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Chapter 1 — I Was Not the Villain Yet
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I did not wake up that morning intending to betray the Son of God.

That distinction matters, though I understand history has little patience for nuance. Villains, after all, are more useful when they are simple. Flat. Motiveless. Preferably greedy. Preferably ugly in spirit. Preferably unlovable.

I was none of those things at the beginning.

I was a believer.

I was a man who left his home because a carpenter with dust on his sleeves looked at me like I mattered.

That was all it took.

He did not say my name the way others did. He said it like he already knew it. Like he had been expecting me. Like I was part of something inevitable and sacred and dangerously undefined.

“Follow me,” he said.

People have written entire theologies about that moment. None of them mention the way his voice lowered, or how close he stood, or how it felt less like a command and more like an invitation that dared you to misunderstand it.

I misunderstood it beautifully.

The others followed him because they believed he was holy. I followed because I hoped he was human.

This is where the trouble began.

They talk about miracles. I remember meals. Long walks. Silence that felt charged. Laughter that never quite finished its thought. I noticed things no one else did—how he touched people longer than necessary, how he avoided certain questions by answering different ones, how God always arrived just in time to end conversations that might have become personal.

You might think it blasphemy to suggest the Messiah avoided intimacy.

I call it observation.

I carried the money, yes. Someone had to. That made me practical. Grounded. Useful. Saints hate usefulness—it reminds them they still live in the world.

I watched him give himself away in pieces. To crowds. To strangers. To the sick. To God.

Never to me.

I told myself this was humility. That wanting more was a weakness. That love, if it was love, should be patient, spiritual, abstract.

But love that never risks becoming specific is not love. It is theater.

I did not want a throne beside him. I did not want power. I did not want eternity.

I wanted to be chosen deliberately.

Once.

That is the sin no one forgives.

Not mine.

His.
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Chapter 2 — The Day I Met the Carpenter With Nice Hands
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It is important, I think, to describe his hands.

Not because they were divine—people like to say that later, as if holiness is something you can spot by the cut of a fingernail—but because they were worked. Scarred in small, unglamorous ways. Splintered. Calloused. The hands of a man who had built things for people who never thanked him properly.

That should have warned me.

I first saw him fixing a door.

Not preaching. Not healing. Not glowing. Just kneeling in the dust, cursing quietly in a way that suggested restraint rather than virtue. The hinge was bent. The owner was complaining. Jesus listened longer than necessary, nodded like the problem mattered, and then solved it with irritating competence.

When he stood up, he wiped his hands on his tunic and smiled—not at the man who owned the house, but at me.

This is another detail the Gospels neglect.

I was not looking for him. I had no messianic expectations that day. I was there because curiosity is cheaper than faith and more dangerous. I had heard rumors: a preacher who spoke like he wasn’t trying to win, a man who didn’t seem impressed by his own authority.

I expected arrogance.

Instead, he asked me what I thought.

No one ever asks that unless they mean to complicate your life.

“You fixed the door,” I said, brilliantly.

He laughed—not the polite kind, but the kind that escapes before theology can stop it. “Eventually,” he said. “Most things don’t resist forever.”

That sentence followed me for years.

We walked. Just the two of us at first. He asked about my work. I told him. He asked why I seemed dissatisfied with it. I told him I wasn’t. He accepted the lie without judgment, which somehow made it worse.

There was no thunder. No revelation. Just an uncomfortable sense of being seen too clearly by someone who had no obvious right to see me at all.

“You don’t believe I’m anything special,” he said.

It was not a question.

“I believe you’re interesting,” I replied. “Which seems rarer.”

He looked at me for a long moment. Not assessing. Not weighing. More like... deciding whether to step closer to a fire.

“You should come with us,” he said finally.

Us.

This is how communities recruit you—by implying safety in numbers and meaning in proximity. He gestured vaguely toward the others gathering in the distance: fishermen arguing, a tax collector pretending not to listen, men who would later swear they had always understood him.

I noticed he did not say why I should come.

I noticed he did not say how long.

