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Chapter One Rain in the City


2052: New Pacific City

Rain-slicked streets glowed with the colours of a thousand signs, their reflections rippling in puddles between the guttered concrete. The inner city’s evening rush was endless—transport drones hummed overhead, vendor drones barked their synthetic pitches, and crowds jostled on the sidewalks. The noise of ground vehicles and far-off sirens braided into the rhythm of the storm.

Jonas Hale moved through it all with his collar high and his eyes low, a man who knew how to disappear in plain sight. His long coat dripped steadily, water beading off weathered synth-leather as he walked the narrow artery of South Verge. One hand was buried deep in his pocket, where his father’s lighter pressed cold against his palm. That small weight kept him steady—anchored in a city that never stopped shifting underfoot.

The four-year AI Wars had ended nearly a decade ago now, but New Pacific still looked like it had been attacked last year. Giant corporate towers loomed like new sentinels above the haze, their screens preaching captivating sermons of consumption and control. Dozens of cranes hung precariously over others—under new construction, some under repair. Whole districts lay in ruin, half-rebuilt and some half-forgotten. Jonas had lived here his whole life, and still the city felt like a stranger.

He pushed into the hidden glow of a side-street bar—The Kandy Downlink—a place where smoke clung to the ceiling, and the scent of fresh rain seeped through open panes. It wasn’t much, but it was hers.

The bassline rolled like distant thunder through the chrome ribs of the bar, a steady pulse that made the glassware shimmer in sync. Retro House, the holo-display declared above the bar, its pink neon text looping like an old memory. 2000s to 2020s originals and remixes spun through the air—something with too much soul for a city that had forgotten what that word meant.

Elara Venn stood behind the counter, a vodka bottle in one hand and a white rag in the other, framed in the riot of colour leaking through the glass from outside, and from overhead inside. Tall, athletic, and sharp-eyed, she carried herself as the city had never once broken her. Her jacket caught the glow from the rotating light dome, turning its silver weave into liquid mercury. Hair brushed her shoulders as she scanned the crowd—mercs, data-runners, off-duty techs, and the occasional suit pretending they still had a pulse.

Elara’s dark chocolate eyes tracked Jonas the moment he stepped inside, her lips already curling into a smile that would melt the storm off his shoulders. “You’re late,” she jabbed, setting the bottle down with a practised clink. Her tone carried that teasing edge, the kind that drew people in and kept them orbiting around her without knowing why.

Jonas smirked faintly, shedding the rain from his coat as he leaned on the counter. “I’m always late, aren’t I?”

“Not for me.” Elara’s eyes narrowed just slightly, playful and piercing all at once in the indigo UV light. She tossed the rag over her shoulder and poured him a drink without asking. Amber liquid sloshed against the ice in the glass, catching the flicker of a holograph. He grabbed the glass, their fingers brushing just enough to spark something familiar and grounding. In a city built on artifice, Elara was the only real thing Jonas trusted.

The rain outside thickened, hammering the streets with silver noise, intensified by the ground traffic. In the distance, a police drone’s searchlight cut across the rooftops. Jonas watched it sweep, jaw tightening for reasons he didn’t share.

Elara noticed anyway. She always did. She leaned closer across the bar, her smile fading into something quieter, almost protective. “Forget the past. They’ll move on, babe,” she murmured with a knowing grin. “They always do.”

Jonas nodded, but he didn’t believe it. The city didn’t move on—it circled, waiting for the moment you weren’t ready. Still, in that moment, with Elara’s eyes steady on him, he allowed himself to forget.

Outside, the rain washed into rivulets that ran down the gutters and into the black veins of the city. Somewhere out there, something was already shifting—winds he couldn’t feel yet, a current that would pull him far from here.

But for now, there was only rain in the city, and Elara’s smile in the storm. And that was a good thing.






Chapter Two The Kandy Downlink

The bar was a narrow slice of survival wedged between a shuttered pawn shop and a pharmacy that hadn’t sold real medicine in years. Despite the light inside, and the muffled bass leaking out onto the street, it was the kind of place you passed unless you knew it was there—or unless you needed to vanish for a while. Inside, the light was busy and vibrant, a UV and neon haze that made the cheap spirits look richer than they were.

