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	For all the children of the world

	 

	 


Prologue

	 

	"Only a millisecond separates you from saving the Earth and all future generations of the world," whispers cosmic consciousness into the atmosphere of the Blue Planet. The hopeful message spreads at the speed of light, vibrating into the space of possibilities, the elements and the in-between – the NOTHING – that nevertheless IS. 

	"It is a single – YOUR – decision FOR LIFE and LOVE. And if you hesitate," whispers cosmic consciousness, "then think of a LITTLE CHILD. One that you LOVE MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE. Look into its future for a moment. What can you see today? Quality of life or suffering? What does this delicate, fragile, totally dependent being want in order to lead a good and happy life? What if YOU were this being? Isn't that reason enough to change your mind immediately? Reason enough to motivate yourself to change the world ... your inner one. The outside one. Through the POWER OF THE CHILDREN. The time is ripe!" 

	And cosmic consciousness breathes the blessing of change one last time, gently, full of promise and with great determination. Because it means YOU personally. "Take this wonderful little child on your lap, wrap it lovingly in your arms and promise yourself to be the change from now on. For within you is EVERYTHING: infinite cosmos. The smallest atom. Connected to all living things. You ARE these beings. Always have been. Filled with the life force of all creation. BECOME CONSCIOUS. For the future of the children and all world beings. For YOU."

	Millions of cosmic points of light suddenly tune into the healing, eternal spherical song of love that cosmic consciousness silently sounds into the ether. Touching those hearts that call for the power of change.

	 


I

	Seattle

	 

	Parker pressed the button on the telephone system with a flourish. "Susan, baby, let’s crack open a bottle of champagne. Our project has scored again."

	It was one of those days that gave him an emotional high without any coke – even if he wasn't perched on the thirtieth floor above the rooftops of Manhattan, watching the slowly flickering lights of the skyscrapers transform the falling night into a party mood. His realm was the underworld. The underground. Better to remain invisible. And what could be safer than the surroundings of a big city in Democratic Washington, an office in a detached house directly on the shores of Lake Stevens with a far-reaching view of enchanting sunsets over shimmering dark blue water. Dark blue. The colour of public officials, the serious business scene, hostesses. Bland, conservative, conformist. 

	There was a knock and Susan carefully opened the heavy oak door, balancing a tray with two champagne glasses. 

	"What are we celebrating, boss?" She moved towards him, hips swaying slightly, the high heels of her black pumps clicking with every step, inviting like her knee-high, tight-fitting miniskirt. She was used to this. When he was in a good mood, a glass of champagne would come her way, which is why she kept a small fridge with a minibar in her front office.

	"Come on, it's my secret as always." Parker rose from his executive chair. She knew what was coming. And she didn't find it unpleasant in this case. The guy fancied her, that was clear. She also found him very attractive, sexy. He wasn't just a sporty figure in a designer suit. His ice-blue eyes and the elegantly knotted strands of hair, slightly grey at the temples, gave Susan a slight thrill. She wouldn't mind if there was more to it. 

	She placed the tray on the side table next to the black leather sofa. Parker approached Susan, took a glass and put his right hand around her waist. He pulled her towards him until there was barely more than twenty centimetres between them, gently slid his fingers down the length of her miniskirt and finally toasted her. 

	"Cheers, we're getting there!" 

	"Cheers, boss. To whatever you've cooked up this time." 

	Then they sat down on the couch, she close to him. He put his hand on her knee and they watched the sunset together in silence. He wanted it that way. It should be quiet. She knew that. He wouldn't approve of anything else. Then the only predictable thing would be that he was no longer predictable. Anyone who wouldn't follow his bidding would be destroyed. Losing their job would be the least of their problems. 

	When Susan started her job as a receptionist four months ago, she had to sign a confidentiality clause. Company secret. That had top priority. Even today, she hardly knew what kind of business she had really ended up in. Perhaps it was for the best. Her pay was above average and she also lived less than fifteen minutes away by car, so that counted. But she didn’t know any of the details. She was managing an inscrutable secret that was developing in the depths of the Californian desert. At least that much she could guess when she entered the staff's invoices into her accounts. Anonymity also suited her just fine. Her difficult separation from Mike had prompted her to leave Texas for good. All the extended family fuss, which in the end felt like a prison, was behind her. 

