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Dedication

To those who remain,
not because the world remembers them,
but because someone still needs a door to open.

Some places are not haunted by death, but by what refused to leave.
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Prologue - The Ruins, Present Day

The gate was open.

She had not planned to stop.

She had driven past the brown heritage sign more times than she could remember. Thetford Priory. English Heritage. Free Entry. The words had become part of the road over the years, seen and dismissed, noticed and postponed, always followed by the same quiet promise she made to herself whenever she passed.

One day.

When there was time.

There had never been time. Not really. There were errands, messages, work, tired evenings, wet mornings, things to buy, people to call, ordinary reasons to keep moving. The sign remained where it was, plain and patient, pointing away from the road towards something older than all her excuses.

That afternoon, she slowed before she fully understood why.

The sky had begun to soften over Thetford, and the late autumn light lay thinly across the trees. A car passed behind her. Ahead, the road bent towards town. For a moment she kept both hands on the wheel, looking at the sign as if it had asked her something.

Then she turned in.

The lane was short and quiet. Damp grass pressed close to the edges of the track, and beyond it the ruins rose in broken lines against the pale sky. At first they seemed smaller than she had expected. Then, as she parked and stepped out of the car, they seemed larger. Not in height, exactly, but in presence, as if what remained was only the visible part of something that had not entirely gone.

She stood beside the car for a moment without moving.

The place was not silent. Birds shifted in the trees. Somewhere beyond the walls, traffic moved with the dull insistence of the present. From the direction of the town came the faint sound of ordinary life continuing without concern.

And yet beneath all of it there was a stillness that did not feel empty.

It felt as if the ruins were waiting.

She followed the path slowly.

The grass was dark with damp beneath her shoes. Old flint held the cold of the day. Broken arches opened towards the sky. Walls rose without roofs, and spaces that had once been rooms now held wind, moss and shadow. She had seen photographs of the priory before, but photographs had made it seem simple. Stone. History. Ruin. Here, standing inside it, the place refused to be only what it looked like.

A notice board stood near the path.

She stopped to read.

Founded in 1103.
A Cluniac priory.
Dissolved in 1540.
Surrendered by its last prior, William Ixworth.
The facts were clear. Clean. Useful.

Too clean, perhaps.

She read them carefully, because she had come wanting to understand, but the words did not explain the feeling that had begun before she reached the first wall. Dissolved was such a quiet word. It made an ending sound almost natural, as if a house of prayer, labour, hunger, fear, shelter and memory could simply thin into air because men had written that it must.

She looked up from the board.

The ruins gave no answer.

She walked on.

Near what had once been the chapter house, she stopped without knowing why. There was little there to hold anyone for long: low stone, exposed flint, grass growing darker where the ground dipped, a few leaves pressed flat by damp. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that should have made her pause.

Still, she remained.

The air felt different there.

Not colder. Not exactly.

Only closer.

She turned towards the place where the church had once stood whole. It took effort to imagine it: the height of the roof, the order of the buildings, the movement of men whose days had been shaped by bells, prayer and discipline. She tried to picture voices filling the stone, townspeople standing at the back, travellers waiting near the gate, the poor coming because some doors were supposed to open.

For a moment, she almost saw it.

Then the wind moved through the broken walls, and the image loosened.

She smiled faintly at herself.

Ruins did that. They asked to be completed. They invited the mind to place roofs where there was sky, faces where there were shadows, sound where there was only air.

That was all.

Probably.

Then, somewhere behind her, a bird lifted suddenly from the stone.

She turned.

Nothing moved.

The path behind her lay empty. The gate stood open in the distance. Beyond it, the ordinary world waited with its roads, engines, voices and unfinished tasks.

She listened for a moment longer.

There was nothing to hear.

Nothing she could name.

And yet, standing among the broken walls of Thetford Priory, she had the strange and certain feeling that she had not entered an empty place.

She had been noticed.
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Chapter One  - Market Day
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The market came to life before the sun had properly risen.

By the time the first light touched the rooftops of Thetford, the stalls along the old market way were already taking shape between the river and the higher ground near the castle. Trestles were hauled from carts, cloth was thrown across rough boards, baskets were opened, barrels rolled into place, and voices rose through the morning chill with the practised impatience of people who had known one another too long to waste courtesy before trade.