I noticed he did not say what would happen if I left.

He was very careful that way.

That night, we ate together. Nothing miraculous. Bread that tasted like effort. Wine that tasted like it wanted to be better than it was. He sat close enough that our shoulders touched. He spoke mostly to the group, but every so often he glanced at me, as if checking whether I was still there.

That glance became its own kind of promise.

I mistook attention for intention. People do that all the time. They call it hope to make it respectable.

Later, when the others slept, I watched him pray.

This is where I should have known.

He prayed like someone already in a relationship—intimate, assured, exclusive. There was no space in it. No vacancy. No room for interruption.

God had him entirely.

I lay awake, staring at the stars, telling myself I was imagining things. That wanting something from a holy man was arrogance. That affection was a temptation to be resisted, not an answer to be received.

But resistance is exhausting.

And he kept smiling at me like I was a secret he enjoyed keeping.

By morning, I had decided to follow him.

Not because he was the Son of God.

Because I wanted to see what would happen if I stayed.

History insists that was my first mistake.

I disagree.

The mistake came later—when I believed that being close to someone meant they would eventually choose you.

That is not a rule.

That is a gamble.

And I was never very good at walking away from unfinished things.
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Chapter 3 — Love at First Miracle
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The miracle ruined everything.

I know that sounds ungrateful. Blasphemous. Ungrateful blasphemy is still blasphemy, I’m told. But before the miracle, he was just a man who said unsettling things and looked at me like I might matter. After the miracle, he became available to everyone, which is a subtler kind of loss.

It happened in a village whose name no one remembers anymore, which feels appropriate. Villages are temporary; legends are not. A woman was brought to him—dragged, really—by people who wanted a solution more than they wanted mercy. She was sick in a way that made others uncomfortable. Too visible. Too slow. Too demanding of patience.

They wanted him to fix her.

He wanted to talk to her.

This annoyed them.

I watched from the edge of the crowd, arms crossed, trying not to look invested. He knelt in front of her like her condition had lowered him, not the other way around. He asked her questions no healer ever asks—her name, where she came from, what frightened her most about being ill.

She answered like someone unused to being allowed sentences.

When he touched her, it was gentle and infuriatingly precise. No flourish. No drama. Just contact. Human, deliberate contact.

And then—because the world is unfair and dramatic—she stood.

Gasps. Tears. Shouting. Praise. The kind of noise that drowns out nuance. People rushed forward. Someone fell to their knees. Someone else began composing a story that would improve with repetition.

I felt something twist in my chest that had nothing to do with awe.

He looked different afterward. Not physically—people exaggerate that part—but socially. Authority settled on him like dust. Expectations formed instantly. Hands reached. Voices pleaded. Everyone suddenly had a need they’d been saving.

I had no need to offer.

That was my second mistake.

Later, when the crowd thinned and the woman had been escorted away to become a symbol instead of a person, I found him sitting alone, breathing hard like someone who had run farther than intended.

“That was impressive,” I said.

He winced. “That’s not the word I’d use.”

“What word would you use?”

He considered this. “Necessary.”

I hated that word immediately. Necessary things don’t choose you. They just happen.

“You could have said no,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “But then they would have brought her to someone worse.”

This is how he justified everything. A hierarchy of harm that always ended with him doing what was expected. Responsibility masquerading as destiny.

“They’re going to expect that now,” I said. “Everywhere we go.”

He smiled at me then—the smile I had learned to catalog, to analyze, to hoard. “They already did,” he said. “You just noticed today.”

I wanted to ask him something reckless. Something clear. Something human. I wanted to say: If you can do that, what do you do with wanting? With loneliness? With me?

Instead, I said nothing.

That night, the others argued about what the miracle meant. Peter had theories. John had feelings. Someone suggested structure. Someone else suggested doctrine. They were already building a religion around a man who hadn’t asked for one.

I watched Jesus sit quietly, letting them do it.

That was when I fell in love with him.

Not because he healed someone.

Because he looked lonely in a room full of believers.