	 

	The next morning, the front doorbell rang, filling Susan's front office with the chimes of Big Ben. 

	"Jordan here – what can I do for you?" she murmured into the microphone of the security system. The camera showed the image of a tanned man in his mid-forties, dressed in a similar sporty style to her boss. 

	"Aley. I need to talk to Parker, it's important. I need to talk to him right away." 

	"All right, Mr. Aley. One moment please." Susan informed Parker and was given the go-ahead to let the unannounced guest in. She pressed the button to open the door and went to meet him. 

	"Welcome. I assume you know the way to Mr. Worsy's office?"

	 Aley paused briefly and let his gaze wander over her bright red, figure-hugging suit, mumbled a quick 'Hey' and then, after four determined steps, energetically pressed the right door handle. She had never seen this guy before. The door was quickly closed.

	Parker leaned back in his office chair and scrutinized the brash intruder.

	"Hello, Parker."

	"Hey David. Meeting live instead of a video call? I hope you have a good reason for just showing up here?"

	"I sure do. We have now smuggled goods to almost all the key players. One major customer is still missing. Then everything will be wrapped up and Operation B will be launched."

	"So, it's going great, isn't it?"

	"Thanks to the crew. Yes. They work around the clock in the dark. They sleep, eat and program. No sex. No freedom. Niente fun."

	"Get to the point, David."

	"They want more fun and free time. The team is exhausted. They need some air, some ladies. Otherwise..."

	"Otherwise, what? They've committed themselves to sticking with it for a year. There's no slacking off. The pay is high end. Smuggling in ladies would be a security risk, too dangerous. Definitely out of the question!"

	"Believe me, something has to happen. Now. Otherwise there'll be a mutiny. The mood is aggressive."

	"You don't seem to have your boys under control, do you? Okay. Deal. Change it up a bit. Better food. A gym. Movies. And, wait a minute. Wait a minute ... I'll let you bring Susan in. She's part of the team and now she'll have a special assignment – gaining insight into the inner circle. Make sure she doesn't have to do too much. It should stay a kind of escort service ..."

	"Who's going to teach her?"

	"My job. The trip starts next month. Until then, you have to get back on track."

	"Alright."

	"If I hear another word of resistance, I'll have guards posted at the entrances in addition to the surveillance systems – I mean it. Adios, David."

	David turned around without a word and left the room. Parker heard the front door slam shut. He activated the wall screen. He had had listening devices and several cameras installed in the underground development rooms; the boys knew that. It was one of his tricks: Generate respect through control. He was damn close to the first target. He wasn't going to let a mutinous workforce mess with his plans. Not him. Well that was that. Poor Susan. She was a pawn. Even the best team couldn't avoid minor lateral damage. But who knows, maybe she would even like the deal. What women could get ten hot men just like that? Ten young, intelligent and hot men.

	Parker looked at the vintage wall clock, a model designed to look old with ornate hands and an impressively patinated dial and, yet, a complete fake. 'Almost like my company strategy,' he grinned to himself. But, first things first – he had to get Susan on board with her new extra job. One of his managerial qualities was his speed of thought, coupled with his incredible creativity. In a flash, various scenarios formed behind his cerebral cortex, which, like a Google search, provided him with several options: Susan in his office, another bottle of the best champagne, which they finished together. Or an invitation to an expensive restaurant, a five-course meal as a practical introduction to the temporary duties of an escort lady. Or perhaps a visit to the Underground together. He had to make it clear to Susan that she should pack anything from evening wear to sexy outfits. He would cover the shopping costs.

	The individual possibilities unfolded like in a science fiction movie, he leaned back in an imaginary cinema seat and let his brain work, imagining and developing new ideas. 'Stop,' he reprimanded himself after the research phase. 'I've already got it anyway. That's fine. You're a genius, Parker. He dialled Susan’s number again. 

	"Susan, do you have any plans for today? No? Then come to Heavens at 8 pm. It’s an invitation, not a staff meeting, okay ...?" 

	"OK, boss. What an honour," Susan obediently breathed back into the receiver, immediately grabbed her coat and went home to get ready.