Aside from the bass, the place had a rhythm of its own. The clink of ice. The hum of a private link opening in someone’s neural port. The subtle buzz in her earpiece, as Elara’s security enforcers reported a flagged face near the back booth—another corporate informant sniffing for off-grid whispers.

“Not again. Not tonight,” she muttered into her glass. Her voice was barely audible over the track—an old one, Armand Van Helden Wings, playing through a compressed analogue filter.

Elara moved through it all with ease, sliding bottles from shelves, flipping glasses upright with a knuckle, trading words like currency. She had a talent for balancing attention—giving a laugh to a drunk at the corner table, a warning look to the bar’s humanoid robot—Pulse, and a quiet nod to Jonas as though all three gestures were part of the same dance.

She slid away from the bar, brushing past a group of young synth-punks arguing over who hacked the latest orbital feed. A soft smile lingered—part nostalgia, part defence mechanism.

In the far corner, the projector cycled through holo-art of lost Earth cities: Miami beaches, Tokyo skylines, Sydney nights. A tagline scrolled underneath: The past is still buffering.

Elara liked that line. It summed up the place. The Kandy Downlink was a heartbeat caught between centuries—too human for the new world, too wired for the old one.

Jonas sat at the bar, coat hung on the hook by his stool, letting the weight of the room settle. He didn’t drink fast. He rarely did. The glass stayed half full, his eyes tracking the mirror behind the counter where the door reflected in a smudged silver strip. Habit. Survival.

A group of workers filed in—cable riggers by the high-vis clothing, grease on their cuffs and the stains on their shoulders. They slumped into seats and barked for the cheapest thing on tap. Elara poured without complaint, sliding the foaming mugs down the counter with practised grace. She teased them for their lack of taste, got them laughing, and softened their exhaustion for a moment. Jonas watched, knowing it wasn’t just charm—it was skill. People opened up around Elara, and in this city, which was rarer than free space and a moment’s peace.

When the rush thinned, she leaned in against the counter, arms folded, eyes flicking towards him.

“You need to sit there like you’re casing the place?” she asked quietly, her smile tugging one corner.

“Old habit,” Jonas muttered.

“Then break it,” she said, voice firm but low. “Relax, nobody here’s worth casing.”

She was right and wrong. Nobody in the bar tonight was a threat—but the city outside always was a different story.

____________________

Later, when the last glasses were stacked and the shutters lowered, they stepped out together into the rain. The streets had gone a little darker—most of the vehicle noise drifting deeper out to the industrial districts, or into the hive of activity in the city’s core. The storm’s edge caught the light of a collapsing billboard three blocks away, sparking in white bursts.

Their apartment was four storeys up a pre-war building that looked to the world like it had grown tired of standing. The hall smelled of damp concrete and overused frying oil. Jonas keyed the lock, and the heavy door shuddered open to the narrow space they both called home.

It wasn’t large: one bedroom and ensuite, walls lined with insulation foam to muffle the neighbours, a kitchen barely big enough for one, and a large living/dining room with a floor-to-ceiling window that looked out over a small balcony onto the skeletal frame of an unfinished tower. But it was comfortable, and it was theirs.

Elara dropped her jacket over the back of a chair and pulled the pins from her hair, shaking loose damp strands that caught the light. She moved through the room as if she owned it—which, in truth, she did. Jonas might pay half the bills, but the space felt like Elara had carved it from the chaos of the city and willed it into warmth.

He lit a cigarette by the open doorway of the balcony, smoke curling out into the night. The middle districts around them were all steel and concrete, but past that, the inner city rose like another world. A cluster of towers curved upward in fluid arcs, their glass skins glowing with shifting advertisements that bled into the night sky. The buildings didn’t look built so much as grown, some sculpted in subtle, organic shapes that seemed to bend towards one another as if conspiring.

The corporate towers pulsed in bright blues, greens, and pinks—cycling through symbols and faces, offers and warnings, the light reflecting off the wet streets until the ground itself seemed alive with colour. Drones floated like fireflies between the buildings, spraying beams of data through the drizzle. Far below, the arterial streets were slick with ground traffic—convoys of tinted transports gliding in precise lanes, their undercarriage lights glowing faintly orange.

To Jonas, it was like watching two cities overlap: the middle to outer ring where they lived, heavy with rain, older buildings and hungry eyes—and the inner city, with its luminous aura, seemingly untouchable.

