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Prologue
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In the dead of night, while the world sleeps, shadows move stealthily, orchestrating plans that have taken months—sometimes years—to perfect. The thrill of the heist is as old as time itself, a compelling dance between the hunter and the hunted, the thief and the law. From daring escapades in the Wild West to intricate cyber heists in the digital age, these stories of notorious robberies are bound together by a common thread: the audacity of those who dared to defy the odds and seize their moment in history.

This book takes you on a journey through the most infamous heists the world has ever known—each one a gripping tale of cunning and courage, of careful planning and desperate risk. Some of these stories have become legendary, capturing the public's imagination and inspiring countless books, movies, and folklore. Others remain shrouded in mystery, their secrets locked away with those who pulled them off.

What drives a person to attempt such a bold crime? Is it greed, desperation, or the thrill of outsmarting the system? As we dive into these narratives, we’ll explore not just the facts and figures but the motivations behind the crimes. We’ll meet a cast of characters as varied and colorful as any in fiction—masterminds and mavericks, double-crossers and desperate souls, each with their own unique story to tell.

Prepare to be amazed by the ingenuity and nerve of those who planned the unthinkable and executed the impossible. From the meticulous planning stages to the nail-biting moments of execution, from unexpected twists to stunning turns of fate, these stories will keep you on the edge of your seat. You’ll encounter heists that were meticulously planned and brilliantly executed, as well as those that went disastrously wrong. Some ended in spectacular failure, others in windfalls beyond imagination, and a few in eternal mystery.

As you turn the pages, remember: every story you read here is not a tale spun from imagination, but a real-life account of the boldest crimes ever committed. Welcome to the world of infamous heists, where fact is stranger—and often far more thrilling—than fiction.

Let the adventure begin.
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Chapter 1: The Disappearing D.B. Cooper
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On the evening of November 24, 1971, a man using the alias "Dan Cooper" (later mistakenly referred to as D.B. Cooper) boarded Northwest Orient Airlines Flight 305 in Portland, Oregon, bound for Seattle, Washington. What transpired over the next few hours would etch his name into American folklore and history, as Cooper executed one of the most audacious and mysterious crimes in aviation history. The hijacking of Flight 305 is not just a tale of criminal daring; it is a story of intrigue, ingenuity, and an enduring enigma that has baffled law enforcement and captivated the public for over five decades.

The Skyjacking: A Bold Move

Dressed in a business suit, white shirt, black tie, and sunglasses, Cooper appeared to be an unremarkable, middle-aged man. He paid for his ticket in cash and boarded the plane without arousing any suspicion. Once airborne, Cooper handed a note to flight attendant Florence Schaffner, who initially assumed it was another lonely businessman offering his phone number. However, the note contained a far more sinister message: Cooper claimed to have a bomb in his briefcase and demanded $200,000 in unmarked bills, four parachutes, and a fuel truck standing by in Seattle to refuel the plane.

When Schaffner, still uncertain if the threat was real, asked to see the bomb, Cooper obligingly opened his briefcase to reveal a tangle of wires, red sticks, and a battery. The threat was clear, and the crew had no choice but to comply. Captain William Scott contacted Seattle-Tacoma Airport and relayed Cooper's demands. The authorities quickly gathered the ransom money and parachutes, preparing for the plane's arrival.

The Exchange: A Chilling Calmness

Despite the tense situation, Cooper remained calm and polite, even offering to pay for his drinks. The plane circled Puget Sound for nearly two hours to allow Seattle authorities to prepare his ransom and parachutes. Once the plane landed in Seattle, Cooper allowed all 36 passengers to disembark in exchange for the ransom and parachutes, demonstrating a curious blend of cold calculation and courtesy. The only people he kept on board were the pilot, the co-pilot, a flight attendant, and the flight engineer.

After the exchange, Cooper instructed the pilot to set a course for Mexico City, flying at an altitude of 10,000 feet and at a speed of no more than 200 knots, with the landing gear down and the cabin unpressurized. He also demanded that the rear exit door remain open during the flight. This request was unusual and dangerous, but it soon became clear why Cooper wanted it that way.

