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Yasmin Nayrouz

White canvas sails came into view on the horizon. My sisters and I swam toward them, moving with the current through the crystal water. Our hunger urged us to swim faster, and we darted alongside the fish. This vast ocean was our home. Crashing waves blended with the colors of varying scales. Sunlight danced on the waves to the music of the ocean. We swam through its rays. 

The sky was clear today. To sailors, it was supposed to be a day of smooth sailing. They were probably drinking wine and praising the Gods for this blessing. But for the sailors atop the ship I was racing toward, the Gods answered their prayers with silence. 

As my sisters and I reached the ship, we circled around it, staying hidden just underneath the surface of the water. We remained silent and still, being careful not to disturb the water. This was our normal routine, yet still every time a troubling feeling in the pit of my stomach formed. I would get the same feeling whenever something dreadful happened. That feeling of wrongness came to all the sirens whenever something tainted the water, but it seemed that I was the only one who felt like this whenever we lured in men. I used to convince myself I enjoyed this like my fellow sisters. I can’t lie to myself anymore. 

“Look, lads! I see an island over there,” a sailor on the ship exclaimed.

The island he was excitedly pointing to was going to become his prison.

My eldest sister, Peisinoe, gave the signal. She kicked her left foot twice in the water, and we swam up towards the sun. Right as my head split the water, I began to sing. I was the only one carrying a lyre, and I coaxed sweet melodies from its strings. Our melodic notes entwined together to create a snare meant to capture the men’s minds. 

Harmonious voices filled my ears and invaded the minds of the sailors. They yelled their protests, and my fingers stumbled. I plucked the wrong string. Peisinoe looked at me briefly. She noticed. Flinging an arm, we followed her next signal and began to slowly swim to the island. 

We kept singing, ensnaring their minds as we forced them to crash their ship on the rocky shores of our island. My four sisters and I were Death, masked behind a curtain of melodies. I wanted to rip the curtains to shreds as the sound of the cracking of the boat slamming into the rocks filled my ears.

Sailors hurriedly left the ship, trailing our voices. They gathered around each of us but more gathered around me than my sisters. They looked at me and then each other.

“You are as lovely as your voice,” one man said to me with a dazed look on his face.

I smiled in return, “Thank you. I’ll make this as painless as possible,” I whispered to him. “What’s your name?” I asked as I still held the sailor’s minds through the melodies I played on my lyre.

He looked into the depths of my dark eyes and muttered, “Angelos.”

My curiosity caused me to open my mouth to ask him more, but I was cut off by Peisinoe who said, “Monadikós, stop talking to your lunch. Combs out, sisters.”

My sisters and I each have an ivory comb in our hair made out of the bones of our past victims. I yanked my comb out of my silver hair. On one side, it was sharpened to a blade. We rested them against the necks of the sailors near us. I sang as I put my lyre down. There were four men around me, while there were two or three around each of my sisters. With a shuddering sigh, I let my blade slice one neck after the other, making it quick and painless. I saved Angelos for last.

My sisters instantly devoured their men. Staring down at the bodies, I felt ashamed at the hunger that stirred in me. With the help of my empty stomach and sharp teeth, I ate.

A shadow fell over me, and I looked up. My four sisters were standing around me, blood glistening on their chins, staining their lips crimson. I stood up and faced them.

“Pathetic. You always get the most men with that beautiful face of yours, yet you eat the least.”

“You don’t deserve our help. You don’t even want to be a siren.”

“Monadikós, why are you ashamed of this power that you have?” 

Only one of my sisters stayed silent, Molpe. She was always the kindest to me, and now she looked at me with sad eyes. This was beyond her power.

I looked at my sisters in shock. “Do you want me to eat more? I can’t control how many men I receive, and I’m not ashamed of my power. I’m ashamed of what I use it for,” My gaze drifted to my feet.

“A siren should be proud,” Peisinoe swung her comb at me, and I threw out my arm. 

She tried striking at me again, although sirens were immortal. But I understood the message, and immortal did not mean I couldn’t get hurt. Grabbing my lyre, I ran. My swift feet guided me over the rocky terrain. Blood dribbled down my arm in rivulets. It burned. The pounding of my sister’s feet echoed behind me.

