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         HISTORIANS FIND THE MIDDLE AGES A PERIOD SHROUDED IN MYSTERY. ON THE ONE HAND, SOURCES SPEAK OF GREEDY KINGS AND CORRUPT POPES WHO FLOURISHED DURING A TIME OF WIDESPREAD HUNGER, DISEASE AND SERVITUDE. ON THE OTHER, NOBLER THOUGHTS BEGAN TO FLOURISH. LED BY THEIR BLIND FAITH IN THE WORD OF GOD, HOLY ORDERS OF KNIGHTS ATTEMPTED TO PROTECT THE WEAK.
   

         THE MOST POWERFUL WAS THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR, LOVED BY THE PEOPLE AND WHOSE CODE WAS THE EPITOME OF HONOUR. BUT THE KNIGHTS SLOWLY SUCCUMBED TO DARK FORCES – IF CONTEMPORARY RUMOURS ARE TO BE BELIEVED.
   

         THE ORDER MADE ALLIANCES WITH MUSLIM PRINCES, PERFORMED DEVILISH RITUALS AND WERE CORRUPTED BY THEIR IMMENSE WEALTH. AND THEN ONE FATEFUL DAY THE KNIGHTHOOD’S MOST DANGEROUS ENEMY DECIDED TO STRIKE – WITH FATAL CONSEQUENCES. THIS IS THE STORY OF THE RISE AND FALL OF THE KNIGHTS, THEIR LIFE ON AND OFF THE BATTLEFIELD, AND THE HUNT FOR THEIR LEGENDARY TREASURE.
   

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Downfall of the knights templars
   

         

         
            For two centuries, the Knights Templar were one of the Middle Ages’ strongest powers until an indebted king and a weak pope annihilated them. Today, historians are re-evaluating the brothers who amassed immense wealth, admitted to Devil worship – and perhaps continue to exist.
   

         

         It was late afternoon on 18th March 1314 when two men rowed out on the River Seine towards Île des Juifs. The sun was setting over Paris when the men landed, but they could still see the bonfire they were supposed to light. It was small – deliberately so – with only a few pieces of firewood. Men had to burn slowly so that they had time to confess their sins. As the fire licked up their legs, they would have a chance to admit their heresy before they met God. One of the men who would burn was Jacques de Molay, grand master of the Knights Templar. On paper, his title made him one of God’s most-important servants on Earth, and the head of arguably the most powerful army in Europe. But nothing was as it had been. De Molay had spent the previous seven years in the dungeons of France’s king, Philip IV. Under horrific torture, the grand master had confessed to the most heinous practices that a Christian could imagine: he claimed that the order worshipped false gods and performed devilish rituals in which his knights urinated on Jesus’ cross and participated in gay orgies. Now, Jacques de Molay would be burned at the stake for his words. Historical records state that de Molay and another brother from the order, Geoffroy de Charney, were roasted for hours before death finally came – and the era of the Knights Templar officially came to an end. In the beginning, the Knights had been known for their extraordinary valour in the defence of Christendom, but by the start of the 14th century the order’s merits had been forgotten. Instead, everyone was talking about how the order worshipped the Devil. But as de Molay died on the slow-burning bonfire, so too did his knowledge of the Templars’ secrets and relics. Ever since, people have sought to recover the truth about the order’s hidden treasures, its destruction and the conspiracy cooked up by the French king and the pope that helped to bring it about.

         Nine knights started it all
   

         The story of the Knights Templar began with nine veterans of the crusades who, awakened by God’s fire, swore monastic oaths and pledged to protect the thousands of Christian pilgrims travelling the roads towards Jerusalem. Preserved documents reveal that the leader of this group, a French nobleman called Hugues de Payens, asked for an audience with King Baldwin II of Jerusalem in 1119. At the meeting, de Payens requested the monarch’s permission to establish an order of nine godly men who could protect religious devotees during their pilgrimage to the Holy Land. At this time, the journey through the Middle East was notoriously dangerous with robbers and assailants only too happy to prey on travellers from the West. Hugues de Payens was willing to break with all monastic principles to secure their route: his warrior monks would use swords – unheard of at a time when religious orders knelt in prayer and left any fighting to knights.