The Jump: Into the Unknown

Around 8:00 p.m., approximately 40 minutes after takeoff from Seattle, somewhere over the dense forests of southwestern Washington, Cooper opened the rear stairway of the Boeing 727 and jumped into the night, clutching the ransom money and wearing one of the parachutes. The crew, who had remained in the cockpit, did not see him jump, but they felt the plane’s tail section pitch upwards as the rear stairway was lowered.

Cooper's jump was fraught with risks. The weather was stormy, with heavy rain and strong winds, and the terrain below was rugged and forested. The conditions were so bad that even experienced skydivers would have hesitated to jump. Moreover, Cooper had no way of knowing his exact location when he leaped, making his survival seem even more improbable.

The Investigation: An Unsolvable Puzzle

The moment Cooper disappeared into the night; he became a legend. The FBI launched one of the most extensive manhunts in U.S. history, known as NORJAK (Northwest Hijacking). Hundreds of agents combed the dense forests of the Pacific Northwest, searching for any sign of Cooper or the money. Military aircraft were scrambled to follow the hijacked plane, but the inclement weather and dense forest cover made it impossible to track him visually.

Despite the vast resources devoted to the search, no trace of Cooper was found. The FBI interviewed hundreds of suspects, pursued countless leads, and even conducted several re-enactments of the jump, but the trail went cold. The only physical evidence recovered was a small number of bills, with serial numbers matching the ransom money, found in 1980 on the banks of the Columbia River near Vancouver, Washington. This discovery only deepened the mystery, as it raised more questions than it answered. How had the money ended up there? Had Cooper survived the jump, or had he perished in the wilderness, leaving the money to wash downstream?

Theories and Suspects: A Mystery That Endures

Over the years, numerous theories have been proposed regarding Cooper's fate. Some believe he died in the jump, overwhelmed by the harsh conditions and rugged terrain. Others think he survived and lived out the rest of his life in anonymity. The case has generated a wide array of suspects, some more plausible than others.

One of the earliest suspects was a man named Richard Floyd McCoy, who was arrested for a similar hijacking just five months after Cooper's. McCoy’s physical description and modus operandi bore striking similarities to Cooper’s, leading some to believe he was the man behind both hijackings. However, the FBI ultimately ruled him out, citing differences in age and appearance, as well as the lack of direct evidence linking him to the Cooper case.

Another suspect was Duane Weber, who allegedly confessed to being Cooper on his deathbed in 1995. His widow, Jo Weber, claimed that Duane had shown knowledge of details related to the case that were not publicly known. However, the FBI was unable to conclusively link Weber to the crime, and his fingerprints did not match any found on the plane.

Other suspects include Vietnam veteran Kenneth Christiansen, who had flight experience and a possible motive, and Robert Rackstraw, a former Army pilot with a history of deception and legal troubles. While these individuals have compelling connections to the case, none of them have been definitively proven to be D.B. Cooper.

The Cultural Impact: A Legend That Lives On

D.B. Cooper has become a cultural icon, symbolizing the ultimate outlaw who outwitted the authorities and vanished without a trace. His story has inspired countless books, documentaries, movies, and even songs. The enduring fascination with Cooper stems not only from the audacity of his crime but also from the mystery that surrounds it. Unlike other famous criminals, whose stories eventually end in capture or death, Cooper's tale remains open-ended, inviting endless speculation and debate.

The FBI officially closed the case in 2016, citing a lack of new evidence, but interest in the case remains high. Amateur sleuths, known as "Cooperites," continue to pore over old files, search the forests of the Pacific Northwest, and debate theories in online forums. The case has also inspired annual D.B. Cooper-themed events, including skydiving exhibitions and look-alike contests.

Conclusion: The Unsolved Enigma

The story of D.B. Cooper is a unique chapter in American criminal history, distinguished by its blend of daring, mystery, and intrigue. Despite decades of investigation and countless theories, the true identity and fate of D.B. Cooper remain unknown. His successful hijacking and subsequent disappearance are not only a testament to his planning and audacity but also a reminder of the limits of modern law enforcement.