“You ever think it looks like it’s mocking us?” he asked quietly, not taking his eyes off the massive inner-city towers.

Elara came up behind him, slipping her arms around his waist, resting her chin beside his shoulder. Her breath was warm against his neck, grounding him in the storm’s hum. “Not mocking,” she said. “Just reminding. Every light out there’s a sign saying we don’t belong.”

Her reflection caught faintly in the glass door—her dark eyes, the curve of her mouth set hard against the glow outside. Jonas turned from the balcony, letting the curtain fall shut, cutting the city in half.

“Better view in here,” she said softly.

“Of what?”

She gave a little laugh and pushed him playfully. “Of me!”

Jonas allowed himself a warm smile, smoke trailing from his lips. She was right, as usual.

For a long moment, they stood together, the city beyond the glass, the storm rolling on. Inside these walls, time slowed. Outside, the wind and rain kept circling—grinding forward with the weight of things neither of them had yet seen.

Elara crossed back to the kitchen nook, pulling two deep bowls from the shelf. She moved like someone who had decided long ago that survival wasn’t enough—you had to carve out small acts of defiance, even if all you had was a warm meal and four quiet walls.

Jonas watched her work, smoke trailing from his cigarette. Somewhere beyond those towers, power shifted, decisions were made, lives sold and bought. But here—here, it was just the two of them. For tonight, that was all he wanted.





Chapter Three The Drop

By morning, the rain had left. The streets below were rinsed raw—metal, concrete, and stone washed to a dull sheen under the pale dawn. Jonas paused in the narrow stairwell before stepping out. He inspected the pistol under his coat—a compact plasma sidearm, matte silver and cobalt-blue, the kind issued to security contractors pre-war and since filtered into private hands. He checked the charge cell, watching the sky-blue core display pulse once before sliding it back into place.

In some parts of the city, you didn’t walk around unarmed. Not if you valued keeping what you had. It wasn’t paranoia, just habit. He holstered the weapon under his jacket, the weight of it pressing a familiar line against his ribs. Most days, it never left the holster. But most days weren’t the problem.

Jonas stepped out from the apartment block, boots catching on the slick pavement, the last warmth of Elara’s sleeping form still clinging to him. Behind him, the door shut with a sigh, merging the city’s noise into the hum of his own breath.

Morning in the inner city was different from the night. Less in-your-face. The signs still glowed, but were tired, as if they had pulled an all-nighter. The glass towers twisted upwards, their organic curves now catching the low sun, reflecting it in fragments that made the sky seem fractured. Delivery drones traced neat lines between buildings, precise and industrious. A tram hissed past, low and sleek, its body shimmering with animated adverts that crawled and blinked along the sides. Another day in the city.

Jonas adjusted his jacket collar and moved with the city crowd. A former Hydro engineer, he didn’t have just one source of income anymore. Nobody else he knew did either. Work came as scraps—things stitched together into a living. He was good at it, though, adaptive, good at integrating into whatever role was required. The morning’s task was simple on the surface: to covertly move a shipment of high-value printed pharmaceutical sheets from a clinic to a transport hub. Simple enough. Official enough. Paid very well, almost too well. But the contact who’d offered the work had spoken with the kind of careful pauses that made Jonas’ neck itch.

He cut through an arcade where the storefronts hadn’t opened yet. Security shutters spray-painted with bright murals that stood in lines like sentinels. A man was scrubbing graffiti from one of them, the chemical stink sharp in the cool air. The words beneath the brush had been written in red spray: Breathe Free.

Jonas moved on.

The large and pristine corporate clinic was tucked under a glass overhang, its signage pulsing faintly, the way everything here seemed designed to glow. Inside the main entrance, a large pharmacy warehouse market opened up to his left. He stopped for a moment, thinking about updating the antibiotics pack still in his coat, but decided to wait until the job was done before getting sidetracked.

Off to his right, the receptionist scanned him quickly, looking up from her desk. No conversation, just a check of his facial ID on her screen, a quick turn away for a moment, then a parcel set on the counter. He signed, lifted it, and felt its weight—heavier than he had expected. Unusually heavy.

