Changeling”; it’s simply beautiful. I love the way it uses fairy mythology to tell a story about difference, disability, acceptance and coming of age.’


Katie Thistleton, BBC Radio 1 presenter and Chair of Judges for BBC Young Writers’ Award 2020


‘“The Changeling” challenges us to look beyond our own expectations and boundaries. Lottie’s writing is a superb flight of the imagination.’


A. S. Byatt, author of Possession


‘I was struck by the sheer verve and imagination of Monstrum. [These stories] allow us a glimpse into a world we may not be familiar with, and make that world live in all its pain and beauty… A book that is often beautiful, appalling and fantastical, but always utterly truthful.’


Deborah Kay Davies, author of Reasons She Goes to the Woods


‘It’s wonderful to encounter the ‘spirit animals’ roaming through Lottie Mills’ stories. There’s something essential about their presence, not just to the authenticity and depth of her telling, but to the healing of our broken world. In many ways, this is shamanic work, and I’m so glad Mills is setting out early to share her miraculous vision.’


Em Strang, author of Quinn


‘These gleefully modern fairy tales are absolutely alive with the joyful energy of difference, the prose haunting, luridly beautiful, and at times shockingly, deliciously gruesome.’


Jenn Ashworth, author of Ghosted: A Love Story
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This book is for my
family, with so much love.
I’m proud to be yours.




monstrum n. 1. a divine omen, supernatural
appearance, wonder, miracle, portent. 2. an
abnormal shape, unnatural growth, monster,
monstrosity.







THE CHANGELING



There were no flowers when Rowan was born.


It was nothing personal, I don’t think. It wasn’t a mark of hatred, or of scorn. She hadn’t been in the world long enough to acquire enemies, and I had none that I was aware of.


It was fear. A deep, paralytic fear which nobody can ever quite explain. It runs rich in human blood, inherited from the Puritans, the witch-hunters, the fairy-fearing folk of years gone by. Our reaction to strange things is so ancient, so ingrained, that we barely stop to consider it anymore.


I saw it on the doctor’s face as she set eyes upon my daughter for the first time. Her lips paled and twitched with a forgotten prayer; her fingers trembled as she traced the uncanny distortions of the infant’s spine.


They took her blood, her saliva, they scanned her half to death. She knew the alien, paranoid grasp of gloved hands before she knew her own mother’s touch, and for that I cannot forgive them. I can hardly forgive myself.


Eventually, after hours that sprawled like years, they gave her back to me.


Her eyes were what I noticed first. They were not the stagnant blue of happier children, but storm grey, with a gaze that was startlingly direct. It accused.


To me, the abnormality that so horrified the doctors was merely an afterthought, although even I was startled when I allowed myself to look.


The whole of my baby’s upper back was completely misshapen, disfigured by two great lumps, a sort of double hunchback. The sheer mass of them had weighed upon her soft, unformed vertebrae, leaving her spine corkscrew-twisted.


They had hoped to perform an amputation of the strange shapes – they called them ‘growths’ – but found that they could not. Bizarrely, they were not made of the rubbery, tumorous flesh we anticipated, but a complex skeleton of sinew and bone. They were rock solid, permanent, as unapologetic for their existence as Rowan herself. I brought her home as she was.


As she grew from toddler pudge to coltish girlhood, the shapes became jutted and angular. By the time she turned eight, each one was twice the width of her slim shoulders. The bones within them seemed close to breaking through her freckled skin, which grew translucent against the strain, a stark white where it was pulled taut over joints.


It was a boy at the park who first pointed out the resemblance. Once the word was there, it was impossible to see anything else.


‘You’ve got wings!’ he cried, flapping his arms in crude imitation, and the playground fell silent as everybody cast new eyes upon my daughter.


Then, as if proffering her approval, she laughed lightly.


‘Yes,’ she said, as though it were obvious, as though she had always known. Perhaps she had.