         The king was clearly impressed by De Payens’ passion and immediately told the nine men nominated by the Frenchman to establish a headquarters in a wing of his palace at Temple Mount in Jerusalem – one of the world’s holiest sites for Jews, Muslims and Christians. It was here that the legendary King Solomon was said to have built a temple to house the Ark of the Covenant, a casket that contained the original Ten Commandments. In time, the brothers’ base at Temple Mount would give Hugues de Payens’ new order its name – The Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon – or the Knights Templar as we know them today.

         Rumours hinted at secret treasures
   

         The order’s first year is not well documented, but some sources say that the Knights hired French masons and stone cutters to dig beneath Temple Mount. From the very beginning, the Knights kept the work secret, which only helped to fuel questions: what were the brothers digging for? Were they hired by the pope? And what were they doing at their secret headquarters?

         Within a few short years, the order was the subject of all kinds of wild speculation. Rumours claimed that large treasures lay in the tunnels beneath Jerusalem and that the nine knights had unearthed Christianity’s holiest relics. Some believed the brothers had found Jesus’s cross and burial shroud, the Holy Grail and, yes, even the Ark of the Covenant. The medieval rumour mills were working flat out.

         What the Knights’ excavations found has never been revealed, but it’s true that a network of tunnels exists beneath Temple Mount. British Lieutenant Charles Warren proved that in 1867 when he led the first documented archaeological excavation of the holy site. The political and religious situation in Jerusalem was as volatile then as it is now, making it tricky for Warren and his unit of Royal Engineers to get permission for the dig. In fact, the city’s Muslim rulers only assented to excavations around Temple Mount, not beneath it. Undeterred, Warren pretended to dig at the foot of Temple Mount while secretly drilling his way through the rock.

         Warren’s sly methods led to the discovery of a number of tunnels and chambers as well as remains of a building that the archaeologist took to be Herod’s Temple. Herod the Great had built on the ruins of Solomon’s Temple, which had been destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC. Based on the building’s style and the state of the stones, Warren was certain that he had found the Roman king’s temple. He also found ancient walls, wells and aqueducts and drew a floor plan of the building among other observations.

         Unfortunately, Warren’s excavation disrupted prayers at the Al-Aqsa Mosque on top of Temple Mount. The team was attacked by angry Muslims and soon Warren was forced to halt his excavations. Archaeologists have recently tried to follow up on Warren’s work, but religious tensions between Muslims and Jews have made modern excavations under or near Temple Mount all but impossible.

         A single sentence proved fatal
   

         No one knows today whether the Knights Templar really found anything buried beneath Jerusalem in the order’s first year. What is known is that de Payens’ Knights soon became a powerful force in the Christian world.

         The Knights’ role in safeguarding the pilgrims made the order popular throughout Europe. Everyone was talking about the brave defenders of the faith. Princes and nobles lined up to donate to the order. In addition to large cash bequests, the Knights received agricultural land – complete with peasant labour force and a fixed income.

         In 1131, the king of Aragon, Alfonso the Battler, left his entire kingdom to three religious orders, including the Knights Templar. And as the reputation of the order grew, young men clamoured to be admitted. De Payens realised that in order to maintain discipline, the rapidly expanding monastic order needed codified regulations. Together with Abbot Bernard de Clairvaux, he began to draft the Rule of the Order of the Temple, which would later become known as the Latin Rule.

         This document contained regulations for everything from the length of a knight’s beard to the type of food they could eat on a Friday. In time, it contained 609 elaborate tenets and principles, and repeatedly emphasised the importance of humility and asceticism. For example, two knights had to share a single dish at the dinner table – a rule that continued to be observed even after the order had become rich and mighty. Of course, the order also demanded celibacy and forbade the brothers from recounting past sins or “carnal pleasures with most wretched women”.

         Historians agree that one stipulation in the Latin Rule stands out in particular. While it might seem insignificant at first sight, the 11th rule was key to the Knights’ code. It stated that before admitting a new member of the order, the brothers should “Test the soul to see if it comes from God”. At the same time, the aspirants had to swear never to reveal the secrets of the order to outsiders.

