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They are among us. Perhaps you've spoken to one of them without even knowing. Maybe they are the cashier behind the counter at your local supermarket, a seemingly mundane fixture in your daily life. Perhaps a colleague or a distant acquaintance. I don't know why they are here. Are they silent observers, watching our every move from the shadows of anonymity? Are they meticulously infiltrating our society, like a virus spreading through a host? I doubt they know I am aware of them. If they did, my existence would likely be a brief footnote in their silent history.

There are a few subtle differences between them and us, things that go unnoticed by the casual eye. And yet, through careful observation, I have uncovered these distinctions:

	They possess an extra joint on four of their fingers on each hand—all but the thumb. This unique anatomical feature is a secret they guard fiercely, often concealed by gloves or the simple act of clenching their hands to keep the truth from spilling into plain sight.

	Their irises, upon closer inspection, are not perfectly round like ours. They are slightly oval, a subtle horizontal elongation that is almost imperceptible. To hide this peculiarity, they often wear dark sunglasses, prescription glasses, or colored contact lenses, a simple shield against prying eyes.

	When they converse amongst themselves, the sounds are a perfect mimicry of ordinary human small talk. But if you listen intently, if you watch their lips, you will notice a slight, unsettling lack of synchronization. I have a theory that they communicate on a frequency we cannot hear, a silent sub-conversation layered beneath the mundane chatter.


I have not yet managed to record one of their conversations to unravel the mysteries of their secret language. But I will try to do so in the next few days. When I find out, I will write about it here."

John looked back at the articles, his mind a whirlwind of thought. "That's strange. This was written three weeks ago on ParaNews." He shook his head, a wry smile on his lips. "It's probably just a crazy person who should be institutionalized." He didn't know why he spent so much time on these fringe websites. Maybe it was just for entertainment, or maybe he was lacking a little excitement in his daily life and secretly hoped to find an article that felt truthful, that hinted at a world beyond the ordinary. It was the same reason others devoured gossip magazines, he mused. He had never visited ParaNews before; it was a pure coincidence, a single, misdirected click on a hidden link on another page.

He closed the website, the glowing screen a blank canvas, and opened his email program. The inbox was a familiar landscape of digital junk—emails promising cheap and improved Viagra, weight loss diets with impossible results, and a handful of poorly crafted phishing emails from banks he wasn't even a customer of. He sighed, the familiar sigh of a man drowning in digital detritus. He selected them all and deleted them, a small act of rebellion against the constant barrage of spam.

John looked at the clock in the bottom right corner of his screen: "2:39 AM." A wave of exhaustion washed over him. He knew he should go to bed, that he needed to be at least a little fresh for work tomorrow. But sometimes, it was so hard to find the motivation to face another boring day at the office. "I wish it were the weekend soon so I can sleep in," he whispered to himself, a silent prayer to the digital gods of his world.

He didn't mind the quiet life. He was a creature of habit, and the lack of excitement didn't bother him. But sometimes, just sometimes, he craved a little change. The living room was a study in shadows, the only light a faint, ethereal glow from the computer lamp. He had turned off the TV hours ago, the flickering images of late-night series a distraction he couldn't afford. He wanted to use his last shred of concentration to read the news online. Reluctantly, he turned off the computer and the desk lamp, plunging the room into darkness. He stumbled out of the living room, a blind man in a familiar space, trying to navigate the unseen obstacles of his own furniture.

He went into the hallway, his hands fumbling for the bathroom light switch. After a few seconds, his fingers found the cold plastic, and the sudden, harsh light made him wince. The bathroom was simple, spartan even. As a bachelor with little interest in his own appearance, the counter was nearly bare. Toothbrush, toothpaste, and soap sat on the table, while a single bottle of shampoo stood in the shower. The toilet seat was up, a testament to his lack of interest in keeping up appearances. He looked at himself in the mirror and saw the face of a man who had spent too much time in front of a screen. His eyes were red, and dark circles painted a grim landscape beneath them. He sighed and started brushing his teeth. He relieved himself and quickly washed his hands, the cold water a shock to his system, and headed toward his bedroom.