“Father gave us this island. All of us!” I shouted back at them without stopping. My heart pounded in time with my feet, making its own song.

“Poseidon gave you the power of a siren, and you resent it,” one of my sisters replied.

“You are not a true siren,” another said.

Shining water thankfully came into view. Diving into its welcoming waves, I swam, becoming one with the ocean. My heart beat to the tune of the waves. The current guided me. Scales flashed before me in streaks of color. 

I peeked my head out of the water and looked back. My sisters had stopped swimming after me. Bobbing in the water, they parted with a final message.

“You will never be welcomed to the Island of Anthemusa!” They swam back to shore.

A heartstring pulled tautly and shattered at those words. My family turned their backs on me—tried to harm me. I continued swimming, and my mind drifted with the waves. I thought of why they would do this. Was it out of jealousy? Was it because I could admit something to myself that they could not?

I swam all afternoon, not stopping until sunset. Catching my breath, I stared in awe as the sun threw varying shades of red and orange over the ocean’s surface. The colors flowed together over the water, creating a painting that was constantly changing, yet always remained mesmerizing. I took out my lyre, which I luckily thought to bring. My fingers moved over the strings like the sunlight did on the waves. I strummed in time with their motion. Closing my eyes, I began to sing. I sang for myself. Not with the intent of capturing men, but for pleasure. My voice was strong, the song composed solely by me, and only for my ears.

The sun sank below the waves, and I continued swimming, gliding through the water in the night, with only the stars and moon to guide me. The moon painted the waves silver. I prayed to the Gods to send me an island. 

An answer arrived at sunrise.

Rocky shores sprouted out of the ocean. Thanking the Gods, I swam to it, even as my aching body protested. I dragged myself up the rocky shore. It was a quaint island, but I saw sloping roofs in the distance, showing a village with candles chasing the night. I thought of blending in with the humans, but I knew my translucent skin, sharp teeth, and claw-like nails would give me away. Plus I didn’t have any of their clothes.

Sitting at the shore farthest away from the village, I laid down under a tree. It’s shade providing comfort. Hugging my lyre, I fell asleep.

I awoke to the sun blazing high in the sky. My stomach grumbled. Walking to the edge of the water, I dove back in. My eyes searched for the gleam of scales, and when I spotted some fish, I attacked. In my hands were two medium sized fish when I returned to shore. I ate them raw.

I called to my father when I was full, “Poseidon, help me. Give me a purpose.”

The waves remained silent.

I didn’t know what to do. There was nothing but rocks and sand. My curiosity and boredom led me to the village. I skirted the edges and realized it was a fishing port. Boats of all kinds lined the docks. 

Waiting behind a tree, I watched a woman and her servant milling about their house. It was at the furthest edge of the village. Hours seemed to pass until they finally left the house. Moving on silent feet, I entered through a window, not risking the locked gate at the courtyard. I found the chambers where the woman kept her clothes in wooden drawers. Rummaging through the piles of clothes, I found a simple white toga and brown sandals. I wrapped the cloth around me then left the room.

In the hallway, a metal tray fell to the ground with a loud clang. Her mouth gaping open, a servant looked at me in shock. The tray lay at her feet, with empty chalices still rolling around. Damn it.

I quickly hid my hands behind my back, clinging tightly to my lyre. “I’m sorry for scaring you. I’m very poor and was just looking for clothes,” I cast my eyes downward and frowned.

She closed her mouth and looked at me with pity. “I do not take kindly to intruders. Leave now, and I won’t say a word to the lady of the house.”

“Thank you so much. I will never forget this act of kindness,” I replied as I helped her pick up the chalices that fell from the tray. I said my thanks one more time, then ran.

I ran till I reached the docks. Walking around, I absorbed the sights, smells, and sounds. It was wonderful. High pitched conversations blended with the raspy voices of sailors, creating their own music. My bird-like claws remained hidden in the folds of my toga, but I still got glances at my peculiar, silver hair. Captains called out various items they were selling or locations they were traveling to. One was sailing to Athens. I had heard so much about the great city.

“Travelling to Athens at dawn!” the captain hollered.

Approaching him, I asked, “I would like to go to Athens.”

“A lot of people would like to,” holding out his hand, he named his price.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have any money on me,” he laughed at that, “but I can sell you something instead.”