	 

	'Heavens is a damn good choice.' Parker smiled quietly to himself as he entered the posh restaurant. Over the past few years, he had tested all the exclusive culinary offerings within a 50-kilometre radius. For every eventuality and any business partner, whether discreet meetings, delicate negotiations or seductive advances, he knew where to go. But above all, he didn't want to attract attention. Of course, he wanted the highest quality, five stars and proper etiquette. But otherwise he remained incognito. Even in this industry. And the managers of Heavens would experience him today as a charming gentleman, as someone who wanted to spoil his sweetheart and treat her to the most romantic evening of her life. He had reserved one of the rose alcoves. There they could dine undisturbed. What's more, they wouldn't be overheard. Disguised as lovers. Why not?

	When Susan checked in her coat at the Heavens' entrance, she had to take a deep breath. The call from her boss had startled her a little. It was just too spontaneous. It sounded like an appeasement. She was nervous. This man was far too controlled and clever to start anything with his receptionist. But what did he want from her? Susan looked at the stylish décor of the restaurant with some irritation. The atmosphere seemed very romantic. Roses on the small tables, roses on the walls, dimmed lighting, the sounds of soft jazz coming from the back. The guests were all elegantly dressed in black tie and high society was flickering in the candlelight. She had intuitively picked out the right outfit at home beforehand. Understated elegance seemed appropriate. A beaded neckline that gently hinted at her breasts merged into a tight-fitting, shimmering blue chiffon dress with a small side slit that extravagantly emphasized her slender legs with every step. 

	She moved upright and purposefully towards Parker, the waiter had shown her the way. 'Don't give anything away, Susan, keep your composure. Even if you normally had no business being here. Show them what you've got.' She mentally encouraged herself, put on her most charming smile and confidently approached her boss. 'Damn, he's dressed up too. Susan exhaled deeply again. If it wasn't for her inscrutable boss, she would immediately allow all her endorphins to kick in and flirt with this guy for all that she’s worth with all her feminine seductive finesse. But she had to proceed with caution. 

	"Hello boss," she smiled at him. "What kind of swanky place have you kidnapped me to?"

	Parker greeted her with a wink and kissed her hand before pulling out her red upholstered chair and sitting down.

	"Unusual circumstances require unusual mea-sures."

	"That sounds very exciting. The roses are lovely, by the way." Susan felt a slight tremor run through her body, it felt uncomfortable. 

	"Let's try the evening menu first. And a champagne to start, as per usual!"

	They clinked their glasses together. Susan couldn't bring herself to ask what they were actually toasting to. He would surely tell her soon.

	"I recommend the scampi salad as a starter, the cream of spinach soup with roasted pumpkin seeds as an entreé, followed by a salmon pâté with croquettes and lamb's lettuce and a surprise dessert. What do you think? Do you like fish? Accompanied by one of our house wines – an exquisite white wine?"

	"I'd love to, Parker. That sounds like a good choice. I'm happy to be surprised here too."

	Parker looked at his secretary as she put the menu aside unread. 'As in business, whoever pays, calls the shots. It's just a shame that it's now my team that gets to enjoy this feminine pleasure instead of me ....' His thoughts continued to wander for a moment and carried his counterpart off into an imaginary party room, where he slowly undressed Susan, peeling her off with relish like a sweet. He didn't get any further, because now the waiter pranced up to take his order and abruptly ended the mental movie of his secret desires.

	"Parker, what did I do to deserve this honour?" Susan has decided to be open, direct and very pleased about the invitation.

	"Well. You're right. Let's get straight to the point. There's a special mission that could possibly demand a lot from you. On the other hand, your salary will be doubled during this time."

	"Phew, you're keeping me in suspense."

	The waiter headed for their table again and poured the chilled white wine into the glasses.

	"Susan. You're my salvation and I hope you'll take me up on my offer?"

	"Do I have a choice?"

	"Not if you want to continue working here."

	"Got it, boss. A special assignment. What's it about?"

	"You will continue to be privy to the project in absolute secrecy. Not about the product. But about the procedure. That's why a business trip to headquarters is on the agenda. I need you to do me a favour there."

	"I see. You mean the offices in California?"

	"Exactly. You have an insight into the location through the accounts. Now you will spend four weeks at theses premises, fully acclimatized. But underground, in a specially created service centre. You will be provided with everything there."

	"And where's the catch, if there is one? What am I supposed to do there?"