Back outside, he cut along a service street, eyes following the mesmerising shape of the towers above. For a moment, he stopped at a corner and looked up, watching as sunlight struck the glassy arcs of the skyline. He liked mornings best when the city was still shaking off the night’s excess. The freshness. But today, there was a prickle in the air—not weather, not static. Something else. Annoying.

He checked his reflection in a mirrored panel as he passed. Just himself, tall frame, loose hair, the package under one arm. But there—behind—the faintest flicker of a figure in the crowd, too still. When he turned, there was no one.

Questioning himself, he exhaled and kept walking.

The job would be done in under an hour. After that, home. Back to Elara, tea still warm in her hand, the window open to the new day. He wanted that. He held onto the thought, steady and quiet, even as his steps quickened. Because the city didn’t forget. And sometimes, it notices you.

The tram lines carried him out of the central districts, into the tighter arteries of the city where the buildings pressed in closer and the colour faded to raw concrete and steel. The crowd changed too—fewer white-collar workers, fewer shops, more hard faces with eyes that measured you as you passed. Jonas kept his hand close to the fold of his jacket, the package pressed firm against his side.

The transport hub was five blocks north, a clean delivery to the contact. A simple verification. No names. No questions. That was how it worked.

He moved through the streets at a steady pace, not quite fast enough to draw attention. Still, the sense remained. That feeling of eyes on him, a weight that didn’t belong. He cut down a narrower lane to shake it, boots echoing on the moist pavement, walls on either side rising high and windowless. Halfway through, he glanced over his shoulder.

Empty.

But when he quickly turned back again, there was a figure at the far end. Hooded, standing too still in the drift of morning traffic. Watching.

Jonas slowed, adjusted his grip on the parcel, then walked on. When he reached the main street again, the figure was gone. He convinced himself it was a coincidence—a busy city full of randoms, shadows that belonged to anyone and no one. Yet when he reached the transport hub—a cavernous hall lined with cargo pods and scanning arches—he found himself checking every reflection, every corner. The designated delivery point was under a fractured sign that read CARGO 14, orange-on-black letters buzzing in and out.

He was on time. The contact was late.

Jonas leaned against the wall, parcel cradled casually in his arm, eyes sweeping the hall. Dockhands moved crates with drones, clerks shuffled papers against glowing slates, and a patrol of private security enforcers drifted past with helmets down and rifles loose in their hands. Ordinary chaos. And yet the air felt thin, charged.

Minutes stretched.

When the contact arrived, things took a turn. He was a man Jonas hadn’t seen before, nervous, too eager, with a thin frame, eyes darting. He reached for the package without a word.

Jonas didn’t move. His hand hovered close to the inside of his jacket. “Who the hell are you?”

The man blinked, stammered something about changes, about urgency. But Jonas saw it in the way his hand twitched towards his own coat pocket.

Jonas shifted his weight, angling the parcel against his chest. “Step back,” he warned quietly, looking the man coldly in the eyes.

The thin man’s eyes flicked past Jonas, towards the open hall. His hand twitched again, this time more certain. Jonas didn’t wait. In one motion, he shoved the parcel into his left arm and drew the pistol with his right. The matte silver and blue weapon cleared his jacket, humming alive, the charge cell display glowing faintly.

The man froze; half a word still caught in his mouth.

Jonas spoke low, just for him. “If you’re reaching for steel, do it now. Otherwise, walk away.”

But the hall shifted. Two more figures peeled from the crowd—not dockhands, not clerks. Coats too long, steps too deliberate. They closed in at an angle, one left, one right, casual but closing.

Jonas’ breath slowed. He didn’t raise the weapon higher yet. Raising it meant noise, meant security swarming. He needed to be clean. He needed to be fast.

The thin man smirked, the twitch gone. His hand came out of his coat, not empty but clasping an older style traditional pistol, blocky and ugly. He slowly raised it.

Jonas fired first.

The plasma pistol snapped a silent short pulse of blue-white heat, a microsecond crack of light that punched straight through both the man’s weapon and hand in a single burst. He went down screaming, fingers blackened. The hall erupted—voices shouting, alarms kicking in. The other two were already moving, coats flaring as their hands also drew heavy traditional pistols.

Jonas dropped low and swung behind a cargo crate as their first shot spat sparks off the wall. The parcel dug into his ribs, still cradled tight. He pressed his back flat, glanced at his weapon—ninety-five per cent charge left—and listened to boots slapping the polished floor.