Near the river, geese complained loudly at being moved from a place they had clearly decided belonged to them. A dog slipped between the legs of the traders, hopeful and ignored. Somewhere close by, a boy dropped a crate of onions and was cursed by a man who had cursed him for the same thing the week before.

Thetford woke like this twice a week, not gently, but with purpose.

Agnes Wren had been awake long before the market.

She came along the street with a basket on one arm and a folded cloth tucked beneath the other, her steps quick, though not hurried. At thirty-six, she had the look of a woman who had learned to save her strength for the parts of the day that would demand it most. Her dress was plain, dark at the hem from the damp of the street, and her hair, though mostly hidden beneath a linen coif, had already begun to escape in loose strands near her temples.

She sold what she could, bought what she must, and listened to everything.

That was how one survived in Thetford.

Not by knowing only the price of grain or the mood of the weather, but by hearing what people were afraid to say directly. Who had fallen ill. Which family had lost work. Whose daughter had gone into service and not written home. Which trader had brought news from Norwich. Which traveller had come from the south with stories that made men lower their voices.

The market told the town what the town did not yet know about itself.

Beyond the movement of stalls and bodies, the dark flint of St Peter’s rose against the pale morning. The townspeople called it the Black Church, not with fear, but with the familiarity one gives to something that has always been there. Its walls looked almost black where the damp clung to the stone, and Agnes had known that shape all her life: the church in the town, the church of baptisms and burials, of ordinary prayers and ordinary grief.

Further away, beyond the roofs and the noise, the presence of the priory was felt before it was seen.

Thetford Priory did not belong to the town in quite the same way as St Peter’s or St Cuthbert’s. It stood apart, and yet it was woven into everything. Its bells crossed the river and the streets. Its alms reached kitchens that had no bread. Its infirmary received bodies that could no longer carry themselves. Its prayers filled hours that most people could not name but had learned to live by.

Agnes paused beside a stall of coarse linen, waiting while two men argued over the measure of a length of cloth. The seller insisted he had cut it fair. The buyer insisted he had measured with the generosity of a thief. Neither was truly angry. They had done this before, and both understood that the argument was part of the price.

“Morning, Agnes,” the seller said when he noticed her.

“Morning, Will.”

“You buying, or only watching me being accused?”

“That depends on whether the accusation is true.”

He grinned and shook the cloth out again with wounded dignity.

Agnes smiled, but her attention had already moved beyond him.

Across the street, near the bread-seller’s stall, a woman in grey had stopped to speak with an old man seated on an upturned crate. She was not young, though not old either, and there was something in the way she stood that made people give her space without being asked. Her clothing was plain, almost severe, but clean, and the grey wool made her easy to recognise even in the morning crowd.

Some called her Sister Elenor.

Others called her the woman from St George’s.

Agnes had never been entirely sure what title belonged to her now. Before the King’s men began putting their hands into holy places, Elenor had been attached to the women of St George’s, south of the river, where the old nunnery had stood in quiet service for generations. Since that house had been taken, she had remained in Thetford like a candle kept burning after the chapel had been stripped around it.

She did not belong fully to St Cuthbert’s, though she was often seen near its doors. She did not belong to St Peter’s, though its poor knew her. She certainly did not belong to the great priory of monks, though men from that house greeted her with the respect given to one who shared their work, if not their walls.

She belonged, Agnes sometimes thought, to need itself.

Elenor tended the sick, carried herbs, spoke with widows, visited the poor and appeared, somehow, wherever suffering had gathered before anyone else had noticed it.

That morning, she carried two baskets: one empty, the other holding a small parcel wrapped in linen.

Agnes watched as Elenor bent slightly towards the old man. She did not touch him. She did not crowd him. She simply listened, and after a little while the old man’s shoulders lowered, as if the weight he had been carrying had shifted just enough to let him breathe.

“That one sees everything,” Will muttered beside Agnes.

“Maybe because the rest of us look away.”

He gave her a sideways glance.

“You sound like her.”

“There are worse people to sound like.”

Before he could answer, a bell carried over the roofs from the direction of the priory.