	"That's the crux of the matter. You have to use your fantastic femininity there."

	"Excuse me?"

	"I need you there as a woman. Specifically, as an escort."

	Susan realized that she was holding her breath. She forced herself to remain calm and to turn her horror into astonishment. She could feel fine beads of sweat trickling down her spine.

	"An escort? You want me to make men's lives pleasurable?"

	"You see, Susan, that's why I appreciate you so much. You've hit the nail on the head. No sex, of course – that would probably go way beyond my limits as an employer. But pleasure for the team there. How exactly you put that into practice is up to you."

	"Who am I dealing with there anyway? Are they the men who show up in the payroll?"

	"Exactly. Ten strong men between 30 and 50, clever minds who do a great job for me – in secret, of course. They've been there on their own for months. And, of course, a bit starved by now, if I may put it that way. You're going to liven things up for them. Come up with something. Oh yes: and first of all, go shopping. Cocktail outfits, party dresses –you know what I mean."

	'Stay cool and sexy, Susan', this sentence swept silently through Susan's cerebrum with instructions to the reptilian brain that was in the process of planning her escape. Her boss wanted her to become a semi-prostitute. How was she supposed to get out of this? But being fired was definitely the last thing she needed right now. She switched to feigned cooperation.

	"Will do, boss. New sexy clothes for an exciting assignment. How much can I spend?"

	"Get enough outfits for a different look every day. As many as you need."

	"And when is the trip due to start?"

	"Next month. You should have your clothes and event program ready by then."

	"Aye-aye, boss. Look, the first course is being served. Looks very tasty."

	Parker looked at her in astonishment. He hadn't expected so little resistance. Either the woman was incredibly clever or even more controlled than he was. Either way, he had her. The deal was done. Who knows, maybe she could now live out a completely different side that she had previously only hinted at in an extremely discreet manner with her feminine, provocative style of dress as a front office secretary.

	"Bon appétit! Enjoy your meal."

	 

	At home, Susan slumped down on her leather couch and remained motionless. The white wine had the same effect as the devastating news about her new job. 'Bloody hell! Susan, you’ve done it again!' She actually wanted to start a completely new life here in Seattle. Away from the oppression of her ex and away from the tight grip of his family, who kept trying to turn her into a good little housewife. Thank God she had insisted on keeping a part-time job as a parish assistant. Because she was good at it, the priest repeatedly told her ex not to talk her out of her job. Eventually, the family reached the opinion that this would provide another status symbol for the ultraconservative extended family. "Look – we're even active in the church." Susan felt like a family slave at the time. For a long time, she had no strength to fight back. Because she favoured family and children as her ideal in life, she kept looking for small glimmers of hope, which mercilessly faded away each time after a brief flash. Although they were not yet married, she gave in. Powerlessness and inner dependence are quiet creatures. They slowly but increasingly encircle the freedom of decision-making, self-worth and initiative. Like a small mountain stream that eats into the rock over the years and carves it. Susan only realized this much later. When it also became clear that she would most likely be unable to conceive due to a previous tubal inflammation, her partner's devaluations never stopped. Finally, she secretly sought counselling at a women's shelter. Then she gradually saved up a little start-up capital, bought a ticket to Seattle and fled. She left a small white note on her bed saying 'I'm not coming back'. She moved into a room in a women's shelter in Seattle and was able to prepare for her new life and apply for jobs in peace and quiet. She caught a break with Parker. He didn't want to know anything about her, but expected loyalty and good work from day one. She got the job without any fuss. 

	But now? Working as an escort? She felt like she had been transported back to the last century. Like half a serf. But it was September 2025. Still. Did she have a choice? Go back to the women's shelter? Or make some real money, have an adventure? Would he protect her if the boys were too pushy? What program should she think about? Susan groaned, propped herself up and got herself a Ramazotti from her minibar. She couldn't think any further today. Tomorrow was another day. 'Keep cool, escort lady. You'll find a way here too ...'