The case continues to captivate the public imagination, serving as a reminder that some mysteries may never be fully resolved. D.B. Cooper, whoever he was, has secured a place in history as one of the most enigmatic and elusive figures in the annals of crime. His story is a complex tapestry woven from equal parts fact, speculation, and myth—a story that will likely continue to intrigue and mystify for generations to come.
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Chapter 2: The Alaskan Gold Rush Heist
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The Alaskan Gold Rush, which took place in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, was a period of intense excitement, hardship, and fortune-seeking that drew thousands of prospectors to the frozen wilderness of the Yukon and Alaska. It was an era characterized by wild ambition, immense challenges, and the dream of striking it rich. Yet, amidst the stories of fortune and adventure, there lies a tale of one of the most daring and mysterious heists in the annals of American history—The Alaskan Gold Rush Heist. This audacious crime, set against the backdrop of the rugged Alaskan frontier, is a story of greed, betrayal, and the ultimate disappearance of a fortune in gold that has never been recovered.

The Background: A Land of Opportunity and Danger

In the late 1800s, the discovery of gold in the Klondike region of Canada’s Yukon Territory set off one of the last great gold rushes in North American history. Thousands of men and women, known as “stampeders,” flocked to the region, enduring brutal conditions, treacherous terrain, and extreme weather in the hope of striking it rich. The journey to the gold fields was perilous, with many facing starvation, disease, and even death along the way.

As word spread of rich gold deposits in the Klondike, the stampede extended into Alaska, where prospectors hoped to find new, untapped veins of the precious metal. The small towns and ports along the coast, such as Skagway and Nome, quickly transformed into bustling centers of activity, filled with miners, traders, and opportunists of all kinds. These towns became the launching points for expeditions into the interior, where gold fever gripped the hearts of those who ventured into the untamed wilderness.

But with the influx of gold and the lawlessness of the frontier came the inevitable rise in crime. Robberies, scams, and violence were common in these rough-and-tumble communities, where the lure of easy riches could bring out the worst in people. It was in this volatile environment that the Alaskan Gold Rush Heist took place, a crime so audacious that it has become one of the great legends of the Gold Rush era.

The Heist: A Bold Plan Takes Shape

The Alaskan Gold Rush Heist was not a spur-of-the-moment crime, but rather the result of careful planning and a deep understanding of the region's dynamics. The gold was typically transported from the interior mining camps to coastal towns like Nome or Skagway, where it would be loaded onto steamships bound for the lower United States. These shipments were heavily guarded, as they represented the life savings and dreams of countless prospectors.

However, even with tight security, there were vulnerabilities. The remote and rugged terrain of Alaska made it difficult to maintain a continuous line of defense, and the sheer volume of gold being moved during the height of the rush created opportunities for those daring enough to take the risk.

The masterminds behind the Alaskan Gold Rush Heist were a group of seasoned outlaws who had spent years in the region, learning the lay of the land and understanding the movement of gold shipments. They knew that striking a shipment at the right time and place could yield a fortune beyond their wildest dreams. Their plan was simple but effective: ambush a shipment of gold in transit, overpower the guards, and disappear into the wilderness with the loot.

The Execution: A Crime in the Dead of Night

The chosen target was a particularly large shipment of gold, estimated to be worth over a million dollars at the time—a staggering sum in the late 19th century. The shipment was scheduled to be transported from the mining camps near the town of Nome to the coastal port, where it would be loaded onto a steamship headed for Seattle. The outlaws knew the exact route the shipment would take and the timing of the transport, giving them the perfect opportunity to strike.

On a cold, moonless night, the gang set their plan into motion. They positioned themselves along a remote stretch of the trail, far from any settlements or law enforcement. As the stagecoach carrying the gold made its way through the wilderness, the outlaws launched their ambush. The guards, though experienced, were caught off guard by the sudden attack. Outnumbered and outgunned, they were quickly subdued by the bandits.

With the guards neutralized, the outlaws made quick work of securing the gold. They loaded the heavy sacks of gold dust and nuggets onto their horses and disappeared into the night, leaving the stunned guards tied up and helpless in the wilderness. The entire heist took only a matter of minutes, yet it would become one of the most infamous crimes of the Gold Rush era.

