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Prologue
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Dr. Emily Abrams stood at the window of her office, gazing out at the MIT campus. The autumn leaves were just beginning to turn, painting the landscape in vibrant hues of red and gold. It was 2020, and she was on the cusp of something extraordinary.

At 40, Emily was already a renowned physicist, her work in quantum mechanics pushing the boundaries of what was thought possible. But the project she was about to embark on would make her previous achievements pale in comparison.

She turned back to her desk, where stacks of papers and tablets filled with data threatened to topple over. The Quantum Consciousness Transfer Program, or QCTP as it was known in the inner circles, was her brainchild.

Years of research, countless sleepless nights, and more cups of coffee than she cared to remember had led to this moment.

The theory was simple, or at least as simple as quantum physics could be. Consciousness, Emily believed, was not confined to a single reality.

It existed as a quantum state, capable of traversing multiple universes. If they could harness this property, they could potentially allow a person's consciousness to experience alternate realities.

Of course, the practical application of this theory was far from simple. It had taken years of collaboration with neuroscientists, engineers, and even philosophers to develop the technology that might make it possible. And now, they were finally ready for human trials.

Emily sat down at her desk, pulling up the files of potential volunteers. They needed someone special for this first attempt, someone with a strong mind, a scientific background, and most importantly, someone with a powerful emotional anchor to this reality.

The theory suggested that strong emotional connections could act as a tether, helping to guide the consciousness back to its origin point.

As she scrolled through the files, a knock at her door interrupted her concentration.

"Come in," she called, looking up from her screen.

Dr. James Chen, her longtime colleague and friend, entered the office. His usually neat appearance was slightly disheveled, a clear sign he'd been pulling all-nighters in the lab again.

"Emily, we've got a problem," he said without preamble. "The university ethics board is getting cold feet about the human trials."

Emily felt a knot form in her stomach. They'd come too far to be stopped now. "What are their concerns?"

James ran a hand through his graying hair. "The usual. They're worried about the potential psychological impact on the volunteers. And there's still the question of whether we can guarantee their safety."

Emily stood up, pacing the length of her office. "We've run every simulation possible. The risks are minimal, and the potential benefits are enormous. Doesn't the board see that?"

James sighed, sinking into a chair. "They see it, but they're still scared. This isn't just about pushing the boundaries of science, Emily. We're talking about sending human consciousness into other realities. It's uncharted territory."

Emily stopped her pacing, turning to face her friend. "That's precisely why we need to do this, James. Think about what we could learn, what we could accomplish. This could revolutionize our understanding of consciousness, of reality itself."

James nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. "I know, Emily. I'm with you on this. But we need to convince the board. They're calling for an emergency meeting tomorrow morning."

Emily's mind raced, already formulating arguments and counterarguments. "Alright. We'll be ready. Pull all the data from our simulations, every safety protocol we've put in place. We'll show them that we've thought of everything."

As James left to gather the necessary information, Emily turned back to the window. The sun was setting now, casting long shadows across the campus. She thought about how far they'd come, and how close they were to making history.

Her journey to this point hadn't been easy. Growing up in a small town in Ohio, Emily had always been fascinated by the mysteries of the universe.

Her parents, both high school teachers, had encouraged her curiosity, filling their home with books on science and taking her to planetariums and museums.

But it was in her freshman year of college that Emily truly found her calling. A guest lecture by the renowned physicist Dr. Sophia Ramirez had opened her eyes to the strange and wonderful world of quantum mechanics.

From that moment on, Emily had dedicated herself to unraveling the mysteries of the quantum realm.

Her undergraduate thesis on quantum entanglement had caught the attention of MIT, earning her a full scholarship for her graduate studies.

It was there that she first met James Chen, a brilliant young physicist with a knack for translating complex theories into practical applications.

Together, they had pushed the boundaries of quantum research, their work laying the groundwork for what would eventually become the QCTP. But it wasn't until five years ago, when Emily had a strange and vivid dream about living another life, that the idea truly began to take shape.

In the dream, Emily had been a concert pianist, living in New York with her wife and two children. The life had felt so real, so visceral, that when she woke up, she spent several disorienting minutes convinced that her actual life was the dream.