         For Hugues de Payens, the 11th rule’s guarantee of godliness had seemed important, but perhaps the grand master would have changed the wording if he had known how the interpretation of that particular phrase would lead to the brotherhood’s eventual downfall and the slow and painful death of his successor almost two centuries’ later. Historical sources show that the manner in which the soul was tested would, over time, become a bizarre experience for newly inaugurated Knights. And the mysterious ceremonies triggered sinister rumours, which played directly into the hands of the order’s enemies.

         But before word began to circulate about strange initiation rituals, the Knights were recognised as God’s true soldiers.

         Order received the pope’s protection
   

         In 1139, Pope Innocent II decreed that the Knights Templar order was no longer subject to local laws and ordinances but was only accountable to the Holy See itself. With this papal bull, the brotherhood became almost untouchable.

         The order used donated land to establish preceptories – satellite communities that helped train new Knights – throughout much of Europe. The brotherhood was especially well represented in France, but land and fortunes came from throughout the continent and the British Isles, and successive grand masters soon built a network of outposts outside the Holy Land from Scotland in the north-west to Cyprus in the south-east. By the middle of the 12th century, the Knights’ power base was beginning to take shape and the European map was dotted with their properties and possessions.

         In the preceptories, crusaders heading to the Holy Land could exchange gold for promissory notes that could be redeemed at the order’s offices in the Middle East. The Knights Templar, with its power and reputation for honesty, acted as guarantors for the money, and historians believe the scheme worked in a similar way to today’s traveller’s cheques. Soon, the Knights Templar expanded its financial services by lending money to kings and princes throughout Europe.

         The revenues earned funded a force of 3,000 Knights. This was one of history’s first examples of a standing army; medieval wars usually relied on mercenaries to fight the battles. In addition to feeding the knights, the order paid for horses, supplies, bodyguards and administrative staff. Accounts show that a large part of the order’s revenue was swallowed by military spending.

         Dangerous relations
   

         While the Knights Templar gained influence in Europe, the situation was different in the Holy Land. Wars raged against successive Muslim rulers and popes and European kings regularly called for crusades to defend Christian interests there. For the Templars, who numbered just a few thousand men, every life was precious. Instead of entering into conflict, the Knights preferred to take a more pragmatic, cooperative approach to relations with Muslim rulers in the region. The order even hired Muslim secretaries and exchanged ideas and knowledge with Middle Eastern potentates. By combining European ingenuity with Muslim knowledge, the Knights Templar became technological pioneers: the order had the best smiths, leathermakers and stone cutters. Templar military architects and engineers constructed some of the Middle Ages’ best defensive works. The order also had a fleet of ships and contributed to the development of both cartography and navigation, while its sea captains were among the first Europeans to use compasses.

         For the Knights Templar, it made good sense to work with the Muslims. But many Christians had difficulty understanding how the order could cooperate with a people they considered to be an enemy. In the eyes of some, the brothers were no longer God’s knights, but instead were agents of the Devil who were ceding the Holy Land to Islam.

         In time, stories that the order had deliberately undermined the crusades through its alliances with Muslim rulers began to spread; Annales Herbipolenses, an anonymous contemporary account, even claimed that the Knights received bribes from the ruler of Damascus, Mu’in ad-Din Unur, to sabotage the crusades.

         Such an accusation was poison for the order, but the brotherhood did little to counter the rumours. On the contrary, the Knights’ operations became more secretive still. This was the seed for the conflict between the Templars and the religious and secular leaders of Europe, and it grew fast. A few years later, the order had been eradicated.

         In 1187, the Muslim sultan, Saladin, beat the Knights Templar in a decisive victory at the Battle of Hattin. Not only did the order lose the bulk of its army and the city of Jerusalem – but the order also had to say goodbye to its legendary military reputation. Shortly after the battle, Saladin beheaded hundreds of captured crusaders. Defeated, the Knights Templar moved its headquarters to Acre on the Mediterranean coast. But it was unable to recover its numbers following the losses at Hattin. Slowly, the brothers began to realise that they could no longer protect the Holy Land.

         In 1291, Acre fell to the Muslims and the Templars’ headquarters moved again – this time to Cyprus. The order brought with it its archive of secret knowledge and most-important relics. But while the brotherhood saved most of its wealth, it had lost its purpose: pilgrims no longer needed protection on their way to the Holy Land, because they were no longer able to go there.