It was not loud enough to silence the market, but it changed it. Just slightly. A few heads lifted. One woman crossed herself. A boy who had been chasing the dog stopped as if remembering something he had been told to respect. Then the market resumed, though for a breath or two it seemed to move beneath the bell rather than over it.

Agnes looked west, beyond the rooftops.

Thetford Priory had always seemed to her both near and unreachable. Its walls stood close enough that its bells marked the rhythm of her days, yet the place itself carried an age and authority beyond the town’s ordinary quarrels. It had been founded, people said, by Roger Bigod more than four hundred years before, when Norman names still settled themselves over English land. It belonged to the Cluniacs, monks of a great order whose prayers reached beyond Thetford, beyond Norfolk, beyond England itself.

Agnes did not know much about Cluny, nor did she pretend to.

She knew what the priory was to the town.

It was bread when there was none. A bed when the road had broken a traveller. A place where the sick might be looked at without first being asked what they could pay. It was candles, bells, funerals, feast days, processions, alms, Latin words most people could not understand but had heard all their lives. It was a place where the great were buried and the poor were fed, and somehow both facts existed under the same roof.

When the bell sounded, Thetford heard more than metal.

It heard order.

It heard promise.

It heard that something still held.

Elenor crossed the street towards Agnes, the empty basket now heavier with three small loaves and a twist of dried leaves.

“You are early,” Agnes said.

“So are you.”

“I have bread to buy.”

“And I have bread to beg for.”

Agnes raised an eyebrow.

“From Walter?”

“From Walter.”

“Then God give you patience.”

Elenor’s mouth softened, not quite into a smile.

“God gave me practice instead.”

Across the way, Walter the bread-seller saw them looking and immediately became busy with a tray of loaves.

Agnes laughed.

“He fears you.”

“No,” Elenor said. “He fears being seen clearly.”

They walked together for a short distance, moving with the slow current of the market. A man passed carrying rope over one shoulder. Two girls with baskets of eggs stepped carefully through the mud. Near the fish stall, a heated argument had begun over the smell of something that no one, not even the seller, could honestly call fresh.

“Your father?” Elenor asked.

Agnes glanced at her.

“As he was yesterday. Some breath, some temper.”

“Pain?”

“He says no.”

“Then yes.”

Agnes nodded.

“He will not let anyone look at him.”

“Then I will come when he is too tired to argue.”

“He says he does not want charity.”

Elenor stopped at the edge of the street, and for a moment the movement of the market passed around them.

“Then do not call it charity,” she said. “Call it a visit.”

Agnes looked at her for a while, then lowered her eyes.

“He will still complain.”

“Good. Complaining is proof that he has strength enough left to waste.”

Despite herself, Agnes smiled.

The bell had faded now, but in its absence the day seemed fully begun. More people were entering the market from the side streets, and with them came the small urgencies of ordinary life: a farmer arguing over oats, a woman counting coins twice before buying salt, a traveller asking the way to Bury, and a child crying because he had lost sight of his mother, though she stood only three stalls away.

Then Agnes noticed the monk near the eastern edge of the market.

He wore the black habit of the priory, plain and heavy, the cloth dark against the morning’s colour. He was not old, though he had the stillness of someone older. He stood beside a cart where a tired-looking woman was trying to lift a sack she could not manage, and instead of offering instruction, he simply bent and lifted it for her.

The woman thanked him. He bowed his head. She spoke again, longer this time, and he listened as if he had nowhere else to be.

“Brother Edrin,” Elenor said, following Agnes’s gaze.

“You know him?”

“I know of him.”

“That means yes.”

“That means he listens more than he speaks.”

Agnes watched him. There were monks who moved through town like men passing through a lesser world on their way back to God. Brother Edrin did not. He seemed to stand inside the life around him, not above it, noticing the places where people had begun to bend under burdens they had no words for.

The woman at the cart wiped her hands on her apron and said something that made him look towards the priory. His expression changed only slightly, but Agnes saw it.

Concern, perhaps.

Or recognition.

Elenor saw it too.

“What is it?” Agnes asked.

But Elenor did not answer.