That experience had sparked a theory,  what if consciousness wasn't confined to a single reality? What if, in our dreams or in altered states of consciousness, we were actually tapping into alternate versions of ourselves in parallel universes?

The idea had seemed far-fetched at first, even to Emily. But the more she researched, the more she found tantalizing hints in quantum theory that suggested it might be possible.

She had thrown herself into the work, recruiting James and other colleagues to help develop the technology that might allow them to test her theory.

Now, five years later, they were on the brink of making it a reality. If only they could convince the ethics board to let them proceed.

Emily's reverie was interrupted by another knock at the door. This time, it was Dr. Sarah Goldstein, the team's resident neuroscientist.

"Emily, I've been going over the volunteer applications," Sarah said, waving a tablet. "I think I might have found our ideal candidate."

Emily perked up at this news. "Really? Who is it?"

Sarah handed over the tablet. "His name is Tony Danials. He's a retired NASA engineer, 75 years old. His application is... well, it's quite compelling."

Emily scanned the file, her excitement growing with each line she read. Tony Danials had an impressive background in science and engineering, with a mind that was still sharp despite his age.

But what really caught her attention was the personal statement he had included with his application.

In it, Tony spoke of a lifelong regret, a love he had never confessed, a life he had never dared to live. He wrote about his best friend Mark, who had passed away a few years earlier, and how he had always wondered what might have been if he had found the courage to express his feelings.

"This is perfect," Emily breathed. "The strong emotional connection we've been looking for, combined with a scientific mind that can understand and process the experience."

Sarah nodded, a hint of concern in her eyes. "It's ideal in many ways, yes. But Emily, we have to consider his age. The physical strain of the process-"

"Might actually be less for him," Emily interrupted. "Remember, we're not transporting his physical body. It's his consciousness that will be making the journey. And from everything we've seen in our simulations, a lifetime of experiences and strong emotional connections can actually make the transition smoother."

Sarah didn't look entirely convinced, but she nodded. "Alright. If the ethics board gives us the green light, should I contact Mr. Danials?"

Emily hesitated for a moment. They still had to get past the board, and there were a thousand things that could go wrong.

But something about Tony's story resonated with her. She thought about her own dream; about the life she had glimpsed and the feelings it had stirred in her.

"Yes," she said finally. "Let's bring him in for an initial interview. But make it clear that this is still pending approval. We don't want to get his hopes up prematurely."

As Sarah left to make the arrangements, Emily turned back to her computer. She had a presentation to prepare for the ethics board, and now she had a potential volunteer to factor into her arguments.

The next morning, Emily stood before the university ethics board, her heart pounding but her voice steady as she made her case.

"Ladies and gentlemen," she began, "what we're proposing is not just a scientific experiment. It's a chance to expand our understanding of consciousness, of reality itself. Yes, there are risks.

But we've taken every precaution, run every simulation possible. The potential benefits far outweigh the risks."

She went on to detail their safety protocols, the fail-safes built into the system, and the careful selection process for their volunteers. When she mentioned Tony Danials, she saw a flicker of interest in some of the board members' eyes.

"Mr. Danials represents the ideal candidate for this experiment," she explained. "He has the scientific background to understand and process the experience, and a strong emotional anchor to this reality.

His participation could provide invaluable insights into the nature of consciousness and its connection to our lived experiences."

The debate that followed was intense. Board members raised concerns about safety, about the psychological impact on volunteers, about the ethical implications of accessing alternate realities. Emily and her team addressed each concern methodically, drawing on years of research and preparation.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the board reached a decision. They would allow the experiment to proceed, but with strict oversight and the caveat that it could be shut down at any time if they deemed the risks too great.

As Emily left the meeting, she felt a mix of relief and trepidation. They had cleared this hurdle, but the real challenge was just beginning.

Over the next few weeks, Emily threw herself into preparations for the experiment. She met with Tony Danials several times, explaining the process in detail and answering his many questions.

Despite his age, Tony's mind was sharp, and his enthusiasm for the project was infectious.

"You know, Dr. Abrams," he said during one of their meetings, "I never thought I'd get a chance like this. To maybe see... to know what might have been."