	 

	The next morning, Parker was pouring himself his second cup of coffee and cutting up the wild salmon sandwich with his breakfast cutlery. He had gotten into the habit of starting the day at the office with something tasty after an initial email check. Which really just meant indulging in a daily treat. Bircher muesli with fresh raspberries was just as much a part of the morning ritual as caviar scrambled eggs or French powdered sugar croissants. He always ordered on Fridays for the coming week. The breakfast service came at 9 o'clock. This is exactly what he dreamed of when he was stocking shelves in supermarket chains during his computer science studies in order to fill his thin wallet and get something between his teeth. The emphasis back then was on "something". It was nothing more than survival. Canned chili, potatoes with butter or crispbread and processed cheese. The selection was more than modest. Back then, he swore to himself that he would get rid of this humiliating fate as quickly as possible and work his way up into the upper echelons of society. A smart guy like him had to manage that. And he had done it. It was not his intention at the time that he would achieve his goal with a criminally oriented business plan.

	'What the hell ...' Parker wiped his hands with a napkin, satisfied after the last gourmet morsel, and ended his mental loops into the past before turning his attention back to the four screens in front of him. From here, he controlled his universe. He was able to check the programming department, the marketing department and even Susan's computer. And he was logged into the servers of his main customers. Nobody could have guessed that. Except for his underground team. They were the world's best hackers he could get. 'Bloody hell, we're heading for the home stretch of Project A,' he mused, feeling wide awake, a little shaky, no trace of digestive fatigue. 

	 

	Susan dialled Parker's phone number. "Yes? What's up, Susan? Have you digested last night well?"

	"Yes, boss. I would like to go shopping this afternoon. And finish work here at lunchtime. Is that okay?"

	"Alright. Have fun. You can settle the bill with my credit card."

	 

	Peformation. University Village. It was hardly a difficult choice. Susan's decision fell on exactly this store. It was expensive enough to impress Parker. She would find everything she needed here and wouldn't have to spend ages hunting for fashion in the huge city. Peformation was a paradise for exquisite, unusual, elegant and sexy-hot women's outfits. An afternoon of fun. She would be on top form and make these guys' pants hot. Up to a certain point. Sexy lingerie that gave them a glimpse – but nothing more. That was all she would reveal. 

	Susan went straight to the information desk at the entrance to ask for advice and a cup of coffee.

	Soft Latin American sounds permeated the shopping centre, which was not only bursting with extravagantly draped dresses and mannequins, but also offered a repose with coffee, champagne, juices and delicious snacks on every corner. 'How clever. This music makes me feel as sexy as Lady Lopez ...' Susan turned to the discreetly made-up saleswoman in the pink designer suit. 

	"Is there anything I can help you with? I'm Sandra and I'd be happy to advise you," she asked without waiting for Susan to address her.

	"Ah, yes: first of all, thanks for the coffee! Don't be alarmed. It's going to be a big purchase. I need a 30-day wardrobe. Fashionably elegant and extremely sexy. And it should look like it's my own style. Accessories included: shoes, handbags, glittery stuff. I have until the evening."

	"Señora, it's a pleasure. Let's get started then." 

	"That's great. Are you from South America? Like the stimulating music?"

	"Yes. We will dress you up in a lovely, elegant and feminine way. You can trust me. You’ll be a knock-out at tango performances, male seductions, band performances or escort services." The fiery South American grinned mischievously. "You're not our first customer who wants to live out these wishes."

	Then the Princessa in pink served up one chic evening gown after another. Revealing designs with a V-neck at the back, strapless mini-dresses in glittery designs, figure-hugging mermaid gowns that only allowed a glimpse of the stiletto heels of her golden sandals and shrouded the rest of her body in a thin gauzy fabric. She had even thought of workout clothes. Black leggings with a transparent lace trim, headbands and neon sneakers – Susan was thrilled.

	"You’re stunning," said Sandra. "It almost doesn't matter what I offer you. You make everything blossom. Like a rose that opens its petals to the sun and beguiles all men. Charming! But now let's work on the style."

	"Why?"

	"Take a few steps as if you want to inhale the attention of the whole world – let your hips swing, move your feet as if you were walking in a line and bring your hair into play."

	"Hair?"

	"But of course! Throw your mane back like a high-spirited pony or let your golden splendor fall forward when you bend down to bring it all back into shape with a swipe of your hand. Or run your fingers lasciviously across your forehead and sweep the strands back. Play. It's simple but effective: hips, gait, hair, look."

	"Okay. Let's go then." Susan headed somewhat hesitantly towards the dressing room mirror. 