The Aftermath: A Massive Manhunt

News of the heist spread quickly, sending shockwaves through the mining community and beyond. The loss of such a large shipment of gold was devastating to the miners who had worked so hard to extract it from the earth, and it represented a significant blow to the economy of the region. Law enforcement, already stretched thin in the remote Alaskan frontier, launched a massive manhunt to track down the perpetrators and recover the stolen gold.

Posse after posse was sent into the wilderness, following every lead and searching for any sign of the outlaws. But the rugged terrain and harsh weather worked in favor of the bandits, who had carefully planned their escape route through some of the most inhospitable terrain in the region. Weeks turned into months, and despite the best efforts of the authorities, no trace of the outlaws or the gold was found.

The heist quickly became the stuff of legend, with rumors and speculation running wild. Some believed the outlaws had perished in the wilderness, unable to survive the harsh conditions with their heavy load of gold. Others speculated that they had managed to escape to the lower United States or even to a foreign country, where they could live out their days in luxury. Still, others thought that the gold had been hidden somewhere in the vast Alaskan wilderness, waiting to be discovered by some lucky prospector.

Theories and Speculation: Where Did the Gold Go?

As time passed, the mystery of the Alaskan Gold Rush Heist only deepened. Numerous theories emerged about the fate of the gold and the outlaws who had stolen it. Some claimed that the bandits had buried the gold in a secret location, intending to return for it later, but were unable to do so due to unforeseen circumstances. This theory gained traction when, years later, a few small caches of gold were discovered in remote areas, far from any known mining sites. However, these finds were never definitively linked to the heist, and the bulk of the stolen gold remained missing.

Another popular theory was that the outlaws had managed to smuggle the gold out of Alaska and had melted it down to obscure its origins. This would have made it difficult for authorities to trace the gold, allowing the thieves to sell it off in small amounts over time. Supporters of this theory pointed to the fact that gold was a relatively easy commodity to move and convert into cash, especially in the bustling markets of the West Coast during the Gold Rush era.

There were also those who believed that the outlaws had met a tragic end, either at the hands of nature or through internal betrayal. The harsh conditions of the Alaskan wilderness were unforgiving, and it was not uncommon for people to disappear without a trace in the remote regions. If the bandits had been caught in a blizzard, fallen into a crevasse, or suffered some other misfortune, their bodies—and the gold—could have easily been lost forever.

The Legacy: A Tale of Greed and Mystery

The Alaskan Gold Rush Heist remains one of the great unsolved mysteries of the American frontier. Despite the passage of more than a century, the fate of the stolen gold and the identity of the outlaws who pulled off the daring heist are still unknown. The story has become a part of Alaskan folklore, passed down through generations and embellished over time.

The heist also serves as a reminder of the lawlessness and danger that characterized the Gold Rush era. While the promise of untold wealth drew thousands of people to the region, it also attracted those who were willing to take extreme risks to achieve their own fortunes, even at the expense of others. The outlaws behind the Alaskan Gold Rush Heist were emblematic of the darker side of the Gold Rush, where the line between right and wrong was often blurred in the pursuit of riches.

In modern times, the story of the heist has inspired countless treasure hunters, amateur sleuths, and adventurers to search for the lost gold. Some have scoured the Alaskan wilderness, hoping to find clues or hidden caches that might solve the mystery. Others have delved into historical records, trying to piece together the identities of the outlaws and their possible fates. Yet, despite these efforts, the mystery endures, as elusive and tantalizing as the gold itself.

Conclusion: A Mystery for the Ages

The Alaskan Gold Rush Heist is a story of ambition, greed, and the enduring allure of lost treasure. It captures the imagination with its combination of historical intrigue, adventure, and the possibility that the stolen fortune might still be out there, waiting to be discovered. The heist is a testament to the lengths that some were willing to go during the Gold Rush era, and it stands as one of the most enigmatic and captivating tales from that period in American history.