A merchant from the south had arrived the evening before, and by morning his news had already begun to move through the market. Agnes had heard fragments before sunrise: houses closed, bells silenced, men with seals and papers, abbots made to sign, silver weighed, roofs stripped. Much of it sounded too distant to touch Thetford. Much of it sounded too close to ignore.

Near Walter’s stall, two men had lowered their voices.

“I heard Walsingham has fallen.”

“Then none of them are safe.”

“The Duke will not let them do the same to Thetford.”

“The Duke does not sit on the King’s throne.”

The words were gone almost as soon as Agnes heard them, swallowed by the market’s noise, but they left something behind.

Elenor’s face had become very still.

Agnes looked from her to Brother Edrin, then towards the priory tower beyond the roofs. For the first time that morning, the building did not look entirely permanent.

It looked very old.

And very still.

“Come,” Elenor said quietly. “We should finish before the crowd thickens.”

Agnes wanted to ask what she had heard, what she feared, whether the stories were true, but the market moved around them, alive and loud, refusing to make room for dread before its time.

So she said nothing.

They went on buying what could be bought, asking for what might be spared, and pretending, as people often do, that the shape of the day had not changed.

By noon, the market would thin.

By evening, the bell would sound again.

And on Sunday, Agnes would walk with half the town towards the priory, where the brothers would sing and the stone would hold their voices as it always had.

For now, that was enough.

For now, Thetford still believed in tomorrow.
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Chapter Two - The House of Our Lady
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By Sunday morning, the road to the priory was already busy.

People did not arrive all at once, nor in silence. They came in small groups from the town, some walking with the slow dignity of habit, others with children pulling at their hands or baskets tucked beneath their arms. The old came early, as they always did, trusting neither their legs nor the patience of younger people. Traders came later, dressed better than they had been at market, their hands scrubbed but still marked by work. A few travellers joined the flow without fully belonging to it, drawn by the sight of others moving in the same direction.

Agnes walked with her father on one side and her son on the other.

Her father, Thomas, insisted he did not need support, which meant he leaned more heavily on her arm than he would ever admit. His breath had been poor through the night, and his temper had worsened with it. Beside her, twelve-year-old Matthew walked with the restless energy of a boy forced into clean clothes and public piety, kicking at small stones until Agnes gave him a look sharp enough to still his foot.

“You will wear through those shoes before harvest,” she said.

“They are already worn.”

“And whose fault is that?”

Matthew considered this with the caution of someone walking into a trap.

“The road’s?”

Thomas gave a dry laugh that ended in a cough.

Agnes tightened her hand around his arm. “Do not encourage him.”

“I am old. Encouraging boys to trouble their mothers is one of the few privileges left to me.”

“You have too many privileges already.”

The old man smiled at that, but his breath caught before he could answer. Agnes slowed without making it obvious. Her father noticed anyway and scowled at the road ahead.

“I can walk.”

“I know.”

“Then do not treat me as if I cannot.”

“I am treating you as if I would like you to arrive before the Gospel.”

Matthew looked up at the priory in the distance and, for once, said nothing.

The building rose beyond the ordinary edges of the town, not hidden from Thetford but set apart from it, as if distance gave it room to be what it was. Its walls and roofs gathered the morning light differently from the houses below. The church, long and imposing, lifted itself above the surrounding buildings, while the gatehouse received the movement of people with an authority that belonged neither to a lord’s hall nor a parish church, but to something older and more certain.

To Agnes, who had known it all her life, the priory still had the power to make her straighten as she approached.

It was not only size. There were larger things in the world, or so travellers said. It was the sense of order. The sense that everything there had a place: the church, the cloister, the infirmary, the guest spaces, the kitchens, the gardens, the stores, the quiet passages into which ordinary townspeople never went. Even the poor waiting near the outer court seemed held within a pattern, as though the priory knew how to receive sorrow without being overwhelmed by it.

At the gate, a lay brother directed people with practised calm.

“Town folk to the church. Travellers wait by the outer court. If you seek alms, remain near the wall until Brother Martin comes.”

No one argued. Not loudly, at least.

Agnes saw Elenor before Elenor saw her.