Our life was an odd one, in its way. I soon forgot that other mothers did not spend time carefully cutting holes out of jumpers and school blazers, or knitting specially fitted cardigans in the winter. Other mothers did not spend their evenings guiding their children’s bodies into various stretches, or painstakingly positioning the pillows for them to sleep on their front.


Other mothers were not chased by the press wherever they went.


It started gently enough – just the odd letter or email. When she was nine, a piece in the local gazette, which I cut out and pinned on our wall. ‘A Real-Life Fairy’, they called her, and it filled me with naïve delight. But, with a sickening inevitability, this descended into a rabid curiosity. Swarms of reporters at our door, at her school, at the park.


Rowan’s reaction to all of this was unexpected – that is, she hardly reacted at all. She seemed ponderous, if anything, puzzled by the public’s new obsession. She never spoke of it – not to me, not to anyone. She wasn’t one for many words.


Then, on her twelfth birthday, she took a kitchen knife to her back.


She had cut deep, right through the layers of skin and muscle, and was still gnawing the metal into the bone when I found her. It shouldn’t have been possible; if her choked yelps and the sick, sawing sound of the knife were any indication, she was in agony. It might have been impressive if it wasn’t so horrifying.


The shape of her body had never alarmed me, but that stoic relentlessness did. It was my first glimpse of something in my daughter, something more than human. It was the start of a cold, nameless grief that seeped into my blood like anaesthetic.


In her teenage years, she developed a kind of resolve. Her body was crumbling under the weight of the wings – she could scarcely walk, and her barely healed skin bruised to the touch – but her mind remained determinedly fixed on some invisible horizon.


I caught her, sometimes, staring. Either at herself in the mirror, running tentative fingers over the shape of her wings, or out of the window, searching the sky with her mouth half open, eating the air.


Although her embraces were as vice-like as ever, her kisses as playful, her mind had flown somewhere distant, somewhere foreign to me. The thunderstorm eyes I loved so much grew heavy with an aching nostalgia, and, without her saying so, told me that she could not stay.


As the clock struck midnight on a late summer’s day – marking exactly eighteen years since the moment of her birth – Rowan disappeared. I heard her go: the gasp of shock, the tearing of skin, the rustling of covers. I ran to her bedroom, but I was too late. All she had left were traces: parallel stains of blood on her bed, scatterings of bone-white feathers and a window gaping open.


I still see her sometimes – or convince myself I do. It has been a lifetime since I raised the fairy-girl, but she is unchanged. Flying, at last, as she was always meant to. Her wings are wide and resplendent, her eyes twinkling with laughter – and she is always draped, head to toe, in flowers.





THE BEAR-CHILDREN



The father takes his daughter into his arms; he is clumsy and sleep-warm. Into the tiny shell of her ear, he whispers, ‘Come with me, my little one.’


She follows.


Their house is by the sea, somewhere far away, and half sunk into the sand. This place is velvet; the quiet sits over everything, as thickly as cream on milk. Even the sea is gentle here – shallow for miles, kept lukewarm by the sun.


This is a safe place.


The house itself has no edges; it is all worn smooth and bleached beige by the light. There are no stairs, no second floor. It is nothing but a row of rooms, a place-to-place corridor, all melded together.


The father holds his daughter’s hand as they step into the unreal half-light of dawn. They make their way across the beach, twin stumblers, tiptoed and swaying like the tide. They are in no hurry; time moves differently here. It does not bustle along at an able-bodied gait. It does not impose its ugly symmetry upon this undulating little society.


(There are no clocks in the house, either.)


They reach the water’s edge and the girl falls painlessly into the lap of the sea, her knees collapsing, her hands spasming with delight as she reaches out to chase the sand that flees with the ocean’s ebb. She feels no fear; she is used to the ground playing tricks on her.


Her father smiles down at her, a lovely lopsided smile, and his eyes disappear into crinkles like the rays of dawn light. He falls forward too, greeting the ground with a splash.


He leans towards her conspiratorially.


‘I want to tell you something important,’ he says.


Her dark eyes are alert; he’s captured her attention in a smattering of words.