“I don’t want that lyre your holding,” he cackled again, spittle flying.

I wasn’t going to give it to him anyway, but I had thought of something else, “My hair. I’ll sell you my hair.”

He looked at my long, silver hair with intrigue, probably determining how much money it could get him. Finally, he nodded. I let out a breath of relief.

“Stay here while I get my shears,” He ran back to his boat as he told a fellow sailor to get me a coin that I would use in the morning to get me passage. He handed me a bronze coin with a symbol of three fish. The same symbol flew on the ship’s flag.

The captain came back and grabbed my hair. I pulled the small, ivory comb out of it first, and let the stands fall around my face. The cool metal brushed my neck as he brought the shears up and snipped my hair. It laid in his hand like a pool of melted silver. He tied it together with a leather strap.

Walking back to the ship, he added, “See you tomorrow.”

I reached up my hand to stroke my hair. It stopped at the nape of my neck. I didn’t realize my mistake until I saw the sailor who gave me the bronze coin stare at me—at my claw-like fingers in horror. Quickly, I hid my hands back into the folds of the toga, but he had already seen it. Calmly, I walked away, pretending that nothing happened. I prayed that he wouldn’t tell the captain, that he wouldn’t think much of it. I was more aware of my hands after that.

Straddling the shoreline, I laid down by a tree on the outskirts of the village. I held my comb in my hand and attached it to my toga, my hair was too short now. The sun was beginning to set again, and I pulled out my lyre. Playing the strings along with the rays of sunlight, I felt at peace and drifted to sleep. My dreams were filled with the stories I had heard of Athens. I remember I once asked a sailor I had lured about the city. He spoke of plays that he saw, the bustling streets, and the sculptures of the Gods that defined perfection.

Hissing sounds awoke me in the middle of the night. When I opened my eyes, I saw the scaled body of a serpent. I dared not look up. It was Medusa. Eyes shut tight, I asked the Gorgon, “What do you want from me.”

“Monadikós, all I want is for you to look at me. Look at what your father turned my face into.” Anger laced her words.

Curiosity itched at my mind. I wanted to see, but instead, I turned my back to her. “You brought that upon yourself,” I said.

She laughed, “Why would I do that.”

I felt her hands close around my neck, but I knew she couldn’t kill me and wouldn’t dare harm me or the wrath of Poseidon would destroy her. Unless it was my stupidity of looking into her eyes that killed me. When she could tell I wasn’t going to look into her eyes, I felt my feet lifted off the ground and heard the steady beating of wings. My eyes remained closed, and my breathing quickened. She taunted me all the way, but I refused and clung to my lyre.

After a while, solid ground was beneath me, yet my eyes stayed shut.

“Revenge will come to Poseidon. If you won’t see what he has done to me, then you shall never lay your eyes upon anyone again!” she spat out.

The booming of wings faded, and I cracked my eyes open after a few minutes. When I saw that she was only a speck on the horizon, I collapsed on the ground with a sigh. Luck was on my side, I guess. Looking around, I saw that I was on a tiny island. It was empty of any living creature.

Hunger roiled through my stomach. Dropping my lyre, I waded into the water then swam under. My instincts told me that something was wrong with the water. Pink scales flashed before me, and I reached out. 

My hand stopped short.

Reaching out my hand again, I noticed that I couldn’t move it past a certain point. I tried swimming forward, but my body just slammed into an invisible wall. I looked into the taunting depths of the ocean. My home was gone. I let out a little laugh. Who was I to think luck was with me. A fish passed this barrier without a problem, and my hand shot out to grab it. As I returned to the shore, Medusa’s message made sense. This island was my prison.

Dawn was just beginning as I cried myself to sleep thinking of all that I had lost.

Once more, I awoke to a blinding sun. I turned my back toward it. Sand crusted my toga. I removed it and my sandals, going back to what I was used to. The familiar feeling of the wind kissing my bare skin was a reminder of the past I had lost. Sometimes, my sisters and I would take the clothes of sailors, especially the captains.

A blur had appeared on the horizon. My heart sped up, and I waded into the shallow water. The blur was getting closer, and when it was close enough, I saw that my guess of what it could be was right. It was a ship. A small ship, but a ship nonetheless. My mind raced thinking of the ways I could use this to my advantage. I swam once more as far as I could, testing that invisible barrier again. It remained. The option of getting on that ship was useless. But the feeling of my empty stomach made me think a shameful thought.