         France’s king targeted the templars
   

         Some years later, in 1305, France’s King Philip IV was in mourning for his wife, Joan I of Navarre, when he suddenly became consumed by religion. After labelling the country’s Jews as heretics, confiscating their property and expelling them, Philip turned his gaze on the Knights Templar.

         The order was a natural target for the king – not least because the Knights had loaned the French monarch enormous sums of money that he was unable to repay. The combination of Philip’s religious zeal and the rumours about the Templars’ unholy rituals may have been enough to spur him to act without further inducement, but freeing himself of a crippling debt must have made the idea of bringing down the Templars irresistible.

         Historians have wondered why the Templars were targeted when similar orders, such as the Order of Knights of the Hospital of Saint John – known as the Hospitallers – also had immense riches that the king could have confiscated.

         The reason is probably that the Templars were easier to discredit because of the brothers’ secrecy and their cooperation with the Muslims. The Knights had always cultivated an image as withdrawn and enigmatic. Plus, disturbing rumours continued to circulate about its strange initiation ceremonies.

         Spies infiltrated order
   

         In 1306, Philip ordered two men to infiltrate the Knights Templar. The spies were to apply to enter the order, undergo the initiation process and report back on any irreligious activity.

         One year later, on Friday 13th October 1307, Philip organised a dawn raid: French bailiffs and judicial officers hammered at the gate of the Temple in Paris, the Knights Templar’s headquarters in Western Europe. When the gate opened, the king’s men rushed in and arrested all the Knights, aides and clerks they could find. The surprise was so complete that no one even resisted. Over a hundred people were clapped in irons and taken to the city’s prisons. Among those arrested was Grand Master Jacques de Molay, whom the King had already tricked into coming to Paris from the Knights’ base in Cyprus. The grand master had been invited to attend the funeral of Catherine de Courtenay, the wife of Philip’s brother, Charles de Valois.

         Similar scenes took place all over France. In a well-coordinated operation, the king’s men raided all the Knights’

         French properties and temples. The general population looked on stunned. Although the reputation of the order had been tarnished, no one expected to see God’s knights in chains. Philip’s reason for arresting the brothers was equally shocking.

         Outwardly at least, the king gave the impression of being disturbed by what he had discovered going on behind the order’s closed doors. In the arrest warrant, the king wrote about his shock on hearing the truth following his spies’ investigation, calling it “a bitter deplorable thing... a detestable crime, an execrable infamy, an abominable act, a hideous scandal, a completely inhuman thing.”

         According to the king’s intelligence, the Knights were far from being models of virtue who lived celibate, humble lives. On the contrary, the order was infested with gay Devil worshippers.

         Torture broke the knights
   

         Philip listed a string of charges – enough to fill several sheets of parchment. The Knights Templars’ alleged sins included denying Christ, spitting on his cross, kissing each other in intimate places during their initiation, holding secret masses at midnight, worshipping a devil’s head called Baphomet, giving each other unauthorised pardons and worshipping a cat.

         It was one thing to have put the Knights behind bars, but another matter entirely to prove their guilt. Fortunately for Philip, the pope had sanctioned the use of torture for religious crimes a few decades earlier. Some of the Knights confessed just on seeing the instruments available in the king’s dungeons: racks that would slowly tear apart a body’s joints, bone crushers and various refined methods for applying fire to skin and flesh.

         Of the 138 Knights interrogated in Paris during October and November 1307, only four refused to confess. Most – 123 brothers – confessed to spitting on a crucifix during their initiation; 105 confessed to denying Jesus; and 103 pleaded guilty to kissing the base of the spine and navel of other brothers.

         The news of the confessions quickly reached the streets of Paris, where the general public turned against the order. Outraged citizens gathered to jeer the Knights. Their reaction was exactly what Philip had been hoping for.

         Pain provoked strange confessions
   

         The torture continued for weeks. Even those who had already confessed were tortured again in case they had more to tell.

         One of the torturers’ most-effective methods involved roasting prisoners’ feet. The victim’s feet were coated with fat, then secured in front of a fire. The torturers placed a board between the fire and the feet while they asked their questions.

         Father Bernard de Vado was tortured in this way for days until the bones finally fell out of his feet.