‘Look over there,’ he says, and points back at the stretch of beach, pale as scar tissue. ‘Tell me what you see.’


She looks, her mouth buckling as she turns tense with attention. When she speaks, she sounds almost reverent.


‘The house, and the beach, and the woods far away,’ she says; her voice, still so young, already carries the accent of spasticity.


His smile is sunlight on her skin.


‘Yes!’ he says. ‘And what else?’


‘The sand?’


‘Almost,’ he says. Then, trailing his finger through the air, ‘Our footprints, look.’


Her eyes follow where he points; she nods in half-understanding. Gently – always so gently – he takes her hand and leads her once more out of the water.


They share the same footprints, which are not like human footprints at all. The half-touch of their feet on the ground, their tiptoed exploration of the world, has left bear-prints scraped into the sand.


‘You see,’ he murmurs, his voice a lullaby. ‘Some people are born as bear-children. They might look ordinary enough, but really they have a wild power in them. It’s said that, if they try hard enough, they can turn into bears.’


She gasps a gasp of complete belief.


‘People say,’ he continues, pressing through his smile, ‘that you can tell a bear-child by the prints they leave behind.’


She’s teeming with glee now, her muscles quaking with excitement. Unable to restrain herself, she dashes forward a span, knees knocking as she sprints, kicking up sand; she whirls in place to study the marks, and there they are, the tell-tale paw prints left so unknowingly.


‘Papa, am I a bear-child?’ Her eyes are so wide.


‘Yes, my little one, you are.’


Then, studying his prints, frowning a little, putting the pieces together, ‘Are you a bear-child too?’


‘Yes,’ he says, so hushed that she can hardly hear him. ‘We come from a whole family of bear-children.’


He speaks so little of their family that his words feel momentous, carved into stone; she is five years old to the day, and she will never forget this moment.


‘Here,’ he says. In the space of a blink, he has unearthed something from the depths of his pocket. ‘Happy birthday, my cub.’


It is a figurine, whittled from driftwood in his own, stumbling hands. Worn smooth, like everything here, buttery from the thousand nervous cuts, the months of fretting.


It is hardly a bear. The girl already loves it, second only to her father. She clutches it to her heart.


‘Thank you,’ she says. She means it.
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The girl grows, as children do.


She drinks tea just like her father – milky, from a chipped tin mug. At breakfast, they have sticky-sweet porridge and rusks and tinned peaches; in the evening, fried potatoes and fresh fish, flaky enough to be cut through with a butter knife.


Nothing too sharp in her unfinessed hands, no shards to threaten her precious paws.


The days are for swimming and studying, as her father fixes the fishing nets and the roof tiles and everything else knocked askew. In the evenings, they light candles and draw curtains; then he’ll sit at their rickety piano and play songs that have no names. Sometimes she names them and makes up lyrics to sing. Their music is always rubato – that is how they like it best. These are strange, nostalgic lullabies.


More often than not, the beloved bear is clutched in her clammy hand; she seldom lets it go, even for a second.


When the girl is eight years old, a great storm descends, and they play through the night to drown out the sound of the whole wild world hammering at the door.


‘Don’t be afraid, my love,’ her father says. ‘The sky is just singing along.’


She always remembers that. She remembers a great many things.


In the morning, the world is chlorine blue, the sea grass ripples in a new breeze, the cool sea invites her in.


Her father lets her go; this water is shallow for miles.


But the storm has changed the landscape, has churned up the once familiar seabed. Now, there are great rivulets in the sand and alien debris: angular, mechanical things altogether different from driftwood. Mementos of a different world, invading her own.


She stands, the water up to her chest. Her body is borne by the saltwater; she has nowhere to fall. She picks her way through the clutter, studying it through the rippled glass of the surface.


She does not understand the things she sees. This child knows no harshness, cannot comprehend the eternity of plastic, or the purpose of sharp metal.


Innocent hands claw at this pirates’ hoard, dragging treasures back to the beach to show her father. But he does not smile at her, does not praise her as he always does. His teeth grind shut. He goes strangely pale under the eyes.