If I could not get on the boat myself, then I’ll just bring the boat to me.

A war raged between my mind and stomach. The hunger won. Maybe it won’t be so bad. I’ll have someone to talk to, at least, to ease my loneliness.

I ran back up the shore, grabbed my lyre, and swam as far out as I could, waiting just underneath the surface of the water. I wasn’t sure how strong my power was going to be with just my voice and lyre. I had never heard of a siren on her own. Praying to the Gods—to my father, I waited patiently for the boat to get closer. Once it was in range, I rose to the surface of the water and plucked the strings of my lyre, feeling the familiar press of them on my fingertips. 

Beginning to sing as well, I saw the heads of those on board turn in my direction, but they stayed on their course. They didn’t change their direction toward me. Failure crept up in my mind. Maybe one siren is not enough.

I felt a whoosh as an arrow grazed the air by my face.

Immediately, I ducked underneath the surface into the protection of the water. Another arrow cut through the water. I let myself become a part of the ocean and its current, and I dashed through the water. Once the arrows stopped coming, I carefully lifted my head above the surface of the water. I looked, really looked, at the men onboard. But they were not men. 

Women with hair that fell to their waists manned the ship. I watched in awe. It made sense why my hypnotizing melodies did not work on them. Women could not be seduced by a siren.

“Leave us alone, and we’ll let you be. May the Gods protect us,” a woman called out.

There weren’t many on board, and they had already moved past trying to kill me because that was not their purpose of sailing. Women never traveled alone. To some, it’s even considered bad luck if a female was onboard. That was absurd; it should’ve been considered good luck because they can’t be swooned by sirens. They must have been escaping. At least they could, I thought.

The chance of a companion and a meal was gone. Grudgingly, I entered the cool embrace of the waves and went fishing. The rest of the day, minutes felt like hours. Just lying on the shore like a dead fish, I felt useless. No purpose. No home. No one. I craved the comfort of another being.

Getting up, I decided to walk around the edge of the island. It hadn’t even taken me an hour to make a complete circle. Looking around the sparse island, I decided to at least do something. Leaves and twigs I collected, and I created a laurel wreath. I remembered seeing one and hearing stories about champions of sports who received them. The wreath was a mockery of what I was, yet still, I moved my fingers with the branched. Scratches marred my hands afterward. On my head, I placed it and picked up my lyre. I plucked the strings and sang a tune, waiting for sunset. When it finally arrived, I let the vibrant oranges and pinks the sun painted the sky with and the comforting sounds of my lyre lull me to sleep.

Three days on that wretched island passed. Composing songs, taking walks, and making laurel wreaths. All together, that only filled my mornings, the afternoons were filled with nothing. I hated every second. I spent most of my time swimming in the space I was allowed.

Cheers and shouts woke me up on the fourth night. The sky was still dark. Looking out into the sea, I saw floating lights. It was another ship. The laughter and shouts were deep and hearty; the voices were male. I swam as far as I could. Flags with a symbol of stacked coins blew in the night breeze. Blue eyes aboard the ship met my dark eyes. They lit up in horror.

“Siren, men, plug your ears!” he shouted to his fellow men.

As fast as I could, I began the routine of singing and stroking my lyre. The wind carried my voice, but it was too late. They were prepared. Men plugged their ears, and two of them started playing instruments as loudly as they could to drown out the charming sounds of my harmonies. But two men were too slow. They started running toward the edge of the ship, but a fellow sailor caught one briefly and said something to him. It was a fruitless attempt. My music wrapped around his brain, and he shook off the grip. The two men who couldn’t escape my voice jumped off the deck with a splash. Swimming toward me, the corners of my mouth lifted. Finally.

The rest of the men onboard tried to shout to their lost friends, but it was useless. The men who were swimming toward me as I led them to my island were enthralled by my music. Once they reached my island, their crewmates knew it would be a pathetic attempt to save their friends and kept sailing. I grabbed my small comb that was with my toga. As I lulled one man to sleep with my voice, I looked into the eyes of my next meal. Tears silently rolled down my face. Hatred toward myself and what I craved filled me. I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I rested the sharp side of the comb against his pale neck.