	"Look, your male prey is standing over there. Give it your all – but discreetly."

	Susan visualized her imaginary dream man – the one from the Armani ad. "Yes, it’s a great feeling."

	"That's better. You can use the accessories now. Handbag and sunglasses, touch up your lipstick and things like that."

	"Anything else?" Susan actually wanted to end the tutoring session slowly with her flippant remark. 

	"Of course, now we'll give you a few more make-up and hairstyling ideas. Our studio is over there. If you'd like to follow me?"

	Susan couldn’t believe it. She had somehow landed in the right fashion port by pure intuition. 'One afternoon and I'm all kitted out for a new life. Amazing!'

	When her makeup was done, Susan hardly recognized herself. A damn beautiful mannequin stared back at her from the mirror. "So that's really me? Welcome to life, you dream girl," she half-joked. 

	Sandra gave her a box of the finest chocolates when she presented the bill. Susan pulled out her credit card. "You can deliver the goods to my home. Here's my address."

	The next morning, Susan strolled into her boss's office. Made up and styled in a purple glittering sequin suit with black patent leather boots. She carried the credit card on a silver platter. 

	"Good morning. First part of the mission completed and here's the credit card back. I have a small sample live, as you can see ..."

	"Fantastic, Susan. That's great. Is that my front office secretary? Perhaps you'll be jumping ship soon and applying to a modeling agency? In any case: job done quickly and effectively, I'd say. Hat’s off!" Parker winked at her and then looked Susan straight in the eye. "For the journey, however, you'll need something ... um ... more inconspicuous. Jeans and a flannel shirt, something like that would be suitable. We're going by jeep – and at night. Sleeping bags are in the car, you only need your usual luggage including all the special outfits. Oh and please also pack your laptop. Then you can do the bookkeeping from there. We leave here next Saturday at 8 pm."

	"Alright. Then I'll start making the travel arrangements. Would you like to get to know more about my escort program in advance?"

	"God forbid, Susan. That's your job. You'll keep the boys happy. You'll discuss the finer details with Mr. Aley on site, he's the team leader. Four weeks should be enough."

	"And we drive at night – why?"

	Parker hesitated briefly. "It's definitely cooler there," he said, tersely all of a sudden. "Leave it to me to make the arrangements for the journey, you're just a passenger." 

	"Do you need anything else? Otherwise I'll start with the emails."

	Parker was no longer listening to her, he had turned his attention to his screens from one second to the next and Susan had disappeared into nothingness – like a soap bubble that suddenly bursts and leaves barely noticeable fine marks on the floor. 

	'This guy is completely cold inside, devoid of empathy and only fixated on his goals. Gosh, Susan, this is getting worse and worse. Time to jump ship or not? Susan sat at her desk again, crumpled up a Mon Cherie wrapper, bit into the liquor chocolate and sucked on the crushed cherry.

	Then she decided to focus on the e-mails to subdue her anxious thoughts. It wasn't just the announced night drive that was scary. Rather, it was his reaction to her question about it. 'Damn, damn, damn. He wants to stay invisible. Why? There's probably no going back for me. Too dangerous. It's just a good thing that mind-reading apps don’t exist yet.'

	 


II 

	Ladakh

	 

	Like a sphinx, Lia sat with her legs crossed and her back straight on one of the worn, hard meditation cushions. Although her wine-red robe had rubbed particularly ungraciously against her skin this morning and caused her inner restlessness, she now seemed completely removed from the present. With her, thirteen nuns breathed themselves silently into a deep trance. The first rays of sunlight of the day made their way through the colourful window panes into the mysterious gloom of the Buddhist prayer room. They dimly illuminated the wisps of smoke from the flickering oil lamps that enveloped the praying figures of the women and the seventeen-year-old teenager, suggesting a hint of warmth while outside the walls of the monastery an icy wind blew across the Ladakh plateau.

	But Lia no longer felt the cold. On the contrary. She felt a powerful glow in her body that warmed her all over. The rays of light gathered above the crown of her head, then atomized into thousands of tiny glittering stars filled with warmth. 

	Over the past ten years, she had been taught meditation techniques extensively by her master Samin and had received various initiations. It seemed that she was on the right path. Just a few days ago, she had overheard a conversation between her teacher and the head of the monastery as she stood behind the library door. 
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