Love does not arrive with trumpets. It arrives with recognition. With the unbearable sense that you understand someone in a way that might never be reciprocated.

I told myself it was admiration. Devotion. Loyalty.

All respectable disguises.

But when he laughed later at something I said—really laughed, head thrown back, guard down—I felt something tighten and decide, without consulting reason, that I would stay no matter how this ended.

That decision mattered more than the miracle.

The miracle made him famous.

The decision made me doomed.

I did not know that yet.

I only knew that when he touched people now, they looked at him like he was salvation.

When he touched me—briefly, passing bread, brushing fingers—it felt like an accident he did not intend to repeat.

That difference would become unbearable.

But at the time, I mistook proximity for progress.

That is how faith begins.

That is also how it collapses.
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Chapter 4 — Fish, Bread, and Mixed Signals
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If you want to understand how confusion becomes doctrine, you should watch a group of hungry men interpret kindness.

We were near the water when it happened—always near the water, as if symbolism needed scenery. The crowd had followed us again, multiplying like a problem no one admits they helped create. People were tired. Hungry. Irritable in that righteous way that assumes holiness should include catering.

The disciples were panicking quietly.

“We don’t have enough,” Andrew whispered, as if scarcity could hear him.

Jesus, of course, was calm. He is always calm right before something complicated happens. He looked at the baskets. He looked at the people. He looked briefly—briefly—at me, and I felt that familiar spark of irrational hope flare again.

That was my mistake. I kept mistaking glances for messages.

“Sit them down,” he said.

Not let’s see what we can do. Not we should manage expectations. Just sit them down, like a man who had already decided the ending and was politely allowing the rest of us to catch up.

You know the story. Everyone does. Fish. Bread. Enough for all. More than enough, actually, because abundance always needs excess to prove its point.

What no one tells you is what it looks like from the inside.

It looks like logistics. Counting. Tearing bread into increasingly symbolic pieces. It looks like men handing food to strangers and pretending they aren’t confused by their own hands. It looks like Jesus working steadily, efficiently, not even smiling much—because joy would have made it theatrical.

I stood close. Close enough to pass him bread. Close enough to hear him murmur quiet instructions. Close enough that when our fingers brushed again, I felt the smallest hesitation from him.

I cataloged it instantly.

Hesitation can mean many things. Uncertainty. Restraint. Awareness.

Or guilt.

Afterward, when the crowd finally settled into full-bellied reverence, I sat beside him on a rock overlooking the water. The others were congratulating themselves. Peter was already rehearsing how he would explain this later. John was writing something down, which should have concerned us more than it did.

“You could have stopped sooner,” I said. “Left them wanting.”

“Yes,” he replied. “But then they would remember hunger more than grace.”

“You think they’ll remember grace?”

He smiled, tired now. “They’ll remember the story they need.”

That should have been comforting. Instead, it unsettled me.

Because I was beginning to suspect I was not part of the story he was telling.

“Do you ever get tired of being everything to everyone?” I asked.

He looked out over the water. “All the time.”

The answer landed heavier than I expected.

“Then why keep doing it?”

He turned to me then, really turned, eyes searching my face as if the question had teeth. For a moment—just a moment—I thought he might say my name the way he did that first day. Like it mattered.

Instead, he said, “Because if I don’t, who will?”

That was the moment I realized God was not the only thing competing for his affection.

Responsibility was worse.

Later that night, we lay near the fire. The others slept close, bodies tangled in the unglamorous intimacy of exhaustion. Jesus sat awake, staring into the flames like they might eventually confess something.

I moved closer. Carefully. Not touching. Close enough to be noticed.

“You could rest,” I said.

“I will,” he replied. “Soon.”

Soon is a dangerous word. Soon never commits to being now.

“You don’t have to be alone,” I said quietly.

He did not look at me this time.

“I’m not,” he said.

That answer hurt more than rejection would have.

Because it was true—just not in the way I needed it to be.

He stood and walked away to pray, leaving me by the fire with questions I had no language for yet. The others snored. The embers crackled. Somewhere behind me, the water moved endlessly forward, unconcerned with meaning.