Emily felt a surge of emotion at the wistful tone in his voice. "Mr. Danials - Tony - I want you to understand that we can't guarantee what you'll experience. The alternate reality you encounter may be very different from what you're hoping for."

Tony nodded, a sad smile on his face. "I understand. But even if it's different, even if Mark and I aren't together in that reality... just the chance to see him again, to know that somewhere, in some universe, he's still out there... that means everything to me."

As the day of the experiment approached, Emily found herself growing increasingly anxious. They had run every test, checked and rechecked every system. But there were still so many unknowns.

The night before the experiment, Emily stayed late in the lab, going over every detail one last time. As she worked, she thought about Tony and his lost love.

She thought about her own dream of another life, and all the paths not taken that had led her to this moment.

"You're still here?" James' voice startled her out of her reverie.

Emily looked up to see her friend standing in the doorway, two cups of coffee in hand. "Just wanted to make sure everything's perfect for tomorrow," she said, accepting the offered cup gratefully.

James settled into a chair beside her. "Emily, you've done everything you can. At some point, you have to trust in the work we've done and take the leap."

Emily sighed, taking a sip of her coffee. "I know. It's just... James, what if something goes wrong? What if we're messing with forces we don't fully understand?"

James was quiet for a moment, considering her words. "That's always the risk in pushing the boundaries of science," he said finally. "But think about what we might learn, what doors this could open.

And think about Tony. Whatever happens tomorrow, we're giving him a chance he never thought he'd have."

Emily nodded, feeling some of her anxiety ease. James was right. They had done everything they could to prepare. Now it was time to see where this journey would take them.

The next morning dawned clear and crisp. As Emily walked towards the entrance of the research building, she saw Tony Danials approaching, his face a mix of excitement and nervousness.

"Good morning, Mr. Danials," Emily greeted him with a warm smile. "Are you ready for today?"

Tony nodded, his eyes twinkling with anticipation. "As ready as I'll ever be, Dr. Abrams. Though I have to admit, I didn't sleep much last night. Too excited, I suppose."

Emily chuckled, understanding all too well the feeling of anticipation before a big experiment. "That's perfectly normal. Let's head to the lab, and we'll get you prepared for the procedure."

As they walked through the corridors, Emily briefed Tony once more on what to expect. Tony listened attentively, nodding along. As they entered the lab, he looked around with wonder at the advanced equipment. "It's like something out of a science fiction novel," he remarked.

Kimberly approached them, clipboard in hand. "Good morning, Mr. Danials. If you're ready, we can start preparing you for the procedure."

As Kimberly began to attach the monitoring equipment, Emily addressed the rest of the team gathered in the lab. "Whatever happens today, I want you all to know how proud I am of the work we've done," she said.

"We're about to take a step into the unknown, to push the boundaries of what we thought was possible. Remember your training, stay focused, and let's make history."

With Tony settled into the transfer chamber and all systems checked, Emily took her place at the control console.

Her fingers hovered over the activation sequence as she looked at the monitors displaying Tony's vital signs. "Are you ready, Mr. Danials?" she asked one last time. Tony's voice came through clear on the intercom. "Ready as I'll ever be, Dr. Abrams. Let's do this."

Emily took a deep breath, and with a silent prayer to whatever forces might be listening, she initiated the transfer sequence. The lab hummed with energy as the quantum field generators spun up to full power. On the monitors, Tony's brainwaves began to shift into patterns they had only seen in their simulations

And then, suddenly, everything went quiet. Tony's body lay still in the chamber, his mind now journeying through realities they could only imagine.

Emily leaned forward, watching the data stream across her screens. "Alright, everyone," she said, her voice taut with concentration. "Phase one complete. Now we wait."

As the minutes ticked by, Emily couldn't help but wonder: Where was Tony now?  What was he experiencing? And what revelations about the nature of consciousness and reality might he bring back with him?

Whatever the outcome, Emily knew that this moment marked a turning point - not just in her career or in the field of quantum physics, but in humanity's understanding of the universe and our place within it.

The journey into the quantum realm of consciousness had begun, and there would be no turning Back.
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Chapter 1: The Last Day
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My name is Tony Danials. I'm 75 years old. And today I'm going to die.