“I’m sorry,” I cried.

At that moment I had stopped singing, he replied, “Then don’t—”

Blood poured from his neck as I let the blade glide across his throat. He wouldn’t understand that I couldn’t help myself. I couldn’t control what I was. A monster. A creature born out of the raging, unforgiving sea.

As my sharp teeth dug into his sweet flesh, I hated myself. When I was full, I moved the body to the other end of the island. When I came back, the other man was still asleep, and my spell wouldn’t wear off for a few hours. Until then, I laid down next to him, staring at the star-filled sky, and fell back to sleep, praying that it would be undisturbed. 

At least the Gods granted me that. 

As my eyes cracked open in the late morning, I laid there staring at the man beside me, memorizing his face. His eyes slowly opened as well. When he saw me, he awoke with a start and started backing away from me as quickly as he could.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I told him. I meant it, too.

“Where’s Adrian?” he asked.

I lied, “I let him go.”

He looked at me with apprehension, not believing me. I didn’t blame him, and I knew what he would ask me next.

“Why? Can you let me go too? Please, I have gold I can give you, anything—”

“I don’t want any of that,” I meant it, and he believed me as well, “I let him go because I didn’t need two people. You don’t want to leave me,” I sang this last part.

“No, I don’t,” he replied as I still hummed a tune to keep him enthralled.

I stopped humming and reached out to touch his face. He pulled back, and I hesitated. Reaching out again, he didn’t flinch as I rested my pale hand on his bronzed face. I was intrigued by what it would feel like to be a human. The sun had left its mark on his skin, and it was fascinating. Pulling my hand back, I looked away. I had to accept what I was, and I knew I couldn’t change it. Some part of me still wanted to let him go, but memories of loneliness prevented me.

“Stay here. I’ll get us something to eat,” I spoke.

Ocean water greeted me as I dove into its waves and caught fish. When I returned, he was still there. I tossed him a fish, and he just stared at it. I forgot they don’t like to eat it raw. Using the blade on my comb, I skinned the fish for him, then tore into mine with my teeth.

“Eat it,” I ordered.

He picked at it, then grudgingly put pieces of it into his mouth. I welcomed the presence of eating with someone else.

When he was done with his fish, he asked me, “What’s your name?”

“Monadikós. And yours?”

“Seftis,” he muttered. “Why don’t you leave this island? There’s nothing here.”

I nodded my head in agreement, “It’s not my choice. I’m stuck here.”

Fear filled his eyes, “You’re cursed by the Gods.”

“No, no, it was an act of revenge on my father, Poseidon, by the Gorgon, Medusa.”

He relaxed a bit but was still hesitant. I grabbed two laurel wreaths I had made, and I place one on my head, and one on his. Seftis smiled when I placed it on his head, and something stirred inside me.

I asked him to tell me about his adventures on the sea. Certainly, he had many tales. Stories of when the waves were angry and clouds darkened the sky. Rumors of infamous captains and gossip about who ruled the seas, he told me everything. His words were as captivating to me as my voice was to men. In return, I told him what happened to me as well. My shoulders felt lighter after I told him of my harsh journey. We spent the rest of the day sharing memories. Silver pooled around my eyes when I mentioned my sisters. A tear had slipped, and he reached out to wipe it away.

When we had finished our tales, he asked me to teach him how to fish with his bare hands. We spent the rest of the afternoon hunting scales. He had caught two fish by the time the sun started setting. We ate them, and as the sun dipped into the waves, I strung my lyre and sang. He looked at me not with that dazed face that men did when I lured them, but in wonder. We fell asleep lying next to each other with the stars watching over us.

The stars were still shining when a rustling woke me. Seftis was not beside me. Panicked, I looked around. He was in the ocean swimming to floating lights that illuminated red flags. His friends had come back for him, and he had abandoned me without a second thought. 

I let out a piercing shriek. He swam faster, his crewmates urging him on. I remembered when I saw, right before I lured him off the ship, someone stopped him and whispered in his ear. Maybe he knew his friends would come back for him. Did he pretend to enjoy my company?

Singing with the strength of a hundred angry storms, I urged him to come back to me. He couldn’t resist my voice. Even though he tried, he swam back. His crewmate’s cries grew louder, but it could not stop him or my rage. They had plugged their ears and played music to drown out my voice, but Seftis did not. 