‘What’s this one, Papa?’


She’s holding a metal contraption, roughly the size and shape of a child’s leg but twisted and thickly caked in rust. Tatters of leather hang slack from the frame, dark sinew on these strange steel bones.


‘Put that down, little one.’


She does so, gingerly resting the contraption on the sand. Her father’s voice is faint. She has never seen him look so haunted.


‘But what is it?’ she asks again.


He takes a shuddering breath, then speaks. She can hear him putting on a voice, artificially bright.


‘It’s a bear trap,’ he says at last. ‘They – bad people – try to catch bear-children and put these on their feet.’


‘But why?’ She has never heard anything so absurd.


He smiles a little, as though relieved by her confusion. But then his smile droops, and her heart breaks.


‘To make them more like other people. Like normal people.’


His eyes are clouded with a memory, his head bowed. He looks far older than his years.


She is a clever little girl – she understands.


‘Papa, did the bad people put this on your leg?’


His voice is so impossibly sad when he speaks again.


‘Yes, my love. Yes, they did.’


He is lost in some unforgiving memory. But then a little hand passes into his vision: her tiny paw, gently covering his own. Anchoring him to a kinder present.


Her brows are knitted when he looks at her. She is small and ferocious.


‘I can protect you now,’ she says, and her determination is absolute.


His eyes crinkle into sunrays as he beams at her.


‘I believe you,’ he says. It’s almost true.


But this storm has washed up more than debris, more than bear traps. As they amble, hand in wobbling hand, back to the house, he spots it – the sprawling shape against the distant rocks. It hits his chest like freezing water.


‘Stay here,’ he says to his daughter, pushing her aside and hurrying forward. She only half listens to him, still tentatively following along in his tracks towards the rocks, even as he moves far ahead.


He leaves a trail of wet bear-prints scraped into the sun-dry stone as he scrambles. It is the fastest he has moved in his adult life, the most hurried he has ever been in this distant Eden.


The sea is slavering around the jagged teeth of the rocks, foaming rabidly and rising at a dangerous pace. By the time he reaches his target, the water is ankle deep; he is in danger of being swept away.


He had hoped that it was a trick of the light. An empty dress, perhaps, washed up and making the shape of a person. A bad dream, nothing more.


Yet there she is, sea-foam pale with her hair plastered flat against her face, her lips blue, her chest faltering for breath. Alive, if barely. The frail fabric of her skirt swells around her knees with each surge of the tide. When her head flops, defeated, onto its side, he sees a wound, and a startling ribbon of blood trailing past her left ear.


He tears his eyes from the woman to look at the girl behind him on the beach. Wavering at the foot of the rocks, worrying her lip in her spastic mouth as she studies him. She has not seen the woman yet.


Back, then, to the barely breathing woman, and he feels a terrible surge of temptation more powerful even than the tides, an immense pressure tugging at his ribcage.


He could leave her here.


He could leave her here, this human flotsam, and allow the tide to wash away the stain on his soul. He could leave her here, and there would be no interlopers, and his universe could continue on with its perfect population of two. He could leave her here, and his daughter would be safe forever from the ceaseless rigidity of the outside world.


The twin mirrors of her eyes snap open, see him, widen even more. With a final, faltering breath, she wheezes out:


‘Please.’


A great surge of grief overwhelms him, because he knows – has always known, really – what he is going to do. And what he is going to lose by doing so. He screws his eyes shut for a moment, clenches his fists, revels in the beautiful and brutal spasticity of his whole body.


And then he saves the woman, carrying her to shore in his leaden arms.


He is too good, this man. Too good for his own good.
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The woman wakes to a wide-eyed child poking gently at her feet.


She doesn’t mind it, not terribly. It is the least of all the pain.


Her skin is nothing but bruises; her lungs feel full of sand. When she opens her mouth, the only sound she can make is a sort of frayed shriek.


The little girl startles, then smiles. ‘Papa!’ she cries.