Not from anything dramatic. No accident, no illness I'm fighting. I just decided. Quietly, the way you decide to skip breakfast or turn off a lamp. You get to a certain age and the math stops adding up, and you look around at the empty house and you think, okay. That's enough. I've had enough.

I started the morning in the garden. That's where I always start. The roses needed pruning and I was glad for it, something to do with my hands while my head did what it wanted. The secateurs clicked and clicked. The cut stems dropped. I worked slow, the way you do when your knees have a say in everything now.

Sarah used to tease me about this garden. "You're such an old man, Tony," she'd say, leaning against the fence post, her arms crossed and her eyes going everywhere like they always did. "Next thing you'll be yelling at kids to get off your lawn."

I laughed at the memory. Or tried to. It came out wrong.

Sarah's been gone five years. Cancer. Took her in eight months, start to finish. And before that, eleven years ago, Mark.

Mark Stevenson.

Even now, just thinking his name does something to my chest. Tightens things up. Makes the air feel thinner.

I set the secateurs down and lowered myself onto the porch swing. My hip complained the whole way. The swing groaned under me, that same soft creak it's had for twenty years, and I sat there looking at the roses and thinking about a road trip I took in 1968.

Mark and I had just finished our junior year at MIT. We borrowed my dad's Chevy and drove west with no plan, which was entirely Mark's idea and entirely right. Nebraska, three in the morning, pulled off the highway into a field because the sky was doing something neither of us had words for.

We lay on the hood of the car and looked up. The Milky Way was right there, close enough to feel personal.

"I want to build something that lasts," Mark said. His voice was soft in the dark. "Something that actually matters."

I turned my head and looked at him. The starlight caught the line of his jaw, the way his chest rose and fell. My own chest felt like it was full of something I had no business feeling.

"You will," I said. "You're the smartest person I know."

He smiled without looking at me. That crooked smile. The one that made it hard to think straight.

I could have said it then. Could have said a lot of things. But I didn't. I pointed out Orion instead. Named the distances. Filled the silence with facts because facts were safe and the truth wasn't.

That was the story of my life right there, on the hood of a car in the middle of Nebraska.

I dragged myself up off the swing and went inside. The house was quiet the way houses get when they've been quiet too long, when the quiet has settled into the walls and the floors and there's no getting it out. Photos on every wall. NASA group shots. Retirement dinner. The four of us at the beach, squinting into the sun, Mark's arm around David's shoulders and mine around Sarah's and all of us laughing at something I can't remember now.

I stopped at that one. Touched the frame.

Mark was looking at the camera. But for a second, just a second, I let myself believe he was looking at me.

I made tea. Earl Grey, the only kind worth making. Stood in the kitchen while the water boiled and looked at the calendar on the fridge. July 25th. Just a date. One of 27,375 I'd been handed. I'd used most of them okay. A few of them well. And a lot of them just waiting for something I was never going to say out loud.

I took the tea to the study. The model rocket on the shelf caught the light. First shuttle I worked on at NASA. I remember the launch, standing in Mission Control, watching it go. The room erupted. Mark grabbed me in a bear hug, lifted me clean off the floor. "We did it, Tony! We actually did it!"

He smelled like coffee and old cotton and something that was just him.

I thought about that a lot over the years. Probably too much.

The letters were stacked on the desk. One for each person who mattered. I'd written them over the past week, early in the mornings when the house felt most empty. One for David. One for my lawyer. A few for old colleagues. Short letters. I was never good at long ones.

I spent the afternoon drifting. Reading, not reading. Sleeping in the chair, waking up disoriented, thinking for a second that someone was in the other room. Nobody was.

Around five I walked the garden again. The sun was going down and doing that thing it does in July, all orange and pink, painting everything warm. The roses held the light. The birds were loud in the oak tree at the back fence.

It was beautiful. Genuinely, stupidly beautiful.

For a second I wavered.

Then my hip went and the second passed.

I ate a light dinner. Cleaned up after myself. Old habit. Checked the locks, which was a waste of time since the only thing in this house worth protecting was already gone.