I stared into the flames and wondered—briefly, guiltily—what it would take to make him choose something other than inevitability.

At the time, I thought that question was selfish.

Later, I would realize it was prophetic.
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Chapter 5 — The Disciples Were Oblivious
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I do not mean this as an insult.

They were good men, mostly. Earnest. Loyal in the way people are loyal when they believe they understand what is happening. Which, of course, they did not.

None of them did.

Peter thought devotion was volume. If he said things loudly enough, often enough, surely truth would recognize itself and settle in. He filled silences the way some people fill cups—carelessly, spilling everywhere, convinced more is always better.

John thought devotion was closeness. Physical, emotional, symbolic. He leaned in. He listened like he was collecting relics. Everyone mistook this for insight.

Matthew thought devotion was structure. Notes. Order. Categories. He wanted the Messiah indexed, preferably with footnotes.

And me?

I noticed tone.

I noticed what Jesus didn’t say. I noticed when his answers changed depending on who was asking. I noticed how he touched some people like an obligation and others like a decision.

I noticed that when he spoke to God, his voice softened.

When he spoke to the crowds, it strengthened.

When he spoke to me, it... hesitated.

The others missed this because they were too busy performing faith.

We walked for days together. Long roads. Dust. Complaints that turned into bonding. They argued about who would be greatest later, which was charming in the way delusions often are.

I watched Jesus listen to them argue and say nothing.

That should have told me everything.

One afternoon, Peter clapped a hand on my shoulder. Hard. Affectionately. The way men do when they think they understand each other.

“You’re quiet,” he said. “Always thinking.”

“I prefer observing,” I replied.

He laughed. “That’s thinking with extra steps.”

Then he leaned in conspiratorially. “You think he favors you, don’t you?”

The question hit me like a slap I hadn’t prepared for.

“I think he treats everyone differently,” I said carefully.

Peter waved this off. “Nah. He loves us all the same.”

That was the most dangerous theology I had heard yet.

Love is never the same. Anyone who says otherwise is either lying or has never paid attention.

Later, John sat beside Jesus, head inclined toward him like gravity had preferences. I watched Jesus allow it—accepting, unresisting, gentle. The scene would be painted later, sanctified, misunderstood forever.

I felt a flicker of jealousy, sharp and embarrassing.

But then Jesus caught my eye across the fire.

And there it was again.

That pause.

That look that said I see you seeing this.

The disciples saw only what fit their expectations. A teacher. A leader. A savior. They did not see the man constantly negotiating distance, rationing intimacy, redirecting affection upward when it threatened to become inconveniently human.

They did not see how tired he was.

I did.

One night, when the others slept, I asked him outright—well, as outright as I could manage without admitting too much.

“Do you ever wish things were simpler?” I asked.

He smiled faintly. “Every day.”

“You could stop,” I said. “Just... stop. Be a man instead of a symbol.”

He looked at me for a long time then. Too long.

“If I stop,” he said quietly, “everything falls apart.”

I wanted to say then let it. I wanted to say choose yourself. I wanted to say choose me.

Instead, I nodded like I understood.

That was my mistake again—pretending comprehension was the same as agreement.

The others slept on, dreaming of kingdoms and thrones and meaning. I lay awake, realizing something they never would:

They followed him because he promised salvation.

I followed him because I hoped for honesty.

Those are not compatible goals.

And someone always pays for that.

Usually the one who notices first.
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Chapter 6 — Peter Couldn’t Read a Room
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Peter believed enthusiasm was insight.

This is not uncommon. Many people confuse confidence for comprehension and call it leadership. Peter had a gift for certainty that required no evidence and rejected correction as an insult. If faith were measured in decibels, he would have been canonized early and often.

He also could not read a room.

Which, given how many rooms we were in—homes, synagogues, hillsides, boats, borrowed spaces thick with expectation—was unfortunate.

It happened after a long day of teaching. Jesus had spoken in circles again, which the crowds loved. Nothing reassures people like the promise that clarity will arrive later, preferably after obedience. The disciples were energized. Purpose does that to men who have never been in charge of anything.