         Some Knights were tortured so thoroughly that they admitted more than the indictment contained. The records show that some admitted to having sex with demonic women and killing newborn infants. One Knight, who survived the torture and interrogation, later stated that he was prepared to admit to killing God if asked. Among the many Knights who confessed to the charges were Grand Master Jacques de Molay and other senior members of the order.

         Philip’s choice to pursue a charge of heresy may seem strange from a modern perspective – especially as many still believed the order to be godly. Surely a cynical, scheming monarch could have more easily accused the order of abuse of power or financial misconduct?

         But Philip knew what he was doing: heresy was a strong charge in the Middle Ages. Once someone was accused of heresy, they had almost no chance of being acquitted. The only defence was if the accuser could be proven to be a personal enemy of the accused – but that was hardly possible when it was the king himself making the accusations.

         At the same time, no one wanted to defend someone who was facing a charge of heresy, because they were likely to be tried, too.

         However, a charge of heresy did not automatically equate to a death sentence: a sinner who confessed heresy and repented often received absolution. The guilty party would still face harsh punishment, but they usually avoided death. On the other hand, for those who refused to confess, death – preferably by fire – was the only outcome. Since ancient times, flames had been viewed as a way of purging the soul of evil, so it was the clear sentencing choice for heretics and sinners in the medieval world.

         Once a confession had been made, often during torture, there was no point in trying to take back what had been said: heretics, who confessed and then changed their minds, were considered to have re-sinned, in which case death by fire was the obvious 14th-century solution.

         Regents refused to follow suit
   

         While hundreds of Knights Templar broke under torture in the months following the king’s raids on 13th October, there is much to suggest that some of the order’s Knights went into hiding.

         The fate of those who escaped arrest is surrounded by mystery. There is no solid evidence of the order’s continuation, but over the past few years historians have unearthed evidence that suggests several of the Knights escaped. One of the key points for historians is that although the arrests seemed to come as a surprise, events indicate that the order may have been forewarned. Digging into the archives, it seems that Grand Master Jacques de Molay issued a series of unusual orders shortly before Friday 13th October.

         He burned the order’s rule books and important accounts – possibly because the documents contained compromising information. Significantly, Philip’s bailiffs also found little of value in the Knights’ temples and preceptories – even the relics had gone. It seems unlikely that an order as wealthy as the Knights Templar had so few valuables, which suggests that the Knights must have hidden their treasures before Philip’s men arrived.

         The Templar fleet also vanished. Based in the French coastal town of La Rochelle, the naval force was one of Europe’s largest – powerful enough to control sea lanes in and around Europe.

         Yet the navy disappeared from La Rochelle and history immediately after Philip’s roundup. The seafaring Knights must have set sail, and historians suspect that they had at least part of the Knights’ treasure on board when they did. But where the ships went, no one knows for sure.

         Fleet sailed to portugal?
   

         Historians do know that a number of Europe’s rulers granted amnesty to the fleeing Knights Templar. One of them was King Dinis of Portugal (1261-1325), who refused to give in to pressure from Philip to try the Knights. On the contrary, he welcomed the fugitives. It’s therefore possible that the fleet may have found a new home there.

         Dinis is considered to be the monarch who laid the foundation for Portugal becoming a maritime nation. By 1293 he had already instituted a system of naval insurance for Portuguese merchants working in Flanders. Trade agreements with Genoa, Florence and Venice followed. Over the next 200 years, the small country on the edge of Europe developed into a mighty naval power. It was at the forefront of exploration and discovered a sea route to India, which enabled it to control trade with the East. It’s possible that Portugal’s maritime development was given a boost thanks to taking in the Templars’ ships and captains. In 1319, King Dinis founded the Order of the Knights of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Often referred to as the Knights of Christ, the new order bore a striking resemblance to De Molay’s persecuted brotherhood. Its emblem – a white cross with a red outline – was virtually identical to that used by the Templars.

         The Knights of Christ attracted surviving Knights Templar from all over Europe and likely continued many of their practices. The new order led Portugal’s voyages of discovery and won treasures and territory for its newly adopted homeland. The brothers also gained influential military and government positions. The order still exists today as the Military Order of Christ.