In the bedroom I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the pills on the nightstand. Small orange bottle. The last prescription I'd filled. I'd been thinking about them for weeks, turning the idea over the way you turn a stone in your pocket, smooth and familiar.

I picked up the photo instead. The beach one. The four of us.

I remembered something from that trip. Last night we were there, Mark and I walked the beach after David and Sarah went to sleep. Just the two of us. The waves coming in slow. The moon doing something nice on the water.

We walked for a while without talking. That was always easy with Mark, the silence. It didn't need filling.

Then he stopped.

"I wish I'd been braver," he said. "When we were younger."

I looked at him. "What do you mean?"

He shook his head. Looked out at the water. "Never mind. Just an old man rambling."

But his jaw was tight. His hands were in his pockets and his shoulders were up and something was working behind his eyes that he wasn't going to let out.

I wanted to press. I should have pressed. But I looked at the moon instead and said something stupid about regrets and good lives and let it go.

Mark was happy with David. David was my friend. That was the story I told myself and I'd told it so long it had worn grooves in me.

"I'll see you all soon," I said to the photo. Set it back on the nightstand. Turned off the lamp.

In the dark I lay back and let my eyes adjust to nothing.

I didn't take the pills. Not yet. I wanted a few more minutes. Wanted to sit with all of it one last time. Mark's laugh. Sarah's eyes. The Nebraska sky. The way the shuttle looked going up, this small bright thing climbing into all that dark.

It hadn't been a perfect life. But it had been mine. That was something.

The grandfather clock ticked in the hallway. My eyes got heavy.

Maybe this time I wouldn't open them again.

That was okay. That was fine.

I closed them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: A New Reality
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As I drifted off to sleep, my mind wandered through a lifetime of memories. Faces of loved ones long gone flickered behind my eyelids, their voices a comforting murmur in the darkness. I felt myself falling, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep. The last conscious thought I had was a mixture of resignation and relief. Maybe this time, I wouldn't wake up at all.

But I did open my eyes. And everything had changed.

The first thing I noticed was warmth - not just from the blankets, but from another body next to mine. Confusion flooded my mind as I blinked away the remnants of sleep. This wasn't my bedroom, at least not the one I remembered.

The walls were a soft blue instead of beige, and the furniture was sleek and modern. Sunlight streamed through partially open curtains, casting a golden glow across the room.

I turned my head slowly, and my heart nearly stopped. There, peacefully sleeping, was a face I knew all too well. A face I hadn't seen in over a decade, at least not like this.

"Mark? Mark Stevenson?" I whispered, my voice trembling.

It couldn't be. Mark had passed away over a decade ago. And yet, here he was, young and vibrant, probably in his mid-thirties, sleeping next to me as if it were the most natural thing in the world. His blond hair was thick and wavy, nothing like the thin white strands I remembered from his later years. His face was smooth, free from the wrinkles that time had etched into my memory.

As if hearing his name, Mark stirred. He opened his eyes - those same green eyes that had always made my heart skip a beat, and smiled. "Morning, Handsome. Ready for our shifts at Glide?"

Handsome? The word sent a jolt through me. In what I thought was a dream world, had I found the courage to tell him how I felt? Had we somehow ended up together? And what was Glide?

I couldn't speak. Tears welled up in my eyes as I stared at him, drinking in every detail of his face. This had to be a dream, some kind of vivid hallucination brought on by the medication I must have taken. But it felt so real - the warmth of his body, the softness of the sheets, the faint scent of his cologne.

"Tony? What's wrong?" Mark asked concern etching his features. His hand reached out to cup my face, a gesture so intimate it nearly overwhelmed me. The touch of his skin against mine sent a shiver down my spine. This was more than I had ever dared to hope for, even in my wildest dreams.

I opened my mouth to explain, to ask what was happening, but then caught sight of myself in the mirror across the room. The face looking back was young - shockingly so. I appeared to be no older than 30, a far cry from the 85-year-old man I was just yesterday. My hair was thick and brown, my skin smooth and unlined. Even my body felt different - strong, vital, free from the aches and pains I'd grown to know so well.

As I stared at my reflection, memories began to flood my mind. But they weren't my memories - at least, not the ones I knew.