Security sirens wailed, red strobes flooding the hall. Jonas cursed under his breath. This wasn’t just a job gone sour. Someone had set this up. Someone had known his route, his handoff point.

Elara’s face flashed unbidden in his mind—warm, half-asleep, safe in their bed. He pushed it away and steadied his breath.

Amid the clamour, the second man’s loud footsteps came close, too close. Jonas shifted grip, angled the pistol low, and waited for the shadow to break the corner.

The job that should’ve been done in under an hour had just turned into something else.

The shadow broke around the crate—Jonas fired once, low and precise. The man crumpled with a howl, the pistol clattering from his grip. The other held his fire, pinned by the growing flood of security converging on the hall. Sirens wailed loudly, automated warnings echoing from the overhead speakers: CEASE FIRE! DROP WEAPONS! IDENTIFY!

Jonas didn’t wait. He holstered the pistol, pulled his hood low, and melted into the chaos. The crowd had shifted from routine to panic in seconds, bodies surging towards the exits, shouting, pressing shoulder to shoulder. He slipped with them, head down, parcel tight against his chest. The sirens blurred into background noise, the strobes flashing disorienting red across glass and steel.

A guard barked orders nearby, armour glinting, rifle raised to sweep the hall. Jonas ducked into the press of a family scrambling towards the tram line, letting their panic shield him, and pushed through the checkpoint before the scanners had fully reset. The machines pinged once, confused, and then he was out in the open air.

The street felt different now. Too bright, too sharp. The weight of the pistol against his ribs was suddenly heavier, the parcel hotter in his grip. He didn’t know what he’d carried, or why the wrong men had shown up, but he knew one thing: someone had expected him to be here and wanted the thing.

Jonas slowed only when he reached the tram, sliding onto the bench by the window. His reflection stared back at him in the glass—green eyes taut, jaw clenched. Not hurt. Not caught. But rattled to the bone. He put his sunglasses on and sat back.

The city blurred past as the tram pulled away, towers of concrete and glass rising and falling in fractured rhythm. Jonas pressed a hand to his jacket, steadying his breath.

It should have been a simple job.

He already knew he had to get to Elara and tell her everything.





Chapter Four The Thing on the Table

By the time Jonas reached their building, the adrenaline had bled into a dull ache behind his eyes. The climb up the narrow stairwell felt heavier than it should, every step echoing with the phantom sound of sirens.

He keyed the door. Inside, the world softened.

Elara was still in their bed, hair loose around her shoulders, the thin light of morning painting her face. She stirred as he set the parcel down, sat up and studied him with those dark eyes that seemed to see through the clutter.

“You look like you ran, instead of catching a tram,” she mocked—part teasing, part concerned.

“Kind of…” Jonas exhaled, unfastening his jacket. He told her everything—the thin man with the wrong eyes, the ambush that folded out of the crowd, the sudden flood of security. He kept his voice low, clipped, as though the walls themselves might be listening.

Elara didn’t flinch. She pulled on a loose shirt, crossed the room, and pressed a hand to his chest until his breathing steadied. “You got out. That’s what matters. Whatever that was, it wasn’t about you.”

But Jonas shook his head. “Yeah, but it is now! There were too many of them. Following. Waiting at the exact handoff point. Too neat. Too sharp.” He paused, eyes drifting to the window. “That wasn’t street muscle. That was organised. Almost professional. Like the NuMetrix trouble we had a few years ago.”

Elara followed his gaze. From their apartment’s wide glass wall, the city stretched away in tiers of glass and steel. Today, the sky was clear, the towers alive with sunlight.

Elara’s hand slipped into his, tight now. “You think they were corporate, do you?” she asked.

Jonas didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

They sat in silence, only the faint hum of the street below filling the air. After a moment, Elara moved first, practical, precise. She pulled the curtains half-closed, turned the lights on low. “If they wanted you dead, it would’ve happened at the hub. This is something else. They’ll watch. They’ll wait.”

Jonas rubbed his face, trying to make sense of the parcel still sitting idly on the table. “Med-sheets, they said. But the weight—” He stopped. The memory of the heavy package nagged at him. “I should’ve checked. I should’ve—”

“You should sleep,” Elara cut in, not unkind. “Think straight before you run circles.” She kissed him on the cheek, a gesture both grounding and defiant, as if daring him to resist.