The voice sounds distant, submerged. Deliriously, she expects a flurry of bubbles to float from the girl’s mouth as she speaks.


The girl staggers off in a clumsy rush and the room is quiet for a moment. She breathes in the gentle light of it, staring up at the canopy of pale stone. She charts the keen soreness of her spine as it presses back into the low, bare mattress beneath her. She can feel that she has been beaten senseless, half killed by the sea.


The little girl returns, her father trailing reluctantly from her hand. The child’s grin is luminous, but the man evades her eyes, like he can barely look at her; his mouth moves wordlessly, scrambling for speech.


‘Ah,’ the woman croaks, with a smile. Her voice is rusty, but her social skills are as slick as ever. ‘My rescuer.’


The young girl gasps, gazing up at her father with pure adoration. He just looks embarrassed, his shoulders folding in. The woman tries again.


‘Thank you.’ Quieter, more solemn.


His eyes dart up to hers then. They are sepia coloured.


‘Well,’ he says, a little gruffly. ‘You’re safe now.’


She can’t tell if his tone is one of reassurance, or regret.
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Her recovery is slow.


She can’t so much as sit up in bed that first day, can’t walk for even longer. Her hearing remains oddly muffled, her skin blue-bruised.


And yet she finds she doesn’t mind. Not as she might have done in the unhappy before. This place does something strange to time; everything here is an evening haze, a syrupy concoction of elderflower and eggshells. She rests in her unhurried body.


She watches the girl stumble around the treeline, giggling, ducking to hide behind a trunk. Sometimes she tires, falls into a crawl, clambers along the sandy earth with her hands. Her eyes are darker than the wood. Her father, also on his knees, seizes her around the middle and hoists her into the air with a mock bear-growl.


The first time the woman steps outside, she walks straight towards them, donning a smile she hopes is inviting. The father – suddenly self-conscious – stops the game dead in its tracks, watching her. He does not smile back. There is something particularly unreadable about his uneven scowl, the way his lip curls and his thick brows pull downward, casting his eyes in shadow. His jaw ticks, and she wonders if this signifies anger or just another quirk of physiology.


The little girl, normally so friendly, now stares with confused horror. She begins to tug urgently at her father’s hand, the way children do when they need a private audience.


‘Papa,’ she says in an unpractised whisper that can be heard halfway across the beach. ‘What’s wrong with her legs?’


In an instinctive movement, the woman glances down to where her feet are anchored in the sand. She can’t understand what the girl means. Her shins are rock-beaten, purple and yellow with old bruises, but the child knows that already, has never been alarmed by the sight before. Her gait is a little slow, perhaps, a little careful, but not altogether altered from how it has always been.


Baffled, she looks to her rescuer – to the girl’s father – for help. His expression has changed. He seems to be repressing laughter.


Steering the child to face him, he runs comforting hands over her shoulders. His eyes, a little playful, dart up and down the woman’s distant frame.


‘It’s alright, my love,’ he says. ‘It’s just that she’s not a bear-child, you see, not like us. That’s just how they walk.’


‘Oh!’ says the child. Her dark eyes are wide as she studies the woman – taking in her strange, unimaginative gait, the dull, flat-footed evenness of it. Then, all careful kindness, she pipes up, ‘That’s alright!’ and stumbles over towards the visitor. Behind her, her father is truly laughing now, his great shoulders shuddering with it.


The child reaches the woman; she takes her hand.


‘I’m Miranda,’ she says.


‘My name is Violet,’ the woman says in return.


They shake hands.


The man is frowning again, guarded. But as he brushes past her, he speaks his name, a single syllable punctuated by a general wave at himself.


‘Cal,’ he says.


It’s a surrender, of sorts.
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One night, as they watch the child sleep, the woman becomes curious.


‘Miranda’s mother…’ she begins, but the words falter like candlelight.


Cal looks at her. He’s not so hard to read now, for all his indistinct speech and jagged movements. Time (there is nothing but time here) has been a good teacher, and she is slowly learning this new language of his body.