Whether the gold was lost to the elements, hidden away by the outlaws, or smuggled out of Alaska and dispersed over time, the true fate of the stolen treasure remains a mystery. The story of the Alaskan Gold Rush Heist continues to intrigue and inspire, a reminder that some of the greatest stories from the past are those that have yet to be fully told. As long as the gold remains missing, the legend of the heist will endure, a tantalizing puzzle for future generations to ponder and explore.
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Chapter 3: The Great Train Robbery of the Old West
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The expansion of the American West in the 19th century was fueled by the construction of railroads that connected the vast, untamed territories to the more developed regions of the eastern United States. These iron arteries became the lifelines of commerce, transporting goods, cattle, and people across the sprawling landscape. However, the very success of the railroads also made them targets for one of the most infamous criminal activities of the Old West: train robbery. Among the many such crimes, none are as legendary as "The Great Train Robbery of the Old West," a daring and meticulously planned heist that captured the imagination of the nation and became a symbol of the lawless and adventurous spirit of the frontier.

The Setting: A Land of Opportunity and Lawlessness

The mid-to-late 1800s was a period of rapid growth and development in the United States, especially in the western territories. The discovery of gold and other valuable resources led to a rush of settlers and fortune-seekers heading west, creating boomtowns almost overnight. The construction of the transcontinental railroad, completed in 1869, further accelerated this movement, making travel and transportation of goods faster and more efficient.

However, with opportunity came risk. The vast distances and rugged terrain made law enforcement difficult, and the rapid influx of settlers often outpaced the establishment of formal legal systems. The result was a volatile environment where outlaws could operate with relative impunity, taking advantage of the sparse and often under-resourced law enforcement.

Train robberies became a particularly lucrative crime during this period. Trains often carried large sums of money, gold, and other valuable cargo, making them tempting targets for outlaws. Moreover, the isolated stretches of track that cut through desolate landscapes provided ample opportunity for ambushes, where robbers could strike swiftly and then disappear into the wilderness before lawmen could respond.

The Outlaws: The Rise of Notorious Bandits

The Great Train Robbery of the Old West was carried out by a group of seasoned outlaws who had honed their skills through years of criminal activity. Among the most notorious were members of the James-Younger Gang, led by the infamous Jesse James and his brother Frank. The James brothers, along with their cohorts, were veterans of the Civil War, where they had fought as Confederate guerrillas. The war had hardened them, and they brought their experience in guerrilla tactics to their criminal enterprises.

Jesse James, in particular, had become something of a folk hero, admired by some as a modern-day Robin Hood who robbed from the rich and fought against the perceived injustices of the Union victors. This image, however, was more myth than reality. In truth, the James-Younger Gang was a ruthless and efficient criminal organization, responsible for numerous bank and train robberies, as well as murders.

Another key player in the Great Train Robbery was the Reno Gang, a group of brothers and their associates who are often credited with carrying out the first peacetime train robbery in the United States. The Reno brothers—Frank, John, Simeon, and William—were notorious criminals from Indiana who turned to train robbery as a way to escape the law and make quick money. Their activities would set the stage for many more train heists to come, including the one that would become known as the Great Train Robbery of the Old West.

The Heist: Planning and Execution

The Great Train Robbery of the Old West took place in the early 1870s, a period when train robberies were becoming increasingly common. The target of this particular heist was a train carrying a large shipment of gold and currency, bound for a bank in a major western city. The outlaws knew that this train would be heavily guarded, but they also knew that the potential rewards were immense.

The planning for the robbery was meticulous. The outlaws chose a remote and desolate stretch of track, far from any towns or law enforcement, where the train would be forced to slow down due to the difficult terrain. They timed the heist for the dead of night, when the cover of darkness would give them an advantage.

On the night of the robbery, the outlaws executed their plan with precision. They placed obstructions on the tracks to force the train to stop, then stormed the engine and passenger cars. The train’s guards, though prepared for trouble, were quickly overwhelmed by the sheer number of robbers and the element of surprise. The outlaws disconnected the engine and the car containing the gold from the rest of the train, leaving the passengers and crew stranded in the middle of nowhere.

With the train’s engine under their control, the robbers drove it a short distance down the track to a predetermined location, where they had set up horses for their escape. They forced the guards to open the safe containing the gold, then loaded the heavy sacks onto their horses. Within minutes, they were gone, disappearing into the night with a fortune in gold and cash.