When Seftis returned to me, I slit his throat with my comb without a second thought. Just as quickly as he forgot about me. His crewmates were ready, though. They flung arrows in my direction, but they all missed. Shrieking as loudly as I could, I heard the sound of glass breaking on the ship. They started sailing in the other direction, accepting their failed rescue. My throat hurt, and I collapsed onto the cool sand. 

Five days I laid on that wretched island. Not a ship in sight. 

I assumed the men who sailed with the red flags most likely warned other sailors about this route. Some days I just floated on the water for hours, hoping to drift into the sea. 

One day I swam around the sea floor, as much as I was allowed, but it was mainly rocks and sand. I knew the treasures the ocean kept hidden was in its depths where I could not reach. Boredom scratched my mind. I missed the voice of Seftis. Sometimes I regretted what I had done, but his betrayal still hurt. 

Five days of absolutely nothing but the sound of waves.

Then I heard the booming of wings. After five days of solitude, it startled me. I regretted my wish for company. The familiar sound of it—of her, made my blood chill. A dark speck, like a stain in the sky, kept coming closer. I shut my eyes and soon heard the hissing of snakes. Waiting with my eyes closed, my heart raced when I heard her land.

“Gone crazy yet?” she laughed to herself and grabbed my face. “Look at me and end your miserable life,” she whispered.

A part of me wanted to. What is left? The world is out of my grasp, why should I stay in it? But the part of me that softened with Seftis fought back. Hope, however little, still lined my heart. 

Medusa kept taunting me to look into her eyes, and she threw insults my way about my now useless life. She questioned my purpose, the point of my existence, and I started to question it too. It went on for almost an hour. Leave this prison, a voice inside whispered. Be free. But the other voice whispered, you still have so much to see. When her frustration grew, she slid her sharp nails across my cheek. Three lines would forever mar my face.

I was about to succumb and open my eyes when I heard her say, “Stupid girl. I offer you freedom from this lonely rock, and you won’t take it. Here’s a little gift for you, so you will realize it’s best to change your mind. I’ll be back tomorrow,” she dropped something on the ground beside me with a thump.

She let go of my face and flew off. When the hissing of snakes and booming of wings faded, I opened my eyes. A sob broke from me. The gift she had left me was Peisinoe’s stone head. Her face would forever be frozen in fear. I cried enough to create my ocean, I screamed in rage and pain. Peisinoe may have been harsh to me, but she was my sister. I grew up with her. Sobs shook my body. I knew my decision and saw how stupid I was to even have a shred of hope. 

I was stuck here, and the only way out was death.

But I was not going to give Medusa the pleasure of killing me herself. With determin-ation, I grabbed my ivory comb and rested it against my throat. Grabbing it tightly, I was prepared to let it slid across, then I heard the crunching of leaves, and I turned around. Someone is here.

A man with long black hair and eyes as dark as the starless sky approached me. He wore flowing black robes, and his toga was decorated with gold. He reached me and grabbed my hand that held the comb.

His eyes met mine, and he asked, “I am the God of the Underworld, and I do not want to see you in my realm just yet. I want to offer you something instead. You can slit your throat and enter the Underworld like all the other souls, or you can help me.”

I tried to stay calm in front of the presence of Hades, “Wha-what do you need my help with?”

“Sometimes, my brother, Poseidon, makes it hard for me to reach souls that have died at sea. If you are willing, I am asking you to guide those who die at sea to the Underworld.”

Words couldn’t form in my head. I finally was able to ask, “Me? But I’m stuck here.”

“Monadikós, I can change that,” he merely replied.

Thinking it through, I understood that I would be in servitude, but I didn’t mind it. In fact, the idea seemed lovely to me. All my life I have been killing humans, wishing I hadn’t. Now I could at least help lost souls. I would get back my home, the sea.

Hades was about to try to convince me further when I cut him off, “Yes. Get me out of here, and I will help those who need guidance to the Underworld.”

A small smile graced his lips. He picked up one of the multiple laurel wreaths I had made and glanced at the three scratches on my cheek as he gently placed it on my head.

He held out his hand, “Shall we?”

I took his hand, and we journeyed to the Underworld, never looking back.
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