The woman in grey stood near the side of the gate, speaking with a young mother whose child clung to her skirt. Elenor was not part of the priory household, not properly, but no one moved her away. The brothers had long ago accepted what the town already knew: Elenor went where need required her, and it was often easier to let her do so than explain why she should not.

When she looked up and saw Agnes, her gaze moved at once to Thomas.

“You came,” she said.

Thomas grunted. “Against my better judgement.”

“Then your better judgement must be very lonely today.”

Matthew laughed before he could stop himself. Thomas looked offended, though not enough to hide his amusement.

Elenor stepped closer. “You slept badly.”

“I slept.”

“That was not my question.”

Thomas narrowed his eyes at her. “Do you speak to everyone like this?”

“Only to those who think age excuses stubbornness.”

Agnes looked away before her smile betrayed her. Elenor placed no hand on him, made no public fuss, and asked no more in front of others. She simply said, “After the service, wait by the door to the infirmary court. I have something that may ease the chest.”

“I said I did not want charity.”

“And I said it was a visit.”

“You said that to her.”

“I say many things twice when men do not listen the first time.”

Thomas muttered something Agnes chose not to hear.

The bell sounded above them, deeper now than it had from the market. Here, close to the church, it did not merely carry through the air; it seemed to enter the body, settling in the ribs before fading out into the morning.

The movement towards the church became steadier. Agnes guided her father through the doorway, Matthew walking ahead with sudden seriousness.

Inside, the air was cooler. The smell of stone, wax and old incense met them immediately, familiar and solemn. Light entered through high openings, softened by distance, falling across pillars and worn flooring where generations had stood before them. Voices dropped without instruction. Even children seemed to understand that noise behaved differently there.

The monks were already in place.

Black habits formed a line of shadow and discipline, their faces partially lowered, their bodies held within the order of the service. Agnes did not know all their names, though she recognised some by posture or movement. Brother Martin, broad and practical. Brother Anselm, always looking as if his thoughts had left before the rest of him. And Brother Edrin, standing slightly apart without truly separating himself, his gaze lowered, his stillness more attentive than distant.

The townspeople gathered at the back and along the side spaces assigned to them by habit rather than rule. No one needed to be told where to stand. The richer merchants edged forward, the labourers remained behind them, widows found their familiar place near the wall, and children were pulled close before they could invent new sins.

Then the chant began.

It rose slowly, one voice gathering another until the sound became larger than the men who made it. Agnes had heard Latin all her life without understanding most of it, yet the lack of meaning had never made the chant empty. If anything, it made it belong to the place more than to any single person. The sound moved through the church, touching stone, timber, breath and skin, and for a few moments the town stood inside something older than its own worries.

Her father’s breathing eased beside her.

Agnes noticed because she always noticed.

Matthew stood unusually still.

Near the side, Elenor had lowered her head. She did not sing with the monks. She could not have belonged to that order, nor to that enclosed rhythm of men and rule, yet there was nothing foreign in the way she stood there. She carried her own silence with her, shaped by St George’s, by sickrooms, by kitchens where grief sat beside hunger, by years of prayer spoken while hands were busy with work.

Edrin glanced once towards the townspeople.

It was brief, so brief Agnes might have missed it had she not already been watching. His eyes passed over the gathered faces, not searching for devotion, but measuring need. He saw Thomas leaning too much weight onto one leg. He saw the young mother from the gate holding her child too close. He saw a traveller near the rear who had not removed his gloves because his hands were shaking.

Then his gaze returned to the service.

Agnes wondered whether monks were supposed to notice such things during prayer.

Perhaps some prayers required it.

When the chant faded, the silence that followed was not empty. It belonged to everyone there, to the monks who had sung, to the townspeople who had listened, to those who had come for God, for habit, for food, for medicine, for comfort, or simply because the bell had told them where to be.

Then the service moved on, and ordinary bodies began to remember themselves. Someone coughed. A child shifted. A woman whispered a correction to a boy who had crossed himself too late. Life returned carefully, as if stepping back into a room after being asked to wait outside.

Afterwards, the priory opened itself in layers.

Those who had come only for worship drifted slowly towards the gate, pausing to speak in low voices. Others remained because worship had never been the only reason they came. The poor gathered where they knew bread would be given. Travellers were directed towards the guest area. The sick waited with embarrassed patience near the infirmary door, as though illness were a personal failure that had become visible.