We gathered indoors that evening, low ceiling, oil lamps flickering like nervous witnesses. Jesus was quiet. Not withdrawn—just occupied in that internal way that suggests a conversation already underway somewhere you are not invited.

I recognized the signs.

Peter did not.

“So,” Peter said, clapping his hands together as if calling a meeting to order, “let’s talk about what comes next.”

Jesus looked up slowly.

Peter took this as encouragement.

“We’re getting bigger,” he continued. “People are talking. They’re listening. We should start organizing. Assign roles. You know—structure.”

Jesus said nothing.

I felt a familiar tightening in my chest. Silence, to Peter, was a vacuum to be filled. To Jesus, it was often a boundary.

“Someone should speak for you when you’re not there,” Peter went on. “Someone strong. Someone people trust.”

He puffed out his chest slightly, just enough to register.

Jesus’ gaze flicked to me. Just briefly.

That glance felt like a warning.

“I don’t need a spokesperson,” Jesus said finally. His voice was calm, but there was an edge to it now. “What I’m saying isn’t meant to be repeated like instructions.”

Peter frowned. “But people need guidance.”

“They need listening,” Jesus replied.

Peter laughed. “That’s what I’m saying!”

It was not what he was saying.

I watched Jesus’ patience fray—not dramatically, not visibly, but in the way a rope begins to thin before it breaks. He was tired. Overextended. Pulled in too many directions by people who loved the idea of him more than the reality.

“Peter,” Jesus said gently, which somehow made it worse, “you don’t need to manage this.”

Peter bristled. “I’m just trying to help.”

“I know.”

The words landed heavily. Not approval. Not rejection. Just acknowledgment.

Peter didn’t know what to do with that.

“So what am I supposed to do?” he asked.

Jesus considered him. “Be present.”

Peter nodded, unsatisfied but unwilling to argue outright. Presence, after all, doesn’t feel productive. It doesn’t leave monuments.

Later, Peter cornered me outside.

“You’ve got his ear,” he said, low voice, conspiratorial again. “You should talk to him.”

About what? I wondered. About how loud certainty drowns out meaning? About how leadership isn’t inherited by volume? About how he was mistaking proximity for destiny?

I said none of this.

“I think he knows what he’s doing,” I replied.

Peter studied me, suspicion creeping in where confidence had been. “You think you know him better than the rest of us?”

The question was sharper than intended.

“I think I see different things,” I said.

“That sounds like pride.”

“No,” I said quietly. “It sounds like attention.”

Peter snorted and walked away, satisfied that he had identified the problem and placed it somewhere outside himself.

Jesus found me later, alone near the doorway, watching shadows move across stone walls like they were telling a better story.

“You didn’t have to stay quiet,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. “I did.”

He smiled faintly. “You’re very careful.”

“You taught me that,” I said.

He shook his head. “I taught you restraint. You turned it into distance.”

That hurt because it was accurate.

“Peter wants to lead,” I said.

“Yes,” Jesus replied. “And he will.”

The certainty in his voice startled me.

“He doesn’t understand you,” I said.

Jesus looked at me then, expression unreadable. “Understanding isn’t a requirement for faith.”

“It should be.”

He sighed. “That’s where we differ.”

We stood there in silence, the space between us crowded with things neither of us was saying. I wanted to ask him why he tolerated misunderstanding so easily, why he let men like Peter imagine futures built on noise and ambition.

I wanted to ask him where that left people like me—who paid attention, who hesitated, who loved precision more than proclamation.

But I already knew the answer.

There was no room for that kind of honesty in a movement.

Peter would build a church.

John would write poetry.

And I would notice what no one else wanted to see: that Jesus chose momentum over intimacy, every time.

Peter couldn’t read a room.

But Jesus could.

And he still let the wrong voices grow louder.

That was when I began to understand that being close to the truth does not mean the truth will choose you back.