         Switzerland became a banking mecca
   

         Fugitive Knights Templar may also have sought refuge in Switzerland, which was one of Europe’s most inaccessible areas at the time with a mountainous landscape that offered plenty of hiding places. During the 13th century, several cities and principalities there were granted a status known as imperial immediacy – that is, they were directly ruled by the Holy Roman Empire, rather than being under the authority of an intermediary, such as a noble or king. In 1291, three of these imperially governed communities signed a federal charter that detailed the terms of their new military and judicial alliance. This was the start of the Old Swiss Confederacy. Within a surprisingly short space of time, the confederacy came to command the best soldiers on the continent. Local folklore from the St Gotthard area speaks about white-clad knights who helped local forces fight for independence against Austria’s Duke Leopold I at the Battle of Morgarten in 1315.

         Although the enemy’s strength has been estimated at over 2,000 knights and 7,000 foot soldiers, the confederates won with just 1,500 men – thanks to some innovative new tactics and a new weapon: the halberd. The description of the foreign knights coupled with the Swiss peasants’ sudden military genius poses questions of whether some Knights Templar found new employment in the mountains.

         Centuries later, Switzerland also became the heart of a secretive banking system – again, it’s possible that the Knights’ experience in finance could have helped to provide the foundation for these new Swiss banks, especially if some of the Templar order’s vast wealth had helped provide the capital required to underwrite the industry. However, the country’s first private bank – Wegelin & Co – didn’t open until 1741, so it’s difficult to substantiate such a claim.

         Order lived on in the highlands
   

         Elsewhere in Europe, the continued presence of the Knights Templar after the official dissolution of the order is more obvious. The rulers of Aragon in northern Spain had always been enthusiastic supporters of the brotherhood, and in 1312 King James II of Aragon created the Second Order of Montesa, which included many of the local Knights Templar. In 1317, the new order received Pope John XXII’s official sanction.

         Scotland, too, has long been considered a possible refuge for the Knights. Although remote, the Highlands had always been a core area for the Knights Templar and, unlike other European countries, the brothers there were never prosecuted. The transfer of the Templars’ riches to the Hospitallers was also slower in Scotland than elsewhere.

         As part of the dissolution of the Templars by Pope Clement V in 1312, the Knight’s possessions were to be handed to the Hospitallers. However, documents show that a number of properties in Scotland were only ceded to that order in the 1340s, which means that the Templars could have remained active for decades after their official dissolution. Some theorise that the Knights Templar later formed various Scottish military organisations, including Le Garde Écossaise (The Scots Guard), which was founded in 1418 as bodyguards for the French king.

         The Knights Templar are also mentioned in a document signed by James IV of Scotland in 1488. The order may have officially ceased to exist elsewhere in Europe, but the document proves that it was active in Scotland long after 1307. Scotland is also home to the legendary Rosslyn Chapel, which lies 10 kilometres south of Edinburgh. Although construction began in 1456, the church bears clear references to the Knights Templar: a Templar seal featuring two knights on one horse appears in the richly decorated building. Some even believe that the Templars’ lost treasures must be hidden in – or under – the mysterious chapel.

         Philip needed the pope
   

         Although it is difficult to prove what happened to the fugitive Knights Templar after 1307, there is no doubt that those who escaped Philip’s raids fared better than their arrested brothers.

         While the prisoners were subjected to horrific torture in Philip’s dungeons, France’s king schemed to bring about the order’s final demise. Although Philip was a powerful monarch in medieval Europe, he couldn’t destroy the Knights Templar on his own: he needed the backing of the pope and the Catholic Church to finish them off. This was why Philip had been careful to ensure that the arrests had been carried out in accordance with the wishes of the pope’s own inquisitor and official envoy to France, William of Paris.

         At times, Philip tried to claim that the pope himself had approved the charges against the Knights Templar, but there’s no evidence to support this. Philip had contacted Clement V ahead of the raids and attempted to convince him that the order was involved in all sorts of heretical activity, but the pope refused to believe it. On 24th August 1307, six weeks before the arrests took place, Clement V wrote to the French king telling him that “we could scarcely bring our mind to believe what was said” alluding to their previous discussion of the matter. The unconvinced pope ordered Philip to take no precipitate action in the case, although he did agree to set up his own inquiry in due course. Irked by what he saw as inconvenient prevarication on the part of the pope, Philip ordered the arrests in October, claiming he’d had no choice as he needed to stop the spread of heresy.
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