Agnes brought her father to the place Elenor had named.

Thomas objected twice before they reached it, once on principle and once because Matthew nearly trod on the back of his shoe. By the time they arrived, Elenor was already there with a small pouch of herbs and a cup of warm water.

Brother Edrin stood beside her.

Agnes slowed.

Elenor noticed.

“Brother Edrin has been helping with the infirmary stores,” she said.

“That is a generous description,” Edrin replied. “Mostly I carry what I am told to carry.”

“A holy calling,” Thomas muttered.

Edrin looked at him, and something like amusement touched his face. “Not all callings are glorious.”

“No,” Thomas said. “Some smell of boiled roots.”

Elenor handed him the cup. “Drink.”

“I have not agreed.”

“You came this far. Do not waste the journey.”

He took it with theatrical reluctance, which fooled no one.

Agnes watched as her father drank. He grimaced, but he did not hand it back unfinished. That alone told her the night had frightened him more than he would admit.

“Will it help?” she asked quietly.

“It may ease him,” Elenor said. “It will not make him sensible.”

“Nothing has.”

Edrin looked towards Matthew, who had been staring at the inner court beyond the passage.

“Have you seen the cloister before?” he asked.

Matthew shook his head. “Only from there.”

He pointed vaguely in the direction of the public spaces.

“Would you like to?”

Agnes opened her mouth to refuse, not because she objected but because mothers often begin with refusal when surprised. Edrin seemed to understand.

“Only the outer walk,” he said. “And only if your mother permits it.”

Matthew turned to her with the disciplined desperation of a boy trying not to beg.

Agnes looked at Elenor.

“He will touch something.”

“Almost certainly,” Elenor said.

“He will ask questions.”

“Better than stealing answers.”

Agnes sighed. “Do not run. Do not shout. Do not climb anything. Do not disgrace me.”

Matthew nodded solemnly, accepting the terms as if he had not already considered breaking each one.

Edrin led him a short distance into the outer part of the cloister, where townspeople were rarely brought unless they had business there. Agnes watched from where she stood with her father, unable to follow but able to see enough. Matthew’s head tilted back at the arches. Edrin spoke quietly, pointing not with importance but with care, explaining something about the way the buildings held the daily life of the house: the church, the chapter house, the refectory, the dormitory above, the passage of men through prayer, work, food and rest.

For Matthew, it was another world.

For Edrin, Agnes thought, it was simply home.

And for Thetford, it was something more complicated than either.

The priory fed the town, but it also stood above it. It buried the noble dead in places where the poor would never lie, yet it gave bread to children whose names no stone would keep. It was rich in land and poor in patience for waste. It belonged to God, to the order, to old families, to Rome once, to England now, to powers Agnes would never fully understand.

But on mornings like this, with her father breathing a little easier and her son looking at the cloister as if he had been shown the inside of a secret, Agnes knew what it meant in the simplest possible way.

It was where people came when they needed more than the town could give.

Near the gate, a group of travellers had arrived late. Their boots were pale with road dust, and one carried his arm close to his chest. Brother Martin moved towards them with bread. Another brother went for water. Elenor saw them too and placed the empty cup back in Agnes’s hand.

“I will come by your house before dusk,” she said.

Thomas made a sound of protest.

“I was speaking to your daughter,” Elenor told him.

Edrin returned with Matthew, who was trying and failing to appear unimpressed.

“It is bigger inside,” the boy said.

“Most things are,” Edrin replied, “when one is allowed to see more of them.”

Agnes thanked him, though she was not sure whether she thanked him for showing Matthew the cloister, helping her father, or simply being the kind of man who noticed without making people feel seen in their weakness.

As they left the priory, the sun had climbed high enough to warm the outer walls. People still moved through the gate in both directions: the fed and the hungry, the healed and the waiting, the grateful and the ashamed. The bell would sound again later, and then again at day’s end, and Thetford would hear it as it always had.

Agnes looked back once before the road bent towards the town.

The priory stood in the light, vast and certain.

She could not imagine it silent.

Not then.
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The House of Our Lady before the fall
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