It just means you’ll recognize it when it passes you by.
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Chapter 7 — John Leaned Too Much
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John leaned the way vines do.

Quietly. Persistently. Always finding purchase where no one thought to look. He never pushed. Never demanded. He simply occupied space so naturally that, eventually, the space belonged to him.

Everyone thought this was innocence.

I knew better.

John listened the way poets listen—not to understand, but to preserve. He wanted moments the way others want possessions. He collected glances, phrases, half-smiles, storing them carefully for later use. He was already writing the story while the rest of us were still living inside it.

And Jesus let him.

That was the part that hurt.

They sat together often. Too often to be coincidence, not often enough to be questioned. John leaned in when Jesus spoke, close enough that their heads nearly touched. Sometimes he rested against him, casual as breath, like it had always been allowed.

No one objected.

Why would they? It looked holy. It looked safe. It looked like devotion that knew its place.

I watched Jesus tolerate it with an ease he never showed with me. With John, there was no hesitation—only acceptance, gentle and unexamined. The kind of closeness that doesn’t threaten to ask for more.

That was the difference.

John never wanted anything from Jesus that Jesus wasn’t already willing to give.

I wanted something else entirely.

One evening, after a long day of teaching parables that carefully avoided conclusions, John sat beside Jesus by the fire, head tilted toward him like a question already answered.

“You’ll remember this,” John said softly, gesturing at the flames, the stars, the gathered men. “All of it.”

Jesus smiled. “You think so?”

“I know so,” John replied.

I nearly laughed. Confidence like that should come with a warning.

Later, when John drifted off to sleep still leaning against him, I saw Jesus carefully shift so as not to wake him. Protective. Thoughtful. Intimate in a way that didn’t alarm anyone because it looked pure.

I felt something sharp and ugly rise in me.

Not jealousy.

Erasure.

I realized then that history would remember John as closeness without consequence. The beloved disciple. The safe affection. The intimacy that reassured rather than complicated.

What I felt did not reassure.

It demanded answers.

I found Jesus alone later, walking just beyond the firelight.

“You don’t stop him,” I said.

He glanced back. “Stop him from what?”

“From claiming you,” I replied.

Jesus frowned. “No one claims me.”

“That’s not how it looks.”

He sighed, the sound heavy with something like regret. “John doesn’t ask for anything.”

“That’s the point.”

He stopped walking.

“You ask,” he said quietly.

“Yes.”

“And that frightens you,” I said, pressing before he could retreat, “or me?”

He looked at me then, really looked, like he was weighing a truth he had already decided not to speak aloud.

“Judas,” he said, and the way he said my name felt like a closing door, “some kinds of love create expectations.”

“And some kinds of love get rewarded with scripture,” I shot back.

He winced.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.

I laughed softly. “You already have. You just didn’t notice.”

John would be remembered for leaning.

I would be remembered for falling.

That night, as the fire burned low, I understood something no Gospel would ever admit:

John was allowed to be close because his love was harmless.

Mine was not.

Mine wanted to be chosen.

And that—more than silver, more than prophecy, more than fate—was what made me dangerous.
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Chapter 8 — Jesus Spoke in Parables Because Directness Scared Him
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People like to say Jesus spoke in parables to make truth accessible.

This is generous.

The truth is simpler and far less flattering: he spoke in parables because directness terrified him.

Parables are a kind of camouflage. They allow you to say something without standing still long enough for anyone to hold you to it. If people misunderstand, you can call it mystery. If they argue, you can call it growth. If they demand clarity, you can accuse them of lacking faith.

It is an elegant system.

I noticed it because I was listening for answers, not inspiration.

We were on a hillside when it became obvious. Another crowd. Another question. Someone wanted to know what God actually wanted from them. A reasonable request, given the circumstances.

Jesus smiled—the patient smile, the one that always preceded confusion.

“A farmer went out to sow seeds,” he began.

I closed my eyes.

By the time he finished, people were nodding like they had just been handed a solution instead of a metaphor. Some applauded. Someone cried. Someone else repeated the story badly, already improving it for retelling.
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