But Jonas didn’t sleep well. He woke and sat by the window long after Elara had drifted back to bed, watching the shifting light of the morning. When he finally closed the curtains, one truth clung to him: the city had noticed him. And now the corporations had too.

Whatever came next, it might not leave Elara untouched.

Slightly higher up, along one balcony on the unfinished tower opposite, three figures appeared. Too still. Suits pressed flat, mirrored visors hiding their eyes. They weren’t looking at the city. They were looking closely at their apartment. Unseen.

____________________

Afternoon rain clung to the glass. Droplets tracked down the wide curve of the apartment balcony window, bending coloured signs into restless smears of pink, yellow and green. Inside, the air was warmer, softened by the hum of the heater and the faint cackle of Elara’s laugh as she leaned back on the sofa, one leg curled under her.

Jonas paced, the parcel still on the table between them. Plain black polymer, unmarked, the kind of thing meant to invite no questions. Yet now it seemed heavier than it should be, a box that could tilt their lives off balance. He lit another cigarette, though it burned more quickly than the last.

“You’re chewing yourself up again,” Elara said, eyes following him. Her dark hair fell loose, brushing her cheek when she tilted her head. “I can hear it, even when you’re not talking.”

He exhaled smoke and turned towards her. “That drop wasn’t clean. Someone was there. Waiting.”

Elara reached across the table, resting her hand briefly on the box as if testing its weight. “Then let them wait. The city’s full of scavengers looking for leverage. You keep moving, keep working, you stay harder to pin down. Ghosts don’t vanish, babe. They haunt.”

Her smile was brief but grounding. She spoke like she was tending the bar—quick, pragmatic, no indulgence for paranoia. It was part of why he loved her: she pulled him back from the edges he so easily drifted towards.

Jonas sat, elbows on knees. “You think I should keep taking jobs?”

“I think you should take smaller jobs,” she corrected. “The kind that don’t make someone put your name on a screen in a boardroom. Stay visible but quiet. That’s how you slip the net. If you just vanish, you’ll shine brighter than neon.”

He considered that. She was right, of course. Elara’s logic often sounded like survival dressed up as common sense. He let the cigarette smoulder in the ashtray, feeling the tension in his shoulders begin to ease.

From the window, the city stretched outward—rebuilt towers that looked grown rather than constructed, glass curves catching the fading sun. Between them, rivers of light pulsed in steady rhythm: maglev lines, drone lanes, pedestrian streams. The rain had eased, but the streets gleamed like circuits still hot from use.

Unseen across the avenue, two more figures stood motionless on a balcony higher up the skeletal tower block. One leaned on the rail, visor reflecting the shifting light. The other adjusted something small and metallic—not a weapon, just a scope. They marked the apartment. Logged the exits. Noted the lights inside. The retrieval unit never rushed.

Back in the room, Elara rose, tugging her jacket from the chair. She ran fingers through her hair, binding it quickly. “I need to head down. Lav and Jade are on their own. Kandy doesn’t run itself.”

Jonas frowned. “You sure? After today?”

Elara leaned in and pressed her forehead lightly against his. “If I stop living normally, then they’ve already taken something from me. From us. Don’t let them. You’ll see, by tomorrow, this whole thing will feel smaller.”

She kissed him hard and lingeringly, then was gone with the sweet scent of her perfume trailing in the air. The heavy apartment door shut with a muted click.

From the balcony, Jonas watched Elara fold into the crowd below, neon reds and ocean blues sliding across her shoulders as she vanished into the stream of movement. For a heartbeat, it felt almost safe—as if the city itself had claimed her for protection.

Up on the balcony across the way, a visor tilted slightly as Elara disappeared into the flow of the city. The unit didn’t move, didn’t follow. They were patient.

Inside, the apartment seemed smaller without Elara, as though her departure had pulled warmth from the walls. Jonas sat in the dim light, new cigarette burning, the parcel a black shape on the table—quiet, waiting, alive in its own way.

Outside, the retrieval unit waited too. They would wait all night if they had to. Time meant nothing to them.

____________________

Jonas sat out on the apartment balcony long after dusk had settled over the city. He had always enjoyed the changes
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