He went back into the hallway, turned off the light, and went into the bedroom, where he again fumbled for the bedside lamp switch. The bed looked so inviting, a soft, welcoming island in the darkness. But he knew, with a weary certainty, that he would lie there for a long time, his mind a battlefield of thoughts, before sleep finally claimed him. And he was right. He lay there, replaying the bizarre article he had read, wondering if people who wrote such things truly believed them, or if they were just desperate for attention. He thought about work; the tasks he was behind on, the dreary predictability of another day. Would he be too tired to think, to avoid the sloppy programming mistakes that came with exhaustion? Had the cute girl from HR, Sandra, even noticed him? These thoughts swirled in his head, a maelstrom of anxiety and longing, until sleep finally stole him away.

The dreams were a strange, confusing tapestry of images. He dreamed of hands with extra joints and eyes that were subtly, terrifyingly wrong. The last thing he dreamed before he woke up was a colossal, metallic sphere. It hung suspended in a dark, empty sky, held aloft by enormous, impossibly long chains that disappeared into the clouds. A narrow walkway stretched out into the air, a precarious bridge ending at a door on the lower half of the sphere. Suddenly, he was on the walkway, a dizzying height separating him from the ground. He looked down into a bottomless darkness, an abyss so deep it felt like nothingness. He looked up at the chains, and they seemed so fragile, so impossibly thin, a mere wisp of metal against the immense weight of the sphere. Just before he reached the door, the insistent ringing of his alarm clock shattered the dream.

2

Without opening his eyes, John swung his hand out, a desperate search for the source of the noise. On the third attempt, his hand finally connected with the snooze button, and a blessed silence filled the room. He turned onto his back and reached for the bedside lamp. The gentle light, usually a comforting presence, seemed incredibly sharp, a blinding assault on his sleep-deprived eyes. He sat up, a slow, painful process, and ran a hand through his hair. How many hours had he slept? Four? Five? Just enough to dream, not enough to feel rested. Yes, it was going to be a tough day at work.

He sat for a few minutes, gathering the last shreds of his will, before he finally swung his legs out from under the duvet. The floor was a shock to his system, a frigid, icy surface that made him flinch and shiver. Was it already turning to winter? Time had a way of blurring together, a relentless march that felt both too fast and too slow. He stood up, a groan escaping his lips, and went to the closet to find his clothes. He grabbed a pair of boxers and a T-shirt and made his way to the bathroom. A long, hot shower was the only thing that could save him now. A cold shower might wake him up, he knew, but it would also give him a splitting headache.

As he stood under the hot water, the cheap shampoo a familiar scent in the steamy air, he thought about the day ahead. He felt an almost overwhelming urge to call in sick, to escape the mundane grind of the office. But he had done that too many times lately, especially on Mondays. They would probably wonder about his sudden habit, he thought, a frown creasing his brow. The dream was already fading, a ghostly memory in the back of his mind. He was just thinking about how he had to hurry, how he had to get ready, when a wave of dread washed over him. He rinsed off the soap, reluctantly turned off the water, and reached for the towel.

The mirror was a fogged-up mess, a blank canvas of his impending doom. He wiped it with the towel and looked at his reflection. He was a walking disaster. Red in the face from the hot water, his eyes were still bloodshot, and the dark circles were even more pronounced. Maybe the fresh air would help, he thought, a desperate hope clinging to his weary mind. He knew it wouldn't make a difference, that the cold wind would only make him feel even more tired.

He finished getting ready, styled his hair as best he could in such a short time, and brushed his teeth. In the bedroom, he put on the rest of his clothes, a simple pair of jeans and a sweater. In the hallway, he found his keys, wallet, and monthly train pass and stuffed them all into his pockets. He put on his jacket, turned off the light, and opened the door. He was used to skipping breakfast, a sacrifice he was willing to make for a few extra minutes of sleep. The cold air hit him like a physical blow, a biting wind that woke him up a little, but not enough. He stepped all the way out, closed and locked the door behind him, and looked at his watch: 7:50 AM. Ten minutes until the train departed. It was okay. It only took five minutes to walk to the station, so he would be there in plenty of time. As he started walking, he sighed deeply. "SSDD. Same shit, different day," he mumbled to himself, the phrase from a Stephen King movie a perfect description of his life. Every day felt like a dreary, endless repetition of the same old thing.

He reached the train without any problems. The walk was uneventful, a quiet journey through the sleeping city. He was a creature of caution, always arriving in good time. When he stepped into the train, he could see that it was packed. It would be a challenge to find a seat, but he was a veteran of the morning commute. He knew the art of finding a seat in a
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