The Aftermath: A Nation in Shock

The news of the Great Train Robbery spread like wildfire, shocking the nation. Train travel was supposed to be safe, and the idea that a group of outlaws could so easily overpower a well-guarded train shook the public’s confidence in the railroads. The railroad companies, already facing challenges from the rugged terrain and the difficulties of maintaining their infrastructure, now had to contend with the threat of robbery.

In response, the railroads began to take measures to protect their shipments. They increased the number of guards on trains, reinforced the safes used to store valuable cargo, and even hired Pinkerton detectives to track down the outlaws responsible for the robberies. However, these measures were not always effective, and train robberies continued to be a problem in the years that followed.

The outlaws who carried out the Great Train Robbery were relentlessly pursued by law enforcement. The Pinkerton Detective Agency, in particular, took a leading role in the manhunt, using their extensive network of informants and agents to track the robbers across the frontier. Despite their efforts, however, many of the outlaws managed to evade capture, either disappearing into the wilderness or blending into the growing population of the western towns.

The Legend: The Making of Folk Heroes

The Great Train Robbery of the Old West quickly became a part of American folklore, with the outlaws involved in the heist being both feared and admired. Jesse James, in particular, was lionized by the press, which often portrayed him as a romantic figure—a brave rebel fighting against the establishment. This image was further bolstered by dime novels and other popular media of the time, which embellished the details of the robbery and cast the outlaws in a sympathetic light.

The reality, of course, was far different. The outlaws were hardened criminals who used violence and intimidation to achieve their goals, leaving a trail of victims in their wake. Many of the men involved in the Great Train Robbery met violent ends, either killed in shootouts with lawmen or betrayed by their own associates.

Yet, the myth of the noble outlaw persisted, becoming a defining part of the cultural memory of the Old West. The Great Train Robbery came to symbolize the tension between law and lawlessness, civilization and the frontier, that defined the American West during this period.

The Lawmen: The Relentless Pursuit of Justice

The lawmen who pursued the outlaws responsible for the Great Train Robbery were also a key part of the story. These men were often as tough and resourceful as the criminals they hunted, driven by a sense of duty and a desire to bring justice to the lawless frontier.

Among the most famous of these lawmen were the Pinkerton detectives, who were hired by the railroad companies to track down the robbers. The Pinkertons were known for their relentless pursuit of criminals, using a combination of brute force and clever detective work to achieve their goals. They were feared by outlaws across the West, and their involvement in the manhunt for the Great Train Robbery only added to their reputation.

Other lawmen involved in the pursuit included local sheriffs and marshals, many of whom had deep ties to the communities they served. These men often worked in partnership with the Pinkertons, sharing information and resources to track down the robbers. The pursuit of the outlaws was dangerous and grueling work, requiring the lawmen to travel long distances through hostile territory and face off against heavily armed criminals.

Despite the challenges, the lawmen were eventually able to bring some of the outlaws to justice. Several members of the James-Younger Gang were captured or killed in the years following the robbery, while others went on to continue their criminal careers until they too met their end.

The Impact: The Changing Face of the West

The Great Train Robbery of the Old West had a lasting impact on the American West, influencing both the development of the region and the culture of the time. The robbery highlighted the challenges of maintaining law and order in a rapidly expanding frontier, where the forces of civilization were often at odds with the realities of life on the frontier.

In response to the robbery and other crimes of the era, the railroad companies and the government took steps to strengthen law enforcement in the West. New laws were passed to increase penalties for train robbery, and more resources were allocated to the pursuit of outlaws. These efforts helped to gradually bring the lawlessness of the frontier under control, paving the way for the eventual settlement and development of the West.

The cultural impact of the robbery was also significant. The story of the Great Train Robbery became a part of the mythology of the Old West, inspiring countless books, movies, and television shows. The image of the daring outlaw robbing a train in the dead of night became a staple of Western fiction, embodying the tension between freedom and order that defined the era.

The Legacy: A Symbol of the Wild West

Today, the Great Train Robbery of the Old West is remembered as one of the most iconic events in the history of the American frontier. It symbolizes the lawlessness and adventure of the Old West, a time when the boundaries between right and wrong were often blurred and the frontier was a place of both opportunity and danger.

The story of the robbery continues to captivate the imagination of people around the world
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