The look she receives now translates with surprising ease. Wryness. An almost-raised eyebrow. He glances back at the child.


‘She had one,’ he says, bittersweet.


‘Would you like to tell me about her?’


He wheels around on one foot, leaning his back against the door frame, hands folded behind him and clutching for balance just out of sight. He regards her unapologetically. She watches his ribcage shift up and down as he takes a deep breath.


‘Would you like to tell me how you ended up in that water?’


She snaps shut; he sees it happen. She closes around the memory and guards it like a pearl.


He speaks again. Not unkindly.


‘We all have things we don’t talk about.’


That night, he goes into the woods. He is gone for a long time.
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For a time, she is happy.


For a time, she sings their songs with a sand-roughened voice she cannot truly hear; she clasps their rock-tense hands in each of her own and bares the bruises on her shins and dances in wild, unsteady circles around the bonfire. For a time, she belongs.


But she is only a visitor.


Her bruises pale, her hearing grows clearer every day. Her strides become stronger, surer, and the dark-browed child frowns at her with a renewed wariness. Flinches at her bell-clear call.


Soon, she feels a strange, saltwater itching beneath her skin, begins to notice the growth of her hair. She craves a sharp edge, something to press herself into, something keen and real. A sudden surge of resistance inside her pushes against the viscous temporality of this place. She is wading through a dream, clawing now towards the waking world she had once so longed to escape.


Cal knows it too. He becomes guarded again, and his shoulders slump under the weight of approaching loneliness.


He fears it too, fears what might happen when she goes. Nobody who has seen this place has ever left it; nobody has carried knowledge of him, like a contagion, into the vast and unready world.


The primal thing rears up again, that same horrid urge he felt on the rocks. Keep her here, it hisses. Make her stay.


But he can never entertain such thoughts, not seriously, not for long. They break into sea foam, insubstantial against her trusting smile and pale, ravenous eyes.


(He is too good.)


And when dawn arrives, she is gone.
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Out there, in the wide, unrelenting world, they bombard her with questions. Her unlikely survival, her unknown rescuer, her rehabilitation. They are hungry for it, all the hows and whens and wheres of it, all the things they could not possibly understand.


She does well in the beginning, truly she does. She is as silent as the seabed, as stoic as the rocks which once cradled her battered body. She thinks of the man and the girl and their strange, natural home, and holds them fast inside her mind, closes the warm cavern of her mouth against the urge to speak.


But slowly, inevitably, the storm of their curiosity erodes her resolve. The great tide of their worry begins to carry her along, cold concern seeping into her bones. Secrets begin to slip through. Cal. Miranda. The woods and the sea and the house in between.


Never excessive. Never a true betrayal. But enough, nonetheless, to rouse an army of concerned citizens.


Soon enough, they descend on the bear-children.
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Strange hands carry the girl away.


‘You’re safe now,’ they keep saying in their blunt, even voices. She is horrified by their uniformity. She has never felt less safe in her life.


They push her father into a car, going somewhere else, somewhere far away. She catches just the merest glimpse of his eyes – sepia, salt-stained – before he is gone.


In her hand, she clutches a small wooden bear like a talisman.
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Cal has not been in a car for years.


There’s an alien nostalgia to it, to the refrigerated quality of the air as he breathes, the surreal speed of the world outside. He frets his fingers over the fabric of the seat. His mouth spasms over wordless lullabies.


His soul has been torn in half.


He can feel it, the tether tied just under his ribcage stretching painfully, tugged further and further across the yawning miles. He keeps asking them, begging them, for his daughter, his cub, but the response is only ever an answerless hushing. His agony is too indistinct, too different from their own neat language. It is so easy for them not to understand, to dismiss each plea as just another unintelligible noise.


He presses his forehead against the window. Feels the unforgiving glass chilling his sweat-damp hair. His eyes roam the fleeting woods for a moment, indulging the flicker of hysterical hope he feels in his chest – that if he only looks carefully enough, he might see a bear-cub.
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