I saw flashes of a life I hadn't lived, yet somehow had. In these new memories, I wasn't an engineer at NASA. I was a neurosurgeon, working at a place called Glide University Hospital. And Mark... Mark was also a doctor, an oncologist at the same hospital.

I remembered our first meeting during residency, the gradual build of friendship to something more. Our first kiss, stolen in an on-call room after a grueling 36-hour shift.

The day I finally worked up the courage to tell him I loved him, right under a willow tree in the local botanical garden. Our wedding day, surrounded by friends and family who celebrated our love without a hint of the judgment I had always feared in my other life.

These memories felt both foreign and familiar, like a favorite book I had forgotten I'd read. They settled into my mind alongside my old memories, creating a strange double vision of my life.

"I'm... I'm fine," I managed to say, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. It was stronger, clearer than I was used to. "Just had a very vivid dream. It felt so real."

Mark sat up, placing a comforting hand on my arm. The touch sent another jolt through me - a mixture of the old longing I had carried for decades and a new familiarity. "Want to talk about it? We've got some time before we need to head to Glide."

I shook my head, still trying to process everything. "Maybe later. We should get ready for work." The words came out automatically, part of this new life's routine.

As I stood up, feeling the strength in my young body, my mind raced. What was happening? Had I died in my sleep and this was some kind of afterlife? Was I in a coma, living out an elaborate fantasy? Or had I somehow, impossibly, been transported to another reality, one where I had made different choices, where I had found the courage to live the life I'd always wanted?

I walked to the bathroom, my movements feeling both familiar and strange. The bathroom was modern, all gleaming tiles and chrome fixtures. I splashed water on my face, half expecting the illusion to shatter, but nothing changed. I was still young, still in this strange new world.

As I brushed my teeth, more memories surfaced. I remembered long nights studying for med school exams, the thrill of performing my first solo surgery, the pride I felt when I was named Chief of Neurosurgery at Glide. These accomplishments felt real, even though I knew they belonged to a life I hadn't actually lived.

I stepped back into the bedroom to find Mark already dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt, his doctor's coat draped over his arm. He looked at me with a mixture of concern and affection that made my heart ache.

"Are you sure you're okay, Tony?" he asked. "You seem... different this morning."

I forced a smile, trying to act normal. "I'm fine, really. Just... thinking about how lucky I am. How lucky we are."

Mark's face softened, and he crossed the room to pull me into an embrace. I melted into his arms, savoring the feeling of being held by him. In my old life, I had only ever dreamed of this.

"I love you," he murmured into my hair. "You know that, right?"

"I love you too," I replied, my voice thick with emotion. "More than you could ever know."

As we broke apart, I made a decision. I didn't understand how or why this had happened, but I was here now. In a world where I was young again, where my greatest regret had been undone, where I had the love I had always wanted but never dared to pursue. I wasn't going to waste this chance.

"Actually," I said, turning back to Mark with a smile, "how about we both call in sick today? I think... I think I'd like to spend the day with you, if that's okay. Maybe you could show me around the city? It feels like I'm seeing everything through new eyes today."

Mark's face lit up with a mixture of surprise and joy. "Really? Dr. Always, By, The, Book wants to play hooky?" He chuckled, shaking his head in amusement. "Who are you and what have you done with my husband?"

Husband. The word sent another thrill through me. In this world, Mark was my husband. We were married, committed to each other in a way I had only ever dreamed about.

"I'm serious," I said, my smile growing wider. "Let's take a day for ourselves. We can call Dr. Patel and let her know we won't be in. I just... I want to make the most of every moment we have together."

Mark's expression softened, and he reached out to take my hand. "Okay, love. If that's what you want, that's what we'll do. Are you sure you're alright, though? This isn't like you."

I leaned in and kissed him softly, savoring a sensation I had only ever imagined in my old life. It felt like coming home. "I'm perfect," I said, meaning it with every fiber of my being. "I just want to appreciate what we have. Life's too short to take anything for granted."

As Mark got up to call the hospital, I stood by the window, looking out at the skyline of a city I didn't recognize.

It was a perfect blend of modern architecture and green spaces, nothing like the small town I remembered from my other life. Everdale, my new memories supplied. We were in Everdale.

I watched
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